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      A sharp, agonized scream pierced the air. It wound through the hallways for a few seconds before tapering off to a harrowing silence—a silence so heavy it seemed to press on my skin like wet dirt. I forced my clenched jaw to relax as I followed Roan’s long strides down the underground halls. His sword was slung over his shoulder, his muscles tense. It wasn’t easy to relax here.

      In the outpost of the House of Sorrow, blood streaked the walls.

      In a surprise onslaught against their ancient enemies, the Seelie had attacked, striking one of the Unseelie strongholds in the heart of London. The attackers had left a trail of carnage in their wake. Eleven dead, scores wounded—banshees and other fae from the house of Arawn.

      We followed the crimson stains on the ivory walls, the streaks of gore and the red footprints on the marble floor.

      Strangely, I couldn’t smell the blood. The iron content in human blood gives it a metallic scent, and I was used to smelling it when I saw blood. But no iron runs through fae veins, and their blood, like water, is scentless.

      As we rounded a corner, we caught sight of a banshee lying in one of the corridors, blood pooling around her skeletal body. Another banshee hunched over her, trying to staunch the wound with rags. Roan didn’t even slow down; he just stepped past. I hesitated, wondering if I should help.

      The two banshees stared at each other, dark eyes widening, skin paling to the color of bone. They opened their mouths and screamed, the sound coiling through my gut. I clamped my hands over my ears, blocking out the noise. I’d heard that scream before Gabriel died.

      The wail of the banshee foretold death.

      Even as she screamed, the banshee still desperately pressed her friend’s wound, trying to stop the inevitable. The wounded banshee clutched at the rags covering her chest, her screams fading, while her friend shrieked above her, tears running down her cheeks.

      Then the wounded banshee’s head sagged, her eyes dimming, and the screams died out completely.

      Covered in blood, the other turned to me, her dark eyes glistening. “Come to gloat, Mistress of Dread?”

      I shook my head. I’d been to this place twice. The second time, I’d left my own trail of death. Maybe I’d killed this banshee’s family. Without thinking, my hand went to the stiletto knife at my belt, bracing for a sudden attack. The banshee turned away, hunching over her fallen friend with a sob.

      I swallowed hard, then hurried on. Roan was waiting for me just ahead, watching me carefully with something like concern in his eyes.

      When I’d broken into the outpost of House of Sorrow, I’d jumped here through reflections. A quick leap to get what I needed. Now, for the first time, I surveyed the structure, taking in its enormity through the winding halls. My feet left their own footprints in the blood, and the path of blood led us exactly where I’d expected—to a large, black door in an empty corridor. I’d drawn the map of this outpost myself. Beyond the door, the banshees had been hiding the London Stone.

      The door stood ajar, and Roan glanced at me as he stepped inside, checking to make sure I was all right. I followed him into the dark, empty room. Ash littered the floor—the bodies and spider webs I’d incinerated on my last visit. In the far corner, a mound of rubble marked the remains of the London Stone.

      The Seelie had destroyed the Stone, as I had known. I’d been bound to it, the connection ever-present. It was as though an invisible thread had linked me to the Stone, curling around my ribs, and I hadn’t realized it was there until it had snapped, and I could breathe easier.

      For a moment, I’d been happy—until I’d realized what had happened. The Stone was gone, and with it, my dread powers. I could still feel something—the tug of a wellspring of terror somewhere nearby, like a faint whisper drawing me into the ancient parts of London. But it wasn’t the Stone.

      I swallowed, moving closer to Roan. Tension hung in the air between us. We still had a lot to talk about, but wars waited for no one. This latest assault had erupted right after Roan had dropped his little bombshell about us being soulmates. Not entirely sure what that meant at this point, but apparently, we’d pledged eternal commitment to each other when we’d knocked boots in a London garden. Not that I’d known about the deal ahead of time.

      Now, I had a billion questions. Did I get a say in this “eternal commitment?” And how long would I live? Fae live for hundreds, sometimes thousands of years. As a half-fae, did I get the same benefits? Or would I sag and stoop as Roan strutted around looking like a god?

      I folded my arms, trying to focus on the more pressing concerns—namely, the fact that the Seelie had ripped my powers from me. “The Stone is completely destroyed. I can’t feel it anymore. At all. And I think my dread powers went with it.”

      Roan turned to face me, his green eyes glinting in the faint torchlight. “They knew exactly where to go. They knew how to find the hidden House of Sorrow, and the Stone within it. Someone helped them. An Unseelie fae.”

      “What do you think the motivation for the attack was?”

      “The High King’s powers of dread tipped the war in the Unseelie’s favor. I would guess that the Seelie wanted to make sure we didn’t have that advantage when the war resumed.”

      “Would they worry about it, even with the king dead?”

      “The Mistress of Dread lives, and the rumors of her powers are terrifying.”

      A shiver ran up my spine. Was the entire Seelie army really targeting me?

      “This is not the first time the Seelie have attacked us,” Roan continued. “There’s a bloody history between the Seelie and Unseelie. The Seelie believe we are impure. Their myths say that we are fae tainted by the blood of beasts and men. Some of them view us as diseased, and say our very presence can taint a pure Seelie. As you can imagine, this made the peace negotiations with them quite tense.”

      “Roan Taranis.” Hatred laced the voice that echoed through the room.

      When I turned, my heart skipped a beat. The man standing before me was unfamiliar—wavy black hair framing a beautiful face, his skin a tawny brown. He was finely dressed in a three-piece suit with a pocket watch. But it was his large, dark eyes that unnerved me. He had the same midnight eyes as the arachnid fae I’d killed in this very room—the interrogator. And given the way he was looking at me, I had to wonder if he knew what I’d done.

      He took a step forward, his movements catlike. Apart from his eyes, only his curved canines hinted at his link to the interrogator.

      “Ah. The pixie.” His dark eyes met mine.

      “Judoc Arawn.” Roan’s tone was neutral, but I could see his fingers twitching. He was thinking of reaching for his sword. “What happened here?”

      “Why ask questions when you already know the answers?” Judoc hissed. “The Seelie came for the Stone, killing anyone who stood in their path. They knew to come straight here—almost as if someone had told them where they should go.” He cocked his head. “One of your king-killing traitors, perhaps?” He glanced at me. “Regicide and patricide, all in one. Do you know the old fae penalty for killing your own father? We used to seal patricides up in oak trees, where you’d starve to death, repenting of your sins.”

      Roan snarled. “Don’t be absurd, Judoc. You’ve known me for years, even though our houses were at war. Why would we tell the Seelie where to find the Stone? We were trying to negotiate peace.”

      “Maybe I don’t know you as well as I thought, Taranis. Why would you do anything? Why did you kill King Ogmios? Why did your soldiers come here and burn my mother to death?”

      I didn’t move a muscle. Okay, so he didn’t know that I’d incinerated the interrogator—his mom. I wisely decided to let Roan do the rest of the talking.

      Roan stepped closer to him, staring down at him. “We aren’t your enemies.” A silence hung between them. “A greater threat faces us.”

      Judoc narrowed his eyes. “Who do you suppose passed along this information? Which traitors told the Seelie about Grendel’s club? Who—”

      “Grendel’s club?” Roan asked sharply. “What happened there?”

      Judoc quirked his head. “You don’t know? The Seelie razed it to the ground. Half of Grendel’s men are dead.”

      I frowned. “Why would they go after Grendel?”

      “Grendel holds most of the Weala Broc treasury,” Judoc said. “And he announced he had inherited the Unseelie throne. He proclaimed himself the new High King of Trinovantum.”

      Roan growled.

      “Grendel?” I snorted. “What about the king’s son, Abellio?” Saying my half-brother’s name out loud made me want to vomit.

      Judoc shook his head. “A bastard, never formally recognized. Grendel is the king’s uncle.”

      My lip curled at the thought of Grendel. He was the king’s uncle? I was related to that monster?

      Judoc went on. “Unfortunately for the old toad, he has made a lot of enemies. The army of Trinovantum no longer wants a High King. General Borvo explicitly stated he will take the orders of no king. They won’t allow Grendel to return to Trinovantum.”

      Roan clenched his fists. “Did the Seelie attack anywhere else?

      Judoc shrugged. “I’ve heard rumors that they’ve raided Balor’s armory, but I’ve no idea if it’s true.”

      Roan inhaled sharply. “The armory? If that’s true… The London Stone, the treasury, and the armory. A surprise attack to cripple us.”

      Judoc grimaced. “And now they have Grendel’s treasures, perhaps along with Balor’s magical weapons. The Unseelie are… screwed. Thanks to you.”

      Roan bristled. “I had nothing to do with this attack—”

      “We were winning the war, Taranis! Ogmios would have conquered Cleopolis and destroyed the Seelie army if you hadn’t overthrown him! And now look at what you have wrought.”

      An uneasy feeling tingled over my skin. “If they’re hitting all the high-profile targets, they might not be done yet.”

      Roan scrubbed a hand over his mouth. “You’re right.”

      “Roan, we need to get back to your home,” I said. “Now.”

      I could see in his eyes that the same urgent thought was playing in his mind. Elrine and some of the rebellion’s most powerful fae warriors were staying at Roan’s mansion with us. If the Seelie really were after high-profile Unseelie, they might attack there as well.
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      Speeding along Crutched Friars, I clenched the steering wheel, knuckles whitening. A cloud of dark smoke billowed into the gray London sky, and fear thrummed around me—human fear, pulsing from passersby on the streets. Their panic fed my powers, heightening my senses. As we neared the corner, I had a bad feeling about the source of the smoke.

      I turned the corner, then slammed on the brakes. The glamour had fallen from Roan’s mansion, and flames licked its brick walls, its steep peaks. At my side, Roan uttered oaths in a language I didn’t understand.

      All around us, humans lay on the ground, their blood staining the pavement. The Seelie weren’t just slaughtering the fae.

      Scarlett had told me once that a war between the Seelie and Unseelie would claim millions of human lives, and now I could see why. The Seelie hadn’t killed the humans because they needed to. They had killed them because the humans were in the way. For most of the fae, humans were no more than animals.

      Bodies blocked the road, and among them, people crouched to help, crying and trying to staunch the bleeding. My heart slammed against my ribs as I switched off the engine and leaped out of the car, running toward the mansion, Roan a few steps ahead of me. As I flew past the terrified humans, their fear flooded my veins with a rush of power. Magic thrummed over my skin, and I felt my canines lengthen, piercing my lip. Claws sprouted from the tips of my fingers. As I ran, my gaze flicked to Roan. His golden antlers shimmered on his forehead, his sword in hand, his feet a blur.

      Ignoring the screams around us, we hurtled toward the burning mansion. Roan’s front door hung on its hinge, half-smashed. Roan blasted through the doorway, splintering the rest of it. He disappeared into the smoke, his battle roar rumbling through my gut. I pulled out my stilettos, following the sound of his roar.

      A haze of smoke filled the main hall, so thick I could barely see the opposite wall. I could just barely make out Roan’s broad shoulders, the glint of his blade. Already, he’d begun fighting another fae, and the clanging of their swords echoed off the walls, mingling with the sounds of battle from other parts of the mansion—snarls and screams, breaking glass.

      Something moved to my right and I instinctively dove. A huge blade crashed into the floor behind me, where I had stood a fraction of a second before. I rolled and bounded to my feet, locking gazes with my attacker. My palms felt slippery with sweat on the hilts of my stilettos, and my breath caught in my throat.

      He stood over seven feet tall, his face beautiful and terrible—an unforgiving god, skin like pale marble, hair shimmering white. His muscles looked like they’d been chiseled from stone, and his frosty eyes bored into mine. Platinum armor covered his chest, leaving his powerful arms bare, and his ghostly hair seemed to snake around his head. My mind screamed at me to run.

      He swung again, the blade whistling past my head. I dodged backwards, nearly tripping over a toppled chair. Stilettos. I had stupid, tiny knives against his broadsword. I had no reach, and with the speed of his sword, no way to get close enough to hurt him. He swung again and I ducked, the blade whooshing over my head.

      I let my senses unfurl, feeling a reflection a few feet behind me. A candlestick? A small window? I didn’t care. My feet propelled me back as I merged with it, feeling my own body approaching it. My senses flickered over the other reflections around us, finding what I needed. Just then, I hit the reflection behind me, feeling its cool liquid surface meld over my skin.

      I’d leaped through the reflection of his own armor, and I landed behind him.

      He was already turning, his warrior’s instincts fast—but not fast enough. I swung the stiletto in my right hand, plunging it into the back of his bare neck. Warm blood spilled down the blade, staining my hand. I took a step back as he toppled forward, clutching at the knife’s hilt, pulling it free. A gurgle rose from his throat as he twisted on the floor, blood spraying from his neck.

      My gaze met Roan’s, who stood above another dead Seelie. He nodded almost imperceptibly at me, his eyes glinting with pride, then lunged into the smoky gloom, searching for other invaders.

      I didn’t follow. Instead, I raised my hands, and the mirrored bracelets on my wrists flickered. I felt through the hundreds of reflections in the mansion, watching them shimmer past.

      The kitchen was a burning inferno, no movement but the flames. In the library, Nerius fought an armored fae. His shadow fought by his side, which meant Branwen was near. I almost jumped through the reflection to help, but then another image drew my attention. In her bedroom, Elrine backed away from a golden Seelie woman, whose blade sliced through the air. Elrine was cornered and bleeding, backed against a wall, fear glinting in her eyes.

      I hesitated for a second, Nerius flickering on my right wrist, Elrine on the left.

      Then I let the cold touch of the reflection wash over me as I jumped into it.
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      Elrine’s eyes widened as I leaped though the mirror in her room, accidentally kicking a perfume bottle and knocking it off the dressing table. The glass shattered, filling the room with the scent of honeysuckle. The Seelie warrior paused, her golden hair draped over her armor, her lip curling at my little stiletto. Elrine was armed only with a crystal vase, and neither of us looked like a match for the giantess before us.

      Growling, the Seelie swung her sword in a wide arc, and both Elrine and I ducked. Could I trap her the same way I’d trapped the other Seelie? She seemed faster, nimbler. And there was a risk that she might attack Elrine once I disappeared from sight.

      I concentrated, searching desperately for my dread powers.

      Time slowed down, and tendrils of fear curled through the room—bright and powerful from Elrine, small wisps from the Seelie fae. They undulated toward me, and I tried to pull them in.

      Instead, they faded, like smoke in the wind. Time sped up again, and I leaped to avoid the long blade that nearly sank into my ribs.

      Without my connection to the London Stone, my dread powers didn’t work so well.

      My pulse racing, I felt for the reflection on my bracelet, preparing to jump through, to leap behind the Seelie. So many reflections: her shiny armor, made of dozens of interlocking metal parts to protect her body. Her long blade, glinting in the dim light.

      Somehow, I merged with them all. And then I let my mind fly.

      Instantly, a mass of writhing snakes covered her body, crawling on top of each other. Her blade blazed with flames, which spread to her metal glove. Her eyes widened, and she faltered. They weren’t real flames—just an illusion—but the sight was terrifying enough. Even without my full powers, I could feel her dread exploding in her. I inhaled, trying to draw her terror into my own chest.

      It didn’t work.

      But Elrine lunged forward in a blur of movement, and smashed the vase into the Seelie’s face. The woman screamed and fell back, blood streaking her skin. Sensing my opportunity, I swung with one claw, ripping at her face. I followed up with a thrust of the stiletto, sinking it into her throat. Her platinum eyes snapped wide open, and she fell, gurgling. I released the reflections writhing around her body, the snakes and fire disappearing instantly.

      “Thanks.” Elrine stared at me. “But there’s more.”

      “I know.” I glanced at the mirror hanging on her bedroom wall—much larger than my mirror bracelets. First I searched for Nerius. I found him alive, a dead Seelie at his feet, and exhaled with relief. Then I searched the rest of the house, the images flickering across the large mirror. Three Seelie warriors rampaged through the dining room, smashing everything with their gleaming broadswords. Two Seelie stood in the back yard, pouring an oily liquid into the fire, the flames roaring higher as they did so. In the training room, Roan clashed swords with a silvery Seelie male.

      Elrine grabbed my arm, her nails digging into me. “We have to help Roan.”

      “Quiet,” I barked, sifting through the images, room after room.

      In one of the bedrooms, an unfamiliar Unseelie warrior fought for his life against a shimmering angel of a fae. In another bedroom, a Seelie warrior brutally ransacked a dresser. In room after room, I saw the Seelie invading and destroying like a swarm of gleaming locusts.

      “So many,” I whispered as the images flickered. The Seelie were enormous, terrifying, and so beautiful a human could easily be lured in by their grace. They cut their enemies down like vengeful angels, their eyes glimmering at the blood and gore in their wake. They would overrun us. Destroy the mansion. They’d kill us all.

      Elrine clutched my arm harder. “We have to get Roan and run.”

      I shook my head. “We have to fight. Roan isn’t the only Unseelie in here.”

      “There’s too many of them! You don’t know the Seelie, Cassandra. They’re relentless. Brutal.”

      “I know enough. Even the Seelie can fear.”

      I stared at the mirror, letting my mind merge with it. When I felt the connection, I searched for all the reflections in the house. There were hundreds of them, and, closing my eyes, I merged with them all. I let them become a part of my body and soul, feeling the tingle move over my skin, cool and liquid as it swirled around the inside of my skull. As I flitted through one reflection after another, my imagination began conjuring an Unseelie horde.

      I made them terrifying—some winged with fire, some horned, some scaled. Banshees, spider fae, towering warriors with animal heads, beaming from every reflective surface. To this unholy host, I added flames, and smoke, and shadows.

      I watched through Elrine’s mirror as the Seelie froze, raising their eyes. Some seemed to realize it was no more than a trick, but in the air, hazy with smoke and heat and flames, it was easy to mistake my dancing reflections for reality. And the illusions fooled many.

      Two bolted, running outside. Another froze in fear, only to be carved down by Nerius, who crept behind him. In the training room, Roan took advantage of his opponent’s hesitation, cleanly decapitating him.

      Unrelenting, I merged with the shiny armor worn by the Seelie warriors. Mentally flitting from one Seelie to another, I created flames, monsters, faces of the dead. When one illusion failed, I switched to another. A blue-eyed warrior with a blond mane dropped his battle axe, inspecting himself with trembling hands as his gleaming armor showed him an image of rotting, peeling skin. It took only a moment for Nerius to hack at his knees, and the warrior collapsed like a large felled tree.

      I was so intent on the manipulation of the reflections that I hadn’t even noticed Elrine leaving the room. Now I saw her running into one of the rooms, swinging a sword she must have liberated from a corpse. She cut low, striking the exposed part of a warrior’s leg armor. Blood arced over the room as he fell.

      I returned my attention to my attack, to the myriad reflections dancing around the mansion. I was suddenly aware that my strength had been draining, my magic dwindling from the exertion. A dull ache rose in my chest, an empty void. As I stared, the reflections began to blink away from my perception, one after the other, until the only reflections I could touch were the ones in front of me—and then, not even them.

      I tottered, my vision darkening, and grasped for something to keep me upright. But all the strength had fled my body, and I fell forward, my hands sluggishly moving to break my fall.

      The last thing I felt before losing consciousness was a powerful embrace, and Roan’s oaky scent enveloped me.
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      I woke to the sound of a door creaking open, and my eyes landed on a guttering candle that stood beside the bed.

      A haze of smoke seemed to be billowing through my own skull. I couldn’t smell the smoke in here, though. In fact, by the scent of moss and oak in the room, I knew exactly where I was. Someone had brought me to Roan’s room. Blearily, I looked toward the window. Night had fallen. I cringed at the sight of the closed window, desperate to get it open again.

      I rolled over, blinking in the dim light, and found Roan standing before me. He moved to sit at the end of my bed—at the end of his bed, rather. As he did, his weight depressed the edge, and I began to slide toward him.

      I stared at his face, the fog of sleep still clinging to my mind. How did he always manage to look so golden? He seemed to gild the air around him. Warm light flickered over his chiseled body, the beautiful planes of his face. I had the strongest urge to reach for him, to curl myself into his lap and press my head against his chest. Was I feeling that because we were soulmates—had fate chosen for me? I had no idea.

      “You passed out. You’ve been sleeping for six hours.” The richness of his voice seemed to caress my body, dripping over my skin like honey. That’s when I realized just how much of my skin lay exposed under the sheets. Someone had dressed me in the tiniest nightgown ever designed for an adult woman. Did it even count as a nightgown if it didn’t quite cover your ass?

      “Did you dress me in this?” I pulled the sheets a little higher.

      His gaze raked lower, as if he were trying to see beneath the sheets. “Branwen got you into bed. She even brought in terrified humans from the street for you to feed from in your sleep.”

      “Branwen,” I said sleepily, and then the events that had transpired before I’d collapsed came rushing back. “Is everyone all right? Elrine… and Nerius, and—”

      “They’re fine.” Roan laid a calming hand on my blanket-covered leg. “We got here in time. And your actions were invaluable.”

      I let out a deep, relieved breath. “How did everything turn out after the attack?”

      “The Seelie have fled, and we only sustained minor injuries.” Under his keen, amber-flecked gaze, I felt like he was peering into my very soul.

      I glanced down at my hands. “What else do we know about the Seelie? Are we at war?”

      We. As if I were one of them.

      “As we had already guessed, they launched a surprise attack to cripple us. In London, as you know, they attacked this mansion, the Court of Sorrow’s outpost, and Grendel’s club. In addition, a large assault force stormed the armory of the House of Balor, seizing its contents.”

      I swallowed, imagining a swarm of Seelie warriors moving through London, butchering humans and fae in a ruthless and precise attack.

      “In the fae realm, a large Seelie force stormed the border between Trinovantum and Cleopolis. The Unseelie have retreated to Cingeto's Fortress—a fort that stands over the Cingeto River. It’s the last barrier between the Seelie and Unseelie realms. If the Seelie manage to take the fort, they will overrun Trinovantum. Any survivors will be enslaved.”

      A shiver ran up my spine. “Meanwhile, the Unseelie are in total disarray. I don’t suppose we helped that situation when we slaughtered the king.”

      Roan gritted his teeth. “We did what we had to. Your father was a tyrant.”

      I clutched the blanket to my chest. “Don’t call him that.”

      He stared at me in surprise, and then his eyes softened. “Of course, you’re right.”

      A long moment of silence fell between us.

      “So…” He shifted his weight, his muscles tensed. “You’re dressed in what, exactly?”

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter.” And yet, my mind tormented me with an image of Roan pulling away the sheets and ripping off my nightgown.

      Roan’s eyes glowed. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You need time to think about what I told you.”

      “About being soulmates?”

      “Exactly.”

      I frowned. “Wait. What did you mean, you don’t think it’s a good idea? Don’t think what’s a good idea?”

      “What you’re thinking about.”

      Irritation surged. “I didn’t say anything out loud. Stop sensing my emotions. It’s… embarrassing.” I tugged the sheet up to cover myself. “Speaking of the soulmate thing, I’m still a little hazy on the details. How does this change anything?”

      “You will feel bound to protect me, and I you. Over time, we will hear more and more of each other’s thoughts, unless you learn to develop mental barriers.”

      My lip curled. That sounded intrusive as hell. “You’ll be able to not only feel my emotions, but hear my thoughts?”

      “Like I said. You could block it.” He cocked his head. “Of course, the barriers might fall sometimes.”

      “And any secrets I might have… you would know them.”

      He shrugged. “That’s how it is with mates.”

      My mind went into high gear, thinking of all the embarrassing thoughts I didn’t want anyone to know about. Any petty jealousy that went through my mind, every moment of selfishness—then I realized it was much worse. I had been an FBI agent, exposed to a mass of top-secret documents. Of course, Roan wasn’t a foreign spy, but he had no security clearance for this knowledge. He could divulge it accidentally. Some things I knew could possibly even cause direct harm.

      Flustered, I decided to change the subject. “My dread powers. They’re… not working. I tried to use them in the fight, but they’re gone, along with the London Stone.”

      “Are you sure it’s destroyed? You feel no connection to it?”

      I shook my head. “I felt a faint tug—a pull similar to what I felt for the Stone. It was far away, but I feel like there’s still something there.”

      “When you’re feeling better, you must do everything you can to track this. We need your powers.” Roan rubbed his forehead. “It was a mistake to allow the Seelie to flourish this long.”

      I shook my head. “What do you mean?”

      “We should have struck years ago, when the Seelie were not expecting it. We should have crushed them before they had the chance to attack. As they once did to us, when they took Cleopolis from us. We should have learned from them: Never let a potential enemy grow stronger. Kill him before he kills you.”

      “Kill anyone who might pose a risk. Sounds reasonable.” Why was I not surprised by his militaristic attitude?

      “It would have prevented this situation.”

      I narrowed my eyes. What would he do if he ever sensed the threat humans posed to the fae? I had a feeling that Roan had no idea that the weaponry I’d seen in the CIA headquarters existed—bombs full of iron shrapnel, toxic iron mist. “What about humans? Would a preemptive strike against them—us—would that make sense?”

      He frowned. “Of course not. Humans are too weak to be a real threat.”

      I tensed. Here was a perfect example of secrets Roan should never possess, things he could never read in my mind.

      Roan’s gaze dipped again, and I realized the sheet had fallen, revealing my nearly bare body, and a glimpse of my underwear. I was pretty sure I heard a groan emerge from his throat, and I knew he’d completely lost focus. I pulled up the sheets again.

      He met my gaze, his eyes glimmering with gold. “I should have told you about the bond earlier. Fae don’t normally have to tell each other. We just know.” His voice was low, almost a purr that caressed the back of my neck. “I kept thinking you’d realize… but of course, you weren’t raised in our ways.”

      I blinked at the sudden change in conversation, but it was clear this was something Roan had decided we need to discuss. “When did you first realize?”

      I hadn’t even noticed him moving, but suddenly, somehow, he was sitting closer to me. “Truthfully, as soon as we met, some part of my mind understood. But I didn’t want to admit it. I convinced myself it was your pixie wiles luring me in. That it was your heightened emotions and my own nature working together. But once we fought at the Lake of Blood, once I’d felt compelled to bite your neck, I couldn’t lie to myself as effectively anymore.”

      “Why did you feel the need to lie to yourself to begin with? What was so repellent about me?”

      He looked surprised. “Nothing, of course. Just that… you were from the house of my ancient enemies, and you seemed to feel nothing for me. You broke your oath to me when you’d promised to join me in Trinovantum, and when you came to find me in my Hawkwood home, I asked you why you’d come. You gave a number of reasons, but none were what I wanted to hear.”

      A dark heat pooled in my blood, warming my cheeks and making my chest flush. “Which was what, exactly?”

      “That you came because of me,” he murmured.

      I said nothing, my heart fluttering in my chest.

      “From the moment I met you,” he continued, “I felt drawn to you, as if an invisible thread connected us, pulling me closer to you. But you didn’t feel the same. It seemed like a curse.”

      I stared at him, trying to catch my breath. “You thought I was your curse.”

      “A daughter of the Court of Terror, one who doesn’t know the fae ways, who couldn’t sense the bond, who felt no connection to me. Most women are drawn to me, but you—my soulmate—you seemed to feel only lust, not loyalty. A curse from the gods.”

      “And why would you be cursed, Roan?”

      Shadows slid through his eyes, but he didn’t answer. Even if we were soulmates, he wasn’t ready to divulge all his secrets.

      “You felt cursed,” I pressed. “And you thought I was rejecting you because of this curse. That’s why you kicked me out of your cabin that day. Is that right?”

      “I knew you desired me. But that’s all I knew.”

      The sheet had fallen down again, and I heard his breath stop short. But I no longer scrambled to cover myself.

      Roan let his gaze slowly rake over my body, taking in every inch of bare skin. His body stiffened, and he gripped the sheets, crumpling them in his fingers. His eyes shifted to a deep gold.

      Heat skimmed over my skin. Once again I felt an overwhelming desire to curl into his lap, to wrap my legs around him. I wanted to slide my fingers under his shirt, to feel his muscled chest, to kiss and lick his throat until he groaned. I wanted to pull off the rest of my flimsy nightgown.

      But this conversation was too important to interrupt. “Maybe I feel it differently than you do. I want you, and I feel safe with you. But if I’m bound to you, I’m bound to the world of the fae. It makes me feel… trapped.” My mind flashed with an intense memory of the dank prison cell—the scent of rat bodies, of human filth—and I shuddered. The heat in my body dissipated instantly.

      Roan’s amber gaze cleared, returning to mossy green, and he unclenched his fingers from the sheets. “You’re free to leave whenever you want.”

      I felt an unexpected hollowness at his words. Why didn’t I feel free? “I think you need me here.”

      “We do need you. But you’re free to go.”

      Until I could sort out the dark smoke clouding my mind, we’d do better to put any more soulmate discussions on hold.

      I pulled down the nightgown over my hips. “What’s our plan, anyway? What are we going to do about the Seelie?”

      Roan rose from the bed and it sprang up again. He crossed to a large bookcase and pulled a tome from the shelves. He returned to the bed, flipping through the yellowed pages until he got to a map. I leaned closer, peering over his shoulder at an image of hilly terrain, a wide river crossing it from south to north. He pointed at a square marked in the center of the map, on the river. “The fortress stands here, over the river Cingeto. If the Seelie want to cross with a large host, they’ll have to cross here through the fortress, or travel north for weeks, and cross in a marshy area, where they’d lose many men to the deadly swamps.”

      “What about the south?” I pointed at the map.

      He shook his head. “Hawkwood Forest is the realm of the Elder Fae. The Seelie would never manage to cross it with a large host; the Elder Fae would decimate them. No. Cingeto’s Fortress is the only way.”

      I stared at it. “How well fortified is it?”

      “Very. It’s an Unseelie fort, and Ogmios made sure it is prepared for almost anything. For all his faults, he never underestimated the Seelie.”

      “So we have time.”

      He shook his head. “Not as long as you’d hope. I doubt we have more than a week or two. Unfortunately, the Unseelie courts are at each other’s throats instead of unifying. Rebellions, mutinies, fae trying to fill the vacuum of power. General Borvo, who leads the majority of the Unseelie army, will probably take orders from a council, a republic. We need leadership, and we need an alliance. I must unite the six courts.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “How do you plan to do that, exactly?”

      He smiled faintly. “By threatening and making deals and begging and arguing until my voice runs out. With you by my side, if you’ll stay.”

      I bit my lip. “By your side?”

      “You are the Mistress of Dread. You overthrew King Ogmios. You also happen to be one of his children. For the fae, you aren’t Cassandra Liddell. You are Cassandra of…” He glanced away from me, his body tensing “Of the house that you belong to.”

      “You can’t even say the name. You really hate the court that much?”

      His eyes darkened. “They slaughtered my entire family. My entire court. At one point, I wanted to slay every fae of the Weala Broc court.”

      I opened my mouth and closed it again. “I do hope you’ve changed your mind.”

      “A fae can’t kill his mate. You’re safe.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “That’s the only reason I’m safe from you? Some kind of official fae rules about not killing mates?”

      His features softened. “No, of course not. You’re different. You’re Cassandra. Anyway, my point is, you have a legitimate claim to the throne of the terror leeches.”

      “You really have a way with words.” I frowned. “Hang on. I thought we were establishing a republic? Why are we still talking about thrones? A republic means we get rid of a hereditary system of government. You have to depose the monarchs, then vote for your leaders. You need to look up the French Revolution.”

      Roan looked affronted. “That’s not a fae republic. That’s a human republic.”

      “So how does a fae republic work, exactly?”

      “Each court has a hereditary ruler. Like you, among the terror leeches.” He cleared his throat. “The terror fae. Or me with the Court of Lust. But we only intervene in times of crisis. Unseelie nobles elect a consul to oversee each court, and they make the primary governmental decisions in conjunction with the other consuls, appointing senators and whatnot.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “That’s not really a republic in the strictest sense—”

      “It’s a fae republic,” he repeated. “Do you honestly think I’d manage to convince the kings and queens of these courts to join in a republic that would result in their deaths? In any case, you’re in the position to inherit the throne of terror.”

      “Me, on the throne of terror? You must be joking.”

      “Joking? As my soulmate, you should probably know something.” He closed the book. “I have absolutely no sense of humor.”
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      I walked through the mansion’s east wing, my heels clacking over the floor. The smell of smoke still hung on the air.

      The night before, Roan had stayed at my bedside until I’d started to drift off. He’d soothed my mind with stories of his childhood—when he and his sister had woven crowns of honeysuckle and cowslip, when they’d pretended to be kings and queens on rocky woodland thrones.

      I’d fallen asleep with images in my mind of two golden-haired fae children, plucking flowers by a river bank. In my dreams, I’d been with them, dipping my hands in the cool river water and feeling it rush over my fingers, listening to their laughter fill the air.

      Now, afternoon light slanted into the hallway, and I traced my finger over Roan’s smoke-stained walls. I’d spent the morning watching Roan glamour the mansion. With his powers, he could hide it from the rest of the world again—a stunning feat of magic. The outside of the mansion had appeared to turn from a towering Tudor palace into unassuming brick walls.

      Apparently, his magical glamouring powers weren’t just for changing hair colors.

      At the window, I paused to look out over the courtyard. Here, on the mansion’s interior, I could see the real Tudor palace. The Seelie had destroyed one of the wings in the attack, but the other three stood proudly. London’s dreary rain had helped dampen the flames, pouring through the charred holes in the ceiling.

      Shivering, I touched the warped windowpane, studying the smoldering wing, the lumps of sodden ash and blackened wood. What sort of memories had Roan formed in that wing?

      I liked hearing about his past, liked seeing the warmth in his eyes when he spoke about his sister and their adventures. His whole face seemed to change when he talked about it, like I was seeing a new Roan.

      If Roan ever needed me to soothe his mind with stories about my past, what would I tell him?

      I couldn’t remember life very well before Siofra murdered my parents. I think I’d suppressed it. The memory of their murder had cast a dark pall over everything that had come before.

      Maybe the best time in my life had been college, when I’d lived with Scarlett. I’d always been prepared for class days in advance, homework completed ahead of time, notes typed and organized and saved in their appropriate folders…

      No. Folder organization wasn’t going to soothe anyone to sleep.

      What else? I thought of my early morning strolls to the coffee shop, where I’d picked up muffins and an Earl Grey tea before heading to my abnormal psych class. And I’d had fun, too. I’d been Scarlett’s invisible wing-man on dates, on call if things got weird. She’d used these ridiculous codes to communicate mid-date. “Can you turn off the iron?” meant “I need you to rescue me now,” and “I think I left the burner on” meant “I might be bringing him home, so put on some pants.”

      There were the autumn walks as the leaves changed, hot chocolate warming our hands, and the bottles of wine we drank over comedy movies.

      Just thinking about those old days in Massachusetts made me feel desperate to go back.

      I wasn’t sure what those memories would do for Roan, but right now, they were stilling the dark voices in my head. Those memories could help me forget the dark hole where Ogmios had kept me.

      I shivered, staring out the window. I had to face the facts. Here, among the dark, sludgy ash, was my reality.

      I was over three thousand miles from home, living among the fae. Cassandra Liddell, the perpetually prepared, had ended up stuck on the precipice of a brutal and unpredictable civil war.

      To the Unseelie, I was the Mistress of Dread, heir to the throne, killer of kings. But to myself, I was still Cassandra Liddell, and I wasn’t entirely convinced I could survive in this world.

      I straightened, my resolve strengthening. Maybe it was time I started dealing with my own fear. I turned, heading back to my bedroom.

      As I walked, I mentally prepared myself. And yet, when I turned the doorknob to my room, my knees were already shaking.

      I locked the door behind me. The click of the lock was enough to set my teeth on edge, to make my muscles tense. Trapped.

      Slowly, I surveyed the room. It was still okay in here. The setting sun streamed through the window, and a cold breeze chilled the air. Swallowing hard, I crossed to the window, then slammed it shut.

      My pulse was racing already. But I still had to deal with the light. I untied the heavy velvet curtains, then pulled them closed. Darkness enveloped the room, and my heart slammed against my ribs.

      My breath shallowed. I’m back in the cell. Back under Abellio’s control.

      Chills of fear ran up my spine as I turned my back to the window. My breath left my lungs as I began to count the seconds.

      One.

      I’d returned to the darkness, to the dungeons of the keep. Alone.

      Two.

      Only the rats remained. First friends, then sustenance. I could feel their fur on my lips.

      Three.

      I can’t stand. The ceiling’s too low.

      Four.

      No colors. No light. The air still, no wind. Only the voices in my mind.

      Five.

      Nothing at all.

      Six.

      My heart hammering, I whirled and ripped the curtains open. Then I heaved open the window, letting in the fresh air. Light bathed the room, and I sucked in a sharp breath.

      I stared down at my fingers, making sure they were clean. No rat blood.

      That was what two months in Ogmios’ dungeons had done to me. Mistress of Dread, heir to the throne, killer of kings… afraid of the dark.

      A banging on the door had me jumping out of my skin, and I was pretty sure my heart stopped for a minute.

      Before I could catch my breath, the door was already splintering as a powerful fist hammered against it again. Roan’s voice boomed from the other side. “Cassandra!”

      I rushed across the room, unlocking the door. “It’s okay, Roan!”

      I yanked open the door to find Roan standing on the other side, his eyes wild with primal panic. He’d unveiled completely, his ears now pointed, canines bared. “I felt your fear all the way from Elrine’s room. What’s happening? Was someone trying to hurt you?”

      Elrine’s room. Of course. Maybe I was his soulmate, but he always seemed to end up back with her.

      I shook my head and tried to steady my nerves. “Just a little exposure therapy.”

      His brow wrinkled. “What?”

      “I’ll be doing it every day. You don’t need to barge in here when you feel my fear. I need to make myself get used to the dark again, and the only way to do it is to face my fears.”

      Understanding dawned in his golden eyes, but his fists remained tightly clenched. He’d come ready to tear out the throat of anyone threatening me, only to find that his enemy was darkness itself. Without anyone to eviscerate, the bloodlust hadn’t quite left him. “You don’t want me to barge in?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m going to be doing this every day and night. You’ll feel my fear, but I’ll be fine. I’ll call you if I need you.” I placed my hand on his chest, feeling his heart thudding hard against his ribs. “I’m okay. You can go back to Elrine’s room.”

      He covered my hand in his. “I’ll stay here with you when you do your… therapy.”

      “That’s not how it works.” I pulled my hand away from him. “Really. You can go.” I failed to keep the sharpness out of my voice.

      “You’re angry.”

      I crossed my arms. “What were you doing in Elrine’s room?”

      “We had something important to discuss. Tomorrow we need to negotiate with the Court of Mirth. Her court. I am trying to convince her to try a tactic she does not favor.”

      My shoulders tensed. One of these days I was going to make him tell me everything about him and Elrine.

      Roan scrubbed a hand over his mouth. “When you sleep tonight, I’ll be in the room next door.”

      “Perfect. You wouldn’t want to stay in here anyway. I keep the windows open to…” Not feel trapped. “…Let in the winter air, and I sleep with a lantern burning next to my bed.”

      He nodded, his face serious. “If you need me, knock on the wall.”

      I thought of what it would feel like to sleep with Roan curled protectively around me in my bed, his body warming mine through the night.

      Roan seemed reluctant to leave, and he leaned against the door frame. “I didn’t see you at lunch.”

      So that’s why my stomach felt terrible. “I forgot. I’ll grab something on the way out.”

      Concern furrowed his brow. “You won’t be joining us for dinner? I’ve hired a new cook. He will be making chicken and ale broth and strawberry pudding.” He cocked his head. “If you eat more, you will feel better.”

      My mouth watered at the thought of rich, fae food. “Please put some aside for me. I’ll grab it when I get back. I have work to do in the City.”

      “What work?”

      “If we’re going to defeat the Seelie, I need my powers back.” I bit my lip, not entirely sure how to explain it. “I can still feel some remnants of the Stone, of the dread powers, even if I can’t harness them. I’m heading to Cannon Street to see what I can feel there, to the place where the stone used to be. I have a feeling it might take a while.”

      He nodded. “Your food will be waiting for you when you return.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood on Cannon Street, directly outside the spot where the London Stone had once rested.

      I rubbed a hand over my stomach, still hungry. Before leaving the mansion, I’d grabbed a hasty sandwich, but it wasn’t quite doing the trick. If it hadn’t been for the impending threat of a Seelie attack, I’d be in Roan’s dining room right now, working my way through a rich stew.

      The setting sun shone off the smudged glass, the metal grate. The closer I’d gotten to this spot, the stronger the tug had been. A residual store of terror magic? And yet it didn’t feel quite the same. The power seemed to move in elusive waves that I couldn’t quite grasp, couldn’t pull into me.

      When I’d bonded with the London Stone, it had been like a spirit invading my body, lingering in my skull. This felt more like watery ghosts skittering over my skin, something I couldn’t hang on to.

      I closed my eyes, feeling the tendrils of darkness wash over me, never quite flowing inside.

      I began walking along the pavement—heading east, the feeling grew weaker, the tug pulling me back. And yet—this wasn’t quite it. Further west, and the tug got weaker again, slipping off my body.

      Damn it.

      I was beginning to suspect I’d just been feeling the remnants of the Stone’s power. Just an afterglow.

      Disappointment welled in my chest. Lost. I’ve lost the power. And the Seelie are coming for us.

      And what did we have in our arsenal? Literally, no weapons; those had been stolen. And no dread power, either. All we had was the flimsy, tenuous hope of an alliance with the other Unseelie. Tomorrow, Roan and I would try to persuade the other courts to join forces with us, but none of us could predict what they would say.

      With a heavy heart, I stared into a darkened window, letting my mind click with the glass surface. As I stepped into it, the cool reflection washed over my skin.
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      As I followed Roan through Hyde Park, I tried not to think about my missing dread powers. We had an immediate goal, and that goal was to form an Unseelie alliance.

      And if nothing else, at least my belly was full today.

      That morning, Roan’s new chef had made us a strange fae breakfast with sweet bread soaked in wine. Apparently, wine for breakfast was normal in the fae realm, and it had given me a gentle buzz. Probably for the best, given that I was about to enter one of the strongholds of the Court of Mirth. I didn’t need my anxieties curling around the whole place, drawing attention to me.

      Roan turned to look at me as we walked over the sun-dappled grass. “What’s wrong? You’ve gone quiet.”

      “I’m trying not to think about my missing powers.”

      “I see.”

      “I went to the site of the Stone yesterday, but there was nothing there. Nothing I could use.”

      The daylight glinted in his eyes. “I thought your goal was not to think about it.”

      “The Seelie are coming for us, and we have nothing.”

      “You’re strong, Cassandra. You’ll get your power back.”

      I swallowed hard, smoothing my already-smooth dress. Branwen had selected it—a semi-sheer rosy gown that reached the mossy floor. Slits rose up the sides, exposing my legs when I walked, and Roan seemed to struggle to tear his eyes away from the deep V of my neckline. Fae fashion had changed abruptly once the king died. Weeks ago, only fae harlots and anti-government conspirators would have shown this much leg.

      At last, we reached what appeared to be an oak tree. It wasn’t, of course, just an oak. I followed Roan through the glamoured trunk into a new park—a fae park. Here, flowering laburnum trees curved above us, their cultivated branches forming an archway of golden flowers that dangled into the air.

      Chinks of sunlight streamed through the golden flowers, the rays bringing them to life so they seemed to glow within. The light streamed over Roan, gilding his powerful body. He seemed to belong here in the Court of Mirth. Somewhere above the canopy of boughs, a bird chirped, and another answered. I’d been expecting some sort of palace or mansion, but the path seemed to be leading us only deeper into the woods.

      Flecks of sunlight danced over the mossy earth, still damp from the night’s rain. I breathed in the smell of damp soil. My late-morning wine buzz was working out quite nicely here. In the peace of this pathway, it seemed hard to believe we were on the verge of war.

      I felt a sudden desperation to freeze us in time—just Roan and me, walking alone in the sunlight.

      Roan glanced back at me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I didn’t expect to find the Court of Mirth outdoors, but I’m glad it is.”

      “The real court lies in Trinovantum, but the Mirth fae are often found near London. They like to drink and enjoy the happiness of humans. They never stay in one place for long, but they are drawn to the parks and forests.” His voice was calm, but his body looked positively rigid, and I had the sense that something heavy weighed on his mind. I had to wonder how this felt to Roan, to visit the courts of the families that remained, while his had been brutally smashed, slaughtered. Uniting the six courts was a heavy task for him. He was the last remaining survivor of the Court of Lust. If it hadn’t been for that rebellion centuries ago, Roan would have had the company of an entire court like this—a palace in Trinovantum, mansions full of the Taranis family.

      But they were gone. His entire family had been slaughtered centuries ago. Did he feel survivor’s guilt? My heart ached for him.

      He slowed his pace to match my own, his arm brushing against mine.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked.

      “I’m just a bit concerned.” His voice sounded steady, but again, a deep line etched between his eyebrows. “A lot lies on this meeting. We need the House of Ernmas by our side.”

      “They were your allies during the rebellion, weren’t they?”

      “Not all of them, and we’re asking them for something different now. We’re asking them to ally with the rest of the courts as well. The Courts of Sorrow and Fear, who tormented them for centuries.”

      “Will Elrine help you?”

      “Yes. She’s one of the most powerful leaders in her court.” He met my gaze. “But I need you here, too. You must stand tall as the Mistress of Dread. You are our weapon against the Seelie, your powers will tilt the war in our favor.”

      “What powers?”

      He shot me a sharp look, and touched the small of my back, leaning in to whisper, “The powers everyone believes you possess. They have to believe that we have a plan. That there’s hope in the future. Or this alliance will never happen.”

      I swallowed. I felt like I was walking on a tightrope over a deep chasm. “Roan, they’ll find out eventually.”

      “It’ll buy us time.”

      Strange music suddenly began to fill the air—pipe flutes, chirping cheerfully, accompanied by the soft music of a harp, filtering through the air.

      As the music grew louder, the path opened into a clearing—an enormous glade full of fae, dressed in clothing that glimmered in the sunlight. With his hand on my lower back, Roan guided me deeper into the clearing. Here, fae wreathed in wildflowers drank from wooden cups in the blinding sunlight. Others danced, laughing as they spun around each other. A riot of wildflowers carpeted the ground—violet harebell and cornflowers, pink foxglove, golden lady’s bedstraw, crimson field poppies—the colors dazzled my eyes.

      I stared as two satyrs pranced past us, playing their flutes. A small pond filled the middle of the glade, a bubbling stream spilling into it. Red lilies floated on the pond’s surface.

      My stomach clenched. “Blood lilies.” Last time I had encountered them, both Roan and I had lost control—nearly killing each other before lust stopped us.

      Roan leaned down to whisper in my ear. “It’ll be fine. Just don’t get too close to the pond. I’ll be back in a moment, okay?”

      I nodded, shielding my eyes from the glaring sun. As he walked away, Roan’s towering body cast a long shadow over the wildflowers, and I realized for the first time that his horns showed up in his shadow. While I was staring at that, I hardly noticed all the fae heads turning my way. Away from Roan, my pixie emotions signaled like a beacon to all the other fae.

      Crossing my arms in front of my chest, I stared ahead as I walked to the far side of the clearing. Away from the central hubbub, the crowd of fae grew thinner, but one tableau caught my eye. A man—a human man—stood between two fae, one male and one female. The human stood a foot shorter than the fae, his cheeks flushed as they caressed his neck. An uncontrolled giggle escaped the man’s throat.

      The fae male—a lithe creature with violet hair—stroked the human’s cheek. “It’s something, isn’t it? Human happiness?” He turned to look at me, his purple eyes meeting mine. He sipped from a wooden cup ringed with bluebells.

      “I wouldn’t know.” I shrugged. “I’m more partial to human fear.”

      His smile widened. “You’re Cassandra! The Mistress of Dread! I have to say, I imagined you… larger. With darker hair. You don’t look very scary.” He moved closer to me, his bare feet pushing down the wildflowers. His pointed ears poked through his long hair.

      I nodded. “Mistress of Dread, at your service. And you are?”

      “I’m Lord Fuloran.” He frowned. “So… you’re her, then? The one who killed the Rix? Who helped overthrow the king?”

      “That’s right.”

      He cocked his head. “Can you show me?”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “I want you to strike me with fear.”

      Oh, for the love of God. “I’d… rather not.”

      “Oh, come on. I can take it.” This time when he smiled, his canines glinted in the sun. “It must be quite a rush.”

      A flash of cherry-red in the corner of my vision caught my eye, and I turned to see Elrine walking toward us. A welcome distraction. Once again I was struck by her beauty, her crimson hair tumbling over a sheer indigo gown.

      She smiled sweetly, crossing to my side. “Lord Fuloran, I see you’ve met Cassandra.”

      “My lady Elrine.” Fuloran quickly bowed his head. “I want our pixie guest to strike fear in my heart, yet she hesitates.” He smiled, as if it were some joke. “Perhaps she doesn’t know how brave the men of Ernmas can be.”

      “Perhaps.” Elrine nodded. “Or perhaps she just can’t believe how stupid they are.”

      I stared at her. Where had that come from? The sweetness melted away from her face, leaving nothing but disdain.

      Fuloran blanched. “Lady Elrine, I must—”

      “Just yesterday, the Mistress of Dread killed two Seelie warriors with a small knife. Then she struck fear in the hearts of a dozen more, leading us to victory. I have seen her paralyze fae with fear. I have felt her powers myself, and it was weeks before I could sleep at night without waking up screaming.” Elrine narrowed her eyes as she took a step closer to him. “Some of the fae who felt her wrath died of fear. You want to feel it, just an inkling? That’s a good idea. Cassandra, show Fuloran what you can do. The men of Ernmas are very brave, after all. He’ll only piss himself a little.”

