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    FATED & FORBIDDEN


    11 authors. One PNR series.


     


    After lifetimes of watching her creations perpetuate misery and destruction, the creator Allendra has had enough. She’s given them a month to prove themselves capable of love…and to prove they should keep their supernatural powers.


     


    Some will fight, and some will fall, but all will feel the power of the Blood Moon…even Allendra herself.


     


    Download the short prologue to the series, The Challenge, for free.


     

  


  
    SURRENDERING SAUL


    If Saul Ade had known that stepping into his sister’s life would make him a player in the goddess Allendra’s unforgiving game, he would have never left the shadows. If he doesn’t accept the mate she has chosen for him by the rise of the next blood moon, the Sídhe will become human. Unfortunately, the woman he must make his love is a mermaid who once tried to drown his sister’s human best friend. If he’d wanted a mate at all, reckless Laurel O’Cuilinn wouldn’t be it.


     


    Laurel’s devastated to learn that Saul would rather cede Allendra’s challenge than to be with her, but she’s too practical to sulk. Four weeks isn’t much time to make Saul cast aside his grudges, and she’ll do what she must to help the Sídhe retain their magic—even if it means turning on some of the mermaid charm her fated mate finds so repugnant.


     


    Allendra’s not the only one who can play games. But unlike the goddess, Laurel plans to play for love—not with it.

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    Saul Ade threw back the bed covers and vaulted onto his feet in a flash. Pacing beside the bed, he rubbed the disconcerting chill from his naked arms.


    People of Sídhe descent rarely dreamed, and certainly not fairies of three or more centuries like himself. According to the digital clock on the nightstand, that cinematic horror epic had played out in his head for well over an hour, and he hadn’t been able to rouse himself.


    “Damn it.”


    Still pacing, he rubbed his wrists against his hipbones, wishing for greater tactile stimulation—the rasp of pajama fabric, perhaps, but he always slept nude. That had been his practice in the sweltering grasslands of East Africa, and his habit hadn’t changed any in air-conditioned North Carolina.


    Glancing around the motel room that had been his home for the past month, his gaze locked onto the short-pile carpet he’d been pacing.


    He fell to his knees and rubbed the undersides of his wrists vigorously against the floor. The friction—the pain—gave him some semblance of peace. When he turned his arms over, he’d see nothing on either, and he’d know that dream had just been a mind-fuck. Fairies antagonized their enemies in unpredictable ways, and there were many enemies on both sides of his family. Some opponent would likely have great fun taunting a prince of the Serengeti’s Sídhe faction in his sleep, knowing that would be the only way they could.


    Saul was no coward. He needed to do more than abuse his flesh against a motel room floor. He needed to get on his feet, turn on a lamp, and look to see if there was a mark.


    In the dream, the goddess Allendra had marked a tattoo into his flesh and sent him on a ridiculous quest. He was supposed to be a champion of the Sídhe and other beings with magic—he was supposed to be one of the emissaries who’d save their power. To force them to take mates or else all races were made human? No bitch could possibly be that petty.


    He snaked his hand up into the shade of the lamp on the bedside table and depressed the switch. As light filled the corner of the room, he closed his eyes, rubbed his wrists against the edge of the table, and counted ten easy breaths.


    He was a warrior, not a lover. He didn’t keep women in his bed for longer than was strictly necessary to slake his urges because they were distractions. His priorities were crystal-clear and always had been. For five hundred years after reaching maturity, he’d been his mother’s most fervent protector. She was a key—a fairy with the rare and unusual ability to create doorways and portals in matter and in air. There were only three keys in existence that he knew of. The other two were his grandfather Fergus and his sister Simone.


    Simone was Saul’s newest charge. Like she did Mother, the Sídhe queen Rhiannon wanted Simone dead, but not because she believed she’d tried to steal her mate.


    Worse—Simone’s mate, Heath, was Rhiannon’s son. Rhiannon would have killed him if she could have, too, and the only reason she hadn’t yet was because they were in two different realms. The Sídhe had been banished by the gods millennia ago into a realm away from men because they’d stopped serving them, though some outside of Europe managed to stay out. Even after the gods lifted their punishment, Rhiannon kept them trapped. More fairies in the realm made her stronger.


    Unfortunately for everyone, the realm was collapsing whether the fairies within got out or not. Rhiannon was certainly trying to claw her way out before her people left, and Saul aimed to prevent that. After the dirty deeds she’d inflicted on Mother and her continual attempts on Simone’s life, he preferred that she be trapped in the realm and crushed, but hoping wasn’t good enough.


    He was a warrior and needed to be ready for all contingencies. That meant killing her if she ever got out. She’d raise hell amongst humans, and though Saul felt no particular affection for the weaker beings, he didn’t want to see them suffer under her pettiness.


    He didn’t have time for games.


    Just a trick. Not a distraction.


    The challenge had only been a dream. Someone was playing in his mind—perhaps Rhiannon herself. He had no way of knowing what sorts of magic she’d acquired through unscrupulous means, but he knew there were fairies he could do such psychic acts.


    There’d be no mark on either of his wrists, and when he confirmed there was nothing there, he’d turn off the light and return to his cool sheets for another hour or two.


    He let out a breath, straightened his spine because his straight-arrow warrior stance always made him ready to fight, and turned his right wrist over first.


    There was nothing there besides his usual crisscrossing of blood vessels beneath red-brown skin, and the new burn from the carpet.


    Swallowing hard and pointing his gaze straight ahead at the brass base of the lamp, he turned over his left wrist.


    Probably, there was nothing there. Some fool had simply gotten exactly what he or she had wanted and had ruined a warrior’s attempt at a good night’s rest. That was all.


    He nodded with finality and looked down.


    And he stared.


    And stared. Incredulous.


    There was a long line of black ink, or magic, bisecting the underside of his arm. Near the base of his palm were the three prongs of a sea king’s trident, just like in the dream.


    The marking had been real, as had the challenge requiring the tattoo. Rhiannon wasn’t to blame, at least not directly, if at all.


    He sat back on his heels and lowered his head.


    “That. Bloody. Bitch.”


    Damn the consequences, he would have killed Allendra if he knew where she was. He’d never even heard of her before the dream. She wasn’t one of his goddesses. She was just one of many who apparently had a stake in the Sídhe, and decided she wanted to strip away all that was magical about them unless one man submitted to her quest and claimed the mate he didn’t want.


    And not just any mate. The trident was a clue, and hardly a subtle one. That same trident, though small and silver, had recently fallen off the charm bracelet of a fish-brained fool. He’d found the trinket in the parking lot of his sister’s beach motel and had pressed it into her palm for safekeeping.


    Simone had immediately exclaimed, “Oh! That’s Laurel’s. She probably doesn’t even know she’s shedding charms. She’s got so many on that dang bracelet.” Then she’d smiled and walked toward the office where Laurel answered the phone. Simone had called, laughing, over her shoulder, “You know how fairies are with shiny things? Mer-fairies are even worse.”


    He hadn’t responded, yet stood there in the parking lot balling his hands into fists at his sides, because he hadn’t wanted to offend Simone yet again. His mother had told him to mind his manners around her because his demeanor often came across as overbearing, and Simone hadn’t been raised in their world. She’d been raised human.


    Because she was raised human, she forgave.


    Saul wasn’t so forgiving.


    Mer-fairies were notoriously untrustworthy, and the one in Simone’s office was a particular threat. In a fit of jealousy, she’d tried to drown Simone’s friend Dasha. Dasha had forgiven her, and so had Simone. They told Saul to “drop it.” He did, but he wouldn’t forget, and he certainly wouldn’t forgive.


    And yet somehow, he was supposed to take the chit as a mate and save magic for the Sídhe and the wolves and vampires and…


    He pounded the wall beside the bed and ignored the dent he made. The old motel was undergoing renovation, anyway.


    “Perhaps we don’t need the fucking magic after all.”


    Right.


    He twined his fingers through his loose hair, tugged, and then swore in whatever languages floated to the front of his brain. The bits of his mother’s old Gaelic and more modern Scottish. Lots of English curses, and German, too. Even some vulgar oaths in Swahili and Makonde—the last of which he felt guilty for. His father’s mother would have swatted him hard if she could catch up to him. Princes didn’t swear.


    “Fuck!”


    The stutters of the ancient air conditioning unit sounded a lot like laughter when the machine cycled back on.


    He wished he could laugh, too. He couldn’t find anything funny about being paired with a murderous mermaid.


    Nothing at all.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    “Princess Simone, I’m sorry. I don’t know how to assign this.” Laurel squinted at the computer screen and clicked the cursor on the designator “O’CUILINN, L.,” but the program wouldn’t let her in. If she didn’t get that reservation recorded, she’d forget, and then they’d end up overbooked again because her brain didn’t work quite the way normal people’s did. That wasn’t really her fault, but she still felt badly about not being able to do things that were so simple for everyone else.


    Dasha had said she was “Super ADD,” and Laurel had looked up “Super ADD” in that Internet rabbit hole called “Google.” She didn’t find any results for “Super ADD” but there were plenty for ADD.


    The condition sounded like what Laurel had, but she didn’t think there were any drugs that would help her focus. Her DNA was a muddled mix of Sídhe and siren. Laurel liked being alive a whole lot, but even she could admit those two creature groups probably should have never have gotten together. Their constitutions just didn’t play together nicely, and she needed regular infusions of magic to keep her focused. Her cousin on her siren side, Colin—son of the ocean god Poseidon—had been kindly feeding her some in the month since she’d arrived at the Hearth Motel. Everyone pretended they didn’t know she was being managed thusly, but she knew they knew. They had to. She appreciated that they didn’t mock her…especially after everything that had happened with Dasha and Ethan.


    In a compulsive fit of jealously, Laurel had tried to drown Dasha because Laurel had thought Dasha had taken her mate, Ethan.


    Ethan wasn’t Laurel’s mate.


    Laurel didn’t remember what she’d done, but Prince Heath’s sister, Princess Siobhan, had taken her aside once she’d recovered from some magical influence Rhiannon had pulled over her. She’d told Laurel what happened. Mer-fairies weren’t used to feeling shame, but Colin’s magic made mortification possible. Her head being clear made room for all sorts of unwelcome emotions.


    She sighed in embarrassment, and scooted over so Simone could lean in.


    “Huh,” the princess said. “You know, I don’t think the problem is you. I think we added too many users to the account and the software company is cracking down on the licensing. I need to call them. No way in hell am I going to pay twice as much just because I need to add one more person to an account of five. Fuck that noise.”


    Laurel pushed the reservation pad over and tapped the paper with the eraser end of her pencil. “Can you put that in before I forget? I didn’t want what happened last time to happen again, and I’m so sorry about that. That was such a disaster with all those people showing up and there being no rooms, because I totally forgot to put that first reservation into the inbox after I filled out the form and—”


    “Yo.”


    Laurel zipped her lips.


    “We all mess up sometimes. You’ve only been here for a month. You’re still in the learning curve.”


    “I just want to get this right. I can’t afford to make any mistakes.”


    Laurel owed it to them not to make any mistakes. She needed to prove to them that she could be a valuable member of the Hearth Motel crew and that she wouldn’t make trouble. The realm of the Sídhe was collapsing and fairies and other kinds of magical creatures were surging out into the human realm and trying to find places for themselves. Laurel wanted to be settled in and stable before some other fairy came along begging Princess Simone for a job—and someone she didn’t have such a conflicted history with, at that.


    “Just keep doing what you’re doing,” the princess said. “If this makes things easier, though, feel free to tell people that the reservation system is down and that you’ll take down their room request and have someone call them back when the network is back up.”


    “That, I can do.”


    When the phone rang a moment later, that was exactly what she did.


    By the time she finished taking down the request and setting the reservation form into the inbox, Princess Simone had moved to the office doorway. She leaned out of the doorway, which was almost always open because it may as well have been a revolving door otherwise, and shouted toward the left. “Come closer. I can’t hear you.”


    “Who are you talking to?” Laurel asked.


    “My dopey brother. He’s standing way down at end of the old block of rooms muttering something to me like I’m supposed to be able to hear him from here.”


    Laurel bobbed her eyebrows and turned her attention to the stack of magazines on the desk in front of her. Princess Simone and Dasha had specifically selected them to help Laurel and other newcomers acclimate to the modern human world. There were home and garden magazines, magazines filled with recipes and cooking advice of all sorts, fashion periodicals, travel guides, and more. The last thing Laurel wanted was to stand out any more than she already did. The human people who visited the motel seemed to stare extra-long at the fairies—as if they couldn’t quite make out what was different about them.


    Dasha had to explain to Laurel that they did seem different, though she couldn’t put into words exactly what made them stand out. She’d just patted Laurel on the shoulder, said, “Don’t let them linger in the office too long, and maybe that way they won’t get too suspicious,” and then Ethan had whisked her away to her prenatal appointment.


    “I have no idea what he’s going on about,” Princess Simone said, frowning. “Can hardly tell what he’s saying through the accent most of the time, anyway.”


    “I don’t think I’ve heard him speak.”


    Princess Simone turned and furrowed her brow. “You haven’t?”


    “I don’t think he’s ever been close enough for me to hear.”


    “Huh. Well, his accent is some chaotic clash of East African cadences and my mother’s Scottish brogue. She hid that brogue so well in all those years she was undercover here in the U.S. Shocked the hell out of me the first time I heard her really let it rip.”


    Laurel giggled. “Yes, the brogue is quite thick, but I suppose that since I have folks who were from around there, I’m a little more acclimated to the sounds.”


    “You fake an American accent well enough.”


    Laurel shrugged. Having an ear for languages was one of the few neat tricks she had, other than the breathing-underwater thing.


    “Come closer,” Princess Simone called out the door.


    Whatever her brother had to say in response to that, Laurel couldn’t hear. She pinned her concentration on a how-to craft article that instructed readers on using recycled paint color cards to make a mosaic.


    “Seems like a terrible waste,” she muttered.


    “What does, me standing in this doorway talking to a statue?” the princess asked.


    Laurel pointed to the magazine.


    Princess Simone stepped to the front of the counter and peered over the high surface. “Oh. I’ve got lots of those swatch cards leftover from when we started the motel renovation planning. I don’t know why I didn’t throw out the ones we didn’t use. Maybe you could do something with them.”


    “Oh, well, I don’t really do…” Laurel shrugged. “Art.”


    The princess narrowed her eyes.


    “I mean, my family didn’t find that particular use of free time fruitful. Besides, we spent most of our time underwater. I know pretty things when I see them, though.” She giggled again and purposefully jangled her heavy charm bracelet on her wrist. “I just don’t make any.”


    “Maybe you should try. Take an art class or something.”


    “You don’t think that would be a waste of time?”


    “Absolutely not! Creative ventures feed the logical part of the brain. That’s why my mother always sent me back to the drawing board with my college course schedule every semester.” The princess set her elbows atop the counter and propped her chin onto her fists, smiling. Obviously, the memory was a fine one. “I’d always try to do the bare minimum just so I could get the hell out and graduate, but she always made me squeeze in one elective that was just for enrichment.”


    “Like what?”


    “Art history, drawing, introductory piano.” She cringed then. “Latin. Mostly useless now, but at least I can answer random Jeopardy! questions and tell when someone’s trying to curse me.”


    “Sounds like a very princessy curriculum.”


    The princess shrugged. “Hey. Maybe you’re right. My education probably would have been a lot more well-rounded if Mom had raised me with my brothers.”


    Speaking of the princes, the one who’d been talking at Simone from afar stepped into the doorway, scowling.


    Laurel’s immediate reflex was to make herself very small in her seat and hope that he couldn’t even see the top of her head over the counter.


    Her heart pounded as if little fae had burrowed inside and were driving hammers against the muscle, and a bead of sweat had suddenly formed on her brow.


    Run! Adrenaline said.


    She locked her shaking hands around the padded armrests of her seat and tried to silence her breathing.


    “Might I have a word?” came the quiet, yet somehow thundering voice.


    Princess Siobhan had said all of the Ade brothers were frightening, but the fact she’d said so with a smile had made Laurel think she was ribbing. If Princess Siobhan was anything like her mother, frightening males may have been her preference. King Brandan never even had to say anything to make Laurel scamper away like a mouse. All he had to do was tilt his head toward her, and she’d run.


    “I thought you were getting used to the air conditioning, Saul,” Princess Simone said. “You don’t want to come inside where it’s only eighty degrees compared to the unseasonably hot one hundred out there?”


    “I’ve endured hotter.”


    “Right, right. I keep forgetting. Whatever you have to say, you can say here, can’t you?”


    “Pardon the intrusion, but I would rather not. I must discuss with you an issue of some urgency, and a delicate one at that.”


    “Something happen to one of the crew?”


    “No.”


    “If you’re forcing me outside on a day that I haven’t even had a chance to put sunscreen on yet, at least give me a hint of what’s wrong.”


    Saul didn’t respond.


    Laurel thought perhaps Princess Simone had grown weary of parrying with him and decided to step outside.


    She sat up a bit straighter and found that not only was the princess still in the office, with her back turned to the counter, but her brother hulked in the doorway.


    Gods.


    Laurel had never encountered a magical creature of any sort who ignited such an immediate visceral reaction. Sure, she’d been under the influence of the Sídhe queen Rhiannon, who had considerable power, as did Prince Heath and Princess Siobhan. Laurel had spent a great deal of time with Princess Simone and her mother Katie, both of whom were what the Sídhe called “keys.” They could open portals that connected great distances—an uncommon gift. She’d even lurked in the same room as goddesses and demigods, and while they all managed to instill a certain amount of fright in her, none made her upper lip sweat.


    Perhaps she’d spent too much time underwater in her tail and fins, but she’d never known that part of her face could sweat.


    Princess Simone threw her hands up. “Ugh. Fine. I’m assuming this won’t take long.”


    “I did not make that claim.” Saul shoved off the doorway, casting a paralyzing stare over his shoulder as he moved away.


    Laurel sat very still, panting as if she’d narrowly avoided a car crash. Her heart was still thundering. She’d never heard of a near-immortal having a heart attack.


    Knowing my luck, I’d be the first.


    Saul led Princess Simone across the parking lot.


    Laurel pushed herself up from the chair, hardly noticing that Prince Heath was already outside and leaning against the Hearth Motel’s signpost. That he was there was inconsequential because her brain found importance only in the tall, strong build of the glowering man.


    He was leaning in close to the prince and princess, and whispering.


    The ocean breeze made the dark, dense curls he’d tied back leap off his spine and dance before returning to their places. She wondered if even his hair was afraid of disappointing him. Laurel certainly was, and she’d never even had a conversation with the man. He’d arrived at The Hearth after the showdown between Queen Rhiannon and Katie in the magic realm, no longer bothering to be discreet about his protection of Princess Simone. He’d been given a room and kept himself separate from the crew for the most part, not engaging them on more than a superficial level. His focus was on the princess’s safety. He was a machine.


    A beautifully formed, frightening machine, and the machine was looking her way, as were Prince Heath, Princess Simone, and the goddess Hestia, who must have materialized in the huddle in the span of time Laurel had been gazing appreciatively at Saul’s biceps.


    Hestia being around was never a good sign. She was a meddler and, sometimes, a fixer when she got pissed enough.


    Quickly, Laurel snatched the stapler off the countertop as a ruse, and lowered herself into the seat of the rolling chair.


    “They’re just looking because I was looking,” she muttered, fiddling with the corner of the magazine page.


    That excuse didn’t sit well with her, though. She didn’t have the kind of intuitive magic of some of the fairies in the crew, but she had paranoia, and that was almost as good.


    Swallowing hard, she transferred her weight to her feet once more and quickly assessed the scene.


    Saul was gone, as was Prince Heath. Princess Simone’s brow appeared to be furrowed, and she occasionally nodded at whatever the goddess was saying.


    When Hestia turned, her usual expression of deceptive neutrality was nowhere to be found. Her red lips were pinched tight, her usually pale cheeks pinked, and her eyes wild. Her shoulders rose and then fell in what appeared to be a bracing breath, and then she vanished.


    Princess Simone started across the lot, and Laurel dropped her ass onto the seat once more.


    Laurel did try not to be a snoop, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that she were about to get in trouble for something again, and she’d been trying so hard to be good.


    The princess pulled the pin on the metal arm that held the door open. She turned to Laurel before the door had even settled into the frame.


    Laurel dragged her tongue across her lips, tasting the sweat that wouldn’t go away.


    She was going to get sent away. She knew it.


    “At least tell me what I’ve done wrong,” she said. “I’ve done everything you’ve said. I haven’t bothered any of the guests or any of the men in the crew. Really, I’ve been trying to fit in. I’ve—”


    “Shh. Be quiet for a minute, please.”


    Laurel clamped her lips.


    Princess Simone paced, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “I swear, there’s always gotta be something, right?”


    Laurel wasn’t sure if the question was meant to be rhetorical, so she didn’t respond. Silence was usually safe around the Hearth crew. She watched the princess pace.


    “Not enough that Rhiannon’s going to be in this realm soon raising hell and we’ll have all those refugee fairies to get settled in. Not enough that this motel is still only half renovated and we can’t walk ten feet without tripping over construction detritus.” She dropped her hand from her nose and turned to Laurel. “Not enough.”


    Laurel gulped again. “No?”


    “Nope. There’s always gotta be some shit happening, right?”


    Laurel nodded gravely, and her gut roiled with the suspense of the matter.


    Please get on with it.


    If she were going to be sent away, she needed to start making plans as soon as possible. She couldn’t go back to the mer-folk. They wouldn’t keep her sane. Sane wasn’t one of their priorities, and she’d come to appreciate levelheadedness in the past month. She was able to actually learn and accomplish things. She’d even found out she was good at some things. The Hearth’s pool had never had clearer water.


    “What do you want for lunch?” Princess Simone asked.


    The abrupt question slapped Laurel like a true blow, making her turn her head and flinch, and then her brain caught up to what she’d actually been asked. “I’m sorry, what?”


    Princess Simone set her elbows on the counter again. “Lunchtime. I’ve been trying to cut back on carbs, but I think I deserve a barbecue sandwich.”


    “I…I thought you were going to…” Laurel shook her head. If she spoke the fear, she’d plant an idea in the princess’s head she certainly didn’t want her to have. She dragged her forearm across her upper lip and notched her hair behind her ears. “Um. Sorry. Pardon me. I’m probably overdue for a swim.”


    “Well, see that you get one at the end of your shift. Need you out of your room for an extra couple of hours anyway.”


    “Why’s that?”


    Princess Simone walked around the counter slowly, and leaned against the desktop. She picked up Laurel’s hand, peered curiously at the charms dangling at the underside of the bracelet, and then returned Laurel’s hand.


    “Roofing contractor is due to replace the roof on that half of the building starting tomorrow. I’m going to go ahead and send a couple of guys in to move your stuff to fairy housing now that there’s another apartment available, but I’m waiting for the family I had to check into that unit to leave. No use keeping you in the old room if right after, we’re going to be doing renovations inside, anyway.”


    “You’re moving me into fairy housing?”


    “I assumed you knew that would happen eventually.”


    “Well, no. I just…I guess I didn’t think about anything so permanent.” The apartments were for the crew who’d long been living on the road with no true place outside of the fairy realm to call home. Laurel hadn’t let herself dream that she’d have a place there.


    The princess shrugged. “The unit I picked out for you is a smaller apartment, but I think it’s okay for a single woman.”


    “Which floor plan?” There was enthusiasm in Laurel’s voice, and she couldn’t help herself. She’d never had her own place before arriving at Hearth Motel. She’d never expected more than a simple motel room. Working in the office covered the cost of her housing and her meals. She’d assumed she’d have to stay there until she could afford an apartment nearby. Never did she think the prince and princess would actually let her stay there.


    “Four. Has an open living space. Kinda like a studio, but with the bedroom tucked away.”


    Laurel rubbed her palms together with glee. “I’ve seen all the unit styles, except the fours. They’re all nice, and I’m sure the fours are, too.”


    “Maybe those paint cards will come in handy,” the princess said. “That apartment is still contractor beige.”


    “Beige is fine.”


    “Beige is boring.” Princess Simone cleared her throat and reached across the desk. “So, barbecue? I can have food ready for pickup.”


    Just like that?


    Laurel furrowed her brow. The way the Hearth crew changed subjects so quickly often left her feeling like she had whiplash.


    She was exceedingly grateful that she hadn’t been sent away, but that unsettled feeling in her gut hadn’t dissipated. That conference by the Hearth sign had seemed too peculiar, and she didn’t want to get comfortable only to have the boom lowered on her later.


    “Princess—”


    “Not right now, Laurel.”


    “But—”


    “I vowed not to have this discussion, and I won’t. Not yet.”


    Yet, she’d said.


    So, there is something she wants to say but can’t.


    Laurel drew random squigglies on the back of the paint card and glanced up. “I just need to know if I’m welcome here. That’s all.”


    “Trust me. You really shouldn’t worry about that, and certainly not now.”


    Laurel found the emphasis the princess put on the word “now” to be quite troubling, but she nodded, committed to letting the subject drop.


    Into the phone, Princess Simone said cheerily, “Hey! I’d like to put in an order for pickup, please? I’m calling from the Hearth Motel.” She cringed. “Listen, I know that last order was a monster, but I promise, what we need is basically a snack. Most of the crew is away, so sixteen sandwiches ought to suffice.” She drummed her fingers atop the desktop and rolled her gaze to the ceiling. “And, uh…twenty orders of hush puppies.”


    Laurel heard the indignant bark of the order taker.


    “Hey! Some of the folks here have big appetites.” She hung up and muttered, “They act like they don’t like money.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    In spite of Saul’s numerous reservations about Prince Heath’s ability to adequately protect Simone, Saul knew the man possessed a brain that was generally good at advanced planning. Although his official role while under his mother’s employ had been Chief Fugitive Recovery Guard, the fact of the matter was that he was more of an assassin. Saul didn’t care what the man’s kill count was, and wouldn’t be particularly concerned even if he did know. Fairies were practical, and sometimes people needed to be killed. Saul had certainly dispatched more than his fair share while guarding his mother. So Saul sat quietly in a near-empty suite, thrumming his fingertips atop his knees, and looking to Heath for guidance.


    Heath wasn’t speaking.


    He leaned against the wall near the door holding a half-eaten sandwich, nodding at men as they walked through carrying heavy furniture pieces and boxes meant to be placed in that unit.


    Apparently, Saul was being relocated.


    Simone squeezed in behind the men who held the dresser and looked from her husband to Saul. “So, Hestia is spitting mad.”


    “She came back?” Heath asked.


    “Yeah. She caught up to me when I went down to meet the pool guy. She went out looking for that Allendra chick.”


    “Could she not find her?” Saul asked.


    Simone closed her eyes and slowly shook her head. “She’s totally off the radar.”


    “Likely by design,” Heath said.


    Saul grunted. “Given the sort of collection of beings I spied in my dream, I would imagine there are a great number of gods and goddesses quite peeved at Allendra for overstepping her bounds.”


    “Tell us who you saw.”


    “My observations were rather cursory, but I am certain that in addition to other types of fae, there were some shapeshifters. There were some other creatures I couldn’t discern, as well. All of them would likely have their own pantheons, however.”


    “And some specific individuals within those creature groups would get more attention than others,” Simone said.


    Many of the Sídhe in Hearth’s crew had patrons. Hestia had taken interest in Simone and Heath long before Simone had been born. One of Heath’s lieutenants, Ethan, was favored by the goddess Mielikki. And of course, Colin’s father was Poseidon. They may not have been on speaking terms most of the time, but he certainly didn’t want to see his son dead.


    Although gods and goddesses weren’t supposed to interfere with the plans Fate had laid out for an individual, they could soften the blows it dealt. Sometimes, though, when a god or goddess thought a path was particularly unfair, they’d try to shift the outcome in small ways.


    Hestia’s surprise and anger meant that Allendra had done something completely unexpected and out of line for their kind.


    “Perhaps Hestia will connect with those other patrons, should the creatures have them, and work to find Allendra,” Heath said. “Perhaps they can make her call off the game.”


    “Is that the only plan you’ve devised, Prince?” Saul asked. “To wait on others to resolve the matter in my favor?”


    Heath looked up from his sandwich, his blue gaze emotionless. Bored, even, as if Saul’s plight were only one small concern of many in his day.


    “Is this not your problem as well?” Saul asked. “I would imagine you would find being made human most unfathomable.”


    Sighing, Simone pinched the bridge of her nose. “Obviously, Saul, Allendra’s game is a bad deal all around. She picks people to represent their races and they have to all be bonded to their life mates within four weeks?” She dropped her hand and shifted out of the way of the fairy carrying a large, flattened box toward the breezeway. “Four weeks isn’t such a bad timeframe for the Sídhe, though. We don’t need weeks if the person is right.”


