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      Over the years, the Kindred World has grown; like an ever expanding universe, the series continues to spread, blazing brightly as new stars are born and old ones finish their journey.

      Some of these stories overlap in the timeline originally set down by Kindred, so it makes sense to have a list somewhere, that helps the dedicated traveller (I mean reader) to see where each instalment fits.

      The list is getting long, and constantly needs updating, so rather than take up precious pages here, head on over to the website and see what’s what in Kindred…
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        Without whose support, this book would not have been written.
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        To survive, she must become one of them

        To thrive, she must become the best
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        The walls of Dökkálfa have ears.

      

        

      
        They have ears and they whisper. And what they have to say can be chilling, but not all fairies hear them. Only those blessed by the Old Gods.

      

        

      
        And the one they call Skilja. Separate.

      

        

      
        Kara Middleton wasn’t always a fairy. Heck, even now, she couldn’t be called completely Fey. Because the Queen of Ljósálfar made her what she is and what she is…is frightening.

      

        

      
        A monster.

      

        

      
        But there is one fairy who is not afraid of Kara and the devastating power she wields as if her very own. For he, too, hears the whispers of the castle walls.

      

        

      
        And what they tell him is intriguing.

      

        

      
        But everyone knows, you should never catch the eye of a fairy.

      

        

      
        Especially if the fairy is the Dökkálfa King.
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            Definitions

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Accord – A blood binding agreement; cannot be broken. 

        	Álfheimr – (Fey) Faerie. Home to the Fey.

        	Åsgårdsreien - (Fey) The Wild Hunt of Odin.

        	Dökkálfa – (Fey) The Dark Fey.

        	Dómr - (Fey) Blue Dökkálfa Fey. Court courtiers.

        	Dóttir - (Fey) Daughter.

        	Elska – (Fey) Love. Minn elska - my love.

        	Final death – The true death of a Nosferatu.

        	Fīfrildi – (Fey) Yellow Dökkálfa Fey. A type of winged fairy. Court maid.

        	Fólkvangr - (Fey) Elysium; the fairy equivalent of the Goddess Nut’s realm.

        	Glaze – The ability to influence another. It requires direct eye contact and power (eg. Sanguis Vitam) to insert the influence.

        	Hár Lords – (Fey) High Lords. The Dökkálfa law keepers.

        	Haugbúi - (Fey) Ghosts.

        	Herra - (Fey) Lord or Elder.

        	Hjarta - (Fey) Heart.

        	Huldufólk - (Fey) The Hidden People; a powerful group of fairies self-exiled to the Ljósálfar forests in protest of the Light Fey Court & its policies.

        	Hundr - (Fey) Hound.

        	Hyrða – (Fey) Green Dökkálfa Fey. Wears chainmail and carries a curved blade. Court guards.

        	Kindred – A Nosferatu or Nosferatin sacred match, a suitable partner for a joining.

        	Konungr - (Fey) King.

        	Ljós – (Fey) Light.

        	Ljósálfar – (Fey) The Light Fey.

        	Master – A Nosferatu with the highest level of Sanguis Vitam.

        	Mungát - (Fey) Ale.

        	Nosferatin – (Nosferat–een) - A vampire hunter by birth.

        	Nosferatu – A vampire.

        	Nothus - (Latin) Dhampir. An illegal combination of two species, for example Nosferatin - Nosferatu Dhampir mix.

        	Ósómi - (Fey) Dishonoured.

        	Rogue – A vampire no longer controlled by a master, full of evil and Darkness, feeding indiscriminately and uncontrolled.

        	Sanguis Vitam – (Latin) The Blood Life or lifeforce of a Nosferatu.

        	Skilja - (Fey) Separate. Those Fey or creatures considered different from what is acceptable in Faerie.

        	Smiðr - (Fey) Red Dökkálfa Fey. Court aristicrats.

        	Spákona(r) - (Fey) Prophetess(Prophet).

        	Sverð - (Fey) Sword.

        	Taufr - (Fey) Charm.

        	Tívar - (Fey) God.

        	Umskipti – (Fey) Changeling.

        	Valhöll - (Fey) Valhalla; Hall of the Slain; home to the Valkyries.

        	Valkyrja - (Fey) Pl. Valkyrjur; Valkyries. Warrior women of the Ljósálfar. Odin, the God of War’s daughters.

        	Vampyre – Old term for vampire; used rarely in modern language.

        	Vísi - (Fey) Prince.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      Aliath, Herra of the Hár Lords, Prince of Dökkálfa, now King of the Dark Fey, was a surprise character who first appeared on the pages of SHADOW’S LIGHT.

      He slipped into the background initially, watching and waiting, and then when I least expected it, he stepped out into the Light.

      And a little part of me fell in love.

      He’s Fey. So he’s more than a little stuck up. But he’s also a High Lord, so he is loyal and steadfast and a warrior at heart.

      He also has a soft spot for Lucinda and, strangely enough, Georgia (Gigi) who he calls his Hundr (hound).

      For a long time, I wanted to write his story, but nothing spoke to me enough to give it a try. And then two things happened in relatively quick succession.

      I wrote ROGUE VAMPIRE, and I started a Patreon page.

      If you haven’t read ROGUE VAMPIRE yet, I won’t spoil it for you. But things transpired in the third MIXED BLESSING MYSTERY book that pointed me in the right direction. And then Patreon gave me the final push I needed to start writing about him.

      This book was originally published there as an episodic series. So, you’ll note the parts/episodes in the contents section. Together, they make a full-length novel. The first “season” of many.

      So, finally, this is Aliath’s story. A little further along the KINDRED WORLD timeline than when we first met him. But we did need to get to know the secretive fairy a little better first, didn’t we?

      I’m not sure we have him completely figured out yet, but I do know one thing, there is more to Aliath than what we see, and it’ll take a special someone to crack that austere shell.

      FEY TOUCHED is set in Álfheimr (Faerie), in the heart of the Dökkálfa Royal Court. Where you can expect intrigue and danger and political machinations and scarily powerful Fey and all the monstrous creations of that realm. It’s also my first episodic series and wouldn’t have been written at all if not for my fantastic patrons/supporters over on Patreon.

      Oh, and it’s not just Aliath’s story.

      There’s someone else who surprised me, seemingly coming out of nowhere in ROGUE VAMPIRE. And she has a heck of a lot to say for herself.

      ♡ Nicola
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            The King’s Guest

          

          

      

    

    






Kara

        

      

    

    
      The walls whispered to me, but I tried to ignore them. It wasn’t wise to listen to the castle. I’d learned that the hard way. It held secrets and shared them indiscriminately.

      I hoped it wouldn’t feel the need to share mine.

      My skirts swirled around my ankles as I walked the length of the cold hallway. The sound of my boots on the flagstones echoed up into the high vaulted ceiling. I wanted to wring my hands, but I forced them to remain at my sides; open and relaxed and unthreatening. It was only a short distance to reach the sharp-edged blade I kept in the waistband of my dress, hidden within the intricate folds and pleats of my ensemble. I’d practised drawing the small knife for hours in my chambers before taking to the corridors. I knew I could pull the weapon without nicking my own wrist.

      That had not been the case when I’d first started my practising.

      I rounded the corner into a busier thoroughfare. Fīfrildi maids in their black and white outfits flitted from door to door; carrying silver trays that sang to me. I averted my eyes and kept my head down. But the yellow-skinned fairies mostly ignored me.

      If there was a totem pole of power in the Dökkálfa castle, the Fīfrildi were only marginally beneath me on it. But they were beneath me.

      I passed the last servant and lifted my head up. Chin thrust out, back ramrod straight, my heart thundering inside my chest like stampeding rhinos. Sweat had started to coat my palms. I rubbed them surreptitiously on the velvet of my corset. Today I wore a rich purple. So dark, it was almost black.

      Black was the clothing colour of choice in the Dark Fey Court. Their skins were multi-coloured. But their clothing was always black.

      Except for mine.

      Another way to distinguish me from them.

      I climbed the short stairway to the mezzanine floor overlooking the throne room. I was expected to attend all public gatherings as every fairy in Court was expected to attend. But I was not Dökkálfa, so I was relegated to the mezzanine.

      It suited me just fine. Up here I could get the lay of the land. See the groups of Fey; who was watching whom; who snubbed whom; who slipped a note to a lover or turned their uplifted nose away from another.

      Who whispered of discontent and overthrowing the Dark Fey King.

      If the walls murmured to me, then the throne room practically shouted.

      No one else who was banished to the mezzanine seemed to indicate they heard a thing. But that was me.

      Different. Skilja they called me. Separate.

      I was learning their language. I’d always had an ear for languages. I could speak French and a smattering of German. And had taken Māori until Year 11 in school. Before things had changed, I’d been attending night classes in Spanish. I could say “Hello”and “Goodbye” and “My name is Kara” and “Where is the toilet?” And that was it.

      But the Fey language was a whole other ball game.

      My hands fisted as I listened to a conversation between a green-skinned Hyrða guard and a blue-skinned Dómr courtier. They spoke too quickly for me to understand, but the walls decided to aid me and translated.

      The castle could speak any damn language it liked.

      “He has no one he can trust to do it,” the courtier said.

      “He has Goran,” the guard replied.

      I knew who Goran was. One of the King’s high guards. He’d been the only guard so far to talk to me or even acknowledge that I existed, and even then his words were monosyllabic. I got more gossip from the Fīfrildi who cleaned my rooms. But the Fīfrildi liked to gossip.

      And the Fīfrildi were lower on the totem pole than me.

      “Goran is not powerful enough for this, and he knows it,” the courtier said. “If we are to act, we act now. While his attention is split.”

      “Now is not the time to be hasty. The Ljósálfar are…”

      Their conversation returned to Fey. The castle was as contrary as its many varied occupants.

      I leaned against the railing and scanned the crowd below. The King was not here yet. It would not do for him to arrive before the rest of his Court. Fairies were still entering the room. Dressed in their finery. Shimmering blacks shot through with silver. Their hair was platinum in colour and in any number of hairdos — the more intricate for the females, the better. Their skirts were full and long and cumbersome. I wondered if they stripped to their knickers when alone in their rooms like I did just to be able to breathe and move freely.

      The men were equally as well turned out. Brocade and silk and cravats that belonged in a bygone era. Green eyes so vibrant and enchanting scanned the room for their next meal; be it a supper to feed their emotional hunger or a willing body to feed their more base desires. Bed hopping was a frequent topic of the Fīfrildi who cleaned my room. The question of whether I had taken a protector to my bed was asked daily.

      I shivered at the thought of allowing one of these crystalline-cold creatures to touch me.

      Someone stepped onto the mezzanine floor, attracting my attention, and glided across the throw-carpet to the railing. I gave the visitor a cursory look, but it never paid to look too closely at fairies. They couldn’t enchant me — not anymore — but they could make me feel any number of unwanted sensations.

      And they didn’t know they couldn’t enchant me and I wanted to keep it that way.

      Hiding what I had become was imperative. I couldn’t hide the physical changes, but I could hide some of my…talents.

      I forced my body to relax, keeping the visitor in my peripheral vision, but letting my attention appear all for the spectacle below us.

      The castle gave a shudder, and the King walked in.

      Conversations crawled to a stop until there was silence as he strode across the grand space. He was dressed in tight-fitting, black breeches and a white shirt that would do a pirate proud with all that flouncy sleeve work. His hair was pulled back in a severe tail down his back, allowing his slightly pointed ears to be seen by those he whisked past. Not all fairies, I’d discovered, had pointed ears. Just like not all fairies had yellow or blue or red skin. Some looked wholly human or wore glamour to look wholly human. But those of royal blood drew from both camps in Álfheimr.

      The King had pale, white skin, almost porcelain-like, and silver hair with green eyes that could capture his prey without effort. He also had pointed ears. Usually, they were well hidden. But he wore his hair tied back today, and his ears were tipped in gold jewellery.

      I slowly reached up a hand and touched the tips of my ears.

      I might not be very high up the totem pole of power in Faerie, but I did have pointy ears.

      Perhaps that was why I was higher than a Fīfrildi. The Fīfrildi had entirely human-looking ears. It was just the bright sunflower yellow and the soft down feel to their skin, along with their gossamer wings, that made them Other.

      My shoulders itched, and I rolled them. Out of the corner of my eye, I noted the visitor on the mezzanine floor watching me.

      I forced my heartbeat to slow and my breathing to come out measured. It was something Gigi had taught me. Never show fear. Never give an inch. Always stay on guard. It worked for Kindred Nosferatin. So, I guessed, it’d work for me in Faerie.

      The King stepped up onto the dais of his throne and turned to survey the crowd. All eyes were upon him, so I allowed herself a brief moment to count the number of fairies in the room. There were close to one hundred — clusters of colours muted by their choice of black clothing.

      When my eyes returned to the King, he was looking right at me.

      I stepped back from the railing, letting the shadows swallow me.

      The castle was often accommodating like that. The shadows weren’t merely shadows. Sometimes they were as good as a thick cloak to hide myself within.

      The King sat, and conversation started up again.

      I let out a breath of air and stepped free of the darkened corner.

      “It likes you,” the visitor remarked in English.

      He had to be wearing a glamour, or he was of royal blood, because he had pale, white skin like the King’s. I couldn’t see through glamour, and his silver hair was covering his ears, so I couldn’t tell if they were pointed. Pointed ears, I’d been told by the walls of the castle, could not be mimicked with glamour.

      My pointed ears were now very much my own.

      “What does?” I asked the fairy, who spoke my language.

      It didn’t really mean anything. He might have visited my realm and learned it there. Or he could simply be using a spell of some sort to communicate without having to translate.

      Fairies, especially the Dökkálfa, couldn’t lie, but they could certainly cheat and twist the truth and make you believe anything.

      “The castle,” the fairy said. “It does not give its favour lightly.”

      “Lucky me,” I murmured.

      People petitioned the King in a slowly moving line of beauty. Like a medieval Court, the Fey liked to rule supreme. You couldn’t swing a cat without permission from the monarch. Or someone standing in his stead when he travelled away from Faerie.

      He travelled frequently. I wasn’t sure if it was relief I felt at his absence or something more disturbing. He’d barely said two words to me since I’d sought asylum here. But he watched me. Constantly.

      You could get used to almost anything.

      “You should feel honoured,” the fairy beside me advised, continuing our conversation despite my troubling thoughts. “It has been some time since it showed such favour openly.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind,” I replied steadily.

      The fairy studied me keenly. I kept my attention on the King.

      “My name is Lorec,” the fairy said. He didn’t offer a hand in greeting. That’s not how fairies greeted one another. He bowed low and brief. The duration was an indication that he did not know my precise standing, but he was erring on the side of caution with a deeper bow than he’d give a Fīfrildi.

      I offered a clumsy curtsey in return. I’d felt practicing drawing the blade was more important than practicing my curtsey. It showed, but Lorec didn’t indicate he’d noticed.

      “Kara,” I said shortly.

      “I know who you are,” the fairy said in a silky tone of voice. “Aliath’s plaything.”

      I spun to face him and took a step forward. Power crackled on the air. The castle shuddered.

      Lorec held up his hands in supplication.

      “Forgive me,” he said. “I am clearly mistaken.”

      He couldn’t lie, but he could have been talking about anything — not his reference to the King’s and my unique relationship.

      I narrowed my eyes at him.

      He smiled widely, showing a row of straight, white teeth.

      I trusted them less than I trusted the air I breathed.

      “If you are not the King’s,” Lorec murmured seductively, “then you are free.”

      I was anything but free. I might have asked to be here. Begged Aliath in fact. But once he’d agreed to my refugee status, he’d imposed his laws.

      And a Fairy King has very strict laws. They had to. The Fey could be very tricky. And Aliath had been putting out fires every which way since I came to his Court.

      Some of those fires had been because of me.

      Some of them were of his own making.

      The King could be quite perverse. But then who among the Fey were not?

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I admitted reluctantly.

      “Free to be courted, my dear,” the fairy who might or might not have been of royal blood explained.

      I stayed very still. I knew a thing or two about being a predator’s chosen prey. My father was a hunter. I’d been raised with my brother and male cousins and knew how to fire a shotgun or skin a rabbit.

      I missed the weight of my daddy’s Beretta.

      I missed a lot of things.

      “You are mistaken,” I told the fairy in my best imitation of the blue-skinned courtier Fey spread out below us.

      “Ah,” Lorec said, breathing deeply. “But you owe me a boon.”

      Chills washed down my spine. I’d been warned. I’d been told again and again.

      Never owe a fairy a thing.

      A boon was a debt owed; a favour; a blessing. Something the Fey wanted that they believed only you could give them.

      “I have little to offer you, sir,” I said.

      “Kara,” he murmured in that silky tone they used with such lethal skill and immoral conviction. “You asked a question of me.”

      He leaned down and lifted my frozen fingers in his, then slowly lowered his lips to the back of my hand and kissed me there, while keeping his vibrant green eyes fixed on my face.

      I felt the magic. Or the castle let me feel it. Sometimes it was difficult to tell when I was within its walls. But I knew the instant the fairy had marked me.

      “I shall come for you at Last Supper,” he told me. Then he released my hand and backed away.

      For a long time, I stood alone on the mezzanine floor, listening to the petitioners below and their King’s curt replies to them. Silk skirts swished and rustled, heels clipped on the stone and echoed up into my hiding place. Glasses clinked, and conversation whispered. The smoke from the many candles that adorned the room left a heavy cloud floating ominously above my head.

      It seemed symbolic.

      I had no idea who Lorec was or what he wanted.

      I had no idea what being courted by a Fey truly meant.

      But I did know one thing. I’d made a mistake.

      Never ask a fairy a question.

      “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid,” I muttered.

      I fisted my hands and glared down at the proceedings.

      Green eyes that shone as if lit from within stared up at me from the imposing and intricately carved royal seat.

      The King was watching.

      I shuddered. The walls shuddered with me.

      Freaking fairies.
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Goran

        

      

    

    
      It had been a long time since he’d seen his Prince — his King — like this. It worried Goran. Aliath was Herra of the Hár Lords long before he was Dökkálfa’s King. As a High Lord, he’d wielded his power with impunity. The law was his to uphold, and he had been good at it.