      “No need!” Fuloran held up his hands. “I was only jesting with our esteemed guest. My ladies, if you would excuse me…” He hurried away.

      I let out a long breath. “Thanks.”

      She didn’t meet my gaze, staring at the cherry blossom trees. “Lord Fuloran is the worst gossip in the court. By this time tomorrow, everyone will know that you killed six Seelie warriors with a spoon, and that you can turn men to dust just by looking at them.”

      Elrine, I was sure, knew about the loss of my powers. “I’ll have to work on those skills.” I cleared my throat. “It was nice of you to say those things. I know you don’t like me very much.”

      She gazed at me, then her eyes slid away. “I can set aside our differences for the greater good.”

      I nodded hesitantly.

      “Come.” Elrine nodded at a path into the woods. “I’ll introduce you to the head of the House of Ernmas.”

      As we walked, I saw shadows moving in the periphery of my vision, whirling like restless spirits, but when I turned my head, the movement stopped. I followed Elrine over a mossy path, the air cool and heavy around us, until golden rays of sunlight interrupted the shadows. The sunlight streamed over a female fae who sat atop an oak throne, her golden hair cascading over a gossamer green gown. From the sides of the throne, oak leaves grew upward, reaching for the sunlight. Her gray eyes pierced me. Around her throne, courtiers stood, their clothing and hair threaded with wildflowers.

      We stopped a few feet from her throne. While I was mulling over the correct protocol for addressing a lady of the Mirth Court, Elrine mercifully saved me by cutting in.

      “Lady Ernmas,” Elrine said, bowing her head. “This is Cassandra of Weala Broc, the Mistress of Dread. Cassandra, this is my mother, Nyfain of Ernmas, the head of the Court of Mirth.”

      “Lady Ernmas.” I gave a quick head bow, just like Elrine’s. So Elrine was the daughter of the head of the court. Did she have any siblings, or was she heir to the throne?

      Looking at Nyfain, I could suddenly see the similarities to Elrine. The same straight nose, same regal posture, same gentle waves in her hair. A crown, wreathed with wildflowers, sparkled in her hair. She smiled serenely.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you, Cassandra of Weala Broc.” Nyfain’s rosy cheeks shone in the sunlight, and laughter danced in her eyes. Still, I couldn’t quite read her. I had the strangest feeling she was laughing at me. What had she heard about me, exactly, and did she resent me as much as her daughter did?

      Lady Ernmas tapped a finger on the arm of her throne, her emerald ring glinting in the sunlight. “My daughter told me that you saved her life yesterday. She said she owes her life to you for more than one occasion.”

      “She’s exaggerated, I assure you.”

      Nyfain’s laughter echoed off the oaks, a light sound like the tinkling of bells. “Did she? My daughter does have a tendency for drama, but she usually exaggerates only her own deeds, not the deeds of others.” She covered her mouth with a hand as she laughed.

      Elrine’s face was also a mask of marble, but I almost winced at the jab. Nice lady.

      Nyfain glanced at me, her face a picture of mockery. “And I understand that you and Roan of Taranis want to create an alliance. The six courts of the Unseelie, united together in a Republic after thousands of years.”

      Speaking of Roan, where the hell was he? He’d stranded me here with an asshole. “Yes. The Seelie threat is—”

      “Child. How old are you?”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “How old?”

      “Not… very old by fae standards.”

      “Or by human standards, am I right?” Around her throne, her courtiers laughed.

      I folded my arms. “Not particularly old.”

      The serene smile never left her lips. “Then I suppose you could not imagine the hundreds of years of pain and humiliation inflicted on us by your Weala Broc kinsman, and the house of Arawn? Surely Roan Taranis has explained it to you. He hates your kind as much as I do.”

      Okay. Why the hell was I here? Nyfain of Ernmas clearly hated everyone with Weala Broc blood, and I didn’t think I had the charm required to make her forget hundreds of years of humiliation.

      In the absence of charm, maybe cold, hard reality could snap her out of her resentment. “I understand. You hate the Weala Broc, and the Arawn. We’re not going to change that. But if we don’t unify for now, the Seelie will kill us all.”

      For the first time, her smile faded as her pale gaze moved over my shoulder. Roan was approaching behind me, striding purposefully along the path.

      Nyfain stared at him. “Lord Taranis, the last of your court.”

      He bowed his head. “Lady Ernmas.”

      A smile curled her lips again. “I understand you would like us to join forces with the terror leeches—you, of all people. If I recall correctly, not long ago, you wanted to slaughter them all.”

      Roan pointedly met my gaze. “I want us to join forces with the terror fae. It’s true. No one has hated their court more than I, but the Seelie are united. We are not. If we don’t change that, we will die at their hands.”

      Blunt. I liked it.

      Nyfain arched her eyebrows. “We of the Ernmas line have Seelie blood in our veins, after all. Perhaps we should side with the winners.”

      Roan shook his head. “They will not view you as Seelie, and will not share your belief about your shared blood. To them, we are contaminated, not much better than animals.”

      For the first time since I had met her, Nyfain’s face betrayed her as a spasm of anger flashed across it. “You’re forgetting yourself, Taranis.”

      Roan acted as if she said nothing. “Together, we have the strength to defeat them. But we need your support.”

      “Trodden down by the stronger houses, as always?”

      “No. Standing above them.”

      “The other courts will never agree to—”

      “Yes, they will, my lady.”

      She looked at him carefully, and I had a sudden feeling that I was missing something important.

      “Perhaps.” A sliver of warmth entered her voice. “Perhaps an agreement could be made between us after all.”

      “That would please me,” Roan said, but his voice sounded heavy with something. What was I missing?

      Nyfain nodded. “If you can make that happen, we will join your alliance.” She rose from her throne, looking at the three of us, that smile curling her lips. “We’re finished here. Goodbye.” Before she walked away, I saw that her smile had widened into a full, mirthful grin.

      I narrowed my eyes at Roan. “What exactly did you just agree to?”

      Roan’s emerald gaze met mine. “Cassandra, I need a moment alone with Elrine.”

      I stared at him. Of course he did. All his planning and machinations happened with Elrine, and I was just the soulmate tag-along.

      Elrine stepped closer to him, sliding her hand into his. Blood rushed to my face. This was bullshit.

      Roan pulled his hands from Elrine’s, his brow furrowed as he looked at me. “I’m sorry. It’s important. You have to trust me.”

      “Whatever.” I turned away, my jaw clenched.

      I pushed my way through the crowd, my thoughts churning. Goosebumps rose on my skin, and the hair began to raise on the back of my neck, though I wasn’t sure why.

      I had no idea why he’d even brought me here. He’d said I was important, that he’d needed me by his side—but Elrine provided his counsel. Frustration roared through my veins. What had they been talking about last night? Roan hadn’t bothered to tell me. What was I doing here, among the fae, anyway? What kept me here? Maybe I should return home, join the human realm again.

      I hadn’t even realized that I’d been storming toward the pond—the one dappled with blood lilies. As my gaze locked on the crimson flowers, like droplets of blood over the water, I felt my canines lengthening, and sharpened claws sprouted from my fingertips. The temperature around me dropped, and a cold wind blew through my hair. Now, when I thought of Elrine and Roan, the frustration and disappointment had dissipated. Instead, I felt only cold, wild rage. I wanted to drag these claws through Elrine’s neck.

      Around me, faces turned in surprise as the fae tuned in to my fury. Their mouths dropped as a wave of my ferocity hit them. Some edged closer, the sunlight streaming over their wildflower-laced clothing. They began to surround me. They blocked my way, their shadows closing in on me, trapping me.

      My breath left my lungs. Nowhere to go.

      My heart thundered as fear began to take root, replacing the anger.

      A cold sweat dampened my brow. Trapped—no exit, no way to leave, faces everywhere, no one I knew. I needed a way out, always had to have a way out. I couldn’t be trapped again, not ever. My mind searched for options; fight or flight, fight or flight.

      Fight.

      I reached for my stiletto, fixing my gaze on the closest fae, a man with pale blue hair.

      A strong hand closed on my wrist.

      “Not here,” Roan whispered. “Not now. We’re here to form an alliance.”

      Alliance. Right.

      I stared up at Roan, my fear slowly abating. “We should go. And then you can tell me what the hell is going on.”

      He nodded, his hand on my back protectively as he led me away from the crowd. When I turned to look back at the crowd of fae, I caught Elrine’s eye. She glared at us, her brow furrowed, her lips pressed together in a thin line. Now, the fury emanated from her.
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      In the car—a Porsche Roan had borrowed from someone—I clenched my fists, frustration still coiling through my chest. I couldn’t escape the feeling that I wasn’t part of the exclusive Roan-Elrine club.

      Roan revved the engine. “I hope you’re ready for another alliance meeting. We must speak with Lord Balor, of the Court of Rage.”

      I buckled up my seatbelt, still stewing about our last meeting.

      Rage felt about right for the moment.

      Roan obviously felt my emotions emanating from me, because he studied me carefully before he spoke. “There are things I need to tell you. I know. But we have about four minutes before we get to London’s Court of Rage, and I need to prepare you for this.”

      I cleared my throat. “Right. But just so I’m clear, what is it you want to fill me in about?”

      “About an alliance between the courts of Sorrow and Mirth. I’ll explain after this meeting. But right now, what you need to know is that the current Lord Balor is the son of Gormal Balor.”

      “The man I mercy-killed in the spider’s interrogation room.”

      “About that. I don’t think you should bring that up.”

      He was taking us on a wide road between two green expanses of park, and I stared out the window. “He asked me to slit his throat.”

      He nodded. “I know that, but fae from the Court of Rage can be… well, unpredictable. Especially the males.”

      “Why exactly am I coming to this meeting? Why isn’t Elrine coming?”

      “She’s not needed right now, but you are. Without you, I have no chance of convincing Lord Balor to join us.”

      I tapped my fingers on my knees. I was starting to feel like a bit of a fraud—a Mistress of Dread who suffered from fear instead of instilling it. “What do I need to know about him? Besides the fact that he has an anger-management problem?”

      “His name is Coel, Lord of Balor. I’ve only met him a few times, but his temper is legendary. He once flayed a man for cheating at a game of cards. Killed the man’s wife, as well.”

      I swallowed hard. “Wonderful.”

      “I have heard that he’s been trying to restrain himself since he inherited the title of Lord Balor.” He turned right onto a straight road between stone and brick mansions. I thought we might be driving past an actual palace—an unglamoured palace that belonged to the human queen.

      Roan turned sharply onto a narrow road, stopping the Porsche outside a mansion with creamy white walls.

      Roan unhooked his seatbelt. “The Lord of Balor doesn’t bother to glamour his residence.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Here’s what else I know. Coel Balor is inexperienced, and I’m hoping to use that to our advantage. I have nothing to offer him. My hope is that his anger will push him toward vengeance against the Seelie. When the Seelie attacked London, they ransacked his family’s armory.”

      “What is this armory you keep talking about?”

      “Gormal Balor had been a scholar, and one of his interests was legendary weapons. He’d spent his life locating and collecting them into an impressive armory until his own army became more powerful than the king’s. When he realized the threat, King Ogmios confiscated the armory. That was what pushed Gormal Balor to join our rebellion. When we overthrew the king, they got their weapons back. But Gormal is dead, and the Seelie have stolen all the weapons. They now have an enormous advantage over us.”

      My chest tightened. As if they didn’t have enough advantages already. “Any chance we can get the weapons back?”

      “First things first,” Roan said grimly. “We need to get the house of Balor behind us.”
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      If Coel of Balor was angry, he hid it well. With his flushed cheeks, his disheveled shirt, and his feet propped on a marble table, he mostly looked drunk.

      A fae servant had led us to the sitting room where Coel sat in a chair, staring at an unlit fireplace with a glazed expression. He gripped a half-empty flask, and I recognized the flowery scent straight away. Fae nectar. With his round cheeks and boyish hair, he looked younger than most of the fae I had met, almost like a teenager.

      He sat on one of the upholstered maroon chairs arranged around a marble fireplace. Bookshelves lined the walls, apart from one, where a portrait hung. It depicted a wild-eyed woman drenched in blood, a slaughtered bull at her feet.

      When Lord Balor finally noticed us in the room, he startled, sloshing a bit of his drink onto a rug embroidered with a gold and red image of a phoenix.

      He sipped from his flask. “Lord of Taranis! I’ve heard so much about you. All the women want to talk about is Roan, Lord of Taranis. It’s getting boring, frankly.”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Is that right? All the women?”

      Roan didn’t wait for invitations to sit. He gestured for me to take one of the empty chairs across from Coel, and dropped into the other.

      “Coel of Balor,” said Roan. “I’ve been meaning to make your acquaintance.”

      Coel wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “Honestly, though. Is it really just the lust thing that sparks all the feminine interest? The last of the Court of Lust? Or is it all the…” He waved a hand at Roan. “…All the tattoos and muscles, and that sort of brooding, glowering thing you’ve got going on?”

      A little from column A, a little from column B.

      Roan didn’t answer.

      “I’ve never met another from your court,” Coel continued. “Obviously. They’re all dead.” He snorted, then covered his mouth with his hand. “Sorry. That was a bit tactless.” He lifted his flask. “The nectar does that to me, but it does keep my rage in check so wonderfully…” he slurred.

      Roan’s expression betrayed nothing. “As to why women like to talk about me, you’d have to ask them. I came to discuss an alliance.”

      Coel’s dark eyes landed on me. “This one’s a sexy little minx though, isn’t she?”

      Roan’s body tensed, knuckles whitening as his fists clenched. “This ‘little minx’ is the Mistress of Dread.”

      Coel’s eyes widened. “The one you’ve been shafting, is it? This is what all the nymphs from the Court of Mirth have been complaining about. There was a time when I loved finding myself balls-deep in nymph flesh, but now they won’t stop banging on about Roan of Taranis and his new mate, and they’re all devastated. Tedious. She must be quite the bit of prime pocket for you to give all that up, am I right, Roan? You could have a veritable harem of nymphs at your fingertips and cock-tip and whatever else.”

      My throat tightened. So even the mirth-nymphs knew about our soulmate bond. Probably before I had.

      Roan’s jaw was clenched. “I thought you’d be interested in reclaiming your armory.”

      A spark of interest lit in Coel’s eyes, before they clouded again. “I forgot to congratulate you on your slaughter of the king. Nice work, old chap.”

      This was quickly starting to seem like a wasted meeting. Coel could hardly string a coherent thought together.

      Roan stared at him. “I did it with the help of your father. He was a great man.”

      “So they keep telling me. I hardly ever met him. He lived among his books and parchments.” Coel took another swig. “What do you want, Lord of Taranis?”

      “An alliance. I want to give you vengeance for the theft of your armory.”

      “Vengeance,” Coel said broodingly. “I notice you didn’t offer me vengeance for the death of my father.”

      A silence fell over the room. Bit of an awkward topic there.

      Coel’s eyes looked suddenly more alert, and he shifted forward in his chair. “My father died imprisoned in the house of Arawn. They tortured him to death. Don’t you think I should avenge that injustice before I worry about weapons?”

      “The interrogator who imprisoned and tortured your father is dead,” Roan said carefully. “She burnt to death.”

      The slaughter of the interrogator—that was also me. I was feeling like less and less of a fraud by the minute. Maybe I was terrifying even without the dread powers.

      Coel scowled, gripping his flask. “Even this act of vengeance has been stolen from me. Since she is dead, surely I should exact my revenge on her son?” His eyes blazed. “I live for vengeance. Live for it the way you live for fucking.”

      Charming.

      I reached out, touching his arm. “And we’ve come to offer you vengeance. Take out your rage on the Seelie who stole from you. It was the Seelie who drove the Unseelie out of our ancestral lands in the first place, who created this whole situation in which the king could seize control. If it hadn’t been for the Seelie, your father would still be alive, ruling his kingdom as an equal to the Weala Broc and the other houses.”

      Coel stared at me, licking his lips. “That’s a spiral way of thinking. Very well, what sort of revenge do you have in mind? Will we kill them?”

      “Yes,” said Roan.

      Coel frowned. “And how do you propose that we do that? We don’t have my family’s weapons, and they do. That’s the problem, isn’t it? Not to mention the fact that they outnumber us.”

      “We can fight them with an alliance of the six courts and the Mistress of Dread by our side.”

      Coel’s jaw dropped. “You want me to side with House Arawn? After what they’ve done?” He shot me a sharp look, his voice rising. “And the Weala Broc, who robbed my family the first time?”

      I could see Roan visibly losing his patience, and he rubbed his forehead. “I’ve longed for vengeance against the terror fae for a lot longer than you have, but it’s not a social gathering, Coel. This is necessary for the survival of our race. Do you understand? The six courts unite or die. Those are the options.”

      Coel’s lip curled in a snarl. “What I don’t understand is why you refer to six courts, when there are clearly only five left. The king crushed the Court of Lust centuries ago.”

      “And yet I remain,” said Roan evenly.

      “I’ll never join with my enemies.” Coel’s knuckles had whitened as he clutched the flask.

      Silence stretched over the room. I looked at the Lord of Balor carefully. It wasn’t quite anger that I was sensing from him. It was something else. Fear, maybe? Could I play on that?

      “Lord Balor,” I began. “Your court, your men, they will all die. The Seelie don’t show mercy.”

      “Maybe.” Coel shrugged. “So you say. Then I will die with honor, and not fighting side by side with the family who tortured my father to death.”

      Firelight licked over Roan’s golden skin, the shadows dancing over the planes of his face. “You lost dozens of men when the Seelie plundered your armory, in addition to your weapons. Are you telling me you don’t desire vengeance against the men who robbed you?”

      “Have you ever seen the Seelie fight, Taranis?” Coel didn’t sound scared—he sounded defeated. “We can’t win against them. There is no way. We have already lost.”

      I recognized it then. The slump in the shoulders, the monotone voice, the disheveled clothes. Coel wasn’t angry, or concerned about his honor. All he felt was defeat, and grief over his father. He was… depressed.

      “Lord Balor,” I asked carefully. “How long have you been inside your London manor?”

      He raised his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “When was the last time you went outside?”

      He sneered. “What does the Mistress of Dread care about my daily schedule?”

      “You’ve been cooped up in here since your father died. Is that right?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know when he died. The banshees from the house of Arawn gave us his body a few months ago. They said he was a traitor. His corpse was a husk. They starved him half to death and then slit his throat.” He took a long swig. “I can’t say I’ve much felt like taking a morning constitutional since then. Is this important for some reason?”

      I had killed Gormal Balor three months ago. If Coel hadn’t been out since then…

      The fae needed human emotions to feed their power. Without emotions, they weakened and faded away. Coel’s body would be nearly empty, his magic depleted. No wonder he sat slumped in his chair, ready to die.

      “Lord Balor,” I said. “If I were in your position, I’d be furious. Furious.”

      Coel smiled thinly. “I was angry. So angry it clouded my thoughts. But I found a cure.” He waved the nectar at me. “Want some?”

      “You’re not getting me.” I closed my eyes, summoning my own rage. It wasn’t hard to do. The thought of Elrine casually grabbing Roan’s hand like it wasn’t a big deal instantly sparked a hot surge of anger. That transparent nightgown she wore, pulling Roan in close to whisper… That got the ire flowing nicely.

      Still, I could do better. I needed pure rage.

      I stared at Coel, who looked back at me, transfixed. “In fact. I am furious. The Seelie attacked during a truce, killing our men. Killing your men.”

      I summoned the memory of Abellio torturing me in the king’s dungeon, the sack over my head. Drowning me with water. Beg for my forgiveness. He still lived, and that needed to change.

      White searing rage exploded in my mind as I thought of my torturers laughing as I trembled, coughed, begged. Never again.

      I glanced at Roan, his green eyes wide as he tried to soak up my rage. “If only you could feel my rage, Lord Balor.” I held Roan’s gaze. “If only you knew.”

      Roan nodded, almost imperceptibly, as understanding dawned. He leaned back in his chair, no longer absorbing my emotions, no longer shielding.

      Across from us, Coel’s jaw slackened as my fury hit him like a storm. His eyes glazed further, his back arching as his body greedily drank my pixie emotions. I stoked the fires of my most enraging memories.

      Drink up, my lovely sister. I could almost hear Abellio and his men laughing as I struggled for breath, my brother’s voice ringing above the rest. Fury blazed through my nerve-endings, igniting my mind until my body shook.

      Coel leaped from his chair, the bottle dropping from his hand. When it shattered on the floor, its intoxicating fumes filled the air. His body was rigid, fingertips straightening, his starvation perfectly sated. He roared, then slammed his fist into the mantle, showering bits of stone around him. His hair darkened, bull horns sprouting from his forehead, his eyes now the flickering orange and red of flames. He roared again, this time sounding more like an animal than man. The air froze around us, and my breath clouded the air. Goosebumps rose on my arms, and I smiled at him, my teeth bared wide. His fury matched my own, and it was glorious. Yes. Abellio must die.

      “They will pay!” he shouted. “The House of Balor will crush the Seelie!”

      “We will crush them together.” Roan rose, facing him. “The six courts must work together.”

      “Fight alongside my father’s killers? Never!” Drops of spittle flew from Coel’s mouth. “I will lead an assault on the Seelie with my men. We need no one else! The Court of Rage will crush their enemies.”

      I took a step closer to him, staring up at him. Evenly, I said, “I killed your father.”

      Coel’s fiery gaze met mine, his face reddened, arms thick as lampposts. Wrath shook his body. “What?”

      I could feel my canines lengthening, claws curling. By my side, Roan’s antlers shimmered into view as he reached for his sword. The temperature had dropped sharply in the room, and a sheen of ice frosted the floor where the puddle of fae nectar had spilled.

      I kept my voice calm. “Your father died honorably. It was his own decision. He asked me to kill him, rather than live a moment longer in his torment. There was no other way out for him. He asked for a mercy killing. I slit his throat, like he asked. And then I burned his torturer to death.”

      “You?” Coel snarled, fists tightened.

      “Your father was working with us. And now I’m asking you to do the same. Avenge him by destroying the Seelie who stole from you.”

      His lip curled, and for a moment, I was certain he was about to gore me to death. Metal scraped metal as Roan drew his sword.

      But to my surprise, a keen interest sparked in Coel’s eyes, and he studied me closely. He straightened, the horns disappearing from his head. He scratched his cheek. “Did she scream when she died? The interrogator?”

      “Oh yes.” I nodded. “She screamed, and it wasn’t a quick death. I saw the regret in her eyes.”

      “What did her scream sound like?” he asked.

      “Like a thousand evil spirits escaping her throat. Like a chorus of torment.” I embellished my story. “It was beautiful.”

      Coel clapped me on the shoulder. “Roan, I daresay your prime piece of pocket and I are kindred spirits.”

      I let out a shuddering breath, and as my nerves calmed, my claws retreated.

      “I will join your alliance,” Coel said. “But the return of the Balor Armory must be a prime objective. We must get it back. Can you guarantee that?”

      Roan hesitated for a moment, then sheathed his sword. “I give you my word. We will get it back once we defeat the immediate threat.”

      Coel nodded, a grim smile on his face, his eyes sparkling with renewed energy. “Very well. It was a pleasure to meet you, Cassandra Weala Broc. And… thank you for helping my father.” He grinned. “I’d give anything to feed from your rage again someday, Mistress of Dread. I must say it’s the richest, most exquisite fury I’ve tasted in a century.”
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      I sat in the passenger seat of the Porsche as Roan switched on the engine, my body still buzzing with a mixture of nerves and rage.

      “Two down,” I said. “Plus your court. That leaves three. Any idea how to tackle them?”

      “The Weala Broc court is currently headed by Grendel.”

      “Wonderful. I’ve so missed that sludge-coated sex offender.”

      Roan pulled out into the road. “Unfortunately, he refuses to meet us, for now.”

      I bit my lip. “And what about the others? The Court of Dreams?”

      “I’m a bit lost on that one,” he said darkly.

      The thought of my half-brother made bile rise in my throat. “Of course. Because it’s Abellio’s court.”

      “He’s missing, on the run from me. His court may remain loyal to him. They are hard to communicate with, and I don’t even know how to find them. I have always used Abellio as my ambassador in my dealings with them. A lamentable oversight.”

      “You don’t know how to find the Court of Dreams?”

      He shook his head. “They keep their court shrouded in mystery. The Court of Dreams is a court of secrets.”

      I nodded. “I know someone who has quite the store of secrets. In fact, he trades in secrets.”

      “No.”

      “I’m talking about Alvin,” I added.

      “No.”

      “He’ll know where it is and how to contact them. What is your problem with him, anyway?”

      Roan’s grip tightened on the wheel. “It’s not important. It’s in the past. In any case, we’ve done enough for today.”

      “God forbid you tell me anything. Shouldn’t I be able to read your thoughts or something by now?”

      “Barriers,” he said simply.

      “Oh. You’ve got barriers up and I have no idea how to use them. Wonderful.” There were certain things I could just never think about if I continued to spend time with Roan. Like that arsenal of iron weapons the CIA kept hidden from them, or the fact that a single nuclear bomb in Trinovantum would lay waste to the entire Unseelie race, or—nope. I couldn’t think about these things.

      He shot me a sympathetic look. “Let’s go home.”

      For a moment I felt a jolt of confusion. Home was a small apartment in Virginia. Just me and the cactus Scarlett bought me as a house warming gift. How long could a cactus go without water? Three months was probably pushing it. The cactus was gone, and my job in the FBI was long gone. I’d been AWOL for over two months, and even before that I hadn’t been very communicative. Realistically, I’d been evicted from my apartment.

      “Home,” I repeated, staring out the window at the park rushing past us.

      “My manor, I mean.”

      “Right. The Taranis Manor.” If Roan and I were supposed to be together forever, it would be my home, too. Mistress of Taranis Manor. Like Roan, the whole manor was still a bit of a mystery to me. Could I live so removed from the human realm, in a world of ancient blood feuds and soulmates, where love and vengeance bound people for centuries? And more than that—could I really live in a situation where I had to guard my thoughts or risk unleashing the Wrath of Taranis on the human realm? I couldn’t even imagine the guilt I’d have to live with if one of my unguarded thoughts led to a pre-emptive human slaughter. It would kill me.

      The skies had clouded over, and rain pattered against the window. I traced a drop down the glass. “How long do pixies live for?”

      Roan’s eyebrows raised. “The king banished pixies from our realms centuries ago. Before that, I believe pixies lived as long as the fae. But when they live among humans, their lives are shortened. No longer than human lives.” His tone sounded as if he were delivering news of a terminal illness and not a normal eighty-year lifespan.

      I bit my lip. “So, if I stayed with you, I could live for thousands of years.” Thousands of years for me to betray human secrets to Roan.

      “That’s right.” For just a moment, he reached out and touched my knee. “You did an amazing job back there.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So why do I sense sadness from you?”

      My fingers tightened into fists. “Please stop telling me how you’re sensing my emotions. It hardly seems fair. My innermost feelings are an open book to you, and I get nothing from you. Absolutely nothing!”

      “You’re angry.”

      “Yes, thank you, Captain Obvious. Did you sense my pixie anger to come to that conclusion?” My nerves were still frayed from the rage-fest inside. “Ever since I came here, everyone can tell what I’m feeling. You most of all.”

      “I can’t help that, Cassandra.”

      “No, you can’t.” A tense second stretched between us. “But you also saw all my memories when we bonded, while you keep things from me. You can’t control what you sense, but you can control what you tell me. You can start filling me in about your own feelings so it’s not entirely one-sided. Right now, I have to guess. Does he feel guilty about something? Does he wish Elrine was his soulmate and not me? I have no idea.”

      “I don’t wish Elrine was my soulmate,” he shot back, and then took a deep breath. “Right. I was supposed to tell you about her.”

      I crossed my arms. Okay, maybe we were getting to the real source of my irritation. “That would be a good start. You tell me that we’re bound to each other for eternity, then you keep hiding yourself away in her room. You act like lovers, whispering and conspiring, making plans you don’t trust me with.”

      “I trust you with my life.”

      I swallowed hard. “Then why are you leaving me in the dark?”

      “Look, Elrine and I are not lovers. We never have been.”

      “Have you not noticed the clothing she wears around you? Some are so transparent, they’re probably made of glass.”

      He shook his head. “The Court of Lust has been destroyed, but can you imagine how people dressed at our woodland parties? There is only one circumstance in which I would notice transparent clothing, and that is if you were the one wearing it.” He cleared his throat, shifting in his seat. “I’m now distracted by that image, but I know we have something important to talk about.”

      “Elrine. And how she quite obviously has the hots for you. And whatever else you want to divulge of your history.”

      He took a deep breath, fingers tight on the steering wheel as he navigated through London’s streets. “You’re not wrong. She asked me to form a bond three months ago. I said no.”

      “What?”

      “It was just before you joined us in the rebellion. She approached me and asked me to bind our lives together. I refused, and told her it would never happen.”

      I tried to figure out when that was. Soon after we saved Elrine from Siofra’s clutches.

      “Why did you refuse?”

      “Because I’ve never loved her in that way. And I was in love with you even then, before I knew we were soulmates. I love her, but only as a sister. We have been friends since childhood. When I was imprisoned, she kept me alive and sane, smuggled me things I needed, risking her life. She’s been my only family for the past four centuries. When she asked me to form a bond, it was… difficult. I’d thought she viewed me like a brother, too.”

      In love with you. He’d never used those words before, and my cheeks warmed. “Elrine is in love with you.”

      He cleared his throat. “Yes,” he finally said.

      “And she’s still around, living in your house. She’s your best friend. It will always be a problem for us, with her resenting me, trying to win you over. Lurking around corners with her nipples out.”

      “No. It won’t be a problem.”

      I snorted. “What makes you say that?”

      “This is what I was discussing with her in her room and in the Court of Mirth. I told her she and I would never be together in that way. And I encouraged her to form a bond with another. Someone in particular, in fact.”

      “What? Who?”

      He loosed a long sigh, and I could almost feel the guilt emanating from him. “It’s for the sake of the alliance. A way to bring both the house of Ernmas and the house of Arawn together for once. Judoc Arawn has been courting her for more than a year. Nyfain has been pushing for it as well, of course. She desires the power this bond will bring to their court. A political bond between two heirs will make the house of Ernmas more powerful than ever before. She’s also mortified that her six-hundred-year-old daughter remains unmarried. Once I made it clear to Elrine that she and I would never be together, she chose to form a bond with Judoc.”

      “Judoc? The son of the interrogator we met in the Arawn palace? The one Coel wants to murder?”

      “That’s the one. His father is the lord of Arawn. They have agreed to join the alliance once the idea of this bonding has taken root.”

      Well, I really hadn’t expected this.

      “When will they… do it?” I asked.

      “She’s there right now.” He took a deep breath. “I would never have suggested it if I didn’t know Judoc as an honorable man who will respect her. When some of the Unseelie nobility preyed on female gutter fae, Judoc put the males in line, swiftly and violently. Our houses have been at odds, but I respect him.”

      I felt dizzy, and thought about Elrine that morning. That look in her eyes—the bitterness, the hurt. Roan had broken her heart.

      As if hearing my thoughts—which he practically could—Roan said, “It’s a custom in the Unseelie realm to make such alliances.” His tone sounded defensive. “I know humans no longer view marriages this way. But without a soulmate, this is how the Unseelie bond. Our nobility’s bonds are designed to forge alliances.”

      “You never bonded.”

      “No. I think I always knew I had a mate somewhere. Not all fae do, but I felt something.” He pulled into the covered alley by his home—the glamoured walls of French Ordinary Court—and turned off the engine. “Look, I will always sense what you feel. There nothing I can do about sensing your feelings. But it can go both ways. We are soulmates, bound together. Give me your hand.”

      I offered my hand and he took it, his grip unusually soft. He looked at me, gold flickering in his eyes.

      As I held his hand, a sudden torrent of emotions hit me. Roan’s frustration and guilt over Elrine’s heartbreak and her sacrificial marriage. His fears for the war with the Seelie. His grim satisfaction in knowing that the king who had destroyed his family lay dead. Centuries of loneliness and isolation, of guilt for surviving…

      But over all that darkness, I sensed his feelings for me. His pride in being my mate, his barely-restrained desire for me.

      And mostly, an endless wave of pure, unbridled love.
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      When we’d returned to Roan’s mansion, I headed straight to my room. I scattered some birdfeed for Odin on the windowsill, then went to the bath. After the meeting with the Lord of Balor, I wanted a long soak in hot water before I even thought about dinner. I’d wanted to luxuriate not only in the bath, but in that lingering feeling of love Roan had instilled in me.

      As I leaned back in the claw-footed copper tub, clouds of steam rose around me. The hot water left my skin flushed. Lantern light wavered over the dark stone walls, and steam covered the mirror.

      Across the room, a fire roared in the marble fireplace. I dipped my head under the surface, rinsing the lather of lilac shampoo from my hair. When I closed my eyes, my mind greeted me with an image of Elrine, in the Court of Sorrow, negotiating her terms for her own wedding, securing an alliance of love and power with a man she didn’t know. Her words earlier today, I can set aside our differences for the greater good, were suddenly imbued with new meaning. She would sacrifice herself for the greater good by binding herself to a man she didn’t love. A grudging admiration suddenly bloomed in me.

      As the suds ran down my bare shoulders, my thoughts turned to Roan. For the first time, I felt like I was starting to understand the soul behind the beautiful, unreadable face, the heart beneath the chiseled muscles and tattoos. My heart began to beat harder as I thought of his words tonight, of the flood of emotion I had felt from him.

      I rose from the bathtub, the hot water snaking down my pinkened skin.

      I stepped out, reaching for the towel on the ground, then dried myself off. Wrapped in the towel, I pulled the plug on the drain. In the steamy room, I crossed to a large mirror above a marble sink with a spigot shaped like a lion’s head. Fog clouded the glass entirely, and I leaned forward, wiping the steam away.

      I remembered that wild love I’d felt emanating from Roan, and I felt an overwhelming desire to see him. Perhaps, if he was alone in the library, I would slide through the mirror and join him. I didn’t have the transparent nightgown, but surely a freshly bathed body in a towel was nearly as good? My face flushed as I thought about his powerful body. My own reflection looked back at me from the mirror—pink-faced, a stray drop from my hair running down my shoulder. I bit my lip, warmth pooling in my belly as I thought of him sliding his hands up the towel, stroking my thighs, his warm mouth on my neck.

      The mirror was fogging again, and I leaned forward, wiping the fog, letting my senses feel for the reflection.

      But as I did, my heart skipped a beat. An iron grip snatched my palm on the mirror’s surface, crushing my fingers, twisting them. My eyes went wide as fear and pain shot through my hand, a small cry leaving my lips.

      As my towel fell from me, an arm thrust out of the mirror, grabbing my throat, the sudden impact severing the supply of air to my lungs. Air. A face emerged from the glass following the arm, a dead, emotionless face—one with blue eyes and pink hair.

      My own face.

      Air. I need air. My reflection lunged from the mirror, crashing into my body. In a tangle of limbs and towels, we toppled to the floor. Her fingers tightened around my neck.

      Frantically, I clawed at the fingers at my throat, tiny, desperate rasping noises escaping my throat. Please. Air. She straddled me, her body damp, hair wet and uncombed like mine. So much like me, but her eyes were empty. A soulless reflection of myself. Air.

      My vision began to sink into darkness as my mind scrambled for options. Roan! He would feel my sudden fear and would race to the bathroom; I just had to hang on for a few more seconds…

      But I’d told him not to barge in when he felt my fear, that it was just exposure therapy. How would he know that my fear for my life was genuine this time?

      I had to save myself.

      I twisted beneath her, my body still wet from the bath. My reflection’s hands slipped, just a bit, and I managed to suck in a ragged breath, the world swimming back into focus.

      Claws sprouted from my fingertips, and my teeth lengthened. The temperature in the room dropped, goosebumps materializing on my bare, wet skin. I slashed at my reflection’s face, tearing at her skin, and her grip loosened. I twisted my entire body and she fell off me, her head thumping on the floor.

      Desperately, I scrambled away from her, breath wheezing, trying to scream for help, but the bitch had apparently crushed my vocal cords or something. The flames from the fireplace warmed my back. Stark naked as I was, she rose from the floor, glaring at me, hatred shining in her blue eyes. Blood trickled down where my claws had torn her face, the reflection imitating life almost completely. My heart hammered against my ribs. How can anyone kill a reflection?

      The mirror.

      My hand shot out, and I snatched a fire poker from beside the fireplace. Gripping it hard, I sprinted for the mirror and swung. The fire poker’s tip smashed the mirror’s surface, and shattering glass echoed off the walls, shards spraying everywhere. Fragments of glass scratched my skin, drawing blood.

      My reflection gaped at me, dead-eyed, then lunged. Her fist sank into my stomach, and I doubled over. With her other hand she grabbed the fire poker, twisting it in my grip to wrench my arm behind my back. My fingers were slippery, and the poker slid from my clenched fist.

      Evil-me pointed the poker at my face, then swung. I jumped backward, my back ramming against the wall, and the tip of the fire poker slashed just below my throat.

      There was a bitter taste in my mouth. I glanced at the mirror. It was mostly gone, and yet my reflection was still standing.

      She took another swing with the poker, and I ducked, grabbing for her hand.

      She pushed herself forward, trying to shove the sharp metal spike through my eyeball. I clenched my teeth as I stared at her.

      As I did, a strange feeling overcame me—a sense of kinship. This thing was part of me.

      A reflection.

      I should have known breaking the mirror wouldn’t help. Reflection magic was never about the surface—it was about the bond inside the reflection.

      Clutching the fire poker, I let myself open up to her, bonding with her. I felt the reflection merging with my body, clicking in the depths of my mind.

      As if connected by an invisible thread, I felt someone else at the other end of the bond. For a moment, our minds touched, and hatred burned through our shared connection. As our minds linked, I felt another emotion pouring through the bond.

      Fear.

      The other mind dropped its hold on the reflection, disappearing from my senses. The hand holding the fire poker grew weaker. I kicked her in the stomach, and she fell back, slamming against the hardwood floor.

      When I dropped my connection to it, the reflection shimmered away. The fire poker slammed against the floor, clanging loudly.
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      “I felt her. It was Siofra.” I gripped the mug in my hand tightly, forcing my trembling fingers to be still. I sat on a soft leather chair in the library, moonlight streaming through a stained-glass window.

      Roan had made me a mug of warm cider, brewed with scotch and a touch of butter. And yet the only thing I could think of was the way its surface reflected the colored lights from the window. If Siofra wanted to strike again, she could. If she wanted to watch me, she could. I knew the power of reflections better than anyone, that you couldn’t hide from them. In this room alone, I could feel seventeen of them, ready to bond with me—or Siofra. I sipped from the mug, letting the richness of the cider linger over my tongue.

      What had I felt when our minds had touched? Fear. Siofra was afraid of me. I focused on that notion, letting it reassure me, the idea more delicious than the cider. Slowly, my fingers began to relax on the warm mug.

      “I thought she was trapped. Can she use her reflection magic from where she is?” Gently, Roan traced his fingers just below the cut on my neck. It wasn’t deep, but its position was unnerving. If it had struck just an inch or two higher…

      “No. I left her between mirrors, completely drained of her powers.” I took another sip of my cider. “Somehow, she got her powers back.”

      Roan pulled his fingers away, but continued to study me. He was sitting close, as if he were afraid Siofra could burst into the room at any minute. “Do you think she could find a way out?”

      My grip tightened again on the mug. “I don’t know. I know some things about reflection magic, but I don’t understand the world between reflections.” I closed my eyes, trying to remember what it had felt like when I’d been there. I cleared my throat, trying to summon a clear picture. “The world is, um… I remember it felt really bad. Like, empty. Like a void. It was like a void of… it might have been black, or white?”

      “Go on.” Roan arched an eyebrow. “That’s a very vivid and precise description.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Look, most of the time, I just go through it. I don’t have time to take notes and study the surroundings. When I don’t have a lot of magic, I travel much slower, and it feels like… moving through a soupy void. Like molasses.”

      “Molasses?”

      It was like describing colors to the blind. “Did you ever go down the stairs at night, and think you reached the end of the stairway, but then it turned out that there was one more step?”

      “No.”

      Of course not. “Well, that’s what it feels like. It’s a space that shouldn’t be noticed. When you’re taking each stair at a time, you never pay attention to it. You don’t think about the space between stairs, right? But when you forget about a step, you suddenly notice it. A space in between.”

      Roan stared at me thoughtfully, then rose. He crossed to one of the bookcases beneath the stained-glass window, and ran his fingers along the spines. I sucked down the last of my cider, a comfortable whiskey-buzz settling in my mind, as I began to suspect there may have been more scotch than cider in the brew. I stared down at the cinnamon stick and dried apple ring, soaked through with cider. I scooped it out and bit into it, enjoying its sweetness, the sharp bite of scotch. When I thought of Roan making the cider for me, thoughtfully adding the dried apple slice, a smile curled my lips.

      I watched him pull a large book from the shelf and blow on it, the dust clouding around his head. When he crossed back over, he dropped into a chair across from me. I peered over at the enormous book in his lap, at the faded lettering, the stark slashes of the fae alphabet that marked the front of the book. “What’s that?”

      The spine creaked as Roan cracked it open to the yellowed pages. As he turned the first page, bits of it crumbled to pale dust. “This book revolves around the magic of traveling between realms. Most of it talks about portals, like the portal between London and Trinovantum. There are a few pages about reflection magic…” He flipped the pages gently, staring at the fae runes. He ran his finger along the page, reading under his breath, until at last, his finger went still. “Here it is. About the risks of travelers stuck in between realms. Travelers who stepped through portals and arrived at the other side hundreds of years later.”

      He turned the book around so that it faced me. I slowly scanned the runes. Nerius had been teaching me to read the fae language, but my grasp of it was sluggish.

      “The travelers had no words…” I said slowly, trying to make sense of the ideas. “They had no words…” I looked up at Roan. “They couldn’t describe what they’d seen.”

      “Exactly. They couldn’t describe the empty spaces. Now… here.” He flipped another page. “There’s an explanation about how to help a traveler who is stuck between places. I read it years ago, and couldn’t quite grasp it at the time.”

      I read the page slowly, the runes cumbersome to decipher. “A traveler and another traveler… two travelers… To help. To exit.” As my terrible translation percolated in my mind, I looked up. “It sounds like one traveler can help another traveler find the way out. Right? And then there’s more that I don’t understand.”

      Roan nodded. “The second traveler has to stand at the threshold of the world in between. Does that idea make sense to you?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.” I chewed on my lip. “Who the hell would help her?”

      “Someone who can use traveling magic.”

      “So whoever helped her knew how to travel into the mirror realm.”

      Roan shook his head. “Not necessarily. A fae who can create portals could do it, though it’s been centuries since a fae has done that. There may be a firewalker or two who could do it, and…” Roan slowed down, his eyes widening.

      “What?”

      “Dream fae can shift between the waking world and the dreams of others. That’s a form of traveling magic.”

      I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. “Dream fae like… Abellio?”

      “Exactly like Abellio.”

      I tapped my fingers on my thighs, imagining the boundaries of sleep, the liminal dream between wakefulness and sleep. The moment in between.

      My mouth had gone dry. “The threshold of sleep. The books said the second traveler would stand at the threshold.” I shook my head. “But how would Abellio know Siofra had been trapped there? Did you tell him before we knew he was a traitor?”

      “I told no one. Who else knew where Siofra was trapped besides me?”

      “Scarlett knows some of it, I think.” My heart sank. “And Alvin, purveyor of secrets.”

      “Alvin Taranis?” His voice sharpened. “He’s not trustworthy.”

      “I needed something from him,” I said. “I traded this secret for something else, but I can’t believe he would have freed Siofra. He isn’t a bad person.”

      Roan arched an eyebrow. “Is there anyone else who might have known?”

      I racked my mind… Nope. I couldn’t think of a single person. “Just Alvin.”

      “Maybe he sold your secret.”

      My stomach was turning. “We should go find Alvin. Tonight. I know he’s not working with Abellio, but…” I took a deep breath. “But we need to find out everything we can. And besides that, we need his help with the Court of Dreams.”

      “How would he be able to help us?”

      “Alvin hoards secrets. If anyone knows how to get to that court, it’s him.”
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      Roan and I walked down the creaking stairs of Leroy’s bar, and I tried not to wince at the feel of bruised muscles every time my body moved. Siofra had really done a number on me.

      At the bottom of the stairs, we found the bar half-empty. A few patrons sat around the candlelit edges of the room, nursing drinks, their eyes shifting left and right, shoulders hunched. No one lingered in the dark stone tunnels jutting off from the central atrium.

      By the bar, three ivory-skinned women, all dressed in sea-foam green, glared at a lithe fae with a beer-foam mustache. A man with deep sepia skin stood with a hand in one pocket, his eyes shifty as he scanned the room. Four men with sheathed swords at their hips stood against the walls, arms folded. By their muscular physiques, black clothing, and stony expressions, I assumed they were bouncers.

      As we stepped into the room, all eyes turned to us—including Alvin’s.

      He was sitting at the bar, and when his gaze landed on Roan, his entire body tensed, as if he was about to leap from his bar stool and flee.

      Roan leaned down, whispering, “Careful. People here are jumpy.”

      I nodded, and we slowly crossed the bar. The air shimmered as we crossed, and I glimpsed details under the glamour. An axe slung across a man’s back. A huge sword on another’s hip. The sea-foam women wore raven feathers in their pearly hair, their teeth sharpened like piranhas’. I shivered, grateful for the hired muscle around the room.

      Alvin was visibly shaking by the time we reached him, and I pulled out a stool, its legs scraping against the flagstone floor. “Hello, Alvin.”

      His yellow T-shirt read The Bermuda Triangle Was An Inside Job, the fabric more wrinkled than usual. He looked pale, with purple smudges beneath his eyes.

      “Hey, Cassandra.” He nodded in Roan’s direction without ever meeting his gaze. “Hello.”

      I’d never actually seen them together, and now that they stood mere feet from each other, I could see no family resemblance. Roan stared at Alvin with hard, emerald eyes, saying nothing.

      Alvin rose from his stool, wiping off his hands on his corduroys. “Well, I was just leaving, but it was really nice to—”

      I grabbed his arm. “We have a few questions.”

      He shrank away. “Sorry, mate, I’ve really got to bounce.”

      I tightened my grip on his arm. “You look even thinner than usual. Don’t you want something to eat?”

      “Nah. Don’t have much appetite these days,” he muttered. “Not with the Unseelie body count rising, know what I mean?”

      Roan took a step closer, boxing him in. “I’d hate to have to add another body to that count.”

      Alvin’s throat bobbed as he plonked back into his chair. He ran a hand through his sandy, unkempt curls.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Leroy sliding a glass of amber claret over the bar, not even asking.

      I relaxed my grip on Alvin’s arm. “You sure you don’t want anything to eat?”

      He shook his head. “Nah. I’m good.”

      As Leroy disappeared, I surveyed the bar—the pairs of eyes all nervously locked on us. “What’s with everyone?”

      An uncharacteristically angry glint shone from Alvin’s eyes. “You overthrew the king, didn’t you, Cass?”

      No one called me Cass except Scarlett, but I remained silent.

      “It’s chaos now,” he said. “The courts are at each other’s throats, Seelie murdering everyone… it’s every man for himself, innit?”

      Roan cocked his head. “You’re a fae without a court. Isn’t that how it always is for you?”

      Alvin shot him a defiant look, his eyes flickering into orange. “That’s right. I didn’t have anyone to help me, did I? Had to learn to fend for myself!”

      I placed a hand on Alvin’s shoulder, working the role of the good cop. “You don’t look too well, Alvin. Are you okay?”

      “There’s some mad shit going on, you know that? I’ve seen fae die. I’ve nearly been merked myself, twice. Half the time I think an Unseelie with a grudge will finish me off.” He stared at Roan. “Other half, I’m sure the Seelie will kill us all. Can’t sleep for more than an hour. Keep having nightmares. I can’t get rid of the fucking nightmares.”

      I glanced at Leroy behind the bar. “Can you get us some bread and cheese, please? The kind Alvin likes?”

      “What doesn’t he like?” Leroy grumbled, turning back to the kitchen door.

      I faced Alvin straight on. “We have some questions for you. And we need answers.”

      He shrugged. “Ask your questions, I’ll name the price.”

      Roan slammed his fist down on the wooden bar next to Alvin, making us both jump. A few patrons turned to stare at us, and one of the bouncers eyed us threateningly.

      Roan narrowed his eyes. “Answer her questions.”

      Alvin crossed his arms. “She didn’t ask them yet, did she?”

      “A few months ago, I told you a secret,” I said. “About Siofra. I need to know who you told.”

      Alvin tilted back his head defiantly, his chin jutting out. “No one, mate. Swear to Danu.”

      “Then how did word get out?” Roan asked in a clipped tone.

      “How would I know? I told no one! Maybe I would have, for the right price. That’s my nature, innit? No honor in a gutter fae without a court like me.” Alvin gave Roan a bitter smile. “But no one even asked, mate.”

      “Alvin,” I said patiently. “Siofra has her powers back. She tried to kill me. Someone freed her.”

      His eyes widened. “What are you on about? How?”