    “But she’s quite obviously sending me on a chase after a woman who isn’t right. She wants me to fail, and thus all of us.”


    Simone shrugged. “Maybe she does. Maybe she made this game unwinnable because she wants us and other beings who have magic to get old and die off. But we have until the next Blood Moon to fix this. If Heath doesn’t seem overly panicked, that’s because we’re not down to the wire yet. We’ve got twenty-seven days left, and we’re going to work this out, if not by force, then with magic.”


    “Magic?”


    She nodded. “The fairies in Heath’s crew and the people related to them have useful skills we can call on. If we can’t find Allendra—if we can’t make her stop this—we’ll band together and protect what’s ours by any means necessary. We didn’t agree to play this game, so we shouldn’t have to pay the price for her prize.”


    Saul tipped his head back and eyed his little sister speculatively. She hadn’t spent more than a few hours with their father in her twenty-nine years, but so often, her words sounded like his. Simone was born of a key and a prince, and had strong enough magic that she could guard herself and many of the people around her, but Saul couldn’t help but to see her as a child.


    He was hundreds of years old. She hadn’t even seen her fourth decade yet.


    “Anyhow,” Simone said, “we’ll leave you to tidy up in here. Sorry for the mess, but being what you are, I doubt you’ll have any problems putting things where you want them. You’ve got muscle and magic.”


    Saul scanned the disordered apartment, and looked through the door into the bedroom. The bed needed assembly. Everything else was askew, much like in the living room and kitchen.


    At least they’d removed all the boxes and bags. He didn’t enjoy being relocated, but he appreciated that the new space had more room for his weapons. He’d actually be able to stand his spears upright in the closet rather than sliding them under the bed with his sword.


    “No,” he grumbled. “I will have no trouble setting things right.”


    “Good. The fridge is empty, but I called for a grocery delivery.” She glanced down at her watch as she backed toward the door. “They should be here in a few minutes or so. I’ll send them up.”


    “That really wasn’t necessary, but thank you.”


    “A man has to eat,” Heath said in an inscrutable mumble before stepping outside. So much of what the man said was inscrutable. Simone seemed to tolerate him well enough, though.


    Simone followed the prince and closed the door, only to return a moment later with a bucket filled with cleaning supplies and trash bags. “You might need those. There are little specks of packing peanuts everywhere.”


    “I will see to them.”


    “Okay. Cool. Have fun.”


    “Indeed.”


    She closed the door.


    For a few minutes, he sat still, surveying his new environment and letting the feel of the place pervade his consciousness, and then he got up, grabbed a trash bag, and started to clean.


    He’d plotted many a campaign in far messier conditions, but he didn’t see why he should have to. He wasn’t at war.


    At least, not yet.


    ___


    Laurel dropped the stack of paint swatch cards onto the brand new sofa in her apartment, and did a spin to take in more of the light, bright room. “It’s so pretty,” she said to Princess Simone.


    “Bathroom’s got a big tub, too.” The princess shut the door and then walked to the door to the adjoining apartment and tested the knob. It was locked from the other side.


    Whether or not the door was supposed to be locked, Laurel couldn’t make out from Princess Simone’s expression.


    “Grocery guy was here a little while ago, and Dasha got everything put away.”


    “Oh.” Laurel started for the door. “I should thank her.”


    “Nah.”


    Laurel stopped, and turned slowly on her heel. “No? Would that be overstepping? I’m still trying to understand—”


    The princess gave a dismissive wave. “She’s not expecting thanks. She knew I was in a hurry and didn’t want to leave the food sitting out until you could get up here.”


    “Hurry? Where are you going?”


    “Nowhere. I’m just doing a bunch of things at once, as usual.”


    “Ah.” Laurel nodded. The princess was a masterful multi-tasker, which probably was reason she was such a good match for Prince Heath. Laurel envied her for her adroitness.


    Princess Simone glanced down at her watch, then up at Laurel.


    “I’m sorry. Do you need to go? Please don’t feel like you need to wait here and entertain me.”


    “I’m not. I’m simply waiting for the moment when I can speak without breaking a promise.”


    “Pardon?”


    “You know how fairies are. Wording matters.”


    “And we don’t make promises we don’t keep.”


    “Exactly.”


    “What promise did you make, Princess?”


    “That I wouldn’t speak on a certain subject until a certain time. Perhaps I was being a bit deceptive, but I didn’t see where I had a choice. I was plotting on the fly. My father’s line is very good at that, but that’s instinctual magic I don’t know how to draw out efficiently yet. Saul is probably better at not-quite-lying.”


    “How was what you said deceptive?”


    “Because the person I made the promise to has probably never seen the face of my watch.” Princess Simone held her wrist up close enough for Laurel to see. “Watch until the top of the hour.”


    Laurel watched the second hand tick five times toward the twelve, and then, suddenly, the winged pigs pinned at the center started spinning around. “They’re…flying, in a way.”


    “Yep.” The princess dropped her arm. “They do that twice each day, and in my promise, I said I wouldn’t say anything until pigs flew. This probably wasn’t what he had in mind, but he’ll know better the next time I make him an oath.”


    “Who? And what weren’t you supposed to say?”


    Grimacing, Princess Simone grabbed the end of her ponytail and spun it around the base, making a hasty bun. “Laurel, sit.”


    Hands shaking with suspense, Laurel brushed the paint cards out of the way, and perched on the end of the sofa.


    The princess had never confided anything in her before, and she wondered if her suddenly needing to do so was a good thing.


    “This morning, Heath and I learned of a plot against the Sídhe.”


    “Oh no! Who from this time?” She clasped her hand over her mouth and muttered behind her fingers. “Rhiannon. Duh.”


    “Nah.” Princess Simone shook her head. “A goddess, actually, and one we don’t know.” With her hands stuffed into her pockets, she walked into the kitchen and paced in front of the island. “She wants to take away our magic. She wants to make the Sídhe and others with magic human. True mortals.”


    Human.


    As the princess had, Laurel fondled the end of her long ponytail. She enjoyed her long-livedness—especially being out in the larger world and not trapped in the confining magic realm—but having no magic could have meant a clearer head for her. Not just sometimes, but all the time.


    She wouldn’t be able to breathe underwater or swim with her gills and fins, but she’d be normal…or more normal. She wouldn’t need to cling to Colin for his aid and have to listen to his immature fish jokes.


    “Does that sound attractive to you, Laurel?”


    Laurel winced. “I suppose I’m easy to read.”


    “Sometimes.”


    “I was just thinking that maybe for a half-breed like me, not having magic wouldn’t be so bad. For other Sídhe, though…” She let out a long exhalation and dropped her hair. “The loss would be a terrible thing. Out here, we have so many enemies, and who knows what’ll happen when the magic realm is fully emptied.”


    “Yep.” Princess Simone peeled the plastic off a pack of magnets and applied the cute little fairies to the freezer door. “The people who’ve been waiting for opportunities to seek revenge for old slights could pluck us off one by one, and we’d have no champions, and no recourse.”


    “What can we do?”


    “This may not be a we problem, Laurel.”


    “Explain, please.”


    “I’m going to be clear and precise because I need to get out of this room before the person on the other side of that door”—she pointed to the adjoining apartment’s door—“realizes he’s trapped.”


    “Trapped?”


    The princess nodded. “I’ll be the one trapping him. This has to do with you, Laurel, and he didn’t want me to tell you.”


    “Who is he? What’s happening?”


    “Saul, dear. My brother.”


    Laurel stared. That was why she’d felt so unsettled in the office. She’d known a boom would drop, and there it was. Once again, she felt the prickles of sweat over her upper lip.


    Calmly, the princess tossed the magnet packet into the trash. “Some goddess pulled him into a dream and issued a challenge. She said if he didn’t find and bond with his mate before the next Blood Moon that magicfolk would become human.”


    Laurel pointed to herself. “And…you think…”


    “I don’t think the culprit could be anyone else.” Princess Simone pointed to the underside of her left forearm. “He’s got a new tattoo right here. The goddess Allendra put the mark there as a clue to who his mate might be, and the shape is an exact match to the trident that’s on your charm bracelet.”


    “Colin gave me that. He had it made as a joke.”


    “And that’s why I can’t possibly believe we’re dealing with a coincidence. That tattoo symbolizes you, and he doesn’t want you. I’m sorry, honey.”


    Laurel’s mouth fell open, both from being utterly overwhelmed and the sting of the princess’s last sentence.


    Not wanted?


    Having Ethan not want her was one thing. He’d already had a mate and wasn’t meant to be Laurel’s. She felt no lasting sting over being told of his rejection, but a stranger like Saul being so clear of his disinterest hurt her heart.


    She needed people to like her. He didn’t, and some goddess said she was his mate.


    Oh Gods. Maybe I deserve this. I did so many shitty things in the past.


    She pressed a hand to her forehead and rubbed.


    Princess Simone kneeled in front of Laurel and squeezed her hands. “Listen. I don’t like the game. I think the challenge is mean and petty, but I need you to see if she only picked you because you were already supposed to be his.”


    Laurel dropped her hand and took a deep breath. “How am I supposed to know that?”


    “Because you’re Sídhe, and we know.”


    “Half Sídhe. And I was wrong before. With Ethan, I mean.”


    “Because you were sick and the part of you that’s siren was driving you to take a strong lover so you could reproduce. I think you’ll know the difference.”


    Laurel wasn’t so sure. She’d never been with a man for simple companionship. She didn’t know what that felt like, only that that sort of rapport was something she wanted. Princess Simone had it. Dasha had it. They were happy.


    Why can’t I be?


    Princess Simone sat back onto the coffee table and pushed the couple of cartons of Chinese food from dinner aside. “Look. I know this is a lot to ask, and I can tell that what I just said hurt you. Your aura is about seven shades of blue right now. You usually glow pink.”


    “I forgot you could do that,” Laurel said quietly.


    Princess Simone had inherited some sort of magic from every one of her grandparents. Most Sídhe didn’t have any magic at all beyond long-livedness.


    “A mostly useless skill.” The princess grimaced. “Helpful every now and then when people are feeling strongly and can’t tell me. This is a situation where we don’t have a lot of time to sit and plan. We can’t hope this will resolve itself. We need to deploy different strategies at once.”


    “And I’m one of them.”


    The princess turned her hands over as if in concession. “You can tell me no. Honestly, I would say no because I’m stubborn like that and I don’t like people telling me what I should be doing or when I should be doing something. I guess I’m like my brother that way.”


    “But you want me to say yes.”


    “You saying yes would make things easier, maybe. I mean, in the end, there might be some benefit for you. In four weeks, you could have a mate, and maybe the Sídhe will get to keep their magic.”


    “Or I’ll have a broken heart.”


    Princess Simone sighed and grabbed Laurel’s wrist. She jangled the bracelet and smiled. “Hey. That’s a very real risk. Heath risked heartbreak when he pursued me, back when I couldn’t tap into the part of me that made me a fairy. Back then, I couldn’t feel what he did because I was stoppered. The magic surfaced because my grandfather forced it up.”


    “What do you feel now?”


    “I feel like where he goes, I follow, because we’re one in the same and we shouldn’t be parted. We’re better together. We know that instinctually. We fail more when we’re apart.”


    Laurel nodded slowly and fiddled with the edge of one of the paint swatch cards. The palette featured four vibrant, ocean blue hues. “I want that,” she said after a minute. “I won’t refuse the chance to have that sort of match.”


    “I don’t think this is going to be easy. I don’t want to give you that impression at all.”


    “I think winning him, and the game, will be very hard. After all, you already told me he doesn’t want me.”


    “He doesn’t know you, sweetie. That’s all.”


    “That’s why you’re locking him in?” Laurel pointed to the door beside the sofa. “To make him?”


    “Yes.”


    “What if he never opens the door?”


    “He will.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Because he’ll want to see if you’re locked in, too.”


    “And how do you plan on preventing a fairy of his size from just shouldering his door open?” The Sídhe were tall as a race, and Saul was certainly no exception. His head came close to skimming the tops of the motel doorframes.


    Princess Simone pushed to her feet, chuckling. “Have you forgotten that I’m a key?”


    “No, but what does that have to do with him tearing down walls?”


    “He may be physically stronger than I am, sure. He’s got more of our father’s magic, but I have more of my mother’s. I’ve figured out some very interesting nuances in my abilities. I can open portals, yes. I can close off old ones that others have made, yes. But I can also bar people from leaving an enclosed space. It doesn’t matter if a room has breakable windows or doors that should unlock. If I want them to stay, I can make them.”


    “Does anyone else know you can do that?”


    “Just Heath.” Princess Simone shrugged, “And my mother, obviously. She taught me the trick.”


    “Does Katie know what you have planned?”


    “Yes.” Princess Simone put her hand on the doorknob, and paused in the entryway. “She’s the one who suggested to Heath and I that we lock you two in. She wants to see her sons settle down sooner than later. She’s very practical, my mother.”


    Laurel knew she’d liked that lady for some reason, and not just because she and Rhiannon had a feud going back a millennium. “Practical. Yes. As am I.”


    The princess nodded and opened the door. “Want a few final gulps of fresh air or a quick swim? The next time I visit, I’ll use a different way in.”


    “You’ll walk through the wall, you mean.” Laurel stood and headed for the breezeway. A swim sounded nice, especially if it’d be her last for four weeks. The swim could have very well been her last one with fins if she couldn’t win Saul over and if the others playing the game didn’t succeed, too.


    She ignored the lurching of her stomach and smiled at the princess.


    “Yep. I love that I can do that,” Princess Simone said. “I sneak out of parties all the time before people can force me into longwinded conversations. Stealth is freaking great!”


    “So, you’ll come see me, then?”


    “Of course. Just because you’re locked in doesn’t mean you should be treated like you committed some ghastly crime.” She crinkled her nose. “Beyond being singled out to be my brother’s mate, anyway.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    After Saul had gotten his new apartment as organized as he liked, he stood near the kitchen, nodding with satisfaction. Although he’d been afforded many luxuries during his upbringing, from the time he’d matured, he’d been a roamer. He’d never lived in any place long enough to form a lasting attachment, and he preferred that lifestyle. Warriors needed to be able to pack up and leave at the slightest provocation. His father had taught him that. The fact that his mother’s parents had lived in the same spot for over a millennium had bemused him, but Mother had explained simply enough. “Some people are roots, some are clouds, and some are birds.” She’d winked at him. “I’m a bird. Give me a place to go home to, but let me fly when I need.”


    He propped his sword into the corner and, at the buzzing of the phone in his pocket, paced away from the door.


    “Hello, Mother,” he said into the little device.


    “Saul, my bairn, would you please step away from the windows for just a moment?”


    “To what end?” Of course he walked toward the windows and glanced outside. He saw nothing except the railing and the near-empty beach beyond, so he stepped away. “And where are you?”


    “Did you move?”


    “Yes. But why?”


    “One moment.”


    There was a buzz, a crackle, and a bright blue flash that streaked across the windows. Then, a figure appeared just beyond the gauzy curtains—a tall, lean figure with a shock of bright red hair. Beside her was a shorter, more athletic physique he immediately recognized as Simone’s.


    “What are you doing?” He hurried to the door and pulled the knob.


    The damned thing wouldn’t budge. He tried the locks, engaging and unlocking them again and again to no avail. He couldn’t even shake the door. Every yank yielded no give. The doorframe should have splintered with the amount of force he was applying.


    “What is this?” he shouted, storming to the window. “What have you done?”


    Mother folded her arms over her chest and raised her chin.


    Simone cringed.


    He fiddled with the window locks and tried to slide the glass over, but the window, like the door, seemed to have been enchanted somehow.


    “What did you do?” he shouted.


    Mother pointed to the phone she had at her ear.


    He raised his to his face.


    “Don’t try to break the glass, my love. Don’t waste your energy. You’ll just get yourself all worked up and hungry, and I believe you’ve a very limited amount of food storage space.”


    “You’ve locked me in?”


    “Sorry,” Simone mouthed.


    “What’s this about? Let me out. There’s work to be done.”


    Mother nodded. “Yes. There is, and you’re exactly where you need to be.”


    “Meaning what?”


    “Try to be sweet, Saul. I know that’s hard for you, but no one has to know.”


    “What are you rambling on about?”


    “This is about you and your challenge.”


    “Pardon my language, Mother, but what the fuck are you talking about?”


    “Four weeks may seem like a terribly long time, but in the scheme of things, what’s four weeks to a fairy who could live millennia?”


    Realizing he’d been set up, he tracked his gaze over to the traitor in the Hearth Motel polo shirt, and enunciated very slowly, “You broke your word.”


    Simone shook her head. Mother held her phone’s speaker close to Simone’s mouth. “Maybe I abused the spirit of the promise, but I did what I had to. What Allendra did was shitty, and you probably think us locking you in like this is no better than what she did, but remember who I am, Saul. I’m a princess of the Sídhe who is married to a prince of the Sídhe, and we have to consider the wellbeing of everyone we serve. That includes you.”


    “Should I blame Heath for this disgusting trick?”


    Mother drew the phone back to her ear. “No, you can blame me and your father.”


    “Father?”


    “It’s time, Saul.”


    “Time for what?”


    “Time to accept that you require a mate’s steadying influence. We’re not meant to be solitary for so long.”


    “And this is the strategy you’d deploy to have me tied down to your specifications?”


    “This is the opportunity I plan to use to give my son his best chance at happiness.”


    Saul threw the phone at the sofa and shoved his fingers into his bound hair.


    “Fuck.”


    He paced in front of the coffee table, wishing for the twentieth time in a day that he’d accepted his brother Solomon’s offer to reside at the Hearth in his place. But, no. Saul had insisted that guarding Simone was his duty, and he never failed in his duty. Instead, everyone around him were the ones failing. They were failing him.


    Mother tapped on the window.


    Rolling his eyes and crossing his arms over his chest, he stepped to the glass.


    “Shall I send one of your brothers to keep you company tomorrow?”


    “Fuck them, too.”


    “Be kind, Saul. I raised you better than that. You might be bigger than me,” she said, narrowing her nearly fluorescent green eyes, “but if you still need the discipline of a young boy, I will move the sun and moon, if I have to, to make sure you get it.”


    He stepped away reflexively, because he believed her. His mother didn’t make idle threats. Rhiannon had certainly learned that lesson more than once.


    “I’ll be going now,” she called as that mermaid wretch walked past behind her with wet hair dripping down her back and a towel pinched around her torso.


    He ground his teeth and listened to the door next door open, then close.


    Simone stepped away from the railing, and a moment later, there was another blue flash.


    Mother nodded with an air of finality. “Don’t worry so much, darlin’ boy. Let someone else do the thinking for you for a change. You don’t have to resist every damned thing. Resistance isn’t what makes a warrior strong. His ability to discern when he should stop fighting is.”


    She blew a kiss in his direction, and then walked away.


    He was having a hard time controlling his breathing. Too fast, too short.


    As he ground his teeth, he concentrated on filling his lungs and letting the air back out through his parted lips.


    He pounded his fists against the sides of his thighs and stared out the window.


    Never before had he been so betrayed. Fairies were a calculating, crafty bunch, but they didn’t usually turn those wiles on their own family members. Family was sacred because Sídhe family trees didn’t tend to be especially wide.


    He forced out one more breath, then snatched the curtains closed.


    And then he paced.


    He wasn’t going to waste his energy trying to break down the door or shatter the window. Any magic his mother had spun was going to be foolproof.


    But Simone’s…


    Simone was young. Her magic still had gaps on occasion.


    He yanked open the door to the adjoining unit only to meet a second door, locked from the other side. He banged on it. “Mermaid!”


    There came no response.


    He banged again and wriggled the knob. Unlike the front door of the unit, that door had some give. If he applied his weight to the right spot, he could wrest the door off its hinges, and he was about to. He had his stance ready and hand braced against the frame and was prepared to shove, but the door swung inward and that woman blinked at him.


    He stood mute, glowering at her as if she were a spider that had dropped from her web into a beer he’d long craved.


    She was wet. Suds covered her white-blond hair, and she batted some bubbles out of sea green eyes that were tinged with red.


    Apparently, he’d interrupted her shower. Seemed hardly a fair penance for her given she was interrupting his entire life.


    “Move,” he said, idly scratching the damned tattoo under his leather cuff.


    She blinked again, then backed slowly away from the door.


    He stomped across her living room, gripped the knob on the front door, and yanked. “Damn her,” he muttered.


    The mermaid’s door was like his. The wall may as well have been solid for the window and portal were both useless.


    He turned on his heel and pointed at her. “Did you know she was going to do this?”


    Another blink.


    “Say something, woman.”


    “My name is Laurel.”


    “Why should that matter to me?”


    She batted more soap off her forehead, and her chest heaved. “My name,” she said, “is Laurel.”


    “And?”


    “In three minutes, you’ve called me both mermaid and woman. I have a name.”


    “If I have no intentions on using your name, why should I know it?” He raised his eyebrows and folded his arms over his chest, waiting for the predictable response about fated mates or some such bullshit.


    She closed her eyes, and then rocked. Back and forth. Back and forth, as if calling on some higher power for strength, but already, one higher power had royally screwed him. He wasn’t looking forward to another having a chance for a day, or…four weeks of fun.


    “People who have civilized conversations,” she said, “address each other by name. If you choose not to use mine, that means you’re either uncivil or stupid.”


    “Is that a threat, woman?”


    She shrugged and hitched the towel up higher. She wore the towel well, but of course she did. She was a mermaid. He’d never seen one of the untrustworthy trollops not be pleasing to the eye. Mermaids had been the cause of many severed friendships in his circle. They weren’t chaste. They weren’t true. They weren’t loyal.


    There was no way his mate could possibly be one.


    “If I were going to hurt you,” she said quietly, “I wouldn’t warn you.”


    “Typical.”


    “Typical of what?”


    “You finned abominations.”


    She nodded slowly and repeated, “Abominations.” Then she scoffed, laid her head left, the right, clicking bone and cartilage or whatever mermaids had to hold their heads onto their shoulders. “I guess that’s one thing you could call people like me.”


    “Amongst other things.”


    “Would you call Colin the same? He has a tail sometimes, too.”


    “Colin is a demigod. He’s not fae.”


    “But he’s my cousin. Did you know that? What do you think sirens were? They were gods of a sort, too.”


    “Of the worst kind.”


    Once more, she nodded. “Like Allendra, right?”


    “She may be the foulest of them.”


    “I can’t say if she is or isn’t. I’ve never met her. I’d never even heard of her before today, but I try not to talk too much about things I don’t fully understand. I won’t speak of her until I know more.”


    “But you’ll speak of other things.”


    “Oh, you’ve heard all the rumors then. Mermaids talk, and talk, and talk, and never shut up. Does that sum up what you’ve heard?”


    “Not just what I’ve heard, but what I know.”


    Most men didn’t care if the fish talked too much, because their voices were as pleasing as their bodies, and they always had flattering things to say.


    Saul furrowed his brow. She hadn’t said anything flattering about him yet.


    Just give her time.


    “If you don’t mind.” She gestured toward the open door. “I’m going to go finish my shower. The soap starts to itch after a while. Sulfates are awful for mermaid skin.”


    He eyed the doorway, then her.


    She gestured once more.


    She’s telling me to leave?


    “You should mind your manners, woman. You’re talking to a prince.”


    She curtsied. “My apologies. I forgot. But…” She tapped a nail painted the color of the inside of an oyster shell against her chin. “Prince Heath outranks you, right? He’s the high prince of all the Sídhe?”


    “Perhaps I don’t acknowledge his parents’ reign as rightful.”


    She shrugged gracefully and tightened her towel a bit more. “Whether you do or not, most people do, and they’d treat you accordingly.”


    “I will not be treated as second-class.”


    She clucked her tongue. “Now, now, now. I never said that. Don’t go putting words into my mouth.”


    “You stated that I’d be treated accordingly, so what are you implying, mermaid?”


    “Well, you spear-hurling chauvinist, I’m not implying anything at all. I’m stating that royalty within the realm and royalty without do not necessarily equate in some minds.”


    He leaned in close and narrowed his eyes to slits. “What did you call me?”


    She tapped her chin again. “After all, there are many people in the realm who believe that anyone who didn’t get pulled in during the encapsulation doesn’t really count.”


    “And yet Rhiannon’s been trying to drag every fairy on the continents of Asia, Australia, and Africa into her clutches for the better part of the last five hundred years.”


    “I’m just telling you what people think.” She gestured to the door again.


    “You called me a name.”


    “Mm-hmm. Drafty in here, isn’t it? Must be from your side. I keep my central air on eighty. I don’t like cold. I wouldn’t have thought you would.”


    “So, you call me names and insult my manhood?”


    “Any perceived insult is completely on your end. All I did was make an observation. I would think you’d like hot more than cold.” She shrugged, and walked toward the bathroom. He guessed that was where she was going, anyway, assuming that her unit was mirror image of his.


    “Close the door when you leave, please,” she said sweetly. “So all the air conditioning doesn’t rush out of your living room.”


    She shut the door, and he fucking fumed.


    She’d walked away from him as if he were nothing—after having offended him in probably more ways than he’d caught up with.


    He had one mind to walk into his suite and slam the door, but he was a warrior who didn’t run away from fights, and she’d picked one.


    Growling, he turned her thermostat to sixty-four, grabbed a chair from the dinette set, and turned it around in front of the bathroom door.


    He sat backward, draped his arms over the top, and then waited.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    Laurel mumbled furiously to herself as she quickly showered the suds out of her hair and rinsed the far-too-drying soap off her body.


    “That mannerless oaf.”


    She could think of a number of other, far more hostile names to call him, too. Spear-hurling chauvinist hadn’t been her best work ever, but it hadn’t been a bad insult for one made up on the fly.


    The fact he was so hateable was a damned shame because he was gorgeous, but of course he was. He was Sídhe, and Sídhe people were always stunning, but there was something about him that was so delicious. She couldn’t put her finger on what his allure was, only that there was something compelling about him beyond him being her mate.


    He was her mate, too. He definitely was. Laurel had known that the same way she always knew that that a storm was coming. She could feel the truth in her teeth, her bones. When he was close, her skin went taut and insides were molten. Her heart beat so fast that she could hardly tell when contractions stopped and started, and more than anything, she just wanted to touch him. Not even in a sexual way, which was strange for her or any fairy, really. She needed to have a hand on him.


    “Even if it’s just to pluck that smug look off his face,” she muttered through the washcloth she held against her face.


    Blindly, she patted for the water controls, shivering a bit.


    “Must be really hot outside for the air to have kicked on.”


    She stepped over the tub railing and, shuddering, wrapped a towel around her hair, and the remaining dry one around her body.


    Intending to make a dash for the thermostat, she pulled the door open, and yelped.


    Saul was sitting there, calm as he pleased, drumming his fingertips atop the back of one of her chairs.


    Oh gods.


    Suppressing the compulsion to pluck him, she stepped over one of his thighs and fled the scene. “I told you to leave,” she called from the bedroom.


    “I will not be dismissed so rudely.”


    “Oh, so I’m the rude one?”


    She guffawed and stepped quickly into a pair of panties. She didn’t generally wear any. In fact, she didn’t know any mer-fairies who did, but she wanted some layers of protection.


    Panties. Then boy shorts over those. Then yoga pants.


    She forewent the bra, though. Bras and Rhiannon occupied a similar category in her mind.


    She pulled a soft cotton T-shirt over her head. She called out, “Are you still there? If so, you can leave. I’m busy.”


    She knelt beside the dresser and commenced with unpacking one of the totes of her clothing she’d hauled upstairs.


    Even without looking, she could tell when he’d invaded the doorway.


    “What if I’d been naked?” she said. “Do you have no manners at all?”


    “I know of no Sídhe who possess strong urges to cover themselves.”


    Laurel didn’t have such urges, generally, but since she’d started working at the Hearth, she’d had to make a concerted effort to wear clothes suitable for her to be seen in by the public.


    As Princess Simone would say, “You can’t go around with all your bits hanging out. Exposure may either be illegal or simply scandalous, depending on how much you’re showing. I try to run a family-friendly establishment.”


    Laurel cleared her throat and concentrated on folding one of her uniform shirts. She hoped she still had a job at the end of four weeks.


    “You have a lot of clutter,” he groused.


    She scanned the room behind her. There were a couple of suitcases, and some boxes filled with knickknacks she’d hoarded during her short tenure at the Hearth. She could never go back to the fairy realm—and to her stuff there—so she’d bought a few things to comfort herself.


    She shrugged and placed the shirt into a drawer. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with having possessions.”


    “They get in the way.”


    “In the way of what?”


    He made a noncommittal gesture. “Transit. Carrying so much from one place to another would be a needless waste of effort.”


    Again, she shrugged. “Not really a problem for me. I tend to stay in one place. Mer-fairy thing, I guess.”