      Now he wrote the laws and the weight of responsibility sat heavily on his King.

      Goran wasn’t the only one who had noticed.

      He rolled out of bed and stood to his feet. At six foot seven, he wasn’t the tallest Hyrða, but he knew he cut an imposing figure. The Fīfrildi in his bed watched him with hungry eyes.

      “Get dressed, Sora,” he told her. “You’ll be late for work.”

      “The human changeling does not mind if I am tardy.”

      “I mind. And so does your King.”

      Sora slipped out of bed; the sheet pulled with her. He’d seen her naked. He knew where to touch her to make her moan and writhe in utter abandon. And yet the little Fīfrildi was as modest today as the first day he’d bedded her.

      He stepped forward and cupped her cheeks, tilting her face to his.

      Her lashes were as long as all Fīfrildi. Her eyes a vivid green. But her heart, her hjarta, was singular to Sora. Sometimes he thought it encompassed everything.

      “You are beautiful,” he said softly and then kissed her deeply.

      By the time he was done, she was panting and weak in his strong arms, and he felt taller and mightier than the best of the Hyrða.

      “Get to work,” he said gruffly.

      Sora grinned at him and sashayed into the attached bathroom.

      The sheet had long been forgotten on the floor of his room.

      He shook his head and finished donning his armour and then slipped out into the corridor and strode towards the Hyrða barracks.

      The castle was uneasy this morning, and Goran could feel it.

      The castle, he thought, could feel the unease of its King.

      As did Goran.

      But try as he might, he could not get close to the new King. Aliath had shut himself off from everyone, including his personal Hyrða guard.

      Something had to give, and Goran feared it would be the weakest link. Not Aliath. Aliath was not weak. But a courtier with too much ambition. Or an aristocrat with too much hubris.

      The castle whispered to him, and what it whispered made little sense.

      Protect the changeling.

      It was not a Dökkálfa thing to swap out fairies for humans. That was the purview of their Lighter cousins, the Ljósálfar. But there was no denying that the creature who slept under their roof and walked the halls and ate their food was once human.

      And that she had changed into something not human at all.

      In the true essence of the word, Kara was a changeling; an Umskipti.

      Skilja they called her. Separate.

      And the castle whispered to him that she needed protection. While it whispered its worry for his King.

      The two were not mutually exclusive; Goran knew this. But he could not reconcile the creature that was once human and the destiny of his King.

      If only Aliath would accept his request for a personal audience.

      But Aliath made sure he was never alone with anyone these days.

      Not even him.

      He came out into the courtyard. It was starting to fill for midday perambulations. He had missed the morning session in the throne room as his last shift was late to finish. Sora had surprised him with a midday visit. A most pleasant way to be woken.

      But all the peace and satiation he’d gained from his lover’s touch and body fled when the castle whispered of danger.

      There were other Hyrða present, but not from his battalion. He knew them. He knew they were good fighters. But he did not trust them like he trusted his brothers. They seemed alert, but whatever had the castle on edge did not have the attending Hyrða guard on edge.

      He scanned the crowd, which was expanding as more and more courtiers and aristocrats spilt out of the throne room. Aliath would not come this way. He would seek solitude between sessions as he so often did these days in his chambers, using the private access between them and the throne room.

      His King was not the cause of the castle’s worry.

      And then he saw her. The human woman who wore a Fey’s face. She glided across the courtyard with her silver capped head held high and her pointed ears on display.

      Jealousy has a flavour, Goran thought. He licked his lips and tasted it now. The courtiers and aristos who watched the interloper in their space all reeked of jealousy. Their eyes were narrowed, and power thrummed on the air; a prickling, hot sensation.

      They were of the Dark Court, his kin. But that did not mean they had no access to Light.

      It was Light that burned him. That threatened to burn the orange trees in the courtyard garden. That threatened to burn the woman.

      He hesitated. The castle had asked for his aid. It was not wise to ignore a request from the Dökkálfa castle. It had become more and more sentient as the centuries in captivity passed. Now free again, it was growing ever more powerful.

      But Goran hesitated. His eyes scanning the crowd. His skin itching with the power — the Light — held at bay. He licked his lips; the bitter taste of jealousy making him break out in a sweat at its sharp flavour.

      Then his eyes connected with one of the Hyrða on guard. Ramik was his name. He was powerful, and it would not do to step on his toes. His battalion was in charge of keeping the peace in the courtyard. Not Goran’s.

      He gave one last look at the woman who walked the fine edge of an abyss with apparent disregard to her safety and took a step away.

      Besides, it would do her no good to show her favour. If Goran were to do as the castle bid him and keep the woman safe, he had to be clever about it.

      He nodded his head to Ramik and stepped through the door he originally sought, making his way to his battalion.

      He would sound them out, his brothers. And if they met with his approval, he would send them out without anyone else knowing of what he had planned. Of what was at stake.

      And he would pray to the Gods of old that in the meantime the human woman could keep herself safe.

      And that his King’s fate was not intricately entwined with hers as he feared the castle was saying.
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Kara

        

      

    

    
      The first sign that I was in trouble was the sensation of heat on my bare arms. I glanced down at myself to see what was making my skin burn. There were no blisters, but it felt like I was on fire. My skin wasn’t red but pale. Like the palest of Fey royals.

      And yet I still burned.

      Light, whispered the castle walls and the shadows crept ever closer.

      I took a step toward them, toward the sanctuary they offered, but the Fey walking in the courtyard with me moved en masse and blocked my way completely. I paused and cocked my head at them. Then narrowed my eyes and took one menacing step further.

      But the Fey are not so easily intimidated.

      Something seared my right cheek suddenly. My hand automatically swept up to touch the skin there. It felt hot and puffy. My skin tight as if I’d spent hours lying in the sun at Piha Beach and forgotten to wear any sunscreen.

      A piercing stab of heat struck my left cheek and then the nape of my neck. Within seconds I was being bombarded by fiery hot daggers of what I could only assume were the Fey’s Light.

      I reached for my own Light. It was still new to me and unwieldy. I’d seen Gigi use her Light with a lot more finesse. But I didn’t have a teacher like Gigi did in Lucinda or even in her mate Samson. I was on my own in what I knew to be enemy territory.

      If I hadn’t figured that out before, I sure as heck did now.

      My Light was sluggish. Perhaps in the face of so many wielding far greater Light than I had access to it was shy. But if I didn’t do something soon, I’d start to combust; I was sure of it. So I feverishly worked on calling my Light to me, trying futilely to wrap the damn thing around myself as Gigi did on occasion.

      It worked. Kind of. Some of the heat and sting of the attacks weren’t as painful anymore. But I was shaking with the effort, and my legs felt like jelly, and I knew I couldn’t keep this up for long.

      “Go home, Creature,” a red-skinned fairy sneered.

      “We don’t want your kind fouling up our air,” a blue-skinned woman said.

      “One of Isoleth’s monsters and he lets her walk freely.”

      “An abomination.”

      “Worthless.”

      “She twists our King’s head.”

      “He is bespelled by her wicked magic.”

      “Teach her a lesson.”

      “Burn her on a stake.”

      “Kill her.”

      “Kill her!”

      “KILL HER!”

      I ran. Maybe two or three steps, but no more. My body was jostled from every direction. Hot pokers of burning agony slicing into me from all sides. I could feel the blood as it fell. Smell it. Hear it as it hit the flagstones. 

      Someone hit me in the centre of my back. I arched with the pain, my shoulders blazing in misery. An elbow connected with my stomach; winding me. I doubled over, panting. Someone pulled on my hair and yanked me around. Someone else wrapped their arms about my body and held me still for my attackers.

      The courtyard spun. The blue-blue sky swung overhead like a pendulum. The scent of blood mixed in with the scent of oranges and the tang of fear-sweat and mob-like excitement.

      The castle shuddered, but no one paid it any attention.

      My arms were pulled wide, rope scraped across my wrists, and then my body was jerked up against a pole of some sort. Panic ensued. Roughened wood grazed my cheek as my head bounced right off it. Dizziness made everything surreal. The rope pulled taut, dragging my futilely flailing arms into submission. Skin rubbed raw. Tendons stretched beyond healthy. Head pounding. I was breathing in loud, painful hiccups; a trapped animal out of its mind in terror. 

      I tried to fight them. God, I tried. I did. I tugged, and I yelled, and I spat, and I wrenched. My muscles ached. My throat was raw. My mind was a discordant mess of holy-shit-this-is-happening. But it was useless. Utterly useless. They were stronger. There was more of them than I could battle. 

      Material ripped. My corset was cut free. I could breathe, but I didn’t think it was an improvement. The hot air kissed my shivering skin as my back was exposed for all in the courtyard to see.

      Where were the guards? Where was Aliath?

      I’d never felt so alone and separate as I did right then.

      Skilja.

      I’d come here for help. I’d sought asylum. But in Faerie protection from those you run from can lead you straight into the trap of a different kind.

      And then the crack of a whip sounded out, and I jerked where I stood; trapped against a pillar, stripped, exposed, and waiting for Dark Fey justice.

      I closed my eyes and sucked in ragged breaths of air.

      I’d known seeking asylum here would cause trouble. For me. For Aliath. For Gigi. I’d known that it was a risk, but I’d thought I was prepared.

      But I hadn’t been prepared for this.

      Words meant nothing to me. I’d heard so many mean-spirited people say things over the years. Not directed at me but at Gigi. So many nasty twits saying nasty things while we grew up, just because she looked different from them; because she was separate. I’d defended my BFF from the outset. And Gigi had become my greatest supporter in return.

      But Gigi wasn’t here, and I was alone without a champion, and since it had happened, since she had done what she’d done to me, I was not the knight I once was in my teens.

      Besides, this wasn’t just words. It was so much more. So much worse.

      A single tear spilt over and fell down my cheek.

      Freaking tears.

      And then the whip cracked. The sound deafening.

      And I couldn’t help but scream.
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Aliath

        

      

    

    
      I felt a pervading sense of failure as I listened to my guard give his stilted report before me. She’d been tied to a pole and whipped until she fainted from the pain and blood loss, and I hadn’t heard or felt a thing. The castle hadn’t warned me.

      But the castle and I were becoming less and less acquainted with one another lately. Ever since the crown had been placed on my head, I had felt cut off from everything.

      It didn’t help that there was a traitor in our midst.

      “Where is she now?” I asked the Hyrða.

      “She was taken to her chambers to be treated when we intervened.”

      I wondered how long it had taken the guards to intervene.

      “Will she survive?”

      The Hyrða hesitated, and my heartbeat sped up. If I fail Georgia in this…

      “A Fīfrildi attends her,” my guard told me. “I am sure she will survive.”

      We cannot lie, but we can say what we believe. Which is different from speaking a truth. And often, when the one speaking is old enough and clever enough, we can make ourselves, for that brief moment of speaking, believe anything.

      I smiled at my guard, showing teeth, aware I had asked too many questions. Aware I was looking into the depths of an abyss and this fairy before me was simply the face representing my ignominious fall from grace. Clearly, my attempts to distance myself from our guest were for nothing. In one quick conversation, I had laid myself bare to attack.

      “I want a guard on her door,” I told him. “And a full report on my desk by sundown. This is an unconscionable act against one given sanctuary in my Court. I will have someone’s head for this.”

      There. That sounded despotic enough. A Fey King should always add an element of tyranny to his demeanour.

      “She’s human,” the guard spat.

      I stood up and withdrew a sword in the same motion. The Hyrða had a split second to realise his mistake and then his head was separated from his body. Blood dripped soundlessly off the silver blade and onto the carpet. The rug was ruined. 

      I stared at the cooling body and the still-warm blood as it pooled around his stump of a neck and realised things were getting away from me.

      I closed my eyes and summoned my aide. He crept into the room on tentative feet and stood frozen just this side of the threshold.

      “Your Majesty.”

      “There was an incident in the courtyard after this morning’s public session. Aid was not offered to a guest in a timely fashion. The guest suffered unduly at the hands of my Court. Make it known that if I discover any other Hyrða complicit in this event, I will be inclined to take their head also.”

      “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

      “Cancel afternoon sessions.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “And clean up this mess!”

      “At once, Your Majesty.”

      Snivelling toad. 

      He scurried away, and I was left with the body. And evidence of my slow decline towards insanity.

      I sat down a little too abruptly and ran a hand over my head. I had attackers from every direction and little time or resources to battle those who attacked Georgia’s friend. But I had offered asylum in my Court and explaining to the Nothus that asylum in Álfheimr did not necessarily mean safety was not at the top of my to-do list.

      I smiled slightly. I would have to remember to use that phrase in Georgia’s presence. I knew exactly how uncomfortable my use of the vernacular made the half-vampire feel.

      The smile disappeared when my aide returned with several Fīfrildi.

      I made myself busy and refused to watch them work. It was beneath my position and expected of me. But I could still feel the thrum of the sword in my trembling fingers and hear the song of the blade in my ears which would not stop ringing. I could almost taste the blood as if I were as much a vampire as my Hundr.

      The carpet was rolled up around the headless Hyrða, and finally, I was alone in my office again.

      One head removed does not the beast slay.

      I had a traitor among my guards and a fair few in my Court dissatisfied with me. Whether they were dissatisfied because the traitor was spreading discord, I did not know. But I did know I had a serious problem on my hands.

      And now this. My Court acting more like a mob than the aristocratic Fey they are purported to be.

      I ran my hand over the edge of my desk in a reassuring and familiar motion. The desk was made of stone and emerged from the flagstones on the floor as if part of the castle.

      “Tell me, Old Friend,” I murmured, “who to trust and who to slay?”

      The castle said nothing. Told me nothing.

      I was alone as I had been alone as soon as my Aunt — the former Queen — had lost her head.

      As if Sofiq had taken that connection to our home with her into Fólkvangr.

      One battle at a time.

      First, how did I ensure Georgia’s friend’s safety?

      I couldn’t go to her. To show her such favour would do her and me no good at all. She was not Dökkálfa even if she looked like one. And as much as it weighed on me, I was the King.

      No. I couldn’t go to her, and I couldn’t ask questions about her wellbeing directly. But I could rearrange my personal guard and find one I could — perhaps not trust implicitly, but feel able to direct on this.

      I pulled a ledger toward me and studied the entries. The Hyrða consisted of our most promising soldiers. To be Hyrða was to be the best. As Herra of the Hár Lords, I had utilised the Hyrða extensively. I even had favourites I called on again and again.

      But everything had changed.

      Someone had infiltrated the Dökkálfa elite guards when I had last been in Ljósálfar with Georgia. The betrayal still stung. If I were honest with myself, it was the root of my current problems.

      The castle shuddered. The first time I had felt a thing from my old friend since donning the crown. I couldn’t be sure the message was for me; it had always been far more direct in the past. But my world was in disorder, and my mind was in disarray. And if there was one thing I knew about the castle, it was that it protected its secrets from those it felt were fraying.

      Was I fraying?

      I stared at the carpet-less floor in front of my desk. My eyes tracked to the still bloody sword as it lay before me, within reach, but uncleaned as yet.

      There was a time I would have cleaned it immediately. I would have tended my weapon with care and respect. A Hár Lord is nothing without his weapon.

      Yes. I was fraying.

      I cleaned the sword now as I thought through the problem. Problems, I corrected acerbically. Georgia’s friend. The traitor and spies within my Court, causing unrest. The Hyrða guards.

      In a past life, I had fought with the Hyrða. Eaten with them. Celebrated victories with them. And been incarcerated alongside them.

      Now I was their King, and I did not know whom to trust.

      The sword shone brightly, the Fey silver sang to me. I returned it to its scabbard at my side and stared unseeing at the ledger before me.

      Finally, I realised the book was open to a different page than I had been reading earlier. I stared at the thing and tried to reconcile the names on this page to what it had previously been showing me.

      One name stood out.

      I sat back in my chair and huffed out a breath.

      “So, you have not abandoned me completely,” I said to the walls and shadows of the Dökkálfa castle.

      That shudder had been for me. Or, more precisely, to turn the pages in the book for me.

      “Harlin!” I shouted for my aide.

      “Your Majesty,” he said in his even monotone, ensuring he was not asking a question of me.

      Wise fairy.

      “Get me Goran of the Hyrða guard,” I instructed.

      “Right away, Your Majesty.”

      “And find me a new rug!”
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Kara

        

      

    

    
      I woke to a world of agony.

      There were no words to describe the pain.

      I tried to catalogue the multitude of things wrong with me, but there was so much wrong that I didn’t know where to start first.

      Head? Heart? Back. But not just my back. My shoulders. My sides. My ribs. My neck. My butt. It was one big throbbing and stabbing mass of pain.

      “Shhh,” a woman murmured. “You are upsetting the castle.”

      I opened my eyes to sunlight streaming in through partially closed drapes. The sun seemed too low in the sky for some reason.

      I was in my chambers, though. So that was a good thing. In the sleeping part of them. On my bed. The beautiful and luxurious bedspread had been pulled down, and I was lying face down on the sheets. Splotches of something dark — Was that blood? My blood? — caught my eye on all the pristine high-thread-count beneath me. I shifted my head slightly to get a better look and suffered for my temerity.

      “Oh,” I said on a barely-there breath which hurt, too.

      “Shhh; the castle hasn’t stopped rumbling.”

      “What happened?” I mumbled, closing my eyes again because my head was spinning.

      “You walked in the courtyard between the King’s public sessions. That was not wise, Changeling.”

      I’d been called that before. It wasn’t as bad as Skilja. Skilja I knew was derogatory. Not that changelings were considered part of Fey society. But they did serve a purpose: The Fey could breed with them. 

      I’d found it strange that the Fey were so hung up on their caste system and yet they accepted half-breeds with such grace. 

      “Sora,” a sharp-toned voice snapped. “‘Tend her,’ I said. Not make conversation.”

      “Yes, Marik.”

      I heard the harsh clip of shoes disappear out the door to my bedroom. I didn’t know a Marik, but I was fairly certain she was higher up the totem pole than Sora.

      And maybe me.

      I made a soft sound of distress when something rubbed against a particularly raw spot on my back. I realised Sora was cleaning my wounds and with that realisation came memory.

      The courtyard. The Fey in their multitude of colours. The blacks of their clothes swishing about me as the blue sky swirled above my head. Blood and agony. The pole and the whip. 