      “Someone helped her,” Roan said. “Someone who knew where she was.”

      “I didn’t tell anyone,” Alvin protested. “Not a single soul. You’re interrogating the wrong guy.”

      Leroy returned with a wooden tray of sliced, steaming bread and a plate of camembert. Alvin glanced at the tray, poked at a piece of bread, then listlessly turned away from it. This was not normal behavior for Alvin at all. Something was off with him.

      I studied his thin frame, his gaunt features. What if he hadn’t told Abellio? Could there be another dream fae?

      As I thought about dreams, another idea sparked in my mind. “Alvin, what did you mean about your nightmares?”

      “They keep coming back, innit? The Seelie chasing me in the darkness, getting closer. Must be my subconscious, telling me to get out of here, fast. Tried some human sleeping pills, dream magic, some talking therapy bullshit with a bearded man in sandals. Nothing works. It’s all bollocks.”

      “Dream magic?” I asked. “What sort?”

      “I paid one of them creepy dream fae to soothe my dreams. Gave him a golden coin from a leprechaun. He entered my dreams like a phantom. Creepy shit. But the man couldn’t fix a damn thing, and after a few times, he just left.”

      I heard a low growl from Roan.

      My stomach was churning. “Can you describe him?”

      “I don’t know, Cass. Tall, I guess. Like most males. Blue eyes. Could really use a bit of sunshine, that guy. Looked like a damn vampire.”

      “Dark brown hair? Handsome?”

      He scowled. “I don’t know what makes a man handsome.”

      Men always said that. Like hell they didn’t know. “What else?”

      “Seemed like a solid guy. Kind eyes.”

      “Was there a scar on his face?”

      “Yeah…” He shook a finger at me, as if just remembering. “Two, on his cheek.”

      I exchanged glances with Roan, who shook his head in disgust.

      “Alvin, I gave him those scars when I clawed his face. It was Abellio.”

      Alvin started. “The king’s bastard?”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “Sorry, Cass… I guess you are too, but…” Alvin blinked. “Oh, shit. What did I do exactly?”

      “You let him into your dreams, where he could dig through your subconscious at will, unearthing all your secrets.” I gritted my teeth. “That’s how he found out about Siofra, and whatever other valuable secrets you might have been hoarding.”

      “Bloody hell.”

      “What else?” Roan pressed. “What else does he know?”

      “I don’t know!” Alvin shouted. “Look, I know things, okay? That’s what I do. I hoard information. He could have stolen tons of things.”

      Roan’s lip curled. “What did I tell you? The leak came from him.”

      I leaned in closer. “You owe me for this, Alvin.”

      His face managed to go even paler than normal. “I couldn’t have known it was him! Besides, you traded me your secret. I owe you nothing.”

      “Fine!” I spat. “No more debts. You will help us now, because you fucked up, and you want to make up for it.”

      He paused for a moment, as if the notion was completely new to him. Finally, he sighed. “What do you need?”

      “The Court of Dreams. Who’s the head of the family?”

      “Luna. Luna of Caer Ibormeith.”

      “We need to talk to her. Urgently.”

      “She’s tricky to find…”

      “Well, you can do it, I’m sure.” I rose. “Help us fix this mess.”

      He nodded, shaken. “Cass, I’m sorry. I didn’t do it on purpose.”

      “Okay. Apology accepted. Now help us talk to Luna.”

      I headed for the stairs, and I could feel Roan close behind me. As I climbed the stairs, pain shot through my muscles.

      Pushing through the old doorway, we crossed into the crisp night air, the moonlight silvering the buildings around Guildhall. I pulled my coat tighter as we walked.

      “When I was younger, I never imagined my future would involve seeking information from Alvin.”

      The breeze toyed with my hair. “And how did you imagine your future when you were younger?”

      He smiled faintly. “I thought I would be a great warrior, of course. If any enemies challenged the Unseelie, I’d tear their flesh from their bones.”

      I shuddered, thinking of what he might do to the humans if he knew what the CIA had in their armory. “Charming vision.”

      “I thought I’d be devastatingly handsome. And I was right about all of that.”

      “Oh, right. Sometimes I forget bragging isn’t frowned upon in fae culture.”

      “Humility is a waste of time.”

      The streetlights cast glowing light over the sidewalks. “And what else, besides being handsome and a great warrior?”

      “When I was a child, I thought I might have a soulmate. I hoped. I thought we would live in the Hawkwood Forest, in an elder grove. She would be my Taranis queen, but we wouldn’t live in the palace. We’d live by the river, with swans floating past the window. We would pick apples together, and she would cook them into a pie for me.”

      I smiled. “Oh really? You want someone who can make you pies.” I wrinkled my nose. “What if I can’t cook?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I could learn, I suppose.” He glanced at me, green eyes glinting in the dim light. “What did you envision for yourself?”

      I took a deep breath, trying to think of something that matched the magic of his vision. I had basically nothing. “I wanted my own apartment, and a cat.”

      “That was your dream? An apartment and a cat,” he repeated.

      “Apartments are expensive where I’m from,” I said defensively.

      “You never envisioned yourself getting married?”

      I shook my head. “I always kind of saw myself living alone. I mean, apart from the cat. That’s a bit sad, isn’t it?”

      “There are wild cats in the Hawkwood Forest in the ancient ash groves.”

      I had to admit, it was better than my dream. “It sounds lovely.”

      A silence fell over us as we walked through the quiet London streets. Since the Seelie attacks, which had resulted in numerous human casualties, people didn’t tend to leave their houses as much.

      He cleared his throat. “When you sleep at night, I can feel your fear through the walls. It keeps me awake.”

      Of course. Ever since I’d escaped from the king’s prison, the nightmares had been brutal, and I’d wake up to find my covers thrashed off my bed. “So sorry to bother you with my trauma.”

      He sucked in a long breath. “If I slept next to you, would it help? I could perhaps get some bloody sleep for once.”

      I smiled. “You want to sleep next to me?”

      “Just to help with your fear. We shouldn’t touch each other unless you’re certain you want to be my mate forever.”

      I frowned. “Why is that?”

      He fell silent for a long moment, then he said at last, “It will just make things harder if it has to end.”

      He was right, of course. I knew I had some reasons for not committing to him forever. And yet, right now, I could feel my chest flushing at the idea of sleeping next to him—even if I wasn’t allowed to touch him. “You know, Roan, I think it might help a lot.”
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      I woke up with Roan’s powerful arms wrapped around me, his skin surprisingly smooth over his thickly corded muscle. His embrace managed to avoid the bruises and cuts all over my body—courtesy of my own naked reflection yesterday—but my body ached all the same.

      The sun hadn’t yet risen, and silvery light poured into my room. Still, I suddenly felt wide awake. Maybe it was Roan’s warm body pressed against mine.

      The night before, he’d come in shirtless, looking like a god in the moonlight, and climbed into my bed. If we weren’t supposed to touch each other, why exactly did he need to sleep shirtless?

      Unfortunately, all Roan and I had done in bed was sleep.

      And yet, the night had felt like a slow and seductive encroachment into my space. Was this calculated, or had he actually been sleeping, lured closer to me by his own subconscious? I had no idea. But in any case, I hadn’t been able to sleep at all with his perfect body next to mine. By three a.m., I had decided that two could play at this cock-tease game.

      Unable to sleep, I’d stripped down to my tiny, lacy underwear. After that, Roan had ended up pretty much wrapped around me in his sleep.

      In fact, right now, his entire body was pressed against mine, his arms encircling me. Despite his steely muscle, his skin felt velvety soft against mine.

      After he’d curled around me, I had slept for a few hours. My dreams had been purely X-rated—Roan and me shagging up against a tree, me chaining him to a bed and having my way with him, Roan’s mouth between my legs, my fingers gripping his hair. I’d wake up to find myself wrapped around him, my hips moving against him rather embarrassingly. But no kisses, of course. Those were off limits. All he wanted was eternal commitment.

      But how could I promise my life to a man who might attempt to slaughter the human race if he learned too many of my thoughts? Just because I wanted to throw him to the ground and have my way with him didn’t mean I could sacrifice humanity.

      And it wasn’t just the risk to humans that stopped me from committing, either. It was the fear of being bound forever to the terrifying, bloody, and cruel world of the fae. Did I really want to live here, or in Trinovantum?

      When I’d come to London, I’d had my life together—a forensic psychologist for the FBI, a successful twenty-six-year-old with friends who liked to hang out in gastro-pubs on the weekends and read books. Since meeting Roan, I’d been imprisoned, tortured. I’d nearly lost my mind more than once, hearing voices from a rock and from the darkness. I’d killed my own father. Like Alvin had said, there’s some mad shit going on.

      That was the down side.

      On the other hand, when I thought of Roan carefully making me the cider, or felt his protective arms around me, it was hard to think of it all rationally.

      I pressed my backside into Roan, and he stirred in his sleep. Given what I could feel pressing against me as he slowly awoke, he was struggling with this situation as much as I was.

      I rolled over to look at him. A cold November breeze filtered into the room, rushing over my skin. Roan’s eyes opened slowly, the irises shifting to a deep amber. He was in his unveiled state—not fully in control yet. His gaze raked down my body, and a hint of a growl rumbled from his throat as he lingered over my peaked breasts in the lace bra. Under his gaze, my skin grew hot.

      Okay. So the underwear was working.

      “This outfit suits you.” His deep voice skimmed over my body like a caress, touching me in places that ached for him.

      I reached for his face, cupping it in my hand.

      “If you agree to be mine, I will insist that you wear something like this in our bedroom at all times.” His word and touch were gentle, but his gaze was ferocious. He was using all his restraint to stay in control of himself. The hint of horns shimmered above his head, his hair a pale blond. This was the real Roan. The unveiled Roan. And he was beautiful.

      “Mmm-hmm,” I said, too turned on now to remember how words worked.

      He leaned in, brushing a kiss over my throat—the very place where he’d claimed me. My breath began to race out of control, my body heating. At the feel of his lips on my neck, his tongue moving against my skin, a wave of pleasure washed over me.

      “Roan,” I whispered.

      “You want this.” His words hummed against my neck.

      “Yes.”

      “You want to be mine?” His sensual voice seemed to lick at my skin, and his hands gripped my hips.

      I groaned slightly, unwilling to give him my commitment. Instead, I reached around his back to pull him closer, my hands skimming over his tattoos.

      He stopped me, gently pulling my arms from his neck. Then, he gently pinned my wrists above my head with one hand. He wanted to call the shots here. Typical unveiled fae.

      With his other hand, he pulled off the sheets, giving himself a full view of my body. Desire burned in his eyes, and my blood heated my veins at the purely carnal look he was giving me, gazing at my body through my sheer bra and panties. I wanted to touch him now, to pull him on top of me, but he’d trapped my hands above my head so he could stay in control.

      Languidly, he moved closer, brushing his lips over my throat. The feel of his mouth on me sent heat racing through my body, pooling between my legs. I arched my back.

      Slowly—painfully so—his lips moved lower, brushing over the curve of my breasts. He pulled down the strap of my bra, and the cool air whispered over my skin. When his tongue swirled over my nipple, I gasped, my legs dropping open, a swelling ache building between them. My skin felt damp with heat. Is this actually going to happen? Will he give in?

      He still kept my wrists pinned, but as if responding to my body’s demands, his free hand moved slowly down to my hips. His touch seared my skin, feather-light and scalding at the same time, and my hips began to move in anticipation.

      “Roan,” I breathed, ready to beg for him.

      He slid his fingers into the side of my panties, yanking them down and exposing me completely. Fire raced through my body at the look he was giving me. Desperate for him, I moved my hips toward his hand…

      He pulled himself away with a snarl. Abruptly, he turned away from me, veiling himself again. His horns, the pale hair—they disappeared in the blink of an eye as he gained control of himself.

      I groaned in frustration, my body still exposed, but untouched.

      Sitting at the edge of the bed, he ran a hand through his hair. “Sorry. I woke up unveiled. It was that outfit you wore to bed. I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

      An unfulfilled need seared my body. I threw a pillow at him. “This is really cruel, you know that?”

      “Sorry,” he repeated.

      I tried to slow my breathing, to cool my body. Jellied eels, a bucket of mayonnaise on a street corner, drinking glasses that smell like old sponges…

      From the bed, I stared at his back, at the network of scars that bit into his skin where iron nails had poisoned him.

      I wanted to kiss each one of his scars, but I knew he’d pull away from me.

      I sat up in the freezing room, pulling up my bra, then my panties. I hugged myself, shivering now that Roan had pulled his warmth away. Still, I needed the windows open, or I felt like I’d been buried alive.

      With one last pained look back at me, Roan crossed to the door. “I’m going to the training room. I have some things to work out.”

      “The sun isn’t even up yet. No breakfast or anything?” But he left without another word.

      It took me at least fifteen minutes to come to my senses again. When I’d sufficiently cooled down, I stood and rifled through the drawers until I found a cozy sweater and a pair of comfortable jeans. On my way to the training room, I stopped by the kitchen, picking up a thermos of coffee and a buttery roll. The kitchen clock told me it was just after four in the morning.

      I found Roan standing in the middle of the training room, one of the wooden training dummies by his side. He still hadn’t put on a shirt, and already a sheen of sweat glistened on his tattooed body. My pulse raced again at the sight of him.

      Roan gripped his golden sword. In a flash of metal, he began striking the dummy, his blade moving too fast to track, carving scars in the dummy’s wooden surface.

      I cleared my throat. “What did Pinocchio do to deserve this?”

      Roan swiveled to face me, his expression unreadable. “Pinocchio?”

      I nodded at the dummy. “Your training partner.”

      “You named the training dummy?”

      “No, I just… He was a puppet made of wood, and he wanted… Never mind.”

      Roan arched an eyebrow. “I hope it won’t grieve you to learn that I killed some of his friends.” He pointed his sword at a pile of what I had mistaken for kindling. “I didn’t know their names.”

      I crossed my arms. “I’m not sure how we both ended up awake at this hour. It’s still hours from dawn.”

      “I couldn’t get back to sleep. Not with those tiny scraps of fabric you chose to wear to bed.”

      I shrugged. “You don’t need to sleep in the same bed as me, you know.”

      “I don’t like feeling your fear and not being able to do anything.” He lowered his eyes. “Healing a body for the fae is easy. Healing the mind… sometimes I wonder if it’s harder for us than for humans.”

      I wanted to close the distance between us, and I stepped closer to him. “I think it’s hard for everyone. I’ll be fine, in time. And I survived the reflection attack. Siofra won’t manage to surprise me like that again.”

      He nodded. “Good.” He sheathed his sword. “There’s something else that disturbed my sleep.”

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “Grendel,” Roan spat the name. “The new head of the Court of Terror. He still refuses to meet with us. Apparently he’s irked about the way our last encounter ended.”

      “Oh. That.” I’d shoved an iron bullet into his throat and kicked him in the balls. In fact, I’d almost killed him. Perhaps it wasn’t surprising that he was miffed about it. I was beginning to realize I’d left a trail of destruction across much of the fae realm, even without the dread powers. “Maybe we can get him another pelvic bone to fondle. Keep him happy.”

      “I doubt that would pacify him. And without the help of Grendel and the Court of Terror, we don’t stand a chance,” he continued. “Like it or not, almost a third of the Unseelie army has ties to that court. We need Grendel’s cooperation, even if he is a vile creature.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Vile is being kind.”

      He held my gaze, his green eyes intense. “Oh, believe me, I fully intend to kill him as soon as we’ve dealt with the Seelie threat. We’ll replace him with a less repugnant terror fae. But for now, we have to deal with him.”

      “Any idea where he is now?”

      “He is living in his ruined club. Under heavy guard.”

      I shuddered at the memory of him—his slimy skin, the way he treated the women around him like property. “Can’t we just force our way in?”

      “It would be a bloodbath, and we need an alliance, not a massacre. And we’re running out of time.” His voice sounded strained, tired. “Just before I went to bed, I received a message from Cingeto's Fortress. The Seelie army surrounding the fortress is growing every day. They’ve already launched three attacks on the walls. They’ve been killing the Unseelie. We need a unified alliance now, so we can send reinforcements from all the factions.”

      I thought of Grendel, sitting in his razed VIP lounge, sulking childishly, as Unseelie lives were being lost. “I can jump through a reflection into Grendel’s lair.”

      “He’d slay you on the spot,” Roan said dryly. “You humiliated him.”

      “The Cassandra he met then was a simple pixie,” I said. “I’m the Mistress of Dread.”

      “Mistress of Dread or not, a sword through your neck would kill you.”

      “I think my presence will terrify them. They wouldn’t dare get close.”

      He looked at me worriedly. “I don’t want you there without me, but the guards would never let me through.”

      I frowned, running my fingers over my lower lip as I thought. “It would be better if I went alone anyway. The Mistress of Dread doesn’t need protection, right? I need to put on a convincing show. What if you waited just outside?”

      “Can you keep a connection open through the reflections? So I can watch?”

      I nodded. “And I can jump out to you within a single heartbeat if things get dicey.”

      “What’s your plan, exactly?”

      “I’ve got to find a way to offer him something he can’t refuse.”

      A trickle of sweat ran down Roan’s golden cheek. “And what do you think he wants?”

      I cringed as I mentally profiled him. A man like Grendel would want one thing and one thing only: dominance over the woman who’d humiliated him. He’d want to destroy me completely, to humiliate me like I’d humiliated him, then probably kill me in the most brutal way possible.

      Okay, so maybe I wouldn’t share my full profile of Grendel with him. “I took something from him. He’ll want something from us. Something that feels like a sacrifice, that will allow him to feel like he’s conquered us in some way.” Something to substitute a conquest over my body.

      Roan closed his eyes, his brow furrowing. “Everything rests on this alliance.”

      “I know.”

      “Offer him this mansion.”

      My jaw dropped. “What? You can’t possibly give this place to Grendel.”

      “A London mansion in exchange for the safety of Trinovantum. It’s a worthwhile deal.”

      Swallowing, I nodded. “If we kill Grendel after we defeat the Seelie, can you get the mansion back?”

      “It will be passed along to the next Weala Broc leader.” His gaze met mine, his eyes shining with concern. “It’s not important. I want you to stay focused. Once you walk in there, your feelings will be unmasked. The only way this can work is if Grendel believes you do not fear him. Can you really hide your fear that well?”

      “What fear?” I smiled, faking a courage I didn’t feel. “There’ll be nothing to hide.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning sun rose over Southwark, casting a ruddy glow over the scorched brick walls of Grendel’s club. The Seelie hadn’t completely destroyed it, but it was a near thing.

      Roan stood by my side, his jaw clenched tight. He raised a hand mirror. “Okay. Is he there?”

      I let my mind bond with the first reflection—something on the floor of a dimly-lit room. I scanned through one image after another—visions of destruction, of blood-streaked walls and blackened hallways. At last, the reflection showed me Grendel’s face, contorted with anger. A pale light flickered over his greenish-gray skin, slick with thick water.

      My stomach clenched at the sight of him. “He’s there.”

      “Good.” He softly moved a strand of hair from my eyes. “Remember. The second you feel anything even slightly amiss, you jump back. I’ll be here waiting with a mirror.”

      I nodded, even though it wasn’t that simple. If I ran away, it would destroy the illusion that I feared no one. It would give our whole game away, and Grendel would never ally with us. Fleeing would be a last resort, an option I’d only take if I thought I was about to die. I had to get this right.

      I looked up at the reddening sky, at the pink streaking the horizon. I took some courage from the warm light, and breathed in deeply. I couldn’t rush this, and I definitely couldn’t show any fear. Even a flicker of nerves could give the game away.

      Closing my eyes, I relaxed my toes, my feet, my ankles, my calves. Slowly, breathing deeply, I imagined every muscle in my body limp, soothed. My breath grew heavier, until I felt almost drowsy.

      I opened my eyes again, scanning my body from top to bottom and back up again. Then I glanced at Roan and smiled lazily as I saw him staring at me, clearly impressed. I wondered if he could feel the calmness emanating from me. All I felt was a slight desire to lie down.

      Sleepily, I glanced at the mirror in Roan’s hand, letting myself bond with the reflection. Then, I searched for Grendel again, thinking of his hunched, frog-like body. He still sat there in the flickering candlelight, glaring into the gloom. I let myself fall into the reflection, feeling its icy embrace over my skin.

      When I plunged through to the other side, I found myself in Grendel’s sooty club—or what was left of it, anyway. The jewels had been plundered from the walls, only gaping holes left behind. The furniture lay in ruins, broken chairs scattered on the floor, the carpet torn. A few guards stood around the room, swords at their hips.

      In a far corner of the room, Grendel sat in the only remaining booth, his arm draped around a slim girl dressed in a shimmering sequin dress. Her skin was bruised in several places, and I instantly guessed that Grendel was using her mostly as a punching bag to vent his frustration over the loss of his club. Grendel, for his part, merely stared straight ahead, his lip curled with anger.

      I felt a flicker of anger, and let it stay. Anger was fine.

      His head turned to stare at me, dark eyes wide in surprise.

      I leaned against the wall, crossing my arms. Casual. “Hello Grendel. It’s been a long time.”

      His guards began to move towards me.

      I held up my hands. “Stay right where you are.”

      Some of the guards hesitated, fear in their eyes. They were the ones who knew who I was. The others simply looked perplexed.

      Let me clear up any confusion. “I’m Cassandra Weala Broc, Mistress of Dread.” I let the words fill me, believing in them. How could these men even contemplate attacking me—a goddess of terror? The fucking balls on these guys. My anger grew. “I’m here to talk, and I really hope I don’t have to strike you with dread.”

      Grendel stretched, his face betraying nothing after his initial surprise. He yawned, blinking at me lazily. “Last time we met, you were just Cassandra Liddell, the little pixie.”

      “Last time we met, you were a club owner. Now you own a bunch of burnt rocks. Things change.”

      “They certainly do. Well, I’m not in a talking mood.” He flicked his hands at me. “So run along now, back to your master, and tell him that your attempts at scaring me failed.”

      “I’m not here to scare you.”

      “No? What then?”

      “I’m here to offer you an alliance.”

      Grendel let out a small bark of laughter. “Why would I want that?”

      “We plan to attack the Seelie. You know, the people who destroyed everything you have?”

      “Mmm. I’ll need more than just an alliance if you want me to help you.”

      “And what would that be, exactly?”

      Grendel flicked his long tongue, licking his lips. “What I wanted last time we met. To open your thighs wide, pixie.” He fondled the pelvic bone tied to his throat, one of his fingers sliding in and out of it suggestively. I had stolen that bone from him once, but he had apparently gotten it back.

      Anger was good. Revulsion was fine too. But the way to really get at Grendel was to impugn his masculinity. “So you’re content to remain king of this burnt-out shit-hole, I take it. You’re going to let the Seelie screw you, and you’re going to like it. You’re their bitch now, aren’t you?”

      A flicker of anger crossed his face. “They’ll get what’s coming to them.”

      I took a step forward, away from the mirror on the wall, feeling for the reassuring reflection on my bracelet. Always have a way out. “Yes. But only if we stand together.”

      “Stay where you are.” He lifted his hands, and in his voice, I heard a note of something I hadn’t expected. Fear?

      I took another step forward, a grin curling my lips. “Worried about something, Grendel?”

      He flinched. “Last time, you came here with iron.”

      “I’m not carrying any now.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t trust your word.” He glanced at one of his guards. “Search her.”

      The man hesitated and took a step forward.

      “If you touch me, you die screaming in terror.” I bared my teeth, then turned to Grendel. “None of your men lay a finger on me. Got it?”

      “Fine.” Grendel shrugged, and dragged the girl out of the booth by her hair, throwing her to the floor. “You. Search her.”

      The girl looked at me with teary eyes, her face full of terror. I nodded at her curtly. She rose and approached me warily before gingerly patting down my sweater, my jeans.

      “Search well,” Grendel hissed. “The dread mistress is quite a snake.”

      When the girl finished, I arched an eyebrow at Grendel. “I didn’t remember you as being so frightened.”

      “I’m not the only one.” He grinned. “I notice that you keep glancing at that nice mirror on your wrist. Can’t wait to leave?”

      Our eyes met for a moment, and then I casually stripped the bracelet from my wrist and tossed it at his feet. He picked it up, frowning. I smiled again, wondering if he knew how many ways out I had around us. The sequins in the girl’s dress. The dusty mirror behind me. His bodyguards’ shiny swords.

      I’d never let myself get trapped again. Always have a way out.

      As she stepped away from me, the girl’s eyes met mine. Her irises shifted colors—red, purple, green—all of them pleading silently for help.

      I turned away from her. As much as I wanted to help her, I’d come here to forge an alliance—not to free Grendel’s slaves.

      But I had to wonder if he was scared of me. Was he buying the ruse?

      I knew how to find out.

      Stepping closer to him, I summoned my dread powers, feeling them skim and ripple over my skin.

      Time slowed down. I could see gray tendrils of Grendel’s fear, slowly pulsing, curling from his body. I couldn’t touch them, couldn’t use them, but I could see them. I took another step closer, smiling darkly, and his fear grew darker, the tendril of terror thicker. He really was afraid of me, desperate not to show it. That knowledge alone bolstered my confidence. I was in control here.

      I closed the rest of the distance between us, clamping my hands on my hips as I stood before him. I bonded with three different reflections around the room. If anyone made a false move, I had my exits.

      The room was frozen, Grendel’s bodyguards’ fear mirroring their master’s.

      I stared at Grendel. “The Seelie attacked two days ago, and their horde is moving beyond Cingeto's Fortress. Trinovantum’s forces are leaderless, barely able to defend the realm.”

      “I have spies, fortal. Don’t tell me things I already know.”

      “The Seelie didn’t hit this club alone. They’ve ransacked and murdered Unseelie targets. They also tried to kill everyone in Taranis’ mansion. But they failed. Do you know why?”

      “Because the stink there was too much for them to stomach?” He tried to sneer, but his voice cracked.

      “Witty,” I said dryly. “No. Because I was there.”

      I let the silence stretch. I let him feel my confidence. I saw his men exchange wary glances.

      “Think big, Grendel. Right now you live in a…” I looked around and sniffed. “Smoldering hovel. You have no treasury, and only a fragment of Trinovantum’s army will follow your commands.”

      “I am the rightful king of Trinovantum,” he countered. “I’ve inherited the throne.” His bony fingers tightened into fists. “Do you really think I’d give that up?”

      I pointed in his slimy face. “You and I both know you’ll never be king of the Unseelie. General Borvo opposes you, and Trinovantum’s army supports a Republic. Just like Roan does, just like I do. You’ll be dead before you set foot near Trinovantum. The best you can hope for is to keep your tenuous grasp on the Court of Terror, with the support of the other Courts. You will rule together with the five other Courts. We’re going to bring back the Republic, bring back the old ways, whether you’re on our side or not. There will be no more king of the Unseelie.”

      He paled. “Absurd. I want my throne.”

      “When you help us crush the Seelie, the other Unseelie courts will support you as ruler of the Weala Broc. You’ll have your own palace—back in Cleopolis, the Unseelie ancestral home. I can help to make this happen.” I waited another moment, letting him picture it. “If you don’t join us, you can wait here and see who comes to kill you first. The Seelie, the Unseelie… Or the Mistress of Dread. Do you want to die impaled on a sword, or pissing yourself in a corner?”

      “Do you think your threats will convince me, mongrel? I am Grendel. I am older than your courts, older than the Seelie themselves. I was here before humans could talk, feeding off their unspoken fears, the monsters they couldn’t name. Fear is the most ancient and powerful emotion, and I’m as ancient as it is. And I’ll be here well after you all turn to dust.”

      It was time to offer him the real prize—the one Roan was willing to offer in order to secure this alliance. “Why stay here until the end of time? Why not take the Taranis mansion? Invade his home. Claim it for yourself. Make it your own.” I chose my words carefully. He wanted to invade me, but Roan’s house would have to serve as the closest proxy he was going to get.

      Grendel’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”

      “The mansion in French Ordinary Court could be renamed Grendel’s Mansion, if you like.” I felt sick offering it to him. It was Roan’s childhood home, a place that kept treasures of his past. It had also become the only place I felt safe. I thought of the little figurines I had found, and of little Roan, playing with his sister in the library.

      And here I was, offering it as a present to this sadistic toad. But when Grendel’s eyes flickered with interest, I knew Roan had chosen his bait well.

      It was just a house.

      Grendel licked his lips. “Taranis will give me his mansion? Will all of his nymphs come with it?”

      I frowned. “What? He doesn’t have nymphs. It’s just the house. He’s giving it to you only if you agree to secure this alliance. His goal is for the Unseelie to survive.”

      Grendel narrowed his eyes. “I doubt he would be so generous.”

      “Why would he need it?” I stood up. “If we defeat the Seelie, he will have his own palace in Cleopolis, in the crushed Seelie empire.”

      “I need more than a house,” Grendel croaked. “Land. A yearly tax from the gutter fae. A permit to—”

      I shook my head impatiently. “I am not here to negotiate with you. I am the Mistress of Dread, not a used car salesman.” I turned my back to him. “You have our offer. We’ll give you until sundown.”

      My job here was done. I could slide back through the reflection, back to Roan.

      But before I could turn back to the mirror, a flash of gold caught my attention. It was the girl’s eyes—the girl with bruises all over her body. Maybe I could save one of Grendel’s slaves while I was here.

      I crossed to the girl in the sequined dress, looking her over casually. Dark bruises marked her cheeks, her wrists. I grabbed her arm, and turned to Grendel. “I like her terror. I’m taking her with me.”

      He snarled. “She’s mine.”

      I shrugged. “Then maybe she’ll be waiting for you at your new home. And maybe you’ll give her to me, as a show of goodwill.”

      He spat, eyes burning with wrath. I dragged the girl roughly towards the doorway, where three of Grendel’s largest men stood. As I drew closer, they parted, shuffling back, letting me through.

      Untouched, with power thrumming through my body, I crossed the threshold of the door and left.
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      After we left the room, I shifted my hand on the girl’s arm, touching her back gently, and pointed ahead. We crossed through the burnt, damp halls, stepping over rubble and ash.

      “That way,” I said, my voice gruff and cold, for anyone who was listening. The rest of Grendel’s club was no better than his VIP lounge. Walls crumbling and covered in soot, fragments of blackened furniture, and the pervasive smell of smoke surrounding us. Weala Broc fae lingered in the rooms, sullenly hunched in scorched corners of the room, drinking from flasks.

      “Thanks,” the girl whispered.

      I said nothing as we walked over the debris. Grendel’s men would interpret anything I said as weakness. The Mistress of Dread had no weaknesses.

      “I thought he would kill me.” Her voice was trembling. “I thought—”

      “Quiet,” I said sharply as we crossed into the main dance hall. Guards stood at the front door. They eyed me warily, and I could tell they had been warned I’d be coming. For a moment, I thought they would block the way, or demand that I leave the girl behind. I tried to think of the best way to handle such a situation. But like the bodyguards in the VIP lounge, they just backed away. One of them opened the door, and sunlight streamed into the room. The girl and I simply walked through the door onto the cobbled street, where Roan waited for us, bathed in sunlight, his golden hair ablaze.

      “What happened?” Roan asked, crossing to us. “Who is this?”

      As soon as the door slammed behind us, I smiled at the girl as she blinked at the sunlight.

      “What is your name?” I asked her.

      “Idelisa of Weala Broc.” She looked at me, ignoring Roan. “And you are Cassandra of Weala Broc.” Her voice rang with respect.

      I cleared my throat uncomfortably. “Yeah. Idelisa, you were Grendel’s… slave?”

      “I was his.”

      “His wife?” I looked at her, confused.

      She shook her head. “His woman. Ever since Ogmios took over, the Weala Broc women all belong to someone.” She gazed at me, eyes wide. “All except you.”

      Roan cleared his throat. “And the alliance? What did Grendel say?”

      I nodded. “He’s open to it. I think he understands he’ll never be king of the Unseelie. He’s terrified of me, and he really wants your house.”

      Idelisa gripped my arm. “Are you going to take control of the Weala Broc court?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “What now?”

      “I heard people saying that you would. You’re Ogmios’ daughter. You should be his heir.”

      “I’m his bastard child,” I said, “And I helped kill him. Anyone loyal to him would oppose me.”

      “You’re a rightful heir. Abellio is missing, so you might be the only one. And if you don’t…” She hesitated.

      “Go on.”

      Her eyes glistened. “Grendel is even worse than Ogmios.”

      I stopped and looked at her. She lowered her eyes to the ground.

      “That would fracture the Weala Broc court,” I said softly.

      “In a time the Unseelie need to unite,” Roan added. “We don’t have enough men to defeat Grendel.”

      And I’m not the head of a fae court. I’m just Cassandra Liddell.

      I stared out at the street, at the residents of London walking about their business, oblivious to the war erupting around them. “I’m sorry, Idelisa. But Grendel is someone we’re going to have to get used to.”
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      I stared into the dressing mirror in my room, tension tightening my body.

      I’d spent the afternoon giving Idelisa a tour of the mansion, and a bitter sort of sadness had grown within me. Soon, all this would be Grendel’s.

      Adding to my misery, Siofra’s existence was a thorn in my side. No, it was more like being in a dark room with a psychotic wasp that could sting me at any moment. She could leap out of this mirror right now, in fact, and stab me in the neck before I got the chance to scream.

      I needed to figure out where the damn wasp was hiding.

      “Come on, Siofra,” I whispered. “Come at me.”

      She did nothing of the sort, and my own reflection simply stared grimly back at me.

      Siofra had powerful reflection magic—much more powerful than mine—but it had its limits. In order to control my reflection as it attacked me, she had to be close by. How near, I wasn’t quite sure. Maybe two miles?

      I let my senses unfurl and searched for a reflection that showed me Siofra. Once, she’d been able to hide herself from me, but I was hoping she’d dropped her guard.

      Apparently not. I felt nothing, and my reflection didn’t shimmer, didn’t change.

      Well, maybe I just wasn’t close enough. I yanked open the top drawer of my dresser and snatched my mirrored bracelets. I was going hunting for Siofra.

      I pulled on my jacket as I crossed through Roan’s halls, imagining Siofra’s vindictive little face, and my hand plunging through a reflection to punch it. I needed to find some way to end this woman. Maybe a little modern technology could help me along.

      As I opened the door to Roan’s house, the air nipped at my skin through my leather jacket. I slipped out from the glamoured mansion into the shadows of French Ordinary Court. If I could catch her unawares, I might even learn a little bit about her strategy.

      Under the murky autumn sky, I walked briskly down Seething Lane. I shoved my hands into my pockets, my head tucked down.

      As I headed for the tube, I wondered if Siofra was watching me right now. Was she gazing through the surface of a building’s window? Through a puddle of rainwater? Was she sitting right now in some room, her eyes glued to a mirror as I walked across its reflection, a frown on my face?

      Maybe I was acting like a paranoid person, but you’re not paranoid if they’re actually following you.

      I walked down the stairs of Tower Hill station, my body laden with mirrors. I was going to look for Siofra, but I had to be close enough to her to establish a connection. London’s underground was going to provide the transportation.

      Tower Hill was jam-packed, even in the middle of the day. Men and women bustled through the brightly-lit station and crammed into the stairwells, intent on their own thoughts, their own purpose. It felt a bit glorious for a terror leech like me. Every man who rushed past me, anxious about being late for a meeting, gave me a tasty jolt of power. A woman whose toddler tripped and fell on the stairs made me pause for a second, greedily drinking in her sudden fright. My body was still aching for magic after the Seelie attack two days before, and I needed every bit I could soak up. If I found Siofra, I might find myself in dire need of power.

      After a long wait on the platform, soaking up the nerves and stress of everyone around me, I jumped on the Circle Line. I looked out the window at the dark walls of the underground, the automatic voice of the tube cautioning people to mind the gap.

      As the tube began to move, accelerating, I lazily stretched my arms in front of me, both bracelets in full view.

      I bonded with the reflections, and let my senses unfurl.

      The tube moved fast. I could constantly feel reflections appearing and disappearing all around me as we rushed through the tunnel. A hunter, searching for her prey.

      Next to me, a woman sat, reading a tabloid, her lips pressed tight as she shook her head in outrage at whatever bit of gossip she was devouring. A young man stood by, holding one of the metal poles of the car, earphones on his ears. His eyes flickered toward me, then away as our gazes met. Across from us, a young child was prattling at his father, who was tapping his phone, listening to nothing.

      And I was looking at mirrors, feeling for reflections, looking for my changeling sister.

      Each time we arrived at a stop, people shuffled on and off, none of them sparing me more than a glance. I was just another passenger, on her way across London. If Siofra was watching, that’s what she would see as well. Did she wonder where I was going?

      How long would I ride the subway before Siofra realized what I was doing—that I wasn’t going anywhere, but was just scanning London’s reflections, looking for her?

      I glanced at the tube map, planning my route. The Circle Line would take me around the entire city in a loop. By that point, I would have searched most of central London, though I could take the Central Line to cut through the middle if I needed to. Or maybe she’d gone further out of the city, though somehow I couldn’t imagine it. Everyone from the fae realms seemed drawn to the oldest parts of the city. And she’d want to be close to me. Close enough to watch me, close enough to attack again. And perhaps she would be careless.

      The automatic female voice intoned, “Approaching Barbican. Passengers…”

      I wasn’t listening; I was staring into my mirrored bracelet. There—a reflection moving closer to me.

      My left bracelet flickered, and I saw her face. Thin. Eyes sunken, a mad glint in them. She was sitting in a room somewhere, by a small table. Another figure sat by her side. My jaw clenched as he leaned forward, his mouth moving, and I glimpsed the repellent face of my half-brother, Abellio.

      She was holding a small mirror. And in that mirror, I saw a woman with pink hair sitting in a moving tube, looking at her left wrist.

      You’re not paranoid if they’re actually following you.

      Just barely, I could see Siofra in the bracelet in Siofra’s mirror. A reflection within a reflection within a reflection; Cassandra and Siofra, the changeling twins, endlessly watching each other.

      A third figure brushed past their table, and my breath hitched. He was tall and broad, with pale hair that cascaded over his shoulders, glowing like an angel.

      A Seelie fae.

      My mouth went dry.

      Abellio and Siofra were working with the Seelie.

      Did the sudden shock on my face draw her attention? She glared at me, her jaw slackening as she realized what I was doing, that I was watching her too.

      I glanced at one of the Tube windows across from me—the one with my reflection. Siofra’s window into my world.

      And I smiled, a smile with no warmth, the smile of a hunter watching his prey. A smile that said I’m coming to get you.

      When I glanced back at my wrist, I could see Siofra throwing the mirror from her hand, smashing it against the wall. Then she angrily brushed her hand across the reflection.

      She disappeared from sight, my bracelet flickering. Just another mirror now.

      I searched for Siofra again, but couldn’t find her. In all likelihood, she and Abellio would leave their hideaway and find another place. We would send fae trackers to look for them, but they’d probably find nothing. Siofra and Abellio wouldn’t risk exposure again.

      But if I had found her once, I could find her again. I’d scared her.

      And I knew who she was working with.
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      I had been on edge for the past few days: attacked by Seelie warriors, by my own reflection, threatened by Grendel.

      But nothing had prepared me for the bizarre sight that greeted me when I returned from my hunt on the London Underground. I scanned my room’s interior, the hair raising on my nape.

      Someone had made my bed, and the clothing I had left strewn over the floor had been tidied away. My haphazard scatter of parchment papers lay in a neat stack on the desk. Worst of all, the window that I needed open to feel like I wasn’t suffocating had been shut. From his perch on the bedpost, Odin cocked his head, blinking at me.

      I frowned. “What the hell?”

      “I cleaned the room a bit when you were gone,” a calm voice said behind me.

      I turned to find Idelisa, her dark hair draped over her simple black clothes.

      I folded my arms, irritated by the idea of a stranger rummaging around in here. “You went through my stuff?”

      “I cleaned it up.” She pursed her lips. “Your room looked like the plains of Glandomirum after the great volcanic eruption.”

      “But I knew where everything was. I had a system.”

      “I found a bra on the windowsill with raisins in it.”

      “Those were for Odin.”

      “I replaced it with a birdseed container.” Her eyebrows drew together. “I found part of a sandwich in your weapons drawer.”

      “I have a weapons drawer?”

      “Yes. You do now. The third drawer in the dresser.”

      “That’s where I put my… sandwich parts.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “And from now on, you put your laundry in the laundry basket.”

      “I have a laundry basket?”

      “What did you think the basket in the bathroom was?”

      “I never gave it much thought.”

      “You are the Mistress of Dread!” Idelisa said sharply. “Yet you live like a mind-addled gutter fae.”

      Ouch. I didn’t feel like being lectured right now. “It’s my room! I forbid you to—”

      “Forbid? Am I your slave?”

      “No, of course not—”

      “Your servant, then? Is that why you took me from Grendel?”

      “No, that’s why—”

      “I am Idelisa Weala Broc. And as long as I’m around you, I will not have you sleeping in a place that looks like a kobold’s hovel!”

      “I thought it looked like the plains of Glandularium.”

      “Glandomirum. Did you eat dinner?”

      “I had some chips from a stand at the tube station.”

      “Chips.” She stared at me. “Was it a feast worthy of your standing?”

      “Sort of. Do you know what Cheesy Wotsits are?”

      She stiffened. “You’ll find dinner on the table every day when the clock strikes eight, prepared by Roan’s new chef. And you know, I think he got the chef for you. He knows pixies need to eat more than fae, and you never eat properly, so you’d better make use of it. Let me know if you’re late, and I will save some for you.” She turned around and walked briskly away.

      I blinked after her. Tough broad. I closed the door, then hurried to open the window. Today, I’d forgo my daily brush with darkness.

      Odin fluttered his wings. “Squawk! Some ocean, vexed as it may be!”

      “You said it.”

      “He ripped my dress away, baring my nevermore!” He hopped to the windowsill, tilting his head in displeasure at the birdseed container.

      I sighed and pulled open the drawers in the dresser until I found where Idelisa had put my bras. I pulled one out, draping it on the windowsill, and poured the birdseed into it. Content, Odin pecked at it with gusto.

      I threw myself down on my bed, thinking of my next step. Roan had left his mansion to continue negotiations with various courts, but I’d sent him word right away about Siofra and Abellio—about their little friendship with the Seelie.

      I needed to think like a profiler. What would motivate these two?

      I was pretty sure Siofra was primarily driven by a bitter obsession with me. But there was more. The one person she’d cared for was the Rix. And I’d killed him. With her mentor gone, she tried to take over his work, tried to make him proud from beyond the grave.

      I chewed it over. Would the Rix work with the Seelie? Not likely.

      What about Abellio? He’d worshipped Ogmios, trying to be the better son, to earn his place by his father’s throne. From what I understood, Ogmios had hated the Seelie more than anything else. They’d ripped him from his ancestral home.

      If Siofra and Abellio were working with the Seelie, they were no longer acting like their father-figures. Maybe they wanted to rip the old world apart, to replace their fathers. A bit Oedipal, isn’t it? And what had Oedipus ended up with? His father’s crown.

      I swallowed hard. Is that what they’d get from the Seelie? A power vacuum had turned Trinovantum upside down. Maybe they’d cut a deal with the Seelie. Abellio and Siofra would help the Seelie—and in return, they’d get their own crowns. Just like their daddies.

      From outside the window, the sound of drunken singing distracted me. Two men were singing loudly, together. Not the same song. One was singing Taylor’s Swift’s “Shake It Off,” while the other was singing “Row Your Boat.” Both were badly out of tune, and mangling the words.

      Please be quiet and let me think.

      I scowled out the window, peering at the two men stumbling down Crutched Friars. One of the drunks wore a rumpled suit, the other a track suit. Both zigzagged across the street, clutching their pints.

      I felt a pang of envy for them. How nice would it be to feel that carefree for just a night? Granted, my last bender hadn’t exactly been carefree.

      “Hey Darren,” the one in the track suit slurred. “Did you see the look on her face?” He huffed a laugh. “Did you see the look on that bird’s face?”

      “That minger? Mate…” Darren doubled over, wheezing with laughter.

      Track Suit stumbled into him, sloshing his beer.

      “Oi! Watch it!” Darren straightened.

      “You watch it, wanker. I’m trying to walk.”

      “Oh yeah?” Darren shoved him, spilling his beer all over him.

      “Twat!” Track Suit hollered, his voice reverberating in the street. Then, he held up his hands defensively. “Hang on. Hang on a minute, Darren.”

      “What?” asked Darren.

      “I think I left the burner on.”

      Darren hesitated. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, then.” He hugged his friend, and they began to walk into the darkness, with me staring at them in disbelief. What a ridiculous dialog. What a—

      I think I left the burner on.

      I bolted upright and ran for the door, running down the hallway, thundering down the stairs to the front door. I burst through, chasing after the two men who’d turned down Savage Gardens. I ran after them, heart beating wildly, breath short.

      I think I left the burner on.

      My code phrase with Scarlett. Had he really just said that? Mid-drunken conversation? Was I just lonely? Making connections where none existed, the beginnings of psychosis? But I needed this to be real. I felt desperate for someone who knew me—not the Mistress of Dread, or the pixie, or the terror leech, but just Cassandra.

      “Hey!” I shouted, but the men had left the street, and in the darkness, I hadn’t seen where they had gone. I clutched my chest, slowing to catch my breath under a brick archway.

      “Hey, Cass,” a quiet voice spoke from the shadows.

      My pulse raced.

      And there she was, leaning against the brick wall in the darkness, her rich red hair swept back with one loose strand dangling down her cheek.

      Her smile was dazzling.

      “Scarlett!” I ran into my friend’s open arms.
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        * * *

      

      I sat in a dark corner, under the arched brick ceiling of a nearby pub. Scarlett crossed the flagstone floor toward me, two glasses of Shiraz tucked in one arm, and a basket of fries in the other hand. I loosed a long, relieved sigh. For tonight, I could be Normal Cassandra, drinking Shiraz with Scarlett, stuffing our faces with fried food. I could be the old Cassandra, the one who didn’t know about fae, or magic. The one who only used mirrors to check on her hair and makeup.

      Scarlett sipped her wine, then leaned closer, studying me. “You look… different, Cass.”

      I could smell her scent from this distance, a scent of lilies. I’d never noticed it before, but now that I named it, it seemed so familiar.

      This was the fae side of me—the one that belonged in the forest. The one that recognized people by smelling them, but commenting on it was too weird. “You look the same,” I said instead.

      A flicker of pain briefly appeared on her face. “Almost. I’m not as tough as I thought I was. After the last time I was here…”

      She let the thought die on her tongue, but I knew what she meant. She was talking about Siofra’s imprisonment of her. The changeling had abducted my friend—tortured her, branded her, cut off her toe. I nodded, encouraging her to go on.

      “I had to take some time off,” she continued. “I had to get my head together again. I couldn’t think clearly, you know?”

      “Oh, believe me. I know.”

      As much as I wanted it to be the old Scarlett and Cassandra, we simply weren’t them anymore. Our memories haunted the both of us. I sipped my wine.

      She touched my shoulder gently. “What about you? I heard about Gabriel.”

      “Yeah.” My voice trembled slightly.

      “I’m so sorry, Cass.”

      “Thanks.” I swiped my eye with the back of my hand, wiping off a tear that had just materialized. Scarlett held her hand out to me, and I took it. She squeezed it, saying nothing. We didn’t need words; we knew each other well enough that a simple look or touch was enough. We remained silent for several minutes, until I felt I could talk without bursting into tears. Then I pulled my hand away and smiled at her, thankful.

      “I was really worried about you.” Her brow furrowed. “After Gabriel died, I couldn’t reach you. You disappeared off the grid completely. None of our sources had any idea what had happened. No one heard from you or saw you for several months.”

      For most of those months, I’d been talking to my imaginary friends in a dark hole in the king’s dungeon. How much did I want to tell her? “I ran into some trouble.”

      Scarlett looked around, making sure no one lingered near us. “Then the Unseelie king was killed, and I began to hear about the Mistress of Dread. It just kind of rang familiar. This mistress can manipulate reflections. Hangs around with a large fae called Roan Taranis.”

      I nodded, saying nothing.

      “And now she’s apparently stuck in the middle of a war between the fae. London’s citizens are going crazy. The tabloids are full of news about these new invaders they don’t understand. They’re calling them Vikings. They have no idea.”

      I blinked. “Vikings?”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “You haven’t seen any of the newspapers? What have you been doing?”

      I shook my head. I’d become completely out of touch with the normal human world. I hadn’t even wondered how they were explaining the recent attacks. The old Cassandra—the one who would have worried about that stuff—she was gone.

      “You know what I’d like?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “For us to just have an evening of nothing—no talk about the fae or kings or the rest. Just have a conversation about… movies, and books, and the scruffy men you’re dating.”

      “I don’t date scruffy men!”

      “You dated that skater guy who always had a sweatpants boner. Same sweatpants, same boner, every day.”

      She scowled. “That was like, one week in college.” She sipped her wine. “My tastes have improved. I’ve been on a few dates recently with one guy.”

      “Exciting. Does he own more than one shirt?”

      “I’ll have you know he owns over two shirts.”

      “I stand corrected, then.”

      “And he doesn’t work for the government,” she added. Scarlett had dated her colleagues twice, and the results had been disastrous both times. “He’s an English teacher.”

      “Well, that sounds very sensible.” I grinned back at her. “I’m kinda seeing someone too.”