    “I always thought your kind were itinerant.”


    “Nope,” she said cheerily. “We have home-places we always return to. As far as I know, my family is still at ours. I don’t imagine they’ll leave until they absolutely must if they can’t get out of the realm.”


    “How did you get out?”


    “The last time? Oh, Poseidon picked me and Colin up following a skirmish with Rhiannon’s guards and teleported us from the realm to the Atlantic Ocean.” She made a splashing sound. “Just dropped us right off the coast.”


    “Could he not bring more of your ilk over to this side of the realm?”


    “Ah, I figured you’d get around to asking that question eventually.” She dumped the contents of the bottom of her tote into the top drawer, and fluttered her eyelashes at him. The fabric mass was all panties. Lace, and silk, and barely-there.


    Not even the staunchest warrior could have been immune to such a sight, and indeed, his gaze was attached to the open drawer for longer than was polite.


    He only looked up when she bumped the drawer closed with her hip.


    “Poseidon,” she said, brazenly twiddling the trident charm on her bracelet, “is constrained in his actions just like any other god who might meddle in the affairs of the Sídhe. They’re not supposed to assist us so overtly, but circumstances have changed. The realm they created is collapsing, and they’re all meddling on and off.”


    She sidled past him, being very careful not to touch him. Because he was fully Sídhe, one touch could lead to addiction, and she needed to have her wits about her for a while longer. She didn’t know when she’d see Colin again to get her fix.


    In the kitchen, she opened the microwave and set her neglected wonton soup inside.


    He followed, bending his tall body and leaning his elbow onto the counter. “And?”


    “A minute ought to do it.”


    “Pardon?”


    She pointed to the microwave. “The soup. A minute, I think, at least as a start. I’m still trying to get used to all these gadgets. We didn’t have them in the realm.”


    “Please stay on-topic. I know that’s difficult for your kind.”


    She rolled her eyes, and turned her back. She couldn’t argue with him, and indeed, her ability to speak cogently would decrease as time went on and Colin’s magic receded.


    “You were speaking of Poseidon.”


    “Right, right.” She rooted a spoon out of the utensil drawer and polished the bowl against the front of her shirt. “There isn’t much any god can do in the realm right now. Their power is limited.”


    “Why?”


    “I’m surprised Princess Simone didn’t explain this to you.”


    “The matter wasn’t important to me before.”


    “And now it is.”


    “If you’d like to discuss other topics of equal magnitude, you may certainly broach them.”


    The microwave pinged.


    Laurel set the soup hastily on the counter. The container didn’t feel warm, but the chill was off, at least. In fact, the soup felt warmer than she did. “Why is it so cold in here?” She padded around the island and to the thermostat. Her eyes occasionally went dry when she was on land, which made seeing clearly more difficult at times, but she was pretty damn sure the readout stated that the room was currently sixty-six degrees. She would never have set the temperature so low.


    Looking to Saul, she folded her arms over her chest.


    He slowly notched one brow up.


    Growling, she pushed the thermostat back up to eighty. “If I turn blue and pass out from my circulation being too slow, it’ll be your fault.”


    “Is the constitution of your kind so weak?”


    “Yes, actually,” she snarled.


    She carried her soup to the table. “There’s a reason mer-folk spend cold seasons in warmer places. If the water’s too cold, we’ll fall asleep and drown.”


    “Good to know.”


    “Now that sounds like a threat.”


    He didn’t deny the accusation. In fact, he smiled.


    With his chiseled cheeks and handsome jaw with its perfectly trimmed goatee, the smile might have been a very nice one if there hadn’t been so much malice in it.


    “Leave,” she spat.


    “I’m still waiting for you to dismiss me in a manner befitting a man of my stature, and only after you’ve answered my question about Poseidon.”


    She broke off a bit of dumpling with her spoon and stared at the window across the room. The moon was rising. In twenty-six more moonrises, the Sídhe would either be without magic, or that insufferable man would have come down off his high horse and exercised some of the practicality of his kind. Optimism was at a premium for her at the moment, so the latter seemed depressingly unlikely. He was bad for her self-esteem, and she didn’t have much to spare.


    “Not gonna make me cry, you stubborn jerk,” she muttered, spooning soup into her mouth. She turned and glowered at him. “If I answer your question, you’ll leave?”


    He raised his chin. “Assuming you’ll dismiss me properly.”


    “What does a proper dismissal entail? A low and long enough curtsy for me to suck your cock?” She tamped her lips together and, inwardly, groaned. That tart siren part of her was on the rampage already. She’d been doing such a good job at tamping that woman down, and had started liking herself a lot more in the month since, but when people treated her with disrespect, she returned the same. Fated mate or not, she refused to be disrespected. He didn’t want her as a mate, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t fuck her just like everyone else.


    I’m good for more than that.


    She decided she was going to believe herself for a change.


    “You’ll not get your fangs into me.” His voice was barely louder than a whisper, and his gaze was on her mouth.


    “No fangs.” She showed him all of her perfectly normal teeth and even slid her tongue across the front of them.


    Her lips, too.


    That made him look away.


    “I don’t bite,” she said, spooning up more soup. “But I do like being bitten on occasion. The very rare occasion.” She chuckled. “For some reason that I’ve never been able to figure out, men tend to skip the foreplay when they’re with mer-folk. Maybe they think we don’t need any. I assure you, that’s not the case.”


    She pressed her painfully hard nipples inward and sighed, wishing she could open a window to let the cold out.


    Saul closed his eyes. “You…were telling me about Poseidon.”


    “If you want a good story, you’d be better off going into your room and turning on the television. I don’t have anything interesting to say except that because there are so many different kinds of magic holding the realm together, no one god’s magic works well within it. They might be able to muster up the mojo for a big act once or twice, but then the other magic compensates and prevents them from repeating the spell. I guess the realm creates an antidote for any future attacks.” She spooned the other half of the dumpling into her mouth. One dumpling really wasn’t enough, but that was all she could ever expect in a pint.


    Might need to go down there and use some mer-magic on that cook.


    She rolled her eyes at herself.


    Assuming I have any left by the time I get out of here.


    At the rate she was going with Saul, they could probably kiss goodbye to the collective Sídhe magic within forty-eight hours.


    “So, Poseidon can’t easily get in and out of the realm?” Saul asked.


    “He can get in and out, but he may not necessarily be able to carry anyone with him. If he were even able to get back in, he’d have to use his time wisely there. I think most gods who bother going in now know that. Mielikki can’t get back in. Neither can Hestia. Any work they do has to be from this side.”


    He grunted.


    “So, you’ll leave now? If you don’t mind, I’m going to curl myself up under some blankets with a hot cup of tea. I won’t make very good company.”


    “Which would be different from right now, how?”


    Oh, he’s quick.


    Laurel narrowed her eyes at him, and he pressed in the hard nipples that had been straining against the inside of his black T-shirt, smiling.


    “What did I ever do to earn such hostility from you?”


    He pushed away from the island. “Like I said. I know your kind. You only proved to me you were no different than the rest when you tried to drown my sister’s dear friend.”


    “Dasha forgave me for that!”


    He shrugged. “I wouldn’t have.”


    “You don’t get to decide whether or not I’m deserving of forgiveness.”


    “Don’t I?” He turned the leather cuff on his left wrist around and around.


    The cold smile that had been pulling at his lips retracted, and his face turned into a frighteningly blank mask that could have scared the cruelest of ogres. There was no kindness in his expression at all and, usually, that wouldn’t have dissuaded her. Very little could deter mer-folk from their efforts at charming the hard-hearted, but she’d never before encountered anyone so prejudiced.


    “Is the thought of being with me really so appalling?” she asked. “Is being my mate a fate worse than having no magic?”


    “I would give up any I have not to make this choice.”


    She hung her head over her soup and wished the spunk she’d willed away just moments ago to return. At least when that was there, she didn’t hate what she was…or who she was. She couldn’t help either.


    She pushed her chair back, walked to the door between their units, and gestured to it. “Please.”


    Princess Simone might have said she was giving up, and maybe she was for the night. Laurel had to so she had something left to try again the next day, and the days after. She had no doubt that she’d need all twenty-eight to make headway with him.


    Ethan had been stubbornly resistant to her charms, too, but he’d had the best shield of all. He’d been in love with Dasha. Laurel’s pull wasn’t supposed to work on him. He wasn’t hers, but supposedly, Saul was.


    If he didn’t open his eyes, he couldn’t see what was there. He wouldn’t be affected by the pull of a fated mate the way she was. He’d stand at a distance and let her suffer as if she’d accepted Allendra’s challenge in his stead.


    He crossed the threshold, his hard gaze boring down on her as he passed. She didn’t know because she was looking, but because she could feel his disregard. She didn’t have to be psychic for that. Just anxious.


    She shut the door on any more quips he might have had, and then engaged the lock.


    If she didn’t have to look at him, she could pretend that everything was just fine.


    She let out a strained laugh and unwound the wet towel from her hair. “Oh, Laurel, you fool. Nothing’s ever fine.”

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    Saul had expected to hear the annoying woman at his door, begging for attention the way her kind did, the following morning, but there came no knock.


    Nor did one come the next day, or even a week later, but Simone did.


    His little sister walked through the wall into his unit, scowling and holding her arms folded over her chest.


    He grunted and looked at his laptop screen. He was comfortable on the sofa with his feet up on the coffee table, scrolling through security reports from Solomon. Apparently, Mother had been busy moving refugees around, and his brothers were keeping close watch.


    “Yes, Sister?” he asked when Simone lurked quietly near the door.


    “What’s the deal, huh? Are you having a nice staycation here in your apartment?”


    “The solitude serves me well.” He deleted several queries from his friend Malik who’d been ever so curious about “The Fish.” Apparently, Solomon had been running his mouth about Saul’s plight. “Did you bring groceries?”


    “No,” she said.


    “Why not? My cupboards are nearly bare.”


    She shrugged.


    “Are you withholding food from me to force me into compliance?”


    “No, but Mom actually suggested I try that. She said you’d get hungry enough to behave yourself eventually, but I know how fairy metabolisms are. You guys digest in twice the time as humans. I’m not quite as brutal in my retributive schemes as her.”


    “So you will send food?”


    “Tomorrow, maybe.”


    He growled and snapped shut the laptop lid. “So is the purpose of your visit merely to mock me?”


    “If that’s what you want to call my company, sure. Maybe take a moment or two and think about why you’re locked in here in the first place.”


    “I’ve been doing plenty of thinking about that, I assure you.” He glared at the closed door between his apartment and the fish’s. “What’s happening in your quests? Has there been any news of Rhiannon? Has anyone been able to locate Allendra?”


    “No, and no.” Simone knocked on the suite door and called out, “It’s just me. I’m coming in.”


    Saul, at the ready, prepared to follow her through the door to continue his queries, but she didn’t open it. She walked through without another word his way.


    “Damn her.” He knocked on the door. “Simone. We must talk.”


    Moments later, his phone rang.


    “Yes, Saul?” she asked with mock sweetness.


    “I must be let out of these rooms. A warrior shouldn’t be stifled in this way.”


    “You choose to be.”


    “I chose nothing. Some goddess would dare foist a mate upon me. I did not choose that. I did not choose to be locked in this apartment. Others made those choices.”


    “Okay, maybe you’re right. Hold on a sec.” The background din on the other line quieted. Simone seemed to have partially covered the phone’s mic. “You want me to help you put those groceries away?”


    “No, I’m fine,” the mermaid said. “I’m almost done.”


    “Simone!” Saul shouted.


    “Gods, what?”


    “You’d take supplies to her and not to your own brother?”


    “Actually, Mom dropped off the groceries. Like I told you, I’m don’t scheme nearly as much as she does. She must be swapping magic with Pop again if she’s being this devious.”


    Probably.


    Saul put his forehead against the door and thumped it a few times.


    “When I told you that I’d get you groceries tomorrow,” Simone said, “I really meant that I can’t leave the property until tomorrow.”


    “Damn you.”


    “Aww, maybe if you ask nicely enough, Laurel will share. You’ll share, won’t you Laurel?”


    The woman’s “yes” came on a notable delay.


    Saul disconnected the call and tossed the phone onto the sofa cushions.


    “Damn all of them.”


    He preferred starving over begging. Princes didn’t beg.


    ___


    Three hours later, Saul stood in front of his nearly empty refrigerator pondering what sort of meal he could possibly construct from half a shriveled cucumber and two eggs. That wouldn’t even have been enough food for a child. Worse, the strong smell of fish, spices, and tomato wafted through his vents. The muffled sound of a sweetly soprano singing voice came through along with them.


    The woman was apparently in her kitchen, cooking up more torture for him.


    He closed the refrigerator and banged his forehead several times against the freezer door.


    The singing got quieter, as if the mermaid had moved away from the stove.


    He remained in place, waiting for a hint that she’d return or not so he’d know if she were done cooking and that the scent would disperse soon.


    His stomach growled, sounding like the roar of one of the many predators that stalked the Serengeti, and he decided two eggs were better than air.


    He got out a bowl to scramble them and sprayed a bit of oil in the bottom of a hot pan. There’d been butter in the refrigerator several days ago, but he’d foolishly finished that along with his last six pieces of bread during the previous night’s meal that otherwise consisted of canned tomato soup.


    The cooked eggs looked dry and clotted on the plate. A sprinkle of pepper did little to improve their palatability. Still, he fisted his fork and dug in. He was done too quickly, having barely tasted the eggs as they’d passed over his tongue, but figuring that was for the best. He wasn’t much of a cook.


    He washed the few dishes, drank about a pint of water straight from the tap, and then fired off a text message to his mother.


    “You would have me suffer thus?”


    She responded three minutes later with, “Perhaps I coddled you too much when you were a wee thing.”


    “Pardon me?”


    “You know what they say about hindsight, dear one.”


    “I was raised to be a warrior.”


    “But perhaps you spent too many days on my lap. Did I do too much for you? Is that the problem now?”


    “Mother, have you gone mad?”


    “Your brother says to email him back.”


    And that was all. Saul sent several more querying messages, but gave up on expecting responses after ten minutes of radio silence. She’d stopped pretending long ago that she’d had bad reception. The last time he’d called her out on the fib, she’d shrugged and said, “I figured ye’d prefer the silence than to read what I had to tell ye.”


    He sent the phone flying again and, once more, his stomach growled.


    “Damn.”


    The smell of food from next door hadn’t abated any. It was as if she were keeping the meal bubbling on the stove like mulled cider meant to scent a vacant house before a potential buyer walked through.


    He paced for a while, threading his fingers through his hair and tugging.


    Perhaps I can make a deal with her.


    Mermaids supposedly liked making deals as much as fairies and, further, for people to be unable to hold up their ends of them so they could reap their price.


    “What price could she possibly demand for a few morsels of dinner?”


    He cringed, remembering who he was dealing with. She’d demand every part of him, lock, stock, and barrel.


    Still, he’d always prided himself on being a better-than-average negotiator. He’d never let anyone best him in a deal, and he didn’t plan on starting with the mermaid.


    He walked to the doors, opened his, and knocked on the second.


    “Yes?” she called out.


    “Open the door. I’d like to negotiate a trade.”


    “A trade?”


    He swallowed down the saliva welling in his mouth. The scent of her meal was so much stronger in the doorway. “For food.”


    “Huh.”


    The locked clicked, and she opened the door.


    If the fish, spice, and tomato smell hadn’t stunned him into a stupor, the sight of her would have. She was wearing an ocean blue apron and not much else as far as he could tell. Her legs were bare, and she didn’t appear to be wearing anything up top, either.


    He closed his eyes. Her state of dress, or undress, should have made no difference to him. He hadn’t wanted her to open the door so he could look at her.


    “A trade,” he repeated after clearing his throat. He’d swallowed gravel, apparently.


    “What are you offering?” she asked.


    He opened his eyes. When she cocked her head the way she did, she somehow seemed less threatening—more like the archetypal girl next door than a cunning siren.


    But then she blinked impossibly green eyes, and he remembered what she was.


    Be steadfast.


    “What is on your stove?” he asked, pinning his gaze at some boring spot over her head.


    “Stew. I found a recipe I wanted to try in one of the magazines Dasha brought up.”


    “How much is there?”


    She blew air through her iridescent pink lips.


    Reflexively, he leaned in closer, eyes narrowed for a better look. That wasn’t lipstick. That was her. In fact, the longer he looked, more of her seemed to have that subtly opalescent effect. Her skin wasn’t just pale cream, but pearly.


    It was pretty.


    He backed away.


    “I made way too much,” she said on a sigh. “I’m not very good at judging portions yet. I was never much of a cook before moving here. I just grazed wherever there was food available. That’s pretty typical of mer-folk, though. We like food. We just don’t transform it much. Cooking is fun, though.”


    “Oh?” He swallowed down another wave of water in his mouth. The stew beckoned like some witch’s magic potion.


    She scrunched her nose. “I’ve been watching Food Network all afternoon. There’s this sheet cake I want to try. I need to send someone out for baking stuff, though. I don’t have baking powder or baking soda. Those are supposedly two different things.”


    “Mm.” He dragged his tongue across his dry lips.


    “So…a trade?” She looked pleasant enough, standing in the doorway casually as though he were just a neighbor who’d stopped by to borrow a cup of sugar. She shifted her weight and stuffed her hands into her apron pockets.


    She wasn’t wearing a bra, but the change in her position showed there was something else beyond the apron. Perhaps a bandeau top. Like most women of fairy stock, her breasts weren’t particularly large, so a bandeau top might have been perfectly sufficient for support, but they sure as shit didn’t conceal anything.


    He needed her concealed. He refused to be prey like so many of his fellows and fall victim to the appeals of a mermaid’s assets.


    He cleared his throat and rolled his gaze to that spot just over the top of her head again. Pointing to the cuff on his left wrist, he said, “This. I’ll trade you this for enough stew to get my fill.”


    “What would I want with that?”


    “Your kind collects souvenirs. I suspect this would count as one.”


    “My kind.”


    “Mer-folk.”


    “I knew what you meant.”


    “You seemed to require me to spell out the distinction.”


    “No, I required you to back up your assertion that we’re all so easy to lump together. Are all Sídhe the same?”


    “Of course not.”


    “Not all mer-folk are the same, either. Did you know there are at least four different kinds?”


    That news actually made him meet her gaze.


    Her expression seemed guileless enough. If anything, with the slight pout she wore, she looked a little annoyed.


    “Four?” he asked.


    “We’re not one big group. We evolved differently and originated in different ways. I’d guess that the number of mer-folk who descend from sirens and the Sídhe would be the smallest group. We don’t get around very much.”


    “But there are others descended from sirens.”


    She nodded. “Sirens and other things. And there are also mer-folk who have no siren or Sídhe lineage at all. They don’t have tails or magic. Just gills.”


    “I didn’t know that.”


    She shrugged. “Why would you care about a minority within a minority, right? Anyhow, I don’t want your cuff.”


    “Then how about this?” He grabbed a small black paper box from the shelf near the door and pulled back the lid.


    She brushed her hair back from her eyes and peered down into the container. “What is that?”


    He gave the bit of silver a flick of his thumb and watched it shimmy atop the cotton in the box. “A habit my brothers and I inherited from Mother, I suppose. She picks up small things when she travels that she can stitch into a tapestry to remind her of the places she’s visited.”


    “You have a tapestry?” She peered down at the cardinal-shaped token again.


    “No. I have a friend who magically merges my finds into the shaft of my spear.”


    “The shaft doesn’t get heavy?”


    “Magic has a way of making some things lose weight. Besides, a bit of heft isn’t always such a bad thing in a spear.”


    She shook her head and straightened up. “No, you should keep that. You wouldn’t have bought the little cardinal if it hadn’t meant something to you.”


    “I can get another. The gift shop just up the road had piles of them.”


    “I don’t want your stuff, Saul.”


    “Then what do you want? I’ll not accept a deal that’s terribly one-sided, and I’ll not agree to do anything that’ll cause me or my family shame.”


    She rolled her eyes.


    “What?”


    “You know, all you had to do was ask nicely.”


    “Pardon?”


    She crooked her thumb toward the kitchen. “If you wanted some, all you had to do was ask me for some.”


    “In exchange for what?”


    “In exchange for the leftovers to not end up poured down the garbage disposal in three days because I couldn’t eat the whole pot, but hearing ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ would be nice, too.”


    “Just please, and…”


    “Uh-huh. Please and thank you. I know fairies have a hard time with subtle niceties sometimes, but they really do make transactions smoother.”


    “And is that what this is, a transaction?”


    “Shouldn’t feel like that,” she said softly, “but I can’t think of a better thing to call this thing between us.” She gestured toward her kitchen. “Well?”


    His stomach gave an insistent growl before he could lie and say he’d changed his mind.


    She hooked up one pale eyebrow.


    “Please,” he said. “If you don’t mind sharing.”


    The prince was begging after all. He prayed his brothers never learned.


    “Come on in.” She got out of the way of the door and smiled at him in a slightly unhinged way. “Don’t touch the thermostat.”

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    Laurel had never had an unrelated man at her table. For that matter, she’d never cooked for anyone before.


    What if he doesn’t like my food?


    She stood beside the kitchen island, wringing her hands and cringing as Saul spooned stew out of his bowl. Her body leaned forward reflexively as he brought the utensil to his lips, and her heart seemed to have taken up permanent residence in her eardrum, the beat was so loud.


    He worked the food against his tongue and swallowed.


    She held her breath.


    He spooned up more.


    “Saul!” she shrieked.


    “What?”


    He kept on putting food into his mouth as if she weren’t standing there losing her ever-loving shit over whether or not her concoction was edible.


    “Well, how is the stew?” she asked.


    “Did you not taste it?”


    “Yes, but my taste buds aren’t like yours.”


    He ate more and watched her through the sides of his eyes. “How are they different?”


    “Maybe saying they’re different is imprecise. I spend so much time in salt water that foods seem bland if they’re not extremely salty and powerfully seasoned. I tried to follow the recipe mostly, but I had to compensate with the spices to make sure I could actually taste them.”


    “I can taste them.”


    “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”


    He spooned up more.


    “Saul!”


    “What would you have me tell you?”


    “Do you like the stew?”


    “The stew is tasty.”


    “Are you sure? Because the look on your face doesn’t say that. The look on your face says you’re swallowing without tasting.”


    “I’ll try harder to be more emotive the next time I eat if that’ll please you.”


    “You’re…inviting yourself back for another meal?”


    He looked at her straight-on then. “If that is what implied, I certainly didn’t mean to.”


    She sighed.


    She didn’t care if he did, really. As long as he wasn’t saying mean things or looking at her as if she were gunk on the bottom of his boot, she didn’t mind him inviting himself over. Actually, that was sort of the point of them being locked in their respective apartments—them inviting each other over, and maybe doing things for and to each other.


    She let her gaze track down the side of his long body. He wore a sleeveless shirt that showed off the defined musculature of his arms and baggy athletic shorts that seemed far too casual on a man with such a regal bearing. She’d never seen him in anything but long pants, even when the temperatures allowed for cooler choices.


    “Do you wear pants in Africa?”


    He stopped eating.


    “Wait—that didn’t come out right. I mean, when it’s really hot, do you…”


    “Oh.” He set down his spoon and picked up the roll he’d leaned against the edge of his bowl. It wasn’t homemade, but bread was bread. “I wear whatever suits the day’s activities. That very often means pants, though just as often, less.”


    “I’ve never seen you wear shorts here.”


    His chewing slowed.


    “I mean, not that I’ve been stalking you or anything,” she said in a rush, “but I do tend to note what folks have on when they walk past the parking lot and I’m in the office.”


    “I don’t prefer them.”


    “Oh.” She rocked on her heels and folded her arms across her chest. “I’m not looking forward to winter. I don’t like the wind, and walking from here to the office will probably shock my system every time.”


    “Perhaps you should start getting acclimated to normal indoor temperatures.”


    “Like the sixty-eight on your side?”


    “I believe my thermostat is currently set on seventy-two.”


    “That is freezing.”


    “Hardly.” He picked up his spoon again.


    For a while, she watched him eat, since he wasn’t watching her back.


    In spite of the way she may have felt about Allendra’s overstep, if Laurel had to be caught up in a game with anyone, she was pleased her partner in the mess was as nice to look at as Saul. She especially liked the way his skin looked under the lights. The tone was some shade between olive and brown and the surface seemed to glow from health or magic.


    She squinted. Or sweat? Is it that hot in here?


    She moved closer for a look, making her investigation somewhat more subtle by whisking away her soiled placemat.


    He wasn’t sweating yet.


    She brushed the crumbs from the fabric into the sink and tossed the placemat into the laundry closet.


    When she turned, he set down his spoon and carried his plate back to the stove. He ladled out yet another portion and she grinned triumphantly behind his back, recalling some connection between men’s stomachs and their hearts.


    “Uh.” She whisked back to the kitchen and opened the fridge door. “Do you want something to drink? I have a bunch of different kinds of juices.”


    “I’ll have water, but I’ll serve myself.”


    “Oh, I can fill a cup for you. I’ve got one of these filter pitchers.” She held it up to him.


    He furrowed his brow. “You seem quite prepared.”


    “Well, I can’t take credit. Princess Simone brought it yesterday with some other kitchen stuff.”


    “Did she, now?” he asked through what sounded suspiciously like clenched teeth.


    Uh oh. She certainly didn’t want to get the princess in trouble. “Listen, I don’t think she went out to get a pitcher especially for me or anything. There’s a closet full of odds and ends left over from when Princess Siobhan and the other ladies go on their little shopping sprees.”


    “No one’s brought me anything.”


    She winced. “Um. Maybe they think you’re not interested in visitors?”


    Or, more likely, he scared the hell out of them. No one was exactly sure what sort of magic Saul had, and he didn’t volunteer the information. The best anyone could guess was that he had some unique abilities relating to battle like Simone did. She hadn’t inherited those from Katie, although Katie was a well-regarded fighter in her own right.


    Whatever he was capable of, he was very good at intimidation. He’d scared off a couple of violent drunks a few weeks prior just by stepping outside of his room.


    “Why are you grimacing?” he asked.


    “Huh?” She fixed her face and reached for a clean cup.


    “You were making a face as if you were in pain.”


    “I wasn’t. I was just thinking.”


    “About?”


    “About those guys that were fighting in the parking lot—the ones who’d walked down from the hotel up the highway. You know, the ones who were about to start some crap with a couple of our guys when they went out to quiet them down?”


    Saul grunted. “What about them?”


    “How did you get them to go away?”


    He shrugged. “They were human.”


    “So?”


    “Do you not have skills that work better on the weaker-minded?”


    “You mean humans?”


    He shrugged gracefully.


    Sighing, she set his water beside his bowl. “You ever stop to think that perhaps that kind of thinking is why Allendra is picking on us in the first place?”


    “To be perfectly honest, no.”


    “Maybe you should give that some thought.”


    “I’ll hold that under advisement.”


    “And, yes, I do have some abilities that work better on people who don’t have magic.”


    “So then you understand that I didn’t specifically do anything.”


    “You just walked out and they read you as a threat.”


    “Most likely.”


    “Can your brothers do that, too?” She seemed to recall Princess Simone having a minor freak-out the last time Solomon had been around a group of guests.


    “Yes.”


    She was going to let the conversation fall off. If it weren’t for Colin’s magic, she might have talked and talked regardless of how one-sided the conversation was, but being clearheaded made her more conscientious of such things. She padded back to the refrigerator, pondering what now?, and, surprisingly, Saul said, “How long do you believe this will keep?”


    She looked over the island to see him pointing to what was left of his stew. “Oh. I have no idea. A few days in the fridge, longer in the freezer. You can take the pot back with you if you want. I’ll probably make something else tomorrow.”


    “You didn’t like the stew?”


    “That’s not it. I’ve just got itchy fingers and a big stack of magazines I want to try stuff from. Dasha found me some new mags, and then she asked if maybe I should just get an iPad or something and look at everything I want online, but I like paper. I like being able to fold down corners, and plus my memory’s not so good.”


    “What’s your memory have to do with anything?”


    “I won’t remember that I saw a recipe I liked, so I won’t know to search for it. If I have the paper versions, I can see everything I’ve marked. I pretty much forget the moment I turn the page.”


    “Is that just poor short-term memory?”


    She nodded. “Long-term is okay. But my poor short-term recall is why no one should send me on missions for anything because I won’t remember all the things I was told to do. I think Ethan and Dasha learned that firsthand last month.”


    Supposedly, she’d been given simple instructions to go to Rhiannon’s castle during the last showdown, but Laurel couldn’t remember anything about that day. Colin had filled her in.


    He returned to the stove yet again, ladled up a little more stew, put the lid on the pot, and then turned off the burner. “They’ve…forgiven you. Truly?”