      My back stiffened at the remembered indignity and pain lanced right through me.

      “Shhh,” Sora whispered urgently. “Upsetting the castle is one thing, upsetting Marik is another.”

      I smiled despite the horrendous situation. Sora had a backbone even if she only used it to whisper admonishments to me while her supervisor’s back was turned.

      “How long have I been here?” I asked quietly as I grit my teeth through the pain her ministrations caused.

      “You ask too many questions, Changeling.”

      “Does it look like I can give you a boon right now, Fīfrildi?”

      “I can keep a tally,” she said dryly.

      “Good luck with that.” I had no intention of paying back a thing.

      I knew denial was useless. The Fey had rules, and Faerie helped enforce them. The King’s word was law. And if he said a boon was owed it was damn well owed and would be given.

      Still, I couldn’t fight my way out of this mess, so I chose to defy reality. Even if I could only buck the system while on my death bed.

      Sora sighed. “It has been five hours since you were brought to your rooms.”

      I’d been unconscious for five hours. And I still felt like this?

      I moaned, more out of despair than agony. What the heck had I got myself into?

      “I have done all that I can to aid you,” Sora said, still using that soft voice that wouldn’t carry to wherever Marik had gone. “They will heal in time, but you will scar.”

      I’d never broken a bone nor so much as cut myself enough to leave a mark. My skin had been pale and perfect, barring a few freckles in summer. And since the Light Queen had made me what I am now, I’d had porcelain-like skin similar to the King’s.

      I felt strangely ambivalent about the scars. The scars would make me even more Skilja than before. But in a way that reminded me — and them — that I was still human.

      A part of me anyway. Maybe only a very small part, but it was something.

      Sora busied herself with the basin and rags she’d been using to clean me. She hummed a sweet tune as if she tended this kind of injury daily and it did not faze her in the least. Maybe it didn’t. She was Fey after all. Even if a cute little Fīfrildi.

      There was not a single Fey I could trust.

      I slept a while. Not terribly long, because Sora was still at my side when I awakened. Marik was too, and for the first time, I saw that she was also a Fīfrildi. It’s hard to guess the age of a fairy. They age so slowly to be almost immortal. And the yellow-skinned servants of the Dark Fey Court were all so alike. 

      Downy skin, colourful gossamer wings, vibrant green eyes, a row of sharp teeth. I was ashamed to admit that one looked much like another.

      But where Sora had a sweet smile and held her head slightly tipped down in a subservient manner, Marik’s lips were pressed in a thin line, and she lifted her chin and looked down her nose at me.

      “She lives, then,” the — I was guessing — older fairy announced. “Shame. It would solve so many problems if she just succumbed.”

      Sora sucked in a shocked breath of air.

      “But the King…”

      “The King has been bewitched, child. Surely you can see that. First, the Ljósálfar princess who is not a Ljósálfar princess. And then that abomination that hunts out Isoleth’s spies for him.

      “We might have been imprisoned for centuries, child, but once we were proud fey-kin. Mark my words, he brings us down with him.”

      The castle shuddered and for a long while I thought that it wouldn’t stop.

      “See?” Marik finally said when the walls did stop moving. “Even the castle agrees, and it’s been a long time since the castle agreed with anyone.”

      Out of my slit eyelids, I watched as Marik swept an austere gaze across the room, the floor, the bed and finally me. Then she huffed out a breath and turned on her heel.

      “Your shift has ended, Sora,” she said over her shoulder. “Leave the creature be. It’ll survive the night or not. Who are we to naysay the gods in these things?”

      Sora didn’t move a muscle until she heard the front door to the chambers close behind her supervisor. Then she let out a breath of air and relaxed marginally.

      “The castle is not waking for her and her cronies,” Sora told me, speaking quietly still, but her voice was firm. 

      She looked directly at me.

      “It wakes for you, Changeling.”

      “I have a name,” I told her.

      She said nothing.

      “Kara,” I said.

      Still nothing.

      “Use it, or I’ll call you ‘Butterfly’ and catch you in my net so I can pin you to my wall on spread wings.”

      She blinked at me and then threw back her head and laughed.

      “You’ll live, Changeling.” Her smile slowly fell from her face. “But you are a changeling; it would be wise not to forget. You bring change to our Court, and we have had enough of that for now. Be careful how much you ask of Dökkálfa. Because it might just answer the call.”

      She stood up and swept out of the room on fluttering wings that were — despite the bizarre conversation and near-death experience of the day — beautiful.

      You couldn’t help but see the beauty in amongst the Dark Fey.

      I lay in the bed for a while longer, my aches becoming less and less as the medicine Sora had spread across my wounds numbed the skin further.

      I still hurt. Inside and out. My pride was wounded, and my heart was heavy. I had to constantly work not to leak water from my eyes. 

      But I’m a Middleton. I was built tough. There was still fight left in me even if it had been roughed up.

      I gingerly worked my way to a seated position. The room spun around me for several long seconds. Sora had left food on a side table in the sitting room; I discovered when I’d gained enough courage to walk. I gulped down the water but couldn’t quite stomach anything more solid.

      I was just considering taking myself back to bed again when a soft knock sounded out on my door.

      I am not a prisoner, although my door does have a lock. One which I can turn from within or can be turned from without if the jailor has the right key to it. I thought perhaps Aliath was the one who held my key. As yet, he had not used it. But every time I walked through that door, I was reminded again that he could.

      I did lock it each evening, but I hadn’t had a chance to today. And part of me hoped that the fairy knocking on the door to my chambers was Aliath, who had a key anyway.

      But when I made it to the door and opened it with blood pounding through my veins, it was not the King of Dökkálfa on my doorstep. 

      “It is Last Supper,” Lorec announced, bowing slightly. “I claim my boon, Kara of the Skilja Fey.”

      That was a new one, I thought and then my legs crumbled beneath me.

      I’d done too much too soon. My back started to ache.

      But Lorec caught me in his strong arms before I could hit the floor and do more damage.

      It was just a shame his arms about my back caused me to cry out in pain.

      He swore softly, turning me around in his grasp with apparent ease, and then he sucked in a breath of air at what he saw on my skin.

      The whip marks.

      And before I had a chance to say a word, or utter a scream, he swept a tingling hand across the wounds, fingers fluttering, and muttered something indecipherable in Fey.

      Magic coursed through the air and through my body, and the marks so skilfully left by the flogger’s whip simply faded. I was left breathless and pale.

      And sure of one thing.

      Lorec was of royal blood because only a member of the royal family could heal with the sweep of a hand like that. Not even glamour could produce such mastery.

      And I was now even further in debt to the powerful fairy who wanted something from me that might or might not be friendship with benefits.

      And with the way things were going, I was betting on the latter.

      Freaking fairies.
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Goran

        

      

    

    
      The Hyrða were on edge. When Goran entered the barracks, he could sense their disquiet. Something monumental had happened, and although Goran had felt the castle’s rage, he had not been able to decipher what the walls were telling him.

      Sometimes the castle could yell with such fervour that parsing any meaning from its words was impossible.

      Goran slowed as he entered the main part of the barracks. There were several battalions in attendance. Some of them should have been off-shift. But it appeared that with so many tempers frayed and the castle restless, they too felt the need to stay vigilant.

      “Goran,” Vibalt called to him as he passed. “Just starting your shift?”

      “Yes,” Goran said, slowing so the other Hyrða could reach him. “You’re ending yours?”

      “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But I’ve had orders to keep my men at the ready. The Herra expects trouble.”

      “Did he say what kind?” The new Herra of the Hár Lords, who had replaced Aliath when Aliath became King, was a good fairy. Someone Goran was pleased to follow into battle.

      But battle should not have been a consideration for the Dökkálfa right then. With their trickster cousins, the Ljósálfar, in captivity, at last, there was no one left to battle. Unless one counted the vampires.

      And one should never discount the vampires.

      Vibalt blinked at Goran, nonplussed. “You didn’t see it?”

      “See what?”

      “Not that I saw it,” Vibalt rushed to say. “But everyone’s heard about it. Where have you been?” Vibalt paused and then smiled broadly, showing sharp teeth. “Oh, I know where you have been, Old Friend. You were with a lover. Who is she? Which battalion does she belong to? Yours? No. You would not foul the water you drink. Dear gods! Don’t let her be one of mine. I could not bear the thought of one of my battalion bedding you on their downtime.”

      “How could she be one of yours if I have just come from her bed?” Goran asked mildly.

      But inside his heart was racing.

      To bed a Fīfrildi was not against the law. But it was frowned upon. Goran had enough trouble making people forget his close relationship with the King.

      Not that that had been a problem lately. The King didn’t speak to him. There was no chance of his fellow brothers-in-arms thinking ill of him for receiving special treatment in that regard.

      But Sora. Yes, Sora would tar his reputation and anger those female Hyrða who believed it their right to bed a battalion commander.

      Vibalt burst out laughing.

      “Ah, the relief!” he exclaimed. “Then, who is she?”

      “None of your business, Old Friend.”

      Vibalt ignored the ribbing at his older age. A mere few years, but Goran never let him forget it.

      “Ahh, a secret liaison, then,” Vibalt said with relish. “I do believe she might be one of your own, indeed.”

      Goran did not reply. It was safer if Vibalt believed that. The fairy had a loose tongue. And Goran’s brothers, his battalion, even those of the fairer sex, would only laugh at such a thing.

      Battalions were family.

      “So, what have I missed that has caused the Herra to be so concerned?” Goran finally asked his friend.

      Vibalt leaned closer to impart his secrets, which considering the state of the barracks were no doubt not secret any more. 

      “The changeling got a whipping in the courtyard. Forty strokes for the forty Fey who watched. Including the guards.”

      The last was said in a barely-there whisper. Vibalt looking about the space to ensure he was not overheard.

      It took everything in Goran not to show his shock and dismay. The castle had asked for his aid, and he’d decided the better course was to wait.

      He’d made a mistake, and now the changeling had suffered.

      “She lives?” he murmured.

      For once, he was thankful for the times he had saved Vibalt’s life; and Vibalt his. Questions no longer required a debt be paid. He considered this conversation alone enough payment.

      “She lives. More’s the pity. Changelings bring an ill wind with them. The Ljósálfar have always been reckless with their penchant for Mœðr.”

      “Is she a Mœðr?” Mœðr were mates. Humans capable of parenting a child with a Fey. Procreation was hard for both the Dark and Light Courts, but it was the Light Fey who stole humans from their realm, replacing them with fairies so that the humans could become Mœðr in this realm.

      “Who can tell?” Vibalt said breezily. “And who here would test it?”

      The castle shuddered again.

      “It’s been doing that a lot,” Vibalt commented warily.

      “Yes,” Goran said, placing a hand on his gregarious friend’s shoulder and walking away.

      He needed to check on his battalion. His start-of-shift was mere minutes away, and before the Herra gave his orders, he wanted to make sure his brothers were with him.

      They were in their quarters. The rank and file were housed within the Hyrða barracks. As a commander, he kept quarters nearer to the King. The thought being that the commanders would perform the first line of defence if the guards assigned the King failed.

      Goran was not sure that reasoning still stood. Things had changed in the Dark Court of Faerie.

      He strode into the communal room and swept his gaze across his soldiers. They were dressed in chainmail and checking their weapons, ready for their orders. Backs straight and shoulders broad. Silver glinted in the light of the room, bouncing off their sharp swords.

      Goran closed the door behind him.

      His battalion stilled and then came to attention in a silent wave.

      They could creep through the night unseen and unheard. They could hide in shadows and dance under the moon without attracting notice. His Hyrða were the best of the best.

      He’d been with them for six decades.

      “Commander,” his Second greeted.

      “At ease,” he murmured, watching their faces.

      They said nothing. They neither fidgeted nor averted their gaze. They waited. And they would wait for eternity if he asked it of them.

      His shoulders relaxed slightly.

      “The castle is awake,” he told them.

      A few nodded their heads. All of them straightened, awaiting his orders.

      “It has spoken to me,” he said, choosing his words carefully.

      They waited. His men. His soldiers.

      It was now or never.

      “The changeling is to be protected at all costs.”

      Stillness was his only answer.

      “For in her survival, I see the survival of all.”

      Green eyes shone brightly. Hands rested on sword hilts. Bodies held at the ready for just one word.

      Would his word be enough to hold them?

      “And the survival of our King,” he finally added.

      They moved as one — a well-trained unit obeying their commander.

      “The King!” they said in unison, raising their swords above their heads. “The King!”

      It was all he could do for now. Save send them out to keep watch, to find the root of the discord that had shaken the castle’s foundations.

      To present their findings to their liege and save Dökkálfa from ruin.

      He’d failed his King once today already.

      He would not fail again.

      The changeling would be protected, even if they had to protect her from afar. Even if they had to use the shadows and dance softly under the moon.

      The castle had asked, and he was answering.

      A knock sounded out on the door to their room breaking his thoughts and his battalion’s call to arms.

      Goran’s Second stepped out of line and opened it. The others waited at parade rest. They made a fine image of might and solidarity. 

      On the threshold stood the King’s aide.

      “Goran of the Hyrða,” he announced loud enough for those back in the main part of the barracks to hear every word. “You are summoned by your King.”

      The shadows may not be dark enough to hide us, Goran thought wryly, even as his heart unclenched at having finally received his audience with the King.

      “You have your orders,” he told his men.

      “Hyrða!” they shouted.

      The castle walls shuddered, but this time, it was the unified cry of his battalion, and not the walls whispering.

      Goran strode out of the barracks with his head held high as every single Hyrða he passed watched him with a challenge in their eyes.

      Let the battle begin.
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      I knew the moment Harlin had returned with Goran. The castle quietened. The constant rumble it had been making had become so familiar; its absence was more noticeable than its roar.

      I stood at the window to my private office and stared out over the moonlit gardens. Pixies and sprites danced to a tune only they could hear. I watched them for signs of unrest. But unlike my Court, the Lesser Fey were content to harvest their flowers and fruit and dance under the glow of a silvery moon.

      A knock sounded out on the door at my back, and I heard the soft sound of it opening. There was a time when my aide would have waited for me to acknowledge him before entering my domain so surely. But like so much in Dökkálfa of late, chaos was breeding malcontent and malcontent bred disrespect in many vagaries.

      I did not turn around. It was petty, and the only recourse left me; save taking the obsequious Dómr’s head. And I had already taken one head this morning. I tried on a weekday to limit myself.

      Harlin cleared his throat before speaking which, if I were so inclined to believe, could be taken as a peace offering. He did not, however, wait for me to reply to the sound, instead announcing Goran’s presence without prompting.

      “Goran of the Hyrða, Your Majesty.”

      “Leave us,” I said, without turning.

      I waited for the door to close behind my aide. And then I waited for the sense of relief I was sure I should be feeling. But it failed to appear. So, instead, I stood staring out at an evermore darkening scene while Goran stood at attention at my back.

      I did not need to see the Hyrða to know what he was doing. Goran was a creature of habit. He was also a very good soldier. And soldiers always followed the rules.

      Or they were meant to.

      The guards who had betrayed me in Ljósálfar had been following rules I no longer understood. For that reason, turning to face my old friend was incredibly hard.

      But I was King. As much good as that was currently doing me. And as King of the Dökkálfa, I bowed to no-one.

      I turned around and stared at the guard before me.

      Goran had aged, but not as a human ages. He wore the role of commander well. His body fit, his chin lifted, a serious set to his jaw that suited him. But it was his eyes that told me a different story.

      There were shadows within them and beneath them. Lines forming around the edges. Weight of some sort fell heavily on my old friend’s shoulders.

      And for a brief moment, I wondered what he saw in me.

      The weight of ruling was rather heavy, I thought wryly.

      The weight of ruling an unhappy Court was heavier still.

      But surely not all my people were unhappy?

      “Goran,” I said in greeting. My voice sounded rough.

      “Your Majesty,” Goran replied, bowing low and long, which was befitting.

      “Stand,” I murmured. He stood upright when bid to do so and not a moment before.

      We cannot lie. But we can speak the truth as we believe it. And that to a Dökkálfa is as good as honesty. What we can do and do very well is act falsely to make others believe one thing when we are sure of another.

      What falsehood was Goran trying to make me believe?

      “It has been a long time,” I said.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “It goes well in the battalion, I presume.”

      “Very well, Your Majesty.”

      “Commanding suits you.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      And I was suddenly sick of all the servility.

      It was one thing for a Fīfrildi or an average Hyrða to be servile. Or even a Dómr or a Smiðr I was not familiar with. But Goran and I had grown up in the same nursery. He may have been chosen as a playmate for me, but he’d become a friend long before we both realised his situation was unique.

      I had cousins. But my father had been adamant that I would follow him into the Hár Lords. And to do so, I needed to be able to converse with the Hyrða. I needed to understand them.

      And I thought I did. Until the betrayal in Ljósálfar.

      “I will be open with you,” I said, approaching my desk; realising that I was placing the behemoth piece of furniture between us. As if I needed a wall of protection.

      It angered me. But I did not show it. I ran my fingers across the desk’s surface, seeking a connection with the castle, with my land. Settling my heartbeat. Steeling my nerves.

      “I would like that, my King,” Goran prompted.

      “There was a time when you called me ‘friend.’”

      “There was a time when my requests to see you were not met with a locked door between us.”

      I blinked nonplussed. “I do not know of what you speak.”

      He stared at me; head cocked to the side in a typical Dökkálfa non-verbal request for clarity. If we do not ask the question verbally, we do not incur a debt. But we have other ways of asking.

      Goran was still behaving like a Hyrða and not like my friend. But if what he was saying was correct — and I had a sinking feeling that it was — then he would not be sure of his status with me completely.

      “I gather,” I said, choosing my words with care, “that you have attempted to see me recently.”

      “Yes.”

      “I would like to know when the last attempt was made.”

      “This morning. And every morning since you donned the crown.”

      My legs gave out, and I sank abruptly into my chair. Goran took one step forward and then forced himself to stand still so as not to crowd me. But his instinctive move to aid me was not missed.

      My heart beat loudly in my ears.

      “We will dismiss with the Dance of Canon,” I declared.

      “Gladly,” Goran said with fervour.