      She nodded, suddenly distracted. She raised a hand and then withdrew her phone, laying it on the table. She glanced at it significantly, and then at me. I looked at it, realization dawning on me. Of course, it was very possible that we were being listened to. She was, after all, a CIA agent in their counter-fae unit, meeting with a pixie. My muscles tensed again. This was my life now. I couldn’t even see my best friend without the CIA monitoring us.

      My mind went blank. I went over our conversation, making sure I hadn’t given anything away. But I hadn’t; Scarlett had made sure of that, letting me know as soon as I was about to talk about Roan.

      “Really?” she asked. Her tone was same as before, but her eyes warned me to tread lightly. “Who is it?”

      “Just some guy I met here,” I said, making sure my tone remained neutral. “It’s getting a bit serious.”

      “Really?” She leaned back. “So… are you staying here? You aren’t coming back?”

      I swallowed hard. “Back where?”

      “Back home.”

      Home. There was that word again. And I knew the home Scarlett was talking about, and yearned for it. Back in the United States. Back to living among humans, where my emotions wouldn’t be an open book, or a drug. Back to waking up to work in the morning, and meeting with friends and family. Uncle Rob, who would always crush-hug me when we met, then argue with me for half an hour about LGBT rights. Cousin Janet, who was constantly telling me about the great new TV show she had just seen, spoiling all the endings, and her two hyperactive children.

      Let’s look at my fae family. It was really just the father I had overthrown and helped kill, and a murderous brother who had betrayed me and tortured me.

      Still—could I really return there? I wasn’t the same Cassandra.

      I took a long sip of my wine, thinking of the CIA operative listening in. “I’ve been MIA for too long. The Bureau would never take me back.”

      “They can be persuaded,” Scarlett said. “Or better yet, forget them. There’s a place for you with people who would appreciate your talents.”

      Understanding began to dawn. Of course, Scarlett hadn’t set up this spy charade—two drunks loudly shouting a code—just so we could grab a drink. “Are you trying to recruit me?”

      She winced at this. “The agency is trying to recruit you,” she said. “I took some time off, got on a plane to London, because I missed you. Because I was worried about you. And before I left, they told me they had an offer for you.”

      “They want me on your unit? The counter-fae unit, or whatever you’re called?”

      “They want you. Period. Sure, you’d be useful in my unit. But Cass, you’d be useful anywhere. Think of it: an agent with your talents. Able to just find and watch people through mirrors whenever you want, from the safety of a hideaway. Think of the amazing things you could do for your country. Watching ISIS terrorists through your hand mirror, locating people of interest, helping with search and rescue operations… the human lives you could save. Will save.”

      “But—”

      “I’ve been authorized to offer you a free selection of your team. I can be on it, if you want.”

      My head was swimming. This was a bridge to another life. “You think I could get my old life back, the one with lattes and muffins and safe little jogs in the park?”

      “I don’t know, Cass.” Her eyes, her face, told me no. I was never leaving the mad shit of the fae realm. That bridge had been dismantled, burned, the ashes shot to space.

      “I’m not sure I can leave the Unseelie behind.”

      She looked worried. “Cass, the fae are about to destroy each other, and you’re on the losing side. Did you know the Seelie have a price on your head? And Roan’s?”

      I shuddered, pushing my own fears away. “It’ll be okay. We’re planning something.”

      “We? There is no we. There’s the Seelie, the Unseelie, and there’s you.”

      “I’m half-fae, Scarlett. I’m not as foreign to all this as you are.”

      Scarlett’s eyes narrowed, and she leaned closer to me. “But you’re half-human, too. Most fae think we’re animals. Do you know how the fae execute humans they think step out of line?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t suppose I could tell her I didn’t want to know.

      “They’re bound with metal and trapped in a wicker statue, formed to look like a pig. That’s because they think we’re no better than pigs, and they want to remind us of it right before they kill us.”

      “I think I know how this ends.”

      “It ends with fire. Do you know how long it takes a human to burn to death in such a situation?”

      I took a long sip of my wine, hoping in vain she would let it drop. “Any chance we can talk about something else?”

      “Forty-five minutes, on average, depending on the wind. They killed one hundred seventy-four humans that way in the 1880s. Because some of these people banded together and began to talk about the threat of the fae. Just talking, no more. The fae killed them, their families, their friends.”

      My pulse raced. “A pre-emptive strike.”

      For a moment neither of us said anything. I wondered what the operative listening to us was doing. Was he adjusting the volume dial, making sure we weren’t whispering to each other? Was he writing down A long pause in conversation in the log? I wanted to grab Scarlett’s phone and smash it on the table, but that would get her in trouble.

      “I’m just worried,” Scarlett said, and I could see it in her face. “Our people estimate that you have a week. Maybe two. So does Roan. You think he’s different than the other fae? Do the right thing for him. We can get him a visa and he can join you in the States. But if he doesn’t leave this city very soon, he’s a dead man. And you’re going to join him.”

      I shook my head. “He would never leave. He’s been waiting for this opportunity for centuries.”

      “He wouldn’t leave for you? What’s more important to him—his politics, or you? You could try offering it, at least. He knows he’s about to die. Maybe he would rather choose to live.”

      I said nothing, my mind whirling.

      She leaned back in her chair, her face strained. “I’m just trying to keep you safe, Cass. It’s not safe here.”

      Understatement of the year.

      Scarlett held up her hands. “Sorry. I’m done with the sales pitch. Now you need to decide. I just have one little request.”

      “What?”

      “So, the Unseelie have five courts—”

      “Six,” I blurted.

      She lifted an eyebrow. “Yeah? I know of five. Fear, Dream, Rage, Mirth, and Sorrow. What’s the sixth?”

      “Never mind,” I muttered.

      She crinkled her forehead, perplexed. “Okay, well, anyway, fae politics being what it is, a lot is changing right now, and our intel guys need to update their spreadsheets. Because no better way to understand complex power struggles than spreadsheets. They need some names.”

      “Names?”

      “Just the top people who rule each court. Just a list of names. We can get it from our sources, but they thought you’d be more reliable.” Again, her voice said one thing, her eyes said another. They were saying Cooperate, or they’ll stop treating you as an asset and start thinking of you as a threat.

      I stared at her, no longer quite sure where my loyalties lay.

      She drummed her fingers on the table. “We could really use this, Cass. The situation in London is a shitshow. Humans are going to die, and we need to be on top of it. Just get us a list of names. It won’t harm anyone, and you’ll get to protect some humans in the process.”

      And, I knew, it would protect me, and keep me on the CIA’s good side.
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      Tired as I was, sleep refused to take me, even as the night stretched on. Roan hadn’t yet returned from some sort of complex negotiations with Grendel, so I lay alone on the bed, entangling myself further in the sheets every time I rolled over.

      I closed my eyes, begging my own mind to stop churning. I may have once possessed the powers of a goddess to control others’ fears, but I lacked the power to stop my own anxious thoughts from whirling. Maybe I needed Roan here.

      Whatever the case, I couldn’t shut off my brain. I could only imagine that Scarlett was completely baffled by her best friend—someone who’d left her successful career behind to jump into a dark and twisted fairy tale. Now, she was offering me a way out. I wouldn’t get my life back, but I would get security and safety. I would be back in my country. My hesitation must have confused her. And she was right—maybe I could help to save some human lives. This war between the Seelie and the Unseelie had already claimed enough innocent bystanders. And, if things didn’t go our way, it would be smart to keep that offer standing, a way to escape with Roan when it got desperate.

      It must have been two in the morning by the time I got up and sat by my desk. I pulled out a pen, jotting down a list of those in power, of their roles. Grendel Weala Broc, Court of Terror. Coel Balor, Court of Rage. Scarlett was right. Information could protect lives, I knew that well enough. A simple list could save CIA operatives and British civilians. I didn’t have to make a choice yet. I could help out a bit while I considered my options. Nyfain Ernmas, Court of Mirth.

      My hand hesitated a bit before jotting down Roan Taranis, Court of Lust.

      I swallowed hard. What exactly would the CIA do with this list? Just put it in a spreadsheet, like Scarlett had said? If this list really was information they could get elsewhere, why did it feel like a betrayal?

      A knock interrupted my thoughts. I grabbed the paper from the desk, crumpling it into my purse.

      “Come in,” I said, my voice breaking.

      The door creaked open and Roan stood in the doorway. I shoved away my uneasy emotions, trying to appear normal. Could he sense what I was feeling—my indecision? My guilt?

      “Normally you just come in and get in bed with me.” I couldn’t hide the note of regret in my voice that this scenario wasn’t happening.

      “I saw your light on. I didn’t want to barge in.”

      “How’s it going with Grendel?” I asked.

      “We secured a deal this morning. I was out searching for Siofra and Abellio with my hunters, but I was interrupted by a message. From Alvin.”

      “Alvin? He contacted you?”

      “Apparently, the head of the Court of Dreams wants to meet.”

      “When?”

      “Right now.”
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        * * *

      

      As we drove through the dark streets of East London, Grendel’s declaration rang in my head. Fear is the most ancient and powerful emotion. Gormal Balor had told me something similar when I had met him in the interrogator’s lair. Maybe it made sense—the fear center was the oldest part of the brain.

      “Roan? Do you think fear is the most powerful emotion?”

      “Only a terror leech would think that.”

      “So what do you think it is? Lust?”

      After a moment, he said, “Love is the oldest emotion, and the most powerful.”

      My lips quirked in a smile at his unexpectedly romantic response. And yet—I didn’t think he was right. What methods did people use to wage war, to control populations? Not with love. With terror. The wicker pig was a perfect example. “Roan…” I began. “I thought I saw something in one of your books in the library. Something about the Unseelie executing humans.”

      He nodded. “Yes, it happens sometimes. We haven’t done it in a while. Most humans don’t even know we exist.”

      I bit my lip. “It was something about burning.”

      He nodded. “That’s right. Humans fear fire. It’s an effective deterrent against those who would want to hunt us.”

      I could feel my blood rising. “Why the pig?”

      Roan frowned. “It’s insulting, I suppose, but when you’re burning to death, I don’t imagine it much matters if you’re in a pig-shaped structure or a simple cube. Burning is burning.”

      “Were you there in the 1880s? At the large mass execution?”

      He turned onto a dark street, the fluorescent street lights flickering above us. “Ah, right. The humans were caught creating iron weapons to attack us. We dealt with the threat. But I didn’t watch the execution. Unlike the terror fae, I’d have no reason to attend such an event. I do remember the smell.”

      “Humans fear fire,” I repeated. “The Unseelie use fear to control people. Not love.”

      “What’s worse than burning to death?” he asked.

      “Uh, nothing.”

      “Watching someone you love burn to death.” He slowed his car. “Here we are.”

      Roan parked the car just outside the concrete tower block of an apartment building in Bethnal Green. I stared up at it—it had to be fifteen stories at least, all the windows dark. It looked like just an ordinary, depressing East London building on a dark side street.

      “This is the address?” I asked, not for the first time. “It’s not what I’d imagine for a Court of Dreams.”

      Roan frowned. “The dream fae are never what you’d imagine. Be careful when we go inside. Eons of feeding on the chaotic emotions of human dreams have shaped the dream fae into something… confusing. They’re unpredictable and dangerous.”

      “What’s the plan? Do we have anything to offer them?”

      Roan turned off the engine. “The Court of Caer Ibormeith hate the Seelie. We are giving them the opportunity to unite against their ancient enemies. Luckily, the dream fae don’t have century-long vendettas against other Unseelie courts. They’ve always remained neutral. We’ve already united five of the courts, and they won’t want to remain behind.”

      “Five?” I asked. “Has the House of Sorrow agreed?”

      “Elrine sent a missive. The bond ceremony will take place tomorrow.”

      I blinked. “Tomorrow? Wow. Have they even had time for a full conversation before their nuptials?”

      “Just about.” He nodded at the apartment building. “Are you ready for this?”

      “Not really, but let’s go anyway.”

      Outside the car, the cold air nipped at my skin through my thin coat. Roan crossed to a black door and pulled it open. The chilly, concrete stairwell smelled of something rotting and moldering.

      “Which floor?” I asked after one flight of stairs.

      “They didn’t say,” Roan muttered. “I’m waiting for a sign.”

      Graffiti marked the walls—not fae graffiti, just humans who’d tagged their names, calling each other pussies and trying to paint suggestive forms. A mattress lay pushed up against a wall, covered in stains, and broken glass crunched beneath our feet. Definitely not what I’d expected of the Court of Dreams.

      Why did I have a feeling we were about to climb fifteen flights?

      It must have been more than fifteen flights when my thighs started burning, my legs shaking. How was it that this stairwell was still going? Around us, the graffiti almost seemed to glow. Fluorescent lights flickered, highlighting skulls drawn on the walls. Roan peered back at me. “All right?”

      “Yeah. Lovely place.”

      From behind one of the doors, I thought I heard a woman singing—an eerie song, with a mournful violin to accompany it. I paused, pointing to the black door. “Do you hear that, Roan?”

      Concern etched his features when he looked at me. “Hear what?”

      “The music.”

      He shook his head. “There is no music.”

      “What? How can you not hear that?”

      “I’ve lived in the woods for centuries and have a very well-developed sense of hearing. There is no music.”

      Extremely well-developed appreciation of your own skills, too, but we’ll leave that alone for now. “Fine. How much further are we going to walk?”

      The fluorescent lights flickered again, and Roan cocked his head. “We’ve only been up one floor.”

      Okay, now I was losing patience. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Look, Roan, while you were living in the woods, I was living in cities. I have a very well-developed sense of how to count floors in an apartment building.”

      “We need to keep going.” He was already climbing again, and I forced my shaky legs up the stairs again, one flight after another. When the lights flickered again, they illuminated a series of red finger-paintings of human faces.

      “Roan,” I snapped, the tiredness wearing on me. “This is bullshit. It’s a never-ending labyrinth.” I didn’t like the way my voice echoed off the stairwell—loud and emotionless.

      “We might have taken a wrong turn,” he conceded.

      I stared at him. “We haven’t taken any turns. We’ve just been climbing up the same stairwell.”

      “We took two lefts and a right.”

      “One of us is insane, and I really feel like it’s you.”

      “Look.” He was staring at a door, scrubbing a hand over his chin. It looked exactly like all the other black doors. “This one is different.”

      It wasn’t, but I was desperate to stop climbing the stairs. He turned the knob, and I followed him into a vast, concrete space—almost like an indoor parking lot. I gaped. How could this enormous hall fit into this building? As we walked, the lighting began to change, like a sun rising over a horizon, staining the open sky pink.

      The open sky—when had we gone outside? Grass grew below my feet. To my right, a silver river flowed. On the other side of the river stood rickety wooden buildings, like old slave shacks I’d seen in history books. But they had flashing neon signs on them, reading upbeat slogans like Everything is Fine and Welcome to the Promised Land.

      Okay. I get it. So this is the Court of Dreams, and it’s goddamned weird.

      I glanced at Roan, noticing for the first time the mist that whirled around us, thickening around him. When he glanced back at me, his eyes glowed like sun-rays sparking off the water.

      “How long do you think we’ve been walking now?”

      “Hours. Days.” His voice sounded faraway, tired, sleepy.

      I rubbed my eyes, and when I opened them again, Roan was gone.

      “Roan!”

      My shout echoed back to me, my voice changing, becoming more and more desperate as it faded away. I whirled around, and then noticed his broad silhouette up ahead, in the mist. I ran to catch up with him.

      “Roan, hang on, I can’t keep up…”

      How was he walking so fast? Or was I walking too slow? It almost felt as if I was running in place. Roan disappeared, the mist now as thick as cream. The grass sloped down now, a steep hill.

      Somewhere ahead, I heard a voice. My own voice, calling, Roan, hang on, I can’t keep up!

      I glanced at my mirrored bracelet, its shiny surface misting up constantly. I reached for its reflection, feeling nothing. I searched around me, finding no other reflections.

      My heart thundered, and I began running, my breath coming in short, panicked gasps, fumbling blindly in the mist. The grassy ground began sloping, down, down, curving like an endless snail, drilling into the earth.

      Trapped.

      Somehow, I knew that behind me, something was following in my footsteps, catching up to me. Dark shadows seemed to whirl around me. As I walked, the sound of wings beat the air around me, a deep, slow thrumming. With a squawk, an enormous bird swooped low over my head. Was that a vulture? Come to feed on my carcass?

      When I looked down at my hands, blood dripped between my fingers, and I had the strangest feeling that I’d just killed someone, but I couldn’t remember who…

      My pulse raced. I had to move.

      Or did I? Moving didn’t seem to be getting me anywhere.

      I stopped walking, trying to see through the mist. Maybe this place was responding to my emotions—growing darker the more anxious I got.

      I forced myself to breathe deeply. The misty air pooled into my lungs, damp and cool.

      This was all a bad dream. A lucid dream, I supposed. I had to get control again.

      I turned around the direction I’d come from and calmly began walking up the grassy hill. It was only twenty steps or so before the steep hill I’d been descending suddenly plateaued. The mist began to thin, now tinged shades of lavender and pumpkin in the sunlight. Ahead, two figures were speaking to each other.

      The taller of them shouted, “Where is she?” Roan’s voice reverberated around me, harsh and furious. “If you’ve harmed her—”

      “I’m right here,” I called out, forcing my voice to be calm, almost indifferent. “The dream fae decided to give me some nightmares. No harm done.”

      “We’re sorry.” The other fae laughed, his voice sweet. The mist still hung thick around him, and I couldn’t see his face. “After all, we couldn’t pass the chance to see if we could spark terror in the heart of the Mistress of Dread.”

      “You got me.” I crossed my arms as I moved closer. “At least for a few minutes. But that’s the thing with dreams, right? They’re short-lived. You always wake up in the end.”

      “Yes.” The mist around him thinned, and my breath caught in my throat.

      It was Gabriel.

      Same brilliant smile, same thoughtful, hazel eyes. He was wearing his charcoal sweater that I loved. Blood began to seep from his heart, staining the sweater maroon.

      “Gabriel?” I breathed, stepping closer, my heart slamming against my ribs.

      But when I stepped closer to hug him, I caught the malicious glint in his eye that would never, in a million years, belong to Gabriel.

      “You always wake up,” Fake Gabriel said. “But the range and intensity of the emotions humans feel when dreaming! Other fae never eat a full meal of emotions such as yours. They can only feed on one emotion at a time. It’s like living your entire life eating only bread. We can taste them all.”

      His face transformed, and I was looking at Scarlett, a mocking smile curling her lips.

      “We feed from a banquet of emotions. Up above our heads, in this very building, hundreds of humans are dreaming right now, filling me with their happiness, dread, a sense of longing, the anxiety of being late, the humiliation of walking naked in the street. Love, lust… Can you imagine how glorious that feels?”

      “And all of it could end,” Roan said darkly. “When the Seelie come.”

      “Could it?” Scarlett’s face turned to him, and I saw his jaw clenching. Who was Roan seeing? Was he also looking at Scarlett’s face? I doubted it. These were people I loved, not Roan. Pain flashed in his eyes, and I had a feeling he was staring at his mother or his sister.

      “You won’t be able to feed from dreams when you’re dead,” he said, his voice cold.

      “They will kill all the Unseelie who fight them,” Fake Scarlett interrupted him. “Five courts, allied together against the Seelie. An alliance shaped by Roan Taranis, a fae from a dead Court, with nothing tangible to offer aside of a pixie who can weave fear.”

      “What I’m offering is a unified front fighting against our ancient enemies.”

      Fake Scarlett licked her lips. “You’re right, Taranis. The Seelie are coming. But now, their attention will be focused on the Unseelie who stand in their way. They won’t be able to find us. They’ll leave us alone, and we’ll live on.”

      “Live on where?” I said. “They will take Trinovantum—”

      Scarlett’s face transformed again, and I clenched my fists as my mother turned to look at me sadly, a knife stuck in her bleeding chest.

      “Trinovantum? We haven’t been there for centuries,” she said, blood bubbling at the corner of her mouth. “Didn’t you listen to what I was saying? The humans are here. Their dreams are here. Once, thousands of humans lived around us, and it was nice. Now millions live around us, their dreams fed by the modern world. And when they go to sleep, it all pours into us. Trinovantum?” She spat. “Who cares about that useless patch of forest?”

      “If the Seelie attack, millions of humans will die in the crossfire. What will you feed on then?”

      My mother shrugged, blood pouring from a gash in her throat. “But think of those who remain. The nightmares. Their dreams of hope gone! War is good for the crows… and those who feed on dreams.”

      “If you’re wrong,” I said, “the Seelie will come for you once they’re done with us.”

      “Save your speeches for your guileless allies, Dread Queen,” my mother snarled. “Don’t waste your breath on us.”

      “You’re angry,” I said slowly. “Because you’re the last court we approached.”

      Her face transformed again, becoming my father’s. His furious eyes pierced mine. “You know nothing, pixie, and you dare tell us what we feel? In a week, you’ll all be dead, and we’ll still be here, with the dreamers.”

      Sunlight sparked off Roan’s golden hair. I could almost feel him trying to rein in his temper. “You’re not even open to negotiating?”

      “What did you have in mind? Marry one of us to a terror-leech, or a joy-slave? Or give us a house of brick and mortar which would serve to make us easier to find and kill? Or do you plan on offering us wealth we don’t need, or power we don’t want?”

      The face shifted again, and for the first time I caught the glimpse of the actual fae we were talking to: an old woman, her eyes wide and bloodshot, spittle at the corner of her mouth. Gray hair snaked around her head. “Leave me, Roan Taranis and Cassandra Weala Broc. The Court of Caer Ibormeith will not join your doomed alliance.”
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      Impending doom or not, I had a wedding to attend. I grabbed a two-hour nap. I woke up with drool pooling below my mouth onto my pillow. Somehow, I felt worse than before I’d gone to sleep, my eyelids heavy, legs burning from the exhaustion of climbing all those stairs.

      At least, I was pretty sure I’d climbed the stairs.

      Still, the wedding would not wait for me. Wrapped in a towel, I dragged myself to the bathroom where Siofra had once gleefully attacked me. Before dropping my towel, I flipped my middle finger at the reflection. If Siofra was watching, I hoped that my bloodshot eyes and my frazzled hairstyle struck terror in her heart. I could always drape a towel over the damn thing, but the truth was that the reflections were everywhere. I’d lose my mind trying to hide from them.

      Naked, I crossed to the tub, turning on the warm water. As the basin filled, I soaped my body and hair, rinsing the lavender suds off in the streaming water.

      As the warm water pooled around my body, I soaped my thighs, thinking of Roan. For a few hours in the early morning, he’d slept curled around me again, his powerful body keeping me warm. I’d dreamed of him as a boy, playing with his little wooden figurines in the hallways of this mansion, and running through the Hawkwood Forest with his sister. Could I live as his queen in Trinovantum forever? Maybe I was getting ahead of myself. I couldn’t be sure Trinovantum would even be there when the Seelie were through with us, and the Court of Dreams’ reaction to our offer didn’t improve our chances at all.

      I rinsed off the last of the soap, then drained the tub and toweled off. Fortunately for me, I’d managed to get through this bath without an assault by my own reflection.

      Wrapped in my towel, I crossed back into my room, then pulled a dress from the closet. I’d bought myself a cocktail dress that hugged my curves perfectly, with a flared A-line skirt and lacy bodice.

      Leaning over the mirror, I pulled out my makeup, adding some shimmering gold highlighter to my cheekbones and under my eyebrows. I swept eyeliner over my lids, added a bit of mascara, then rosy-pink lipstick.

      A knock echoed through the room just as I was finishing up. I crossed to open the door.

      Idelisa beamed at me. “I’m here to help you get dressed.” Then her face fell, and she wrinkled her nose. “Oh, Danu save us. Your hair is still wet.”

      “It will dry on the way.” I frowned, looking down at my blue dress. “Wait—what are you talking about? I am dressed. What do you think?”

      Her lip curled. “Nice? I guess? But I’m talking about a dress for the wedding.”

      I stared at her. “This is my dress for the wedding.”

      She blinked in surprise, and then pushed me into the room, closing the door behind her. Pink tinged her cheeks. “You wanted to wear that? To the wedding between the King of Arawn and Lady of Ernmas?”

      I clamped my hands on my hips. “This dress is gorgeous. I’m gorgeous in it. This is what I’m wearing.”

      “You look like a servant. Or a whore. If you dress up like that, the guests will keep telling you to clean up the tables and to bend over while you’re doing it.”

      My jaw dropped. “Please, Idelisa. Tell me what you really think.”

      “You are the Mistress of Dread! You will dress accordingly.”

      “We have to leave in fifteen minutes.”

      “Oh, you are not leaving like this. Now wait here.”

      She left and slammed the door behind her. I checked myself in the mirror, turned sideways. She was wrong. I looked amazing in this dress. And anyway, she wasn’t my mother. I was about to leave when she returned to the room, carrying a dress over her shoulder and a clump of wildflowers in her other hand.

      She closed the door behind her, her lips pressing into a thin line. “Take it off, Cassandra. I will not ask you twice.”

      “Thank you, Idelisa, but you don’t need to—”

      “This is what you’re wearing.” She flipped the dress in front of her.

      The dress she’d found was a deep amber—the color of Roan’s eyes when he unveiled. A deep neckline plunged to the waistband, flecked with emerald stitching. A wreath of darker golden leaves encircled the waist, then seemed to grow upward over the sheer, netted bodice.

      I let out a long breath. “Oh. Okay. Maybe I’ll wear this one.”

      “That’s right, you will.”

      I unzipped my cocktail dress, no longer enamored of it, and let it fall to the floor. Fae dresses, of course, never accommodated modern conveniences like bras, so I unhooked my bra while Idelisa modestly shielded her eyes.

      When I stepped into the new dress, pulling it up over my thighs and hips, the silk felt amazing against my bare skin. As I pulled it up over my shoulders, I extended one of my legs, noting the deep slit that ran all the way up to my hips. I had a feeling Roan would like this one.

      “I’m showing more skin with this one,” I pointed out. “You can practically see my nipples, and my thigh will show when I walk. Why did the other make me look like a maid-whore and not this one?”

      “It’s the cut,” she protested. “Not the skin. In any case, are you telling me you liked that blue thing better?”

      I looked at myself in the mirror. The silk shimmered on my skin like a golden mist. I looked like… I looked like I could be a queen in the court of lust. “No. This one suits me.”

      Idelisa stood behind me in the mirror, narrowing her eyes. “But your hair. It’s the hair of a drowned serving-wench.”

      “It will dry.”

      She was already shoving me into a chair, and followed up with an assault with a towel, trying to wrench the last of the dampness from my pink hair. Then, she twisted my hair onto my head and began threading it with white bramble flowers and golden cowslip, tugging and yanking at my hair as she formed a wreath of flowers in my locks.

      At last, she looked at my reflection with approval in her eyes. “Much better. Good enough for the head of the Court of Terror.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “But that’s not who I am.”

      She shrugged. “You should be. And in any case, you need to look grander than Grendel.”

      “The naked frogman? Was my other dress really that bad?” I muttered, frowning at the mirror.

      She dropped a little gold clutch into my lap—a perfect accessory. “Put your make up in that in case you wipe your nose and ruin everything.”

      I rolled my eyes, and shoved a few items into the clutch. One second, I’m the formidable Mistress of Dread. The next second, I’m being cautioned not to wipe my nose everywhere like a toddler. Along with the makeup, I shoved a small stiletto into the clutch. The thing was now bulging at the seams.

      I rose, crossing down the hallway, with Idelisa close behind me. When we got to the main entrance, Roan was standing by it, his back to me, talking to Nerius.

      As I walked closer, Roan turned suddenly, maybe alerted by our bond.

      “You’re late—” The words died on his tongue, irritation replaced by wonder. Through our bond, I felt him let his defenses drop, open the soul bond between us. And from him, a torrent of desire, pride, and wonder hit me.

      I smiled at him. “What were you going to say?”

      He cleared his throat, eyes blazing gold, partially unveiled. “It doesn’t matter. No one will remember the existence of time when you walk into the room.”
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        * * *

      

      Deep below London’s Court of Sorrow, I walked arm-in-arm with Roan through a stone hallway, lit with blazing torches. In the dank air, it seemed a grim place for a wedding, but I supposed I couldn’t expect sunshine and rainbows from the Court of Sorrow. Idelisa walked behind us, and trailing at the back were Nerius and Branwen. Branwen had worn deep red—the fae color of mourning. Her face was pale, emphasizing the small scar on her left cheek, the remnant of a fight we’d had months before. Her expression suggested she was walking to her own execution. I couldn’t blame her. It couldn’t be easy showing up as a guest for the wedding of the woman you loved.

      At last, the hallway opened up to a rocky cavern—and in the center of it, lit by brilliant, floating lights that hung like stars in the sky, was the Temple of Sorrow.

      Foxglove wreathed stone columns, intertwined with gold and blue wildflowers. Silver mourning doves perched among the vines—the symbols of mirth and sorrow mingling together. I pulled Roan’s arm a little tighter as we climbed the steps, warmth radiating from his powerful body.

      When we stepped into the temple, all eyes turned to us. For once, I didn’t think the attention was the result of my pixie emotions.

      There, on the faces of the fae sitting in the stone benches, I saw respect, and awe. Maybe even a little fear as Roan and I walked further down the aisle. A stone ceiling arched above us, spotted with twinkling lights, illuminating intricate, swirling carvings. Here, there were no windows, just walls made of crumbling stone, but it was strangely beautiful all the same.

      Brightly colored wildflowers climbed the stone walls, the altar, curling around the clothing of the wedding guests. No priest or officiant stood at the front—just an altar on a dais, with candelabra burning brightly. From roosts among the old stones, mourning doves fluttered their wings and cooed.

      Roan led us up to the front aisles—reserved for the esteemed guests, including us. We turned to the right, taking our seats on a stone bench just by Nyfain, Queen of Ernmas, who wore a pearly gown threaded with wildflowers. She stared straight ahead, her pale face beaming. On the other side of the aisle sat Grendel, dressed in a dark, shiny suit, the pelvic bone around his neck. He glanced at me, his eyes dark and contemptuous—a challenge of sorts. I met his gaze squarely, neither of us blinking for what seemed like hours. I’m not scared of you, Frog Man.

      Grendel stroked a long finger over the bone around his neck, his gaze boring into me. At last, a female fae at Grendel’s side asked him something in a hushed tone, and he looked away. Relieved, I turned to Roan.

      “Where are the bride and groom?”

      “That’s a human term, for a different ceremony. This is called a snaring—the climax at the end of a hunt.”

      “Let me guess. The male hunts and snares the female, and not the other way around.”

      He blinked. “Of course.”

      “Right. When will this snaring happen? I have to pee.”

      “We have some time yet. Some of the guests haven’t arrived. And it is customary for all of us to wait for the couple to make their appearance.” His brow furrowed. “You have abysmal timing.”

      “Idelisa was rushing me, and I had four coffees to try to stay awake.”

      He sighed. “I think there’s time.”

      “Where’s the bathroom?”

      “There won’t be a bathroom down here. The fae are built differently to humans, without all your constant bodily needs. Try to make your walk outside as respectable as possible, and find a dark corner in the hallway.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You want me to respectably lift up my dress in a corner of that dark hallway and respectably pee on the ground?”

      “I mean, I’d rather you didn’t. But if you must.”

      Sighing, I rose, keeping my head raised high as I walked out of the hall, trying to ignore the undignified act I was about to execute. Once outside of the dark temple, I crossed back through the stone hall until I could find an alcove. But surely someone would walk past me, crouching over the earthen ground. I frowned as I walked, continuing on until I noticed a wooden door inset into the wall.

      When I turned the knob, I found a small room with a dresser, a bed, and a half-naked woman trying to get dressed.

      “Sorry,” I blurted, already starting to close the door, when I recognized the cherry-red hair. “Elrine?”

      She turned around, her frosty eyes meeting mine. “Cassandra. Of course you’d burst in.”

      “I was just… looking for the bathroom.”

      “There isn’t one. Fae don’t sit around peeing all day like your kind.”

      “I understand you’re all very proud of your impressive bladders, but I’ll be on my way.” I began to retreat outside.

      “Wait. Come in. Please.” Her voice was suddenly pleading, desperate. “You can use a bucket in the corner in a minute, like a pig.”

      “Pigs don’t pee in buckets,” I muttered. She’d just called me a pig, but it also seemed like right now she was a desperate, lonely bride in need of some help. Confused, I entered the room, shutting the door behind me.

      She turned to look at me, naked from the waist up. From the waist down, beautiful icy-blue silk hung to the floor, but she hadn’t pulled her dress all the way up. “The House of Arawn have a tradition. The ensnared female is supposed to prepare for the ceremony alone.” Elrine’s tone was bitter. “And I tried, but I can’t get the buttons in the back of my dress done. I need your help.”

      “Okay.” I crossed to her, eyeing the silver bucket in the corner. Elrine turned around, her beautiful, pale back facing me, marred only in one place—just under her shoulder, where Siofra had branded Elrine with iron when she’d been in captivity.

      “Ugly, isn’t it?” she said, hearing my breath catch.

      “You’re beautiful, regardless.” I hesitated. “Does it hurt?”

      “Not anymore. Just the memory, and the nightmares.”

      “Yeah.” I knew what she was talking about very well. Carefully, she slid the bodice higher, the blue silk tight around her ribs. Paler, sheer silk covered her breasts, embroidered with pearly floral designs that swooped up over her shoulders. She looked stunning, her fiery hair vibrant against the cold blue of the silk, her long legs just visible through her skirts. But as I was halfway through buttoning her dress, her shoulders began to tremble, short sobs punctuating the silence in the room.

      “Elrine, are you all right?”

      “I should be dressed by my sisters,” she said, her voice breaking. “That’s how we do it. But the fae of the House of Sorrow believe that the ceremony is a grave affair. That we should spend time alone, in mournful reflection of the death of our prior lives. So all I have is you.”

      Ouch. I didn’t know what to say. “I know you don’t like me, but—”

      “Don’t like you? Cassandra, I hate you,” she spat over her shoulder.

      I took a step back, shocked at the vehemence in her voice. I turned around, heart beating, deciding to take the silver bucket and leave Elrine to finish up buttoning her dress alone.

      “It’s not personal,” she said desperately as I stepped away from her.

      “It’s not personal that you hate me?” I snapped.

      “I would have hated anyone in your shoes. Anyone.”

      “Because of Roan.”

      “I was supposed to be Roan’s soulmate.” She whirled to face me, her red rimmed eyes full of anger. “We’ve been side by side for centuries. Best friends. We’ve always had each other’s back. We’ve saved each other’s lives more times than I could count. I’ve known him since I was a child. Back when he was imprisoned. Just a boy, heartbroken and alone. I’ve loved him for five hundred years, and I know him like you never will.”

      I remained quiet, my heart twisting. I almost felt sorry for her. But her words stung, too. I know him like you never will.

      “I don’t know how it happened.” Tears streamed down her porcelain skin, her eyes unfocused. “One day I was smuggling food to my friend in prison, and when he smiled at me, I suddenly knew. I just knew—what it would feel like to lie in the grasses with him, kissing his mouth. What it would feel like to press my body against his, how he’d respond. I knew how he’d smile at me, how his arms would feel around me. I knew how I’d make him happy, that he was the one. The only one. I knew sometimes, when he’d say things to me, it was a hint—a clue that he loved me too—even if he never said it out loud. I just knew.” A heavy tear dropped down her cheek. “Sometimes I doubted it, I guess, and then I’d think he was giving me a secret message that I should have faith. That once he got over his past, we’d be together at last.”

      She shrugged, looking almost confused.

      “It was like an enchantment, and speaking it out loud would break it. We were the only ones who knew, but we didn’t need to say it out loud. It was an unspoken understanding. We just knew. It was a phantom love, strengthened by its secrecy.” She choked on a sob. “Except—it was all in my head. Do you know what it feels like to realize that your great romance was a fiction? That you were in it alone?”

      I swallowed hard. This was the saddest wedding I’d ever attended. “You never said anything to him?”

      She shook her head, the tears streaming. “I guess maybe some part of me was afraid of the truth—that I’d invented it all. I didn’t want the phantom to slip away from me. It was all I had. I wanted him to say something first. He’d realize that he loved me, and he’d be so overcome with emotion that he’d break our unspoken understanding. He’d confess everything, and I’d get to stare into his eyes, and to kiss his lips.” She wiped the tears from her face with the back of her hand. “Those things never happened, but I imagined them so vividly they’re more real than my memories. It’s more real than the things that actually happened. It felt real. It’s just that—it was only real to me.”

      I nodded, stunned by Elrine’s confession.

      “I kept hoping that once he got his revenge, we could say everything out loud,” she continued. “I thought once we overthrew Ogmios, together, he’d be able to move on from his past. He’d see me—the woman who’d been at his side all this time. His true mate.” She fell silent, then let out a long, shuddering sigh. “And then you showed up.”

      I looked down at my hands, embarrassed.

      “I knew he desired you, but it couldn’t have been serious,” she continued. “You were a pixie. A terror leech. You were from the house of his enemies, the people he’d sworn to slaughter. I thought you were just a small, unfortunate part of the Callach’s prophecy. And then, one day, I could see the change in him. The way he said your name. The way he spoke of you. The reverence in his voice, the protectiveness. The way he always wanted to be near you. And I knew.” She sniffed loudly. “You were beautiful, and capable, and strong-willed, and kind. All the things Roan admired. And then I panicked. I told him I wanted him to snare me, to bond with him for life.”

      I knew it. Roan had told me. But still, hearing her say it gave me a shock.

      Pain etched her features. “He said I was like a sister to him. All that time I’d thought our love was so powerful because we’d never spoken of it out loud—he hadn’t felt any of it. And when I saw that the bond between you had saved you from the interrogator’s venom, I knew the truth. You were soulmates.” Her face contorted with bitterness. “And those centuries I spent in love with him—certain that he loved me back—it was all a sad joke.”

      Elrine hadn’t been particularly nice to me, but I couldn’t ignore her raw pain. “I’m sorry.”

      She shrugged. “You have nothing to be sorry about. Like I said, it isn’t personal. It’s just how things are. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry for being horrible to you.”

      For the second time, a wave of shock hit me. “Oh. Okay.”

      She gave me a sad half-smile. “You could tell me that I wasn’t that bad.”

      “Oh, you were.” I smiled back at her. “Totally horrible.”

      She let out a shuddering breath. “Yeah, well. Can you imagine? Being in love for all your life, and then someone just comes and takes him?”

      “No,” I said truthfully. “I can’t imagine the heartbreak.”

      “It doesn’t feel great.” She turned around. “Can you please button the rest of my dress?”

      “Of course.”

      I finished the last four buttons of her dress, and straightened it a bit.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      “I’m a mess.” She let out a small hiccup. “My face is puffy and red from crying, and I’m not allowed to use glamour, because in the House of Arawn, females are snared as they are.”

      “Maybe I can help a bit,” I said, opening my little gold clutch. “It’s not glamour, but it’s the next best thing. Concealer, lipstick, a bit of shimmery makeup. You’ll look perfect. And then I seriously need to use the pig bucket.”
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      By the time I returned to the temple, I saw that the stone rows now stood crammed with wedding guests. Or rather, snaring guests. When I looked around, I recognized some faces. A banshee I’d once fought in the Arawn palace. Lord Fuloran from the house of Ernmas. A hulking fae—one of Grendel’s lackeys. As gutter fae, Nerius and Branwen had to sit near the back. Branwen was biting her lip, her eyes shimmering with tears. Elrine’s heart wasn’t the only one breaking today. In the front row, Lord Balor had joined the guests, dressed in a maroon velvet suit.

      As I approached, he turned to wink at me. “Prime pocket!” He beamed. “You are looking particularly prime today.”

      I wrinkled my nose as I took my seat next to Roan. “Thanks.”

      I crossed the room and sat back by Roan, who’d begun glaring at Lord Balor. Apparently, Roan didn’t like my new nickname.

      The rustle of silks filled the hall as people suddenly stood. I rose, looking back at the temple’s entrance. Lord Judoc was crossing the room slowly, his dark eyes straight ahead. Elrine might not love him, but the man was beautiful. He had chiseled features, and his shiny, dark hair hung to his shoulders. He wore a tasteful gray suit over his lean, muscular body. A thin sword hung at his waist. As he walked, he managed to inspire a feeling of respect and gravity around him. His steps were graceful, and he walked slowly until he reached the dais, and stood on one side of the altar. I tried to ignore the fact that his mother was not in attendance because I’d set her on fire. In the fae realm, apparently you could still attend a snaring even if you’d burned the mother of the groom to death.

      At the front of the temple, Judoc paused, turning back to the entrance to wait for his bride—or rather, his ensnared female.

      All eyes shifted to the back of the temple. From the gloom beyond the temple steps, Elrine appeared, and as she reached the top step, warm light danced over her vibrant hair, her ice-blue dress. She clutched a small bouquet of wildflowers. When I glanced back at Judoc, I could see the awe in his face, his dark eyes shining. The House of Arawn was not used to anyone as beautiful as Elrine.

      “The ensnared are not allowed to use glamour,” Roan whispered to me. “And yet, look how beautiful she is.”

      For the first time, I realized that there was only brotherly pride and love in his tone. I smiled at him. “Some fae don’t need glamour.”

      The fae did not have music at their ensnarement ceremonies, just the gentle cooing of the doves. In Elrine’s eyes, I saw mostly fear. But as she walked further down the aisle, she kept her eyes locked on Judoc. The further she got down the aisle, the more her shoulders seemed to relax. For a moment, as she walked by us, her eyes met Roan’s, and pain flashed in them. But the look was gone as soon as it had come, and she crossed to Judoc with a faint smile. She stood across the small altar from him.

      “Lady Elrine of Ernmas.” Judoc’s voice echoed over the stone hall. “I have waited centuries for this moment. For you to stand by me, a mate for life.”

      I blinked in surprise. Roan had mentioned that Judoc had been courting her, but I hadn’t realized for how long. At least someone here would be getting his heart’s desire.

      “Judoc Arawn,” Elrine answered gravely. “It is my honor to join by your side, making you my mate for life. I have long waited for a strong and kind-hearted man, a true leader of his people who always thinks of the greater good.”

      I glanced at Roan, wondering if he could hear the double meaning in her sentence, that she was probably talking about him, but I saw nothing in his expression to suggest he thought so.

      Lord Judoc unsheathed his sword and gripped the blade, sliding it through his palm. Drops of blood spattered the altar, and he held his hand out to Elrine. She grabbed it. I winced slightly as she licked his palm, the blood reddening her lips. The temperature dropped as she unveiled, her shoulders shimmering with blue-feathered wings, her eyes becoming silver. Then she took a dagger from the altar, grimacing as she cut her hand. She offered it to Judoc. Slowly, he brought it to his lips and kissed the open wound. He changed as well, his body growing more muscular, a large scorpion’s tail materializing behind him. It reminded me of his mother’s tail as she stung me. I shivered uncontrollably, recalling the pain.

      With their palms pressed together, Judoc reached for the altar, picking up a golden cord from between two candelabra. Staring into Elrine’s eyes, he wrapped the cord around her waist, then tightened it, pulling her closer until their bodies touched.

      With his dark eyes shining, Judoc looked out into the crowd. “I begin my new life as Judoc of Ernmas, a member of the Court of Mirth!”

      I leaned in to Roan, whispering, “Judoc of Ernmas? He’s taking her name, and joining her court?”

      Roan nodded. “It’s the old custom of the Republic. The male takes the name and court of the ensnared female. We must revive the old ways in order to move forward.”

      Judoc and Elrine stared into each other’s eyes, holding their bleeding hands together. A crimson trickle spilled down Elrine’s pale wrist. They smiled, and I thought I could see something in Elrine’s silvery eyes that I hadn’t seen before. Had she felt something during this ceremony? Maybe she was actually seeing Judoc for the first time, liking the look of him unveiled.

      Or maybe it was just my wishful thinking. I was a sucker for romantic movies, and I wanted a happy ending to this one. Around us, the guests began hugging each other and chatting.

      Just as I was contemplating happy endings, a wail echoed off the stone walls—a single banshee, standing in the crowd, her mouth open, keening to the heavens. My heart skipped a beat.

      The guests turned, nervously chattering, holding on to each other, as more and more banshees erupted into mournful wails.

      “Death,” I breathed.

      Somewhere in the distance, a bell clanged, and my pulse began to race.

      Roan slid an arm around me, pulling me closer. “Someone is attacking the outpost. Can you find where they are?”

      I frantically rummaged in my little gold clutch, searching for one of my mirrors. I whipped out a mirrored bracelet, its surface already flickering as I searched through the reflections around us until I found the line of Unseelie guards, desperately trying to protect the outpost’s entrance. Their attackers were tall, angelic, eyes flashing with fury.

      “One floor above us!” I shouted, my heart hammering. “Seelie warriors!”

      Roan drew his sword, reluctantly releasing me from his protective grip. “I’m going up to the entrance. Don’t let them get anywhere near you.”

      Judoc and a few other fae warriors followed close behind, swords raised.

      I stared, transfixed at the images in the mirror. The Seelie seemed to glow, pale hair flowing around their coldly perfect faces. In the reflection, they moved gracefully, silently. Ferocity burned from their cold faces. Already, I could see three Arawn fae lying dead on the floor, and the Seelie were about to break through the line of guards. If they managed to get here, they’d slaughter everyone in the temple—and I wasn’t convinced Roan and the others would get to the Seelie in time.

      My heart thrumming, I ran down the aisle until I spotted Branwen’s red dress. “Branwen!” I shouted, and she turned her head to face me. “I need you by my side!”

      I saw the confusion on her face, and then the flicker of understanding. She nodded, and I let my mind bond with the reflection.

      Adrenaline surged, and I jumped through the mirror, its cold surface shimmering against my body.
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      Claws sprouted from my hands as I leaped out of the reflection in one of the palace corridors, where a line of Seelie faced a dwindling line of Unseelie guards. There had to be at least two dozen Seelie warriors crammed into the hall, and I’d emerged inches away from one of them. I lunged for his neck, canines snapping, claw ripping his cheek. He grunted, stumbling back—but already another Seelie was running for me, sword swinging.

      I dodged the blade, pulling the stiletto from my purse. Another swing cut the wind before my face, but a shadowy blade immediately deflected it. Branwen was fighting alongside me, using her shadow magic. I saw the disgust etched across the features of the Seelie across from us—this type of magic was supposed to be forbidden. I took advantage of his distraction, driving my blade between his ribs. He fell to the ground.

      We were still near the entrance, the Seelie attack still blocked—but only just. The din of clanging metal and the roars of battle echoed off the high stone ceilings. I added my own battle scream as I barreled at one of the Seelie, shimmering into his reflective armor, only to appear behind him. I reached up, standing on my tiptoes, and gripped his pale hair as I dragged my stiletto through his throat. Blood sprayed over the walls.

      Nearby, one of the torches guttered, then exploded as a flaming figure shot from it, his skin a scaly green. He breathed a cloud of flames at a line of Seelie warriors. The Seelie warriors shouted in pain as flames ignited their hair, their clothes. Some fell to the floor, trying to douse the fire. I didn’t recognize the flame fae, but he was obviously one of the Unseelie. Apparently, Branwen and I weren’t the only ones who could move quickly between places.

      The Seelie fell back toward the entrance, recovering from the initial attack. Forming a barrier in front of the Seelie, three enormous soldiers moved forward, carrying immense, metallic shields. They protected the others as they put out the flames.

      The wall of shields began to move forward, encroaching on me and the Unseelie guards. From behind it, the Seelie thrust with large swords, moving slowly closer. The reach of the swords and the impenetrable shields made them into a formidable enemy—a living, moving tank.

      A twang sounded as an arrow shot from behind their line, whizzing a few inches from my neck. It clattered to the floor behind me. I threw myself against the wall as a volley of arrows shot past, the Seelie shooting above the shielded warriors.

      A tendril of fear coiled through me as the arrows zoomed past. Maybe it was time to change tactics. I focused on the knights’ armors and shields, bonding with the reflections. Pressed against the wall, covered in a cold sweat, I created images of writhing snakes, dancing flames, hundreds of spiders.

      The Seelie didn’t even waver. They’d come prepared for my tricks.

      The flame fae shot forward, breathing a powerful arc of fire at the line of Seelie. The heat singed my hair, and I shielded my face from the flames. The Seelie crouched behind the shields, which began to glow red-hot as the flames pounded against them. The shielded warriors stumbled back, the fire forcing them out. But as soon as the firestorm faded, they began to move forward again.

      Just as I was waiting for another volley of arrows to slice through the air, a roar echoed off the stone. The Lord of Balor hurtled past me, bull horns protruding from his head. He smashed into the knights, Roan running in his wake, swinging his golden sword, roaring. When the Seelie unleashed another round of arrows, two hit Balor. Still, the huge fae was hardly deterred as he gored one of the knights, his bull’s horns denting and tearing the plate armor.

      More Unseelie poured into the hallway: Nerius, a deranged grin on his face, waving his weapon wildly. Lord Judoc, his scorpion’s tail snapping breathtakingly fast as it stung again, and again, and again. He fought viciously, a male protecting his mate.

      When one of the shielded warriors fell to the ground, another replaced him. They were putting up a fierce fight, their swords swinging fast and far, arrows whizzing through the air. The wails of the banshee filled the halls.

      But the Seelie were losing ground. Despite everything, a smile curled my lips. This was what happened when five of the Unseelie courts worked together. The Seelie hadn’t been prepared for such unity.

      Or had they?