    She shoved her hands into her apron pockets and studied the tile grout. “Mostly Dasha at first. I think she felt sorry for me, which normally would make a lady like me mad, but I guess I know what kind of mess I am.”


    “Why did she feel sorry for you?” He ate at the counter and watched her out of the sides of his eyes again.


    Maybe that’s better than straight on. The depth of his eyes reminded her of the sorts of dark, underwater caves some mermaids liked to pull their victims into. He was so worried about her being cunning and dangerous, when in truth, she was probably more terrified of him. At least he knew what she was capable of. He was a mystery.


    She twisted the end of her braid around her fingers and shifted her weight. “I think that’s just the way Dasha is. I’m sure she can hold grudges as well as the next woman, and even as well as some fairies, but I don’t know. Maybe Colin said something that got through to her, but no matter what, Ethan follows her lead. He’s not angry as long as she isn’t, and things don’t get awkward as long as we don’t talk about what happened.”


    “You really thought he was your mate?”


    “I don’t know if thinking came into play. Sometimes, magic impels me to behave in certain ways. I latched onto him during a time when there were a lot of magical beings around and passions were high, and for mer-folk, I suppose that’s an invitation to disaster.”


    “But you know he isn’t now?”


    “It’s perfectly obvious that he isn’t.” And not just because Ethan very obviously loved Dasha and only Dasha, but also because Laurel just didn’t feel anything toward him. She wasn’t even sure what she’d felt for him in the first place, only that love haven’t factored into the equation.


    “Infatuation, maybe,” she whispered.


    Saul canted his head.


    “Ignore me. I was just thinking that sometimes, the magic of mer-folk works just as well when they turn it on themselves. That probably accounts for the Swiss cheese brains.”


    “So, you know that about yourselves, then.”


    “I wouldn’t say that’s the case across the board. I’m only aware because I’m lucid now. I spent a lot of the past couple of years deluded either by my own magic or by Rhiannon’s.”


    “She bespelled you?”


    Laurel shrugged. “Not like that’s hard for someone with her kind of magic. She could keep me in thrall indefinitely, and I wouldn’t recognize that I’m not acting of my own accord. Mer-fairies make excellent soldiers when they’re under magical control. We’re dogged and persistent. You’d think those would be good qualities, right?”


    “She can use you now?”


    Laurel shook her head hard and found a rag to clean the counters with. “Not unless she gets close. She can get to people in my family, though, and work them over if she wanted to.”


    “My family has your brother under lock and key.”


    “I wouldn’t worry about him. She has to touch someone at least once to be able to control them. She never got that close to him. If he’s strange, you can blame mer-fairy magic and only that.”


    “Can Colin not do for others what he did for you?”


    “I’m sure he would if he liked them enough, but you have to understand that the way I am right now isn’t my baseline. My natural state is chaos, and if I don’t have, oh, I don’t know.” She shrugged, pondering the best way to phrase what she required. “Preventative maintenance, I guess? I’ll revert.”


    “There’s no permanent way to fix you, then.”


    “Fixing implies I’m broken.”


    He closed his eyes and said under his breath, “Damn it.”


    She rubbed away the sudden chill on her arms. There was a way to fix her permanently, or at least as close to permanent as she could get. Fairies weren’t meant to work solo. They evolved to pair off with whoever balanced their magic. Saul wouldn’t have been her mate if he couldn’t balance her. And somehow, she was equipped to balance him.


    If she was broken, he was—somehow—broken, too.


    “You said…please and thank you,” he said quietly, opening his dark eyes. “Thank you for dinner.”


    She stared at her feet and nodded. “Take the pot. Put it in your refrigerator once the bottom cools.”


    He moved, gathering up the leftovers, but she didn’t turn to watch.


    She scrubbed a red splotch on the counter with a sponge and counted his footsteps as he retreated to his side of the wall.


    The door closed, and she sighed.


    She should have felt so much better than the last time he’d walked away. Their exchange had been far more positive, but she felt worse.


    Her craving of him was becoming more urgent. That wasn’t mermaid infatuation, but there was magic in play.


    Him leaving was supposed to hurt and each retreat of his would be even more of a burn. They needed to connect, not separate. Her body was reminding her. She didn’t need to look at a calendar and count days to the next Blood Moon.


    She already knew how important forging their bond was. She could feel it.

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    The stew pot had been empty for two days, and though Simone had delivered groceries to him like she’d promised, nothing in Saul’s refrigerator or cupboards appealed.


    He hadn’t heard from the mermaid. There were no noises from her unit at all, and he wondered if perhaps his cunning sister had sprung her free.


    Curiosity got him on his feet.


    He grabbed the empty, clean stew pot and walked to the adjoining door. He knocked. There was no answer.


    Perhaps she can’t hear.


    He opened his door, then tried the knob of hers.


    Unlocked.


    The usual blast of stiflingly hot air barraged him as he leaned into her unit. “Hello?”


    The lights were on, but dimmed, and there was a faint scent of cinnamon and vanilla from the kitchen, and not just from some little scented contraption that got plugged into a wall or some liquid sprayed out of an aerosol can. She’d baked, apparently.


    “Hello?” he repeated.


    No answer.


    He stepped farther into her apartment, clutching the pot under his arm and peering at the thermostat as he passed.


    82.


    He wiped the bead of sweat from his hairline and entered the kitchen.


    There was a single bowl and spoon in the sink, and a small splash of milk, perhaps from cereal, but cereal should have been hours ago. Five o’clock was nearly suppertime.


    “Laurel?” he called out.


    Her name felt unwieldy on his lips, as if “Laurel” were some word he was banned from saying because it was a curse or swear.


    From the bathroom came a quiet groan and a small splash.


    “I brought your pot,” he said at the door. “I cleaned it first.”


    “Okay.”


    Her voice seemed weak. Thready. Like she’d been asleep and was responding on autopilot.


    He rapped softly on the door with his knuckles and put his ear to the panel. “Are you well?”


    “Hmm?”


    “You have the thermostat set quite high.”


    “Cold.”


    “Eighty-two is cold?”


    “Hmm.”


    He leaned away from the door. Something about her voice left him feeling unsettled, or perhaps the limited number of words she’d spoken. She usually spoke so much more, and besides that, eighty-two was not cold.


    Pacing in front of the door, he raked a hand through his hair and muttered, “Fuck.”


    Inclination said to leave her alone and mind his own business.


    History said that his sister and probably others at the motel would be quite angry indeed if they learned Laurel was unwell and he’d done nothing to help.


    Common sense said that there was probably something wrong with her.


    The tightness in his chest seemed to ask why he hadn’t already opened the door.


    “Fuck,” he repeated softly, and stopped pacing.


    He put his hand on the knob and, turning it, swallowed. “I’m opening the door, should you wish to cover yourself.”


    “Hmm?”


    Definitely not well.


    He pushed the door in.


    Her eyes were closed, and she was leaning her head against the side of the garden-style tub. The room had the feeling of damp that hinted that there’d once been steam within, but the air had cooled.


    “How long have you been in here?”


    “Hmm?”


    He kneeled at the tub side and examined the fingers she dangled over the edge. Blue-tipped and wrinkled.


    She opened one eye, slowly, then the other, and watched him test the water temperature with his fingers.


    “The water is cold.”


    “Hmm?”


    “How long have you been in here?” he repeated.


    Her brow furrowed and eyes closed again. “Was warm.”


    “I’m sure it was.”


    He rolled up his sleeve, reached between her ankles, and pulled the tub stopper. “Best you get out.”


    “Hmm?” She opened her eyes again, but didn’t seem to be focusing on anything, and she should have been.


    He was certainly moving enough for her gaze to track, but her gaze was unmoving, and her pupils were far too large.


    He grabbed a towel from the bar and reached in to scoop her up like the slippery fish she was. “What were you doing?”


    Exposed to air, she shook, and her teeth chattered near his ear.


    What in the hell?


    He set her on her feet, keeping his grip tight around her bicep because she was swaying ominously, and reached for a second towel. He wrapped it around her wet hair and her neck and, holding her vertically against him, carried her out of the damp room.


    “Why are you so cold?”


    “M-m-magic. Colin’s is…cold. I’ll wa-warm s-s-soon.”


    “Colin was here?” He perched her on the edge of her bed and pulled back the covers.


    “Mmm.”


    “When?”


    “L-last night.”


    “So, this is normal?”


    She shrugged, or at least he thought she did. With her shaking so hard, he couldn’t tell for sure.


    “Lie down.”


    She did, albeit gracelessly.


    He pulled the sheets and bedspread up to her chin and, for a minute, watched her quiver.


    She should have been sweating and shedding layers like he so badly wanted to, but there was something wrong with her magic. He wasn’t like Heath. He wasn’t the kind of fairy who could easily identify such maladies, and certainly not fix them, but he could discern enough to tell that situation was not normal.


    “Would you like tea?” he asked. “Or coffee?”


    He couldn’t fix her, but he could boil water. That hardly counted as a good deed.


    “Tea. Please. Hot.”


    “All right, then.”


    He found the bright blue kettle easily enough beneath the counter, filled the well with tap water, and then set it atop a high flame. He stared at the kettle for a while, realized the futileness of the endeavor, and returned to the bedroom.


    He didn’t like how gray she looked. Her skin should have looked like the smooth inside of a seashell. How people could possibly think she was human, he didn’t know, except that perhaps they didn’t see colors the way fairies did.


    He skimmed his fingertip down her nose and wondered if she held her magic in her skin the way some fairies held theirs in their hands, hearts, and heads.


    “Your hand is warm,” she whispered, and turned her cheek against it.


    “Is it?”


    “Hot. Are you always so hot?”


    “I don’t know. You have the temperature set at eighty-two. That may have something to do with my warmth.” He pressed his palm against her cold cheek, then rubbed the water out of her hair with the towel around her head. “I’ll find you a dry one.”


    “I haven’t washed the others yet,” she whispered. So quiet, but at least her teeth had stopped chattering. “The dye will bleed. I’ll have blue hair.”


    “You can use one of mine. They’re just brown, but they’re dry.”


    She let out a quiet laugh, and her cloudy eyes—usually so brightly green—shuttered.


    “I’ll be right back.”


    He stood, but she whispered, “Saul?”


    “Yes?”


    She swallowed and directed her gaze to the air vent high on the wall near her bed. “Can you point that away?”


    “I’ll try.”


    Fortunately, he could reach the lever without a stool and needed no special tools to adjust the vent angle. He pointed the air, which was warm to him but likely wouldn’t feel such to her, toward the ceiling.


    The kettle screamed on the stove. He returned to the kitchen and turned off the burner. He found teabags in one of the multitudinous canisters atop the counter, set one to steep, then returned to his apartment.


    He only had four towels, which was all he’d had need for up until that point seeing as how he never left and had plenty of time to do laundry. He grabbed two and carried them to Laurel’s bedroom.


    “Here. I washed those yesterday.”


    She sat up, slowly, and unpinned the towel from around her hair. Her hair was quite long, and he’d always found the excess to be incredibly impractical. His mother’s hair was of similar length—down to her waist, by his reckoning—but the ladies in the village braided it for her like they did their own. Hers was never in the way. Laurel seemed to often wear hers loose like some kind of cape behind her and, there in the bed, being too weak to gather her locks, she was struggling mightily with them.


    He pulled the mass over one shoulder for her, and his fingers clung, refusing to unlock from around the silky threads. His body seemed to have decided, “Well, this is mine,” even if his brain didn’t agree.


    “Tea?” she whispered.


    “Yes. Of course.” His grip gave way, and he damn near vaulted out of the bedroom.


    What the hell am I doing playing nursemaid?


    He discarded the teabag and decided he’d return to his own quarters as soon as he’d made delivery of the beverage, figuring her mermaid charms were to blame for his waning derision of her. He didn’t trust magic that worked like that. He didn’t trust anything that made men behave out of the ordinary.


    “I assume black tea is fine.” He didn’t look at her as he moved between the bed and the wall and set the mug on the nightstand, but he could see her harried motions. The flashes of blue and brown—towels being shifted.


    “Black is fine. Thank you.”


    He nodded curtly and turned, but the space he was in was a narrow one and, mid-turn when he had to slow to watch his bearings, he caught a glimpse of the earnestness in her expression.


    And the bluish tinge of her ears.


    Sighing, he faced her, keeping his gaze pinned just over the top of the towel wrapped about her head. “How long until you’re well?”


    “Not long, I guess. Always depends.”


    “On what?”


    “How many days have passed since Colin last helped and how badly I needed the infusion.”


    “Did you think you needed one?”


    Saul hadn’t seen the woman in three days, but during their last encounter, she’d seemed to be perfectly in control of her faculties.


    “He’s going away for a while to help some of the others from your dream track Allendra,” she said. “He didn’t know how long he’d be gone. I suppose he topped me off, so to speak.”


    “Ah. Like taking medicine too early. The effects are unpredictable.”


    “Yes. I’ve never been like…this. Not this bad.”


    “I see. Shall I turn up the heat on my way out?”


    He looked down and watched her wrapped her fingers around the mug and cringed.


    “Can’t go any higher,” she said. “Maybe next time, I’ll have an electric blanket, or I can see if Princess Simone or Dasha can go out and get me one now.”


    “That ought to be adequate, though admittedly, I know very little about mer-fairy physiology.”


    “Do you ever get cold? I know the princess does, but few others seem particularly bothered by temperature changes.”


    “The Sídhe come from very hardy stock. I would imagine that most are comfortable in a wide range of climates, though they may have their individual preferences. And no, I’m not bothered by the cold.” He was more likely to get hot, a flaw his brothers found quite the laugh.


    “Why’d you roll your eyes?” she asked.


    “Did I? If I did, I assure you, I didn’t do so intentionally.”


    “What were you thinking about?”


    “My brothers.”


    “You have two.” Her words had sounded like a statement of fact, not a question, but his family structure was likely quite well known by everyone at The Hearth thanks to Simone.


    “Two brothers,” he said. “One sister.”


    “That makes Rhiannon angry.”


    “What do you mean?” Saul found himself sitting before he could stop the bending of his knees or the leaning of his torso toward her to hear her quiet voice better.


    She closed her eyes, shook her head, and then took a sip of tea. “I can never remember what I’ve told people and what I haven’t told people. I can never remember what’s important.”


    “If Rhiannon has said anything at all about my mother, I would certainly like to know the words.”


    “You have to keep in mind that so much of what Rhiannon said to me was when she’d had me under the control of magic, so my memory is even spottier than it would be otherwise.”


    “Tell me what you do remember.”


    “Why? There’s nothing to be done about anything she’s said in the past. Knowing what she said won’t change anything.”


    “All the same, I wish to know the words my enemy speaks, as they are often threaded with motives that may be studied. Try to remember.”


    She opened her eyes, but kept her gaze pointed into her mug. “I remember this part because I thought her fixation was strange, given her famous disregard for her own children.”


    Rhiannon hated Heath and Siobhan. That hadn’t been commonly known until quite recently. The siblings weren’t shy about the fact there was no love lost between them and their mother. She wouldn’t have cared if they were dead because, to her, they were competition. The woman was a fool. She should have been proud to have such fair, reasonable children.


    “She was always going on about how Katie had managed to have so many children when most Sídhe can’t conceive more than one or two. She thought your mother had been dabbling in some sort of magic.”


    “To conceive?”


    Nodding, Laurel took another sip of tea.


    “That’s preposterous.”


    “Preposterous or not, whenever Rhiannon gets an idea into her head, no matter how unreasonable, she clings to it. Folly becomes truth to her. I think many of her vendettas are staged on misconceptions that none of her aides had been able to correct.”


    “If Brandan were truly her mate, he’d be the one to correct them.”


    “What do you mean if?” She looked up, then. Her eyes were twin lagoons, deep, clear, and alluring.


    His closed his eyes.


    Alluring and probably treacherous.


    He’d heard stories of men nearly meeting their demises underwater and how there’d been bright, entrancing eyes staring down at them as they pushed. Perhaps that’d been what Dasha had seen when Laurel had forced her underwater. Bright green eyes and a cape of white-blond hair.


    “Saul?”


    He cleared his throat and abandoned his seat at the bedside. “Yes. Well, I don’t imagine that’s much of a secret around here anymore, though you’re probably not privy to the strategy sessions of the crew.”


    “No. Mostly, I sit out from them, as does Dasha. Sometimes I’m curious about what they talk about, but I never ask. I don’t feel like I can.”


    So, she was sensitive to how she might have been perceived by the fairies around her. He’d assumed that, being what she was, she’d be too narcissistic to know the difference.


    “What did you mean by if Brandan was Rhiannon’s mate?” she asked.


    “The crew suspects that they’re not truly mates so much as companions.”


    “Do they know that? Brandan and Rhiannon, I mean.”


    “Perhaps they do. Perhaps they don’t. Perhaps one knows and not the other. Anyway, if they aren’t a mated pair, that means they’re not swapping magic or balancing each other.”


    “That would explain some things,” she said quietly.


    “I believe you were explaining her fascination with my mother’s fertility. If she cares not for her own children, what care would she have for any magic that would create more? And I assure you, there were no magic involved in my and my siblings’ conceptions. Some groups are simply more fertile than others, and my father’s group is one of them. Always has been.”


    “You know how she is. She believes that every magical being in the realm adds to her strength. If she didn’t have all the fairies to feed off, she probably wouldn’t have much magic at all. At least, that’s what Prince Heath says. She resents your mother a great deal for the abilities she has and the ones she just thinks she has.”


    “Strange, strange woman.” He paced in front of the bed. He knew very little about the Sídhe queen’s heritage beyond the fact that as a much younger woman, she grew tired of waiting for her turn to be queen, and decided to take matters into her own hands and hasten the demise of her parents. She had a black heart, and no one had been able to do anything to stop her.


    Yet.


    “She shouldn’t be out here,” Laurel said after another long sip of tea. “If the realm collapses, she should perish within since she’s forced everyone to stay long after the gods said they could go.”


    “She’ll find a way out, crafty witch that she is. She’ll piggyback on the exits of the more righteous, or she’ll find some arrogant god bored enough to escort her out because there isn’t enough havoc in this world to suit them.” He scoffed. “Perhaps that wretch Allendra could let Rhiannon out of her emptying realm. If she wants the Sídhe destroyed, she may only need to wait for the queen to catch up.”


    “She doesn’t want the Sídhe destroyed, just our magic.”


    “Is that not the same thing?”


    “Is life not worth living without magic? I like to think that it would be. Don’t get me wrong. I’d miss magic for sure. I’d miss being able to swim deep and not come up for air, but I’m sure I could find other pleasures for whatever time I have left to enjoy them.”


    He snapped his fingers and retook his spot at the edge of the bed. “You’d be gone in a blink of an eye.”


    She nodded, and the towel around her hair listed to the side, and fell quickly to her shoulders. He grabbed the towel one-handed before she could splash her tea trying to catch it, but she splashed a little anyway.


    The dark liquid was on her hands and the front of the towel she had around her body, and some was even on the white of her bedspread.


    “Oh no.” She set the mug down on the nightstand and, reflexively, he began to blot spilled tea from the covers and her hands. She was very still, and he was very meticulous because fairies couldn’t help but to occasionally fixate. They could be fastidious to a fault, and Laurel was a mess.


    He moved on from her hands, dabbed at the spot at the front of her towel. When he’d squeezed out as much liquid from there as he could, he used a drier part of his towel to wipe the splash of tea from her chest.


    It seeped down into her cleavage and, nudging her covering down, he wiped at that, too, not realizing his actions until he found himself inches from her navel and not remembering at all how or why he’d gotten there.


    She pulled her towel up as he sat back, and said quietly, “I think you’re finished.”


    He dropped the towel he’d been holding and locked her in his gaze. “What are you doing to me?”


    “What?”


    “I insist that you stop these games.”


    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


    “I find that hard to believe. You compelled me somehow to touch you.”


    She furrowed her brow. “The towel fell from my hair and I spilled hot tea on myself. That hurt, by the way.” She looked down at her chest and, of course, he did, too.


    Sure enough, there was an angry red streak there where the tea had been, and also marks on her elegant hands.


    They’d heal quickly enough because she was part Sídhe, but he couldn’t wave away the pain. As much as he wanted to believe she was the sort of conniving creature who’d harm herself expressly to gain something she wanted, he just couldn’t.


    He wanted so badly to believe that she was capable of that sort of prevarication, but the magic in the room said otherwise. She was tapped out, likely committing every bit of her energy to her recovery from Colin’s transfusion. If anyone had magic to spare, Saul did.


    Damn.


    He traced along the edge of the welt over her breast and muttered, “I should have added milk. The tea wouldn’t have been as hot.”


    She stared down at his finger, watching its movements—entranced, just as he was.


    He liked touching her. He couldn’t lie to himself about that. He liked the way she was made and all the shapes that made up her whole being, but her skin was so cold.


    She released her grip on the top of the towel, and it slowly fell over, exposing breasts with nipples jutting, and chest that seemed to be rising and falling far too quickly.


    “You’re so warm,” she whispered and pressed his palm flat against her belly.


    “Warm hands, cold heart, my brothers say.”


    He didn’t think she cared so much about his heart at the moment, only his hands, as she’d grabbed the other as well and rubbed his palm against her cheek as if it were a hot water bottle.


    So bold.


    She didn’t seem to care about his attitude. She didn’t shirk away from trying to get what she needed to feel better.


    “Practical, are you?” he forced through his froggy throat.


    “Mmm.” She wrapped his fingers around her neck and moved his hand down over her chilly shoulders as if washing herself with his heat.


    He could help a little. He could reach where she couldn’t.


    He shifted to reach her back, and she leaned to the side to give him better access to the sides and bottom, but still not enough, so he rolled her onto her belly and straddled her.


    The pearly luminescence of her skin actually ended just beneath the base of her spine, and there, her skin was pinker, the color a gradient that was darker in some patches and lighter in others—like tiles in a mosaic, or…


    Scales.


    He ran his fingertips across a section of rosier pink and tugged the towel down a bit more the see the pattern playing out down her pert derriere.


    Pushing up onto her forearms, she looked over her shoulder, brows furrowed. “What are you looking at?”


    “The colors.” There was a little polygon of darker rose at the juncture between her ass and thigh.


    “What colors?”


    “Your scale colors, I suppose.”


    “You can see that?”


    “Can’t everyone?”


    She shook her head. “It’s just skin to most people.”


    “Do you use glamour magic to hide the colors?”


    Again, she shook her head. “Not through any effort of my own, anyway. I’m sure there are things human eyes simply can’t see even without me trying to hide them. Not all fairies can see the actual colors of my tail, either.”


    He bent for a closer look at the inside of her thigh. The pattern was pinks and silvers, all different shades, and he traced a silver line all the way up to her crease.


    When she shuddered, he didn’t think the cause was cold magic.


    “Are all of you like that?”


    “Who? Mer-fairies?”


    He nodded.


    “I suppose.”


    “And no one else can see the colors?”


    “Not usually. The patterning is ugly to us, like the skin is blemished or bruised.”


    “You must not see what I can, then.”


    He swirled his middle finger around the dimple over her ass and watched the muscles twitch.


    He didn’t doubt that in the water, she was quite strong. She couldn’t have musculature as refined and exercised as hers if she wasn’t, but beneath his hands, she hardly moved, as though she couldn’t. Her legs seemed paralyzed beneath him, and that seemed to disconcert her.


    Her cheeks were flushed bright, jaw locked tight, and her swallows were too loud as she stared over her shoulder at him.


    “You can’t move?”


    “Not when you press there.”


    “Here?” He rubbed the heel of his palm against the small of her back, and she nodded rapidly.


    “It’s a mer-fairy weakness. Most of us have the trait.”


    “So you’re powerless.”


    “No. I could hit you. Try to scratch you.”


    “But your strength isn’t in your arms, am I right?”


    She loosely looped her fingers around his wrist and swallowed yet again, but she didn’t knock his hand away. She didn’t scratch or hit. Just held.


    “Your strength is in your legs, and in your tail, when you have it. Is that pink, too?”


    He honed in on another rosy pink spot near the crease of her ass and fondled.


    She drew in a breath, squirming only from the waist up. “Y-yes, mostly pink.”


    “Pink and pretty, I suppose. Enchanting and devastating for any fool who’d dare lay his eyes on you.”


    “I don’t think men care so much about my tail.”


    “No?”


    She shook her head.


    “What do they care about, then?”


    She scoffed. “My legs, and what’s between them.”

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    Laurel regretted saying those words, because the hand that had been idly toying with the shadows of her scales stopped moving, and the one pressed to her spine had lightened.


    Saul was going to move away, and that was the last thing she wanted. She didn’t want him to storm off because he’d take his warmth with him and, more than that, she liked enticing him. She liked his questions, his touches. She wanted him to explore her. No one else ever had let themselves linger over her body and she wanted to know what that kind of admiration felt like, but she wouldn’t beg. He’d likely find that pathetic.


    “Uh…the pink is darkest behind my knees,” she said. “And the silver brightest at my hips.”


    He didn’t move at first, and she couldn’t shift enough to see his face and the expression he wore. But the hand on her spine went heavy again, and his other hand trailed down the back of her right thigh, gently, and all the way to the back of her knee.


    “Pink,” he whispered.


    “Yes.”


    If she could roll over, she’d show him all the patterns at the front of her legs, and how they swirled at the insides of her thighs, leading up to the place men liked paying attention to. But she didn’t want to turn over. Not yet.


    “Same pink as your nipples.”


    “Truly?”


    “I’m sure you’ve noticed.”


    She glanced down at her chest and the aroused protrusions on it. If she were simply cold, they would have done the same, but her breasts wouldn’t have felt so full. That sensation was because she liked his touch.


    “I can’t see both places at once,” she said, “so I’ll have to take you at your word.”


    He dragged his hand up her back to her shoulders again, resuming the warming job from earlier, but she was less concerned with that. She was more concerned with the fact he hadn’t released her from her paralysis, and what him not doing so might have meant.


    She loosened her fingers from his wrist and made a nest of her arms to lay her head atop of.


    He couldn’t see her breasts that way—how flushed they were or how tight her nipples had become. How aroused him simply being in the room made her. He’d accuse her of being some kind of whore, and she wasn’t.


    “I should stop touching you,” he said.


    He didn’t, though. In fact, he straddled her legs and leaned forward, whispering, “Is this magic?”


    “What?”


    “Me being here, touching you.”


    “If I were using magic, I’d direct it to more practical things.”


    “Such as?”


    “Procreation. We don’t generally have sex without that as an aim. The drive becomes a mania.”


    “And why you tend to think you have mates even when you don’t.”


    She shrugged and then groaned. That small movement had caused her nipples to rake against the sheets. They were fine sheets, and soft, but the material may as well have been sandpaper.


    “So you don’t have pleasure for the sake of pleasure?”


    “Do you?” she whispered.


    She couldn’t imagine Saul doing anything that was just for fun.


    “Don’t all men who aren’t monks?”


    “I can’t picture you taking yourself in hand.”


    “So you think I’m a monk, then.”


    She suppressed another shrug. “I’m sure you’ve had many women. Maybe you even smiled when you took them. I just can’t picture you smiling.”


    “Do you smile when you’re being fucked?”


    “Perhaps I do. I’m not always so mindful about what my face is doing when a man is inside me.”


    “I see.”


    “Do you?”


    His fingers trailed lower again, over the curve of her ass and below to where her thighs met. “You have no hair here.” He brushed his fingertips down her slit demonstrably.


    “Mer-fairies don’t have much body hair in general.”


    “Interesting.” He edged back and leaned down as if to verify and, reflexively, she parted her thighs a little more for him.


    “If you’re seeking procreative activities from me,” he said, “you’ll not get them.”


    That was what his mouth said, but his fingertips were seeking entry inside her folds.


    “I’m not cold there,” she whispered.


    “No, you’re very warm there. Warm and…” His fingers were deeper, perhaps up to his first knuckles inside her. “Wet. Are you always wet, mermaid?”


    “Are you always so eager to get answers?”


    “I may never have another chance.”


    She closed her eyes and gulped. He was right. If there was no more magic for their kind, there would be no more mer-fairies with secret spots that made them go limp, and aroused in spite of the condition. There’d be no other finned freak he could toy with and ask.


    “What do you taste like?” he mused, quietly, as if to himself. He obviously hadn’t meant for her to answer the question, because he didn’t wait for a response. His fingers were gone from her sheath and she heard sucking. Then his fingers were back inside her, and deeper, and he twisted his hand so the meat of his palm was against her ass.


    “Tight. Deep. Wet,” he said.


    She gulped again. “Most men like holes that are described that way.”


    He scissored his fingers, and drew them in and out of her, all without ever removing his other hand from the small of her back.


    Her eyelids fluttered closed and a sigh fell from her mouth.


    “You feel my fingers?” he asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Do they give you pleasure?”