      I stared at my old friend, unsure of what to ask first.

      He stared back looking equally as lost.

      “Harlin,” he murmured, and then started pacing the room.

      Not pacing, I realised, when he started to lift objects up and inspect them. Securing. He was testing for spells or devices that would record our conversation.

      My rooms were methodically cleared of any nefarious magic every day. But that did not mean that my aide could not replace whatever he might choose to use to observe me after each cleansing.

      Goran took his time and checked the room thoroughly. I was not sure if I was relieved he found nothing or worried. Had Harlin done something that was undetectable?

      “It appears clean,” Goran told me.

      “Can we be sure?”

      “We could go elsewhere.”

      I shook my head. “It would not do to show our hand so quickly.”

      Goran nodded in ready agreement.

      “Aliath,” he said and hearing my name on his lips was the relief I had been seeking. Goran — for I knew Goran; he was a friend of the heart — would not feel so free to use my given name if he were acting duplicitously.

      “Say it,” I commanded because although I was relieved, I was still me.

      “The castle bade me to protect the changeling.”

      It was not what I had expected him to say at all.

      We had just discovered that my aide had been keeping me separate from my closest friend — all but shutting me away behind a locked door and refusing Goran an audience. 

      Who else had Harlin kept away?

      Replacing him would be as easy as drawing my sword and taking his head. But there were other ways to skin a snake.

      “The changeling,” I repeated because it bore repeating.

      Goran nodded, running a hand through his hair. “I made a mistake,” he admitted, looking distraught. “I thought she would be safe while I placed my pieces on the board exactly where I needed them. It would have taken me but an hour to do so.”

      “And in that hour she was whipped.”

      My friend looked at me with despair in his eyes.

      “I have failed her. I have failed you. I have failed Dökkálfa.”

      For the castle was Dökkálfa. We all knew this.

      “Why do you think the castle asked this of you?”

      “I do not know.”

      “I think,” I said slowly, “that the castle knew I would trust you above all others. Even when I feel I am unable to trust a single soul.”

      Goran let out a huff of breath that was clearly a sigh of empathy.

      “Traitors, my friend surround me,” I told him. “For a brief moment, I considered you one also.” He scowled at me. “But I know your heart. I know you, Goran of the Hyrða. We are brothers. If not in blood, then in shared heartaches.”

      For what is memory in Dökkálfa but a past riddled in heartache?

      Goran fell to his knees before my desk and bowed his head.

      “I have pledged my life to you, Aliath. I will do so again and again and again if need be. I am your fairy. Always.”

      “I know.”

      Because I felt it to my core.

      I let out a breath of air that was easier to breathe than any breath had been lately.

      “Sit, my friend,” I told him.

      He rose and took the chair opposite me.

      “We have problems,” I advised.

      “Your aide.”

      “The traitor in my guard.”

      “The changeling.”

      “The changeling,” I agreed.

      “Why is she here, Aliath?”

      “Because she asked for asylum and I chose to give it.”

      He shook his head, adamantly. “That cannot be the whole of it.”

      “Perhaps not,” I admitted. “She has power. I believe her to be a Spákona.”

      “A Prophetess?”

      I nodded. “She is also precious to my Hundr.”

      “And your Hound is precious to you.”

      “The halfbreed is useful.”

      Goran arched his brow but said nothing.

      “And let us not forget,” I added, “that Isoleth has changed the human into something we do not yet understand. It is my belief that we should keep those things we do not understand where we can observe them thoroughly. And once understanding is achieved, we are then in a position to use them before any other.”

      “She is a tool?” Goran shook his head again. “Forgive me, Aliath. But her presence in Dökkálfa is more than half of the problem you are experiencing with your Court.”

      “She was not there when my guard betrayed me.”

      “But you were on your way to free her from the Light Queen.”

      Could it be that? I did not think so. Unrest in my Court was too deeply seated to be such a fleeting thing. Kara could simply be removed from the equation. Killing a human — even one changed as she — would not be a difficult thing.

      And then I thought of the flogging.

      “Your battalion is watching her?” I asked, trying to untangle the threads around me.

      “They are. From the sun’s shadows and under the light of the moon, they watch.”

      “Will they act if she is in danger?”

      “They have orders to intervene should her life be in jeopardy.”

      “But another flogging would not make them shake free of their cloaks of darkness.”

      Goran paused before speaking, checking his words carefully.

      “I believe, Aliath, that if we are to untangle this web, we must move cautiously.”

      “A spider is in our midst.” 

      And I could not see Harlin being the arachnid. He didn’t have the soul of a predator such as the one we were facing.

      “Very well,” I said. “The problem of my aide, however, is a difficult one.”

      “How do you wish to proceed?”

      “Carefully. He is but a cog in the workings. I seek the artificer.”

      Goran nodded. “How shall I stay in touch?”

      “I shall schedule a breakfast meeting with my old friend daily. We have very many childhood memories to reminisce over sweet tea.”

      “Splendid. And your personal guard?”

      I could not have Goran’s battalion shifted to guard me without first leaving the changeling unprotected and second showing our hand too obviously.

      “I will watch my guard.”

      “Very well. I will take my leave.”

      Goran stood up. His battalion was on duty; he needed to be with them. The Herra of the Hár Lords would be made aware of his absence before too much longer, and as yet, I was not sure if I could trust the new Herra.

      “It was good to see you, Goran,” I said, meaning it sincerely.

      “It is good to see that you are still a Hár Lord at heart, My King.”

      He bowed and exited the room. I sat still for a moment, listening to the castle. It was wary, on guard. Watching.

      But it was not screaming a warning.

      I had traitors and spies all around me, but one avenue had been made clear. I could trust Goran.

      But there were others I was not at all certain of.

      I called for my aide. When he walked into the room, I wanted to throttle him. I stayed in my seat and lounged like a fat and stupid King.

      “Schedule breakfast for the foreseeable future with Goran of the Hyrða,” I instructed arrogantly.

      “Breakfast, every day, Your Majesty.” It was not a question. Harlin was far more slippery than that; a Dómr of some experience, otherwise he would not be aide to the King.

      But there was censure in his tone.

      “Perhaps feeding one of the Hyrða is beneath you, Harlin. For shame.”

      “Not at all, Your Majesty. Only…you have much on your plate right now.”

      “I have to eat,” I said dryly.

      “Of course.”

      “And I bore of our stilted conversations over my eggs of a morning.” 

      I waved a hand to indicate he should leave me.

      “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

      Before he could close the door at his back, I said, “Oh, and Harlin…send for the Herra of the Hár Lords.”

      “The Herra of the Hár Lords,” he repeated evenly. But the worry was there even if his level tone of voice did not betray him.

      The castle, however, did.

      The walls shook, and my desk trembled beneath my fingertips. Only slightly. Only noticeable to me because I was touching Dökkálfa; seeking a connection I had not sought actively for too long now.

      I’ve made mistakes too, my old friend.

      “Yes, the Herra of the Hár Lords,” I told my aide who had been keeping people away from me.

      Including the fairy in charge of my armies and the enforcer of my laws, it seemed.

      Interesting.
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      “Who did this to you?” Lorec asked, anger marring his perfect features.

      As far as fairies went, he was attractive. But then, that was their modus operandi when in Earth’s realm; when dealing with a human.

      The fact that he’d healed me also meant he was of royal blood. Which consequently meant his cream skin tone was natural and he didn’t sprout wings or sharp teeth when needed.

      I considered it a win that I had discovered that much about him. Of course, the fact that he was royal only made him more dangerous.

      “The Court Fey,” I said. “And now you owe me a boon.”

      He’d asked a question. Not something a fairy of his standing would do even when angered. So, I had to assume he had asked it on purpose.

      If I were a trusting person, I would believe he’d done it to help me. But since I was stolen from Earth and dragged through a portal into Ljósálfar, I haven’t been trusting of anyone.

      So, what did Lorec want from me?

      “He is losing control of them, then,” he murmured.

      The castle shuddered beneath my feet. The walls remained silent, and I thought perhaps the shudder was just for me. 

      Sometimes the castle could send you messages and make it so others standing within only a few feet of you missed the meaning.

      Lorec didn’t even show awareness of the castle’s unease.

      But was the castle uneasy about Lorec? Or was it the ‘He’ Lorec spoke of.

      “I presume you mean the King,” I said, crossing to the fire and warming my hands.

      The sun had set, and outside my window, I could see teeny fairies with sparkling wings flitting about the blossoms on the orange trees. They brightened up the night with their multitude of different iridescent colours — a psychedelic display of pretty fairy magic.

      I hated that there was such beauty and whimsy in an otherwise dark and dangerous place.

      “And you haven’t acknowledged the boon you owe me,” I added as if I hadn’t been distracted by little fairies.

      “You are right,” Lorec said formally. “I await your pleasure.”

      He made that sound dirty. I chose to ignore the innuendo.

      It’s hard to get turned-on by someone of a different species who may or may not mean you harm.

      I was tired of the game, and I knew if I made one misstep, I would pay dearly. The weight of staying true to myself was wearing thin on me.

      I’d had no choice but to seek asylum. Isoleth wanted me back. And despite the fact that the Light Fey were now imprisoned, I could still feel her calling to me. It was a pull I wasn’t sure I could ignore for long.

      Returning to Earth would have been the worst thing I could do. Even I knew that Aliath had not captured every single Light Fey out there. Some would be wandering Earth’s realm, and if they came across me, all their Christmases would have come at once.

      Pleasing Isoleth had been a favourite pastime of the Ljósálfar while I’d been trapped there. The things they’d done to me to please their Queen made me shudder.

      The castle shuddered in sympathy.

      I wasn’t sure if the Dökkálfa would be any better. Heck! They’d whipped me. But they hadn’t tried to make me into something I was not. Isoleth liked creating things. So far, I was pretty sure, the Dark Fey liked to destroy them.

      I could handle that type of enemy.

      What I could not handle was the underhand moves and political machinations that came with being in the heart of the Dark Fey Court.

      I turned to look at Loric, who had waited patiently for me to state my pleasure.

      I couldn’t go back to Earth.

      I couldn’t wander Álfheimr freely.

      And Lorec had only asked a question, so I couldn’t make him promise to protect me with his life. The boon warranted something, but only if it matched the worth of the question asked.

      My eyes swept my quarters for inspiration. They landed on the castle walls.

      The castle was made of stone. Thick and grey and cold looking. And yet, when I touched it, I could feel it breathe, feel the warmth in the heart of it, feel…something.

      It was alive, I was certain of it.

      And it was uneasy.

      If I couldn’t go home and I couldn’t escape into the countryside and live my life away from all this Court madness, then I needed to know what I was up against.

      The Court Fey had mostly ignored me until today. I was Aliath’s plaything. An oddity and not worth their attention. But something happened today to make them angry enough to strikeout.

      If I was Aliath’s plaything, wouldn’t harming me piss off their precious King?

      “I want the truth,” I said finally, looking directly at the fairy who had inserted himself into my life. “No evasions, no twisting of the facts. No trickery of any kind.”

      “You ask a Dökkálfa for the truth when it is in our blood to comply.”

      “I know a thing or two about your truths, Fairy,” I told him. “You speak what you believe at that moment.”

      He smiled and inclined his head.

      “I ask for honesty in its strictest meaning,” I continued, “and that is all.”

      “Then you may ask one question of me, and I will not lie.”

      One question. A fair payment for the question he asked of me. I tried to see where the catch was. He hadn’t asked that initial question without being fully aware I would ask something of him in return. So, what did Lorec want from me?

      And what question could I ask that would help me navigate these murky waters?

      The castle thrummed with anticipation beneath me. How I could tell that this trembling I could feel was anticipatory and not uneasy, I didn’t know. But I could.

      The walls spoke to me in English as clear as any voice I’d ever heard aloud. The floor gave me a direct conduit to the castle’s emotional wellbeing.

      I wasn’t sure if all fairies had this capability. Was it a talent? Was it something to do with what Isoleth had done to me?

      All I knew was that I couldn’t let anyone know I had this connection to their castle. That’s one thing the walls and I agreed on completely.

      I had to hide what I could do because I knew doing so would save me.

      So, what to ask? What would help me? If the castle could help me, it would; it had helped me in so many ways already. So, whatever made the Court Fey angry enough to defy their King, the castle was not privy to it. It was uneasy about it, worried about it. But it didn’t know why the Court Fey did what they did to me.

      That was what I needed an answer to.

      “Very well,” I said, folding my hands into my skirts. 

      My blade was still there. Sora hadn’t stripped my skirt from me, just removed the corset and undershirt, and replaced it with a loose blouse. The feel of the silver settled me.

      “I wish to know, Lorec of Dökkálfa, who is behind the unrest in the castle, and what is their intention?”

      “That could be considered two questions.”

      “You are stalling.”

      He let out a bark of laughter.

      “And you are a natural at this game.”

      No, I wasn’t. But I was learning. Isoleth had held me for several months before Aliath and Georgia came.

      And I’d always been a fast learner.

      “Any time now would be good for an answer,” I told him.

      He chuckled and then sobered.

      “I do not have the answers you seek, Kara.”

      “But you will find them for me,” I surmised.

      He inclined his head in that birdlike manner they had. “Of course. It is a boon owed; laced with honesty.”

      I nodded my head. There wasn’t much more I could do for now. Lorec was honour bound to answer the question truthfully.

      Of course, I reminded myself, my mind whirring madly, he could stall in answering because it was not a requirement to answer immediately.

      Damn it! Dealing with the Fey was worse than dealing with a contractual lawyer. The devil was in the details.

      I’d just thrown a perfectly good boon away, and now I knew why Lorec had done it. To woo me. To make me believe he was trustworthy. That I could deal with him on an even keel.

      He’d set me up to fail.

      I stared at his open face, at the expression of friendship he wore, and felt so tired all of a sudden. I had nowhere to go and threats from all directions. The only ally I had was the castle and let’s face it, the castle was Dökkálfa.

      Never trust a fairy. Never trust the Fey. The castle was just as much Fey as Lorec was.

      I needed to get smarter. I needed to get quicker at seeing the truth behind the fake screen of sincerity.

      I didn’t know how to do that and stay sane.

      “You are weary,” Lorec said, watching me closely. Maybe I wasn’t hiding my dismay as well as I thought. “And I have an idea of where I can go to find your answers, so I shall take my leave.”

      “That is kind of you,” I said, attempting to sound strong and unbreakable.

      “I am a friend, Kara. I wish for you to know this.”

      I said nothing.

      “You need friends in the castle.”

      I couldn’t argue with that, but still, I remained silent.

      “Speaking of the castle,” Lorec said in an airy tone of voice. “It has been a very long time since I have seen Dökkálfa identify with one of its Fey.”

      He’d noticed the way the castle had hidden me in its shadows on the mezzanine floor of the throne room. I shouldn’t have been surprised that he’d come to a conclusion like this. But the way he said it made me wary.

      The walls whispered a warning that sounded resigned to my ears. Blood pounded in my head, and the floor trembled beneath my feet.

      “For you are very much Fey, Kara,” Lorec said, stepping closer while I found myself unable to move an inch. “Skilja but Fey. And as such, Dökkálfa can choose you to be its champion just as easily as it could choose a Dómr or a Smiðr.”

      I noticed he didn’t mention the Hyrða or the Fīfrildi. Arrogance and elitism were strong in the Fey.

      “I wonder,” Lorec purred as he came abreast of me. He reached up and touched my hair, running the silver threads through his fingers. My body shook, my breaths seemed to be laboured. I fisted my hands and looked straight ahead, feigning, for all I was worth, indifference.

      He smiled knowingly.

      Then leaned forward and whispered, “I wonder if it has given you access to its heart yet — such power in such a small package. To be chosen Champion of Dökkálfa is no small thing. And you a Skilja; one of Isoleth’s creations. It does not make sense and yet here we are.”

      I wasn’t sure I understood exactly where we were or what we were talking about. But I hadn’t failed to note the way Lorec had said Isoleth’s name. With reverence.

      To the Dökkálfa, I was a monster.

      To the Ljósálfar, I was a creation.

      I turned abruptly to look at him, searching his too-green eyes, his fine porcelain-like features, his ruby-red lips and silver-tipped hair.

      I could see his pointed ears beneath the fine strands. For some reason, they made me nervous.

      I’d known he was of royal blood, so the ears were a given. But seeing them, when the castle had told me they could not be glamoured, made it very real.

      This was a dangerous fairy, and I was beginning to think a Dökkálfa traitor.

      Did Aliath know? Should I tell him? How would I tell him when I couldn’t get within a foot of him on any given day?

      I was definitely Skilja. Separate.

      “I do not know of what you speak,” I managed to say in a surprisingly level tone of voice.

      I stepped away.

      “It speaks to you,” he said, and I flinched.

      Damn it!

      “You feel its heartbeat when you touch your fingers to a wall.”

      I held myself still. Too little. Too late.

      “Your magic is amplified within the castle grounds and on Dökkálfa soil.”

      What magic? How did he know about my magic?

      “I see you, Kara of the Skilja Fey. You are a masterpiece and now a treasure to my people. I am at your service and wish you to be mine.”

      I huffed out a breath of air. “I do not know of what you speak,” I tried again.

      “I think you do. And I believe, should the truth be known to some of those who cause unrest in our domain, your life would be forfeit.”

      He wasn’t wrong there. That’s why I’d been keeping my talents a secret. But he’d managed to name a few, and by the sounds of it, he was aware of some of the others. Because he seemed to be very much aware of what being a…Champion of Dökkálfa really meant.

      It would have been nice if the castle had told me.

      I stood to my full height, which compared to his wasn’t much, I’ll admit. But I felt better for it.

      “You threaten me,” I said, without inflexion, ensuring I wasn’t asking a question of the beautiful butthole before me.

      “I lay my cards on the table between us,” he corrected softly. “I know your secrets and am prepared to keep them for a boon.”

      And this boon would be enormous because my secrets meant my life.

      “Go on,” I murmured.

      “Be my paramour, and I will keep you safe from the harm the knowledge of your secrets would cause.”

      They were always so much better at this wording thing. He hadn’t promised to keep me safe, full-stop. But to keep me safe from my secrets getting out.

      It occurred to me that I could just let the whole damn world know what I could do and then take the hits as they came.