      A cloud of fear bloomed in my chest. They’d attacked now for a reason. The snaring ceremony. They knew they could catch us all with one attack. And yet, they had blundered into the entrance, raising the alarms, getting themselves caught in a narrow bottleneck. Then they used slow, heavy warriors, better for blocking the way than moving past us to slaughter the wedding guests. Even the arrows, it seemed, served for nothing more than to push us slightly back. To buy time.

      This wasn’t the Seelie army—just a strike team. They must have known we would have seasoned fighters. That they’d never manage to win with strength alone.

      My knees began to shake. This wasn’t the Seelie attack. This was a decoy.

      Frantically, I rummaged in my purse for a mirror, and looked into it, searching. The temple looked calm, the wedding guests unharmed. Reflections flickered as I searched the rest of the outpost, looking for movement—for the real attack.

      A shift in one of the reflections caught my eye—a cavernous hall, the arched ceiling bolstered by columns. A small figure slunk within the shadows—a woman with dark hair. I couldn’t breathe.

      Siofra.

      She was carefully setting a jar at the base of a pillar. Several jars already stood by the rest of the pillars, each one glowing red. Their positions by the columns and the careful way she handled them instantly gave their purpose away. Explosives. And we were trapped in here, our entrance blocked by the Seelie.

      My mind reeled. Siofra was about to bury us all.
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      I slipped silently into the hall behind Siofra, and the reflection I passed through shimmered behind me. I quickly scanned the room, assessing the risks. I could see four jars full of the red material. Siofra held a fifth in her hand and, crouching, she placed it gently on the floor by one of the pillars. She muttered to herself—a low, angry mumble. Frankly, she sounded deranged.

      She glanced at a hand mirror and nodded. When she touched the surface, it shimmered. She pulled another jar from the reflection.

      I didn’t dare tackle her while she held explosive material in her hands. Instead, I moved quietly behind her, holding my breath, hoping she couldn’t hear the thunderous beating of my heart. As I moved closer, I could hear some of her words.

      “She’ll see what happens… she’ll feel it in her skin… in the rocks buried in her marrow. They’ll all feel it… trapped. Everyone will die. No one will ever trap me again. Not me.” She approached another pillar, giggling, her laughter echoing hollowly off the ceiling. “Six geese a-laying… what comes next? Seven swans a-swimming? Eight pillars a-falling… Shouldn’t have trapped me…”

      She crouched, gently laying the jar on the ground. My stomach clenched. This was the moment to strike—nothing in her hands but the mirror.

      I lunged, and she whirled to look at me—gripping another, smaller jar. It glowed red in her palm.

      Her eyes looked sunken in her pale face, and tattered clothes hung off her bony frame. She had a feverish look in her eyes.

      “Hello, life stealer.” She lifted the jar high, making me freeze. “Move, and I drop this.”

      “If you drop that, you die.” My breathing shallowed.

      “You think I’m scared of death after what you did to me?” she shouted. “I’ll die happy, knowing you and your friends and your lover will suffocate in rubble. Or maybe I’ll shimmer away just in time.” She giggled. “It seems like poetic justice. You stole my life, I steal yours. You trap me, I trap you. I want to finish what I started when I killed your parents. My parents. I had to kill them,” she added defensively.

      “What are you doing, Siofra? Working with the Seelie? Is that what the Rix would have really wanted?”

      “Well… let’s ask him.” A line formed between her eyebrows. “Rix, would you want me to work with the Seelie?”

      Silence reigned over the hall. Was she hallucinating?

      She shook her head mournfully. “Why won’t he answer? Oh yeah. You killed him.”

      “If you destroy this place, you’ll kill Grendel, the head of the Weala Broc Court. You’ll kill members of your own house, one the Rix—”

      “Grendel can rot in Hell!” she spat. “After he’s gone, things will be much simpler.”

      Okay. Wrong approach. I took a step closer, eyeing the jar. “Siofra—”

      “Uh-uh!” She raised the jar a fraction higher. “One more step, and I’ll drop it, thief. You’re the profiler. Do I seem like I’m lying?”

      Maybe she wasn’t afraid of dying, but she was afraid of something. A thrumming pulse of fear beat from her chest. You trap me, I trap you. Maybe she was like me. Terrified of becoming trapped.

      In any case, I could feed from her fear. I breathed it in, letting it strengthen me, pulse through my blood. “I think you’re serious. But do you really want to risk getting trapped down here, Siofra? Suffocating under the rock?” Just the thought of it made my heart skip a beat. Was I touching on Siofra’s fears, or my own?

      Her dark eyes bored a hole into me. “Stop talking. I’ve got six jars of Seelie explosives, and I’m going to bury this whole outpost in dust.” She glanced at the mirror. “What do you think?” She looked at her own reflection.

      There was a moment as she stared at the mirror, a small smile on her face. I prepared to tackle her, when she looked back at me, and said, “Abellio thinks I should leave now.”

      I stared at the glowing red jar in her hand. If she jumped through the reflection, I would have to catch it before it hit the floor.

      “But I want more,” she said, her feverish eyes on me. “I want you to go through what I went through.”

      She grabbed the jar with the hand holding the mirror, freeing her other hand. Then, she rummaged in her pocket and took out a small bottle. “I have something for you. A Seelie hag gave me this. This potion drains your power. If you drink it, I won’t bury your friends.” Her voice grew sing-song. “All I’ll do is trap you, in the world between mirrors. With no magic to leave it. Trapped, forever. Like I was. But your friends get to live. You just have to choose.”

      “Bullshit.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Bullshit? I promise it. Just drink it, and your newlywed friends will have a happy honeymoon. Roan will get to live.”

      I swallowed hard. What choice did I have here? Was it possible she was playing on my own fears? A desperation to avoid cowardice warred with my terror of becoming trapped.

      She glanced at the mirror. “Abellio isn’t happy with me,” she cooed. “He didn’t know about this part of the plan.”

      I swallowed. She was serious. “Okay.” I took a step forward, holding out my hand. “Just let everyone else go.”

      “Don’t move!” she shouted. “I’ll kick the bottle over to you.”

      She put the bottle on the floor, holding the red jar high above her head. Then, straightening, she kicked the bottle. It rolled over to me, pinging against my foot.

      “Pick it up. Gently.”

      I bent. Picked it up. It felt heavy in my hands. Much heavier than a bottle this size should have been.

      “Now drink it. All of it.”

      With shaking hands, I uncorked it, thinking of Roan, of the way his body felt wrapped around mine. I raised the potion to my lips, Siofra’s eyes intent on me.

      That’s when my shadow rammed into her, knocking her to the floor.

      “The jar!” I screamed.

      The shadowy hand closed on the jar as it dropped, softening the blow. I let out a long breath when Branwen’s shadow magic caught it. I lunged at Siofra, rage burning. Her fear hit me like a wave—but just before I reached her, she leaped into her mirror. Then she disappeared, the mirror clattering to the floor.

      I snatched it from the ground, staring at Siofra and Abellio through the reflection.

      “Give me the jar,” I said to my own shadow.

      She handed it over. Oh, Siofra. You forgot something.

      Just as I reared back my arm to throw it, Siofra looked at me and severed the connection.

      “Damn.” My breath was coming fast, in panicked bursts. I glanced at my shadow. “Thanks—”

      My voice died as I felt the jar in my hand warming up, the red liquid glowing brighter. My stomach clenched. All around me, the jars in the room pulsed with light, some of them starting to smoke.

      “The jars!” I barked at the shadow. “Quick!”

      My chest tightened, cold sweat beading on the back of my neck. I needed to throw this thing out of here. But everywhere around here was full of people—where in London could I find a place with no people in it?

      I swallowed hard.

      The Thames.

      I scanned through reflections in the mirror, until I called up the dark, gleaming water of the Thames. If I could throw this jar deep into the water… I let my mind bond with the reflection, opening the link. Then, I threw the jar. It sank into the Thames with a splash, before reddened water exploded into the air. Good. It had worked—the explosion had been contained within the river.

      We bolted toward different pillars. I scooped a jar from the floor, nearly dropping it as it burned my hand. Screaming in pain, I tossed it through the reflection. The shadow ran over to me, giving me another jar, which I quickly threw after the previous one.

      I ran to another jar and closed my hand on it. It was like grabbing a live coal. Whimpering in pain, I dropped it into the reflection. My shadow was holding one of the remaining jars, and it followed their predecessors.

      We were almost done—just one left. My shadow went for it, whisking it from the floor. I held out my hand, nervously eyeing the bright red glow, burning hotter, brighter in my shadow’s hand.

      The last thing I saw, before my body flew backward, was a bright, white flash.
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      A high-pitched noise rang in my ear. I coughed, panic rising when I realized I couldn’t hear myself, my own breathing. Just that high pitched sound. Dizziness overwhelmed me, and in my blurred vision, I could see only gray. When I tried moving my arm, a jolt of pain screamed up to my shoulder, the agony exploding in my mind. I screamed uncontrollably. At least, I thought I did. I couldn’t hear anything but the ringing.

      Panicking, I sucked in a deep breath, my lungs filling with debris. I coughed violently, sputtering bile, my lungs burning. Each cough felt like blades slashing through my ribs, my back. Pain gripped my mind, and for a minute, my vision went dark.

      When it returned, I tried to breathe more slowly. I could glimpse shapes, which meant a chink of light pierced the darkness from somewhere. I just couldn’t see anything clearly. When I tried moving my right leg, I could wiggle it slightly. My right arm was twisted behind my back, trapped in an unnatural, painful position, impossible to budge. I could move my left arm, but when I did, pain ripped it apart.

      Something heavy pressed against my leg and my stomach, making it hard for me to breathe. I tried shifting, but agony pierced my body. I whimpered, then called for Roan, for Branwen—anyone who could help me.

      When my eyes focused a bit more, I had a better idea of where I was—under a mound of rubble. A large rock crushed my stomach, pinning me in place. A sharp-looking piece of stone dug into my left leg. Above my head, I had a tiny gap—a gap of three inches that had saved my life. My head pounded, but it hadn’t been crushed. I couldn’t twist my neck enough to see my left arm, but it felt broken, in two places, at least.

      Trapped. Trapped in the darkness, with the rats.

      Pure panic began to sink its claws into my mind, and I unleashed scream after scream, until I broke into sobs. Trapped. I would be here forever, would never leave, would have to feed on rats, to live in the stench.

      I writhed, pain becoming my companion, but I refused to let it control me.

      I need to get out of here.

      Trapped under the rock and rubble, I’d never see Roan again. I’d never feel his arms around me, or smell his mossy, musky scent. I’d never sit in front of his fireplace, curled in his lap, or hear stories from his childhood. Roan.

      With one painful heave, I yanked out the arm trapped behind my body, searing my shoulder with pain. The agony stole my breath, and I gasped for air. After another minute, I could appreciate this small victory. My arm was free, and I could use it. I glanced at my scratched, bare wrist, thinking longingly of my mirror bracelets—gone, along with my purse.

      I nudged a rock by my face—the one closest to the light source. The rubble shifted, debris raining down onto my face. I clamped my eyes shut, freezing. One wrong movement, and it would drop it all on my head, killing me.

      Carefully, slowly, I brushed away the small pebbles and rocks above me, trying to clear the debris around the shaft of light without nudging the larger rock. The shaft of light grew wider. I screamed for help again, my voice now barely audible over the ringing. Could anyone hear me? Was anyone else free, or had the rubble trapped them too? I still couldn’t hear a thing.

      My head throbbed, and I closed my eyes, the fog of sleep drifting into my mind.

      The pain in my chest woke me again, and I swallowed thickly, my throat dry.

      Only—now, I could feel something else. I could feel fear thrumming through the rocks, a sense of worry and dread. And I knew the source. Roan was letting me feel his emotions through the bond. I tried to strengthen the bond, to let him feel my emotions, too.

      Roan. I’m here. I’m alive. I’m under the rocks.

      I let my fear flow through the bond, calling him to me. Could my terror lure Roan here? Time crawled by slowly, the minutes ticking on as I heard rocks shifting, shouts in the distance… hours, maybe, the rocks pressing into my gut, but he couldn’t quite find me. Maybe my fear wasn’t enough.

      What had Roan said?

      Fear wasn’t the most powerful emotion. It was love. I didn’t know if that was true for everyone; maybe we weren’t all alike. But it was true for Roan.

      I closed my eyes, thinking of him in his kitchen, carefully making me the spiced cider. I thought of him crawling into my bed to protect me from my own nightmares, soothing me from my fears.

      And then, suddenly, the weight across my stomach lifted, and Roan’s powerful silhouette appeared in the light.

      With Roan standing above me, it was safe to drift away again.
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      I remembered flashes of white ceiling lamps and a distant sound of shouting, a phone ringing, the smell of antiseptic cleansers. Torrents of fear pulsing through my blood, and my battered body drinking it like a sponge. Somehow, throughout it all, I remembered Roan’s soothing presence, his earthy scent.

      At last, my eyelids fluttered as I awoke in a soft bed. My left arm pulsed with pain. Agony burned in my palm, legs, stomach, lungs—but my arm was the worst. I winced, hissing through my teeth.

      “You’re awake.” Roan’s face instantly appeared above me, pain etched on his own features. “What do you need?”

      “Water,” I croaked. “And something for the pain.”

      He moved out of my vision, and I looked at the room around me—the dark wooden walls of Roan’s room, back in his mansion. He returned a moment later, holding a glass of water. I tried to reach for it and gasped in pain.

      “Here. Let me.” Gently, he lifted my head behind my neck, then put the glass to my lips. He tipped it slightly, and the cool water hit my lips. Glorious.

      I took two enormous gulps of water, soothing my scratched throat. Then he pulled a plastic pill bottle from his pocket.

      “Alvin said this would help. They’re some sort of human tablets of healing.”

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      He tried to unscrew the top for several seconds, and then stopped, frowning. “There’s something wrong with it.”

      I would have smiled, if the pain hadn’t been this bad. “It’s child-proofed. And fae-proofed as well. You have to push the cap down when twisting it.”

      “This is absurd.”

      “Trust me.”

      He did as he was told, and after several failed attempts, tore the cap off in frustration, breaking the plastic bottle.

      “That works,” I mumbled.

      He frowned down at me. “Alvin said two. Open.”

      When I opened my mouth, he put two pills on my tongue, and held the water for me again. I drank the pills down and coughed. Then I waited a bit, trying to remember what had happened. From my hazy memories, I thought I’d been in a hospital. In fact, I could remember clearly the antiseptic smell of an emergency room.

      “Was I in a hospital?” I asked.

      “I took you to six of them,” Roan said. “Every emergency ward in the area. I wanted you to soak up the human fear, then I pulled you out before anyone would touch you. I didn’t want the human doctors poisoning you.”

      I blinked, remembering shouting—it probably hadn’t been easy for Roan to pull me away. I knew why he didn’t want them to touch me. Any blood test would find me dangerously deficient in iron. If they tried to correct that, it could kill me.

      I tried to remember what had happened before the hospital—the explosions, the rubble. “The wedding guests… What happened? How many were hurt?”

      “None. You stopped it. You were the only one who was hurt in the explosion.”

      “Branwen?”

      “I gather it isn’t pleasant to control a shadow when it explodes, but she’s recovering.”

      “Do you know what happened to Siofra and Abellio?”

      “We found neither. Branwen told us what had happened.”

      I shut my eyes, relieved I didn’t have to describe the meeting with Siofra myself.

      “I’m sorry it took so long to find you. I could hardly sense you, you were so weak. I thought you were dying. There were mounds of rubble, and we moved slowly, afraid that if we dug too fast, the rubble would collapse, killing you.” His voice cracked, and I could feel a twinge of fear through our bond. Fear, and love.

      “I’m okay,” I reassured him. “Alive.”

      “You almost—”

      “I’m alive.” I grinned at him, then grimaced in pain. “And healing. Thanks for saving me.”

      I was just drifting back to sleep when I heard him say, “Thanks for saving us all.”
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      When I woke again, my vision slowly sharpened on Scarlett’s worried face. For a moment, I felt a surge of comfort as I looked at my oldest friend.

      She looked like she hadn’t slept in days, and she leaned over my bed. “Cass? You awake?”

      “Yeah.”

      That’s when I froze. I was still in Roan’s mansion. “Scarlett?” I nearly shouted. “What the hell are you doing here?” In Scarlett’s world, all the Unseelie were the enemy.

      “I convinced Elrine to let me in.”

      “Oh.” Elrine and Scarlett had shared some very unpleasant time in Siofra’s captivity, leaving them with twin scars on their backs. It had resulted in a very fragile trust between them.

      “I’ve been waiting outside Roan’s house ever since we learned about the attack. There were multiple confirmations that the Mistress of Dread had been hurt, perhaps killed.” Scarlett said, breathless. “I came straight here, and when I saw Elrine, I approached her. She agreed to let me in alone.”

      I frowned. “I doubt she understands the CIA’s capabilities of infiltration.” I loved Scarlett, but this exposed the glamoured mansion’s entrance to the CIA.

      Scarlett shrugged. “She said she didn’t really care if we knew how to enter. Something about this mansion not being in Roan’s possession for long…?”

      “Oh, right.” Elrine didn’t care if the CIA knew where Grendel lived.

      “What happened, Cass?”

      “I ran into Siofra. She tried to blow me up.”

      Scarlett’s face visibly paled. I felt a jolt of raw fear from her. “Siofra? I thought she was contained.”

      “She got out.”

      Scarlett looked around. When she saw the mirror behind her, she shifted her position so she was facing it. “She could be anywhere, then.”

      I tried to think of something that would reassure her, but I had nothing. Maybe Siofra would target Scarlett. Maybe she was even watching us right now. I scrambled to think of what to say next. After a few seconds, Scarlett’s initial fear slowly abated, as if she was calming herself down. She wasn’t easily scared. Her fear was a gut reaction to the trauma she had gone through.

      She cleared her throat. “So, what did the doctor say?”

      “I wouldn’t know. Didn’t see one.”

      Her eyes widened. “Cass, you have to—”

      “I don’t need a blood transfusion, or stitches, Scarlett. As long as my body can feed itself with fear, it’ll heal faster than with any medical treatment. And I can’t risk what they’d find in my blood.”

      “Right.” She smiled weakly. She carefully took my hand, squeezing it. It hurt, and for the first time, I realized that the skin on my palm had blistered. I said nothing, appreciating her gentle touch anyway. How many times had we consoled each other over the years? We’d been there for each other in times of grief, of heartbreak, of anxiety. Our history had forged a bond, a connection that couldn’t be replaced. Scarlett’s presence soothed my heart.

      “I missed you,” I whispered. “I want to go back home.”

      “You will.” She smiled at me, a tear in her eye. “We’ll make it work.”

      “I can’t leave things here as they are. I can’t abandon my friends. I don’t want to abandon Roan.”

      “Maybe we can help. We don’t want a war, and we want to maintain the balance.”

      I nodded, feeling tired, my mind blurry. It sounded like a good solution—a perfect solution, even. Maybe we couldn’t get an alliance with all the fae houses, but the CIA would be a powerful ally. With them tipping the scales, we could propose a truce. It was the best we could hope for at this point, the best way to ensure Roan would survive. The only way. “You’d help us?”

      “Sure. For the safety of humanity, we need to retain control of the situation. We just need to understand the fae politics a bit more—to understand our allies. With your help, it’ll happen.”

      “Good.” I glanced at my purse. The list I’d made for her lay hidden in there, and it was the first step to seal this alliance. A mixture of humans and fae—just like me. “You know that list you asked for?”

      “Yeah?”

      What was it that made me pause? The way she held her breath for a second? How her grip tightened, just a bit? Her eyes remained soft, loving, but I saw something else there.

      We need to retain control.

      How would they retain control, dealing with six different Unseelie courts, facing the political intricacies of the fae, and their strange customs, some completely foreign to humans? Scarlett meant well, but she didn’t really care about the fae. She cared about humans, about her own country. And who knew what the rest of her unit would do with this information? Every branch of the CIA, just like in the FBI, were victims of their own power struggles, of opposing political opinions, of factions, of personal enmities. Just like the fae.

      “I’ll make the list soon,” I said. “When I get better.”

      She nodded, a smile warming her face, and slipped something under the blanket. After she went, I slid it out and looked at it. It was a mobile phone, with a single contact in it. It said Scarlett - No Wiretap.
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        * * *

      

      Wrapped in sheets that smelled of a mossy forest, I slept, my body healing. Roan stayed by my side, sleeping next to me at night, bringing me food and water. When I dreamed, it was of Roan sitting in his bedroom as a green-eyed boy, his hair a pale blond. With his wooden dolls by his side, he lay on the ground, flipping through the pages of an ancient book. Excited at what he was reading, he kicked his feet into the air. As he was reading, he reached out for one of the dolls—the one shaped like a woman, the one that reminded him of his mother—and he pulled it to him, tucking it under one arm as he read.

      As I dreamed, a voice from the hollows of my mind demanded to know if I thought I still knew the most powerful emotion.

      When I woke in the daylight again, my body didn’t hurt nearly as much as it had before. I only winced a little as I rolled over, facing Roan. Golden morning light streamed over his skin, illuminating his tattoos, his dark eyelashes, the chiseled planes of his face.

      I loved Roan, yes. But could I really trust him with knowing everything I knew? Once he knew what terrifying weapons the humans had at their disposal, would he wage a pre-emptive war?

      Scarlett’s loyalty lay with the humans, and Roan’s with the Unseelie. I was the only one stuck in between.
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      “It’s time.” Roan’s voice was grave, dark.

      I sat on the edge of his bed, my body still aching. I flinched, hating what was about to come, even if it was the only way. Idelisa had already packed my belongings and hightailed it out of the mansion before risking a run-in with Grendel. In fact, Roan and I were the only ones left here—the grim welcoming party for its new owner.

      Even though I knew it was necessary, I couldn’t keep the scowl from my face, my mood bleak. “So… what, do we show him around? Tell him where to find the coffee maker?”

      Grendel had refused to join the Unseelie Republic until the terms of the deal had been delivered—including Roan’s mansion.

      “I’m sure he’ll find everything.” Roan was distracted, and I could feel almost overwhelming sadness emanating from him. His childhood home, given away. I felt a sharp twinge of guilt at focusing on my own bad mood. “But he wants to meet us in the library. We need his promise to uphold his part of the deal, and he wants to talk to us both.”

      I nodded wearily. “Okay. Whatever you think is best.”

      I winced as I rose, pain singing through my body. Roan slowed himself to my pace as we walked through his empty halls to the library.

      When he opened the door, my breath caught at the beauty of it all, and the warm light streaming through the oculus onto the ornate rug. Colored light poured through the stained glass onto the empty bookshelves, the intricately decorated door frames. Without me even knowing it, this place had become a home to me, and I was about to lose it.

      As Roan looked around at his former library, I could sense his desperate attempts to commit every detail to his memory forever. I tried to send him comfort through our bond, my support and love. He glanced at me, smiling, but I could see the sadness in his green eyes.

      The door creaked open, and Grendel slipped inside, grinning with satisfaction. A bodyguard followed, holding an engraving of the Taranis coat of arms.

      Grendel pointed to the emblem. “We’ll be removing all of those, of course.” He then opened his hands expansively. “Welcome to my library. Please. Make yourselves comfortable in my home. We have things to discuss.”

      I heard Roan’s low growl, and I scowled. Can we just kill him now?

      Grendel waved at the oak table. “Come. Sit down. Let’s talk.”

      For a moment I thought Roan would toss the toad against a wall. Instead, he folded his arms. “I will stand, thank you.”

      “If you must.” Grendel shrugged, dropping down into a chair. “Seems uncomfortable to me. But do what you feel like in my home.”

      “Before I give you this house, I need your promise of support,” Roan said.

      “Ah. Well… I need something else before I give you that.”

      “We already agreed to the terms!” Roan’s voice rose in fury, and I could feel the temperature in the air dropping. “There will be no more—”

      “It’s a small thing, really,” Grendel said, fingering the hole in his pelvic bone. “Just a little promise from your pixie friend.”

      “What do you want?” I asked, frost coating my words.

      “When we first met, you used iron against me,” Grendel said, and for a moment, I could see fury in his eyes, buried under the calm demeanor. “And when we last met, you threatened me with your powers of dread.”

      I gave him a thin, mocking smile, saying nothing.

      “I want your promise, that you will never use iron or your dread powers on me.”

      “I don’t need iron anymore. I am the Mistress of Dread. It is who I am. I will not give any promise regarding my powers.”

      “Indeed.” Grendel’s eyes met mine. “We are to be allies. Should I cooperate with you, knowing well that my life is being constantly threatened? No. Give me your word, or I leave now, and so will my court. You will not have your Republic.”

      My lip curled. “Will you let the Seelie kill us all because you’re afraid of a woman?”

      “Will you let the Unseelie die because of your pride?” Grendel countered.

      My thoughts churned. A promise to a fae was binding. I wouldn’t be able to break it without giving Grendel power over me.

      I had the feeling he would not back away from his demand. Grendel was one of the oldest fae in existence, and he hadn’t survived this long through weakness and stupidity. But I wouldn’t get very far by caving, either. Grendel’s power was immense. He could control water, could create floods and huge, destructive waves. He could drown the city of London.

      “Very well,” I said. “But I’ll need a promise from you, not to use your magical powers against me. Or against my friends.”

      A long, pointed tongue shot out, and he licked his lips. “Are you afraid I might make you wet?”

      I suppressed my urge to gag. “Are you afraid of a little terror?”

      A tense silence fell over us.

      “Very well.” He nodded. “I will give you my word, if you do the same.”

      I nodded. “Then I promise never to use iron or my powers of dread against you.”

      “Good!” he grinned, rubbing his hands together. “And I promise my own magical powers will be used against enemies of the Unseelie, and only against them.”

      I gritted my teeth, saying nothing. That promise would have to do.

      Roan stepped forward, looming over Grendel. “I need your oath that you will support the Unseelie Republic.”

      Grendel sighed, and rolled his eyes. “So many promises. It’s hard to keep track of them all. I promise to support the five courts of the Unseelie Republic.”

      And with that, the alliance was complete.
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      I sat glumly in the expansive hotel room, yearning for Roan’s dusty old library. Granted, the hotel room was beautiful—a wall of glass overlooking the city from the upper floors of the Shard, marble floors, dark leather furniture. But I wanted the smell of the ancient books, the oak bookcases several floors high, the faded rug soft beneath my feet.

      It was Grendel’s now.

      It was nearly midnight, and I should have been sleeping. I toyed with the edge of my silk nightgown, wondering if Roan would sleep in my room here, too. I hoped he would.

      A knock sounded on the door, pulling me from my thoughts. Roan, I thought, perking up.

      As I crossed the room, I let the top of my nightgown fall, exposing the top of my breast.

      Unfortunately, when I pulled open the door, I found a plump waitress standing in the hall, pushing a cart with a bottle of chilled white wine and a domed silver tray.

      She smiled. “Room service.”

      I frowned. “I didn’t order anything.”

      “It’s from your friend, Mr. Taranis. He asked me to tell you he would be over shortly.”

      “Ah. Thanks. I’ll get it. No need to come in.” Maybe I’d become paranoid, but I didn’t want any strangers in my room. I lifted the tray, sliding it onto the bedside table. I narrowed my eyes at the domed, silver tray, another reflective surface for Siofra’s prying eyes. Not that she lacked those. The whole hotel room was covered in reflections.

      I ran back for the wine—helpfully already opened for me—and pulled two glasses off the cart. “Thank you!” I knew I needed to tip her, but it had been ages since I’d carried actual cash around on me. So instead, I just smiled awkwardly as the door shut.

      I dropped onto the bed and pulled off the lid of the tray. Immediately, the scent of steak greeted my nostrils—rich meat and rosemary, with buttery roast potatoes on the side.

      My mouth watered. Still, I wasn’t going to dive in until Roan told me himself he’d ordered. I sat cross-legged on the bed, salivating, until a knock sounded on the door again. This time, I jumped up and peered through the peephole.

      Roan stood outside, and I pulled open the door.

      I grinned. “Did you order me a late-night roast dinner, by any chance?”

      “I did. I could feel your hunger from the next room.” For a moment, his gaze slid up and down my body, taking in my bare legs, before his eyes refocused again. “Why aren’t you eating?”

      “Just making sure it wasn’t something poisonous sent by Siofra.” I rushed over to the bed, plopping down to cut into the steak. I bit into it, and the rich meat seemed to melt in my mouth.

      “The Unseelie Republic council’s first meeting had just ended.” Roan sounded tired. “It was difficult. Tensions between the houses are very high, and they won’t agree on a single thing. But we sent a missive to General Borvo, who is in charge of the Unseelie army. We think he will accept our joint leadership.”

      “Politics take time and patience,” I said.

      “Both are things I don’t have an abundance of.” His tone was troubled. “Promise me you’ll look after yourself when I’m away.”

      My stomach clenched. I stared at him, swallowing my steak. “Where are you going?”

      He sat next to me on the bed, his face serious. “I must go to Trinovantum. I need to speak to King Ebor of the Elder Fae.”

      I scooped a bit of potato and steak onto my fork. “Just a quick meeting?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, looking down at the floor. “I’m afraid not. This will be a complicated mission.”

      I was quickly working my way through the food. “What’s it about?”

      “Unseelie control of Trinovantum is tenuous. A large part of the Seelie army just crossed the border into Hawkwood Forest.”

      My mouth froze for a moment, mid-chew. I swallowed the bite. “But you said that wouldn’t be a problem. That the Elder Fae would keep them from crossing the forest.”

      “King Ebor is currently letting them march through the forest.”

      I took a long sip of wine to steady my nerves. “Why would he do that?”

      “The Unseelie and the Elder Fae were never on good terms. Before we came to Trinovantum, it was their land. We have conquered a large part of it. It’s easy to forget that they aren’t our allies, because they helped us take down Ogmios. But now that he’s gone, that alliance is no more. I need to talk to King Ebor, convince him that it’s in his best interest to cooperate with us in the war against the Seelie.”

      “Does it have to be you?”

      “I’ve lived with the Elder Fae for many years. They trust me.”

      It struck me how much I was going to miss him. “How long will you be gone for?”

      “Hopefully just a few days. While I’m gone, will you be able to keep the alliance together?”

      “You want the American pixie to hold together an alliance of Unseelie factions harboring thousands of years of resentment.”

      “You’ve been with me at most of these meetings. The Unseelie know you as a leader now.”

      “I’ll do my best, but I don’t know this world as well as everyone else. I suppose Branwen and Nerius can help me.”

      Roan shook his head. “Not Branwen. She’s leaving for the Seelie encampment outside Cingeto’s Fortress.”

      My eyes widened. “What? The Seelie camp?”

      “She volunteered. She’s trying to search for information about Balor’s armory’s location. She says she’ll be safe, and work in the shadows.”

      I let out a long breath. “I really don’t like the sound of that.” I narrowed my eyes at Roan, a sense of protectiveness blooming in my chest. “How dangerous is your mission?”

      He reached out, stroking my face, his feather-light touch electrifying me. “As dangerous as anything in this war. You’ll be able to feel me through our bond.”

      I dropped my fork onto the plate, then reached up, touching his hand. “I don’t like the idea of being separated from you.” I hadn’t realized how true it was until the words were out of my mouth.

      “But if anything does happen to me, you should leave London, okay? Go back to America.”

      My heart clenched at his words. “Don’t say that. Just make it back here safe. If you don’t, I’m going to have a long list of people to torture to death, and I’d rather not.”

      “Your version of love is a bit violent, isn’t it?”

      I smiled. “Maybe I need you to calm my violent side.” I leaned back on the bed, and my silky nightgown rode up my thighs. Roan growled softly. Slowly, his gaze ran up my thighs, devouring me, his eyes glinting with gold. “I’m tempted to see if I can get you to stay.”

      Roan shifted closer to me, his movements inhumanly fluid. My knees fell open, and Roan moved between them, gripping my waist. As he nuzzled my neck, I arched into him.

      Warmth from his body radiated over mine, and I ran my fingers over his muscled back.

      “Roan?” I considered telling him right there and then I was ready to be his mate forever, but something stopped me. I couldn’t let the feel of his powerful body on mine cloud my judgment.

      “Yes?”

      I swallowed hard. “Stay safe, okay?”

      He held my gaze, eyes shifting to amber. Then, he pressed his mouth to mine in a searing kiss. Liquid fire raced through my body as I wrapped my legs around him.

      But just as soon as it had begun, the kiss was over, and Roan was pulling away from me. “I have to go.”

      When he rose from the bed, I felt the separation from him as a powerful ache in my chest. Stay safe. I don’t want to live in a world without you.
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      I sat with my back to Leroy’s bar counter, sipping my golden claret. My eyes were on the stage, where a siren was stepping into the white lights, her lilac hair cascading over a black gown. She walked with a catlike grace, the entire bar quieting as all eyes focused on her. I had heard a siren’s song before, and I found myself both dreading and yearning for her voice.

      As she began to sing, her voice echoed across the dark room, tugging at my heart. She sang in the ancient fae tongue, and even though the words made no sense to me, I somehow understood. The music invoked loss and nostalgia, a wave of crushing homesickness in me. Tears filled my eyes as I thought of summer nights by the Charles River banks, of my grandmother’s fried chicken, of lazy Sunday mornings with Scarlett and a stack of magazines. Back then, I hadn’t known my life would twist and change beyond recognition.

      Glancing at the crowd, it was easy to see I wasn’t the only one touched. More than half of the bar patrons around me had tears streaming from their eyes, some leaving sparkling blue and silver streaks on their faces.

      At last, the siren crooned her final note, then smiled at the crowd.

      “She’s something else, isn’t she?” a shaky voice said by my side.

      I glanced at Alvin, whose eyes glistened.

      “Definitely something.” I blinked, trying to clear my mind. “When did you come in? I didn’t see you.”

      “Just a few minutes ago.” He wiped at his eyes. “You seemed transfixed. I didn’t want to say anything.”

      “Yeah.” I looked around at the clusters of fae crammed around tables. “It’s packed here tonight.”

      “It’s the siren’s last show, innit?”

      “Where is she going?”

      He shrugged. “France? Scotland? Who the hell knows? She’s not staying ’round here, that’s for sure. A lot of fae are running for the hills.”

      I couldn’t say I was surprised, with the fae mood wavering between grim and hopeless. It had been two days, and I hadn’t heard or felt a thing from Roan, just the rumors that Cingeto’s Fortress was on its last legs. A sense of doom hovered over everyone’s head.

      Alvin’s eyes flickered to orange for a moment. “So, what are you doing here, Cass? I don’t think you came to watch the show.”

      “No.” I snatched my glass of claret from the counter. “I came for help. For advice.”

      “Ah. I’ve heard you’ve been making alliances, trying to form a Republic. Quite a role you’ve got for yourself, little pixie.”

      “You know, it’s harder than you’d imagine.” And here I’d been thinking that in Roan’s absence, everything would keep ticking along nicely without my intervention. Just a few days till Roan got back, and everyone would get along swimmingly in his absence. Hadn’t really turned out that way. “A fight broke out yesterday between the Rage Fae and the Sorrow Fae,” I said. “I’m not clear on the details, but one of them called another some sort of fae insult. A driushiud ki, I think?”

      Alvin grimaced. “Rough.”

      “Yeah. Ended up with three severely wounded fae and some pissed-off banshees wanting blood vengeance. Then, I heard that Grendel’s henchmen have been roaming around, roughing people up to demand taxes. For the war effort, he says.”

      Alvin leaned on the bar. “He doesn’t seem like a reliable guy.”

      “Pretty sure he’s keeping that money for himself, in between sexually assaulting women from the House of Ernmas.”

      Alvin nodded slowly. “Not surprised. He has a thing for them.”

      “But there’s nothing I can do about it because he’s the head of the Weala Broc Court. And there are all these sub-factions I didn’t know about.”

      “We Unseelie love our sub-factions.”

      I slammed my fist on the counter. “What was Roan thinking leaving me to hold all this together? I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know fae customs. I don’t even know what a driushiud ki is.”

      Alvin grabbed my arm, whispering, “I really wouldn’t throw that word around unless you want to get shanked. It’s a diseased bitch.”

      I drained half my glass. “He should have left Elrine in charge.”

      “Nah, she would have bollocksed it up.” Alvin grinned. “And no one is scared of her. You’re the Mistress of Dread. Fucking terrifying.”

      “Yeah, everyone keeps telling me that.”

      “So act like it.”

      That claret went down fast. “I have no idea how to act like this Mistress of Dread.”

      “And what—you think I do? What do you want from me?” Alvin asked.

      “I need your advice.”

      “Well, we have a good thing going. You buy me dinner, give me something, ask a question, and I—”

      “No.” I locked eyes with him. “Not like that. I want you to be my advisor. I need your help, like in an official capacity.”

      He stared at me for an uncomfortably long time before pulling his jacket tighter. “Look, Cass, it’s been lovely, but I have to go somewhere else now.”

      I grabbed his arm. “I need someone who understands what’s going on, who can map out my options for me. Nerius just tells me to kill everyone. Branwen is gone on a mission. And Elrine and I… Well, it’s complicated.”

      “I’m not really experienced in a governmental advisor-atorial capacity, as it were.”

      Desperate, I pulled him closer, summoning my angriest glare. “There is no one else. I am Cassandra Weala Broc, Mistress of Dread. You will do as I ask, or suffer my wrath.”

      Alvin glanced around furtively, his face paling. “You’re gonna owe me for this, mate.”

      “I won’t owe you anything. You’ll do this to regain your place in the Unseelie world. And for your people. And for yourself.”

      Alvin stared glumly at the floor. Suddenly, Leroy slid a plate of soft cheese and a tall glass of wine toward him.

      “Alvin Taranis, Special Advisor. This one’s on the house.”

      Alvin blinked in surprise, staring at the cheese as if it were about to eat him. I shot a grateful look at Leroy, which he promptly ignored.

      “All right!” Alvin glared at me, his eyes flickering with orange. “Mate. You help a woman once or twice, suddenly she owns you.”

      Victorious, I held his gaze. “Do you know where I’m staying?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “I booked a room for you. I want you to get your ass over there tonight, after you finish your food. A woman named Idelisa will get you some nice clothes.”

      He stared down at his rumpled pants, and I read the slogan emblazoned on his shirt: If The Earth Isn’t Flat, How Come The Horizon Is Straight? “What’s wrong with my clothes?”

      “Just wear what she tells you, okay? Take it from me, it’s much easier that way.” I drained the last drops of claret. “I’m glad we had this talk.”

      “Wait.” He shot up from his chair.

      “What?” I asked, surprised at the sudden intensity in his expression.

      “All this stuff—the territorial fighting, the insults, the angry lords… that can wait until tomorrow. But Grendel is up to something. You know that, right?”

      I gave him a small nod. “Any idea what he’s up to?”

      “No.” He shrugged. “But he’s up to something. Like, right now. You can’t let him outwit you, Cass.”

      “He won’t,” I said, my voice a lot more confident than I felt. “I’ll see you soon.”
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      I parked the car on a dark side street, south of the river—about a mile away from what used to be Roan’s mansion. A hard rain hammered the car. I killed the engine, and turned off the lights. On a night like this, I doubted anyone would notice me here.

      I wished I’d had the foresight to buy myself some Cheesy Wotsits and Doritos. It might prove to be a long night, but at least I had a thermos of coffee.

      I pulled a mirror from my bag—a square mirror, fifteen inches wide. I stared into the clear glass, mentally merging with it until my mind clicked, and I searched for Grendel. I found him easily, several reflections pointed right at him. I shifted through them in my mirror, finally settling on the one that gave me a clear view of his face.

      He sat in one of the bedrooms in Roan’s mansion. I mentally corrected myself—his mansion. To my surprise, he wasn’t lounging in Roan’s old bedroom—the master bedroom. That choice struck me as out of character. Grendel would surely insist on the best room.

      I grimaced when I noticed the naked woman lying in bed behind him. Just like all of Grendel’s women, she was covered in bruises, with a black eye and a bloody lip. I hadn’t even noticed her at first because of her stillness—she stared vacantly into space, maybe trying to avoid his notice again. It made me sick that we had to ally ourselves with this monster, had to give him more power.

      He wore tight leather pants, the top half of his body bare. Over his pale, oily stomach folds, the pelvic bone dangled. He kept fingering it, caressing its edges, his tongue occasionally flicking out. Suddenly, I was glad I hadn’t brought snacks, because I’d be puking orange all over the car right about now.

      Grendel was talking, and at first I wasn’t sure if he was talking to himself or to the woman. Based on her empty stare, she wasn’t listening to a word he said. But then, after a few seconds, she nodded, and uttered a single word. “Yes.”

      The exchange carried on, Grendel talking, with the woman saying at certain intervals things like “of course,” and “you’re right.” Once, it seemed she was slow in answering, and Grendel’s head sharply turned as he barked something at her. The woman paled, nodding furiously. Her eyes were wide, and it looked like she was saying, “yes, of course,” over and over.

      Disgusted, I focused on Grendel’s lips, trying to tune out all other distractions. I had some basic training in lip reading, but it was still damn hard without context. I had a clear idea of what was going on with the woman. She was just feigning interest and complacency to avoid getting smacked again. But Grendel’s endless monologue was harder to understand.

      Slowly, I began to piece out some fragments, repeated phrases. “He will pay” and “they will pay” seemed to be on his lips like mantras. There was one phrase that he kept saying over and over emphatically, and the woman always reacted when he said it, but it took me a while to work it out.

      When I did, my stomach clenched. I am the true king.

      That’s it. Tomorrow, I was coming back with a mic, and I’d plant it in his room. In fact, I should probably tap the whole place. It wouldn’t be hard, since I could slip in and out of the mirrors. I doubted Grendel knew what a wiretap was.

      Just as I was about to put the mirror away, the door opened in Grendel’s room, and one of Grendel’s hulking bodyguards stepped into the room. The woman halfheartedly pulled the bed sheets to cover herself, though the bodyguard didn’t even glance in her direction. Instead, he faced Grendel. I shifted my perspective in the room, flicking to another reflection. Now, I could see both the bodyguard’s lips and Grendel’s at the same time. The hulk stood straight and attentive, and spoke crisply, which worked well for me. It was much easier to understand him.

      “My lord … sightings of Elder Fae … in Hawkwood Forest.”

      Grendel stared at the guard, lost in thought, then mumbled something I couldn’t follow. Tend…? Ill them? The bodyguard nodded, and left without saying another word.

      Once he was gone, a cruel smile spread on Grendel’s face. I closed my eyes, reviewing Grendel’s words, the way his lips had moved.

      Tend.

      Nope, that wasn’t the first word. Ill them.

      Kill them.

      I swallowed, still not sure of the exact sentence, but knowing for sure that the first word wasn’t tend. It was send.

      Send… Kill them.

      My pulse set up.

      Send men to kill them—the Elder Fae in the Hawkwood forest. An almost reasonable request. After all, the Elder Fae had betrayed the Unseelie, letting their enemies pass.

      Except Roan was negotiating with the Elder Fae right now, and Grendel knew it. He had sent his men to kill the Elder Fae, knowing about the negotiations. He was going to get Roan killed, and try to seize control.

      A powerful urge to protect Roan overwhelmed me. I glanced at my mirror, ready to leap through into Trinovantum. I felt a desperate need to warn Roan, needed to keep him safe. My heart raced, as I stared at my mirror, intent on only one thing: finding my mate.

      I scanned, one reflection after another of the Unseelie realm, frantically flicking through reflections—in candlesticks, jewelry, swords—desperate to find him. But I could only see about two miles away. What were the chances that he was within two miles of me? Almost none—especially if he was all the way out deep in Hawkwood Forest.

      Nowhere did I see his beautiful green eyes, his golden skin—the stunning, breathtaking beauty of my mate. And never before had I felt so desperate to see him. The longer I searched, the more dread tightened its bony grasp on my heart.

      I slowed my breathing, trying to think rationally.

      I couldn’t protect him if I couldn’t find him.

      I dropped the mirror, clearing my mind. If I couldn’t find him in Trinovantum, maybe I’d have to protect my mate another way.
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      Nerius pounded on the brick wall that glamoured Roan’s—or rather, Grendel’s—mansion, his thumps shaking the wooden door that lay just beyond the illusion. He paused for a few seconds, then began thumping again.

      I glanced behind us into the dark underpass of French Ordinary Court, where Elrine and Drustan stood. Was our little posse a big enough show of force? My whole plan hinged on being able to scare Grendel into compliance, and I wasn’t sure we were up to the task.

      Nerius was about to knock a third time when the door opened, breaking through the glamour. One of Grendel’s bodyguards stood in the doorway—a surprisingly short bodyguard, but one with red eyes and lethal-looking fangs. His head swiveled rapidly as he inspected each of us in turn.

      At last, his red orbs settled on me, and his smile widened, fangs overhanging his chin. “Mistress of Dread. What a pleasant surprise. Our master would be most pleased. It’s the first time he’s had such important guests in his new home.”

      “Take us to him,” I said evenly. “Now.”

      “I’m afraid he has already gone to bed. But I am sure he would be delighted if you would join him in the guest bedroom.”

      Creepy. Of course. Irritation flared. “Wake him and tell him to meet me in the library.”

      “My master would be very displeased with me if I didn’t show you proper courtesy. The library is undergoing some changes, and is not really a place to talk. Please follow me to one of the guest bedrooms.”

      “We know our way around,” I snapped. “Go wake your master, and we’ll meet him in the dining room, then.”

      The bodyguard eyed me, then quirked his head. “As I understand it, this is now my master’s mansion. Taranis gave it to him as part of the condition of his alliance.” He arched an eyebrow. “Was I mistaken?”

      Again, I was lost in fae etiquette. Elrine simply stared straight ahead, arms folded, while Nerius was no help at all, looking like he wanted to rip apart some terror leeches.

      “Fine. Take us to the guest room.”

      As we walked down the hallways, I began to suspect that he wanted to take us to the guest room just to mess with us. This room was at the far end of the mansion, taking us through a maze of hallways. As we walked, the doorways stood open, giving us a view of all the changes Grendel had made. Before we’d left, the doorways had been engraved with the ornate carvings of tree leaves and birds, but each of them was now covered in rough graffiti. The coats of arms that had lined the walls had been burned, slashed, painted. On top of them, Grendel had hung his own sigil—a skeleton submerged under water. So similar to my biological father’s coat of arms, I realized with a shudder.

      I clenched my fists, glad that Roan wasn’t here to see the destruction. I couldn’t believe I was related to this goddamned driushiud ki.

      Elrine walked by my side, her jaw clenched, eyes glistening. We exchanged looks, both hurt and furious at the damage. Nerius’ face began to redden, his lips pressed into a thin line. I hoped he would be able to restrain himself.

      As we approached the guest room, we passed a closed door—the door to the master bedroom. My spying told me Grendel didn’t sleep in there. So what went on in there?

      I paused outside the door, and the bodyguard spun to face me, his fanged smile widening.

      “Do you like what we’ve done to the place?” he hissed.

      I shrugged. “It’s Grendel’s house. Why would I care about his interior decorating choices?”

      “Do you want to see what we did there?” He nodded at the master bedroom.

      “No need.” I clamped my hands on my hips. “We just want to talk to your master.” I would spy on the master bedroom later.

      The bodyguard didn’t seem to want to take no for an answer. He walked back to the door. “I think you’d like it,” he said. “It’s one of the master’s favorite rooms.”

      He turned the knob, and when the door swung open, a wall of foul air hit me. Everything looked as it once had—except that crimson bloodstains covered the bed and the floor, the furniture and the walls. It looked like a slaughterhouse.

      I suppressed my urge to gag, refusing to give the guard the satisfaction of seeing my reaction. I kept my expression blank, staring straight ahead.

      “The master has been reviving the old ways with a decapitarium,” the bodyguard explained placidly. “In the old days, humans made sacrifices in order to receive our blessings. They sacrificed themselves to us, and we fed from their terror. You remember, Cassandra.” He moved closer, his fetid breath hot on my face. “I know you’re young, but deep in your fae blood and bones you remember the thrill, and you crave it.”

      I shot him my most blasé stare, comforted by the knowledge that we would kill Grendel when this was all over.

      “The master believed this room, in which Taranis once indulged his lusts, was the perfect spot for terror-reaping. I believe the other decapitarium was once the bedroom of the Mistress of—”

      Nerius’ hand whipped out. He grabbed the bodyguard by his throat, slamming him against the wall. As the guard’s eyes bulged, Nerius squeezed the fae’s neck. Spittle burbled from his fanged mouth as he hurled unintelligible curses, trembling with anger.

      “Nerius!” Elrine and I shouted together.

      Nerius ignored us, his eyes burning with madness. Then, the black void of Drustan moved forward, and a sound of fluttering wings enveloped us. Darkness swarmed around Nerius and the bodyguard, and they disappeared from sight, as did the bloodied bedroom. Darkness hovered, pulsing, alive, and then it shrank back. The door to the master bedroom had been closed. Nerius was sitting on the floor, dazed, while the bodyguard lay on his back, coughing.

      Drustan’s voice echoed in our skulls. Enough with the tour. Take us to your master.

      The bodyguard coughed into his hand, then shakily rose to his legs. The mocking smile returned. If anything, it was even wider now.

      “Of course,” he said. “Through here.”
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      We waited in a guest bedroom—this one mercifully blood-free. Elrine sat in a chair with her arms folded, staring angrily at the floor, while Nerius looked like he was going to tear through the furniture. Drustan simply swarmed darkly in the corner.