    “Yes.”


    “Then why do you not do this to yourself? You have hands. You could touch.”


    “Because mer-fairy instincts are to find a fertile partner and not to waste effort on self-pleasure.”


    “You don’t enjoy orgasms?”


    The fact she didn’t immediately answer must have been answer enough for him.


    He slid his fingers out of her and pressed the wet digits over her clit. “Do you have orgasms?”


    Her toes curled, and she couldn’t stop them. She could only gasp and pant.


    “Do you?”


    “I-I don’t know.”


    “You’ve never had one?”


    “Maybe?”


    No.


    Certainly, she would have remembered such a thing. Sex felt good, usually—as far as she remembered, anyway—but she didn’t know if she’d ever had the sensation other women had described. Men who had sex with her didn’t last long once they were inside, and that was due to her magic. She couldn’t have a baby if she couldn’t bring her partner to completion. While they always finished, Laurel never did. They all rolled off to catch their breath and she usually didn’t care. Her obsessive thoughts went immediately to fretting over whether the effort had been a successful one.


    “You’ve never had anyone do this to you?” he asked.


    The “this” he referred to was a strumming of her clit, so rapid that each tingle ran into the next and her body’s defensive reaction was to try to inch away from him. She was on nervous overload, and that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. His fingers were so wet and slick, and that was because of what he was doing to her.


    “Never,” she whimpered.


    “Or this?”


    He pressed his thumb against her button and worked his fingers into her sheath at the same time.


    “No,” she said.


    He pulled his hand away from her back. Though she could move her legs, she didn’t want to, or perhaps her body wouldn’t let her. She remained perfectly rigid, her body going tenser by the moment, her nerves making her muscles increasingly more spastic.


    In and out, he plunged his fingers, and he added another—all the while keeping his thumb circling around her clit.


    Leaning in closer once more, he said into her ear, “You should play more often.”


    “Yes. I should.” She wondered if he did the same, though. She wondered if a serious, no-nonsense warrior like Saul Ade ever took himself in hand and squeezed and stroked until he came.


    “Gods,” she whispered, and clenched hard around his fingers. She was so close to that thing she’d never attained before, and she started moving into it, rocking on her knees and forearms to add more force to his fingers’ thrusts and more friction to his thumb’s attacks.


    Is he rough when he touches himself? Does he find his completion quickly or does he take his time?


    That picture of him in her head was nearly too much to bear. Him lounging back on a settee, pants unbuttoned and thick shaft in his palm.


    If he needed a little help, she could get on her knees. He wouldn’t have to ask. She’d gladly take him into her mouth or offer up her sheath if only for his pleasure.


    “Gods.”


    She hadn’t forgotten about her own. Her pleasure was peaking and she was fighting against her mer-fairy drive to back away from that thing, because he hadn’t finished and that was always the point.


    But he wasn’t fucking her. That was his hand bringing her such divine pleasure, and throwing it away would have been such a waste.


    He tapped, tapped, tapped against that bundle of nerves inside her and the one on the outside, too, and she closed his hand between her thighs and crawled forward, shouting.


    “Oh!”


    She didn’t care that she’d fallen flat on her nose or that her body probably looked strange and ugly as she twisted and writhed, because she had to let the tingles out. Her sex was still spasming, though around nothing, and her body was unfurling like a ribbon that had been bound around a tube for too long.


    He pressed his hands to her ass and stroked the cheeks, compounding the tingles yet again, before pulling her up by the hips.


    His tongue was in her cleft, flicking her hole forcefully, and his palm against her clit.


    She wondered if she’d died then and moved on to hell, because she was burning, but the burn felt so good. She’d been so cold, and suddenly she was hot and her skin felt aglow.


    When he let her hips down once more, she was still shaking, but at least she could see clearly again, and her heart was less loud in her ears.


    He tugged the covers up to her shoulders, pulled her damp hair from beneath her head, and then said, “You’re warm now.”


    She nodded jerkily.


    “Say ‘thank you,’ Laurel.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Sleep well.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    Days went by, and Saul didn’t see Laurel again.


    He’d expected her to be clingy after he’d made her orgasm twice, but she hadn’t come to his door, and he could barely hear sounds coming from her apartment. He’d panicked the last time she’d gone quiet—for good reason, at that—but she wasn’t so quiet that he should have worried. He heard the cooking sounds. He heard the radio, sometimes, and her singing along. He even heard an occasional visitor popping in with Simone.


    He just didn’t hear her at his door, and that bothered him.


    Fool, she’s got you whipped.


    The damned woman and her bewitching scale shadows had been present in every dream he’d had since he’d last visited her side of the wall. In his dreams, her legs had been splayed for him. She danced her long nails over her silver, her white, her pink. She invited him in, and he’d obeyed.


    She was obviously penetrating his defenses somehow. He should have been more resistant. Ades had natural immunity to the most basic charms.


    He took his feet down from the coffee table, walked to the window, and then pushed open the curtains.


    The night sky was spangled with blue-white stars and the moon, half-round, taunted.


    Twelve days. The survival of magic hinged on him and what he did in the next twelve days.


    He put his hands into the pockets of his sweatpants and meditated on the stars, trying to concentrate at looking at each one in order as he gathered his thoughts.


    But then he closed his eyes.


    He’d been doing too much thinking and not enough doing.


    If the world was going to crumble around him, he wanted to be outside witnessing the chaos, and not trapped alone in six hundred square feet.


    People visited Laurel. The next time they showed up, he was going to be in her apartment, and he was going to get out by any means necessary. He’d fight if he had to and give his apologies later.


    He walked to the doors between their rooms, opened his, and knocked on hers.


    “Come in,” she called out.


    He stepped into her apartment—hot as the Sahara, as always—and saw her sitting cross-legged in a chair at the kitchen table. The surface was covered with a mountain of glossy periodicals, or parts of them. There were loose pages scattered about, including on the floor around the table, and Laurel leaned over one particularly thick tome, cutting out some snippet. With her brow furrowed and tongue peeking out of the corner of her lips, she looked to be in deep concentration.


    This is what she’s doing?


    There were open binders on the counter. He walked to them and checked the spines on a couple. She’d labeled them “FISH DISHES” and “BEEF DISHES.” Each of the seven binders looked to have at least fifty pages within.


    What she was doing didn’t look like magic to him. He suspected he was witnessing one of her so-called manias.


    “Woman, what are you doing?”


    “Sorting.” She grinned, set the paper strip onto one pile, and then shook her head, muttering to herself. “No, no, no. That goes in soups and stews, not beef.”


    He raised an eyebrow. “Recipes?”


    “Uh-huh.” She scooped up a stack of the papers and unfurled her long legs. She wobbled a bit as she stood, and giggled. “Whoops. Feet are numb.”


    He may as well have not even been there. She paid him no attention as she set a pile of recipes atop each binder and then reached for a three-hole punch.


    Hand halfway there, she snapped her fingers and turned on her heel. “Gotta stir.”


    She went to the stove, and stirred whatever she had in the pot.


    Smelled good. Some kind of red meat, as far as he could tell, with something sweeter like cinnamon or nutmeg.


    Nodding with finality, she put the lid back on the pot, turned down the burner, and returned to her binders.


    “What’s the purpose of this project?” he asked.


    She looked at him as if she finally noticed he was there and that she wasn’t talking only to herself. “Saul.”


    He pushed up an eyebrow. “Are you well?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “Then what is this?” He crooked his thumb toward the paper mess.


    “I’m sorting.”


    “Yes, I can see that, but you seem to be…” He rolled his gaze toward the ceiling and rooted around for some of that tact his mother was so good at, but that her sons failed at deploying. “You seem to be, uh…a bit in over your head.”


    “Nah. I’ve got a system.”


    “What’s the system?”


    She sidled around him and climbed up onto a stool at the island’s front. She tapped some recipes together at their left edges and slid the stack under the hole puncher’s prongs. “Well, first this was just about finding somewhere to put the few recipes I’d torn out from magazines. Princess Simone brought me a binder and some dividers but that wasn’t enough. They needed to be sorted better so I could index them.”


    “Index them?”


    She nodded and tapped another stack on its edge. “Mm-hmm. I mean, I could always go online and look for recipes to print out, but these have pictures and the magazines have already been paid for. Have to be economical. Think of the trees, Saul.”


    He furrowed his brow. “The trees.”


    “Mm-hmm. I am mostly Sídhe. I probably care about the environment a little more than most folks.”


    He grimaced. She might have been an outlier. The Sídhe were supposed to be stewards of the planet and the people on it, but most had forgotten, including him more often than he cared to admit to himself.


    Perhaps that’s one reason Allendra holds a grudge.


    He dragged a hand through his tangled curls and then leaned against counter’s edge. “How long have you been at this?”


    “Oh…” She stopped punching holes and narrowed her eyes. “What’s today? Saturday?


    “Monday.”


    “Yeesh. Lost a couple of days in there somewhere.”


    “Have you not been sleeping? You’ve been doing this nonstop?”


    “Sleeping? No. Mer-folk can go a little longer without sleep than the average Sídhe, but nonstop? Nah. I’ve been doing other stuff.” She bounded down from the stool, walked around the island, and then opened the freezer. She pointed within. “See? Other stuff.”


    He straightened up in a hurry and gaped at the box, which was damn near stuffed to the brim with foil-covered containers.


    Her grin was thousand-watt. “Freezer meals. Just preheat the oven and bake.”


    “And you’re still cooking.”


    Brow furrowed as if in confusion, she closed the freezer. “Oh, well that food’s for today. And tomorrow, maybe. Might have made too much again.”


    He sighed. His last hot meal had been the remnants of a pot of slightly charred spaghetti.


    “I think you need to stop and get some sleep,” he said.


    “Why?”


    “Because you’re moving too much. You’re doing too much.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “What you’re doing isn’t normal. You’re obsessive and manic.”


    “This is normal for my kind.”


    “Doing the same tasks repeatedly for three or four days?”


    “Not all the same tasks. I mean, I made six different kinds of meals for the freezer, and I didn’t cut all of the recipes out of the magazines, just the ones that had ingredients people in real life could actually afford to buy. Plus, I…”


    For some reason unknown to Saul, his mouth was suddenly on her pink lips, and he was swallowing whatever excuse she’d been trying to formulate about her activities.


    Must be magic.


    For the moment, he didn’t care.


    She’d been ruining his sleep night after night, and he was tired of waking up exhausted and angry.


    And hard.


    And there she was in her apartment. She wasn’t evilly wafting mermaid charms toward the air vents, but doing arts and crafts and filling her freezer with food she couldn’t eat alone. She wasn’t thinking about him at all, and that annoyed the ever-loving shit out of him. No one ignored Ades when they wanted to be seen.


    He groaned against her pliant lips and shoved his hands down the back of her hiding-nothing-at-all yoga pants.


    “You need to wear better clothes,” he growled as he kneaded her ass. “Or you give men ideas.”


    “What sorts of ideas? And what men?”


    He scoffed and gripped her hips she he could show her. He was painfully hard, and he ground the evidence against her torso. “What kind of magic are you using on me?”


    “My magic doesn’t work like that.” Her hands were moving slowly down his chest, inching toward his waistband.


    “What are you talking about?”


    “I can’t make you do anything you don’t already want to do.”


    “So you haven’t been tampering with my dreams?”


    “No. Why would I do that?”


    “To make me come over here.”


    “If I wanted to do that, I’d make you fish stew. Your belly seems more interested in me than the rest of you.”


    Most parts of him were interested more than they should have been.


    Using his one moment of hesitation, she sank to her knees, looking up at him curiously with her fingers notched into his waistband.


    He didn’t say no, so she tugged down his pants.


    Her eyes flashed wide and jaw hung open briefly, but she straightened up her spine and leaned in.


    The press of her lips to his scrotum made every muscle in his core contract, and had him widening his legs to ease her access.


    She traced the tip of her tongue along the seam between his balls, sliding her hands up his thighs, narrowly avoiding scraping his shaft with her long, pink nails.


    She pulled one side of his sac into her mouth and rolled the flesh around with her tongue. Lips formed tantalizing suction. Nails dug into the ass she’d gripped for balance.


    Fuck.


    He locked his fingers into his hair to avoid doing the same to hers. He could very easily lose control, and gentlemen didn’t use women’s hair as grip rails, even if they weren’t ladies.


    Laurel was no lady.


    “Is my mouth warm enough for you?” she asked.


    He felt her lips quirking up at the corners before she took his other ball into her mouth.


    Fuck.


    “You’re warm enough,” he ground out.


    She scorched, in fact—both her mouth and the cheek she kept rubbing against his hardness.


    She licked around his scrotum, drawing lazy circles as she moved one had closer to his dick. When she wrapped her fingers around him, he clenched his teeth.


    “You’re too high up,” she said. There was a pout in her voice, so he looked down.


    She was right. The physics wouldn’t work. She was by no means a short woman, but he was too tall.


    He hauled her up by her armpits and, gripping the sagging waistband of his pants, pulled her with him to his side of the wall. Her apartment was too fucking hot.


    He sat on the sofa, pushed the coffee table back, then kicked his pants off.


    Pulling her down to his knees, he bent and grabbed the bottom of her shirt. He pulled the garment over her head, and his cock surged with arousal.


    Her nipples were pert, which he’d known already because the woman seemed to never wear a bra, and there were pink flushes on her chest and her cheeks.


    More than anything, he wanted to see his seed dotting her pink places. He wanted to see her squeezing her breasts together to keep the mess from spilling. He wanted to hear her ask him for more.


    He pulled her head forward and down, and she opened her greedy mouth for him. She closed her lips around his head, and sucked off the liquid that had beaded there.


    “How do I taste?” he asked, not that he gave her any room to answer. He was pushing more of his cock into her mouth, and she was hungrily swallowing.


    He’d done the ungentlemanly thing and attached his hand to the back of her hair. Gripped it, actually, with her long braid twined around his fist.


    He made her bob up and down, forcing her to swallow as much of him as he wanted to give her, which should have been too much.


    But she was so eager—so pleased to accept the roughness, and so pretty as she submitted.


    She kept rolling that fathoms-deep sea green gaze up to him as if in query before looking down.


    He wondered if perhaps she needed some feedback beyond his thrusts into her mouth. He was clumsy in the art of encouragement, but he wanted to try anyway because she was treating his cock so well.


    “That’s right,” he murmured. “Take me deep. Feels so good. Make it good and wet and swallow all of me.”


    Her tongue worked side-to-side beneath his shaft as he slid repeatedly into her mouth, and she added her hands to the base, twisting and squeezing. She stopped sucking only to wet her fingers, looking up at him so shyly as she did, and he stroked the side of her face with his free hand.


    She was trying hard. Maybe he wasn’t so good at saying so, but he wanted her to know he liked what she was doing, and that he needed it.


    “My hand hasn’t been enough,” he said. “Your mouth is so much better. Suck the head again. I like feeling your lips around the top.”


    She eagerly complied, and he threw his head back, parting his legs farther in ecstasy.


    “Gods.”


    The vacuum her mouth made around him could have sucked him dry in a second flat. As his midsection began to tighten and that hot, stinging burn began in his loins, he pulled himself from her mouth and tugged her forward.


    He wrapped his hands around hers and made her pump him, hard and fast, and he pointed his ejaculate toward her chest and watched it drip.


    Down, down, down toward her flushed areola, and she kneeled perfectly rigid, watching his cream seep down.


    She looked so stunned. So guileless and pretty.


    So…curious.


    Her forehead furrowed and she worked her jaw side to side for a couple of seconds and them licked her lips. She looked up at him, bashfully.


    “Laurel, have you never had a cock in your mouth?”


    “I’m…sure I have.”


    “You don’t remember?”


    She shook her head slowly. “I mean, I’m sure something a little more than instinct is telling me how to do things, but we’re not always meant to remember what we’ve done. We have to be able to forget some things, or else…”


    “Or else what?”


    Her shoulders inched upward. “Or else we’d never try again.”


    “Surely, you jest.”


    “No. Above all, we’re programmed to have babies because we have so few of them. Even fewer than most other Sídhe. An average person of Sídhe descent might have one child after a hundred years of trying or more. Our rate is three times lower. Our women have had to…evolve this way.”


    “You remember nothing at all?”


    “I…I think I remember the things I like.”


    He leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his knees. “And do you remember what happened four nights ago?”


    “You mean when I started snipping recipes?”


    Grinding his teeth, he shook his head. “Before that. After I returned your pot to you.”


    Her eyes lit up with apparent recognition and face flushed with dark red.


    Is she blushing? Truly?


    “What happened that night, Laurel? Do you remember that?”


    Staring somewhere in the general vicinity of his kneecap, she licked her lips and nodded.


    “Tell me what happened.”


    “You…you were there.”


    “Yes, I was, but I want to know if you remember what I was doing after I got you dry.” He wanted to know if she liked what he did enough to remember it. He could admit he was a man of some ego. Most Sídhe suffered from some degree of egomania, and anyone who stated otherwise was a liar.


    “I remember.”


    “Tell me. Describe to me what happened.”


    Her gaze flitted up to his before falling away. “You put your fingers in me.”


    “And?”


    “And you made me come. Then you put…put…” She closed her eyes and pulled in a long, shuddering breath. “You put your tongue in me.”


    “Did you like my tongue?”


    “Yes.”


    “Will you forget my tongue or my fingers?”


    She shook her head rapidly. “I don’t think so.”


    Nodding with satisfaction, he leaned back and smoothed her hair that he’d mussed.


    She didn’t look very harmful. Perhaps when she was upright and had her lips bent into one of those flirtatious grins, her danger factor notched way upward. On her knees, she was utterly submissive. On her belly, she was helpless.


    He leaned forward and whispered, “I want you on your belly again.”


    Her breath hitched.


    “I want you to offer yourself up to me for my pleasure. I want to shove my cock into your slit and watch your skin turn pink from the ecstasy. Will you be very still?” He twined her braid around his fist again, but didn’t tug. He simply enjoyed the silken feel of the strands.


    “Yes,” she whispered back.


    “You’ll keep your hands to yourself and let me decide what will feel good?”


    “If that’s what you want.”


    “You don’t want to know what I want. You don’t want to know about the pictures I have in my head, do you? Would you care to know what sorts of things solitary warriors dream about when they’ve gone too long between lovers?”


    She didn’t respond immediately, so he considered her silence to be answer enough and was about to unhand her, but then she looked up at him, and whispered, “Tell me.”


    Peculiar woman.


    “I’d have every one of your holes,” he said soothingly. He traced the end of her braid along her jaw and down her neck. “Mouth. Cunt. Ass.”


    He hooked his thumb into her mouth and dragged the tip over her tongue. “I’d leave my marks all over you. You’d be so bruised, but you’d be happy for it.” He swirled his wet thumb over her beaded right nipple, and smiled at her soft expulsion of air.


    “You’d hardly get any sleep, Laurel. The moment you nodded off, I’d roll onto you again looking for some new place to rub my prick against. Does that suit you?”


    Surprisingly, she nodded.


    “I don’t believe you,” he said.


    “I want to.”


    “What do you want?”


    “I want to make you happy. If that’ll make you happy…” She shrugged. “Seems as good a place as any to start.”

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    The man looked at her like she was deranged.


    Perhaps she was sometimes, but at the moment, Laurel had most of her wits about her. She’d meant what she said, and the idea of him finding pleasures in her body aroused her a great deal.


    She rubbed her thighs together to slake off some of the urgent need growing between her legs, and notching her fingers into his thighs. She looked down at his crotch, and the penis that had gone flaccid had swelled back to attention.


    He let go of her braid and sat all the way back. “Why don’t you go…clean yourself up.”


    She looked down at her breasts that were slick with so much wasted seed.


    He’s sending me away?


    “Go ahead,” he said. “I’ll come to you later.”


    “Later?”


    “I need to do some things before dinner.”


    “Dinner!” That got her to her feet. She had a pot on the stove.


    She grabbed her shirt from the floor and held it against the seepage on her chest as she ran from his living room.


    She hardly acknowledged the sound of his door closing behind her. Her more pressing concern was whether or not she’d burned good beef.


    Lifting the lid, she sighed in relief at the sight of the un-charred roast, and then nudged the pot off the burner.


    She looked at the clock and counted the hours until dinner. She had a couple.


    “Shower. Then I can finish the chicken binder.” She shook her head at herself. “No, no. Not that one. That one has too many.” Drumming her nails against her thighs, she padded to the bathroom and then turned the water on in the shower. “I could do the pork one. Much fewer of those recipes. I won’t get too distracted if I only do those.”


    She would have to write a note to herself to remember, of course. Princess Simone had brought giant, fluorescent pink sticky notes during her last visit meant for exactly that purpose. Laurel needed to have the reminders front and center or she’d forget.


    She’d very nearly forgotten what she’d meant to write down by the time she’d gotten her body cleaned, her hair washed and re-braided, and clothes put on—real clothes, for a change. Jeans, tee, and even a bra.


    When she returned to the kitchen, already reaching for her trusty hole-puncher, she’d gained two guests. Princess Simone was patting the papers on the table into piles and Colin was lifting the lid off the pot.


    “Didn’t expect to see you again so soon.” Humming to herself, Laurel fished her pink notepad out from under an issue of Cooking without Carbs and wrote “PORK” on it.


    “Got news.” Colin pulled down a bowl from the cabinet.


    “About what?”


    Princess Simone groaned. “Hestia checked in. She still hadn’t been able to root out Allendra, but granted, she’s been pretty distracted with the fairy influx from the realm. The Viking goddess Gefjon was able to open a hole to let some folks out. No one has seen that chick in forever. Makes me wonder who else is going to turn up.”


    “Did Rhiannon get out?”


    “No.” Colin grunted and grabbed a spoon from the utensil drawer. “That Gefjon’s a crafty one. She put the hole as far from Rhiannon’s last known location as she could, and that worked out stunningly well. There was huge group of farmers concentrated around that little area. Too bad she’s all tapped out now. Realm magic won’t let her try to make another hole.”


    “How many people did she get out?”


    “About four hundred.”


    Laurel whistled low.


    “Aye. I was surprised to hear so many were congregated in one place, but apparently there are refugee camps dotting the realm here and there. Folks near the perimeter are having to pack up and move farther in toward the center because the realm is compressing from the edges inward.”


    “Where are those people now?”


    “We’ve got some friends sorting them out,” Princess Simone said. “We have places for them to go, but we just need to coordinate getting them there safely and discreetly. Most of those fairies have never been in this realm before, and the ones who have visited haven’t been here recently. They’ll need time to acclimate. We’re trying to be as careful as we can be so we don’t shock them or any of the humans they may encounter.”


    “Speaking of humans,” Colin said through a mouth full of food, “how’s that little challenge of Saul’s going?”


    Cringing, Laurel shrugged and twisted her braid around her fingers.


    “Seriously? Have you fuckin’ forgotten that you’ve got siren in your DNA? Where’s your swagger?”


    “Lost it when I looked him in the eyes for the first time, I guess.”


    “Aww,” Princess Simone said.


    Colin made a gagging sound.


    The princess glowered at him.


    “At least he’s not sneering at me anymore,” Laurel said. “And he uses my actual name sometimes.”


    Princess Simone sighed. “I guess that’s progress.” She walked to the windows. Pulling the curtains aside, she looked toward the ocean, and Laurel turned her back.


    She didn’t want to see the moon. She’d been avoiding looking outside as much as she could. For that matter, she’d even hidden away the wall calendar that had been tacked up over the trashcan. The red Xs she made over each passed day had looked increasingly angrier.


    At the sound of creaking door hinges, Laurel turned back around, anyway. She couldn’t help turning. When Saul entered a room and she wasn’t drowning in some new obsession, she had to look because he was hers.


    “I thought I heard voices.” Saul had changed into jeans and a dark shirt, and had put his boots on.


    Why’s he’s wearing shoes?


    Laurel hadn’t worn shoes in weeks. She hadn’t seen the point of doing so if she weren’t going to leave the apartment.


    “We’re leaving as soon as Colin finishes his food,” Princess Simone said.


    “Perhaps I’ll go with you.”


    “No, I don’t think so.”


    “If you make a portal large enough for yourself and Colin, you won’t be able to withdraw the magic fast enough to keep me from going through. Mother can’t even do that, and her power has been seasoned for a thousand years more than yours.”


    Princess Simone folded her arms across her chest and narrowed her eyes at her older brother. “Then maybe I won’t leave.”


    “Suit yourself, Sister, but I suspect that mate of yours will come knocking soon. You wouldn’t want to get the prince agitated, now would you?”


    She shrugged. “Let him knock. You’ve gotta sleep sometime. I’ll leave then.”


    “I can keep my eyes open far longer than you can.” He bobbed his eyebrows. “Never doubt the tenacity of a warrior.”


    “Are you threatening me?”


    “Why, I would never do such a thing. I don’t make threats, and certainly not to my own little sister.”


    “Just promises, right?”


    He turned his hands over in concession. “I imagine my promises are something like yours. Tricksy things, aren’t they?”


    Chuckling, Colin helped himself to another serving of dinner and then set his dish on the table atop Laurel’s recipe pile. “I love watching siblings argue. The drama is great fun to behold.”


    “I don’t like fighting with my brother,” Laurel said. “Makes me anxious.”


    “Aww, you wee, tenderhearted thing.”


    Laurel rolled her eyes, and looked from the bickering siblings, to her recipe piles, to her bedroom door.


    She was the reason Saul and Princess Simone were arguing—she was smart enough to know that—and she didn’t want to listen to their thinly veiled references to her and to Saul’s adamant refusal to do what needed to be done.


    One of the unexpected side effects of letting Colin work his magic on her was that her head was often too susceptible to bruises to her self-esteem. Being confident and flirtatious was so much easier when she didn’t have such a loud conscience. No longer could she bulldoze her way through social situations to get what she wanted for a few minutes. To get what she wanted forever, she had to use a newer rulebook.


    But that didn’t mean she couldn’t use some of her old tricks.


    She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and, watching the siblings, drummed her nails against the sides of her legs yet again.


    She’d seduced princes before. None were particularly memorable, of course, but they were all alike in some ways. Above all, they wanted to be respected. Figuring out how to flatter them was usually pretty simple once she ferreted out their weaknesses. Saul might have been unyielding, but he wasn’t invincible.


    He was her mate for a reason. She was equipped to make him heel. She was equipped to know his weakness and to protect it. All she needed was a little more time.


    She moved slowly to the thermostat, turned the heat up, and then retreated to her bedroom.


    Princess Simone could stand the heat. Colin—nudist that he tended to be—certainly didn’t mind hot weather.


    Saul would be the one complaining in due time.


    Humming, Laurel fished a nail file out of her nightstand drawer. She lounged on her bed, and waited. She was getting so much better at waiting.


    ___


    “Gods!” Saul shouted, pacing in his apartment. In spite of his intention to watch Simone like a hawk, he’d had to flee from Laurel’s stiflingly hot unit. He’d been damned close to suffocating.


    He paced by the open door, though, so he could ensure that Simone and Colin didn’t leave.


    Simone, seated in an armchair across the room, smiled at him.


    “You’re just like her,” he muttered.


    “Who?”


    “Mother. Cunning wretch.”


    She narrowed her eyes. “I think that was supposed to be a compliment, but you didn’t do a good job. Try again.”


    He bared his teeth at her.


    She rolled her eyes.


    She may not have been raised amongst the Sídhe, but she’d certainly mastered their antagonistic behaviors quickly enough.


    “I’ve already told you,” she said. “I can hang out here as long as I need to. You might not need to sleep, but eventually you’ll get hungry or you’ll need to take a piss.” She snapped her fingers. “Bye-bye Simone.”


    “You wouldn’t.”


    “I’m just trying to make sure you do what needs to be done. We all have to do that sometimes. That’s why when I get phone calls at two a.m., I don’t turn off the ringer and roll back over. I get up, because I know that if someone’s calling at that unholy hour, they need help that only I or Heath can give them.” She crossed her legs in the other direction. “My life was much simpler before Heath and the rest of you thugs bulldozed your way in. I had a lot of responsibilities dumped on me all at once when I became his mate, but you know what?”


    “What?”


    “I suck it up and get shit done because I don’t have a choice. Who else is going to do the work if not me?”


    Saul didn’t have a good answer for that, so he abstained from speaking. She’d have a rebuttal for anything he said, and justifiably, because she was right. There was no one else equipped to be Heath’s mate—there was no other fairy with Simone’s magic, no other fairy with her tenaciousness, and no other fairy with the right blend of leadership and compassion.


    He was proud to be her brother. Always had been, and was prouder by the day.


    If she could do the work, having only been dropped into the fairy rat race for only a year, then so could he. He was supposed to be the mature, older brother. He was supposed to set the example.


    “And why can’t I?” he asked himself.