      But I wasn’t an idiot. Secrecy was all that kept me marginally safe.

      I looked at Lorec. He waited patiently.

      I might not be good at the wording thing, but I was good at negotiating. My brother and male cousins had meant I needed to be growing up. Those boys could take advantage of anything and had liked to take advantage of me until I taught them otherwise.

      “I will agree to be courted by you,” I said serenely while my heart thundered inside my chest, “for the safekeeping of my secrets and the protection from the knowledge of those secrets should they be known. But I will not be your paramour.”

      Paramour, I was pretty sure, meant lover. Possibly even an illicit lover of a married person. Was Lorec married?

      He smiled happily. It looked wrong because I was anything but happy right then.

      “Publicly courted,” he said.

      If he was married, I hoped his wife castrated him.

      “Be it on your head, buddy,” I told him.

      He looked confused for a moment and then smiled that happy smile again, bringing out freaking dimples that had no right to be there.

      “We have an accord,” he announced, and then promptly sliced his hand with a knife I didn’t see appearing and repeated the procedure on my own sweaty palm.

      “Wait! What…” I didn’t get the question out, which could have been a good thing or a bad thing.

      Because Lorec slammed our hands together, mixing our blood, and making the castle shake like a saltshaker over Christmas dinner.

      “The accord is set,” Lorec advised a moment later and cleaned his hand with a handkerchief.

      I stared down at my palm, but the cut was healed. All that was left was the blood. His blood as well as mine.

      I rubbed my palm on my skirt uneasily.

      The castle gave a moan of uneasiness that amplified mine.

      “I will find your answers and return,” he declared.

      “Don’t hurry.” I wanted the answers, but I really didn’t want to see him again too soon.

      Would this day never end?

      Lorec stepped forward and lifted my fingers to his lips before I could retreat.

      “Tomorrow, then,” he said softly and kissed my fingertips.

      I scowled and jerked my hand back.

      He smirked. And then he was gone, and I was alone in my chambers, and the castle was quaking with its anger and frustration and worry that matched mine.

      “You could have warned me,” I snapped.

      I did not see this outcome, the walls whispered back.

      I shook my head. “And what about this Champion thing?”

      It is an honour.

      I just bet it was. And now the walls had confirmed that Lorec had not lied.

      I sat down on a sofa and stared at nothing.

      One had to assume that to be the Dökkálfa Champion, one must be Fey. Which meant I was well and truly no longer human.

      The castle had chosen me. A monster. A creation.

      Why?

      Because it couldn’t trust its own people?

      That rang true somehow. There was trouble in Dökkálfa. The King was losing control of the masses. Why else would they have struck out at his plaything?

      And how often had the walls whispered of threats to Aliath and the Crown? Heck, I’d heard the threats myself, listening in from the shadows of the throne room mezzanine floor while the Dark Fey Court awaited the arrival of their King each morning.

      Lorec said it had been a long time since Dökkálfa had chosen a champion. And a long time to the Fey could mean an eternity. Had they forgotten what the castle could do?

      Had they forgotten it could listen in on them?

      Some of them hadn’t, because the castle didn’t know who was a threat and what they would actually do.

      And the castle hadn’t seen Lorec’s manipulation coming.

      I didn’t trust the royal Fey. Not one little bit.

      But I knew how to use him.

      He was honour bound to answer my question truthfully. I just needed to make him answer it in a timely fashion before it was too late.

      And in the meantime, I would watch, and I would wait. I was Fey now; no denying. Álfheimr was my home. And it wasn’t in me to wallow in self-pity for long. Besides, I had a world of hurt to rain down on the fairies who’d caused this morning’s torture session.

      Not to mention, that one day, one day, I would face Isoleth and make her pay for what she did.

      I stared at the fire for a long time, trying to settle my heartbeat and accept that things had changed. This morning, I was biding my time until I was strong enough to go after the Light Fey Queen.

      This evening, I was admitting I was Fey and dating a conniving fairy who was possibly a traitor.

      I had to pick a side, and I knew that Isoleth’s was out of the question.

      So, that left Aliath and the Dark Fey. 

      Ironic, wasn’t it?

      I cupped my hand before me and centred myself, drawing on the power that thrummed through the stone of the castle and deep into the soil beneath its foundations.

      A ball of colourful iridescent Light slowly emerged from nothing and then grew until it illuminated the entire room and lit up my face. 

      “Dökkálfa’s Champion, huh?”

      To be Dökkálfa’s is to be the King’s, the castle said, feeding me more and more power.

      It was heady. It was hypnotic.

      But I hadn’t failed to hear what the walls were telling me.

      This was why I’d been chosen. To help Aliath. To keep Dökkálfa from fraying.

      I arched my brow and threw the ball of Light at the wall and watched as it shattered into a thousand colourful shards of Light that no other fairy, the castle whispered fervently to me, could accomplish.

      You are special, it said.

      “Don’t get too cocky,” I told it.

      The castle shuddered beneath me, but this time, I was pretty damn sure, it was laughter.

      Dökkálfa was happy.
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      Someone saw her leaving Goran’s chambers. She’d been so careless; her timing off by mere minutes. It was enough to threaten her very existence.

      Dressed as she was in her Fīfrildi maid’s clothing, she’d acted as though she’d been cleaning his rooms.

      It grated.

      It took everything she had not to show her anger at the injustice of it. For a Fīfrildi could not be seen courting a Hyrða; it was not the way of things in Dökkálfa.

      There had been a time when she’d believed in the Dark Dance of Canon, where she had held the beliefs close to her heart and strived to do as Álfheimr demanded. 

      Was she not a good daughter? Had she not done all that was required of a Fīfrildi?

      She cleaned the rooms of the King’s pet. She was called upon on occasion to clean the King’s offices when the Fīfrildi who did so were unavailable. She had been inside the Hyrða barracks; a place more mystical than grounded in reality.

      It was there that she had met Goran.

      She wondered now if her success as a Dóttir of Dökkálfa was not a cruel mistake instead of a dedicated life choice.

      And then she pictured Goran in bed; Goran above her; Goran inside her, around her, part of her.

      That could not be a mistake.

      She loved him.

      She crossed an intersection of several bleak stone corridors and hurried toward the courtyard. She was not late, but she felt eyes upon her. The castle shuddered. It did that a lot lately. As a Fīfrildi, she was not privy to its thoughts.

      But she could see the writing on the wall as well as the next Fairy. Dökkálfa was changing. And all signs pointed to the Umskipti being the cause of the change.

      She glanced over her shoulder as she turned down a final corridor that would take her through the courtyard and on towards the Changeling’s quarters.

      A shadow moved as she looked back. The shadows shifted in the castle for any number of reasons, but usually because the Herra of the Hár Lords had willed it so. There was no one else around for the shadows — or the Herra — to be watching, save herself.

      A shudder raced through her matched by the tremor through the castle’s walls at her side. She reached out a hand and rested it against the rough stone façade and then hurried on towards her destination.

      The shadows followed, and Sora knew she had been seen, been noticed, leaving Goran’s chambers.

      Dread settled like a lead weight inside her stomach; she tasted bile on her tongue. She knew what happened to those who sought a place above their station. She knew how…elitist the Dökkálfa courtiers and aristocrats could be. Hadn’t they proven such with the Changeling?

      She quickened her steps. The castle walls flew past as her skirts swirled around her ankles. In her desperation to get to safety, she used her wings; an unseemly show of emotion. One a member of the Dark Fey could use to their advantage if they so desired a treat. She did not feel the pull of a feeding, but that was not to say the shadows hadn’t noticed.

      She approached the light of the courtyard and almost thought herself safe. And then a Hyrða stepped out of the shadows and barred her way.

      Heart fluttering as wildly as her gossamer wings, Sora entered into a curtsey, lowering her head and trying not to breathe too rapidly.

      “This is not a path you would normally traverse, Fīfrildi,” he said.

      She knew him. He did not know her, of course. But she knew his name was Vibalt and that he usually wore a more affable face.

      And that he was a friend to Goran.

      In another world, perhaps he would have become a friend to her eventually. But this was not another world; this was her world. And her world could be unkind and unjust and uncaring.

      “I seek a shortcut, my Lord,” she whispered. It was not a lie. Not really. Dökkálfa could not lie, but they could say what they believed was truth at that moment when it might not be.

      Sora had been thinking the courtyard would provide a faster route to the Changeling than taking the main thoroughfares that circumnavigated the castle’s central gardens; ergo a shortcut of sorts.

      The Hyrða looked her up and down without emotion; they were trained to combat any attack perceivable, including one on their emotional state of mind. They kept all feelings locked down when dealing with those not considered trustworthy; it gave them an air of superiority. 

      Sora kept her head lowered and waited for the Hyrða to pass judgement. If he were merely on patrol, his observations would not carry the threat that Sora felt looming.

      If he were here for some other reason…

      He had just stepped out of the shadows.

      “Dökkálfa is unsettled, Fīfrildi,” he said. “It is unwise to tread where you are not permitted.”

      Sora chanced a glance at his face. His brow was furrowed, the green skin beneath his eyes darker than it should have been. The new Herra was working the Hyrða hard. Or perhaps that was the King.

      Dark times, indeed.

      “I understand, my Lord,” Sora said softly.

      “Would that I could let this transgression go,” he murmured, as if to himself and not the Fīfrildi who cowered before him.

      It was an easy thing to be the pitiful creature that was expected of her. It was a natural thing to own her place in Dökkálfa society. She was not of the Lesser Fey, but she was definitely lesser.

      To the Hyrða and the Dómr and the Smiðr.

      It never ceased to amaze Sora that chance of birth dictated the rest of your life. But life as a Fīfrildi was not such a bad thing. She maintained a close relationship with her family. She had a large group of friends with like-minded pursuits and complaints. Her life had less regimental training as the Hyrða, less politicking to navigate as the Dómr, and nowhere near as much backstabbing to avoid as the Smiðr.

      Fīfrildi were almost free in comparison.

      But they were lower in social stature than all but the Lesser Fey.

      And she had to clean up after spoiled, well-to-do, elitist fairies daily.

      None of that, however, was as much a concern to Sora right then than what the Hyrða was saying.

      “Your name,” he said curtly. Not a question, but a demand.

      “Sora, my Lord,” she whispered, her voice almost failing her.

      “You clean the quarters of the Changeling.”

      Again, not a question, but delivered in such a way as to demand an answer of her.

      “Yes, my Lord. I am on my way to the Umskipti now.”

      “Your transgression today,” the Hyrða said, “necessitates a delay in your duties, Fīfrildi.”

      Sora said nothing. Her transgression was minor if her transgression was just the use of corridors not permitted a Fīfrildi.

      If her transgression was bedding a Hyrða, then her life might well be forfeit. At the very least, the world she knew was gone.

      For a moment, she regretted not staying longer in Goran’s bed when he urged her to do so this morning. For a second, she regretted not telling him how much she cared. For a heartbeat, she regretted any pain her transgression would cause him.

      For it would cause him pain.

      Perhaps of the heart; they did not speak of such things. But, more importantly, of his station. Goran was a commander in the Hyrða. In charge of a battalion. A position of responsibility and tremendous weight.

      He may well have to resign his position.

      All because she’d been careless leaving his chambers.

      She sucked in a breath of air that hurt and lifted her chin, meeting the Hyrða’s condemning gaze.

      But as Sora’s eyes met his, she found his gaze to be full of sadness and not the censure she had thought would greet her.

      “I have my orders,” he murmured, low; too low for even the walls to hear, Sora thought. Too low for the shadows, in any case. Then louder, “You are to report to the Herra of the Hár Lords immediately, Sora of the Fīfrildi. Your time is not your own this day.”

      Just this day? Sora questioned silently.

      And then his words found meaning in amongst the worry.

      The Herra of the Hár Lords.

      Sora would be lucky to survive the day.
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      I watched from my seat in the corner of the courtyard as the Herra of the Hár Lords approached Aliath. The gardens were in bloom; orange trees with white flowers as big as my hand, cherry trees with pink blossoms dripping toward the ground and creating secluded pockets in which to sit unobserved. Pixies or sprites danced between the branches. The scent was almost overwhelming.

      Everything was almost overwhelming in Álfheimr.

      I’d been sitting here, reading a book my Fīfrildi maid had given me yesterday, when the King had arrived with a trail of green-skinned Hyrða guards. It was not the sight of the guards that had alarmed me. But the sight of Aliath in the courtyard.

      I was fairly certain, the King had not been seen amongst the masses for weeks now.

      A buzz had started up and swept across the open area of the courtyard like a Mexican wave at a rugby match. Excitement and anticipation had thrummed on the air. The walls had whispered a warning.

      A warning of what, I could not be sure. But I’d sensed the hunger in the King’s Court.

      Blue-skinned Dómr courtiers had stopped what they were doing or where they were going to look at their king. Red-skinned Smiðr aristocrats had ceased their endless chatter and stilled like lions hiding in tall grass, watching their prey, eagerly.

      It had occurred to me that Aliath should not be their prey.

      If the King had sensed the threat on the air, however, he did not acknowledge it. He’d stalked across the courtyard, stopping to speak to this fairy or that, and then settled himself on a bench seat under an oversized orange tree.

      Within seconds his guard had spread behind him and melted into the shadows, and a Dómr had rushed out to lay a tea service on a small toadstool before the King. Aliath had accepted the offering like a well fed cat, lounging back in his seat and surveying the scenery.

      His eyes had never once landed on me, and that was his first mistake.

      They’d noticed. They were hungry for any little tidbit of gossip or emotional turmoil that they could feed on. And when their king had so studiously avoided glancing in the direction of the Changeling, they’d pounced.

      The castle had given a shudder beneath our feet. But if Aliath had sensed the castle’s disquiet, he did not show that either.

      One by one, the aristos had approached. Moving closer in small increments, until mere feet separated the King and his Court. His guard, hidden in the shadows though they were, had done nothing.

      I’d slowly lowered my book to my lap and glanced around the courtyard. And then the Herra of the Hár Lords had stormed into the opening and crossed to the King.

      The aristos looked disappointed at the new arrival. Perhaps believing their pleasure was to be thwarted by the appearance of such a high ranking and powerful fairy. I almost picked my book up again, thinking to pretend to read, while surreptitiously watching.

      But the walls whispered to me, and what they whispered was alarming.

      He cannot be trusted, they said in a way only I could hear them.

      “Who?” I murmured, barely moving my lips to speak.

      The Hár Lord.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      The aristocrats and couriers returned to their previous conversations and pastimes. The presence of their king in the courtyard simply assimilated and accepted without further comment.

      Or, at least, without any comment that I could hear easily.

      Heads were still bowed together. Lips still moved in whispered agitation. The walls did not bother to bring their words to me.

      But they brought the King’s.

      “It is good to see you, Dagar,” Aliath murmured softly.

      The Herra was of royal blood. His ears pointed, his skin an almost opalescent sheen, his thick, silver hair straight as an arrow down his back. He was tall, and when he bowed to the King, his movements were fluid. I had the unsettling image of a river flowing as I watched him take the offered seat beside his king.

      “The pleasure is mine, your Majesty,” Dagar replied steadily. He had a rasp in his voice that seemed incongruent. The walls told me it was because he’d received an injury that had damaged his vocal cords.

      Fairies could glamour almost anything. Except for pointed ears when they had none. And life-threatening injuries which left their mark. The Herra had almost given his life at one time, and I wondered if it was for Dökkálfa as would be expected.

      Or for something more selfish.

      Fairies could be such selfish beings, as well, I’d discovered.

      Aliath waved a hand at the tea tray, and I watched as Dagar reluctantly poured himself a cup of tea. Perhaps it was the fact that he had to pour it himself and there were no Fīfrildi maids nearby to do it for him.

      Or maybe it was the tea.

      “Can you tell if the tea has been poisoned?” I asked the castle.

      The King is not drinking.

      I noticed then that Aliath was simply holding his cup, warming his hands, not drinking as the walls had said.

      Did he know? Or was that the way of things in Faerie?

      “I have not seen you in my office for some time,” Aliath was saying to the Herra.

      “We have been training new guards to replace those lost to us in recent skirmishes with our Light cousins.”

      “Yes. I can imagine how taxing that must be.” Was Aliath being sarcastic? It was hard to tell; his voice was pitched levelly.

      “I had every intention of seeking you out this week, my King,” the Herra said. “There is much we must discuss.”

      “Perhaps here is as good a place as any to discuss these things.”

      “I do not believe the courtyard an appropriate place for such discussions, your Majesty.”

      The conversation was spoken in a typical restrained Fey manner. Always conscious of what one said, in case a question was asked that incurred a debt. If Aliath knew this fairy well, he did not know him well enough to relax.

      Or that could have been the location. But why agree to meet with the Herra here, then?

      I wasn’t sure what Aliath was playing at, but I knew he’d have a purpose. I believed him to be a very astute politician. And Faerie was nothing but politics mixed with magic.

      Frightening.

      Aliath lifted his cup to his lips, and I stopped breathing. A quick glance around the courtyard showed me that none of the aristocrats or courtiers present seemed anxious or exhilarated by that action.

      The Herra, however, leaned forward as if to stop him.

      Aliath smiled and lowered his cup again, saying, “Perhaps we will speak of more simple things.”

      “Of course, your Majesty,” the Herra said, sitting back again as if in relief.

      The walls had said he couldn’t be trusted. And yet, he seemed relieved that Aliath had not drunk the supposedly poisoned tea.

      Movement beside me, right then, caught my attention.

      A sprite landed on the bench seat beside me and proceeded to prance and preen. I shooed it away, returning my eyes to the King. But the sprite was relentless.

      She flitted across the space between us and landed on my hand. And then she freaking bit me.

      I shook my hand, flinging her off me and making her tumble along the length of the seat. And then stared down at the blood welling. My skin was pale. Translucent, almost. Definitely more opalescent today than yesterday.

      I was changing, but my blood was thankfully still red.

      I scowled at the sprite, and she pointed to the shadows opposite the King.

      “What does she want?” I asked the walls.

      He cannot be trusted.

      “The Herra?”

      The walls said nothing.

      What the heck the Dökkálfa castle wanted me to do, I didn’t know.

      The sprite jumped up and down in front of me, her tiny wings fluttering, and pointed again at the shadows.