      Grendel let us wait for another ten minutes before deigning to arrive. During that time, his cronies silently stared us down from their spots around the room. I glared back at them, leaning back in my chair. I propped my legs on the coffee table, crossing them.

      When Grendel finally entered, he smiled broadly. I stayed right where I was, meeting his eyes.

      “It’s the pixie of dread,” he rasped. “And her ragtag posse. If you had come alone, I could have easily accommodated you in your own room.”

      Schooling my features to calm, I pulled my stiletto from its holster, keeping his gaze. I twirled the stiletto between my fingers, already fantasizing about how Roan and I would kill him. “You’ve crossed a line, Grendel. I’ve come to correct that.”

      He cocked his head. “Have I?”

      “Two hours ago, you sent your men to Hawkwood Forest to engage with the Elder Fae.”

      “Spying on your allies, pixie?” He slumped into one of his chairs comfortably, scratching at his large belly. “What happened to trust?”

      “Pull your men back from the Hawkwood Forest, Grendel.”

      “Or what?”

      I spun the stiletto between my fingers. “Or you’ll risk my wrath, and the wrath of the Unseelie Republic.”

      He fell silent for a moment, holding my gaze, before he straightened. “And you… you are now the Republic’s spokeswoman? Did you hold a meeting without me, in which the rest of you decided our course of action with our enemies? You do realize the Elder Fae are letting the Seelie pass freely through their territories, aiming to destroy us?” His voice was rising sharply.

      I rose, then walked over to him slowly, knife in my hand. “We have it under control.”

      He stared up at me, wringing his hands. “Really? Because no one told me anything. No one said, ‘Grendel, most ancient Sire, the Republic is now negotiating with the Elder Fae, and a cease fire is in effect.’ In fact, I don’t think the Republic’s leaders have met once since we allied.”

      “Starting a war with the Elder Fae will doom us all.”

      His beady eyes gleamed. “If Ogmios had only listened to my council, the Elder Fae would have been eliminated centuries ago. Hawkwood Forest will be ours, a valuable strategic asset that will only help in the war against the Seelie.”

      “Until we have a meeting with the other members of the Republic to discuss strategy, you will pull your men back.”

      He looked up at me defiantly. “I think you are right. We should call a full meeting of the Republic, with all five heads of the houses. If the Republic decides that I need to call back my men, I will.”

      Roan was in Hawkwood Forest right now, and Grendel knew it. If a single Elder Fae died, Roan would pay with his life.

      The blackness surrounding Drustan billowed around the room, his voice booming, Pull back your leeches, or I shall drown this house in darkness, and leave you blind for eternity.

      The sound of unsheathing swords pierced the air.

      Grendel snarled. “Control your soldiers, pixie. I am within my rights. You have entered my home, attacked one of my bodyguards, and are threatening me for protecting the Unseelie people. It is only because of my courtesy that I allow these insults to go unpunished.”

      I heard the bodyguards move as one, surrounding us. Drustan’s darkness pulsed, the sound of wings fluttering around us.

      “Stop,” I said through clenched teeth. “We’re leaving.”

      Grendel wasn’t about to give in, and I’d find another way to deal with him.
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      In my hotel room, I peered out the wall of windows onto the city. I’d spent half an hour in the shower, wiping steam off the mirror and desperately searching reflections in Trinovantum. But wherever Roan was, he was out of the range of my reflection powers. I was pretty sure I could feel him through our bond, at least—that I could feel emotions of frustration, of hope. Or maybe those were my own emotions overwhelming me. I was starting to understand that with a soulmate, it was hard to know where I ended and he began.

      Outside, clouds hid the moon, but London’s lights twinkled below. Sighing, I stepped away from the mirror. I pulled on a camisole, the cotton sticking to my damp skin. If I had my dread powers, and hadn’t given my word to him, Grendel would be quivering on the floor right now, sobbing in hysteria as I kicked him to death. But maybe it was best not to dwell on those fantasies.

      Still, I had to come up with some kind of plan. I couldn’t allow Grendel to threaten Roan, and I couldn’t allow him to keep slaughtering humans. The slimy fucker had to die.

      I stepped into a silky pair of pajama bottoms, shivering in the cool air. I couldn’t open the windows here, so I just blasted the air conditioning and imagined that the windows were open. It was slightly comforting, but I still needed Roan here to warm me, to soothe my bad dreams away.

      Just as I was heading for my bed, a knock sounded in the room. For a moment, my heart skipped a beat as I anticipated Roan’s broad form on the other side of the door. A smile brightened my features.

      “Who is it?” I asked hopefully, ready to run into Roan’s arms, to pull him inside and never let him go again.

      “It’s Idelisa.”

      I groaned under my breath. Ever since I had rescued that fae, she’d mostly come by my room to judge me for something or other. I could practically feel her disapproving stare through the door. “I’m in bed, Idelisa. We’ll talk tomorrow, okay?”

      “It’s important.”

      I sighed and opened the door. She stood in the entrance, her eyes bloodshot. At least her bruises had faded, leaving her olive skin looking perfectly beautiful.

      “I’d like to come in,” she said, her face serious.

      “Okay.” I stepped aside. “Did you meet Alvin?”

      “Yes. He made a fuss after I threw his tattered shirt away.”

      I sat at the edge of my bed. “I’m not surprised. Is that what you wanted to talk about?”

      “No.” She raised her eyes to look at me. “It’s Grendel.”

      I tensed. I’d just spent the last hour trying to forget he existed. “Did he contact you?”

      “No. But I need you to understand how dangerous he is. His treatment of the Weala Broc females has become even more violent, and his men are following his lead.”

      Anger tightened my fists. “I want him dead just as much as you do, Idelisa, but I can’t.”

      “A fae died today. Her name was Rowina. She was young, and caring, and kind. A Weala Broc male slapped her until she fell. Then he kicked her repeatedly in her stomach and ribs, until she stopped breathing. They said she was a whore.”

      My stomach dropped. “What happened to the killer?”

      “He was reprimanded for wasting a female who could still bear children. As if he was just careless with a piece of property.”

      “Why do I feel like you have an idea of how I should handle this?”

      “You are Cassandra Weala Broc, daughter of Ogmios—”

      “I am Cassandra Liddell, a bastard and a pixie, with no real power or authority. When Roan returns—”

      “Taranis will not help the women from the Weala Broc house.”

      “You don’t know him.”

      “I know enough.” She shook her head sadly. “When you took me from that place, I thought you would change things. I thought you would care.”

      “I care.” The words caught in my throat. “I can’t do anything until the Seelie threat is removed.”

      “The Seelie don’t kill their women,” she said softly. “They treat them with respect. For us, it is better that the Seelie come. If you won’t act, I might as well return to Grendel, where at least I can try to comfort the women he abuses.”

      Her words hit me like a punch to the gut, and I merely stared after her as she left the room. I wasn’t the Mistress of Dread. Not anymore. Whenever I could, I’d been wandering by the spot where the stone had once rested, trying to grasp onto that power, the subtle vibrations of terror I could still feel lingering around the neighborhood—faint background noise, like the music of the spheres. But I’d gotten nowhere, unable to pinpoint where it was coming from. Even if I did have that power, I had given Grendel my promise, and that bound me.

      I let out a shuddering breath. Without Roan here, I felt completely alone.

      Or was I?

      I crossed to my purse on the desk, then pulled out the phone that Scarlett had given me. I dialed the only contact in it, Scarlet - No Wiretap. The name indicated that this phone was safe from the CIA’s prying ears.

      She answered almost instantly. “Cass?”

      “Scarlett,” I breathed, relieved to hear her voice.

      “What’s up? You sound exhausted.”

      “I think I need your help. The CIA’s help.”

      “Yeah?” She sounded wary.

      “Listen, it’s a bit complex. There’s a fae called Grendel. He’s a powerful player in Unseelie politics, ancient as hell. He’s the one who flooded London, and he’s killing humans, feeding off their terror to gain power. Now he’s destroying… everything. If we let him go on unchecked, a civil war is going to break out between the Unseelie. Millions will die, fae and humans. I can give you his location. One sniper with an iron bullet—”

      “Are you talking about Grendel Weala Broc?” Scarlett interrupted me.

      “Yeah, you know him?”

      “Oh yeah, we’ve known of him for some time. He’s a monster.”

      I felt a wave of relief. “Then you’ll do it?”

      A silence hung over the line for an uncomfortably long time. “Cass, I can’t.”

      “Listen, Scarlett, you have to understand—”

      “Grendel’s people approached us this morning. He offered to supply us with information, and my boss is thrilled. There is no way he’d give this up.”

      The shock robbed me of my breath. “What?”

      “You have to understand, it’s the first time a powerful fae has been willing to negotiate with us. Grendel agreed to deliver information, assistance, test subjects—”

      “Test subjects?”

      “We need all the help we can get, Cass. We need to protect ourselves. You are the one who said we needed to find allies within the fae. We took your suggestion to heart, and he’s the first fae who’s ever been willing to work with us.”

      Anger flooded me. “He’s a complete monster. You said it yourself!”

      “Yeah,” she said dryly. “The United States is negotiating with a person with no moral compass. Not exactly a shocking precedent.”

      I sat on the bed, emptiness welling in my chest.

      “I can think of one way our department would agree to end this relationship,” Scarlett said.

      “What?” I asked weakly.

      “The Mistress of Dread could come work for us. We’d need to work out the terms, but my boss would agree. You’d have to do it now, though. We don’t have much time left.”

      I said nothing. I had known this moment would come, and I’d been dreading it. “I need some time to think.”

      “We’re meeting with Grendel tomorrow afternoon,” Scarlett said. “Immediately after the banquet.”

      “What banquet?”

      “He’s celebrating his alliance with the Court of Dreams tomorrow morning. I gather there’s a big banquet at his mansion. At least, that’s the intel we have.”

      Fuck. I shut my eyes in despair. The Court of Dreams? How did that happen? Grendel was ahead of us at every turn, and even the CIA knew more than us at this point.

      You can’t let him outwit you, Cass.

      “If you can get to us before the meeting, you’ll be able to sway my boss,” Scarlett said. “After that, it’ll be too late. I’m sorry, it’s not up to me.”

      “Okay.”

      “Hey, Cass.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t wait too long.” Her voice was soft. “I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

      The line went dead.

      I dropped the phone on the desk, staring blankly out the window. Nausea climbed up my throat. Events had swirled around me, forcing my hand, leading me to this point. I’d never felt so desperate to see Roan before.

      If I did nothing, Grendel would destroy the Republic, try to crown himself as the new Unseelie king.

      Maybe he’d beat the Seelie threat, working with the Court of Dreams, and his CIA allies and their iron weapons. But where would that leave the Unseelie people? Roan would probably die, and my friends would follow. Unseelie women all over the kingdom would become enslaved. An image of Roan’s beautiful features, his tattooed skin, burned in my mind like a beacon, and I felt that overwhelming desperation to keep him safe, to lay down my life for him if I needed to.

      I had to take Scarlett’s suggestion for his sake. With the CIA’s help, we could get rid of Grendel, maybe even defeat the Seelie army using their weapons. But that would mean giving the CIA information about the fae, and they wouldn’t stop at that list they asked for. They’d want to know how to find the portal to Trinovantum. Would the CIA be content to set this knowledge aside? Or would they launch a preemptive strike against the fae? I imagined an army of agents, marching into Trinovantum with iron weapons. The bloodbath that would follow would turn all of London into a decapitarium.

      I thought about possible deals I could make with the CIA. Perhaps I could negotiate peace for my cooperation. I could control the flow of information that they had. Maybe I could work as a double agent, giving them constant intel about the fae, recruiting additional allies. I would have to maintain my relationship with Roan, and lie to him constantly, but he would survive, and a balance would be restored.

      I felt sick at the prospect, but I couldn’t see many other options right now. I had no real power without the stone, and breaking my word to Grendel by attacking him with iron would end in disaster.

      And with that, I felt the kernel of a decision taking root in my mind.
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      In Grendel’s mansion, I stood behind the closed doors of the dining room. The sounds of talking, clinking glasses, and laughter floated lightly through the oak.

      I was calm now, after silencing my doubts using an old therapy technique—deep breathing, and mentally naming all the objects around me. I couldn’t afford to let them feel my fear. Not now.

      Raising my foot high, I kicked the door. It slammed open, the sharp noise halting all the conversation. All eyes turned to face me. Grendel sat at the head of the table, eyes wide with surprise, a half-eaten chicken leg in one hand. About two dozen fae sat around the table with him, most of them Grendel’s cronies. One of them wore the raven sigil of the Court of Dreams. It was the old woman Roan and I had talked to. She raised an eyebrow at my dramatic entrance, unimpressed.

      Idelisa stood by Grendel’s side, her eyes lowered, not wanting to look at me. Her return to Grendel had already exacted its price in the form of a fresh bruise on her cheek.

      I stared at Grendel, a dark smile on my face. “Grendel of Weala Broc. You have broken your word.”

      Grendel dropped his chicken leg, frowning. “The fortal has come. And how exactly have I broken my word?”

      “You promised to support the Republic. And you are undermining it, by purposefully harming our negotiations with the Elder Fae. I do believe that makes you an oathbreaker and a driushiud ki.”

      Still wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but it elicited the right reaction. Muttering broke out over the room. When a fae broke his promise, it instantly bestowed power to the person he’d promised. In this case, me.

      “I broke no word,” Grendel growled. “I promised to support the Republic of the five courts. But that Republic has never passed any laws or decisions or orders. And soon, this Republic will not exist. There can’t be a Republic of five courts when the Court of Lust is no longer. It’ll be a Republic of four courts, and I promised nothing regarding that particular number.”

      Around the table, Grendel’s men grinned, and my throat tightened. They already knew. Roan was with the Elder Fae, and Grendel had sent his men to kill Roan—the last remaining member from the Court of Lust.

      If they killed Roan, Grendel was freed from his promise. If he’d killed Roan, I’d rip his slimy skin from his body, dread powers or not. Pure rage would give me the strength I needed.

      “All I did was protect the Unseelie people from its enemies.” He looked around him, all innocence. “I am not an oathbreaker. Nor am I the enemy of the Unseelie. The real enemy of the Unseelie, mongrel, is you.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I have a witness!” he roared.

      Silence reigned, and I held my breath.

      He slapped Idelisa’s backside. “This female has been at the Mistress of Dread’s side. And last night she listened through the door as the mongrel spoke to a human agency, giving them her word that she would work as a spy amongst us. Cassandra Weala Broc promised them information and prisoners. In return, she asked that they kill me, and give her iron weapons.”

      A murmur rippled over the room as the diners whispered amongst themselves. I shot a furious look at Idelisa, who wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      “You are the real enemy,” Grendel said. “And should be arrested and tried for treason.”

      I glared at Idelisa, my lip curling. “Idelisa of the Weala Broc. You’ve betrayed my trust. You really shouldn’t have.”

      She met my gaze, her jaw dropping. I pointed at her, a midnight smile on my lips.

      Her eyes widened, full of terror, and she unleashed a scream. She collapsed to the floor, urine staining her skirt. Her body trembled, eyes wide open, and she jabbered soundlessly.

      A shocked silence hung over the room.

      I lowered my hand. “If any of your men think they’re going to arrest me, they can expect to find themselves quivering in terror in much the same way.”

      For a few seconds, no one moved.

      Then Grendel let out a deep, mocking laugh. “I don’t need them to do my dirty work.” He rose. “I will kill you myself.”

      “Then you will break your word twice,” I snarled.

      “I promised to use my own magical powers against those I believe are enemies of the Unseelie, and only against them. And after what Idelisa told me, I perceive you, mongrel, as an enemy of the Unseelie.”

      He raised his arms with a smile. His smile faltered, and I felt the first stirrings of victory. It really helped to have friends in situations like this.

      Only minutes before I had entered the hall, Idelisa had poured Siofra’s potion into Grendel’s wine cup. It had done its job, draining Grendel of his powers.

      I quirked my head. “Well? If you think I am an enemy of the Unseelie, why aren’t you using your powers against me?”

      “What did you do to me?”

      I rushed at him. His eyes widened, and he tried to pull his sword, but his movements were all unnaturally slow. I slammed my fist into his face, cracking his nose. I snatched his sword-hand in a vise-like grip, twisting it while he screamed in pain. A kick to his gut sent him flying into the wall, his murky eyes panicked.

      Ice frosted the room as my hands morphed into claws, my canines sharpening against my tongue. I stalked forward and picked him up by his throat, his huge body feeling as light as a feather. I smashed his head against the wall.

      “What did you do to me?” he groaned.

      “You promised to use your magical powers against the enemies of the Unseelie, Grendel.” I whispered back. “But you can’t do that if your power is gone.”

      His eyes widened, and I smiled at him, flashing my sharpened teeth.

      “You broke your promise to me,” I said. “And that puts you in my power.”

      How many women had he attacked and dominated over the centuries? And the decapitarium… The thought of his sadism filled me with a cold wrath. I needed to act like the Mistress of Dread, and lucky for me, vengeance was coming naturally.

      And now, for the coup de grâce.

      Roan’s image burned in my mind, along with that powerful drive to keep him safe at all costs. Electrified by pure protectiveness, I slashed at Grendel’s throat with my sharpened claws. His flesh felt rubbery, the hot blood pumping furiously from his jugular. I swiped again, growling, brutally destroying the threat to my mate.

      Flailing, he grasped at his throat, but I slashed through his fingers, ripping through his veins and flesh. I was the Mistress of Dread. I would keep my mate safe, and the Unseelie would fear me.

      Grendel’s eyes dimmed, his eyelids drooping. His body slumped to the floor, his blood flow slowing to a trickle. Covered in the blood of an ancient fae, I turned to his dinner guests. Horror shone in their eyes. They’d just watched me take down the great Grendel, as easily as if I were swatting a fly. I shot a quick glance at the motionless Idelisa lying on the floor, resisting the urge to smile at her. She’d given a remarkable performance of terror.

      I held my hands up to the ceiling. “I am Cassandra Weala Broc. Daughter of Ogmios, heir to his throne, ruler of the Weala Broc House.”

      I let that sink in for a second while they gaped at me.

      “Grendel has sold you a pack of lies,” I continued. “I never offered anything to the humans. I talked to them last night, but I turned down their offer. I am an Unseelie ruler. My loyalty lies with the establishment of the Republic!”

      I had just enough of my dread powers to feel the fear vibrating over the room like a grim symphony.

      There was no going back. I ruled the Weala Broc Court, and this was my home now.
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      I sat in the library, trying my damnedest to decipher the fae text in front of me. Overhead, candles in the chandelier flickered, casting a wavering light over the runes. If I was going to rule the Weala Broc Court—at least until we could vote for someone else or something—I needed to learn as much as I could. Sadly, I was hardly fluent in fae script.

      I squinted at the words, reading the same lines over and over. I’d decoded the words outside and London, but my eyelids kept drooping before I could get the rest. It didn’t help that every few minutes, I desperately tried my bond with Roan. I was almost sure I could feel him, that I sensed him thinking about me.

      Then again, it was just like Elrine had said—maybe it was all in my head. Had I convinced myself it was real just because I wanted it to be real?

      Leaning back in my chair, I blew a strand of pink hair out of my eyes.

      Directly across from me, Lannosea, my bodyguard, stood ramrod straight. Just by the doorway, she was on high alert for any threats. She gripped a spear, her muscular arms tensed. I toyed with the edge of my skirt, eyeing her. She’d just been watching me.

      Hours ago, I’d forced myself to stop fruitlessly searching reflections. Wherever Roan was, he was out of reach, and searching for him was just wasting my time. If I was going to be a true Unseelie leader, I needed to act like one. I needed to learn everything I could about the Unseelie realm.

      If only I could concentrate on the damn text…

      I sighed. “Lannosea, I think I’ll be fine on my own this evening. Thank you for your vigilance.”

      Her gaze darted to mine, her brow furrowed. “I don’t think so, Mistress.”

      “Call me Cassandra,” I said wearily, for the ninth time. “Please. The mansion is glamoured, Grendel is dead, and if Siofra comes for me—well, you’ll hear me scream.”

      “If you insist.” She nodded curtly. “My room is nearby.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Just please be sure to scream loudly if—”

      “Thank you, Lannosea, good night.”

      “Good night, Mistress.” She yanked open the door.

      “Cassandra!” I called after her. “Call me Cassandra!”

      I shut the book, blinking in the warm light. It was only a short walk to Alvin’s room, and I had to restrain myself from running to him again. The great keeper of secrets had no updates on Roan at all. Why hadn’t my mate returned to London yet?

      Thing was, I’d already asked Alvin twice for updates. A third time would simply be embarrassing.

      I drummed my fingers impatiently on the book’s cover, then thumbed through the pages, trying to reassure myself that the emotions I could feel weren’t all in my head. I could still feel my bond with him, could still feel his love, his desperation to get home.

      I turned a page in the book so hard it nearly ripped. I could feel it.

      Right?

      Desires were powerful persuaders. Maybe my own mind was playing tricks on me.

      Roan, where are you?

      I felt his absence like a missing limb, and I had to fight all of my instincts to flee right into Trinovantum and search for him in person. Ever since we’d sealed our bond, we’d been together almost constantly. Granted, some of that time had been on opposite sides of a dark prison, but other than that, he’d been a constant part of my life.

      Now, after he’d been gone for almost a week, I couldn’t ignore the truth.

      I was in love with Roan. I thought of him as my mate, and I couldn’t stand being apart from him. I just didn’t know what to do about that whole “mind-reading” issue. I couldn’t imperil the human race just because I’d fallen in love.

      A fae preemptive strike on the humans would be disastrous—for everyone.

      I violently turned another page.

      The cold part of me rebuked myself for even considering a life with Roan. How could I let him in on all the humans’ secrets, on the overwhelming threat they posed to the Unseelie? Risking so many lives just to be happy was selfish.

      The other, much more powerful part of me—the part that constantly imagined seeing Roan again, of having him by my side—drowned out the rational voice. Sometimes you had to trust your gut. And your heart, and your soul, and your entire body. And all those parts of me wanted Roan. Needed Roan.

      Where the fuck was he, anyway?

      I rose abruptly from the chair, the book falling out of my lap.

      Fuck it. I was going to talk to Alvin again. Maybe he’d heard something that he didn’t recognize as important.

      Just as I was heading for the door, I heard footsteps on the other side. His footsteps, striding down the hall. I’d know that purposeful gait anywhere.

      I threw myself back into the chair. Feigning a casual demeanor, I picked up the book. I wanted him to know that I’d had everything under control here when he’d been gone.

      Just sitting here, reading like an Unseelie ruler should.

      The door opened, and my pulse quickened. There, on the other side of the door, stood Roan, as beautiful as ever. He crossed into the library, letting the door close behind him. For a moment, my breath left my lungs. The warm candlelight flickered in his green eyes, and heat rushed through my body at the sight of him.

      I crossed my legs. “I didn’t hear any news about you.”

      “We kept our whereabouts hidden. I thought you could feel me through the bond.” He smiled faintly. “You were worried about me.”

      I took a deep breath. Just sitting here reading, like a normal person. “Of course, but I did have things under control. Anyway, I’m glad you’re back. Safe, and all that. I got your mansion back.”

      His features warmed. “Your book is upside down.”

      I felt our bond spread through me like a warm light. A thrum of togetherness, of love and want, skimmed over my body, my own desire washing over me. I could feel my chest and cheeks flushing. Involuntarily, I felt my bare thighs clenching together as I looked at him. God, I wanted him. “It’s good to see you,” I said as casually as I could.

      The look he gave me was pure heat, as if he could see right through my white blouse and little black skirt to the bare skin below—as if he were taking in the curves of my breasts, my hips, all of me.

      I rose, dropping the book again. I’ll save the pretenses for another time.

      As I crossed to him, his green eyes electrified me. And when I reached him, and wrapped my arms around him, I felt myself melting into him. I breathed in his warm, oaky scent. The feel of his hands on me sent liquid warmth streaming through my body.

      One of his hands softly slid down my back.

      “It’s good to see you, too.” His deep voice seemed to wrap itself around me like a velvety caress on my bare skin. I could imagine his hands moving lower, lifting my skirt. And as the image blazed in my mind, my body seemed constrained by my clothes—too hot, too damp, swelling against the fabric.

      I couldn’t stand this any longer. Roan had refused to kiss me or properly touch me until I could commit to being his. Maybe now I could.

      I slid my hand under the hem of his shirt, letting my thumb dip below the waist of his trousers. He stiffened, and I lifted my face to his expectedly.

      “Cassandra.” His body had gone rigid, and his expression looked pained. This was as agonizing for him as it was for me.

      Maybe I should put him out of his misery.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered. “I’m ready. You’re mine. I’m yours. I want to be with you. Always.”

      His eyes flashed with a golden light, and joy shone on his features. He didn’t ask me any questions, just pulled me closer, kissing me hard as I stood on my tiptoes. Slowly, sensually, his hands moved down my back, sending hot shivers through my body. My back arched into him.

      He pulled away, then leaned down, whispering in my ear, “I’ve been waiting for this.” His voice slipped around me like an exquisite silk, touching me in places that ached for him. I felt my body melting with heat, but Roan didn’t seem to want to rush it. Maybe he was right. Were there things we should talk about first?

      “I should probably tell you,” I said softly, my mouth just inches from him. “I’m the head of the Weala Broc. I’m—”

      He kissed away the rest of my sentence, his kiss languid and intense at the same time. Within seconds of feeling his tongue flick against mine, I’d forgotten all about fae politics. A raw, desperate hunger ripped through my body.

      I moaned against his mouth, pulling him closer, and his fingers tightened on me. It seemed like he wanted to take his time with me, but I wanted his clothes off now.

      Aching for him, I slid my hands under his shirt, brushing them over his powerful body. I pulled off his shirt. Slowly, I let my gaze roam over his muscled torso, over the tattoo of the strawberry leaves. I leaned in to kiss the tattoo, his skin hot under my lips.

      In the next moment, he was yanking off my shirt, his movements increasingly desperate. Maybe he’d determined that he was going to take things slowly, but it wasn’t easy for him either. I reached behind my back, unhooking my bra. I wanted my bare skin on his. At the sight of my breasts, his eyes shifted to a deep amber, and I was pretty sure I heard a low growl escape his throat.

      I wrapped my arms around him, letting my breasts brush against him as I stood on my tiptoes. Cupping my head, he pressed his mouth to mine in a searing kiss.

      Slowly, sensually, his hands moved down my back, until he was cupping my ass under my skirt. I pressed my hips into him, the warm ache building between my thighs.

      Roan scooped me up in his arms, and I hooked my legs around him, my pulse racing, skin glowing.

      Carefully, he carried me to the wooden table, then set me down on the edge. The wood felt cool under my ass. Sitting here, my height better matched his, and I kissed him again, now hungrier.

      But he still wasn’t rushing it. Slowly, he stroked his fingers down my body, leaving trails of hot tingles on my skin, until he reached the hollows of my hips. Under the hem of my skirt, his touch felt surprisingly gentle on my skin, and I wanted to feel something harder, rougher. I arched my back, pressing myself into him.

      When he hooked his fingers into the hem of my skirt, I scooted my ass into the air so he could pull it off. The silky material slid over my bare thighs, the sensation sending shivers of pleasure through me. He’d left me almost completely naked, and his slow gaze drank me in, like a starving man who’d found a luscious banquet.

      As I feasted on the sight of his perfect body, I grabbed for his pants, desperate now to move this along. I pulled them off. “I want to finish what we started,” I breathed. “Last time, when you left me for the training room.”

      “Your wish is my command.”

      With his hand behind my back, he lowered me to the table. Just as before, one of his hands softly pinned both of mine over my head. He leaned over me to kiss my neck, his mouth hot on my skin. His free hand stroked up my thighs, his touch agonizingly light. I was going to lose my mind. When it brushed between my legs, over my panties, I groaned, my hips bucking at the light touch. He teased me, stroking me gently as I moved against his hand.

      “Roan, please.” I thrust my fingers into his hair, pulling him closer to me.

      He moved between my legs, spreading them, and his kisses moved lower over my body—over my breasts, my belly.

      Nothing existed right now, except his mouth on my skin, his hands on my body. Raw need seemed to pulse in my core. I needed him now. His mouth moved lower, slow as honey. His mouth searing me, he moved down between my legs, kissing the inside of my thighs. Groaning, I clenched my thighs around him, desperate to feel more of him.

      “Roan, please,” I whispered again. This felt like torture.

      At last, he reached for my panties, slipping his fingers into them. He pulled them off, leaving me completely naked. I opened my legs in invitation.

      That’s when the dam finally broke, and his restraint snapped completely.

      He growled, practically lunging for me, horns gleaming on his head as he unveiled completely. I wrapped my arms around his powerful back as he thrust into me, filling me. As he moved in me, I pulled his neck closer—my mouth, my teeth finding my way to his throat so I could claim him again. He was mine. Wild hunger drove us both as we moved in rhythm with each other, my hips grinding against him in complete abandon, until pure euphoria claimed my mind. The world disappeared around me, and I unleashed a wild moan.

      

      I leaned into Roan, our bodies glowing, finally satiated. Aftershocks of pleasure pulsed through my body in waves, and I shuddered against his embrace. “I’m glad to have you back in our manor.”

      “Our manor,” he repeated, stroking my hair.

      “Right.” I licked my lips. “Ours.”

      “Seems like you were busy while I was away.”

      “We still have a lot of work to do. Just… please don’t go into your bedroom until we have a chance to fix it. Or mine, for that matter.”

      He stiffened. “What happened?”

      My lip curled. “Grendel happened. You know, I really don’t want to talk about him right now. How did the negotiations with the Elder Fae go?”

      “As well as could be expected. King Ebor and I reached an agreement. The Elder Fae will not let Seelie soldiers cross Hawkwood Forest. But they will not let Unseelie do so either. The Elder Fae will not take sides in this war.”

      I nodded. During a long meeting I’d had with Alvin the day before, he had guessed that this would be the outcome of the negotiations. There was nothing we could promise the Elder Fae that would sway them to our side of the fight. The best we could expect was for them to sit this one out.

      I scooted off the table. Maybe I should get dressed before Lannosea decided to come in and check on me. I reached for my skirt on the floor.

      “Getting dressed already?” Roan muttered. “I was hoping you would stay naked more often.”

      I rolled my eyes, slipping into my skirt. “We do live with other people, you know. Our guards, my new advisor…” I thought I’d broach the topic gently.

      Roan stepped into his pants, frowning. “Who is your advisor?”

      I pulled on my shirt. I’d worry about the bra later. “It’s, um… It’s actually Alvin.”

      Roan paused, halfway through buttoning his pants. “Alvin?”

      “Yeah. You know, your relative?”

      “Distant relative.”

      I snatched my bra and panties from the floor. “I’m the new ruler of the Weala Broc, and I’ve chosen him,” I said simply. “I don’t tell you how to rule the House of Taranis. And you don’t need to tell me how to rule the House of Weala Broc.”

      He gazed at me for a moment, then a small smile warmed his face. And through our bond, I could feel it—his pride.

      That’s when the door burst open.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin, and Roan lunged for his sword.

      “Sorry!” Alvin said, eyes wide. “Cass… I mean Mistress of, uh… Cass!”

      He was dressed in a wrinkled blue shirt and gray pants. Even though his wardrobe was now closely monitored by Idelisa, he still managed the rumpled street boy look.

      He stared at the underwear in my hands, then his gaze flicked to Roan’s bare torso as understanding began to dawn.

      “What, Alvin?” I asked, eager to hasten this along.

      “Branwen,” he said at last. “She returned from the Seelie mission. She’s hurt.”

      

      Branwen lay in bed in one of the guest rooms, Nerius kneeling by her side, a mixture of worry and rage contorting his features. My stomach clenched when I saw her face. There was a dark bruise on her right cheek, just above her old scar, and her nose had been brutally broken. Swelling had completely closed one of her eyes, and blood streamed from her lips.

      My breath left my lungs. She looked like she’d barely survived.

      I took in the rest of her—the ripped clothes, the bloodstains on her shirt. Her right hand lay twisted at an odd angle, and she cradled it carefully—just like I had when my arm had been broken.

      Slowly, she turned her head, looking at us through her one good eye.

      Roan, she mouthed soundlessly. I could see that blood filled her mouth, her tongue bloody and swollen.

      “Move.” Idelisa’s sharp voice cut through the quiet from behind me, and I let her through. With a small satchel tucked under her arm, she knelt by Branwen. She rifled through the satchel, then took out a pair of scissors. “First, we need to take a look at that wound,” she muttered.

      I stepped closer, still shocked at the sight of her.

      “What happened?” Roan demanded.

      She blinked and mouthed an answer. It took me a moment to understand what she was trying to say. Found it.

      “Found it?” I asked.

      She blinked again.

      Idelisa began cutting through her shirt. “I’ll have to clean and sew this.” She pulled open the fabric, exposing a deep gash in Branwen’s side. The skin around it looked swollen and red, indicating inflammation.

      “What did you find?” Roan pressed. “The armory?”

      Another blink. I was pretty sure that was an affirmative sign.

      “Leave her alone,” Idelisa snapped. “You can question her later.”

      Branwen shook her head, and pointed at a small, leather bag in the corner of the room. The small movement caused her to flinch in pain.

      Roan crossed to the bag, snatching it from the floor. He opened it, pulling out a small piece of parchment, frowning at it. “It’s a map.”

      Idelisa held up a bottle of amber liquid over a cloth. She poured a few drops onto the white fabric. “This’ll hurt.” She offered the amber bottle to Branwen. “Want some?”

      Branwen shook her head slightly, then winced. Idelisa shrugged, taking a sip for herself. Then she pressed the cloth against the wound. Branwen’s eyes snapped open, and she groaned. She thrashed, almost smacking Idelisa in the head, and then slumped, her eyes glazing over.

      “Probably better if she’s unconscious,” Idelisa muttered. “At least she won’t suffer from the rest.” She pulled a needle from her satchel, then began threading it.

      “Do you know what you’re doing?” Nerius asked her.

      “Trust me. I’ve helped a lot of hurt women,” she said curtly. With a furrowed brow, she leaned over Branwen. Slowly, carefully, she began to sew the wound shut.

      Brutal. I glanced at Roan, who was still staring at the parchment. When I crossed to him, he angled the paper so I could see the map: a hand-drawn, haphazard image of a large-walled structure. One point, marked by an X, had a few fae runes scrawled by its side. I knew these ones. Armory, glamoured.

      “We’ll have to wait until she wakes up,” said Roan. “This doesn’t help us without knowing where the X is. Cleopolis is enormous. It could be anywhere.”

      I stared intently at the page, the curved line ringing a note of familiarity. “This isn’t in Cleopolis.” My heart beat wildly. “I’ve been here before. I’ve pored over a map of this place for hours.”

      “You’ve been here?”

      “This is the Tower of London.”
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      Excitement crackled in the air. We stood on a dimly-lit street called Minories—not far from the Tower of London. Yellow street lights illuminated the street around us, the darkened buildings, and the old pub behind. Drustan—the fae of darkness—would soon enshroud the area around us with shadows. But for now, I could look out onto our small horde of Unseelie warriors. Roan stood by my side, dressed in his battle gear. Nerius, Elrine, and her husband Judoc stood just behind us, weapons glinting. Lord Balor was visibly shaking with battle fury, and I didn’t want to get anywhere near him, feeling unsure that he could control himself.

      Surrounding all of us were the Unseelie’s best warriors, recruited from the five allied courts. All of us were here for one purpose: to get Lord Balor’s armory back.

      My fingertips skimmed over the stilettos in my belt, anticipation buzzing through my body. For the first time in a while, I felt in control.

      Ever since the Seelie attack, we’d felt helpless, scrambling for allies while the vast Seelie army loomed on the horizon, intent on our deaths. Seelie attacks had all been swift and lethal, while we’d been fumbling in the dark. Now, for the first time, the light shone on us—thanks to Branwen. Now we were the ones going on the offensive.

      But we had to act fast.

      Two possibilities could frustrate our plans if we didn’t get into the Tower quickly. First, the Seelie might know that Branwen had escaped with her map. And even if they didn’t, there was a good chance that Siofra was watching through a mirror, spying on our discovery. Both of these possibilities could give them the chance to move their armory, or bolster their defenses. If they hadn’t yet marshaled their warriors, we might be facing no more than a few dozen soldiers. An even match.

      Roan touched my back. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he asked.

      He knew I was dreading what was about to happen next: the darkness.

      Drustan’s shadows were the only way to keep Siofra’s prying eyes off of us, a perfect shield from her reflections. But in the darkness, my memories would haunt me—the ones of my prison cell and the rat bones, the starvation and loneliness so visceral they’d cut through me like a knife.

      Roan whispered, “You can stay at my manor.”

      I clenched my jaw. I was an Unseelie leader now, the Mistress of Dread, and I needed to face my fears. “No, Roan. I’m ready.”

      We both glanced at Drustan, and the sound of wings began to beat from the shadows around us.

      One moment. His voice rang in our skulls, an unsettling echo in our minds.

      For a second, it seemed as if nothing was happening, but then the street lights began to dim. Above us, the stars faded, their sparkles gone. The pub behind us darkened, the buildings clouding over with shadows until they disappeared. My heart began to race. We could see each other, just barely, but our little warrior horde appeared to exist in a void.

      My pulse was racing out of control. Trapped. The darkness was overwhelming, nudging at my sanity. My breath was leaving my lungs. What if there was nothing beyond the blackness? What if I drifted into the shadows, trapped forever in eternal isolation?

      I felt a reassuring touch on the small of my back. Roan’s emerald eyes shone in the dark.

      “I am here,” he said. “I’m with you.”

      I let out a shuddering breath. Just looking at him calmed me, and I remembered that I could always feel his presence through our bond. “Okay,” I said, loosing a breath. “Let’s go.”

      We moved through the streets, Drustan guiding us. At two a.m. in the city, there was hardly anyone around.

      As we walked, Drustan’s voice echoed in our minds, guiding us across the road to the Tower, and down a sloping hill.

      At last, he spoke in our minds. We are here.

      I looked around, trying to orient myself, but I couldn’t see more than twenty feet in the darkness. I could see grass and a stone wall, and that was about it.

      Through the cloud of darkness, I could see small dots appearing above me. Stars. Now that we’d arrived, Drustan was pulling the darkness away. Shapes began to materialize in the murk—white stone walls, a towering gatehouse that gleamed in the moonlight.

      Now, all we had to do was get inside a thousand-year-old fortress.
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        * * *

      

      Drustan’s darkness formed a sort of pulsing wall around us—a bit looser now, but still shielding us from curious passersby who might be looking our way. Last time I was here, I’d had to break in alone with nothing but a rope to climb the wall. This time, we’d come a little better prepared.

      We stood at the base of the gatehouse. Among the Unseelie warriors were two winged banshees. They stepped away from the gatehouse, then spread their black wings, their eyes gleaming like moonlight. As they flapped their wings, powerful gusts of wind blew, raising dust and debris. With ropes coiled around their shoulders, they took flight, soaring over the turrets.

      After a few seconds, the ropes uncoiled down the walls. Roan grabbed one of them, and I stepped forward to grab the second. Two more ropes unfurled, two more fae stepping forward to climb.

      A few feet up, my arm muscles were burning with fatigue. Though my bones had healed after Elrine’s memorable wedding, my arm still occasionally throbbed, and the sudden effort took its toll. Every time I forced my left arm upward, it felt like someone was stabbing it with a hot poker.

      I gritted my teeth, pushing on. Coiled between my legs, the rope shifted and tugged as some of the Unseelie climbed up after me. In the quiet night, I could clearly hear the heavy breathing of the other climbers around me. At last, I reached the top. Roan had reached the parapet before me, and he leaned over the edge to help me up. Gratefully, I grasped his hand, and he hoisted me over.

      I shifted out of the way of the oncoming troops, hunching over on my knees to catch my breath. As the others reached the top of the tower, I could hear them whispering around me.

      After a few minutes, a dozen of us had reached the top. When I peered over the edge, I saw eight more climbing the ropes, the others waiting on the cobbles.

      “Let’s move,” Roan said in a low voice.

      Clustering in one place was a bad idea, even with Drustan’s shadows. In addition to the Seelie guards, human security patrolled the tower of London, protecting the famous crown jewels in the Jewel House. The last thing I wanted was a human-fae battle.

      Two ropes already waited for us on the other side of the wall. According to Branwen’s map, the armory lay between the inner and outer walls of the compound. No more walls to climb for now.

      I hoisted myself over the edge, then let myself slide down the rope slowly, gloves protecting my palms from rope burn. When my feet touched the ground, I glanced up at the Unseelie warriors following behind us. We certainly looked like a formidable force, but we didn’t yet know what we were up against.

      Drustan had begun to lift his shadows—just a little so we could see where we were headed. Still, combined with our shield and the darkness of night, the murk was still disorienting.

      I crept along the wall, trying to drown out the part of my brain suggesting this was all a huge mistake. It was just that—when I thought about it—something didn’t seem quite right. The location marked on Branwen’s map seemed strange, almost random—just a spot near the north-west corner. What if I had been wrong about the Tower? What if the map indicated some other keep, similar to the Tower of London, but in the fae realm?

      From my side, Roan touched my arm, then pointed into the darkness. At first, I couldn’t see what he was pointing at. But moving slowly, I could see a light shifting strangely, something that flickered in and out of view. The illusion slowly disappeared as my eyes got accustomed to it, and I saw them. Four Seelie warriors, slouching by an arched doorway in the wall. According to the map, the armory lay just beyond that door.

      The guards had been glamoured, but if I shifted my head at just the right angle and squinted my eyes, I could see them. They stood rigidly in front of the door, gripping spears. Apparently, enough shadows covered us that they hadn’t noticed us at all.

      “Only four?” I asked Roan in a whisper.

      “There must be more. Maybe waiting to switch shifts.”

      “We have to take them silent—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, several crossbows twanged from behind me. Two of the guards collapsed instantly. The third was turning around, confused, when Nerius appeared behind him, slitting his throat with one vicious movement. The fourth guard had just opened his mouth when Balor’s large sword hacked into his neck. A spray of blood, a head rolling to the ground, a headless body collapsing like a rag doll.

      I let out a long breath. Okay then.

      Roan quirked one eyebrow, and we approached an ancient oak door inset into the wall.

      Nerius moved up beside us, turning the old doorknob. “Locked.”

      A lithe, lilac-haired fae from the House of Ernmas pushed ahead of us. “I’ll have the door open in a flash.” She moved with a catlike grace to the door, pulling out a thin metal lockpick.

      The Unseelie were clustering around me. “Spread out,” I said. “Keep watch for any guards that come our way.”

      At my word, they moved into the shadows, hardly making a sound. I watched them as they disappeared into the darkness, pride filling me. These guys were good. We had chosen well.

      The Mirth fae was still fiddling with the lock. “This one is tricky. It might take a bit of convincing.”

      I hugged myself against the cold, growing increasingly apprehensive the longer it took. Instead of thinking about the guards that could descend at any moment, I tried to imagine what lay beyond the door. Magical blades leaning against the walls, maybe some enchanted armor. If half of what I’d heard about the Balor armory was true, the weapons beyond this door would be priceless.

      In fact…

      I leaned in to Roan, whispering, “Why hide the weapons here? Why wouldn’t they be using them?”

      “The Seelie have always treated our magic with loathing,” Roan said. “They probably don’t use them to avoid contamination.”

      I frowned. It seemed strange. Were the Seelie that disgusted by the Unseelie that they would forgo such a strategic advantage? I shook my head. I still had a lot to learn about fae culture.

      I felt Roan tense by my side. “Guards! Human!”

      I held my breath, moving against the wall. I couldn’t see him yet, but I heard the sound of footsteps. Next to me, one of the warriors lifted his crossbow, aiming carefully.

      I hadn’t come here wanting to kill humans, and yet, we didn’t have much of a choice. If he called the other guards, the resulting carnage would be catastrophic.

      “Wait!” I hissed as the guard came into view and I spotted his gray beard. He had a machine gun slung over his shoulder.

      From my side, the warrior lowered the crossbow, just a fraction.

      “I know him,” I said in wonder, and before anyone could stop me, I stepped forward.

      The guard’s eyes widened as they fell on me. “Goddess,” he breathed, and fell to his knees, his hands dropping from his gun. It was the guard who’d helped me free the ravens, months before.
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      On his knees, he stared at the ground. “Oh, divine goddess of horror, you bless me with your presence once more.”

      “Sure!” I said brightly. “Just stand up. Everything will be fine.”

      He rose, trembling. “I have done my best to do as you bid me all those months ago, oh glorious one, when we met by the ravens.”

      “That’s awesome.”

      “I have adhered to the commandment be nice to people every day. I have also done my best to not be a jerk, great goddess, but sometimes, when driving—”

      “I’m sure you’re doing just fine.”

      “I will strive to be better.”

      “That’s all I can ask, really. Look, friend, you don’t happen to have a key to that door, do you?”

      “What door, oh wonderful one?”

      Of course, it was glamoured, and he couldn’t see it. “Never mind.”

      “Is it a test? Are you talking about a door to my soul?”

      I sighed, and said nothing.

      The man’s radio crackled alive. “Carter, any sign of that disturbance?”

      I realized that someone must have seen or heard one of us, and sent him to investigate. “Tell him there’s nothing here.”

      Carter answered his radio. “Uh… no. Nothing here.”

      “Is everything all right? You sound… strange.”

      “I’m fine. Just feeling blessed.”

      “Carter, are you high?” the voice on the radio asked.

      I rolled my eyes, as Carter assured the man he was talking to that he was sober, and everything was as good as could be. Finally, with the man on the other side reassured, the radio went silent.

      He looked at me apologetically. “Everyone is on edge, my goddess. We’ve been told to patrol this area. The past two nights, with the extra guards and the new ammunition, it’s just been—”

      My heart sped up. “What new ammunition?”

      He stammered for a moment, then continued, “Well, of course you’re all-knowing, but… We’ve been warned of a possible break in, goddess. They’ve stationed more guards, and replaced our ammunition two days ago.”

      “Give me your gun. Now!” I barked.

      Terrified, he unslung his machine gun, then handed it over to me. I took out the magazine, and brushed my fingers over the top bullet. I shivered at the feel of it.

      Iron.

      My mind flew into high gear. The humans had replaced their bullets with iron. They’d told them to patrol this area specifically. Were they expecting us?

      And then it began clicking into place. I glanced around, the strange location of the armory suddenly making a terrible sort of sense: a narrow spot between two walls. Just in the corner. My heart skipped a beat.

      It was the perfect spot for an ambush. We’d walked right into a trap.

      I heard the click behind me as the mirth fae finally picked the lock. My pulse raced. “Don’t open that—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, the door exploded with a bright orange light, a blazing magical fire. It flung me back, temporarily blinding me. Flames had ignited my clothing. Frantically, I rolled on the ground to extinguish them until I heard the hiss of flames doused on the damp ground. Bright spots flashed in my vision—the aftereffects of the blast.

      The world seemed hazy as I stumbled to my feet, blinking. Through the ringing in my ears, I could hear screams of pain. Dizzy, I blinked, and as my vision cleared, nausea rose in my gut. Charred bodies lay on the cobbled ground. I searched for Roan, desperate to find him in the smoke. I couldn’t see him, but I felt him through our bond. He was fine. I could sense his relief as he sensed me as well.

      “We have to go!” I shouted. “The guards have iron!”

      As soon as the words were out, blasts of automatic gunfire pierced the night. Ricocheting bullets flashed off the stone walls around us. I dove to the ground, huddling in a corner.

      Fae fell around me, and I desperately scanned for Carter, the human guard. He crouched in the shadows.

      “Call your men!” I screamed at him. “Tell them to cease fire!”

      He nodded, reaching for his radio. Just as he did, a stray bullet pierced his skull. He went limp, blood pooling from his head.

      Sharp tendrils of horror wound through me as I took in the carnage around me, panic rising in my chest. “Damn it!” I screamed. I felt a desperate need to get to Roan, to protect him. As the smoke cleared, I caught a glimpse of him, twenty feet away. I glanced at the mirror, letting my mind click with a reflection right next to him. I leaped in, ready to fight by his side. As the reflection washed over my skin, my instincts flared. The reflection felt wrong.
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      I stood between reflections, trapped in the In Between.

      I’d been between mirrors thousands of times before. Almost always, it had been just a fraction of a second.

      Siofra had been here a lot longer.

      Dread crawled up my spine. It looked different, as if it had been… arranged somehow.

      Normally, I could instinctively feel exactly where I was needed to go to get through the next reflection. Now, reflections surrounded me, and they all felt the same, looked the same. Through each one, I could see carnage at the Tower of London. I scanned the chaos until I found Roan, barking orders from an arched doorway where he’d taken cover from the gunfire.

      Panic stole my breath. I felt like I was trying to walk, only to suddenly feel the ground shift and move around me, unable to place my feet.

      Desperately, I ran toward one of the reflections, but I couldn’t feel the coolness of it washing over my skin. I plunged through—into the same place where I’d started. That reflection had been an illusion.

      Even in my panicked state, I knew the truth. This was the final piece of the trap, carefully planned by Siofra. She’d known I would jump through the reflections.

      This was her realm. I’d trapped her inside the In Between for months, giving her the chance to get to know this place really well, to understand how it could be manipulated and changed. How to turn it into a magical prison.