    She raised an eyebrow. “Pardon?”


    “Nothing. I was talking to myself.”


    About what a coward I am.


    When Simone had decided to accept Heath without reservation, she’d felt that thing that connected fairies—the bond that fixed them both and took their anxieties away. With trust came understanding. Trust was hard for Ades. His father’s dearth of faith in others was why their people hadn’t been pulled into Rhiannon’s snare, but the lack also explained why time and time again, Saul chose being a cloud over being a bird with a nest.


    If his sister were evidence of such, there was nothing wrong with putting his feet down occasionally. There was nothing wrong with routine, except that routines sometimes meant relationships.


    He wasn’t good at those yet, but he didn’t have to be perfect. He just needed to try. If he didn’t fear having swords thrust at him or bullets fired toward his person, he certainly wasn’t going to be afraid of fights of other sorts. Allendra wasn’t going to topple him.


    Laurel wasn’t his enemy.


    He gestured to the front door and bowed to his sister. “You and Colin can take your leaves.”


    She gave her head a half shake. “What’s your trick, Saul?”


    “No trick.”


    “You’re going to behave, then?”


    “I’m an Ade. I’m not entirely certain that good behavior is so possible.”


    Smiling softly, she stood and waved Colin over. “Come on, demigod. We’re bouncing.”


    Colin held up the pot. “But I’m almost done with this.”


    “You ate it all?” Saul roared.


    Colin shrugged. “See food. Eat food.”


    “Just bring the pot,” Simone said.


    “You’re so crafty, princess.” He put the lid on the pot and carried with him to the door the remnants of the meal Saul hadn’t gotten a chance to sample.


    He clucked his tongue at Saul as he stepped backward through Simone’s portal.


    Saul sighed and shifted away from the doorframe once the portal had vanished.


    For a while, he paced on his cooler side of the wall.


    Do the work.


    That was what the scenario came down to. Many fairies endured practical arrangements with their mates. They were more partners than lovers. He could try to have something similar with Laurel. That was certainly within the realm of possibility, and they could both get something they wanted, perhaps. They could make a deal.


    Nodding decisively, he crossed the threshold and then moved swiftly to the rear of the apartment.


    Laurel was in her room. Her long, lean body was stretched across her bed, and she was fiddling with her mobile phone. “Hungry?” she asked.


    “I can wait for sustenance. I came to propose a strategy.”


    She furrowed her brow and pushed up onto her forearms. “What?”


    He grabbed the arm of the chair by the door and pulled the seat closer to the bed. “I believe we can come to a mutual accord about how to manage our roles in Allendra’s challenge.”


    “You…have a plan?” She said the last word as though it were foreign.


    “Warriors thrive on plans. Plans mean progress.”


    “I see.” She put her phone face down on the bed and made a continue gesture.


    “Just think.” He sat and leaned his forearms against his thighs. “We agree to be mates and we’ll make an agreement about what our limits are and about what we expect from each other.”


    “You want…a contract?”


    “Nothing as formal as that. I know many couples who are together for the sake of merging magic but not much else.”


    “And that’s what you want?”


    He nodded curtly. “I believe cooperating thusly would be an efficient solution for the matter at hand.”


    “You understand that you’ll be unable to take another lover if we enter into such an agreement? Is that not the way Sídhe magic works? You only get one mate.”


    “Well, that’s partially true. I know some mated fairies who have several, but the nature of their power makes the excess necessary. I don’t believe we’ll have such a problem.”


    And she needn’t have worried about him embarrassing her by taking another lover, anyway. He was a warrior. He’d endured more dry spells than he could count, and if push came to shove…


    He raked his gaze down her neck to the gap of her loose shirt


    Her dangling breasts were cradled by low-cut, lacy bra cups that made her rosy pink nipples stand out in pleasing contrast.


    There was a dark hand inside her shirt, cupping one breast. When he realized the hand was his, he cringed inwardly, but seeing the looks of surprise, then arousal, on her face, chose not to pull it back.


    He liked taking her off guard. He liked knowing that he could and that she had no game planned for him.


    She looked down into her shirt, at his thumb working across the taut nipple.


    “We could…agree to couple, on occasion.” His voice was thick with want, his tongue heavy. He wanted his tongue on her—wanted to feel that beaded flesh between his lips.


    “Agree?” she asked curiously.


    He swallowed and withdrew his hand from her shirt. She needed to take it off. Since she obviously wasn’t going to come to the conclusion other own, he helped her sit up and then tugged the snug garment over her head.


    She held her arms over her chest as he tossed the shirt onto the floor, hiding herself from him. He didn’t like that.


    “Come here.” He patted the edge of the bed in front of him. “Crawl here and kneel.”


    After a delay of seconds and a searching look from her, she complied.


    “Good girl.” He untucked her arms and planted them at her sides so he could see the lace and her nipples again.


    Leaning forward, he cupped her breasts and held them for his inspection as his thumbs dragged back and forth over the peaks.


    So beautiful.


    His friends would laugh at him for making such a foolish arrangement—for accepting a mer-fairy as a wife—but he wouldn’t care. They could laugh, but they’d have their magic, and they’d thank him, too. He was doing what needed to be done, and yes, he’d enjoy himself a bit in the process.


    My reward.


    He stood and took her hands from her sides. He placed them where his had been under her breasts, keeping them mounded high for him, then he put his mouth on one.


    Her little gasp spurred him on, as did the thought that she’d been wearing his seed on her chest a short time ago. He’d marked her as his possession, and that was a heady thought for a fairy. In a culture where group sex amongst unattached individuals was common, wearing someone’s mark—in whatever form a mark took—was quite often a deterrent to further propositions. He hadn’t wanted her, but he sure as hell didn’t want to share her.


    He raked his tongue and teeth against the lace, loving the texture of her soft breasts and harder nipples—savoring the contrasts.


    He nudged down the lace to take her into his mouth bare, and she put her head back and whispered something to the ceiling.


    “Speak louder so I know if I should continue,” he said.


    Chest heaving against his lips, she panted. “I…I said that you have a sinful mouth.”


    So he put it back on her, but on the other breast. Through the lace, first, and then naked like the other.


    He pushed her breasts together and licked quickly from one peak to the next.


    When she tried to squirm away from him, he tugged her forward by her waistband and pressed his mouth to hers.


    At her startled yelp, he tipped her back. His mouth went from hers, down her long neck, to her breasts. He didn’t linger long there, though. They were just a way station to more compelling things.


    He kissed, licked, and sucked down her squirming torso, and paused at the dip of her navel. He flicked his tongue in, and her spine arched.


    “You’re so squirmy when you’re on your back,” he said. “Should I turn you over?”


    “No,” she whimpered. “I’ll be still.”


    “See that you are.” He caught the button of her pants between his fingers, and with sweat tracking down his forehead and into his eyes, he fumbled with the closure.


    He paused to wipe his brow, then resumed his fondling of the frustrating little fastener.


    Too fucking hot.


    Growling, he scooped her up, hung her over his shoulder, and trotted her out of the bedroom.


    “Where are you taking me?” she asked.


    He brought his hand down hard against her rear end, and she hissed, then sighed as he passed through the doors between their units.


    Pausing to kick the door shut to keep his cool air in, he rubbed the spot where he’d slapped. “You need to acclimate.”


    “So do you,” she muttered.


    His bed wasn’t piled high with useless, frilly pillows and mounds of covers, but it’d have to make do.


    He tossed her onto the middle and untied his boots. “Are you still wearing pants?”


    She blinked at him several times in that stunningly naïve way that seemed to be her trademark.


    “Take them off.”


    As slowly as she moved, she still managed to get the button loose in one little flick, unlike him.


    “Wriggle out of them.” He tossed his boots toward the closet. “What are you wearing beneath? Are you wearing panties?”


    She shook her head ever so slowly.


    “Why not?”


    “Less laundry.”


    Fuck.


    There was nothing between that skin-tight fabric and her sweet core, and he couldn’t wait to be inside. He grabbed her pants by the waist and peeled them down her legs.


    Her hands moved to cover, but he grabbed her wrists and pressed her hands flat against the bed on either side of her hips. “Don’t conceal yourself. I’ve already seen you, anyway. Have you forgotten that my tongue has been there? Have you decided you don’t like my mouth after all?”


    She shook her head hard.


    He pulled off his shirt and his jeans, barely registering that he was undressing. He was moving so quickly, almost as if he’d been possessed and all that mattered was what was between her legs.


    His throat was tight, and dry all of a sudden, and swallowing was a chore, but he had to. His mouth was watering because her pussy glistened.


    He discarded his underwear and crawled onto the bed, palming himself roughly as he rasped, “Spread your legs.”


    She did, and he crawled between them. He dipped for a taste of her and squeezed himself tighter, already so close to completion as if he hadn’t had an orgasm mere hours ago.


    No more of that.


    He could go drunk from licking her, and he needed to keep his head.


    He kneeled clumsily between her thighs and lifted her from under the knees to wrap her legs around him.


    Her eyes were wide and lips quivering. “Are you…”


    “I’m going to fuck you. We can agree to do this.” After all, sex was quite often a perk of marriage, and he didn’t see why they couldn’t indulge, especially if they would never be sexually attracted to anyone else.


    Saul would be the only person who could arouse her, and he liked the idea of that. He liked having someone who was only his.


    “Do you agree to do this?” he asked.


    Her eyelids fluttered and mouth hung open, and her only response was, “Hmm?”


    His fault. He shouldn’t have expected a clear answer from her when he was rubbing his cock against her clit.


    He pulled back, hips thrusting uselessly at air as he waited for her to sober up.


    “What?” she asked.


    “Would you like me to put my cock in you?”


    “Yes. Please.”


    He was in her before he could draw a breath and, as she promised, she didn’t move.


    Her body tensed, though, and she moaned and swore under her breath.


    Needing a moment’s composure so he didn’t shame himself, he was still, too. He hovered on his forearms with his eyes closed and his cock pulsing inside her wet heat.


    Yes, I’d like having a mermaid wife very much if this is what they feel like.


    “Gods.” He pressed his lips together and risked a single thrust, and the slip of her was torture. Pure torture. His body was already prickling and tightening, warning him of the imminent deployment of his seed, and never before had he hated being a fairy so much. When magic mingled, the intensity of coupling skyrocketed and maintaining stamina was impossible.


    He pulled out of her and speared her sheath with his fingers.


    That was a mistake, too. His brain couldn’t tell the difference between cock and fingers. Each clench around his knuckles may as well have been around his dick because that sensation that he was going to come soon grew.


    “Fuck!” he shouted, pulling his hand free.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “You don’t feel that?”


    “The overwhelming?” She nodded slowly and waved him down. “Come back.”


    “You’ll…” Grunting, he tugged at his loose curls. “You’ll have to help yourself afterward. Or I’ll help you. Whatever you want.”


    “Come,” she said softly, and he suspected she meant the invitation in more ways than one.


    He repositioned himself over her and inside her and tried his damnedest to hold on, but he’d never felt so aroused, so intense. He felt as though his insides were thrumming and that his skin suddenly had five times as many nerves.


    Laurel put her head back and arched her spine, writhing beneath him, squeezing him like a vice.


    She can’t be…


    “Saul,” she whispered.


    His name on her lips was like a tease spoken by the wind. A mermaid’s haunting appeal, and he couldn’t resist her charms. He didn’t dare try.


    He put his mouth on hers and ate her pleasure as she groaned.


    Then there was some powerful force between them, hot and strong like a current trying to pry them apart or take them under.


    She held on tightly to him, clutching his back and twining her legs around his thighs, but he recognized what he felt.


    It was magic—altering magic—and his automatic reflex of distrust had him pushing away.


    “No!” she shouted, but he was already gone.


    He panted at the bedside, coughing as if he’d taken water into his lungs, and rubbing the sting of his chest. His heart was pounding far too hard, but whatever that magic was—Allendra trying to rip away his fairy essence prematurely, or whatever—he refused to succumb.


    “Why did you do that?” Laurel shouted.


    “Could you not feel that? We needed to separate or—”


    “Or you would have been bonded with me?” Her pretty features sagged with misery.


    “What? Bond?”


    “Yes! You ran from it,” she said. “You…you just…” Growling, she put her feet on the floor, grabbed her clothes, then stormed away. “Almost no one gets that anymore, and you just threw the magic away!”


    The door between their units slammed, and Saul sank onto the edge of his bed.


    “Bonding?”


    He didn’t understand at first, because she was right. No one he knew had that, except Heath and Simone, and they didn’t talk about the experience or what it brought. Bonding was a private thing between mates.


    True mates. A muddling of magic. A balancing so that neither of them would be too much of any of the bad they carried within. They were each other’s perfect medicine.


    She was supposed to fit with him, that mermaid. She’d given herself over to him and he’d backed away as if a trap had been sprung with him inside. If he’d held on, he might have been able to get rid of some of that damned skepticism that inevitably soured every relationship he forged.


    He’d held on to the magic just long enough to realize that he was so damned tired of isolation. She’d been offering the exact kind of companionship he needed, and that arrangement came with a lot of space and a lot of forgiving. She wasn’t playing him at all. She was simply offering what she was able to, and he hadn’t tried to do the same in return.


    What did I just do?

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    Saul pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes and let his breath out in a sputter. “Fine, Heath. Say what you have to say.”


    “Aye. I will.” Heath set a six-pack of beer onto Saul’s kitchen counter and pointed a glower toward his brother-in-law. “Are you fuckin’ kidding me?”


    Saul grunted. He’d been waiting days for a lecture, but he’d assumed he’d be getting one from Simone rather than her husband. Saul didn’t know where Simone was. She’d walked Heath through Saul’s wall and left before either man could attempt to follow, not that Heath would’ve. He had to have known what his job was, and his job was Saul.


    “You know,” the prince started, “Simone thought I should drain you of your magic and leave you crumpled on the floor in a ball so she could come in and kick you later.” He lifted his ink black eyebrows. “She would have kicked the shit out of you, too. Don’t underestimate her for her fondness for wearing pastels. She’s mean when she has to fight.”


    “Well, she’s an Ade. We fight to win.” Saul stuffed his hands into his pockets. “And that certainly sounds like something she’d say.”


    “So?”


    Saul shrugged. “Perhaps I agree with you.”


    Heath turned, expressionless, and folded his arms across his chest. “How could you not recognize what you were getting?”


    Saul blew a forceful exhalation and grabbed a beer from the carrier. “These things aren’t discussed.”


    “You’re right. They rarely are, but I recognized the melding when it happened to Simone and me and I kept her from backing away. You have to have a very special blending of magic to have the gift of a true bond. Think what you must about Laurel, but she’s supposed to be an asset to you as much as she is your weakness.”


    “I get that.”


    “Do you?” Heath pushed up that brow again. His accent was devolving to those sort-of Irish inflections he managed to tamp down most of the time. The accent came out when he was annoyed.


    Heath was rarely annoyed.


    The prince cleared his throat and leaned against the counter’s edge. “That was your proof, Brother. If you had let the magic mend you, you would know unequivocally who she is to you. You would know your capacities, together and apart. You’d understand that she’s the most important thing in your life because you wouldn’t have much of a life without her.”


    Saul opened his mouth, but Heath cut him off with a curt shake of his head.


    “I understand,” Heath said. “You don’t like having some puppet master behind the scenes pulling your strings and forcing you to do things you didn’t have in your mind to do on your own. But the truth is, Allendra didn’t put Laurel in your path. The Fates did that.”


    “How can you possibly know that?”


    “Because Allendra can’t give you what already belongs to you. All she did was pushed up the timeline. Maybe without her interference, you would have eventually come together on your own hundreds of years from now. Maybe that’s why you don’t feel that knot.” Heath pounded his chest with his fist. “You don’t feel that certainty when you look at her, and that yearning whenever you’re away from her. Maybe it was too soon and you weren’t ready for her.”


    Saul bit down on his tongue and held his retort at bay.


    He wanted to argue that there wasn’t anything he wasn’t ready for—he wanted to tell Heath to go fuck himself—but he chose instead to listen. Saul didn’t know everything there was about being Sídhe. The cultures had diverged so long ago that each group last track of bits of the lore. Although Mother had been a subject of Rhiannon’s domain before leaving the realm, she spoke very rarely of the place, except of her love of her parents who she’d gone centuries without seeing after she was driven out.


    Heath knew about what the Sídhe called “high” magic because he had some. He was amongst the most powerful of their kind, and Simone was in lockstep with him. They would have recognized magical gifts for what they were. Saul was the one who was struggling.


    “A connection like that…” Heath said, shaking his head. “You could do good for humankind, just as the gods intended when they breathed their magic into us all those eons ago.”


    “But how?”


    “Makes sense to me. A warrior and a mermaid? Seems you’d take a special interest with people who find themselves in trouble in the water. After all, you’re on the coast now. Perhaps this is meant to be your home.”


    “I can’t even swim, Heath.”


    Heath’s grin was wide, and his laugh deep and bellowing.


    “That’s not funny. I never had a reason to learn.”


    “Can’t you see the good in this, though? To have a purpose larger than yourself?”


    Saul could. He’d spent so much of his life carrying out missions for other people, but he’d never had his own goals in mind. He’d never had any. That was probably why completing the tasks hadn’t given him more than a modicum of satisfaction.


    But to save people…


    That would be special.


    Heath handed him a bottle opener. “I mean this from the bottom of my heart. You could do a lot worse than Laurel O’Cuilinn. Maybe she’s a bit high-maintenance, but you could sort her out.”


    “Meaning?”


    Heath took a long draw of his pale ale, then dragged his sleeve across his mouth. “You’ll balance. That’s how the eldest of us keep their wits about them. We filter out the toxic parts of each other’s magic. I keep Simone’s bloodlust from overflowing, and she keeps me from laying waste to entire forests as I drive past them.”


    “Her mania…” Saul muttered, thinking of all of Laurel’s little projects and her obsessions.


    Heath shrugged. “That’s part of her nature. It’s not always a bad thing and sometimes, the trait allows her to get things done. Mer-fairies wouldn’t have evolved the proclivity if that hyper-focus wasn’t useful for something, but the magic needs to be tempered like any other kind. Hmm.” Heath took another sip. “You know, you’d probably be better at the job than Colin. He’s not meant to level her.”


    “And she’ll aid me how?”


    “That’s private between you and her if you want it to be. Only my lieutenant Thom knows all what magic Simone and I trade off.”


    Saul rubbed his goatee and stared, unfocused, at the picture on the beer carrier. “I fear my…sense of self-preservation may be too high.”


    “So, like Simone, you have the bloodlust.”


    “I fight to win, even when there’s no battle to be won. I’m unreasonable at times. I understand that. I believe Laurel may be more thoughtful than I am when she’s well.”


    Fondling his bottle cap between his right fingers, he rolled his gaze up to Heath. “You really think I could help her? I could make her steady?”


    “Aye. I believe you could be exactly what she needs. And vice versa, right? She likes a good project to obsess over, I think. You certainly count as one.”


    Saul laughed and raked his tangled hair out of his eyes. It was a mess, but he didn’t really care. If he got annoyed enough, he’d just pull on a hat. “You think you could let me out of here?”


    Before Heath’s cringe had been fully deployed, Saul waved him off.


    “I’m not going to run. I’ve got an idea.”


    “A Laurel-themed idea, I hope.”


    “Yes.”


    “And will my wife approve of this idea?”


    “I don’t see where she has much of a choice but to approve. If Simone wants to keep her magic, she’s going to have to trust me. After all…” Saul tossed the bottle cap onto the counter. “This close to the Blood Moon, she’s got absolutely nothing to lose.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    The next evening, Laurel woke with a start and flung herself upright only to have strong hands grip her upper arms and a deep male voice whisper, “It’s just me.”


    Her vision focused slowly on the male figure in the dim light. “Saul?”


    “Mmm.”


    “What are you doing in my apartment?”


    She thought she’d locked the door. She rubbed her eyes, trying to remember.


    Maybe I didn’t.


    She’d been so busy fuming and pacing that the lock may have been overlooked. Princess Simone had listened patiently to all of Laurel’s complaints about Saul, but Laurel hadn’t actually expected the woman to be able to do anything about them. She’d just needed to vent, and the princess had allowed her that.


    So why’s he here?


    “Are you dressed under those covers?” he asked.


    “No. Why? I don’t want to have sex with you, if that’s why you’re here.” She’d tried hard to forget the last time like she had forgotten so many other arrogant princes, but couldn’t. She couldn’t forget anything about him.


    He forced some air through his open mouth and stood. “Come on.”


    “What do you want?”


    “Put on a bathing suit. We’re going outside.”


    “Don’t toy with me, Saul.”


    “I’m not joking. Come.” He canted his head toward the bedroom door. “I’ll be waiting in the living room.”


    He left.


    She stared at the empty doorway.


    Bathing suit?


    She hadn’t been outside in almost three weeks, and hadn’t been keeping track of the weather. She had no idea if the night was warm enough for near-nakedness, but got up, anyway. If she were cold, he’d have to endure her warming her clammy skin against his hot-as-the-sun body. She hoped he got freezer burn, in fact.


    Minutes later, she’d dressed in the most modest bikini she had along with velour sweatpants and a holey T-shirt, and she’d also washed her face.


    With his hand already on the front door’s knob, Saul canted his head toward outside.


    “Are you joking?” she asked. “You’re trying to make a clown out of me.”


    “No,” he said. “Come.”


    Just like that, he pulled the door open, and she heard crickets, and seagulls, and a breeze.


    She hurried to the doorway, jaw slack and eyes wide. “Princess Simone pulled the magic?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “I convinced her to.”


    Folding her arms over her chest, Laurel narrowed her eyes and peered at him. “That doesn’t sound like something she’d do.” Especially not after the stream of curses she’d spat in her brother’s general direction during her last visit.


    Laurel shook her head, not wanting to get in trouble with the princess. “I don’t believe you.”


    Saul shrugged. “You could call her and ask her yourself, but I don’t believe disturbing her sleep would be wise. She gets so little rest.”


    Laurel pulled her lip between her teeth and, fondling her phone, stared. She didn’t want to wake the princess, but she didn’t trust Saul either.


    “What do you want with me?” she asked.


    He picked up a tote bag that he’d left propped just outside the door, and gestured toward the stairs at the end of the breezeway. “Bright out tonight.”


    She agreed. The moon was large and hung low in the sky, looking ever so near. Streetlights were unnecessary. The beach was practically aglow.


    “You…realize you can’t drown me, right?” she asked. “Because I’m a mer—”


    “Come.” Sighing, Saul nudged her over the threshold and closed the door behind her.


    He didn’t wait for her to join him. He bounded quietly down the stairs with the tote on his arm.


    Curious, she followed.


    She caught up to his side as he stepped over the low barrier fence to the beach, and she sighed wistfully of the feel of sand between her toes. “Didn’t have beaches like this where I come from,” she said. “Just a lot of craggy rocks.”


    “We didn’t have beaches at all,” he said.


    “Oh.”


    He dropped the tote about five meters from where the waves lapped and looked out toward the horizon. He looked down at her and then pointed a bit south, southeast. “Bermuda’s that way.”


    “I’ve never been.”


    “Colin says you could probably swim there.”


    She shrugged. “If I had to.”


    “Quite far to swim.”


    “We’ve learned how to cope. You have to when you migrate away from the cold every year.”


    Nodding, he kneeled and pulled a rolled blanket from the bag. He shook out the chevron-patterned square and then gestured to the center. “Sit, if you’d like.”


    Warily, she sat. “Are you going to roll me up like a burrito, tie an anchor to me, and drop me into the waves?”


    “Why would I do that?”


    She shrugged and fidgeted with the charms on her bracelet. She’d forgotten to take her jewelry off before bed because she’d been too busy fondling it. She often fell asleep like that, feeling the shapes of the charms in the dark and trying to make out what they were.


    He sat next to her and pulled the bag closer. “I don’t generally spend my idle time like this.”


    “What do you do when you have free time?”


    “I find something productive to do. Cleaning and sharpening my weapons, or studying war strategies.”


    “But what do you do for fun?”


    “Fun is a luxury.”


    If she hadn’t known him a little bit, she would have decided he was joking. She wasn’t convinced the man did have hobbies beyond antagonizing her.


    “You can’t live like that,” she said. “You’ve got to do some things that make you happy, or you’ll go insane from stress.”


    “Yeah?” He leaned back onto his forearms and pushed a brow upward. “What did you do besides swimming?”


    She found what she thought was the triton on her bracelet and rubbed the pad of her thumb against the prongs. “Before I came here? I…”


    Can’t remember.


    Certainly she’d had some hobbies besides swimming and looking for sexual partners, but for the life of her, she couldn’t remember what they were.


    “Ah,” he said. “So, the pot calls the kettle black.”


    “Just give me a moment. I’ll think of something.”


    “No you won’t.”


    “I won’t?”


    Smiling, he shook his head.


    His smile wasn’t flashy and flirtatious like that of so many Sídhe men she’d encountered. His grin was tight and restrained, as if it felt larger to him than it actually looked.


    But, the compact smile suited him—a man who wasn’t flirty and flashy. A man who was reserved and beguiling.


    She looked toward the waves again, craving the touch of the water on her skin and the sensation of going under the waves, but she resisted nature’s call. She had higher intellect and logic. She didn’t have to behave like an unfettered sea spirit. She could choose to behave more like the Sídhe.


    “I have hobbies now, though,” she said.


    “Obsessions, you mean.”


    “Okay. You can call them that, but I do like them. I like to cook. I like when I get text messages from the crew and they ask me if I made anything.”


    “Do they do that often?” He pulled free a fall of her hair from near her face and twined the length around his swarthy fingers. Light against dark, her hair seemed to glow in the dark. Captivated, she watched him twirl the strands and feel them beneath his thumb. She couldn’t remember who the last person was who’d touched her simply from curiosity. People usually had more urgent motives.


    “Laurel?”


    “Hmm?” She looked up from his hypnotizing fingers.


    He had a brow cocked. “I asked if they do that often. The crew.”


    “Oh.” Her gaze went back to his fingers, and then she lost them in her periphery. They were against her cheek, then jaw. She grabbed his hand and pressed his palm more surely against her face, enjoying his warmth, and the soothing feel of his magic—of companionship, really.


    Closing her eyes, she drew in a deep breath and smiled.


    So good.


    She’d never sought out chaste touch in such a way before, but from Saul, she craved it. He could give her something other men couldn’t, and that she would actually remember.


    “You like that?” he asked.


    “Feels good.”


    “My hands are rough.”


    “So are my nerves most of the time.” She moved his hand to her chest just over her heart, and closed her eyes. “You know that feeling when you think you’ve lost something you need to get through the day, but then you find it in some place you hadn’t thought to look, and your day is saved?”


    “I calm you that way?”


    She nodded, and let go of his hand.


    “You don’t have to let go.”


    “I do, or I’ll probably do something embarrassing.”


    “Like what?”


    She leaned forward to see around him and peeked into the open bag. “Don’t know. Crawl onto your lap like a tart, or something. Feeling a little needy, I guess. What’s in the bag?”


    The crease in his brow deepened as he moved his hand slowly to the tote. “Here.” He placed the bag between the two of them and she peered into the opening.


    There was the usual assortment of small, handheld weapons the people in the Hearth crew seemed to always have on hand, but also a bag of what looked like taffy. She pulled the plastic sack out and gave him a querying look.


    He shook his head and shrugged. “Simone bought some in bulk for the office’s candy jar. Apparently, she misread the product weight on the website she ordered from. There’s enough taffy on the premises to decorate a life-sized gingerbread house. I’m not fond of the stuff.”


    “I love chewy candy.” She pulled the zipper bag’s tabs apart and dug within in search for a green piece.


    “Help yourself, then. I believe she’s been squirreling taffy into every open bag she can find.”


    “You really don’t like it?”


    “I never developed a sweet tooth.”


    “How awful.” She closed her eyes and savored the soft chew of the candy, enjoying the subtle lime flavor that made her mouth pucker a bit. “Taffy’s my favorite,” she said after swallowing. She dug in the bag for another green. “Also toffee and pretty much anything with caramel. I’ve been eating lots more candy since moving here, but I’ve missed it in the past few weeks. I’ve only been eating real food.”


    “There are plenty of pleasures to be found with so-called real food.”


    “But you don’t get the same guilty pleasure satisfaction from eating a chicken cutlet as you do a chocolate turtle. I’m a mer-fairy. I don’t need to be careful of what I eat. I don’t concern myself with so-called good protein and getting the right balance of carbohydrates. I’m not a fighter. I don’t need to store energy or build up muscle.”


    “You’re powerful enough to drag someone underwater, though.”


    The candy in her mouth suddenly seemed less sweet. She stopped chewing. She wanted to spit out the wad and bury it. “Okay,” she said quietly. “I’ve done shitty things, and I can’t even remember most of them. I just carry around nonspecific guilt about things all the time, and if I sit still too long and let myself think, I feel sick.”