      And then she mimicked nocking an arrow in a bow and firing it at the King.

      I stood up.

      The courtiers and aristocrats closest to me all turned their heads in unison, like some freaky choreographed bird ballet company. They blinked at me and showed row upon row of sharp teeth.

      I flashed my blunt ones back.

      I might have been Skilja, separate, but I had teeth like the King. Like royalty. It helped that I had pointed ears as well. Or maybe it didn’t. I was a human-changeling, and they felt threatened by me.

      I clasped my book to my stomach and stepped out into the sunlight. The Herra spotted me and tensed. Aliath pretended not to notice the attention of every single fairy in the courtyard being trained on me.

      “Tell me of life in the barracks,” Aliath ordered Dagar; not a question but a command.

      Dagar, for his part, was distracted and did not answer the King. The Herra’s eyes bore into mine, threatening death and dismemberment should I approach the King.

      For a second, confusion reigned. He couldn’t be trusted. That’s what the walls had said. So, was the threat I saw there because he thought I would warn the King? Or was it something else?

      I scanned the shadows. They shifted subtly. I couldn’t see the Hyrða, but they had to be there; they wouldn’t abandon their king.

      And yet his guard had betrayed him once already.

      The sprite danced before me, pointing agitatedly toward a corner of the courtyard where one of Aliath’s guards might have been.

      I swatted at the thing and took a step further.

      The Herra stood up from his seat.

      Aliath’s eyes met mine. So green.

      And then the courtyard burst apart as arrows pierced the sun-soaked air, and flew across the courtyard directly toward the King.

      I’m not sure what I was thinking. But the walls had been anxious and hadn’t stopped warning me. And the sprite had been agitated and had freaking well bitten me. And my magic was difficult to control at the best of times, but when I was under pressure and alarmed and feeling threatened, it tended to be unpredictable; as if it had a mind of its own, and yet the castle had told me it didn’t; it was mine alone.

      And so the burst of golden Light that sprang forth from my hand and disintegrated the first arrow was almost expected. I had been aiming for the damn thing.

      But the second, brighter shot of Light that emerged and went straight for the Herra was definitely unexpected, but it didn’t disintegrate the fairy because he was the Herra of the Hár Lords and he knew how to protect himself from the likes of me.

      But it did throw him to the ground out of the path of the next arrow to make it across the courtyard.

      And then arrows were firing from all directions, and the Dómr and Smiðr were screaming and running every which way. And the Herra was lifting a hand, intent on blasting me back into last century. And Aliath was just standing there, staring at me.

      I shot one, two, three arrows down in quick succession. The Herra blasted another two that headed straight for him, and he realised, then, I should think, that it wasn’t me he should be worried about. And then Aliath raised his hand, and the world slowed down until I could trace the path of every single arrow as they now inched across the space toward the Herra and the King.

      Aliath stepped out from behind his Hár Lord and stalked across the courtyard toward me.

      I watched him approach, aware the world was suspended around us, but we were exempt from the spell or whatever it was the King had used to slow time so he could approach me.

      I lowered my hand, my palm buzzing with the power begging to be released. The threat was still there: the arrows hanging midway across the courtyard as if strung from the clouds on invisible strings; the Herra with his blast of Dark waiting to be unleashed; the shadows with their threat that seemed to be centred on one corner of the courtyard only, despite the arrows coming from every direction.

      Aliath reached me. We stared at each other.

      “It chose you,” he said, sounding shocked which was quite a thing. Aliath was better than that.

      “Apparently,” I said dryly because golden blast of Light from my hand could only mean one thing.

      I was Dökkálfa’s Champion.

      His Champion.

      “You,” he repeated.

      “Get over it,” I snapped. “Someone’s trying to kill you, your Majesty.”

      Aliath looked back across the courtyard and shook his head.

      “No, little one,” he said softly. “They are trying to kill the Herra of my Hár Lords. And I thought him the traitor.” He sounded bemused.

      “Are you going to help him?” I asked.

      His gaze flicked back to me in lightning-quick fashion.

      “Kara,” he said, my name rolling off his lips like liquid sex. It rushed over my body and made everything tingle. “Do not tempt me.”

      “I’m not tempting you.”

      “Oh, you are temptation personified. But asking a question of me when I am so near is not wise. I am hungry.”

      I blinked and then scowled and then crossed my arms over my chest and growled, “Then feed, knucklehead. There’s a heck of a lot of emotion in this courtyard.”

      His lips quirked into a small smile. “You can feel it,” he said softly, not chastising me for my inappropriate nickname for him. “It calls to you, too,” he added.

      I said nothing.

      “Interesting.” He turned back to his Herra. “Damn it,” he muttered in Fey. Then he looked back at me. “Let your Light go,” he instructed.

      I didn’t like being ordered around, but he was the King.

      “It could hurt you,” I said.

      “I am Dökkálfa’s King. Your Light will only feed me.”

      “And you are hungry,” I finished for him.

      He smiled at me, and it was as if the sun had come out from behind dark clouds for the first time in my life. It staggered me. His hand touched my elbow and held me steady.

      “Release it,” he said.

      I lifted my palm up and let the Light go.

      It washed across everything, revealing secrets hidden in shadows.

      Aliath pulled a sword from an invisible scabbard and went hunting.

      I crumpled to the floor, feeling weak. Light faded. The scent of oranges reached me. And then the sound of a sword slicing through flesh pierced the stillness.

      I was pretty relieved that I blacked out then.
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      “You brought her here?” Dagar asked, staring at the unconscious form of the human woman who was no longer human lying on a couch in my office.

      We’d forgone the Dance of Canon, my old friend proving his worth when he’d tried to shield me from silver-tipped arrows aimed at his, not my chest.

      “It seemed the right thing to do,” I muttered. “I couldn’t leave her there. She’d just been seen using Dökkálfa Light to save you. We both know what the Court would have made of that.”

      Dagar stared at the woman, scowling. “She isn’t Fey. She isn’t Dökkálfa.”

      “And yet she protected you.”

      “You, Aliath. Not me.”

      “Those arrows were pointed at your chest, my friend,” I told him.

      He reluctantly brought his gaze up to my face.

      “They might have succeeded,” he murmured.

      “Had she not acted when she did,” I agreed.

      He shook his head and began to pace.

      “They will think she was attacking,” he announced.

      “I am aware of that.” It was why I’d brought her here.

      That and I couldn’t seem to walk away from her. I’d offered asylum, which in Álfheimr did not mean safety. But that offer had been made in the presence of Georgia; my Hundr. And Georgia expected me to keep her friend safe.

      I could not fail Georgia in this. And yet, it was not Georgia on my mind when I’d lifted the slight form up in my arms and carried her away from the courtyard, only stopping long enough to release Dagar from my spell. 

      He’d followed me here, muttering every swearword in Fey he could think of, cursing all Hyrða.

      My guards had betrayed me. Again.

      “You will have more guards in need of training,” I said.

      His eyes met mine. “All of them had arrows nocked?”

      “Yes.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense. I vetted them myself. I couldn’t have missed that many traitors.”

      I said nothing.

      “You didn’t,” a delightfully feminine voice said from the couch.

      We both spun toward the Changeling. My eyes connected with hers. Green stared back at me, so mesmerising. She was more Fey now than human.

      “Explain,” Dagar growled.

      “Cool your jets,” she muttered and placed a hand to her head. “Freaking Light,” she added. “Water.” She held her hand out toward me, and I found myself reaching for a glass and filling it with cool water and placing it in her outstretched palm as Dagar watched me, censure in his eyes.

      “She’s thirsty,” I said as explanation.

      “She is not your paramour,” he replied.

      And possessiveness like I had never felt welled up inside me.

      I pushed it ruthlessly aside. “She is my guest.”

      “Then call a Fīfrildi.”

      “And have them listen in on this?”

      “Gah,” Kara said. “You’re like an old married couple.”

      I blinked at her and then felt myself laugh. Dagar stared at me as if he didn’t know me anymore. Perhaps he didn’t.

      I barely knew myself since I’d donned the crown of Dökkálfa.

      “We are old friends,” I said to Kara.

      “Could have fooled me in the courtyard.”

      “That was the intention,” I said. “To fool any who watched. The Herra has been denied access to me; I wanted the Court to know there was a reason other than foul play at work.”

      And I was testing him.

      “You plan to share all our secrets with this woman?” Dagar asked.

      I smiled at my old friend. I planned to share a lot more things with her, but they could wait.

      Dagar was the first to look away.

      “You have not yet explained your statement,” he said to Kara, giving me a reprieve for now.

      “There was only one Hyrða directing those arrows,” she said.

      “How do you know this? All the guards were armed and had arrows nocked when the King slowed time.”

      “The Hyrða in question was controlling them.” She reached forward and placed the empty glass of water on a low table. It made her dress shift and gave an enticing view of her breasts.

      I could not look away.

      Dagar, thankfully, was not as enamoured of our Changeling and kept his eyes on her face.

      “Explain,” he snapped.

      “The walls told me,” Kara said. “The sprite also kept pointing to that one shadowed corner.”

      Dagar turned to look at me, outrage on his face. “She has the ear of the Lesser Fey, too?”

      “So it would seem,” I said, taking a seat on an armchair to the side. I was exhausted. And hungry. Hunger seemed to be a constant of late.

      Kara watched me with overly large eyes. No fear to be seen, but she was wary. I tried not to smile. We are predators at heart, the Fey. The Dökkálfa especially. She may not show her fear, but should I choose to taste it, she would have no recourse.

      I licked my lips, unable to help myself, and tasted only courage.

      Oh, sweet mercy, how courage talks to me.

      I closed my eyes and tipped my head back, feeling sated in a way I have not felt in decades.

      “Stop that,” she whispered.

      Her emotions called to me; I could drown in them.

      “Stop it, or I’ll fry your arse with Light.” A pause. Then, begrudgingly, “Your Majesty.”

      “Aliath,” Dagar said in warning, and I opened my eyes, aware for the first time in long, blissful minutes that we had an audience.

      I looked at the Changeling.

      “Another time,” I said, my voice husky.

      “Not in this lifetime,” she replied, angrily.

      “Oh, Kara,” I said. “I can show you how much enjoyment can be had in a mutual feeding.”

      “She cannot feed!” Dagar shouted, affronted that our most sacred form of sustenance was also available to this human who was no longer a human.

      I stared at my old friend.

      “What are you afraid of?” I murmured.

      He pointed at Kara. “She is changing everything.”

      “And is not change good for the soul?”

      “Too much change, too quickly causes problems, Aliath. Have we not enough in our Court as it is?”

      “Perhaps. But I find myself welcoming this particular change wholeheartedly.”

      “You are besotted by her power, my King. It is a fleeting thing. The castle will not allow such an honour to continue.”

      “Why not? Is she not Fey, Dagar? Is she not becoming more Dökkálfa with every passing day?”

      He stared at her and then let his shoulders slump.

      “I see the change,” he murmured. “But I also see the mark of Ljósálfar.”

      “Yes,” I said. I saw it too. How could I not? It was my aunt, Queen Isoleth of Ljósálfar, who had changed her. “An unfortunate side effect.”

      “Unfortunate?” Kara snapped. “You make it sound like it’s a mere inconvenience that the bitch queen abused me for months.”

      “You survived,” I said and felt that covered enough.

      “And revenge is sweet,” she muttered.

      I couldn’t help but smile. She had courage to spare. Just another taste. A small one.

      “Aliath!” Dagar snapped. “What is wrong with you?”

      I stood up and began to pace. This could get out of hand very quickly.

      “The Herra and I have pressing matters to discuss,” I said to the room at large, my words, though, were all for the Changeling. “I shall call for Goran of the Hyrða to escort you to your chamber, Lady Kara. He can be trusted.”

      I could feel her attention on my back, but I did not turn to face her. Dagar, for his part, finally stopped scowling.

      I called for Harlin. “Send for Goran of the Hyrða,” I ordered the insipid little Dómr.

      “At once, your Majesty,” he said.

      He was also a problem that required my attention, but for now, I would concentrate on Dagar and the traitor in my personal guard.

      And get the temptation that is the Changeling Kara out of my head. And out of my reach. I could still taste her courage, and I hungered for more.

      More courage, but more than that. I hungered for a taste of her; a taste of the woman.

      We waited in silence for Goran to arrive. It was mildly uncomfortable. Harlin escorted him into my office, surveying those present in the flash of a green glinting eye.

      Yes, I needed to deal with my aide.

      “That will be all, Harlin,” I said.

      “Yes, your Majesty.” He took his time closing the door behind him.

      I crossed to the private exit and opened the panel in the wall that was keyed to my magic and only my magic; no one else could open this door to my office.

      “Use this to escort the lady back to her chambers, Goran.”

      “Yes, my King.”

      “Guard her with your life.”

      “Of course, your Majesty.”

      “Trust no one.”

      “Understood.”

      He offered an arm to Kara, who stared at it and then sighed. She placed a delicate hand on his forearm; it looked too small compared to his overlarge muscles.

      Would it look small pressed to my arm; pressed to my chest?

      “It was the one in the east corner,” she said as she stopped at the private tunnel that would take them directly to the courtyard, halving the distance to her quarters and thereby halving the risk to herself.

      I turned and looked at her. I shouldn’t have; she was smirking. Courage. So much courage.

      “You forgot to ask,” she said.

      “I do not ask questions of others,” I told her.

      “Maybe life would be a heck of a lot simpler if you fairies asked the odd question without fearing a debt.”

      “Where would the fun be in that?” I asked, and Dagar swore while Goran just shook his head.

      “You owe me a boon,” Kara whispered, stunned.

      “Consider it fair trade for your courage.”

      She lowered her eyes and then nodded her head, and then she swept from the room with her Hyrða guard as if she had such a guard every single day and was used to it.

      If I had my way, she would be guarded in such a fashion daily. But I could not show my hand so readily.

      The door shut behind them sealing Dagar and I in, magic bloomed, making eavesdropping impossible.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked.

      I turned to look at him.

      “You did not ask,” I said, trying to lighten the moment.

      I failed.

      “Aliath,” he said, sounding troubled and saddened. “She is your mate.”

      I closed my eyes and let out a breath of air.

      I could deny it no longer. Distance had not changed a thing. But the Changeling was changing everything.

      Lady Kara was my fated mate and Dökkálfa, the Court not the castle, was not ready to accept her.

      “Come,” I said, moving to my desk. “We have much to discuss. First, why would someone want you dead?”

      He studied me for a moment and then acquiesced. We had enough problems to deal with without adding a mating into it.

      That’s what I told myself as my mind tried not to fixate on Kara.

      I failed.
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      The tunnel was dark, just the barest of illumination from spasmodically hung lanterns. It was clearly not used often. But it was clean; no cobwebs or spiders, thank God.

      I walked behind the Hyrða who carried a torch in his hand, illuminating the path before him. His back was in shadow, but I could see his chainmail still. See the bow strung over his shoulder — the wickedly curved blade hanging from his hip.

      His steps were sure and light-footed; he barely made a sound. I found, to my surprise, that neither did I. We walked down the corridor as if we were not there; hardly a breeze to flicker the torchlight in the lanterns as we passed.

      We came across an intersection, and Goran checked in both directions before crossing over. I hesitated, my eyes staring into the dim light to the right; something was down there. It called.

      “I wonder,” I said, taking a step in the direction of the pull I was feeling. “Where does this lead?” I asked the walls of the castle.

      “You should be careful of whom you ask questions,” Goran told me.

      “I wasn’t asking you,” I said.

      The dungeon, the walls said.

      Xavier.

      “If I were to ask you a question,” I told my guard, “which I am not, it would be, how dangerous is it to visit the dungeons?”

      Goran walked back and stood beside me, staring off down the corridor.

      “You are a good match for him,” he murmured.

      “I know not of what you speak.” It was the Fey way to ask for clarification when they didn’t want to ask a thing. I was happy to use it now.

      “Aliath,” Goran said. “Our king.”

      “Your king, Hyrða. I’m merely a guest.”

      “He is your king, too, Skilja. You are in his Court.”

      I deserved the hit; I had just taken a shot at him.

      “I’d like to visit the dungeons,” I said.

      “Not today,” he told me. “I have my orders, and I will not betray them.”

      “He asked that you escort me safely to my chambers, we could take a detour and still not betray your orders from the king.”

      “It is dangerous. The guards have not yet been fully vetted. Any one of them could be a traitor.”

      Because there were so many in Aliath’s Court, evidenced by what had transpired in the courtyard this morning.

      I turned away from Xavier; the vampire could survive another day without me beside him. I’d been told he was being well tended, that they were trying to fix what had been done to him under Isoleth’s care.

      I knew it was a lie. Or, at least, an impossibility. The Dómr who had told me that had probably believed they were trying to fix the rogue vampire, but there was no way to fix what Isoleth had done to us.

      It was permanent. That’s why I was here and not back on Earth.

      We walked on in silence until we approached the exit into the courtyard.

      “We must move amongst the vipers now,” Goran said, returning the torch he held to a sconce on the wall. “Stay close, and I will shield you.”

      “I can always blast them with Light.”

      “I would not recommend that. It is all they are talking of. It consumes them. They are jealous; I can taste it.”

      A shudder ran through me at the reference to the Dökkálfa way of feeding. And then I remembered the king feeding off my courage, and the shudder turned into something altogether more alarming.

      I hoped Goran could not taste my attraction to his stupid king.

      We stepped out into bright sunshine. The courtyard was full of Fey. Goran hissed and took a step back to shield my body.

      “Enough of this,” I snapped and stepped around him, lifting my chin.

      I held my head high and my hands loosely before me; palms up. I let a little Light shine in the cup they formed before my body.

      A murmur ran through the crowd.

      They parted, and I started walking; Goran right behind me.

      “She has a Hyrða guard,” someone said nearby; I couldn’t pick them out of the crowd.

      I kept walking.

      “It could mean anything,” someone else commented.

      “She has the King’s favour.”

      “She has hoodwinked him.”

      “She is not to be trusted.”

      “There are more of us than there is of the Hyrða.”

      The castle shuddered.

      Goran tensed.

      The crowd swelled all around us.

      I lifted my palm, the Light thrumming within it.