      My heart thundered as I stared through the reflections, unable to help, unable to get to Roan. Protect him, my mind screamed. Through our bond, I could feel Roan’s rising panic as he realized he couldn’t find me. He had no idea where I was.

      As I stared through the reflection at the sky above the parapets, I watched something swoop. It was the flying banshees, attacking the armed human guards. Swiftly, the banshees began hurling the humans from the walls. The machine gun fire slowed as the fae began to have the upper hand, and the humans tried to run.

      Frantic, I lunged through another reflection. And another. And another. They all led me back to the In Between.

      Trapped.

      For the past few months, I’d been terrified of becoming trapped in a place with no exits. It had never occurred to me that I could be trapped in a place made of infinite exits.

      Horrified, I watched the multitude of reflections as fae and humans died, unable to do anything about it. I looked on as the fae butchered the humans who had shot them, mad fury in their eyes. Helpless, utterly helpless. Then the Seelie appeared, clad in their gleaming, platinum armor. My stomach turned as my vision homed in on the one dark-haired fae among them. Gripping an enormous sword, Abellio led the charge.

      I might have screamed in fury—I wasn’t sure. Here, in the In Between, normal sound didn’t exist. All I knew was that my loathsome half-brother was driving his sword into a wounded Weala Broc warrior.

      The visions played a thousand times around me. Endless reflections mirroring my brother as he moved between the burned and hurt Unseelie, his sword hacking fast, killing them.

      Horror tightened its claws around me as I caught a glimpse of my bodyguard, Lannosea, lying on the ground. Blood seeped from her side. Abellio lifted his sword. At the last moment, someone jumped in front of him. Nerius. Thank God for Nerius.

      Their swords clashed, and I silently prayed that the gutter fae would eviscerate my brother.

      But Nerius had been badly hurt already. Burns marred the side of his face, his hands. Blood streaked his leg as he stumbled, perhaps the result of an iron bullet lodged in it. He was on the defensive, parrying Abellio’s thrusts and slashes, but he didn’t seem to manage to attack back. Perhaps it was a trick? I had seen him feign weakness during a battle, to catch his opponents unaware.

      With my heart slamming against my ribs, I tried rushing through another reflection, and another. Trapped. Trapped. Trapped. As I futilely plunged through them, again and again, I caught sight of Nerius.

      He was lying still, Abellio’s blade thrust through his throat. Tears streamed down my cheeks.

      Then, without giving it a second thought, my brother stabbed at Lannosea, the sword plunging into her chest.

      Among the survivors, I spotted Roan. His blade arced through the air, sparking in the moonlight as he kept the Seelie at bay.

      Abellio turned to me, his blue eyes meeting mine.

      I didn’t know what he was looking at exactly. A reflection in a small window, maybe a puddle. All I knew was that he could see me, and he was enjoying my torment.

      He smiled, then walked into the shadows.

      Another of the Unseelie fell. The Seelie closed in on the remaining Unseelie, outnumbering our forces by four to one.

      My mind screamed Protect Roan until it drowned out all other thoughts in my skull. Pure fear coiled around me. Fear… fear is my way out of this.

      I stared at the battle lines. Time slowed as I searched for their fear. As their movements slowed, I felt the tendrils of fear ripple over my skin. They felt weak, as if coming from a thousand miles away. I tried to concentrate, tried to figure the right way to follow them, but it was like trying to follow the buzzing of a fly in another country.

      And then I felt something else: a force of dread, just like the Stone’s. Only it was stronger here. In fact, I was pretty sure it was beckoning me toward one of the reflections, its tug almost impossible to avoid. It almost seemed tangible, a damp and heavy dread. Was that the way out? Through one of the reflections, I glimpsed a cloying darkness, heard the voice of running water, felt the heaviness of wet soil. And that powerful pull, tugging me relentlessly from inside my chest. Something through that reflection wanted me to move closer. I stepped closer to the darkness, and an icy shudder slithered up my spine.

      No. If I kept moving in that direction, the darkness would swallow me whole.

      I pulled back, breathing hard. Roan had only minutes left, perhaps less. If I followed the tug of that power, I would never get to him in time.

      I pivoted to another reflection, staring as Roan hacked into another Seelie, blood pouring from a wound in his forehead.

      No no no no no. I felt for our bond. I could feel him out there, desperate and angry. But how the hell could I get to him?

      He risked a lunge, hundreds of Roans leaping forward in front of me, and a spear nearly impaled him. Under his wrath, I could feel another emotion, the one as desperate for me as I was for him. The one tinged with the honeyed tones of love.

      Roan was right: Love was more powerful than fear.

      I focused on our bond, focused on our love. It would lead me out of this labyrinth. It was strong, it was everywhere.

      Only—it was unfocused.

      I couldn’t pinpoint the direction, couldn’t find the origin because it wrapped itself around me like an embrace.

      A seed of an idea bloomed in my mind. Still holding on to our bond, feeling it, clinging to it, I unfurled my senses, searching for those tendrils of dread again. Shutting my eyes, I let Roan’s emotions flow through me, mingling with the tendrils of fear from the battle. Love and fear, bound together—a beacon in the chaos. It was all coming from one direction, one reflection.

      I’m coming for you, Roan. I plunged into the reflection, the cold magic washing over my skin.

      Back in the real world again, my senses threatened to overwhelm me, the clanging blades and the screams intermingling. The scent of burnt flesh curled around me.

      Sucking in a breath, I looked straight at the horde of Seelie surrounding my friends.

      And then I raised the machine gun in my hands.
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      The methodical, relentless fire from my gun deafened me. I shut down the turmoil in my brain, trying to focus on the task at hand. Aim and fire, aim and fire.

      Shoot every Seelie that was exposed, avoid hitting allies. For better control, I fired manually, one at a time. Calm. Cold. Mechanical.

      As the Seelie took cover, my allies were quick to press the advantage, and the tables began to turn. We slowly surrounded the Seelie, trapping them between bullets and fae swords. Roan’s golden-eyed gaze met mine, relief flooding through him at the sight of me. From the other side of the line of Seelie, he cut through them with his sword like an angel of vengeance.

      After what felt like hours of violence, his sword drew a final arc, cutting through the neck of the last Seelie standing.

      An eerie silence fell over us, and I let the machine gun fall to my side as I scanned the survivors.

      “Cassandra.” In an instant Roan was by my side, his eyes searching mine. “I couldn’t find you. I could feel you, but I couldn’t find you.”

      I touched the side of his face, feeling his warmth, the love that had led me here. “Siofra laid a trap for us. She caught me between the mirrors. I followed our bond to get back to you.”

      “We were lucky to get out of this alive,” he said darkly.

      My throat tightened as I looked around us. All that remained of our invading horde were seven Unseelie warriors: Roan stood with two Weala Broc males, bloodied and gasping for breath. Lord Balor gripped his sword, his face red, steam curling from his nostrils. One of his men stood by his side, practically vibrating with rage. Lord Judoc wrapped his arms protectively around Elrine, talking quietly to her.

      But the other casualties turned my stomach. Lannosea lay in a pool of her own blood, her eyes lifeless, jaw slack. My vision blurred with tears as I searched for more signs of movement among the Unseelie. I saw nothing—only charred bodies. Fae riddled with bullet wounds, eyes staring vacantly.

      Roan pulled away from my side, crossing to Nerius. Sadness bloomed in my chest at the sight of him, the blood pouring from his mouth. Roan stood over him, his expression grim. I took a step closer, then crouched by his side. I tried to feel for his pulse, his throat slick with blood. His skin felt cold, and his heart had stopped pumping. Silently, I shut his eyes.

      From my side, a shadow pulsed.

      “Drustan?” I asked.

      The shadows looked weaker than before, almost translucent.

      Strange, Drustan’s voice echoed faintly in my mind.

      “Drustan.” I rose, moving toward the shadows. “Hang on.”

      No, his voice intoned. The mists beckon me.

      The sound of a feathery wing beat in my mind, and the darkness pulsed back into his body. For the first time, I could see him—actually see Drustan’s body—his pale skin, silver hair. He was beautiful and completely lifeless.

      Sirens keened in the distance, drawn by the sound of gunfire. They resembled eerily the wails of the banshee, screaming for the dead. I rose.

      “So much death,” I muttered, my voice trembling. Then, louder, “We have to go.”

      “Lord Balor!” Roan’s voice boomed. “We’re moving out. There are more humans coming.”

      “What about my armory?” he roared.

      “There was no armory.” I motioned to the blasted door, and the empty room behind it. “They lured us here for nothing.”
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      Dazed, I stumbled into the mansion’s front hallway.

      Alvin ran from the dining room, his expression horrified. “What happened?”

      “It was a trap,” I spat. “The Seelie set Branwen up. They knew she was coming back to us with a map, and they gave her false information. They ambushed us. Abellio and Siofra. The Tower’s guards had iron bullets.”

      “The Seelie and the humans were working together?” Alvin sounded aghast.

      I shook my head. “The Seelie were glamored; the humans couldn’t see them. And they didn’t seem to know what’s going on. I talked to one of the guards, he was completely clueless. Hell, Siofra used to be London’s mayor, she probably used her connections to organize it all. She told them there would be a break-in. She knew what we’d do, because…”

      Because what? How did she know Branwen had the map? They’d been expecting us for two days, but Branwen had only come back a few hours ago.

      I blinked as my mind began to put things together.

      Concern crinkled Alvin’s brow. “Where’s Nerius?”

      Roan crossed into the hall. “Dead,” he said quietly.

      I could feel the rage curling off Roan. He’d already moved on from grief to pure fury, so intense he couldn’t seem to put it into words. A raw, restrained violence simmered under the surface, an unfulfilled lust for blood.

      “Lannosea? Drustan?” asked Alvin.

      “Gone,” I said. “They killed almost everyone.”

      Alvin shook his head. “I don’t understand how this happened. I thought Branwen—”

      “Branwen,” I said, feeling sick. “How is Branwen?” I pictured her face when she’d returned, recalling every detail vividly. The broken nose, the bruises, the scar… Oh God.

      “Idelisa is doing what she can, but… I don’t know what’s going on. She’s still weak. She hasn’t opened her eyes yet, hasn’t said a single word.”

      “No,” I muttered. “Of course she hasn’t.” Rage crawled up my throat. I clenched my fists, walking briskly down the hallway toward Branwen’s room.

      Stupid. So stupid.

      Alvin ran after me. “Cassandra, when Branwen wakes up, don’t tell her about her brother right away.”

      “He wasn’t her brother.” I strode rapidly down the hallway.

      “What are you talking about?”

      I pushed the door to Branwen’s room. Idelisa was crouching by Branwen’s bedside, and I stood over her, staring at Branwen’s face. This time, I knew exactly what I was looking for, and once I saw it, my entire body tensed.

      “Get away from her,” I snapped.

      Idelisa looked up at me, frowning. “I hardly think—”

      “Get away from her!” I said forcefully.

      Idelisa pursed her lips and rose. I looked at the bruised fae who lay in the bed, her eyes closed. And I stared at the scar that had moved itself from her left cheek to her right.

      So fucking stupid.

      She hadn’t said one word since she had returned, conveniently fainting once she had made sure we saw her map. The scar was on the wrong side of her face. Just like it would be, on a reflection.

      It hadn’t been Branwen at all—it had been a reflection, just like the one who’d attacked me in the bathroom. Siofra’s magic didn’t just create illusions. It created moving, breathing creatures.

      I melded with the reflections in the room, and could feel her there, just one more reflection. I let my body connect to her. And Branwen smiled, her lips curving in a cruel grin. Just as I expected, I felt Siofra on the other end, and I could almost picture her mocking face. She’d already seized her victory.

      Then Siofra was gone, and I released my hold as well. Branwen’s reflection faded away.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Alvin muttered by my side.

      “It wasn’t Branwen,” I said hollowly. “That was her reflection. Siofra can send these creatures out of the mirrors. She used Branwen’s image to bring us that damned map. I should have known. Reflections can’t speak, and the scar was reversed…” I was pretty sure I was babbling now. “I should have…” Horror dawned in my mind. “She’s still there. Still with the Seelie, battered and bruised, just like her reflection.” Assuming they haven’t killed her.

      “Damn it,” I said, choking. “It’s my fault. I should have known. Should have realized right away.”

      There was a moment of silence, and then Alvin touched my arm gently.

      “Take it easy.” He said. “None of us realized. We’re up against some truly devious psychos, Cass.”

      I swallowed hard, more determined than ever to slit Siofra’s throat.
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      Somewhere above my head, a bird chirped cheerfully, the sun shining through the white clouds in the sky.

      The usually reliable London weather was failing me. My thoughts churned like dark and furious storm clouds, while the November sky beamed like summer over the Highgate Cemetery.

      My feet crunched over the leaves on the path as I crossed to Gabriel’s grave, clutching a bouquet of lily-of-the-valleys. I crouched by Gabriel’s stark, granite stone, brushing a few leaves off the base. Then I lay the bouquet in front of the stone, my eyes stinging. A destructive spiral of thoughts coiled through my skull, cataloging our losses, the trials that lay ahead of us.

      The Seelie army’s attacks on Cingeto’s Fortress were intensifying. Once it fell, the Seelie would swarm into Trinovantum, killing everyone in sight, taking complete control. They’d hunt the Unseelie in London, leaving a wake of destruction in their path, human and fae.

      Nerius was gone, and Branwen was severely injured, or worse. We’d lost our best warriors in the ambush. Maybe lost the support of Lord Balor when we’d failed to reclaim his arsenal. The dream of the Republic hung together by mere tattered threads at this point.

      There was only one way forward. And as I stared at Gabriel’s grave, I tried to think of the best way to explain it to Roan. He was going to hate the idea, but I had a feeling Gabriel would have understood.

      When I heard heavy footsteps crunching over the gravel, I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was.

      “You followed me here?” I asked.

      The sunlight washed Roan in gold, sparking in his green eyes. “I was worried about you. I could feel your turmoil from miles away.”

      I smiled sadly. “Right. Of course you did.”

      He glanced at the gravestone. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. Do you want some time alone?”

      I shook my head. “I was going to come find you. We need to talk.” For some insane reason, I wanted to have Gabriel here to back me up. Gabriel would understand. “The Seelie are coming. Our army can’t hold them back. There’s no way to win. We need to run.”

      His features darkened. “Run?” He repeated the word as if it were in a foreign language.

      “There’s no other way.”

      His gaze bored into me. “There is always a way.”

      “There isn’t. Not this time. And there are too many dependent on me. I am the head of the Weala Broc Court, and I need to protect the terror fae. The best way to do that is to get them the hell away from the Seelie, out of London. We need to run. Need to hide. I hashed this out with Alvin. There are places we can hide in Scotland, Ireland, France. There are other fae who live there.”

      “No.”

      “We lost, Roan!” I raised my voice. “We don’t have an armory. The Republic is falling apart. Our bag of tricks is empty.”

      “Cassandra.” He took a step forward. “Listen to me. You’re not thinking this through.”

      “I’ve thought about this plenty.”

      “I can feel the guilt clouding your thoughts.”

      Defensive, I crossed my arms defiantly. “And what would I feel guilty for?”

      “You feel responsible for falling into Siofra’s trap. For not noticing that Branwen was merely one of Siofra’s mindless reflections. And you blame yourself for Nerius’ death. None of it is your fault.”

      I fell silent for a moment, my gaze flicking to Gabriel’s grave. Hadn’t we seen enough death already? “It’s not just their deaths. There was Drustan, and Lannosea, and the others who died there. And all those who are going to die if we don’t run.”

      “I know how you feel.”

      I wiped my hand across the back of my cheek. “No, you don’t.”

      “I do.” His features softened. “I’ve been there. Centuries ago. You think the best way to protect is to run. I think it’s to stay and fight.”

      “How so?” I swallowed, waiting for him to explain. The sun began to dip below the gnarled cedar trees, the shadows creeping over the cemetery like long fingers.

      An amber haze clouded his eyes. “When Ogmios crushed my father’s rebellion, we ran,” he said. “My mother, my sister, and I hid with my uncle, York Taranis. Alvin’s father.”

      I could feel the sorrow emanating from his body. “Ah.”

      “York convinced me that we could trust him. I was wrong. He turned us in to the king in exchange for clemency. The king stripped him of his court and name, but let him go in return. Which was much better than what the rest of us got.”

      No wonder he resents Alvin. I reached up, gently touching the side of his face. “Roan. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “That’s not the end of it. The king imprisoned us. The guards mistreated, abused my mother and sister.”

      A lump rose in my throat. “I’m so sorry, Roan.”

      “I thought the answer was to run. Again. I was the one who came up with the escape plan, a brilliant way to get us out of Ogmios’ jail. I thought it was the best way to protect my family. We spent nine, ten years secretly tunneling from our cell. We ran.”

      I could hardly catch my breath as I waited to hear what happened next.

      “They captured my mother first.” He wasn’t meeting my gaze anymore, lost in the hell of his own memories. “I called a storm. I was trying to protect us.”

      I shut my eyes, and his sadness seemed to billow around him.

      “A storm doesn’t protect. A storm can’t be controlled. I was young, and foolish, and thought the power was mine to use. I summoned all my strength: a whirlwind, hail and lightning. But the thing about storms is you can’t control them. The storm I created killed my sister. Struck by lightning. And when they took us back, Ogmios wanted to make an example of us. By the Danu Fountain in Trinovantum, he tore my mother’s wings from her back, then he executed her while I watched.”

      I remembered Roan’s words. What’s worse than burning to death? Watching someone you love burn to death.

      I could hardly breathe for his pain, and I did the only thing I could. I wrapped my arms around him, and I whispered, “It wasn’t your fault.”

      A deathly quiet had fallen over the cemetery. Even the birds had stopped chirping, as if they, too, were listening for the rest. Right now, with my head against Roan, I heard only the beating of his heart.

      “I know what it is to feel guilt,” he continued. “I know how it can cloud your judgment.”

      “If we stay, many might die,” I said into his chest. I felt compelled by a wild, unyielding urge to protect him at all costs. Maybe it wasn’t guilt that clouded my judgment but the desperate need to keep him away from danger. The thought of his death terrified me with a dizzying, bone-deep horror like nothing I’d ever felt before—not even when sensing others’ fear as the Mistress of Dread.

      He stroked my hair. “If we run, many will die. And without a land to call their own, the Unseelie will fade one by one, until none of us remain. We must stay and fight. The Seelie aren’t invulnerable. If we bolster the forces at Cingeto’s Fortress, we could still stop them.”

      I held him tighter, unwilling to risk his life. “We would need some way to tip the scales.”

      He ran a hand down my hair again, his touch soothing. “You’re going to tip the scales, Cassandra. I know you can get your dread powers back. We will train. We will—”

      “I can’t.” I’d been trying fruitlessly to find my powers again, getting nowhere as I walked around the old London Stone neighborhood. I needed to explain this in a way that would make sense to him. “Imagine going fishing with a rod. It has a line, a hook, perhaps bait. When I used the power of dread, I was the fisherman holding the rod and the line. The London Stone was the hook and the bait. I used my connection to it to summon the fear, to hook it. And then I could reel it in. Without the London Stone, I am a fisherman with a rod and a line… and no hook. No bait. I can’t reel the terror in.”

      “Then discard the rod,” Roan said. “When I lived in the forest, I caught fish with my bare hands.”

      “Perhaps a metaphor wasn’t the right way to go,” I said, pulling away from him.

      “What about that power you felt in the streets of London? It must be the Stone, or another like it. We must return to it.”

      “It’s not the same. It’s unfocused, all over the place. It pulses strongly and then ebbs away, slipping through my fingers. I can’t grasp it, can’t pull it into myself. I thought maybe I could feel it when I went into the In Between, the mirror realm, but I was too focused on getting out of there to experiment with dread powers.”

      “What did you feel there?” Roan asked.

      “I just felt a large presence of terror. It had a sort of weight to it, like the heaviness of damp soil.”

      “Tell me what else you remember.”

      I closed my eyes, shuddering. “Running water. Water…” My mind began to race. “Skulls under water. That’s the symbol of the Weala Broc,” I muttered as a spark of an idea lit in my mind. “It’s a river, isn’t it? The Weala Broc? The Walbrook. It runs underground, not far from where the London Stone was kept.”

      “Is that where you felt the power?”

      I nodded slowly, a memory blossoming in my mind. The very first time Roan and I had walked the streets of London together, I’d felt that power as we crossed over the Walbrook. He’d told me that once, humans had sacrificed themselves to the gods. To us. Human skulls and gold pieces lie in a buried river. I’d felt the power of the skulls under water—my ancestral home—and I hadn’t thought of it since.

      “Darkness,” I said. “And running water, the heaviness of damp soil. Roan, I need to go to the underground river.”
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      “Shit,” I muttered, hugging my leather jacket tighter around myself.

      Roan led me to the entrance to the Walbrook River near Cannon Street, just a few minutes away from the Underground. Inset into the wall, an enormous metal door blocked our way, half-buried with rocks and rubble.

      “Can you jump past it, using reflections?” Roan asked.

      I closed my eyes, trying to feel for the reflections around me. Beyond the circular hatch, I felt nothing, and I shook my head. “It’s pitch dark beyond it. There are no reflections without light.”

      Roan scrubbed a hand over his mouth. “I can get the door open in less than a day.” He crossed to the door, heaving a rock out of the way. “Let me try clearing the rubble.”

      “Roan, I think it’s going to take a while longer than that. It’s clearly not meant to be opened.”

      He hurled another stone out of the way.

      “I can call Alvin and see if he has any explosives,” I said. “He has a phone, did you know that? It just goes to show that even fae can have phones. I can buy one for you after we’re done here.” I watched him working, the muscles shifting under his T-shirt.

      He paused, a rock in his hands, and met my gaze. “Your lust is helpful. Do go on.”

      I crossed to him, surprised to find that he’d already uncovered a large section of the metal door. I ran my fingers over the edge of the rusted hatch.

      “Did you hear what I said about the explosives?” I said. “I think this is locked.”

      He arched an eyebrow at me, straightening. He gripped the metal bolts that pinned the door shut.

      “I get it. You’re very strong. Your manliness is noted. Now let’s get some help here.”

      He let out a small grunt and tensed. The door didn’t budge.

      “Roan…”

      He smiled rakishly at me, eyes shifting to a deep amber. His lips curved sensually. He was stoking my lust to feed from it.

      He returned to shifting the rocks, his broad shoulders flexing as he worked. There was something visceral in the single-minded way he approached this door. After weeks of bargaining, negotiating, trying to find complex solutions to impossible situations, here was something simple. A door, that needed opening. And my guy was determined to get it open.

      The sun kissed his skin. All I had to do was stand here and admire his beauty, and power imbued him. As I watched him, I thought of him laying me down on the table in his library, the way his carnal gaze raked over my naked body, the way he took his time with me.

      The door groaned as Roan pulled on it. He leaned back further, grimacing with the effort. I could see the door buckling as he pulled on it.

      Is he actually doing it?

      I took a step back. In the next moment, the door exploded open with a shower of rocks, mud, and water. I stared at Roan, and at the cavernous opening he had uncovered. A shallow stream of water rushed from the bottom of the opening.

      There it was. The actual Walbrook River.

      “Holy shit,” I said.

      Roan caught his breath. “What were you saying about noting my manliness?”

      I smiled. “As if there was any doubt. Should we check it out?”

      He arched an eyebrow suggestively.

      “The tunnel, I mean. Your manliness is well established.”

      The smell of damp soil greeted me as I stepped inside, flicking on the flashlight. Icy water rushed over my feet, my ankles.

      The earthy, briny scent reminded me of the sewers underneath Grendel’s club. Stone passages, stale water running underneath my feet… I swallowed hard. Darkness lay in front of me. If the passage behind us closed, we’d be trapped.

      Trapped.

      Roan gently touched the small of my back. “Are you okay?”

      I smiled shakily at him, my feet sloshing in the freezing water. “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

      “Feel any terror?”

      “Just my own, so far. I’m still not great with dark, enclosed spaces. Not a big deal.” It was probably kind of stupid to try to brush things off when I was with someone who could feel my emotions, but I was proud of my effort anyway.

      As we walked deeper into the passage, it curved sharply, the sunlight from the entrance disappearing. Now, the only light came from the pale sphere of my flashlight, and I cursed myself for not buying a stronger one.

      My heart began racing, but I wasn’t alone here. I wasn’t in prison, trapped with the rat bones. Roan was here with me, and I could feel his warmth, his love.

      We could turn back and leave whenever we wanted, rush into the sun, feel the wind on our skin. No one but Roan could shift that enormous metal hatch through the rubble. I slowed my breathing, thinking of Siofra’s trap. In a dark tunnel, rage was a much better companion than fear.

      Something tingled over my skin, and I paused.

      “What is it?” Roan asked.

      “I think I felt it…” I concentrated. “Just a twinge, but stronger than aboveground.” I began walking again. “I think we’re getting closer.”

      It was there—a dark and ancient terror, its connection to me unmistakable. It was a part of me. Maybe that’s why I heard the river in the In Between, where the reflections stripped me down to my most fundamental self. But surely there was more to me than terror.

      From the darkest corners of my skull, I thought I heard people screaming, and my pulse raced.

      Excited, I walked faster, nearly running. Our feet splashed through the shallow river, the beam from my flashlight jumping around.

      When I noticed a movement in the corner of my eye, my mouth went dry. “Rats.”

      “They scare you,” said Roan.

      “Why would they scare me?” Bile rose in my throat. “They’re a wonderful source of protein.”

      My flashlight illuminated a branch in the tunnel, a crumbling passage to our left that sloped downward. I shone my light down there. From there, faint waves of fear thrummed over my body. “There. It’s coming from there.”

      “From the wall?” Roan was staring at the passage, his face blank.

      I frowned. “No, the passageway.” I pointed. “The one right here.”

      “I see a wall, Cassandra.”

      I thrust my hand into the passageway, and Roan’s eyes widened.

      “It’s glamoured. But then why can you see through it?” He reached for the wall, but his hand stopped short in the air. He shook his head. “I’m hitting stone.” He slammed his hand against the rock, seemingly frustrated that there was something he couldn’t defeat with brute force alone.

      But as the terror curled around my body, I felt it beckoning me further into the passageway. As much as I hated the darkness, the isolation, as much as I hated feeling trapped—I had to do this alone. “I don’t think you can come with me. The river is for the Weala Broc fae.”

      Come closer, Cassandra, a voice whispered faintly in the hollows of my mind. Here, it didn’t just feel like terror. It was a presence, like a conscious being.

      Roan’s green eyes shone in the darkness. “We can get some other terror fae to join you.”

      “No. She wants me to go in alone.”

      “She?”

      I shook my head, not entirely sure what I was talking about. “I just feel something here. Someone.” I sucked in a deep breath. “It will be okay, Roan.”

      I could see the internal struggle written across his features. I got it. If Roan told me he had to walk into a dark, scary tunnel on his own because an unknown terror spirit wanted him, I’d be pulling him in the other direction.

      I touched his arm. “I need you to trust me.”

      “Cassandra, that is unwise.”

      “I need you to trust me,” I repeated, feeling the spirit of the Weala Broc luring me closer, an inexorable pull. “I have to do this alone.”

      “Please do not take this unnecessary risk.” I could feel his fear for me tugging at our bond.

      I hugged him tightly, feeling his heart beating through his shirt. “Whose mind is clouded now?” I whispered. I let him go, leaving him behind me.

      I walked into the passage, and I could hear his gasp as he saw me disappear into the wall.
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      The ceiling sloped downward as I walked, eventually forcing me to crouch. I moved slowly, aiming my flashlight on the water in front of me. I stepped around the piles of debris and slippery rocks. Water seeped into my shoes, freezing my feet. The spirit of the Weala Broc kept getting stronger, like a tug that pulled at the center of my body. My breath came in short, sharp bursts, matching my thudding heartbeats. It almost seemed as if the light of my flashlight was becoming weaker as I descended further down, the dampness and the dark extinguishing it. I heard the sound of a rat scuttling through the water, squeaking.

      My fear climbed up my throat, threatening to choke me.

      I tried to pretend Roan was just behind me, that I wasn’t alone. It wasn’t entirely working. The walls seemed to close in around me as I moved further into the stale air. It was unfortunate how much this tunnel smelled like my prison cell.

      I waved the flashlight around, focusing on the length of the tunnel. Plenty of room in here. Plenty of room.

      Rivulets of water trickled from small holes in the walls. The water grew higher around my calves, the current pulling me in deeper. Another minute later, and it reached my knees. A thick sludge covered the rocks here, and I had to walk carefully to avoid slipping in the muck. Darkness seemed to swallow up the light.

      Stumbling, I slipped over the slick rocks, yelping as I plunged into the water. Shocked by the icy current, I gasped, splashing. I couldn’t get back to my feet; the water seemed to pull me in again. There’s no light. Why isn’t there any light?

      Of course. The flashlight had fallen into the water. At last, I pushed myself to my feet again. I’d merely tripped over a rock. Trembling, I scrambled for my flashlight, searching around in the cold water for the plastic, my protection against the darkness.

      I couldn’t find it, and my mouth went dry. I had the feeling that the water had taken the light from me. I wasn’t getting it back.

      Here, in the river under the city, the darkness was absolute. My mind flashed with memories from my prison cell. The low ceiling, so I couldn’t stand up, the pen worn down to a nub as I tried to claw my way out. I never knew if it was day or night, if I’d ever see another person again.

      Disoriented, I stumbled back into the water. My limbs weren’t responding as I tried to stand again. I gasped for breath, but for some reason, the air wasn’t reaching my lungs. The air felt full of heavy soil, like the inside of the grave. I sat on the ground, water running around me. I put my head between my knees, trying to fight the rising dizziness. My blood roared in my ears.

      Maybe it was time to turn around—if I could just remember where I had come from. I slowly rose to my feet, fumbling around me. Walls everywhere. Four walls, surrounding me. Of course. The slime over the stone felt so familiar. I knew this sensation like I knew my own face in the mirror. This wasn’t a passageway. This was a… a…

      Cell. Stay still. If you remain really silent, the rats will come. You can eat the rats.

      The horrible truth began to take root in my mind. Of course I was in a cell—I’d never left. I’d been hallucinating the whole time, imagining conversations. All those memories—my escape from prison, the death of Ogmios, Roan professing his love for me—just the products of a febrile mind starved of human contact.

      I touched my face, certain my skin had aged. I leaned against the wall, cold and wet, waiting for the hallucinations to save me again. Water rushed over my legs.

      Water. Right. My prison cell didn’t have water. I lifted my hand to let the water trickle between my fingers from a hole in the wall. There were no holes in my cell. I cupped my hand and brought it to my lips, sipping. The water felt muddy, and cold, and real.

      Keep it together, Cassandra.

      I breathed deeply, clearing the fog from my mind. Terror had been clouding my thoughts, and I knew fear better than almost anyone. I fed on it every day.

      I crouched down, dipping my hand into the water, feeling the direction of its flow. I’d been walking against the current. If I wanted to get back to Roan, all I had to do was turn around and walk in the opposite direction.

      But as I mastered my fear, that presence pulled me in, stronger now. Of course she was. She’d manipulated my fear, then fed on it.

      She was close to me now, calling to me—an ancient and powerful spirit.

      I shuffled forward, tracing my hand over the damp wall. By now, I was shivering with cold, my teeth chattering.

      I moved forward, a moth drawn to the dark flame.

      I breathed a little sigh of relief as the walls seemed to widen, the ceiling getting taller. Now, the sound of rushing water grew stronger, the water racing around my legs. I’d moved into the Weala Broc itself, its power immense and ancient as the earth itself.

      I couldn’t see anything, but I could feel the shadowy spirit looming over me, the screams of millions of terrorized souls pulsing around me. The spirit of the river had fed on dread for centuries. For eons.

      “Scared, little one?” Her voice was all around me, vibrating in my skull, in my bones, in my teeth.

      I simply nodded.

      “Good.” I heard no satisfaction in her voice, nor pleasure. She only knew one thing: fear.

      “Who are you?” I stumbled over my words.

      “Who am I?” The voice stated my question as a fact. “I am the First.”

      “The First?”

      “Lilith had seven children, little one. I was the first.”

      “So you’re the first of the fae?”

      “Yes.”

      Something shifted in the darkness. I swallowed, certain that if I glimpsed this being, I would go insane.

      “When I first saw humans,” she continued, “they were primitive, mindless creatures. They had but one emotion, and I fed on it.”

      “One emotion?”

      “Fear.”

      The shadows moved again, shifting closer until a dim light appeared.

      I stared into her face. My face.

      The presence wore my skin, Cassandra as she saw me. Pale, wide blue eyes, mouth open in a soundless scream. Cassandra consumed by terror.

      I stumbled back, smacking my head on the wall behind me. The terrified Cassandra walked over to me, pulsing with dread.

      “Even you know that, little one. The most ancient and powerful emotion is fear. It feeds me. It feeds my sons and daughters, you included.”

      I swallowed hard. This thing had created the entire Weala Broc line.

      “You made a pact with me once, little one.”

      “I did what, now?”

      “You touched my altar. You asked me for power, and I gave it freely, like I gave it to your father.”

      “You mean the London Stone?”

      “Yes. The Stone. Once, humans worshiped me here. They sacrificed their own on the Stone. They sliced necks, skulls in water, gifts of terror. As the years went on, they came no more. They built their city around the altar, forgetting their Stone, and yet they still fed me with their terror.”

      “The Stone is gone,” I croaked.

      The sound of rushing water intensified. “Yes.”

      “The Seelie destroyed it.”

      “And you will make them pay.”

      Oh good. Me and the terrifying, ancient spirit are on the same page. I held out my hands. “That’s why I’m here. I need the Stone’s power.”

      “The Stone has no power, little one. The power flows from me.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Then I need your power.”

      There was a long moment of silence. “Then take it.”

      “Okay. So… how, exactly?”

      “You know what to do, little one. You know how to draw the power into you.”

      She was right. I’d done it before, when I’d connected with the London Stone. With trembling fingers, I pulled my stiletto knife free from my belt. I grasped the blade and pulled it upward in a swift motion, wincing as I felt it cut into my palm. Blood flowed between my fingers.

      I held out my bleeding hand to the other Cassandra, the one with her eyes wide-open in terror. In a mirror image, she held out her hand to me, touching her palm against mine.

      As we touched, the screams of countless souls filled my mind, a thousand times more powerful than the London stone. This was the pure, unmitigated terror of humans since the beginning of history. I lost myself in the horror.

      And it felt glorious.
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      The screams filled my body like a delicious nectar.

      My eyes flicked open, and I tried to remember where I was. Above me, the dark ceiling of the passage under the Walbrook River curved over me.

      The Walbrook River, my ancient homeland.

      I was moving, somehow, carried along with the current, delirious with power. It took me a moment to realize that it wasn’t a current carrying me, but powerful arms. Roan’s arms, wrapped tightly around me. He looked down at me, and I could feel his relief through our bond as my eyes began to focus.

      His lips were moving as he spoke to me. And yet I could hear nothing but the screams fracturing my skull. They filled my mind, drowning everything else in a glorious symphony of horror.

      I’d met her. The first terror leech. The real Goddess of Dread. She’d given me her power, and I thought it might drive me insane.

      Roan moved his lips again. I whimpered, shutting my eyes, drowning in the howls of terror. For a moment, darkness claimed my mind. When I opened my eyes again, sun warmed my face. In the glaring sunlight, I blinked at the rubble, the open hatch door.

      “Roan,” I muttered. My voice just barely pierced the veil of screams.

      “Cassandra. What’s wrong?” Dimly, I heard his voice.

      “There’s screaming in my head.” It made sense, of course. Last time, when I’d touched the London Stone, I’d spiraled into a drunken stupor that had gone on for a week. This time, I couldn’t afford to fall apart.

      “I can take some of the pressure away.” Roan’s voice was faint, mingling with the keening wails. “We are bonded.”

      “No,” I mumbled, dropping my head into his chest. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Suddenly, the screams grew fainter. Not by much, but enough room in the torrent for my own thoughts to breathe.

      Roan’s eyes widened and he stumbled, nearly dropping me to the rocks. I gently released myself from his grip, lowering myself to the shore.

      He was staring vacantly ahead, eyes a deep amber, horns gleaming on his head. “Cassandra,” he choked. “What… how…”

      Ignoring my protests, he’d let the screams into his head. They were echoing in his mind, drowning everything. And Roan was even less equipped to deal with this than I was. Fear wasn’t his realm.

      Gently, I felt for our bond, pulling him closer to me. Without knowing how, I began to pull the screams back from him, his confusion and pain diminishing.

      But I couldn’t take it all from him. I needed just enough space in my brain to think.

      He’d have to help me carry this burden just a little.

      I studied Roan’s face, finding a faint sense of wonder in his gaze. He looked lucid, at least.

      “Is that…” His jaw was tense. “…what you’re suffering through?”

      I cleared my throat. “Some of it. But it’s different for me. I kind of like it. The mental confusion is just the price I have to pay.”

      “For what?”

      “For my dread powers.”

      Roan looked at me carefully. “Your powers of dread. Are they back?”

      I looked at him, then away, at London.

      Time slowed down.

      I could see them: hundreds… thousands of tendrils of fear, each belonging to one person. The fear of being fired, of being rejected, of men walking too close on the street. Fear of death thrummed from each of them, even though almost none of them realized it. Endless souls, each carrying around their own private dread.

      I beckoned one of the tendrils closer, and it flowed into my chest, even more smoothly than before. Now, no Stone lay between me and the First. She’d given me her power directly.

      When I pulled the fear into my chest, I let it swirl between my ribs. Like a child playing with clay, I toyed with it, smiling. I was the Mistress of Dread once more, and power flowed through me.

      “Oh yes.” I bared my teeth at Roan. “My power is back. We need to get to Cingeto’s Fortress.” I breathed deeply, body buzzing with the rage of the First. “The Seelie need to pay for what they did to the Stone.”

      “Before we go into battle, perhaps you should regain the ability to stand.”

      “Fine.” I rested my head on his chest, closing my eyes. “Let me sleep tonight. Tomorrow morning, we leave for Trinovantum. We’re going to get your land back, Roan.”

      “And yours,” he said quietly.
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      On the parapet of Cingeto’s Fortress, the wind whipped at my hair. It was late afternoon by the time we arrived at the castle, having rounded up our Unseelie forces from London. My thighs burned with the exertion of our earlier journey. I’d been forced to ride a horse, gripping onto its mane as if my life depended on it—which I guess it had. In any case, at least I’d regained the ability to stand after my blast from the First’s power. The dread magic seemed to have stabilized within my body.

      By Roan’s side, I gazed out onto the battlefield, surveying the enemy lines. Half a mile away, I could see the Seelie battlements: their ditches, the high stakes, the crudely erected watch posts. And beyond the front lines, the Seelie’s camp was in full view, their pale armor gleaming in the afternoon sun.

      My breath caught at the enormity of their forces. Hundreds of identical tents, standing in rows. The immense siege gear loomed over the Seelie forces, some of it still under construction: tall, sturdy siege towers; several catapults; three battering rams.

      Borvo, the Unseelie general, shouted over the wind, his pointed ears showing through a mane of midnight blue hair. “We estimate that in a week, they’ll be ready for an attack that would completely wipe out our defenses. Their forces are reinforced daily, while ours are dwindling.”

      “Any idea on their numbers?” Roan asked.

      “About seven thousand, sir. We number nine hundred and thirty-seven.”

      Wonderful. They outnumbered us nearly eight to one. Dread powers notwithstanding, if we led a charge out of the fort, they would massacre us.

      I shouted at Roan over the wind. “We’ll have to wait for them to come to us.”

      Borvo shook his head. “I don’t think that’s advisable, Mistress. Our spies report that one of the Seelie princes is leading a host of over ten thousand men over here. If we wait, our chances only get worse. In addition, most of our rations are gone. We’re starving here.”

      “What are our options, then?”

      Borvo squinted into the sun. “I can hold the fort with four hundred men. Enough time for you to organize a full-scale retreat. The Seelie want Trinovantum. They won’t chase our people overseas.”

      Before I got my dread powers back, I might have agreed with him. “General, I assure you that I can use my powers very effectively.”

      “All due respect, Dread Mistress, can you strike terror in four thousand men? Three thousand?”

      I actually had no idea. Probably not. It certainly wasn’t something I’d done before.

      “Two thousand?” He waited for an answer, but I wasn’t giving him one. “Then it is not enough. I appreciate that you came to lend a hand—we have to retreat.”

      I bit my lip. “What if they attack now?”

      “They wouldn’t. It would be too risky for them.”

      “But what if they did? Could they take the fort?”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps. They have Balor’s weapons, and their warriors are well trained. Unlike ours, they’re well fed. But Cingeto’s Fortress has never been breached before and we have the obvious tactical advantage of height. If they attacked now, their chances would be a lot worse than if they wait until the reinforcements arrive.”

      “We need to provoke them to attack,” Roan’s voice boomed.

      Borvo looked skeptical. “The Seelie aren’t fools, sir. Why would they attack now?”

      I smiled at Borvo. “Because I don’t need to manipulate three thousand men. Just one could be enough.”
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      The large portcullis shut behind us, clanging loudly. I winced, despite myself. It was one thing watching the Seelie armor from the fortress’ battlements. It was a completely different thing to stand on the ground, staring out at their mass of forces.

      I clung to my horse’s mane, feigning comfort on the beast, a snorting mare named Etain. Alvin rode by my side, carrying a white banner. Roan rode ahead of us, his broad shoulders rigid with tension. Four warriors rode behind us, their horses bony and frail. We’d chosen the four thinnest, palest warriors we could find, clearly starving. One of the warriors was coughing into his arm, barely keeping himself upright.

      A group of twenty Seelie were riding toward us, led by a huge warrior on a tall white horse. Their mounts raised a large cloud of dust behind them, shielding the battle lines from view. We halted our approach, waiting for them to come to us.

      They stopped less than fifteen yards away.

      Roan straightened. “I am Roan from the House of Taranis. We have come to negotiate a truce.”

      “And I am Cassandra of the Weala Broc.”

      The Seelie warrior sneered, his pale eyes gleaming. “I am Teyrnon Esus, general of the Seelie army. Did you come to offer us your surrender? It is high time.”

      My thighs clenched around the horse. “I’m sorry. I think we’re too far apart. You must have misheard. We said truce.”

      I spurred on Etain, and we moved forward. When they were twenty feet away, six of their men raised their crossbows, taking aim.

      Teyrnon’s silvery eyes gleamed. “Oh, I heard you. I’ve heard tell of Unseelie foolishness, but I had never grasped its extent. I suppose since your kind breed with the beasts, you’re unable to think clearly. Do you really think you’re in a position to negotiate?”

      Roan said something, but I wasn’t listening. I had another role here, and I focused on Teyrnon.

      Time began to crawl, the Seelie General’s pale hair caught in a frozen breeze. I stared at the tendrils of fear emanating from his body.

      Before, I’d always used fear in the same way. I took it into myself, magnifying it, and slammed it back. I’d used it as a blunt, destructive weapon. But now, with the First’s powers flowing through my veins, I knew exactly how to read and manipulate fear with nuance.

      I summoned Teyrnon’s fear, and it came to me, humming through the air in deep, pewter strands. His anxieties vibrated through the air, a resonant dirge. I listened, tuning in to the song of his fear. I heard his resonant concern over his little girl, who’d been sick when he had left for war. She was still sick, and maybe she wouldn’t recover. Just above that fear, the trilling terror of infection. Would the Unseelie, with our bestial bodies, poison him with our mere presence?

      A loud, staccato fear of fire pounded rhythmically. As a young boy, he’d burned his hand, and the terror of fire had remained with him to this day. And underneath it all, the heavy, sonorous sounds of his death fears, the notes that vibrated so deeply he didn’t even know they were there.

      I could get lost in the symphony of his fears, perfect harmonies for my soul. But I had a purpose.

      I tuned in to a high-pitched keen, almost inaudible. He was dreading the day the prince would arrive. The prince expected him to have taken the fort already, would think him a coward. I shaped this strand, amplifying it in a wild crescendo, until it rang out over the fields as an overwhelming anxiety that would haunt every minute of his day.

      Then, I tuned into another strand of fear, the one about Cingeto’s Fortress and its defenses. Then, the ones about death. I could amplify these fears, convince him that he’d lose the battle, make him piss himself with fears of burning oil. But I couldn’t take from him the knowledge that reinforcements were on their way. He’d simply wait it out until the Seelie forces had grown, until others could lead the attack. We needed him to attack when they were still unprepared.

      So I stifled those fears, muffling his worries about the height of the wall, the burning oil on the parapet, the rocks and arrows that would rain down on his forces. I took the deeply booming death fears and muted them until he forgot about the hot oil and the pain, forgot that we might kill him.

      Our men were weak with hunger; he could see it by the starving horses, the gaunt faces. The odds were overwhelmingly in the Seelie army’s favor.

      I was the Mistress of Dread. But the other side of fear was bravery, and I could manipulate that, too. And the line between bravery and stupidity was often smudged and unclear.

      As I finished my work, time resumed its pace.

      “…nothing to talk about,” Teyrnon said. His sneer was gone, replaced by disgust. “Go back to your little fort, you sickly animals. We will not meet again.”

      Almost as one, the entire group turned their horses, riding away in a cloud of dust.

      I took a deep breath. “They will attack very soon. We should let the general know.”

      The sun dipped lower over the horizon, casting long shadows over the battlefield, washing Roan in golden light.

      “Are you certain?” he asked.

      “Fairly certain.” Tiredness sapped my body. “I think we need to get some sleep before they muster their forces and launch their attack. Teyrnon is not going to want to wait.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 34

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      One of the Unseelie servants had led Roan and me to a room in a tower, where the moonlight streamed in through a narrow window onto a canopied bed. Candlelight flickered over the arched, stone ceiling.

      Dizzy from mulled cider, I pulled off my sweater. Bathed in the warm candlelight, Roan was already sitting at the edge of the bed, pretending that he wasn’t watching me undress.

      My nerves warred with my exhaustion, but the bed called to me like a siren. Within moments, I was curled up in the blankets, ready to feel Roan’s body curl around me. Sleep claimed my mind before I even saw him blow out the candles.

      I’d been dreaming about Roan, about swimming with him in a crystal-clear river, when the blaring sound of battle horns ripped me from my sleep. I woke to find the room still dark, Roan’s powerful arms wrapped around me.

      “What?” I muttered.

      “The Seelie.” In a flash of movement, Roan was out of the bed, pulling on his shirt. “They are attacking.”

      Adrenalin buzzed through my body. “They could have waited until the sun came up,” I muttered, snatching my leather pants from the floor.

      “Come.” Somehow, Roan was already in his leather armor, already strapping his sword onto his body. “We need you at the wall.” And with that, he slipped into the darkened fortress hallway.

      With a beating heart, I pulled on a shirt, then slipped on my mirror bracelets. Had we really made the right decision yesterday? Or should we have retreated after all?

      I pushed my worries to the back of my skull, latching on my belt with the two stiletto knives. Steadying my nerves, I crossed to the door.

      In the torchlit hallways, Unseelie were running around in full armor, shouting to each other, fear mingling with relief. The dread before the attack had been crippling. Now, the anxiety of uncertainty had been replaced by the adrenaline of battle. As I moved through the hallway, they moved reverently out of my way, their conversation going quiet. Apparently, I had quite the reputation here.

      I climbed a dark, winding stairwell until I reached the moonlit parapet that loomed over the battlefield. As soon as I stepped outside, the wind bit at my skin through my shirt. Shivering, I hugged myself as I joined Roan and Borvo by one of the towers.

      “You were right,” Borvo said in wonder. Silvery light glinted off his chain mail armor. “They’re attacking.”

      They marched through the darkness, still out of shooting range—thousands of torches flickering in the night, the Seelie army moving as one.

      Our men swarmed around us, rolling large barrels, stoking fires under metal cauldrons. The stench of burning oil curled into my nostrils. To either side of us, rows of archers prepared their arrows, positioning them for easy draw.

      Someone tapped my shoulder, and I turned to see a tall, stooping man with feathery black eyebrows and a hooked nose. “Mistress? I am assigned to be your shield man.”

      I frowned. “My what, now?”

      Borvo cleared his throat. “We need you to win this battle, Mistress. Galvyn will make sure that you don’t get killed by a lucky shot, or a skillful swordsman.”

      “Fair enough.”

      With a growing sense of nervousness, I stared out at the oncoming Seelie horde, their march slow and relentless. All around me, my own fear bellowed—the fear for our men, the fear that we might lose, fear for my own life, and above it all, my terror that someone would hurt Roan. If I let it overwhelm me during the battle, I wouldn’t be able to function at all. I didn’t need to calm myself using breathing techniques anymore. I plucked at my own tendrils of dread, muting them, just enough until I could think clearly again.

      A war drum beat along with their march, and I was sure I could feel the ground trembling, even from here.

      My own heartbeat melded with the pounding of the Seelie drum, a relentless hammering. And all around us, terror hummed and resonated through the air. Nearby, Roan patrolled the parapet, barking orders. He was excited, ready for blood. These were the emotions that he’d carried with him for years. But glimmering under the battle fury was a newer emotion—his concern for me. I felt within him a steely resolve to protect me at all costs, even if it meant the loss of his own life.

      Slowly, the first rays of dawn began to stain the sky with crimson fingers. The archers stood, arrows nocked, and a cool breeze whistled over the parapet. Staring out onto the marching enemy line, my blood began to roar in my ears. At last, when the Seelie were within range, Borvo bellowed his orders.