    “Hey.” He brushed the underside of her chin and across her lips. “I didn’t mean anything by what I said. I merely made a rebuttal. Perhaps the one I chose was in poor taste.”


    He’s apologizing?


    She couldn’t be certain. She’d so rarely ever received an apology, or maybe she’d never deserved one.


    She chewed again, but the candy was far less satisfying than before. Still, she managed to swallow it down. Then, she zipped the candy bag closed. “If I could pay penance to everyone I’ve harmed, I would.”


    “Truly?”


    She looked at him through the corners of her eyes and tried not to nuzzle his hand beneath her chin. He said his hand was rough, but his touch wasn’t. “Wouldn’t you?”


    “If I felt I were in the wrong about something, yes, I would.”


    “But you don’t feel like you’re ever in the wrong?”


    He didn’t respond. He pulled his hand from her chin and leaned in slowly, putting his lips where his fingers had been.


    “Answer me,” she demanded, unmoving.


    “Yes.”


    “Just yes?” She tipped her chin back to give his lips access to the neck he was seeking, and let out an indulgent sigh.


    Weeks ago, she might have begged him for a kiss, but she needed words from him, too. She needed to understand him.


    “What more do you want?” he whispered.


    “I just want to know if you…if you feel regret. Do you feel guilty?”


    “I try not to hold onto emotions I can’t use. Regret and guilt may inform my decision-making in planning new endeavors, but they don’t halt my actions in the heat of a moment.” He pressed his sinful mouth against hers. She parted her lips and let his tongue glide past her teeth.


    She found herself on her side, being pulled in close to his deliciously blistering heat, and having her breath stolen by a kiss she didn’t want to end.


    “You taste…” he whispered, “like green.”


    Giggling, she let him roll her onto his chest, then moaned softly when he kissed her chin, her neck, her collarbones.


    She pressed her hands to the blanket and arched back as if she were performing part of a yoga sun salutation, but she closed her eyes against the crescent moon—against a deadline that loomed too close.


    They needed to talk, not kiss, although that seemed a tactic that was entirely at odds to what should have worked. Less talk probably would have been wiser because she always got in trouble when she talked, but she needed to understand the strange man who was sliding his hands up the back of her shirt.


    He pulled the strings of her bikini top and her breasts spilled out. His hot hands seared up her spine.


    “Saul.”


    “Mmm?” He inched her shirt up bit by bit, rubbing each small section he exposed and driving his warmth through every muscle. She feared that if he did much more of that, she’d be limp and useless, unable to move so much as her tongue. She’d be a vessel simply for his satisfaction and while that didn’t sound like too bad a thing, she still wanted those words.


    “Terse fairy,” she spat.


    “What would you have me say?”


    She pressed a hand over his mouth and wriggled so his cock was a little less bruising against her thigh. “Tell me why the princess let us out.”


    His eyes closed, and he gently massaged that spot at the base of her spine that made her legs go numb.


    Oh no.


    “Saul?”


    He shifted her a bit, moving his hands down the back of her pants. “Want to touch you.”


    Her breath caught.


    She very much wanted to be touched, but not if he were going to lose his sense if he didn’t cease.


    “Saul. Please, before you get distracted.”


    “You’re distracting.”


    “And my mind is clear for a change.”


    “You do this to me.”


    “And you do this to me.”


    He opened his dark eyes and nodded curtly. “There’s always a trade-off, is there not?” He eased his hands out of her pants and sat up so she straddled him.


    Not that the position was any better. His beautiful face was inches from hers. She’d never imagined she’d find herself on the lap of a prince related to the high court, no matter how fractured the family was at the moment.


    How the hell did I get here?


    “You get a clear head,” he said. “You get to finally still your hands and sit in peace without needing to do something—without needing to obsess.”


    “And you get chaos?”


    “Not chaos.” With a single finger, he angled her face to the side and then pressed his lips beneath the lobe of her ear. He whispered, “Spontaneity. Flexibility.”


    “You can’t possibly tell me there’s no surprise in a warrior’s life.”


    “Predictable surprise. You’re not predictable.”


    “I’m not? You seemed to think I was.”


    “Perhaps I do feel guilty about that.” He combed his fingers through her braid and loosened the plait. “Perhaps I judged you harshly and unfairly. I was ignorant, though that’s no excuse for my behavior.”


    “I behaved badly, too.”


    “You’ll do better, won’t you?”


    “I certainly want to try. I want people to trust me. I want to have friends in this place. I don’t want people to be suspicious of me.”


    “And I don’t want people to be afraid of me.”


    “Maybe we could help each other.”


    “Maybe.” He raked through her loose hair and arranged the waves over her shoulders. “Will you show me how you swim?”


    She leaned back a bit to see his whole face at once, but his expression didn’t give any clues to his motives. “How I swim?”


    “Yes. I want to see you in the water.”


    “I…” Shaking her head, she blew a breath through her lips. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”


    “You’re not going to drown me, are you?”


    “No, but for all I know, if we’re in the water together, I’ll try to take you under, anyway. Instinct would compel me to pull you to someplace where we can’t be bothered until…”


    “Until you’re with child.”


    She cringed, and opened her eyes.


    He dragged the ends of her hair beneath her chin and kissed the side of her face. Temple. Cheekbone. Jaw. “Should I not trust you?”


    “I want you to trust me.” His trust meant more than anyone’s. They weren’t just meant to be mates, but partners. She wanted the kind of rapport and shared intuition Prince Heath and Princess Simone had. “I want you to ask me to swim with you, but I just—”


    “Come.” He lifted her easily off his lap and helped her stand. In front of her, he pulled his shirt over his head and dropped it into the open tote.


    Her clumsy hands obviously weren’t moving quickly enough for him, because he tugged her pants down, pausing briefly to kiss the tender place between her navel and bikini line, and had her step out of them.


    Her shirt came next, and she held her flapping bikini top against her body as he yanked the neck hole free of her head.


    Grunting, he reached behind her and retied the strings.


    She’d done plenty of nude swimming, and on that very beach, but being with him somehow made her feel bashful. Though he seemed to like her body well enough, she was wary of distraction.


    What does he want all of a sudden?


    He’d been so appalled when he’d left her in bed, but he was calm there on the beach as if he’d gained her proclivity to forget things.


    He took her hand and pulled her toward the waves.


    Ankles in. Shins. Knees. Thighs.


    “Just so you know,” he said, cringing—likely at the slap of cold water against his core. “I’m not a swimmer.”


    “At all?”


    “Never had reason to learn.”


    “Oh! Well, let’s stand here, then.”


    “No.” He pulled her farther in, until the water covered her chest and her hair fanned on top of the waves behind her. “There. I want to see you.”


    She canted her head and closed her eyes against the taunting mood. “Are…are you quite certain?”


    “Show me, Laurel.”


    Laurel.


    Nodding, she pressed her hand over the side of her neck and the gill there that was so hard to see unless she was exhaling underwater. She didn’t want him to see her like that—so unworldly and different.


    But she didn’t have to show him. She could hold her breath like most other two-legged creatures did.


    Opening her eyes, she watched him play so tenderly with her floating hair. Watched him flinch when a strong current pushed them a couple of feet sideways.


    She couldn’t let him fear the sea. She wouldn’t let anything happen to him there.


    Ducking beneath the dark water, she used his body as her guide. She swirled around his muscular legs, teasing behind his knees with her fingertips and massaging his powerful calves.


    He turned with her, bending to touch her shoulders, and her back.


    She swam up and floated on her belly, watching the sea for the next big wave so the crash didn’t take her off guard.


    “You move like a seal,” he said. “Just bending and moving as if your body has been greased.”


    “Sídhe magic, and just…evolution,” she said. “This is what I was made to do, just like you were made to be what you are.”


    “I want to see your tail.”


    The grin she’d been wearing fell away, and she turned back onto her belly, swimming toward the moon. “Why?”


    “Should I not? What better place?”


    “I just…”


    He grabbed her by the ankles and pulled her back toward the shore—back toward him.


    She was on her back again, and his strong hands were at her waist, holding her up. She tightened her legs around his body.


    “Show me.” He tugged at one tie of her bikini bottoms, then the other, and then the piece of teal fabric was over his shoulder and she was bare against him. “Gods.”


    Holding her tail in check when she was in water was often a trial for her. Usually, she let her legs shift automatically when they were submerged. She was out of practice with keeping her legs, but she could. She was evolved enough to choose, and she didn’t want to let go of him.


    Gulping, he raked his gaze down from her face to where their bodies met. “It’d be so easy to—”


    “Yes, but you wouldn’t like the feeling.”


    “Why not?” He lifted her over the protrusion in his shorts and her toes curled behind him. Again and again, he rubbed her greedy sex against him and the fabric and drawstrings gave her clit a delicious chafe that had her closing her eyes and nearly breathing in a lungful of water.


    “Why not?” he repeated, and he widened his stance. He rolled his hips and widened the circles he made around her sex with his erection.


    Gods, why not?


    She really had to think. She knew there was a reason, though it was hard to remember what it was when he pressed the heel of his palm against her clit, and harder still when he nudged down the front of his shorts.


    “I’m a mer-fairy!” she shrieked.


    He stopped circling. “Pardon?”


    “We…” She loosened her legs from around his waist and swam down and around him for a few seconds to gather her composure.


    He’ll make me lose my mind like this.


    Surfacing, she smoothed her hair out of her face, and said, “We can’t…not in water. Doesn’t work.”


    He narrowed his eyes.


    She knew that look of incredulity. She was learning him just like she was learning all the features of her stove. “You wouldn’t be able to…get in,” she said. “Have to be on land.”


    “Odd. Do your men have the same problem?”


    “Have I ever seen erect cocks in water? None belonging to my kind.”


    His eyebrows flitted upward and he grunted. “All right.” He reached for her waist once more. “Still. Show me. I want to see your pinks and your silvers.”


    “Are you sure?”


    He couldn’t swim. In water, that made her stronger, and Colin wasn’t around to save him if she lost her grip.


    “Hold my hand.” He held it out.


    Slowly, she reached for it, and sighed at his calloused grip around her fingers.


    She closed her eyes, floated onto her back, pressed her legs together, and hoped he wasn’t too repulsed at the sight of her bones melding, her skin going scaly, her body proving how far from normal Sídhe she was.


    Even when she was done, she didn’t open her eyes.


    Her pulse pounded in her ears, and she just floated and waited for him to let go of her hand.


    He didn’t.


    “You glow when you swim, woman. You fucking glow.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    Just like he had the previous seven nights, Saul walked Laurel to her door and leaned against the frame as she walked in.


    Still twining the ends of her long wet hair into a braid, she turned. “Not coming in again?”


    He shrugged. “I need to go run some errands for Simone.”


    “Oh.” She let her braid fall onto her chest and stuffed her hands into the pockets of her bathing suit cover-up. “I was starting to take you running off every night personally.”


    He scoffed and pushed off the frame. “You shouldn’t.”


    He understood why she would, though. They’d fallen into something of a routine. She’d gone back to work manning the reception desk during the days and, at nights, she taught him to swim. Of course, their lessons generally devolved into him doing a lot of staring at her and her exquisite form and not much swimming. Touching her made him forget his obligations for a time. Initially, that had scared the hell out of him, but he was working on being more trusting. He couldn’t fall for her unless he let go.


    “What are you doing?” she asked. “You’re never around in the morning when I look in and you sneak back sometime during the day. You’re like a ghost.”


    “Not a ghost. A warrior. This is what I am.”


    “Are you fighting someone?”


    “Not fighting. No.”


    “Why is what you’re doing a secret?”


    He grimaced and took a few reluctant steps into her apartment. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t enter, because there were soft, horizontal spaces in there and if he lingered too long, he would have her on one. She’d be distracting for sure, and he was on a deadline—not just the rise of the Blood Moon, but also the emergence of Rhiannon.


    Placing his hands onto her shoulders he looked down into her curious green gaze and let out a breath. “Heath and Siobhan have received some information about where their mother will attempt to exit the realm.”


    “And you’re trying to stop her?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why won’t you let me come with you?”


    He rubbed his palms down her back and over her shoulder blades, grinding his teeth.


    “Silence is never good.” She ducked out from under his hands and backed away. “You don’t trust me?”


    “Trust isn’t the issue, Laurel, it’s just—”


    “You don’t think I can resist her because she ensorcelled me before.”


    “You would be more susceptible, yes, but—”


    “Was that your idea?” Her brows were angrily slanted and she chafed her arms as if she’d caught a chill.


    Perhaps she did.


    He walked to the thermostat and peeked at the temperature. Cooler than usual, likely for his sake, but not cold enough to make even a mer-fairy shiver. She was just angry, and at him.


    He’d gotten so he couldn’t bear that. “Laurel…”


    “No, don’t use that voice with me. That’s the voice people use when they’re about to tell me how I can’t do something, and I don’t want to hear that anymore.”


    “This is about safety, not pride.”


    “Whose safety?”


    “Yours, of course.”


    “And whose idea was cutting me out? Princess Simone’s? Prince Heath’s? Yours? Tell me there was a consensus. Tell me you just had too many people already involved and you didn’t need one more.”


    That was true, but he’d been glad she hadn’t been needed. She wasn’t a fighter. Although her brain might have been quite adept at bending certain schemes together, she wasn’t a strategic thinker. Her kind relied on primal instinct and reflexes, and that dependence was dangerous when a cunning woman like Rhiannon was the enemy.


    He pulled her back into his arms and silenced whatever objection she’d intended to make next with his tongue. He ate her words and flicked back her argument with its thrusts, its licks.


    Her body molded against his even as she scratched at his bare back. She should have known what the scratching would get her. She may as well have just asked to be taken.


    Kicking the door closed behind him, he lifted her and then carried her into her bedroom.


    They collapsed into a fervent, writhing heap onto her bed, still kissing, still scratching. Without releasing his lock on her mouth, he yanked at the buttons of her cover-up and then palmed her breast. Her bikini top was still damp, and in the way. He wanted that gone, too.


    He loved string bikinis—loved how with just a couple of tugs of the knots he could make them go away. With her breasts bared beneath him, he crawled down, taking his mouth from hers and latching his lips around one erect nipple.


    “Monster,” she whispered as she pressed her thighs against his sides.


    “Mm-hmm.” He pulled the bud between his teeth and flicked his tongue against it rapidly until she squirmed and ground her warm core against his body.


    He got rid of the bikini bottoms, too. She didn’t need them, and he’d been denying himself her body for too many nights, anyway. He’d been very well behaved, looking but not taking—hardly touching. At least, not her. He’d taken matters into his own hands after depositing her into her apartment every night and before going out to chase down Rhiannon’s emerging lackeys.


    Why not have her?


    She was his, and she didn’t expect him to be chaste. That had been his own misguided notion.


    He ignored one breast for the other, but only long enough to make the nipple as hard and wet as the other, and then he kissed down her belly and toward the mottled shadows of her thighs…and what was between them.


    “You’re…you’re trying to distract me.” She clamped her thighs together tightly around his head, but he easily parted her again with one hand to each thigh.


    “Not trying to distract you.” He parted her lower lips and licked her from the top of her crease down to the bottom. “I’m trying to fuck you.”


    “Fuck me and leave me?” Her thighs quivered as he tapped the tip of his tongue against the entrance of her hole.


    “I’ll be back.”


    “When?”


    “What?”


    “When, Saul?” She tried to grab beneath his arms and pull him up, but she didn’t have the strength, and he didn’t have the will to give up his post between her thighs. “Before or after the Blood Moon rises? Do you know what tomorrow is?”


    He rolled over to the space beside her, and draped his arm over his eyes.


    “You know,” she said.


    “Of course I do, Laurel. I have eyes as well as a calendar.”


    “I just wanted to make sure.” She sat up and folded her legs in front of her. “Knowing there are so many variables makes the choice that much harder, huh?”


    “What choice?”


    She shrugged. “Having me. What if the others fail to find their matches or to form anything meaningful with them?”


    He pressed a hand to her thigh and rubbed. There was no choice for him to make. He was going to keep Laurel, and he believed the choice to keep her—in spite of Allendra’s meddling—was still his to make. He’d decided that Simone had been right. Had Saul had more time to thaw, he likely would have been drawn to Laurel on his own, but what Allendra had done was dropped a mountain of ice in front of a light bulb and given the combination ten minutes to create a glacial lake.


    He kissed the smooth flesh at Laurel’s hip and her waist, right where the scale shadows ended, and wrapped his arm around her belly. “There’s no decision at this point, Laurel.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “It means that no matter what happens tomorrow night or any other, I’ll still come back to you. I like the idea of there being an…us.”


    “You do?”


    “Mm-hmm.” He sat up a bit so he could put his lips against her ribs and farther up.


    Her soft breath escaped through parted lips, and she moved her arm back to make way for his mouth.


    “Is that your belly talking?” she asked.


    “You haven’t fed me in days.” He pulled her flat onto her back and crawled onto her, kissing the space between her breasts, her neck, her jaw.


    “Then what do you want?”


    “What do you want?” He tugged down the waistband of his swim trunks, desperate to finally sate himself inside her softness, her wetness, after so many torturous nights.


    “I want what’s mine.” Her voice was nearly a whisper, her words haunting.


    “You want this?” He didn’t mean his cock, even though he was working it into her, and enjoying that very much because she felt like living things. She felt like fun and freedom and the future, and he’d been so used to monotonous sameness. He was used to being a warrior. A pawn. Not a man of his own, but now he was her man, and that wasn’t the chore he’d once feared.


    In fact, she was a dream.


    She hooked her leg around his waist and pulled him into her. “Yes,” came her breathy whisper. “Touch me. See me. Want me.”


    “I do.”


    And he was going to do better—a little bit better every day. He could be better for her than she’d expected. He could make certain that their pairing was something others envied. Relationships weren’t magic. They were work. He’d been looking for one without doing the other, but he was ready to do the work.


    He found her lips once more and softly nuzzled them with his before sliding his tongue in and out of her mouth the same way he was stirring her down below.


    “Saul.” Her body quivered beneath his, belly drawing inward and sex gripping him so tightly, but he wasn’t going to let her back off from the pleasure, just like he wasn’t. They could get there together.


    “Mmm.” His thrusts were erratic, perhaps, his rhythm poor, but she was chasing a spark, and that spark was inside her. Each scrape of the tip of him against her inner walls made his balls tighten, and his lungs constrict even further. Soon, he wouldn’t be able to draw in a breath at all, but he didn’t give a damn because he wasn’t going to last more than a few more thrusts anyway.


    Her hands were threaded through his hair, her moans half shouts, and her body was calling for him to give up what only he could. Not the seed that shot through him in a nearly painful burst, but the thing in him that made him more spirit than man. That fire gave her warmth and made him a diligent warrior. It was the thing that needed tempering, and the complement was in that gentle, playful wisp she held inside of her. Her essence tickled at his edges and pulled a smile to his lips. It twined itself with the thing that was the essence of Saul and, shaking, Laurel gripped him tight.


    “We’re fine, Laurel,” he whispered, though he could hardly see her. He wasn’t even certain where they were anymore. They’d been tangled together on her bed, but he couldn’t feel anything except for her. Couldn’t see anything but pink and silver and white.


    “Saul?”


    “This is what Sídhe do, I suppose. This is what we used to do.”


    “Are you inside me?”


    “No. Is that what you feel?”


    “Yes. What about you?”


    “I feel…”


    Whole. He felt whole.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    The fairies gathering just before dawn outside the front of the motel office were on edge, and rightfully so. They were heading out on a mission that could turn out to be a waste of effort, but Laurel had learned that the crew of the Hearth didn’t just sit around. They acted.


    She wouldn’t let go of Saul’s hand, which seemed to cause Ethan a great deal of annoyance and caused a few eyebrows to slant, but no one actually said anything, except Colin. Colin’s feigned gagging sounds were easy enough to ignore.


    She tightened her grip on Saul and pushed up onto her tiptoes to whisper. “I’m going with you.”


    “You shouldn’t,” he said, though not unkindly. They’d already had the argument, anyway. He was likely on autopilot at that point.


    “What do you think will happen if I go?” she asked. “Are you going to let Rhiannon hurt me?”


    “Of course not.”


    “So what harm would there be in bringing me along?”


    He rubbed her back just over that “critical failure” button, as he’d started calling it, and looked toward his sister.


    The princess furrowed her brow. “What? Don’t look at me to make your decisions for you. I’m not gonna be the bad guy in this one. You do what you have to. I’m gonna stay the hell out of your argument.”


    Prince Heath shook his head before Saul even got his mouth open to appeal. “Nope. I don’t tell anyone what they should or shouldn’t be doing with their mate. I’ve got enough worries about my own.”


    “Oh, I make you worry, do I?” the princess asked flatly.


    “In all the best and worst ways,” he grumbled.


    “In my opinion, you going probably isn’t even a good idea, Prince,” Ethan said.


    “I second that,” Thom said. “If your mother is desperate, then you, Princess Simone, and Princess Siobhan shouldn’t be anywhere near her.”


    Princess Siobhan stopped chewing taffy long enough to scoff.


    Princess Simone sighed. “I have to go. Someone’s gotta make you a portal there and back, and my mother’s definitely off the hook for this mission. Mom’s just as likely to spark a cataclysmic throw-down with the wretch as any of us, or more so. I’m probably the safest bet. Rhiannon’s never actually seen me in person, so maybe she’ll need a moment to recognize who I am.”


    Ethan snorted. “If you say so, Princess.”


    “I don’t like your tone.” She poked his leather-covered shoulder. “In fact, that’s a Dasha tone. You know, it’s actually okay if you don’t swap each other’s bad habits.”


    “I’m not sure if we’re swapping or if I’m just absorbing hers. She’s perfect.” He smiled goofily. Laurel had never seen such a look on his face. She found the expression on his masculine features to be incredibly disorienting.


    There was a collective “Aww,” from the group, punctuated by Laurel’s clearing of her throat. She wasn’t going to let them forget what they’d been discussing: her.


    Prince Heath sighed. “Laurel, I understand that the timing’s poor, but Saul will be back in a matter of hours. Your discomfort will be short-lived. I promise.”


    “No disrespect intended, Prince, but you can’t promise that. You may control many things, but chance isn’t one of them.”


    The prince shifted his weight and fondled the hilt of his sword, looking from Laurel to Saul and back. He shrugged. “Fine. I won’t say no if she wants to join us. Apologies for any frustration that may cause you, Brother.”


    Saul swore under his breath, and then said, “All right, then. Stay close to me.” Not that she could go far. He was gripping her waistband.


    “Everyone come in close,” Princess Simone called out. “If you want me to actually have enough energy to get us back here afterward, we’re going to have to endure a drop.”


    Half the group groaned.


    “What do you mean, drop?” Laurel asked.


    “Drop portal,” Saul said. “My mother doesn’t like them either, but sometimes they’re a necessary evil, especially when you’re moving through realms or toward magic that’s difficult to pinpoint. The latter is our issue. We don’t know what’s on the other end, only that Simone believes that the informant is being honest. The magic reads like a portal.”


    “We’re going to fall?” That sensation wasn’t one of Laurel’s favorites. Mermaids actually hated diving.


    “Yep!” Princess Simone said cheerfully, and then the ground disappeared between them.


    “Damn it, Simone!” one of the other men shouted through the screaming—likely Thom or Heath, as only they referenced her so familiarly—and there was a mischievous laugh, and then the crash of what sounded like water hitting rocks.


    “Shit,” the princess spat, and they slowed over a tuft of decelerating magic she spun, but that wasn’t enough. They were hurtling downward like eight rocket-propelled missiles.


    Laurel thought she was going to be sick.


    Oh no.


    “Hold your breath. The bitch must have found a natural gate in the water,” echoed Colin’s voice before the darkness of the portal ended and they splashed one by one into the murk.


    Ugh! Cold!


    Laurel kicked off her flip-flops and turned quickly, her eyes adapting fast to the underwater conditions though the fairies around her were having a harder time. They had too many weapons, and she didn’t think they’d be so willing to give them up, considering the circumstances.


    Most were swimming up with Colin in the lead, but Saul lagged. He wasn’t used to the depth. They hadn’t gotten that far into their swimming lessons.


    She dove for him, grabbing his left hand tight and kicking up hard toward the surface. She would have been stronger with her tail, but she was wearing pants and wanted to keep them because she didn’t know if she’d need to walk on land.


    He was blue, coughing and sputtering when she got him to the surface, and she held him tight, scissoring her legs to keep him upright as she counted heads.


    Colin.


    Princess Simone, looking contrite.


    Prince Heath, ever-vigilant and scanning around the group.


    Ethan.


    Princess Siobhan.


    Thom.


    Saul swatted his wet, curly hair out of his eyes and pointed toward the east. “There. The ship.”


    In the distance was a double-mast ship—a brigantine. The sails were rolled up, and the vessel didn’t seem to be moving.


    “What in the actual fuck is that doing here?” Princess Simone asked. “Did I accidentally drop us onto a Pirates of the Caribbean shooting?”


    “Want me to go take a look?” Colin asked.


    “No need,” Prince Heath said. “I know that ship. I haven’t seen it in ages. I thought she’d finally scuttled the thing.”


    “Why, pray tell, does your mother have a pirate ship?” Princess Simone asked.


    “The ship is a vehicle for a portal, just like the ones in the fairy mounds in Ireland. Your granddad imbued it before I was born. That was how my mother used to go out hunting for the Sídhe who’d left the realm without asking.”


    Laurel nodded as understanding settled in. “So, she’d take one of her private portals to the ship, and then she’s out.”


    “Aye.”


    “We need to destroy the ship,” Saul said.


    “What if there’s someone on it?” She blew her wet hair out of her eyes and narrowed them at him. “And don’t say ‘cost of war’.”


    He shrugged. “I am what I am. I suppose you’ll make me better?”


    “We’ll make each other better and try not to kill anyone in the process. Here.” She angled him toward Colin. “Swim that way. I’ve got an idea.”


    “How long shall we tread water?” Thom asked. “In case such wasn’t clear, I’m a two-hundred-pound fairy carrying two swords and a gun, and that’s probably bloody useless now.”


    “Take them home, Simone,” Saul said. “We’ll handle this.”


    The princess furrowed her brow. “How? And in case you’ve forgotten, you’ll need a way to get back. I’m that way.”


    Colin chuckled. “I think we’re going to make that ship our way.”


    “Who’s going to sail the bloody thing?” Prince Heath asked.


    “Well, I am. I was once a pirate, you know.”


    Laurel sighed and rolled her eyes. He wasn’t joking.


    “And then what the hell are we going to do with a fucking pirate ship?” Thom asked.


    “We’ll un-tether the portal inside, and then we’ll anchor the ship near The Hearth,” Princess Siobhan said. “Could make a killing charging people to tour it…” She added in a mutter, “Once we clean out all Mum’s torture devices and what-have-you.”


    Princess Simone sighed. “You frighten me.”


    “You love me, Sister. Admit it.”


    Whether she did or didn’t, Princess Simone didn’t confess either way.


    “Whoever’s coming back with me, come hold on,” she said. “Not quite sure how I can port us without taking the water along for the ride, but we’ll worry about the wetness once we’re safely on the other end.”


    Thom, Princess Siobhan, and Prince Heath joined her.


    Ethan did some odd wriggling, and a moment later, he tossed his wet clothes toward Thom and handed his sword to Prince Heath. “Take those for me, will you?”


    “Aye,” Prince Heath said.


    He ducked beneath the water and moments later, a shark emerged where he’d been.


    “Fuckin’ shapeshifters,” Princess Siobhan muttered.


    “Better take mine, too.” Laurel let go of Saul long enough to hand the lady her pants.


    The princess tucked them into her shirt, and made a get-on-with-it gesture at Colin. “Give me the pants.”


    He winked at her. “You just want to see my boy bits. You could just ask.”


    “Die.”


    “Oh, fine.” He handed her the jeans, which probably weren’t even his. He stole everyone’s clothes, including the ladies’. The demigod liked V-necks and rhinestones, and one or both of those attributes were contained in a fair percentage of Princess Siobhan’s wardrobe.


    “The plan, Colin?” Prince Heath said, hooking an arm around his wife.


    Colin made a dismissive swishing motion. “Gonna swim over and send shark-boy in for a look-see. I suppose he can shift into some innocuous thing for scouting purposes. A weasel or a grouse, perhaps.”


    Thom flicked water into his face.


    “Rude.” Colin threw his black hair back. “We’ll stay down low until he gives us the scope of the crew.”


    “And if there’s crew aboard?” Princess Simone asked, suspicion threaded tightly through every carefully enunciated word.


    He grinned. “Trust a pirate to do what a pirate needs to do, Princess.”