      Turning slowly, I looked each fairy in the eye that I could see. The cowards were at the back of the crowd, but there were plenty eager to attack us that met my gaze challengingly.

      “He is Ósómi,” someone said, and Goran stopped.

      The castle told me Ósómi meant dishonoured.

      I took a few more steps before I realised Goran had halted. I quickly retraced them until I was back at his side. I might have been ready to throw down with these fairies, but I wasn’t stupid. Goran was very much an important part of surviving the next few minutes as we made it across the courtyard.

      “I would know the name of the one who accuses me of a such a despicable thing,” Goran shouted.

      I had never seen the Hyrða so infuriated. He was seething

      I guessed being called dishonoured was the worst name-calling you could throw at a guard of the King’s.

      Another Hyrða stepped out of the throng of fairies. I didn’t recognise him, but Goran did. He grunted, his body folding in slightly as though he was hurt. And then he caught himself and stood upright again.

      “Vibalt,” he spat.

      “Brother. You stand accused of bedding a Fīfrildi.”

      The crowd gasped.

      “This is how you repay our friendship,” Goran said flatly. “The times I have saved your life in battle. The meals we have shared at my table. The camaraderie you have sought of your own free will, not directed by me.”

      “I thought I knew you, but I was clearly mistaken. You are unfit to command a Hyrða regiment, let alone wear the chainmail and carry a Sverð.” He glanced at the sword hanging off Goran’s belt.

      “You are the one to dishonour me,” Goran spat, drawing his blade.

      The Hyrða, Vibalt, drew his own blade.

      Goran stepped away from me, freeing up space to move.

      The castle shuddered.

      The fairies all stepped back as one, giving the two warriors room to manoeuvre.

      “Goran,” I said. “He’s goading you into a fight; it’s a trap.”

      Goran met my eyes briefly and then looked away, giving Vibalt his full attention. They began circling each other.

      I kept a healthy distance from the crowd at my back, and also a healthy distance from the two Hyrða sizing each other up with sharp weapons in their hands. Also aware I was quickly losing my guard and control of the situation.

      “A little help here,” I muttered to the castle.

      The castle said nothing — contrary arse.

      Goran and Vibalt continued to circle each other until finally, the other Hyrða was closer to me than Goran was.

      And then he struck.

      But not at Goran. At me.

      I had barely enough time to raise my arm to protect my face. And definitely not enough time to think about what I was doing. Which was why I was just as surprised as the next fairy that a shield burst into life between us.

      The sword clashed against the bubble of Light, clanging as if metal on metal. Vibalt’s entire arm vibrated and then Goran was there, his sword’s sharp blade pressed threateningly against Vibalt’s neck, the Hyrða’s back to Goran’s chest.

      Vibalt was trapped. The threat was obvious. I wondered why Goran hesitated.

      “This is not you, my friend,” he murmured. “You have been enchanted.”

      Ah, I thought wryly, that’s why he hesitated to kill him.

      Freaking magical fairies.

      Vibalt didn’t answer his friend; he struggled in vain to escape Goran’s hold. But there was no way he could achieve it without getting his neck sliced open.

      And then, he didn’t seem to be worried about that and started to thrash in earnest, making blood taint the air.

      Goran lifted his sword away from his captive’s flesh, to avoid opening Vibalt’s throat. And that made it possible for the Hyrða to step away from him.

      His eyes blazed green; his skin was coated in sweat, his body vibrated, a small line of blood marked where Goran’s sword edge had rested across his throat.

      “What’s wrong with him?” I asked the castle.

      And then Vibalt started frothing at the mouth and fell to the ground, seizing.

      Goran stepped forward. I did too. And that’s when a filigree blanket fell from the supposedly clear sky above us and trapped us beneath its weight.

      Goran started thrashing with his sword. I tried to fry it with my Light. The castle grounds rumbled beneath us. Fey started laughing and heckling and calling for blood.

      And that was it. I was done. I’d tried to be the good little non-fairy guest in the amongst the snakes and charmers. I was done.

      I pulled all the Dökkálfa Light toward me and prepared to go out with one last lethal blast. It might not affect the filigree ward trapping us, but it would slip through the mesh and hit the fairies in the courtyard.

      They should fear me, I thought.

      But it wasn’t a snake who stepped up and removed the blanket. It was a charmer.

      Lorec blazed from within with incomprehensible power. But then, he was of Fey royal blood.

      He raised his hand above our crouched bodies. The blanket slipped off us and fell to the ground beside him, letting off the occasional spark. He turned to us and said, “This way, quickly. They will have more.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice. Courtyard full of hungry Fey or one Fey full of royal blood? I stepped toward Lorec. Goran didn’t re-sheath his sword, but he did reach down and grip Vibalt by the collar, dragging him behind us.

      “Leave him, Hyrða,” Lorec ordered. “He is one of theirs now. You cannot help him.”

      I had no idea what was happening, but staying here in the courtyard with hungry Fey calling for our deaths was not at the top of my to-do list.

      But I saw the uncertainty in Goran’s eyes. I saw his regret when he dropped his friend to the courtyard’s stone floor. And then I saw his determination to get me safely away from here.

      To carry out his orders.

      He nodded his head at Lorec, and before the crowd could attack en masse, we were running.

      Asylum, I thought, was a two-edged sword. It trapped me in a false sense of security and also made me stronger because of its duplicity.

      I stared at the back of Lorec’s head and wondered just what was in it for him? Because sure as eggs, the fairy wanted something, and it wasn’t my safety.

      Not in the way it counted.

      I held all that accumulated Light close to my chest as we navigated corridors and dodged angry Fey, and when we made it to the relative safety of my chambers, I let it out again.

      Goran and Lorec both fell to the floor, unconscious. I sank down more slowly, my knees giving out, my heartbeat thundering.

      Breathless, I stared at the two still forms before me.

      And that’s when my Fīfrildi maid walked in and let out a cry of pure agony.

      She threw herself at Goran and stared up at me with accusing eyes.

      “What have you done?” she growled in an impressively lethal sounding voice.

      I arched my brow at her and said, “Hopefully, saved his life.”

      She stared at me. I purposely turned my gaze to Lorec.

      “Oh,” she said. “You also attacked the King’s cousin.” As if she hadn’t seen Lorec lying there.

      I started to laugh.

      So, that’s who Lorec was, then. A cousin to Aliath.

      Was it the crown he wanted?

      Or was it more?
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      Sora held her unconscious lover in her arms and stared at the human who was no longer a human.

      “And now you owe me a boon,” the creature said, smiling with a show of teeth.

      Sora snarled back at her, showing sharper teeth.

      The creature laughed. It infuriated Sora. She pulled Goran closer to her, to stop from retaliating. The creature had just said she’d protected Goran, not attacked him.

      Sora didn’t know what to think.

      Her body ached. Her mind felt sluggish. She could taste something astringent on her tongue. And, for the life of her, she could not remember the past few hours.

      She’d been heading to the Changeling’s rooms and been…what? She shook her head. It hurt to remember. Did she really need to remember what happened this morning when her one true love was lying unconscious in her arms?

      Goran moaned, and Sora felt the weight of all Álfheimr lift off her shoulders; he lived! He would be alright. Everything was not lost.

      Then why did she feel so empty?

      She shook her head, keeping her eyes on the creature, which was why she missed the fact that the King’s cousin had also awakened and was watching.

      The Changeling sat down in an armchair with grace that rivalled the haughtiest Smiðr, but Sora was sure it was fatigue that made the Umskipti’s hands shake. The creature hid the telling motion in the folds of her skirt, but Sora saw it.

      Fīfrildi saw everything.

      Goran’s eyes fluttered open, and he peered up at her from his recline on her lap. As awareness returned, so did the Hyrða guard. His gaze scanned the room; spotting first the human woman and then Prince Lorec.

      A crack formed in Sora’s heart when Goran rolled away from her, rising to his feet to better face the danger.

      “My Lord,” he said bowing. Sora had yet to bow, and somehow she did not have the impetus to do so.

      It was a grave insult.

      And still, she did not move.

      “Sora,” Goran growled.

      The crack expanded and threatened to break her heart in two.

      She climbed to her feet and offered a curtsey; tears threatened to bloom, and she knew those Dökkálfa present could taste them; taste her heartache.

      The Changeling let out a breath that sounded loud in the silence of the room.

      “Well,” she said. “You guys sure do know how to show a girl a good time. Assassination attempts for breakfast and gladiator matches for lunch. I wonder what you can think up for dinner. My money’s on a TNT-laced casserole and grenades in the shape of bread rolls.”

      “I have no idea what you just said, my Lady,” Prince Lorec announced in a light tone of voice. A light and familiar tone of voice.

      They knew each other.

      “But I am sure,” he continued, moving to sit beside her in the matching armchair, “that it suitably displays your wit and comedic timing to perfection.”

      They knew each other well.

      The Changeling scowled at the Prince. “And I’m equally sure I do not know of what you speak, my Lord,” she said through gritted teeth.

      Lorec bared his teeth in return; a smile full of warning.

      Oh, they knew each other, but whatever their relationship, it was not an established one. Sora had the impression of two feral cats sizing each other up. They didn’t trust each other, but they shared a common goal; survival.

      Sora looked from one to the other and then felt an undeniable pull to go somewhere else. She did not know where, but it felt imperative that she leave. Now.

      She took a step toward the door. The castle shuddered beneath her feet. The door rattled in its frame. The Changeling stood up. Prince Lorec followed suit, his eyes on the creature.

      “Sora?” Goran asked, taking a tentative step closer to her.

      That single step healed some of the damage his earlier actions had caused, but then the pull on Sora’s body became stronger, and she turned away from the fairy she loved.

      The door would not open. Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the handle too tightly. Her muscles strained as she tried in vain to turn the knob. But the door would not budge. The castle would not free her.

      She was trapped in the Changeling’s chambers.

      “Release me!” she ordered.

      Fīfrildi did not order those above their station. It was not their place in Fey society to command in such a way. The words felt foreign to Sora. They tasted bitter on her tongue. Her skin itched. Her head felt thick.

      Goran appeared at her side, his large hand on her upper arm. Usually, it comforted. Today, she just wanted to run away.

      “Sora, what is it?” he asked, voice low but full of worry.

      “Let me go!” she cried.

      Prince Lorec appeared at her other shoulder. Sora felt her world shrinking. Her chance of escape diminishing. A Hyrða on one side of her. A Vísi on the other.

      Pressure built inside. Her fingers pulled at her hair. Her head felt as if it would explode.

      From a long distance away, she heard the Prince say, “She has been enchanted. Someone has laid a taufr on her.”

      A charm. A powerful one. How? Why?

      “I cannot see its purpose,” the Prince continued. “And I do not recognise the artistry.”

      “The purpose seems pretty clear,” the Umskipti offered. “To get the heck out of here.”

      “She has no reason to leave,” Goran growled. “It must be removed.”

      “Only the caster can remove it,” Lorec said. “It is a complicated and cleverly laid charm, although clearly malfunctioning. To attempt its removal, however, could harm the Fīfrildi.”

      “Her name is Sora,” Goran snapped. He should not speak so to a prince. His insubordination worried Sora, even as the urge to flee increased the longer it was denied.

      “I take your overly concerned demeanour to mean this is the Fīfrildi you have been accused of bedding,” Prince Lorec said mildly.

      His mild tone of voice was a warning even Sora could recognise. Goran walked on very dangerous ground. She felt panic welling.

      “If she were, it would be my concern and no one else’s,” Goran growled.

      “Ah,” the Prince said conversationally, “you love her and are prepared to lose everything for that love. Such gallantry is often overlooked nowadays.”

      “This is no concern of yours, my Lord.”

      “And yet, I am here. And the Fīfrildi — Sora — has been enchanted, displaying alarming behaviour in the presence of my beloved. I think, indeed, this does concern me.”

      “Hang on a minute there, bud,” the Changeling said. “I can look after myself.”

      Sora wanted to leave. She wanted it badly. Her body shook with the need to be somewhere else. Somewhere the taufr knew only.

      “And I sure as heck,” the Umskipti continued, “am not your beloved, so you can knock that on the head right now.”

      But Sora’s worry for Goran made it possible to stay. At least, it made it possible to ignore the agony of denying the taufr its purpose.

      “You forget yourself, my Lady,” the Prince said, in a silky smooth voice. “We are courting.”

      The need to leave intensified. Sweat beaded Sora’s brow. Her claws were fully extended. The desire to rend flesh from bone was all-consuming.

      “Oh, that’s right,” the human who was no longer a human said. “Forgot about that. My bad.”

      But Goran was in danger. A Vísi of Álfheimr was here, and Sora could taste his rage. It burned her. It would incinerate Goran. Her heartbeat escalated.

      “That aside, my Lord,” Goran interrupted the spatting couple. “Sora has done no wrong. She is no threat to your…beloved. She means no harm.”

      “She is armed,” Lorec said, cutting smoothly into Goran’s hurried words. “Look at her hands, Hyrða.”

      Sora felt Goran’s attention on her claws. She tried to shield them. The taufr willed it so.

      Hide, it said. Come to me, it whispered. Tell me all, it demanded.

      She had to get out.

      She had to get out.

      She had to get out.

      She screamed.

      Goran shouted. The Prince lunged.

      And a bolt of Light shot through the air and blasted Sora apart. 

      She felt her body falling.

      She felt the air leave her lungs.

      She felt Goran’s strong arms wrap around her.

      The last thing she saw was the Umskipti standing above her, fire in her green-green eyes, silver hair flying, golden rays of light spreading out around her body like the gods of old. And wings, similar to Sora’s own, spread out in a dazzling display of brilliant white; tiny gossamer feathers fluttering.
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      I felt sick to the stomach, and it wasn’t entirely because I’d used too much power. There was clearly a limit to what I could call on. Dökkálfa gave freely, or so I had thought.

      But nothing was free in Álfheimr.

      I was exhausted. Depleted. And I still had Lorec and the Hyrða and my enchanted Fīfrildi maid to deal with.

      “Some spell,” I muttered, sinking into the overstuffed armchair.

      “It is a charm, not a spell, my Lady,” Lorec said. “There is a difference.”

      He expected me to ask. I wasn’t that stupid. Or desperate to know. Whatever had been done to Sora was disgusting. She’d had no free will. She’d been desperate to leave the room.

      Why?

      Goran, the Hyrða guard, paced the floor, occasionally growling. His eyes were too large. His hands fisted. His face a set mask of outrage.

      He wore his heart on his sleeve, and from what I’d been told, Hyrða were trained to show no emotion. His illicit love for the little Fīfrildi was threatening his very existence. He needed to get ahold of himself.

      But I didn’t know the guard well. I barely knew Sora. I certainly had not been aware she’d been having an affair with a Hyrða.

      Still, I trusted this display of emotion more than I trusted my supposed courter. I needed to get Lorec to leave, but manipulating the fairy would not be easy.

      I watched from my seat as Lorec lounged without care across from me, pretending he wasn’t aware of every single person in the room.

      “She will wake,” I said, my words for Goran. He stopped pacing and turned to look at me. “I’m not sure how long, but the Light doesn’t hold them forever.”

      “Your Light is powerful,” he said carefully. He was more careful with me than he’d been with the…prince.

      Prince Freaking Lorec. Who knew, huh?

      “It wasn’t a killing blow,” I told the guard. “I barely hit her.”

      “Such power,” Lorec murmured, licking his lips, his eyes appearing closed.

      I rolled mine. Goran’s brow furrowed at my reaction. His eyes darted to Lorec and then returned to me. Something settled in his mind because the furrows disappeared.

      He wasn’t stupid, this guard. He’d put it together. Lorec was courting me for political reasons. Not love.

      Not like the love Goran clearly had for Sora.

      “My Lord,” I said, deciding a straight forward attack was my best bet. “I am tired. I need to rest.”

      Lorec stood smoothly. “We shall take our leave.”

      “It would be best not to move the Fīfrildi.”

      “I will not leave her here with you,” Lorec declared. “There is no telling the extent of the taufr’s influence. She is a threat to you, my love.”

      I gritted my teeth but did not rise to the bait this time. Exhaustion had made me flippant earlier; I would not give Lorec a reason to alter our agreement. I held my tongue, but it was difficult; the fairy needed a boot up the butt.

      “She is no threat,” Goran growled.

      “And I have a guard,” I said, waving a hand at the Hyrða.

      “He will protect his lover, not you,” Lorec snapped, losing some of his cool.

      “He is under orders to keep me safe,” I corrected. “Orders from his King.”

      Lorec stilled.

      Goran wasn’t under any such orders. His orders ceased to exist once he returned me safely to these chambers. But I wasn’t yet fully Dökkálfa. I wasn’t sure I would ever become fully Dökkálfa. Besides, their penchant for truth saying was part nurture as well as nature.

      I had not been raised behind glass walls like the Dökkálfa. The Ljósálfar imprisonment of their cousins had lasted millennia. In captivity, the Dökkálfa had to survive by creating certain rules. One of those rules had morphed into an imperative to speak only the truth.

      I was exempt. And I had absolutely no qualms lying to a fairy. If it got me what I wanted — what I needed — then so be it. I would lie and cheat and manipulate my way through this Dark Court.

      Damn them all.

      Lorec held my stare. If he was tempted to enchant me with his fairy gaze, he had too much restraint to fall for the temptation. He nodded his head in that birdlike manner of theirs and crossed the room to me.

      Watching Lorec approach was like watching a predator stalk toward your hiding spot. Although, my hiding spot was out in the open and I had nowhere to run to.

      He reached down and picked up my cold hand, lifting my fingers to his lips. The kiss was long and performed to perfection. Even in the privacy of my rooms, he would not fail to use the boon I had given him.

      Courting me gave the fairy some modicum of power, and he was determined to display that in front of a lowly Hyrða. Lorec was a consummate actor, and all of the castle was his stage.

      As long as he knew someone was watching.

      “Until this evening, then,” he said, his voice suitably roughened as if my proximity moved him.

      I tried not to squirm. But he saw the distaste and simply smiled.

      “I have reserved a table at High Tea,” he said. “A dress will be delivered beforehand.”

      With those imperious words, he left the room without so much as a glance at Goran, or the maid lying out cold on my chamber’s floor.