      The archers fired in unison, loosing at least two hundred arrows into the air, whistling as they went. The forces below began advancing faster, still moving in unison. The Seelie raised their shields, and most of the arrows thwacked off of them. A few holes opened in the front lines where warriors fell, but more warriors quickly filled them in. The host kept moving, the drum beating louder.

      As the sun rose higher, nearly blinding me, figures rose from within the Seelie army. Like angels, dozens of fae hovered in the air, their white wings bathed in ruddy light.

      My throat went dry. They’d chosen their attack time well, when we could hardly see them coming in the rising sun. They swooped for the parapet, armed with bows of their own.

      Roan was by my side, pointing to a winged Seelie with a golden bow. “There. That belongs to Balor’s armory. They are using our weapons against us.”

      The flying fae split into two groups, arrows ready. My shield man shoved his shield before me, yelling at me to duck. Arrows began whistling, dropping on us from the sky around us. Roan had taken cover under the hailstorm of arrows, but an archer fell next to us, an arrow lodged in his eye socket. The rest of our archers were now aiming higher at the flying fae. But the sun was blinding them, and we no longer had the advantage of higher ground.

      A few hundred yards from us, a loud blast exploded on the parapet, hurling two archers into a wall.

      Crouching behind the battlement, I peered through an arrow slit, watching the Seelie with the golden bow. He loosed an arrow at the parapet, and when it hit, another blast rocked the entire fortress, closer this time. Heat from the explosion seared my face.

      Roan was shouting orders for our archers to take out the golden-bowed Seelie, and our flying archers took to the skies. Through the arrow slit, I stared at the aerial attack. They were close enough, now.

      Time slowed down, and I could hear the chorus of fears singing around them. I pulled their fears into me, a dissonant stream of terror. This was no time to be subtle. I amplified the fear, my back arching as the vibrations filled me. When it had reached a paralyzing terror, I rose, flinging out my arms to send it back to them.

      Three of them dropped like stones, wings frozen in mid-air. Others dropped their weapons. I’d saved the brunt of my attack for the archer with the golden bow. He simply plummeted to the earth, his heart no longer beating. Terror could kill.

      With swords raised, our fae slammed into the dwindling aerial attackers. Blood rained down the battlefield. Our warriors roared and cheered as the remaining Seelie flitted away.

      “The siege towers!” Borvo roared to his men. “Stop the siege towers!”

      My gaze flicked to the siege towers. The Seelie had used the cover of the sun to shift them closer, and they’d nearly reached us. As soon as they touched our walls they would open, and the Seelie horde would pour out of them. The fortress would be breached.

      Ladders clattered against stone as the Seelie army reached our walls. Borvo barked an order, and our warriors tipped the steaming cauldrons onto the climbing Seelie. I clamped my eyes shut, trying to block out the sounds of the screams.

      A loud rapport cracked the air as one of the siege towers reached us, and opened. When I saw the Seelie warriors pressed together, fully armored, it was time for a little more dread.

      I homed in on the warrior whose armor glowed with a blue light—probably magic, probably from Balor’s armory. A sword carved toward his chest, bouncing off harmlessly. He was protected.

      But not from me. Fear me, mortal.

      I tuned in to his fear of death as the warriors moved around me in slow motion, swords glinting red in the rising sun. I pulled his terror into my chest, building it into a deafening climax. I shot it back at him, driving him mad with terror. In his mind, he’d died already. He didn’t exist. Wild with terror, he ran for the parapet, clamoring over the edge.

      Just as I was watching his descent, a Seelie lunged for me. I stumbled back away from his axe. My shield man stepped forward, decapitating him with a single swipe.

      “Thanks,” I shouted.

      He ignored me, hacking into another Seelie warrior.

      More siege towers reached the wall, and a battle ram began hammering against our gate, shaking the fortress. When the closest siege tower opened, I unleashed another terror attack, incapacitating the warriors before they got a chance to step out. They all froze, blocking their comrades’ path, and our Unseelie soldiers used this moment of chaos to charge at them, turning the mouth of the tower to a bloodbath.

      Roan was charging into one of the siege towers, antlers gleaming. Alvin fought by his side, holding a blade nearly as large as himself.

      Even with the dread, even with the Taranis onslaught, the Seelie began to pour into our towers. I filled myself with their fear, feeling it vibrate around my ribs, the deep bass of death fears.

      I am the Mistress of Dread, and the power of the First flows through me.

      Then I hurled a wave of dread at them, trying to focus it only on the Seelie. The angelic creatures faltered, long enough for our men to gain the upper hand. I fell to my knees panting hard as a wave of dizziness hit me.

      “Are you all right?” my shield man asked.

      I nodded curtly. Apparently, even with the magic of the First, I had to reserve my power for critical moments. Unfortunately, those moments were coming hard and fast.

      Scanning the battlements, my gaze landed on Alvin. He’d been disarmed, bleeding from his ribs. A Seelie loomed over him with an enormous spear. I slammed him with a wave of terror strong enough to stop his heart. He pitched forward in front of Alvin’s wide eyes. Alvin quickly leaped to his feet, snatching the Seelie’s spear.

      Loud, constant banging drew my attention. Peering over the fortress’ walls, I caught sight of the warriors battering at the gate, wood splintering around them. Any moment now and they’d be through.

      I have to get down there. I glanced at the mirror on my wrist, then leaped through a reflection, slipping out of the conveniently shiny Seelie armor. Embedded in their ranks, I sent a crippling wave of pure terror into them, hitting them again and again until they fell to the earth, trembling.

      I am the Goddess of Terror, my mind whispered. I am Death, and you will tremble before me.

      I gasped for breath, my chest burning as confusion began to cloud my mind, the First’s voice fading.

      I needed human fear to build my strength again. Unluckily for me, I was in the midst of the fae realm, no humans in sight. I stumbled away from the crowd.

      A deafening shudder racked the fortress as the gate ruptured in an explosion of metal and fractured wood. The Seelie general, Teyrnon, brandished his sword, which glowed with a red light, smoke curling from its blade. He’d used it to breach the gate—another of Balor’s weapons.

      The Seelie horde ran into the breach.

      I tried to home in on their terror, but another wave of dizziness washed over me. I tried to focus on the warriors around me, to slow down time, but the vibrations had become muted and dulled.

      I stared in disbelief as I saw the remnants of the Seelie army hurrying to the breach. They’d only needed one hole in our defenses.

      Then the air began to crackle, clouds overtaking the morning sky. They rolled in, churning like a boiling cauldron.

      I should have recognized the signs even before it started: the wind gusting around me. The drops of rain. The rumble of thunder, and the greenish hue in the sky. A loud roar rumbled over the horizon, and through our bond, I could hear Roan calling me back to the tower. He wanted me behind the parapets, guarded by my shield man once more.

      I looked into my mirrored bracelet, melding with it, then leaped back to the towers. I landed between Borvo and my shield man. While I’d been on the ground, they’d managed to repel the Seelie from the siege towers. But the damage had been done below.

      A frigid wind whipped over us as hail began to rain from the sky. I turned to Borvo, shivering, eyes wide.

      I could no longer dull my fears, and my concern for Roan roared in my mind like the wind. “Where’s Roan?” I screamed.

      Borvo simply pointed at the ground. I’d been so dizzy, so confused, that I hadn’t even noticed Roan there. Of course he was—right in front of the Unseelie forces hurrying to put a stop to the Seelie breach.

      I watched as he rushed at the host of Seelie, a group of Unseelie behind him. In the heat of battle, he’d unveiled fully, and the wind whipped at his pale hair. If it weren’t for the horns, I’d have a hard time telling him apart from the Seelie.

      Roan’s sword met Teyrnon’s. As it did, lightning cracked the sky, forking down onto the battlefield. At least a dozen warriors fell to the ground, and the scent of burning flesh curled into the air. Roan swung his sword again—this time connecting with Teyrnon’s neck. The general’s headless body crumpled to the ground, and his red sword hissed in the hailstorm.

      Lightning speared the sky, striking the Seelie army. Another bolt struck the towers, and I felt the jolt of electricity, flinging me back.

      I could hear his voice in my mind. A storm doesn’t protect. A storm can’t be controlled.

      Through our bond, I could feel him coaxing me back into the safety of the tower, urging me to run and hide, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him.

      He was leading a charge into their ranks, his sword sparking in the flashes of lightning. And on the horizon, dark clouds whirled and roared in a funnel of debris. My mouth went dry. I’d never seen a cyclone before, never imagined its godlike enormity. Somehow, Roan had summoned a tornado, right here in Trinovantum, and the sight made my teeth chatter with fear.
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      “Everyone get inside!” I could hardly hear Borvo’s voice over the deafening boom of wind. Hail was hammering my head, my shoulders, the chunks larger now. A large, icy ball smacked my forehead. When I touched my hand to my face, it came away sticky with blood.

      “Cass!” Alvin was shaking my arm. “We have to get inside the fort! The tornado is coming this way!”

      But… wasn’t the fortress full of Seelie, now?

      Scores of dead Seelie bodies littered the base of the fortress. The siege towers were burning to stumps among them. Blood, arrows, and the broken bodies of the Seelie lay strewn over the dirt.

      My gaze flicked to the tornado, whirling closer now, larger. Its path darted over a grove of trees, splintering their wood and sucking them into its vortex.

      Roan. Where the hell was he?

      I grabbed Alvin’s arm. “Where’s Roan?”

      He shook his head, squinting in the hailstorm. “I don’t know! He was out there!”

      I shut out the deafening roar of the wind, the icy projectiles, the dark oblivion careening our way. I focused on my bond.

      I could feel him there, hurt and confused.

      “Go inside!” I yelled at Alvin. “I’m right behind you.”

      Alvin’s eyes flickered with an orange glow. Then, he followed the other Unseelie, taking cover in the Fortress.

      I focused on the bracelet on my wrist, searching for Roan. I found him almost instantly, lying on the ground below, bleeding, and my heart constricted. The tornado was heading right for him.

      A dead horse had fallen on top of his legs. He was trying to pull himself free. Through our bond, I could feel the agony spearing his legs. Reflexively, I took some of the pain away, wincing as it pierced my own legs. Bonding with the reflection, I leaped into it.

      On the ground, the wind tore at my hair, and I cast a nervous glance at the oncoming cyclone. It sounded like a train roaring over us.

      “Roan!” I shouted.

      “Cassandra!” His emerald eyes widened in horror. “Get the hell out of here!”

      “Not yet!” I crouched in the whipping wind, trying to push the dead horse off him. Without humans around, my body was drained and weak, and I could hardly move it an inch.

      Lightning touched down a hundred feet from us, thunder cracking the air. The tornado loomed over us like a colossus.

      “Cassandra, the storm will kill you!”

      Ignoring him, I focused on the armor of a dead Seelie lying in the nearby dirt. Could I jump with Roan in tow? The only time I had ever jumped with someone was with Siofra, and she had reflection magic like I did. Then again, Roan was my soulmate. I could feel his pain—maybe he could use my magic.

      I grabbed Roan’s hand, then leaned over to touch the metallic armor. The icy touch of the reflection lured me in… and I could feel Roan fading away.

      I pulled back from the reflection, gripping Roan’s hand tighter as the tornado roared closer, ripping at my hair, my clothes.

      “Cassandra,” he said. “Please. Don’t let this happen again. Get out of here. Get back to London.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not leaving you to die.”

      Lightning flashed, glinting off the fallen hailstones. I’d stopped noticing as they pelted me, cutting my skin, bruising me.

      “I’m not going to die,” Roan said, and I could feel his uncertainty. I could also feel his determination to say anything that would get me out of harm’s way.

      “Let’s move this little horse off you, all right? On the count of three. One… two… three!”

      Both of us pushed, Roan pulling himself, but nothing happened except for another jolt of pain shooting through his bones and, consequently, through mine.

      Something smacked the side of my skull—a rock, hurled by the driving wind.

      “Get out of here!” Roan roared, frantic now, his eyes pure amber, canines elongated. His white-blond hair whipped around his head, and in his fear, he no longer looked human at all.

      “Roan, I’m not leaving! So quit talking and do what you need to do. Stop this goddamn storm!”

      “I can’t! I can only call storms. I can’t command them.”

      “You need to try, because I’m not leaving.”

      For a moment, he looked furious, and I could feel his rage about to burst. But then the spark of anger faded, and he shook his head. “I will try. And if I don’t succeed—”

      “We’ll die together.”

      I could feel the pain that pierced him, but he gritted his teeth, then shut his eyes.

      I shut my own eyes, clenching his hand. With the wind shrieking around us, I sent all the power I could muster to him through our bond.

      The wind around us rumbled louder, and even through my closed eyelids, I could see the flashes of lightning moving closer. I focused on Roan, determined that fear wouldn’t consume our final moments. Only love.

      After what seemed like an endless trial of chaos shredding the world around us, I realized that the sound of the freight train had died down around us. My eyes flickered open.

      It was raining hard, and hailstones littered the battlefield, covering the bodies of the fallen Seelie. Some still moved, wounded, calling for help.

      But most importantly, the tornado had dwindled to a thin, dark spiral, darting away from us in an erratic path. Loosing a relieved breath, I smiled at Roan. His eyes were closed, his body still. When I touched his chest, I felt his heart beating under his skin, and relief warmed my body.
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      I sat on Etain’s back, staring out through the fortress’ shattered gate. Our work in Trinovantum wasn’t yet finished. For one thing, we hadn’t yet found Branwen, and for another, I still had a brother to kill.

      For three days after the battle, I’d stuck by Roan’s side—bathing together, sleeping together, eating the fortress’ fresh supplies. The Unseelie victors had thrown wild parties every night, working and mourning their dead during the day. But today, we needed to cement the terms of our truce with the Seelie.

      A half a mile away from the fortress, five pillars of black smoke curled into the air. Over the past few days, the wind had quickly died down. Now, the smoke plumes spread into a blue sky, mingling lazily with each other.

      The funeral pyres had been burning for two days straight, ever since the rain stopped. The Unseelie would probably keep burning for several more. Around the walls, the field had been picked clean of anything that could be burned. In the distance, an axe rhythmically hammered against a tree trunk—more fuel for the pyres.

      I’d visited the nearby pyres the day before, and I’d stayed less than a minute. The smells of burning flesh, and the sight of blackening, cracking skin would be etched in my memory forever. I had to keep reminding myself it had all been necessary, that we’d needed to end this war before it got any worse.

      Set apart from the funeral pyres, a royal blue tent stood in the field, gleaming in the sunlight.

      “Ready?” Roan’s deep voice turned my head.

      “Yeah,” I muttered. “Let’s go.”

      We rode out of the gate toward the tent. As we approached, I could see several horses tied to a post. One of them was dark as coal, and probably the largest horse I had ever seen. A horse fit for a king—or in this case, a Seelie prince.

      We rode up to the entrance.

      As we dismounted, I congratulated myself for managing to land on both legs, even if it wasn’t graceful. Roan caught my elbow, steadying me. With him by my side, we approached the Seelie tent—two of the Unseelie lords, equal in status.

      The Seelie prince sat primly behind a large table, looking like a perfect statue of a Greek god. Unlike most of the pale Seelie, his dark hair framed his face, his features smooth as marble. Two of his bodyguards, a man and a woman, stood behind him in full armor.

      “You’re late,” he said. His voice was cold, sharp. “But I expected nothing more from the beasts.”

      We sat in the wooden chairs set in front of him. I had a sudden urge to put my legs on the table, to spit on the ground. How would the little princeling react?

      Instead, I smiled amiably. “So. Here we are. Isn’t this nice.”

      “Trust the Unseelie to let a fortal stand at the head of a royal court.” The prince eyed me with disdain.

      “Do you always start negotiations by offending the other party?” I asked, raising my eyebrow. “It’s an interesting tactic.”

      “There will be no negotiations.”

      A jolt of fear stabbed my gut. This war had to end. Now.

      “We were under the impression that you wanted peace,” Roan said darkly.

      The prince leaned forward, steepling his fingers. “And so do you. This war has taxed the Seelie long enough. It has been an ongoing source of contention in our court, and we want it to end. But I’m not going to haggle for peace. Many still believe that you are vastly outnumbered, that you have no leadership, and your forces are weak. If you don’t accept our terms, we will attack.”

      Masking my anger, I stared at the prince.

      Roan broke the silence by rising, and I followed suit. “Well, this has been wonderful. We’re eagerly waiting for your suicide attack.”

      The prince’s eyes widened in outrage. “Don’t you want to hear our terms?”

      “You want us to surrender,” Roan said. “We do not…”

      His voice became faint as time slowed. I heard the rising song of fear vibrating from the prince, the strands of disgust. I called them to me, listened to them one by one. His fears of contamination rang out in a high treble. He had three siblings, and they all scared him in different ways, the fears harmonious. A piercing fear that he had already bungled this negotiation. I amplified that fear, turning it into a full-blown terror. Then, out of spite, I also increased his fear that he was a bad lover, and that his penis failed to satisfy his mistress. I reflected the vibrations right back at him.

      “Surely you don’t want us to attack!” the prince blustered, shaking, his face reddening. “Our spies say we outnumber you fifteen to one!”

      “Here are our terms,” I said, voice monotone and bored. I sat and leaned back in my chair, crossing my legs on his desk. “All hostilities will cease immediately, and the Seelie army will retreat behind the lines of the Hawkwood Forest, beyond the Arausio River.”

      Relief shone in the prince’s silver eyes.

      “You will deliver the Unseelie traitors and spies to us,” I continued.

      He nodded slowly, looking slightly confused.

      “Specifically,” I continued, “Siofra Weala Broc and Abellio Caer Ibormeith. Don’t be stupid. It’s behavior unbecoming of a prince. You will also hand over your prisoner, Branwen Sulis. Finally, you will return to us all the weapons you stole from the Balor armory.”

      “These demands are outrageous!” He spluttered. “They—”

      “We will not compromise on this,” I said, arching an eyebrow. “And they are more than fair. Essentially, what we are asking is for you all to turn around, whistling innocently, acting like this war never happened, and we’ll do you the favor of acting the same.”

      “You expect us to hand over those weapons so you can immediately use them against us?”

      I hesitated. Alvin had warned me that this would be a problematic issue.

      “We will promise to use them against the Seelie only in self-defense,” Roan said. “For a period of one hundred and one years.”

      The prince leaned back in his chair, pursing his lips. He couldn’t take his mind off his penis issue, and it was distracting him. He needed reassurance as soon as possible. Could he pay a whore to sing its praises? A roomful of whores, perhaps.

      I gritted my teeth, wishing I wasn’t privy to all his anxieties right now.

      “We can each return empty-handed,” I said brightly. “Once the war resumes, you’ll have the blood of thousands of Seelie on your hands. But I know you have more pressing matters than war to think about right now.”

      He blinked. After a moment, he said, “We only have this… Abellio.”

      “That’s disappointing.” My voice was frosty.

      The prince turned to one of his bodyguards, nodding at him. The bodyguard pivoted and crossed out of the tent.

      He returned a few moments later, leading a dirty, bleeding fae, her arms in chains. It took me a moment to realize, aghast, that it was Branwen. Her face was bruised and bloody, her clothes torn, her body covered with caked blood and mud. I lunged from my seat, hurrying to her. As I got close, the bodyguard shoved her, and she stumbled toward me. I grabbed her with both arms. She was trembling, and her body felt thin, light. I swallowed the tears that crept up my throat.

      “Where are the keys to these chains?” I asked in a hoarse voice. Roan was already by my side, helping me to steady her.

      “There are no keys,” the prince snapped. “The chains are welded. You can find a blacksmith to remove them, I’m sure.”

      “I will take her back to the fortress,” Roan said in a low voice.

      Gently, he swept an arm around Branwen’s waist, guiding her out of the tent. I stayed, staring at the prince, curbing the desire to paralyze him with terror.

      “We anticipated your demands for the dream fae,” he said, his gaze steady. “Quite frankly, we’re happy to be rid of him.”

      The bodyguard returned again, leading a tied-up, gagged fae, his face haggard, his blue eyes burning with hatred.

      “Hello brother,” I said in a low voice. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”
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      I let Abellio fester in the dungeons for three days before I made my way down the dark stairwell to the cells. I wasn’t quite sure if I wanted to gloat over him or just to never see his pretty little face again.

      Two torches lit the dank hallway, the light barely piercing the shadows. The door clanged shut behind me. For a moment, I felt an inkling of my prison fears—of being trapped in the darkness, in a place like this.

      But that Cassandra was gone, and as I strode forward to the farthest dungeon cell, my fears evaporated like mist. I gripped a heavy key ring.

      I’d insisted to the guards that I go alone. They hadn’t looked thrilled about it, but in the end, they let me do what I demanded. After all, I was the Mistress of Dread.

      I struggled to find the keyhole in the dim light, but with a bit of fumbling, I managed it. The rusty lock groaned as I turned the key. I pushed the metal door open with a loud creak, and slowly walked into Abellio’s cell.

      The guards had chained him to the wall, his arms above his head. Dried blood crusted around his swollen lip. Had Roan done that? One of the guards?

      I smiled at him, thinking of him pulling that filthy sack over my head in the prison cell. “Hello, Abellio.”

      His icy blue eyes were mirrors of my own. It was easy to see the fear in them. I didn’t need dread powers for that. Still, he managed to keep a calm façade as he sneered at me. He didn’t utter a word.

      “Here we are again.” My footsteps echoed off the cell walls. “I’m a bit miffed they gave you a nicer cell than I had. You have light here. That’s practically a five-star hotel.”

      “What do you want?” he rasped.

      “What do you think our darling father would have said, seeing you like this?” I asked. “A traitor to your own people, tied to the wall, being questioned by a female fortal?”

      “I’m not the traitor. I’m loyal to the monarchy you’ve turned on. Your Republic is a farce. The courts will tear each other apart. And while you’re squabbling amongst yourselves, the Seelie will return, and kill you all. In five hundred years, the Unseelie realm will be dust.”

      I folded my arms. “So your plan was… what? To help them kill us sooner?”

      “They would have allowed us to live, for a price. And I would have paid it to restore the throne of my father. There is strength in unity, and there is no unity in a Republic.”

      “How very patriotic of you.” I crouched down. “Remember our last talk? I was tied to a chair. You put a cloth on my head, and drenched it over and over again, drowning me, while your friends laughed.”

      The memory used to inflame rage in me. Now, with Abellio tied to a scummy wall, I felt almost nothing.

      “Are you going to get back at me?” he rasped. “Do the same? Go ahead. I won’t beg and cry like you did, you fortal beast.”

      “Do you really believe that?” I quirked my eyebrow.

      He didn’t answer.

      I rose again. “Lucky for you, I don’t torture. One of us is a beast, and it’s not me.”

      “So what are you here to do? Kill me?”

      “Maybe. But not yet. I’ve been told that a public hanging would really help the morale of the new Republic. Sounds a bit weird to me, but who am I to stand in the way of fae tradition?”

      “Why are you here, Cassandra?” he asked again, wearily.

      “Mostly,” I whispered, a smile materializing, “just to see you like this.”

      Time slowed down.

      The cloud of fear thrummed around him, music to my ears. I listened to the song. It had an otherworldly beauty I’d never noticed before.

      I called it to me, let it fill me.

      Fear of death. Fear of torture. Fear of failure. Fear of eternity in imprisonment. All harmonizing. Underneath them, I heard deeper fears. The fear of being forgotten. The fear of failing Ogmios. The fear of being alone.

      I could make them all even worse. I could turn him into a blubbering, insane mess, or kill him with a heart attack right here.

      Instead, I began carefully changing the notes. I slowed the vibrations, making them deeper, sturdier.

      An inherent, ever-present dread would always haunt him. I enhanced his fear of me, making him believe that I was almost omnipotent. I weaved endless strands of superstition and paranoia into his fear, and by the time I’d finished, he feared nothing in the world more than me. I scared him the way a wrathful god terrifies a devout man.

      It had become an art form, conducting the music of Abellio’s fear into something that would withstand time: a dream fae whose own nightmares would hound him.

      I slammed the deepened fears back into him, not even subtle. His eyes widened, and he began to struggle against his chains. He moaned, his breath shaky.

      “I don’t need torture,” I said brightly. “I have dread.”

      “Please,” he mumbled. “Please…”

      “Oh!” I snapped my fingers. “I almost forgot! There were questions we need to ask you. Where is Siofra?”

      “I don’t know! Please!”

      “She was with you. Where is she?”

      “She disappeared a week ago. I swear, I have no idea where she went. Please make it stop!”

      I paused, remembering something Roan had told me months ago, when I’d first learned Siofra was a human. How could a human wield fae magic so powerfully? She’d harnessed the power of a tree spirit. “Where is Siofra’s tree? The one that gives her power?”

      “I don’t know,” he stammered. “It’s in Hawkwood Forest, near Macklinstone Grove somewhere. That’s all I know. It’s her most closely-guarded secret. She’d never tell another person which tree is hers.”

      “I need more than that, Abellio!” I roared.

      “I don’t know more, Cassandra, I swear…”

      I nodded slowly. That would have to do. But before I left, I had a couple more questions. “Remember killing Nerius? And Drustan? Remember torturing me? Did you see what they did to Branwen?”

      “I’m sorry! Please make it stop!”

      “You’ll get used to it.” I crossed out of the room. “The terror is part of you now.”

      His pleading screams escorted me out. Turned out, I was pretty angry after all.
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      In a dark corner of Cingeto’s Fortress—tucked in the war room—stood an oaken table with a map of the Hawkwood Forest.

      I sat in an oak chair, staring at the vast expanse of trees that spread out over the woods. Alvin and Roan sat across from me, frowning at the map. Idelisa sat a bit further away, her eyes sharp and alert. This was the entirety of our war council, in a war waged against one human.

      “Siofra won’t stop.” My voice pierced the silence. “Not until she’s dead. She’s obsessed with destroying me, and it’s safe to assume that she wants to destroy everything and everyone I’m connected to. She’s a direct risk to all of us, to the Unseelie, to any humans who get in her way.”

      Here, in the windowless war room, nothing reflected light. I’d left my mirror bracelets outside. Still, I reflexively searched for any reflections that Siofra could use. I felt nothing.

      “Are you sure he’s telling the truth about Macklinstone Grove?” Idelisa asked.

      I nodded. “He wouldn’t dare lie to me. I think he believes I can read his thoughts.”

      Alvin circled a wide expanse of the map with his fingertip. “Pretty much guarantee it’s right here.”

      Roan shook his head. “No. I told you. Macklinstone Grove is more to the east.”

      Alvin folded his arms. “Nah, bruv. It’s north of Weylin Lake. I know this whole forest, innit.”

      “You’re from London,” Roan cut him off. “I’ve lived in this forest for five centuries. I know every stone and tree, every patch of moss.”

      “Okay,” I said, my voice sharp. “I’m sure you can both find the way there. That’s not the point. More importantly—how do we kill the damn tree spirit?”

      Alvin shrugged. “You kill the tree.”

      Roan sighed. “I think she means how do we find the specific tree. That’s the difficult part.”

      I frowned. “Can we just clear the entire grove? Burn it, maybe?”

      A shocked silence fell over the room.

      At last, Roan spoke. “Cassandra, there are hundreds of tree spirits in that grove. They’re living, magical beings, just like us. More than that, the fire could spread out of control. It could destroy the entire forest.”

      Dammit. “Right. Okay. Not my best idea.”

      “On the other hand,” said Idelisa, “I believe I know a fae who can create a blight that would kill only the trees in the immediate area.”

      “You want to slaughter the tree spirits, too?” Roan growled.

      “This is a Weala Broc matter,” Idelisa said coldly. “We’re fighting a powerful and devious enemy. We need to strike fast and hard. We can’t afford to be weak now—not when we’ve accomplished so much.”

      Alvin ran a hand through his hair, obviously stressed. “You want us to just kill thousands of tree spirits because we’re vexed about one of them?”

      “It’s what Ogmios would have done,” Idelisa said.

      I winced. “Not the best example. We’re trying not to be like a tyrannical, murderous maniac.”

      Idelisa met my gaze. “We are members of the Court of Terror, and the house of Weala Broc is a ruthless one. Killing Grendel publicly as you did earned you a lot of respect. You’ll lose that respect if you let Siofra live, and she’ll continue to plague us until you destroy her powers. You need to kill her.”

      Roan shifted in his chair. “We can ask the help of the Elder Fae. It’s possible they could find Siofra’s tree spirit.”

      “No one’s ever succeeded in doing something like that before,” Idelisa said. “Even if they managed it, it could take months. Enough time for Siofra to attack and kill at will.”

      “If we straight up merk hundreds of tree spirits,” said Alvin, “how does that make us any better than Ogmios or Grendel or Siofra? Answer me that, terror fae.”

      I watched them arguing, knowing that this was one of the first decisions I had to make as the head of the House of Weala Broc. Would it get easier? I doubted it.

      I cleared my throat. “I know what we need to do.”

      Roan arched an eyebrow. “And what is that, exactly?”

      I was pretty sure it would work—assuming Siofra was watching our every move. “Get your riding clothes on. We’re going to the grove.”
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      Deep in the Hawkwood Forest, an icy wind breathed through the branches, rustling the leaves. I shivered, pulling my jacket tighter. Only Roan’s body warmed me, his arm brushing against mine.

      From our hiding spot, I peered over the blackberry shrubs at the Macklinstone Grove. Golden light streamed through the trees, flecking the mossy ground with chinks of light.

      A flicker of movement caught my eye, and my body tensed. I loosed a breath as I realized it was just a bird—a strange bird, but just an animal nonetheless.

      “What?” asked Roan quietly.

      “A white owl.”

      His green eyes flashed with gold for a moment. “A messenger from the otherworld. The realm of death.”

      “So, not a good omen, then.”

      He fell silent again, his body as still as the oak and yew trunks. I used to think of myself as patient—the endless nights I’d spent in stakeouts had taught me well. But I couldn’t even try to imitate Roan’s ability of sitting still for hours on end, moving less than the plants around us. It was some kind of inhuman thing that a mere pixie like me couldn’t replicate.

      I scanned the forest’s blighted trees, their branches caked in a sickly green fungus, trunks crawling with rot. The sight creeped me out, and I knew it spread into the forest for miles around us.

      A dozen yards away from us, sunlight and a cloudless sky shone off Weylin Lake’s glassy surface, the wind hardly even creating ripples in the water.

      The lake was the only reflective surface for miles.

      I’d made sure of that. I’d spent two days scouring the area, feeling for reflections, draining every puddle in the vicinity. Both Roan and I picked our clothing free of buttons and metal. We just had to hope it wouldn’t rain.

      I crouched down again, my thighs aching. We’d been waiting for over five hours now. Had I screwed this up? Maybe Siofra hadn’t been following us as closely as I had assumed. Perhaps she didn’t know or understand what was going on. Or maybe Abellio had lied after all, and her tree spirit was nowhere near this part of the forest.

      I was about to turn to Roan and ask him what he thought, when I felt something thrumming over my skin.

      Fear. Human fear.

      Through the blackberry branches, I watched as a head emerged from the lake—Siofra’s sodden hair, then her drenched shoulders. She hugged herself, teeth chattering.

      Roan touched my arm lightly, cautioning me to be still.

      Hard not to react when Siofra’s fear slammed into me. It sounded like the fear of a woman who knew she was about to lose everything. To my surprise, I also heard the terror of losing a loved one—the way a mother worried for her child, or the way I’d felt about Roan in battle. Siofra’s connection with the tree spirit went much further than I could have ever imagined.

      Even from here, I could feel the reflections she’d brought with her. In fact, she’d come with her own arsenal: mirrors on her wrists, in her pockets, stuffed in the bag on her back. What else had she tucked into her leather backpack? Weapons? Tree medicine?

      In any case, I did my best to hold myself as still as Roan. One false move and she’d jump into her mirrors, never to be seen again.

      I barely breathed as she stalked purposefully into the grove. Roan touched my arm again, signaling for me to wait. We didn’t need to see where she was going. I could simply follow the sound of fear.

      Finally, Roan and I looked at each other, then slowly rose. Carefully, quietly, we followed the trail of Siofra’s fear. Occasionally, Roan would point to a broken twig, a wet footprint, or a depression in the leaves. He could probably track her even without feeling her emotions, but for me, her fear rang out like an alarm bell.

      When I sensed we were getting close to her, I nodded to Roan. She’d stopped moving.

      She’d reached her tree.

      Moving fluidly, Roan slipped back into a verdant hazel shrub, hardly making a noise at all. If I hadn’t been able to feel our bond, I would have thought he’d vanished completely.

      I swallowed hard, waiting for the right moment. After a few minutes, I could feel her moving. She was walking back to me now, her fear rapidly lessening. She had been to her tree, had verified that it was safe.

      I heard her before I saw her, tromping through the forest, and when she emerged from behind an oak, our eyes met. Instantly, her fear blossomed, and I cursed myself. I’d revealed myself too early. For a long moment, silence hung over us like a funeral pall.

      Then, to my relief, a rhythmic sound interrupted my thoughts—hard, methodical thumps. I knew what they were, but Siofra didn’t.

      Her eyes flicked to the mirror on her wrist, and my heart skipped a beat as I felt her about to slip away. Maybe Roan had been too late. Maybe she was about to get away.

      But in the next moment, I felt the connection sever between Siofra and her reflection. She gasped, her eyes widening. Frantically, she lifted her other bracelet. It wouldn’t do her any good. I could imagine her trying to feel a connection to that reflection, to any reflection, only to find them all gone.

      “What did you do?” she screamed, cheeks reddening. “You killed all those trees? Spread this sickness? Just to get to me?” Her eyes were wide, furious and terrified.

      “There is no sickness,” I said calmly.

      As I spoke, the fungus and rot that covered the trees shimmered away. The green moss disappeared, the trickles of sap dissipated. We now stood in a grove of perfectly healthy oaks.

      “What…” She blinked, failing to catch up.

      “It was all glamour,” I said. “We wanted to lure you here, to lead us to your tree.”

      She let out a small shriek and turned around, bolting into the forest. I took off after her as she frantically sprinted back to her oak.

      By the time we arrived, it lay on the forest floor, the trunk severed. Roan stood over it, holding his ax. He was staring sadly at the dead tree, which had been helpless against his blade.

      Siofra shrieked, lunged at him. She scratched at him with her fingernails. “What did you do? What did you do?”

      He took a graceful step away from her, and she fell to the ground, sobbing.

      “We did what we had to,” I said.

      “You killed her,” she said in a shaking voice. “Murdered her! Just like you killed the Rix. I should have known. You always destroyed everything I cared for. Always.”

      I almost felt bad for her. What the hell was wrong with me? “I didn’t want to kill her. She did nothing to me. But I had to stop you. She gave you the power, and you used it to kill.”

      “Go to Hell!” she railed. “And that’s it? What now? Will you trap me between the mirrors again? Like some sort of animal?”

      I hesitated. Would I? I could, perhaps, let her walk. She was harmless now, just a deranged, helpless human with no power.

      I couldn’t forget the images I’d seen of her sad little life. A girl, desperate for love, raised by the cold Rix. A father who’d abused and shunned her, left her constantly lonely and afraid. A girl deprived of a normal human life with loving parents—one that I got instead.

      I stared at her tear-streaked face.

      I could let her live.

      And yet, Siofra had murdered my parents. She’d led us into a trap that killed Nerius and Drustan, and she wouldn’t stop until I ended her—magic or no magic.

      Reality hit me and I knew the truth. The Weala Broc were ruthless, and I was their leader.

      My blade flashed fast, cutting her throat, and our eyes met one final time. She opened her mouth to speak, but only a sad little sound came out.

      A wheeze, a gurgle.

      And she was gone.
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      We’d spent three days in Roan’s mansion—three glorious days, in which I’d started to feel that it was my own, with Odin flapping around the halls, screeching obscenities.

      Wrapped in his sheets, I ran my finger down Roan’s muscled chest, marveling at how smooth his skin was, how perfect. My finger plunged down to his stomach, twirling around. His skin still mesmerized me.

      “What are you doing?” Roan said sleepily.

      “Shh, I’m busy.”

      “You’re tickling my bellybutton.”

      “Correction,” I said. “It’s my bellybutton. I’m eternally bound to this bellybutton.”

      We lay wrapped in the silky sheets of his bed. No—our bed, in our mansion. We’d fumbled onto it last night, and were still in it even as the afternoon sun rose higher in the sky, glowing through the curtains.

      My mind was coming to terms with the past few days, going over my memories, dissecting them, analyzing each one. “You know…” I said thoughtfully. “When I met the First Weala Broc, she settled our little debate. She said she was the first of her siblings, that she fed on the only emotion humans knew at the time. Fear. So fear is the most ancient emotion.”

      Roan stretched, blinking, and stared at me. “So she didn’t tell you about her twin.”

      I wrapped a strand of his hair around my fingertips. “She had a twin?”

      “She was the first terror fae. And her twin brother was the first lust fae. Or love, as we called it once.”

      I grinned. “Is that right? Love and dread, the twin souls.” My stomach rumbled loudly, ruining the moment.

      “We need to get you something to eat, Mistress of Dread.”

      “Right.”

      “In just a minute.” Roan stroked his fingertips over my thighs, sending a fresh rush of shivers through my body. Neither of us made a move to go to the kitchen. Maybe starving to death in bed with Roan wouldn’t be so bad.

      “You have at least one servant, right? We can ask him to buy us some Doritos or something. Bring them to our bed.”

      Roan’s fingertips moved higher up my thighs, and I pressed my body into him. The warmth from his embrace heated me all over.

      “Have you noticed our surroundings?” he asked.

      “I haven’t looked at anything besides you in over twelve hours.” I craned my neck, finally looking around the room. My bra lay crumpled three feet from the bed. My undies had ended up on a candlestick. Roan’s clothes were scattered around the room as if one of his storms had ripped the place apart. Which may have happened last night. Certainly felt that way.

      His hand tightened around my hips. “I don’t think I want any servants here right now.”

      “Maybe not.” I bit my lip. “Do we have any responsibilities we’re ignoring right now, besides eating?”

      “Not just yet. The Republic’s council will be gathering soon,” Roan said. “Six fae, tasked with restoring the Unseelie people to their former glory.”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought up the topic of actual work. I really didn’t want to think about anything outside this bed right now, apart from the snacks.

      The six fae concept had proven trickier than we’d imagined. The Court of Dreams was gone. Disappeared completely, as a matter of fact. No one had any idea where they had gone to. Only Abellio was left behind, languishing in the keep’s dungeons, waiting for his public hanging.

      But there would be a sixth seat in the Republic after all. At our last meeting, I’d proposed that a commoner—a gutter fae, as they were called—should be represented in the Republic’s council. Lord Balor had been shocked by the notion, and Nyfain Ernmas was strictly against it. But Roan supported it, and so did Elrine, who had bent Judoc to her will. His opinion carried weight in the Arawn court. So when it came to a vote, it had passed.

      Branwen—the war hero—had been elected as leader of the Common Court. Still, grief weighed heavily on her shoulders. Her brother’s death had shattered her, and she had hardly talked to anyone since we’d freed her. She wouldn’t allow anyone by her side but Elrine.

      A wave of concern washed off Roan, and I wrapped my arms tighter around his neck. “You’re worrying about something. Branwen?”

      “No. I’m worried about… the head of the Taranis Court.”

      I grinned at him, but my smile faded when I realized he was serious.

      “You’re the head of the Taranis court,” I said. “What are you worried about?”

      “I won’t be the head for much longer.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “I’m eternally bound to you,” Roan said. “When we perform the snaring ceremony, I join your court. It’s the way of the old Republic.”

      “So we won’t do that.” Clearly, Roan couldn’t give up his family name. He’d spent five hundred years fighting for it. “I don’t really care about the ceremony. We’re soulmates. It’s more important than a wedding certificate.”

      “There are already those who question your position,” Roan said. “There are those who think that someone else should be leading the Court of Weala Broc. Someone stronger. Someone whose loyalty is not divided.”

      “We can’t stop people from questioning those things.”

      “In fae politics, these questions often lead to death,” Roan said quietly. “The fact that you’re a pixie, maybe people can accept. But an unmarried pixie female—one who killed Grendel—it will sow divisions within your court. Someone will try to usurp your position.”

      A lump rose in my throat. “You have your responsibility to the Taranis family. You’re the only one left.”

      In the silence, he lazily traced circles over my hipbone. “There is another,” he finally said.

      Shock washed over me. “What… Alvin?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you think he’d be…”

      “He is my cousin. My relative.”

      I waited for Roan to say distant relative, but he didn’t.

      “You think he could function in politics? He’s just a kid.”

      “He is not as young as he looks,” Roan said. “He’s older than you are. And very capable. In matters of politics, he’s likely more capable than I am.”

      At one point in time, Roan had resolved to kill every noble member of the Weala Broc. After all, they’d slaughtered his whole family, and he hadn’t forgotten it. I stared at him. “So you want to become Roan of the Weala Broc. The name that, until recently, you could hardly even say.”

      For a moment, pain flashed in his eyes. Then, he simply said, “I want to be with you. I’ll do whatever I need to.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “About that.”

      He arched an eyebrow, muscles tensing slightly.

      “You’ll be able to hear my thoughts at some point, right? The longer we spend around each other, the more you’ll be able to see into my mind.”

      “Yes.”

      “There are things I know about humans that…” I struggled to phrase this. “If we’re going to be together, I need you to promise you won’t launch a preemptive strike against the humans. A proper, blood-oath, fae promise.”

      His muscles relaxed again. “Of course I won’t. I promise. Why are you even asking this?”

      I cupped his face in my hand. Now that I had his word, he could know the truth. “Well, it’s just that they’re not as weak as you might think. They have weapons capable of destroying the entire fae race if they wanted.”

      His eyes shifted to a pale gold, and a frosty air descended in the room. “Tell me.”

      “The CIA had a full armory with guns firing iron bullets. They’re working on other weapons that could protect them from you. Their nuclear bombs don’t just kill humans either. If they figure out a way to get one to Trinovantum…” I didn’t finish my sentence. My heart was in my throat.

      His ears lengthened into points, horns gleaming on his head.

      “Roan, you can’t kill them all, and if you’re going to be with me, you can’t even try. You need to trust me to tell you when to worry about humans, and when to leave them alone.”

      Slowly, his eyes shifted back to green. “We can’t let the others know.”

      “It’s our secret, Roan of Weala Broc.”
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      In the churchyard outside St. Bartholomew’s, a sparrow chirped from the trees over the ancient cemetery.

      Roan had proposed that we hold our ceremony in Trinovantum, but I’d felt a desperate tug back to the human realm. Why had I chosen St. Bartholomew’s? It was a beautiful, medieval church, of course, woven with a thousand years of mystery. On the other hand, it was the place where I’d slaughtered the Rix. Maybe that wasn’t the most romantic of notions for a white wedding, but I was Cassandra Weala Broc, the Mistress of Dread, and I liked a little death and terror intertwined with my love.

      You’d also think that—as Mistress of Dread, a woman who’d helped to defeat the Seelie and the king—a little love ceremony wouldn’t scare me.

      You’d be wrong.

      Outside the church doors, my heart slammed against my ribs, and a cold sweat slicked my palms. I clasped my hands together, trying to stop the trembling. Unless you were from the Court of Mirth, fae didn’t carry bouquets, so I had nothing to do with my hands. Butterflies fluttered around my stomach, and I tried to tell myself it was all just a formality.

      I wished desperately that Gabriel were here. In fact, when I glanced back at the old Tudor gate at the other end of the churchyard, my mind flashed with a powerful memory of him. We’d stood huddled just there on a stakeout, watching out for the Rix. I’d been cold, and Gabriel had given me his jacket—a true gentleman—and he’d told me all about the history of the neighborhood. I could almost feel his presence now, could almost see his calm, hazel eyes.

      Maybe that’s why I’d chosen this particular location, after all. I’d wanted to feel Gabriel here.

      I raised my mirror bracelet, checking myself out for the millionth time. It was weird, but I felt like I could actually smell Gabriel, the scent of his coat—leather and apples.

      I shook off the notion, but as I looked at myself, something fluttered in the reflection behind me. I whirled, my heart beating hard. But as I searched the skies, I saw nothing. Wishful thinking, maybe.

      Slowing my breathing, I returned to studying myself in the reflection. I’d carefully chosen my outfit to represent the Taranis family. Idelisa had helped me reconstruct the styles of dress from the Court of Lust before Ogmios had destroyed them. I wore a shimmering, moss green gown with two enormous slits up the thighs and a plunging neckline. The fabric was sheer, threaded with gold flecks, and Idelisa had dusted gold over my skin. My hair had been piled on my head, threaded with verdant ferns. Maybe Roan was joining the Weala Broc, but our court would draw on some of his traditions, too.

      A horn sounded from inside the church, and I knew it was time.

      The church doors swung open, and it suddenly struck me that I’d failed to prepare any sort of speech. I had no idea what you said at a fae ceremony, and it’s not like we’d have a priest to guide the way. As I stood in the ancient doorway, the echoing murmurs in the church fell silent, hundreds of fae eyes on me. Roan seemed so far away from me, on the other side of the flagstones. He stood under the towering gothic arches of the church, dressed in a deep emerald and chestnut suit. Fae guests had crammed into the archways, and into the upper balconies to watch me—all eyes on me.

      I swallowed hard, nearly frozen with nerves. I had the power to dampen them, of course, to turn down the volume on my own fear, but I couldn’t quite remember how. The silence was deafening.

      As I lingered in the doorway, a familiar face approached, her ginger hair swept into an elegant updo. My oldest friend, my Scarlett, smiled at me encouragingly. “Cassandra,” she whispered. “Are you okay? I think you’re supposed to walk.”

      I tried to smile back, gratified that she had come. Relations between the fae and the CIA were far from friendly, but there was a sincere attempt to bridge that gap. Scarlett’s presence here was a symbolic gesture, though I was just relieved to have my friend with me. “Everyone is looking at me. I know they can feel my anxiety.”

      Concern shone in her eyes. “Are you sure you want to do this?” she mouthed.

      I looked at Roan again, at his perfect, golden face, body glowing with a faint amber light, and instantly I began to relax. No matter how much time I spent around him, he always looked like a god to me, even though I knew the true Roan. The Roan who’d tattooed three strawberry leaves over his chest to remember the time he’d spent with his mother and sister, who dreamed of the happy times they’d spent among the wild strawberries of the Hawkwood Forest. The Roan who’d make me spiced apple cider when I was sick, and the boy who’d treasured a little wooden figurine that reminded him of his mother. The Roan who’d spent five hundred years trying to rebuild his family name and plotting revenge, then willingly gave it up for me.

      As I stared straight at him, a pure, wild joy began to bubble in my chest. “I absolutely want to do this. I just need someone to walk me down the aisle.”

      Her forehead crinkled. “Are the fae going to allow that? Pretty sure they think I’m some kind of prey.”

      “I’m the Mistress of Dread, and I say it’s fine.”

      “You scare me a little, you know that?” she whispered.

      “That’s the idea.”

      She linked arms with me, and we slowly began to walk down the aisle. As I walked, I caught Elrine’s eye. Leaning into Judoc, she smiled warmly at me.

      Branwen sat another row away, her clothing somber, the bruises mostly faded from her face. She managed to smile at me, her eyes glimmering. Alvin—Lord Taranis—sat rigidly by her side, dressed in a suit that Idelisa must have forced him to wear. I’d never seen him look more uncomfortable.

      On his shoulder, a black winged form fidgeted. “Squawk! We loved with a love that was more than love! Lick my nevermore!” Odin’s squawks echoed in the vast, somber space, and he seemed quite pleased with the results, hopping from one foot to the other.

      Alvin shot me an apologetic look. I smiled at them both.

      As I approached Roan, my focus fell completely on him, and the look on his face enraptured me. His eyes shone with pride, and a faint smile curled his lips. From our bond, a wave of love curled around me, and I didn’t even notice as Scarlett slipped away.

      I moved so close to Roan our bodies nearly touched, and I could feel the heat sparking from his body.

      Roan reached for the altar, picking up a golden cord from the stony surface. He stared into my eyes, unveiling as he did, and wrapped the cord around my waist. He pulled me closer, until my body pressed against his.

      “Cassandra of Weala Broc. I will love you until the gods breathe winds of death unto the earth, until our bodies turn to ash, and darkness envelops the stars.”

      I smiled, a shiver running up my spine. His vow sounded just right to me—the perfect mixture of love and terror.

      “Roan of Weala Broc, I will love you until the sun expands and incinerates the earth as it dies.” Okay, not quite as poetic, but it got the point across.

      He leaned down to kiss me, and I could feel our powers mingling like two rivers. We belonged together, love and dread.

      After all—what was more terrifying than love?

      Arm in arm, Roan and I walked back over the flagstones—the ancient graves beneath our feet. A cloud of joy wrapped itself around me, and the golden glow of Roan’s love. I hardly noticed the wedding guests on the way out, but as we stepped into the sunny churchyard, I caught a glimpse of a white owl soaring overhead.

      And once again, I breathed in the scent of leather and apples.
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        * * *

      

      We hope you enjoyed the Dark Fae FBI series. To find out about our next releases, please sign up here.
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      If you want to read a free short story from Roan’s perspective of when he first met Cassandra, click the link cover above, or click here: http://dl.bookfunnel.com/ups64m3hn6.

      Yours,

      Alex and Christine

      —Alex Rivers and C.N. Crawford.
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      Please check out all our fantasy releases on www.cncrawford.com.
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