    “Colin, you’d better—”


    “Simone…” Saul said wearily.


    She blinked at him. “What?”


    “You’re like Mother, not knowing when fools are goading you.”


    She narrowed her eyes at the grinning fool.


    “You little…” She swatted some water into Colin’s face, too, and then—with a flash of blinding light—she disappeared with Prince Heath, Princess Siobhan, and Thom.


    Saul pushed up both eyebrows at Laurel.


    She flicked her tail into place, tightened his arms around her waist, and looked over her shoulder. “You’d best shift your sword to your back.”


    He did. “Should have brought the spear instead. It’s lighter.”


    “You couldn’t have known there’d be water involved, dearie.” Colin floated casually on his back, his silver tail barely making ripples as he moved.


    Shaking her head, Laurel started swimming, keeping her head above water just long enough to hear Saul say, “If we have to fight, I suppose swords aren’t the only thing we’ll be swinging on our side.”


    Sounds like a typical day for a mer-fairy.


    She carted Saul all the way to the side of the ship, not surfacing until he grabbed hold of the rope ladder dangling from the side.


    Ethan shifted back to his normal, man-shaped configuration. “I’ll fly up and see what’s what.”


    Without waiting for a response, he shifted into some sort of large bird that likely was never seen at sea, but she couldn’t imagine him as a tiny seagull or a pelican. The thought made her snort.


    “Enjoy watching him do that?” Saul asked in a tone a hair too dark for neutral.


    “Yes, do you?” Colin asked her, grinning.


    Laurel sluiced water into his smug face, and swam away from both, or at least tried to. She couldn’t get far. Saul had swum enough away from the ladder to press the small of her back. She would have sunk if not for Colin’s grab of her arm.


    “I’m sorry,” Saul said, tightening his grip around the rope. “I’m Sídhe, and—”


    “They’re possessive twits, aren’t they?” Colin asked blithely. “I never could stand that. So fuckin’ bad at sharing.”


    Saul gave the demigod a hostile stare.


    “What?”


    “Don’t you have a mate?”


    Colin grimaced. “We’re on a bit of a breather.”


    “You haven’t even gotten started,” Laurel muttered.


    “Well, I can’t very well be blamed for that.” He pushed his hair back again and cleared his throat quietly. “I think Daryn’s warming up to me. She didn’t try to run me down with her motorcycle when I was crossing the motel parking lot yesterday. That’s progress, right?”


    No one answered.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    Saul was always in his element just before a campaign. He loved the feeling of anticipation and urgency—loved forcing his enemies to relent. When Ethan flew back down and quietly shifted back into his man-shaped form in the water, Saul whispered excitedly, “Well?”


    “I’m not quite as familiar with this vessel as the prince would be, but I believe there are two guards blocking the door to the inner ship up on the deck, and there are two more watching the wheel and fiddling with the riggings. There may be more.”


    “Probably not many,” Laurel whispered. “It’s nearly impossible for people, including Rhiannon’s inner circle, to get in or out of the realm because of that spell she put on all the portals a couple of months ago. Normally, she might have sent her guards ahead to be ready, but they can’t get out if she can’t yet. The guards on the ship are probably ones that have been residing in the human realm for a while.”


    “So we’ll divide and conquer,” Saul said. “The ones nearest the portal will likely be the better guards, so Ethan and I will handle them. You and Colin can deal with the others.”


    “Shouldn’t be so hard.” Colin chuckled. “They’ll be dazed by the fact we’re half-naked.”


    Saul had been trying his damnedest not to think of that. Of course, when Laurel’s legs morphed back to their land configuration, there wouldn’t be anything covering them. Like most Sídhe, he generally didn’t have a problem with nudity, but the issue at hand was his woman’s nudity and the fact that some fools would be gazing upon her.


    He grunted. “Let us do this quickly so that we may retire.”


    “You make this sound like running to the store to grab a gallon of milk,” Colin said.


    Clenching his knife tightly between his teeth, Saul started climbing the ropes.


    Ethan followed.


    Saul glanced down at the two fish.


    Laurel looked hesitant, but Colin gave him a cheeky thumbs-up.


    “Should be able to vault over the side and run toward the stairs without being seen,” Ethan said. “This ladder will put us just beside the foresail.”


    Saul nodded and heaved himself up the last few feet.


    He hit the floorboards running, barely stopping to visualize the layout of the bridge. He pulled the knife from his teeth and headed for the stairs.


    “Oi!” a guard shouted from the other end of the deck. “You, there!”


    “Keep going!” Ethan hissed.


    Saul did. He didn’t look back to see if Laurel was handling her bit of the scheme, he just ran hard toward the first door that likely led to a hallway or some quarters.


    Opening it, he grabbed his sword from his back in time to deflect a jab from the guard on the other side.


    The guard might have worked for the queen, but he wasn’t a warrior. He lacked both skill and discipline. He obviously hadn’t been trained by a father ruthlessly committed to the protection of his family. He didn’t have the heart or the passion to be the victor.


    Saul deflected every parry, every thrust, and, as the guard Ethan had been parrying with hit the floor of the deck, Saul used his partner’s distraction to butt the side of his head with the hilt of his sword.


    He crumbled to the ground, haltingly warning, “Big…mistake…”


    Saul didn’t bother querying him.


    He turned and sought Laurel and Colin, but didn’t see them.


    There was yelling somewhere ahead. Saul couldn’t tell if the shouts were coming from four people or more, but something was wrong.


    Something was happening.


    Ethan joined him at the door and canted his head toward the noise.


    Then he pointed forward.


    Saul nodded and moved quickly, not pausing to wait for his eyes to adjust to the light.


    Ahead, Laurel screamed.


    And then he heard a low, sibilant laugh.


    Running forward, he readied his sword to strike as he neared another open door, but Rhiannon was standing near the threshold.


    Her fist was twined around Laurel’s braid and Colin stood off to the side with his hands up in surrender. A couple of Rhiannon’s guards had guns pointed at him. Colin might have been a lot of things, but bulletproof wasn’t one of them.


    “Unhand her, you bitch,” Saul said.


    Rhiannon’s ruby red lips curved into a diabolical smile. “Of course.” She pushed Laurel to the side and walked right to the point of Saul’s sword. “I think I’d like to have you better, anyway, Mr. Ade.”


    “Keep my name out of your mouth.”


    She clucked her tongue and danged her red-taloned fingertip around his blade. “You should be kind to me. I think you and yours have been isolated for too long and you’ve forgotten who your queen is.”


    “I owe no allegiance to you.”


    She pouted. “Is that what your father told you? Silly man ought to know better, shouldn’t he?” She pulled her hand back from the sword, then tapped her chin. “But then again, if he’s been taking counsel from that addlebrained trollop—”


    Saul didn’t care that there was red trickling down her neck and that he’d just drawn first blood with the queen of the Sídhe. He didn’t care that her guards were closing in on him and likely weren’t going to make retreat an option.


    No one insulted his mother, and no one yanked his woman’s hair in such a nasty way.


    “Silly boy,” she spat as some idiot tugged him back.


    She shook out a handkerchief that she’d pulled from her cleavage and wiped the blood from her neck. Carefully, she folded the cloth into squares, and tucked it up the cuff of one of her frilly sleeves. “Yes, Laurel, I do believe you were right about him.”


    He turned his gaze toward Laurel.


    She looked down at her feet, guiltily, in Saul’s opinion.


    Why guilty?


    “Laurel...”


    The pearly skin of her cheeks turned a violent shade of red, and she gave her head a fast shake and the guards that had been near her withdrew.


    He couldn’t understand what was happening. He’d never seen an aura the color of hers before, not that he was as skilled in reading them as Simone. She was a natural. He had to work harder with psychic shit. The gift wasn’t one he used much because the Sídhe rarely put off that much psychic energy. Laurel’s was some odd shade of gray, but that didn’t matter.


    What mattered was that when she raised her chin and looked at him, there was coolness in her stare.


    She swallowed and looked away.


    “I should never have trusted you. I was right all along, wasn’t I?”


    She cringed, but still didn’t meet his gaze.


    The guards closed in around Saul, Colin, and Ethan, and they looked far too pleased with themselves.


    Rhiannon clapped giddily. “Brandan was wrong, wasn’t he,” she said to one of the men. “He said that this wouldn’t be a good day to test the portal, but look what we’ve got. One of Poseidon’s mutts, one of Heath’s daft fools, and one of that bitch’s sons.”


    She turned on Saul and yanked his sword from his hand. “I do believe I like the taste of your magic, Mr. Ade. Does your sister taste so good, or is she even better, being a key and all.” She grinned. “I’d be willing make a trade, you know. You for her. I lost my last key.”


    Whom Rhiannon had evidently forgotten was his grandfather. She hadn’t lost him. He’d left, along with many others with the aid of the goddess Mielikki.


    Saul said nothing. He kept his gaze forward, looking beyond the queen’s shoulder to Laurel.


    She’d betrayed him.


    He’d given himself to her. He’d let down his guard and trusted because he’d finally wanted to fit with someone. He’d thought she needed what she’d been offering, but she’d lied to him.


    She was too weak to be a warrior’s mate. Too flighty. He should have known. After all, she was just a fish.


    “Be silent, then,” Rhiannon said loftily, and gave Saul’s jaw a light slap. “You’ll talk in time.”


    She gestured to the guards before mounting the stairs. “Toss them into the brig, will you? I’ll be back. I need to go to the palace to prepare. Come along, Laurel. I have some chores for you.”


    Laurel, clutching the edges of a rough blanket together at her neck, glanced up at Saul as she passed, but briefly. She scurried up after Rhiannon.


    The guards tugged him, Colin, and Ethan toward their cells.


    We he got out, he was going to make sure Laurel had one more thing to regret.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    “Laurel, are you still sorting the same talismans?” Rhiannon shouted from her massive walk-in closet.


    Laurel had never thought she’d ever find herself back in the fairy realm—and certainly not so close to its demise—but she’d had little choice but to act when she’d had the chance. When she’d spotted the vicious queen coming out of the captain’s quarters, she’d had a moment of strategic clarity. Saul’s clarity.


    “I’m almost done, Queen.” She moved her hands over the tokens faster, sorting metal from rock and tossing them into separate satchels.


    Touching them felt dirty—being so near the queen made Laurel feel contaminated. Her magic was sickening, and Laurel didn’t know why she’d never noticed before.


    She cringed. She knew. Her mind had been weak. Saul had helped her.


    That look on her cousin’s face when she’d said in a hurried whisper to Rhiannon that she’d brought her a prize nearly choked the life out of her. And then Saul…his disgust hurt her. He didn’t understand. He didn’t know what she was doing. Apparently, their connection wasn’t working in both directions. She’d misjudged their joining. Perhaps it wasn’t complete after all. If it were, he would have known that she was gaming the queen. She was drawing on Saul’s magic—his tactical skills—to weaken Rhiannon. For the first time in her life, she’d been able to think forward and see outcomes and solutions. Cause and effect had been so easy to see, but Saul hadn’t been on that side of the ship. He hadn’t seen what she had, so he couldn’t know.


    She was trying to make things better, and instead, she’d made progress in one thing and had cut the progress of another off at the knees.


    She tossed a rock toward the corner of the chamber so hard that the talisman shattered.


    Rhiannon stepped out of her closet, scowling and buttoning her tight leather bodice up to the neck. “What is wrong with you today?”


    “I’m sorry. My hands are shaking.”


    “They’re shaking so hard that you’d fling a priceless talisman across the room?”


    Laurel cleared her throat and dropped the last few metal bits into the red velvet sack. “I haven’t been well lately. Been so cold.”


    “Poor, poor dear. Would you like me to help?”


    Laurel shook her head hard, but grinned like a loon, anyway.


    Rhiannon shrugged and retreated to the closet.


    She didn’t want Rhiannon touching her. Rhiannon drew her magic from dark places, and Laurel didn’t want that inside her. Prince Heath and Princess Siobhan could, like their mother, move magic around to promote healing, but Rhiannon’s magic was corrupted. Laurel had felt the mayhem of her magic too many times before, and she didn’t want her head going back to that wonderland of chaos. She was never going to let Rhiannon make her a puppet again.


    She just needed to remember why she was there. Already, her thoughts were so scattered. She’d missed something—there was some bit of information she’d been trying so hard to hold onto.


    Ugh. She pinched the bridge of her nose and squeezed her eyes shut tight.


    Why am I here? Why? There was a reason…


    She rubbed the prickling chill off her arms and rolled her head on her tight neck. The castle was always cold, but what she was feeling wasn’t just about ambient temperatures.


    She put her hand to the back of her neck, rubbed, and drew in some air.


    I can do this… There was…


    She started sorting amulets again. She had to finish. They weren’t right. They were disordered and needed to put into correct piles, and in order of size and weight.


    No. No!


    She rocked back and forth and shook her head hard. She needed Saul to hold her hand. She needed his magic. They were too far from each other too soon after their joining. She shouldn’t have left his side. The Blood Moon would rise in the other realm soon, and she’d be trapped with an angry Rhiannon who would be mad enough to hurt her, even without magic.


    Magic. Magic. This is about magic.


    Rhiannon lost a little of hers every time a fairy left the realm, which was why she wanted to get out first. She wanted to hold the magic she’d gathered through the centuries intact, but it shouldn’t have been hers.


    “The magic isn’t all—”


    Laurel stopped rocking.


    “That’s right. She’s a collector.”


    Collectors were always looking for the next thing.


    Laurel cleared her throat, and called out, “Queen?”


    “What, Laurel?”


    “Have you considered again that perhaps that fairy might be of use to you in your cadre of guards?”


    “Which fairy?”


    “Uh…your foe’s son. You know the one.”


    Rhiannon leaned her head outside the closet. “He’ll never come willingly.”


    Does anyone?


    Laurel smiled. “I’m certain you can make him heel. After all, you managed to have Lachlann in your service for so many years.”


    Rhiannon narrowed her eyes to cold, blue slits. “Lachlann left. I’ll kill him when I find him.”


    “Yes, yes, of course, but for so long, he remained in your service. Certainly you can wield some control over a weaker mind than his.”


    There was nothing weak about Saul’s mind beyond his aggressive distrust of the woman he was supposed to spend the rest of his stinking fairy life with. They had some work to do, once they were on speaking terms again.


    She closed her eyes again and rocked.


    He should know better. Should know I wouldn’t hurt him.


    Hurting him would be like cutting off her own foot…or her own fin.


    “Laurel, pull yourself together. You’re useless to me like this.”


    “Apologies, Queen.”


    Laurel opened her eyes and Rhiannon made a dismissive swish of her hand. “I’ll send a guard to fetch him from the brig. We’ll have to hurry. I need him squared away before I make my final journey to the ship. I must go prepare Brandan, if I can even find the slippery fool. Where is he?”


    Rhiannon strode in her usual thundering gait into the hall and Laurel rubbed her hands together briskly. She counted to ten in her head, then stood, and moved to the door. She watched Rhiannon give the guard some instruction, and then slipped back into the room to grab the blood-soiled handkerchief the queen had tossed onto the table. Laurel didn’t know what she would do with such an artifact, but there were fairies with powerful magic at The Hearth, and sometimes blood could be used to bind spells.


    Tucking the cloth into the pocket of her borrowed cloak, Laurel crept out and followed carefully at the guard’s heels. She wasn’t stealthy like Saul, but she still had some skills.


    When the guard turned, she smiled coyly at him. “Hello.”


    He eyed her from head to toe, and Laurel somehow managed not to hiss at him. She’d never felt that compulsion before, and her desire to recoil was powerful.


    That was because of Saul. She was his. Her body reacted accordingly, but she was still part siren and had a job to do.


    She smiled gently and canted her head. “Have you seen the moon tonight? I’d love to see it. I never miss a Blood Moon.”


    “Haven’t been outside since morning. Say, I thought the queen got rid of you last month. Am I remembering that wrong?”


    “I’ve found my way back into her good graces,” Laurel said through clenched teeth. She dragged the tips of her fingers down his arm, and rolled her gaze up to him. “I don’t think I ever learned your name.”


    She turned her head as her stomach roiled with revulsion. She didn’t want to touch him—didn’t want to be touched by him.


    She looked back in time to see the guard lift his chin and cock a brow. “Murdoch.”


    “Oh. Murdoch.” She wrapped her hand around his forearm and got him moving. She didn’t know where the portal was that Rhiannon used to move from the castle to the ship. Rhiannon had hooded her during the trip to the castle, but Murdoch was going to show Laurel. She was a child of the Sídhe and long-ago sirens, and had a way of convincing men with weak minds. Of course her allure hadn’t worked on Saul. He was immune to flimflam. She had to give him what was real. She just had to convince him to accept what she offered again.


    “How long have you worked here?” she asked, and turned her head briefly so she could curl her upper lip.


    He strutted on, chin raised high, a smile pulled across his thin lips. “Seven hundred years.”


    “So many? You must be one of her favorites, for sure.”


    “Aye.” He jangled his keys and sorted through them one-handed. “On the other side, I’ll be her main lieutenant.”


    “Is that so?”


    “No better man for the job, what with Lach gone.”


    “Good for you. I’m sure you’ll do an excellent job of guarding our queen.”


    He guided her down a dark, narrow corridor.


    She kept chatting about insignificant things. Kept rubbing his arm, and stoking his ego.


    He relaxed too much. Smiled too much as he pressed a key into the old lock and then opened the door. “Watch your step, now,” he said. “Dark in there, but the portal opens right up to—”


    She pushed him hard toward the other end.


    More than half her experiences were of her underwater and in the murk, and she could see just fine in the dark. She grabbed the hilt of his knife and slid it out of its sheath.


    Pressing the point of the knife to his back, she spat, “Move.”


    “I don’t—”


    “Move, bastard!”


    “What the bloody—”


    She gave his back a poke with the knife, and that got him moving.


    They stepped out into a ship corridor, and she said quietly, “Call out and tell the guards it’s just you and that you’re grabbing a prisoner.”


    He hesitated.


    She poked him.


    “Murdoch, here!” he shouted. “Grabbing one of the blokes.”


    “Aye,” someone returned.


    Laurel followed him down into the brig, which had been left carelessly unguarded.


    Colin ran to the bars, growling at her, but she had no fear of him. It was Saul’s hostile glare that nearly melted her into a pouting, useless puddle.


    She’d hurt him. He thought she’d betray him again, and she would never do such a thing. She wanted to tell him that, but the shifting of the guard put her focus back to the matter at hand.


    “Weren’t there three of ’em? Where’s the other?”


    Laurel looked at the cell to her right. Ethan had been in there.


    He must have shape-shifted and gotten out.


    “Wait a minute,” Murdoch grumbled, “there should be—”


    When the guard turned, Laurel panicked and pushed him toward the bars at the left. Immediately, Colin hooked an arm around his neck and pulled him back hard against the bars. One-on-one, Murdoch was no match for the strength of a demigod.


    Laurel fixated on the interesting shade of blue his face was turning, but was roused by Colin’s bark of, “Laurel!”


    “Oh! Um…” She lunged toward Murdoch’s flailing form and grabbed the keys from his waist. She tossed them at Saul and said, “You need to break the portal.”


    He jammed the cell key into the lock and spat, “What?”


    “You need to break the magic before Rhiannon comes looking. I’ll show you where it is. I’m sorry, I…I should have said something, but you weren’t in here and…at the time pretending to cooperate with her seemed like a good idea. I didn’t think you’d…”


    His cell door clattered open.


    He took a wide arc around her, yanked Murdoch’s sword from his hilt, and unlocked Colin’s cell.


    “Did you hear me?” she asked Saul. “You need to break the portal.”


    “I’m not a key, Laurel.”


    “No, but your mother is and your grandfather is. You may not be able to make portals, but you should be able to break them.”


    “She’s right,” Colin said.


    Murdoch, unconscious, fell heavily to the ground.


    Colin stepped over his prone form and pushed Saul toward the direction from which she and Murdoch had come. “You’ve got the genetics, but not the proclivity. You should be able to feel out the thread of the magic and yank it, especially since your granddad was the one who made the portal.”


    Saul looked own at Laurel, brow furrowed. “You planned this?”


    “Not very far in advance,” she huffed. “I assure you.”


    She grabbed his arm and squeezed, pleading with him with her touch as they moved. “I wouldn’t hurt you. You have to know that. I just saw an opportunity and maybe I didn’t think things through very well, but I had to be fast.”


    “You were believable,” Colin said. “Even to me.”


    She didn’t care about Colin’s forgiveness. She didn’t want to go home with Colin. She wanted to go home with Saul.


    As they stopped in front of the portal door, she squeezed his arm again.


    “Saul—”


    “Later.” He unlocked and opened the door, and then stared into the blackness within.


    “Can you see the magic?” Colin asked.


    Laurel unhanded Saul so he could work.


    Saul grunted. “I see the thread in much the same way I see auras. I can see magic sometimes, especially if the magic belongs to people I know well. That’s my granddad’s.”


    He stepped sideways into the portal, keeping one foot planted on the outside.


    Laurel grabbed his arm again. She didn’t care if he got upset. She wouldn’t have him disappearing into Rhiannon’s clutches. That hadn’t been part of her hasty plan at all.


    He didn’t shake her off, and she hoped that was a good sign.


    Extending his free arm upward, he made a fist around something Laurel couldn’t see, and then he tugged.


    A huge gust of air, as if a large door had been slammed somewhere forced them back hard enough to make their asses hit the floor.


    “Fuckin’-A,” Colin muttered, standing.


    Saul turned his fist over and slowly opened his fingers. He stared down at the nothingness on his palm, and Laurel fixed her gaze on the side of his face.


    Please.


    He stared at his hand for so long that she’d worried that perhaps he’d gone into one of those distracted trances like she often did, but then he looked up at her, and she nearly cried.


    “Don’t do that to me again,” he whispered. “Do you understand me?”


    Her lips quivered involuntarily. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to help.”


    “You don’t know what that feels like—that you’d just—”


    “I made you so angry that your skin hurt.” She rubbed the prickles on her arms and sat back on her heels. “I’m cold.”


    He took her hand and helped her stand. “Stay close to me, Laurel. The touch matters with us, doesn’t it?”


    Laurel. Her name from his lips was sweeter than taffy.


    “Yes,” she said softly. “I think so.”


    “Don’t separate again, and that way I’ll know what you’re thinking.”


    Sniffling, she nodded. She’d know, too.


    Colin chuckled ahead, and called down the stairs, “Ethan’s got these fools tangled up in nets. You wanna open those cells for them? Fuck, it’s eerie out here. Moon’s got the water looking like blood.”


    “Moon?” Laurel picked up her pace and pulled Saul along behind her. “The moon’s out?”


    Does that mean…


    The moon was high, and there was still magic in her bones.


    But that didn’t mean anything. There were many time zones. Many chances for the others in the challenge to fail. And perhaps someone had, and Allendra was already working up her spell to strip everything away.


    Please, not that. Not now that we’re figuring each other out.


    Saul held her up and hugged her in his careful way. “Don’t think,” he whispered.


    “But—”


    “Don’t. We’ll know what we have left tomorrow. We’ve done our part in this war. We’ve won our battle, haven’t we?”


    “She nodded.”


    “So just breathe, and wait.”


    She breathed. “The waiting part might require distraction.”


    “So be it.” He kissed the top of her head and walked with her toward their comrades.


    Colin wriggled a pair of pants off a violently flailing guard and then stepped into them. “So, let’s get this ship moving, shall we? I’ll teach you all my favorite limericks and pirate shanties.”


    “You forgetting about them?” Ethan asked, crooking his thumb toward the tangled guards.


    Colin sputtered, and then sighed. “Oh, fine. We’ll get them sorted first, and then, to sea!”


    Saul rolled his eyes. “Knowing my luck, I’ll get seasick.”


    Laurel grabbed the sides of his face and kissed him hard. “I think I can probably summon up a little bit of magic to fix that.”


    “Mermaid magic, huh?”


    “No.” She shrugged and took Murdoch’s keys from Saul. She tossed them to Ethan, and then pulled her man toward the captain’s quarters. “The magic of distraction, remember?”


    Smiling, Saul slanted an eyebrow. “How’s that work?”


    “Starts with you taking your clothes off. I’m sure a warrior like you can devise some strategy for what should happen next.”


    “Yes. I plan on making very good use of a certain pressure point on your back. Perhaps I’ll hold you there until I’m certain you won’t cause me trouble.”


    “That might take a while.”


    Pausing them at the deck stairs, he looked to the sky and scanned the stars. “Judging from our location, we’ve got plenty of time before we reach the Carolina coast. Perhaps a week or more in a ship like this.”


    “A week?” She liked the sound of that. Just her and him and no walls between them. “And hopefully a thousand years after that.”


    He chuckled and nudged the door open with his hip. “I pray we’ll get them.”


    The End


    ___


    Did Allendra’s chosen ones do enough to save magic for all? Find out in the FATED & FORBIDDEN conclusion novel BLOOD MOON by Kallysten.


     


    See the full lineup of FATED & FORBIDDEN stories at the collection’s website.


     


    Turn the page to learn more about the Hearth Motel series.

  


  
    HEARTH MOTEL


    Hi, Reader!


     


    In case you’re a new reader of my books, Hearth Motel is a series of spicy, modern fantasy romances featuring a crew of fairy bikers led by Prince Heath Horan. His mate—and wife—Simone owns the beach motel they’ve more or less taken over. Their story is told in the novel Prince in Leather.


     


    Hearth Motel is also part of a larger continuity containing the series The Afótama Legacy (psychic Viking witches!) and Norseton Wolves (werewolves employed by the Afótama). Each series can be read separately, however you’ll enjoy more nuances of the story world if you read all three.


     


    Suggested Reading Order:


     


    The Viking Queen’s Men (The Afótama Legacy #1)


    The Chieftain’s Daughter (The Afótama Legacy #2)


    Prince in Leather (Hearth Motel #1)


    Unwrapping Mr. Roth (Hearth Motel standalone)


    Viking’s Pride (The Afótama Legacy #2.5)


    Viking Flame (The Afótama Legacy #3)


    Knight in Leather (Hearth Motel #2)


    Surrendering Saul (Hearth Motel #3)


    The Viking’s Witch (The Afótama Legacy #4)


     


    Norseton Wolves


    *The Norseton Wolves stories are all set after The Chieftain’s Daughter.*


     


    Beast


    Loner


    Idler


    Scion


    Maker


    Elder


    Scout


    Seer


    Angel


     


    Don’t forget to subscribe to my new release alerts so you don’t miss a single story set in the Norseton world, or any of my other paranormal romances, either!

  


  
    SOME OF THE HEARTH MOTEL CAST


    Saul Ade – Sídhe warrior with superior tactical skills and occasional bloodlust. Generally resides in East Africa with his father’s people. Is Simone’s older brother and Laurel’s mate. Hot meals are his Achilles’ heel. He sometimes wears a man bun.


     


    Laurel O’Cuilinn – Sídhe/siren hybrid who takes a mermaid form on occasion. Has poor memory at times. Is the Hearth Motel’s new receptionist. Once tried to drown Dasha in a fit of madness, but is better now. Saul’s mate.


    * * *


     


    Simone Horan (née Bristol) – owner and proprietor of Hearth Motel. She’s Prince Heath’s mate and Saul’s much younger sister.


     


    Heath Horan – Prince and occasional assassin. Married to Simone. Brother of Siobhan and son of Queen Rhiannon and King Brandan/Bagadata of Shiraz.


     


    Queen Rhiannon – high queen of the fairy realm. Megalomaniac, magic-hoarding psychopath. Mother of Heath and Siobhan. Married to Brandan.


     


    King Brandan – high king of the fairy realm, formerly of Persia. Quiet and calculating. Father of Heath and Siobhan. Is definitely up to something.


     


    Katie Ade – Saul and Simone’s mother. A powerful fairy with the ability to open portals. Frequently throws down with Rhiannon (and wins).


     


    Siobhan Horan – Princess and occasional assassin. Heath’s younger sister. Daughter of Queen Rhiannon and King Brandan/Bagadata of Shiraz.


     


    Colin – ex-pirate and son of Poseidon the sea god. Sometimes lives in swamps. Can take merman form when necessary. Laurel’s distant cousin. Jerk.


     


    Thom Vaughn – Heath’s right-hand man. Mated to Nadia Hall and Jeff Alstrup of the Afótama. Usually crashes with Heath and Simone whenever he’s at The Hearth.


     


    Ethan Gotch – one of Heath’s longtime crew members. A rare fairy with the ability to shapeshift into various animals. Mated to the human Dasha.


     


    Dasha Gotch (née Maurice) – Simone’s best friend since college, and The Hearth’s marketing maven. Ethan’s mate. Currently pregnant with twins. Laurel tried to drown her once, but Dasha forgave her.
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