      If he were truly concerned for my safety, nothing in this realm or Earth’s would have made him leave my side.

      “Great,” I muttered. “I’m to be eye candy.”

      Goran cocked his head in question.

      “Dressed up and put on display,” I explained. “Paraded around like a trophy,” I added. “Collared and leashed. Used as a means of proving his dominion over all others.”

      “I understand,” the Hyrða said without feeling.

      I looked at Sora. “She was compelled to tell someone that Lorec and I are courting.”

      “I know not of what you speak.”

      “When Lorec put on his little act, Sora started to feel the need to escape.”

      “I overlooked that.”

      I’m not sure why I felt I could trust this fairy. Aliath had vouched for him, but it was even more than that. The love he showed Sora, to his own detriment, touched me. If it was a fairy charm, it was a remarkably clever one.

      But I didn’t think I was being fooled here. The castle had given no indication that I couldn’t trust the Hyrða. The castle could be contrary, but it needed me safe. 

      It wasn’t so quiet when I was alone with Lorec, and yet since the prince had left, it hadn’t even so much as trembled.

      “I’m not surprised,” I told Goran. “You were worried.”

      “I am Hyrða, Skilja; I do not show worry.”

      And there went our burgeoning friendship.

      I sighed.

      “Goran,” I said. “Someone enchanted your lover. A Prince of Dökkálfa considered her a threat. If you weren’t worried, then you’re half the fairy I think you are. And I think you are a…” What? Good fairy? Trustworthy fairy? “I think you’re better than the rest.”

      He stared at me for a long time.

      “You are strange,” he said.

      “I’m just different,” I offered. 

      “Skilja,” he said, and this time it didn’t sound like a swearword.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      We both fell silent. Goran’s eyes were drawn back to his fallen mate.

      “You said she would wake,” he muttered.

      “Yep, any minute now. And when she does, she’s going to still feel the need to go tattle on me to someone.”

      His eyes met mine.

      “I’m going to ask you a question,” I said. “It will put me in your debt. I do this freely. Because before this is all over, you’re going to need a few friends.”

      “You think to offer friendship,” he said without inflexion.

      “I think we could be friends to each other.”

      “You have a Vísi, a Hár Lord at that, courting you,” he pointed out. I hadn’t been aware Lorec was a High Lord as well. All sorts of secrets being spilt today, it seemed. “You do not need a Hyrða.”

      “Mate,” I drawled in my best Kiwi accent, “if I could count the number of princes I could trust, on one hand, I’d still have five fingers left over.”

      “And yet you believe you can trust me.”

      “I trust no one,” I growled. “But I know how to play the game.”

      “This is not a game.” He pointed at Sora. “They will kill her.”

      “And you along with her. Kinda makes having a few powerful friends on your side worthwhile.”

      He stared at me, unconvinced.

      “OK,” I said shrugging. “Question time.”

      His head tilted in that way of theirs — a question but not.

      “What would you do to keep the King safe?”

      He stared at me for a while longer, cogs turning behind those vibrant green eyes of his. Whatever he was thinking, I couldn’t tell. Hyrða were good at hiding their emotions.

      Finally, he let a breath of air out and said, “Anything.”

      He might regret that before this was over.

      “Good,” I announced. “Because to keep him safe, we’re going to have to cross a few lines.”

      “I do not understand you,” the guard muttered. “You are not Dökkálfa.”

      But I was Dökkálfa’s Champion. The King’s Champion.

      I admitted neither.

      “It’s the right thing to do,” I said.

      Goran shook his head.

      And Sora woke up.
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      “Calm down,” I ordered my oldest friend. Goran paced my office with murder in his eyes. He kicked a potted plant and sent it tumbling to the stone floor. Dirt spilt over my new rug. Harlin was going to have a seizure.

      I smiled.

      “This will help,” I said, pouring us both a steaming nip of Mungát. I handed the glass to him on his twentieth circuit past my desk.

      The Hyrða paused, looked down at the offering in my outstretched hand, and then accepted it; tossing the foaming alcoholic drink back with a grimace.

      Mungát was not for the faint of heart.

      “Take a seat and tell me what has happened,” I instructed, crossing to an armchair and lowering myself into the overstuffed cushions.

      He reluctantly took the one opposite me, but his right leg bounced with pent up adrenaline. I studied my friend and sipped my drink. Goran was better at hiding his emotions than this; something very bad had happened.

      The castle had been trembling all morning, warning of danger. Always danger. It hadn’t been specific, but even I could tell something had happened to cause Dökkálfa alarm. My Court was a tittering, whispering, buzz of gossip. Dómr were congregating in clumps of blue at every corner. Smiðr were hiding their curious eyes and whispered observations behind their red wings in every alcove. 

      But it was the Fīfrildi and the Hyrða who worried me the most. Their behaviour was abnormal and bordering on hostile to one another.

      Dagar had only just left my office, so calling the Herra of the Hár Lords back for an explanation so soon would have sent the wrong message. And everything I did right now was being watched.

      There had been no one I could have asked without showing a disastrous lack of control over my Court. It was a weakness I could not afford to display. So, I had sat in my chambers, waiting for a chance to overhear a conversation through the walls.

      But although the castle was grumbling, it had nothing to say to my ears.

      Goran had stormed into my rooms ten minutes ago and been unable to speak for his fury.

      “The Changeling,” he said at last. Then, “The dungeons. Sora. That vampyre.” And finally, a plaintiff cry of, “Aliath, what am I to do?”

      Well, that was interesting. And it made absolutely no sense.

      “Start at the beginning,” I tried.

      “The beginning, I fear, is when Isoleth stole the Changeling from Earth. What was the Light Queen thinking?”

      That was a beginning, but so much had happened since, and I was fairly certain Goran’s upset was related to more immediate concerns.

      “And today?” I asked, pouring us both another glass of Mungát.

      Goran let out a ragged breath of air and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thick thighs. He hung his head, staring into his new drink morosely. He wore his chainmail, gauntlets, knee-high boots, and was fully armed. If he was on duty, he was away from his post. But being the commander of a battalion, he had a little more freedom than most.

      And suddenly I was sitting forward in my seat looking at a fairy I knew well come apart.

      “I have broken faith with my men,” he said, his voice rasping, his eyes vacant. “I have been caught in an illicit act, but that is not worst of it. She has been enchanted for my crimes, and now she wallows in the dungeon with the Changeling’s pet vampyre.”

      I stared at my friend and slowly shook my head in confusion.

      “You’re not making any sense, Goran. Who is in the dungeons with the rogue?”

      “Sora,” he said. “My Hjarta.” His Heart.

      “I was not aware you had a paramour.”

      “Aliath,” he said, lifting pain-filled eyes to my face. “She is Fīfrildi.”

      The castle walls shuddered, a trembling began beneath our feet. A wail started up as if wind through the gaps in the mortar. It sounded like the high-pitched screaming of the vampyre we kept safely locked away deep beneath Dökkálfa. He was one of Isoleth’s creations. Much like Kara was. But where Isoleth had created a monster in Xavier, she had created a treasure in Kara.

      She had created my mate.

      And that thought was not a welcome one, for Isoleth did nothing without a plan. And if her plan was to get to me through the Changeling, then this war had suddenly been elevated to a whole new level of engagement.

      Goran was staring at me, clearly waiting for me to admonish him for loving a Fīfrildi. I was surprised, but I was not shocked. Goran, for all his fierce warrior façade, also had a kind and caring soul deep down inside him.

      I could well imagine him befriending a maid and then falling for her charms. Or, perhaps, feeling the need to protect her from others.

      One thing would have led to another, and before he could stop himself, my kind-hearted friend’s chosen charge would have become his heart’s desire.

      All of this was irrelevant, of course. A Hyrða could not mate with a Fīfrildi. Our system worked because we adhered to it. Should the castes intermix then chaos would ensue. We’d had millennia imprisoned to perfect it.

      These rules were not my rules, of course, but former monarchs’ rules. And I had my own battles to wage even if I doubted the veracity of the regulations we adhered to. Waging a battle on behalf of the castes was not a high priority.

      But Goran was my oldest and truest friend. And he was in trouble.

      “First, we must get your paramour out of the dungeon,” I said, thinking this would be his most ardent concern.

      “No!” he all but shouted. “Sora is safest there. The rogue will protect her for now. The Changeling promised it.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The Changeling has a plan.”

      “The Changeling has a plan?”

      “Yes.” He seemed distraught when he nodded his head. “She means to use Sora to bait the traitor. I do not like it. But I understand the merit. And your safety is paramount.”

      Now, I was truly confused.

      “Explain,” I ordered in my best despotic monarch tone of voice.

      “Sora has been enchanted,” he said, his words sounding clearer and more ordered as he spoke. “She has been compelled to spy on the Changeling. The taufr is malfunctioning. Her desire to return to the caster was so prevalent that she attempted to do so in front of Prince Lorec.”

      “What has Lorec to do with any of this?”

      “He is courting the Changeling.” I didn’t hear the rest of his words.

      The castle shook. I was suddenly standing. Goran had stopped talking at some stage and blinked up at me. The windows rattled. The foundations trembled. Dust rained down from above as the rafters clattered against each other over our heads.

      “My King?” Goran asked, suddenly appearing on bended knee before me. “Forgive me; I have misspoken.”

      No. No, he hadn’t. But the castle had failed to tell me what was happening in my own damn Court.

      I let out a growl and forcefully corrected my thoughts.

      The castle had failed to tell me what was happening with the woman who was my fated mate.

      “Why have you kept this from me?” I demanded.

      “I did not know it was important to you, my King,” Goran murmured, head bowed, body statue-still before me.

      I let out a breath of air and forced my frame to relax. 

      “Rise, Goran,” I said. “It is not you who has failed me.”

      The castle vibrated with its own frustration and heartache. And then the trembling became an alarm; a sharp edge of panic threading through the sensation.

      “Are we under attack?” I asked.

      Goran rose to his feet and stared warily at the walls.

      Move, the castle said.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded.

      Move!

      I rushed to the door to my chambers and tried to open it. It was locked. A flick of my hand had the spell flaring, and a flashback of power somehow familiar to me zapped my fingers; burning skin. I didn’t have time to figure out why the taste of the spell was familiar; I blasted the door with my own power and made it crack.

      Hurry, the walls urged.

      The door held against all conceivable belief. It should not have held against my power. I called on the power of Dökkálfa. It came willingly. And yet still, the door to my chambers held firmly.

      I banged on the wood and called for Harlin. My aide did not reply. Whether he was on the other side or not, I could not tell. But his lack of reply spoke volumes.

      Someone had enchanted my only known route of escape from my office, and he had allowed it. No one got past Harlin unless he allowed it.

      I should have dealt with the duplicitous fairy already.

      I turned to look at Goran and then raced across the room toward my secret passage. Harlin was not aware of this one; hopefully, it was still safe.

      Goran stepped into line behind me, sword drawn, eyes narrowed and alert, looking for possible threats. 

      Threats there were, but from where they were coming, I did not know. The castle just kept repeating, Move! And Hurry!

      My hand reached for the hidden catch that released the lock on the secret door…and the world exploded.

      Dökkálfa raged, but I did not hear its words. All I heard was the crumbling of bricks all around me.

      All I thought was I had to get to Kara.
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      I sat on my sofa, the picture of perfect Fey respectability. I had changed into a deep purple velvet dress which showed more skin than I had wanted but defied any fairy who looked upon me to say I did not wear it well. The bust of the dress displayed an impressive amount of bosom and reinforced the impression that I was more royal than most. Pale, crystalline flesh that shone brightly, coupled with my pointed ears clearly visible with my hair braided back, sent the right message. I was going for “Fuck off!” But I’d settle for “You’re beneath me.” The folds of the heavy skirt spread out all around me; my feet were still bare, tucked up underneath all that fabric on the seat. 

      I nibbled on a pastry, hungry after our rush to the dungeons to keep Sora safe. I hoped Xavier would keep her safe, anyway. We had to make it look like we were getting her out of the way and lure the traitor into our sticky web at the same time. It was a delicate balance, but at least Goran had gone for it.

      I swallowed a delightful mouthful and stifled a moan at the exquisite taste. It was a risk to eat anything Marik brought me; I did not trust the Fīfrildi. But I hadn’t eaten since last night, having skipped breakfast to appear in the courtyard at the castle’s suggestion, and it was well past midday now.

      Marik hummed as she cleaned my rooms, but the fairy was upset about something, her humming off-key when it normally wouldn’t be. I didn’t think a fairy would ever do something they didn’t want to do, such as humming a tune incorrectly.

      I ignored her as best I could and concentrated on the players in my mind I currently knew were in contention for the position of TRAITOR.

      There was the Herra of the Hár Lords which the castle had wanted me to see with Aliath. Aliath thought his reaction in the courtyard exempted him from that title. But I still did not trust the Herra, and I wanted to keep him near the top of my suspect list. The castle had said the Hár Lord could not be trusted, so I would keep Dagar as a suspect for now.

      But not trusting the Herra of the Hár Lords was a given. I couldn’t trust any fairy. So, that left the position of TRAITOR open to the next suspect on my list.

      Prince Lorec, who was a freaking royal capable of more glamour and mischief than most. And, as it turned out, was also a Hár Lord. Wasn’t that something?

      Lorec was honour bound to tell me who the traitor was, but as I had not placed a time limit on the terms of our accord, he could tell me he was the traitor right when he stabbed a sword through Aliath’s heart and claimed the throne; and still meet the terms of our agreement.

      It was a thorn that cut deeply. I had to get better at negotiating with the Fey if I were to survive here.

      Survival, of course, would only happen if I kept Aliath alive. And I couldn’t do that if I didn’t have allies. So, although I didn’t trust Lorec, and he could potentially be the traitor, I would also keep him close and pump him for information as often as I could.

      Say, tonight? At dinner?

      The dress, he had said would be sent over, lay discarded on my bed. Marik had not commented on it. Marik was distracted, and by the sounds of her making a racket in my bedchamber, she was fuming and taking her anger out on the furniture.

      I turned my thoughts back to the TRAITOR.

      My last possible suspect was the King’s aide. From what I had seen, Aliath did not trust him, and the aide certainly did not act like an obedient servant when I’d been in the King’s rooms. But he was only a Dómr. And definitely not a Hár Lord. So, although the snivelling toad was terrible at his job, I wasn’t entirely sure whether he was just a patsy.

      I sighed and picked up another pastry off the platter beside me.

      “If you eat any more, you will fall out of that ridiculous excuse of a dress,” Marik sniped at me as she strode past.

      “Good evening to you too, Marik,” I said sweetly.

      “I see you decided to dress like a tart instead of wearing the formal attire the Prince sent over for you.”

      “I rather like the way I look in this dress.”

      “You’re falling out of it.”

      “So glad you noticed.”

      “It’s disgraceful.”

      “Now you’re being rude.”

      “Fairies will laugh at you.”

      “But you are not laughing, Marik,” I said softly. 

      She stilled in her manic dusting and glared at me.

      “You seem upset,” I commented mildly.

      “You know quite well why I am upset.”

      Sora. Word had got out, then.

      I held her frosty gaze and waited.

      “It is disgusting,” she finally snapped. “A Hyrða! So far above her station. I always knew that girl had her head in the clouds. And now this. An illicit affair with a member of the warrior caste. It is disgraceful.”

      “They’re in love,” I said.

      “Love! Love has nothing to do with it. She has dishonoured her family. Her kind! She deserves everything that is coming for her.”

      “That seems quite harsh.”

      “You are not Dökkálfa; you would not understand what is at stake.”

      “You could always educate me on that.”

      “I am not your keeper!”

      “You are my maid.” My voice was low and unyielding.

      I hadn’t been sure before, but the way Marik was so disturbed by the display of pale flesh I was showing sealed it for me.

      I was higher up the totem pole than the head maid.

      “That is not what I am here for,” she growled.

      “No, I suppose it isn’t. But you’ll tell me, anyway.”

      She threw her duster down and placed her hands on her rounded hips. Her wings fluttered restlessly behind her, but she didn’t actually lift off the floor; she had more control than that.

      “She will be cast out,” the Fīfrildi said. “Shunned, if not whipped for her transgression first. I am surprised it has not yet happened, but she has disappeared, like the coward that she is.”

      I knew a thing or two about being whipped.

      My eyes narrowed.

      “Such judgement,” I murmured. “Such rage.”

      “You taste it on the air,” the fairy said with a nod of her head. “The Court is outraged. Many will feed tonight.”

      “But not on Sora.”

      “You know something. You know where she has fled. Tell me!”

      I stood up.

      “You do not order me, Fīfrildi.”

      She studied me and then lowered her head ever so slightly. “You have much to learn,” she said. “But you are a fast learner.”

      “Amen, sister.”

      She blinked.

      “This is all your fault, of course,” she said a moment later. “You brought change to our Court, and now the susceptible are crumbling. Sora was ever the impressionable fairy. This is your fault.”

      “Yes, I can see how you would think I made them fall in love with each other.”

      “This is not a laughing matter!”

      “I’m not laughing.”

      “She will be hunted. It has been millennia since the Wild Hunt has been called, but the Court may well demand it.”

      “All for a Fīfrildi.”

      “You don’t understand,” Marik said in what could be mistaken for a worried tone of voice. “Dökkálfa is changing. Threats are everywhere.” She glanced nervously at the shadows and then stepped closer. Lowering her voice, she added, “The Hyrða will be in disarray. One of their own has fallen. At a time when we need our guards more than ever.”

      She wasn’t wrong there. This illicit coupling was shaping up to be an apple cart tipping affair.

      “It will pass,” I said, carefully. Marik seemed on edge, and I didn’t want to tip her over like that metaphorical apple cart. This was the most she had spoken to me since I’d arrived here.

      Her head shook from side to side, her long silver hair flying. Her wings picked up speed, fluttering like a hummingbird’s. Agitation filled the air. And desperation.

      I could taste them.

      I arched my brow at that thought but kept quiet.

      Marik stepped closer. I surreptitiously reached for my blade in the folds of my skirt.

      She didn’t notice. She was too upset to notice. My body came alert.

      “There has been word,” she whispered so low I could almost not hear her. But the walls carried her voice to me, which only made me more anxious.

      Why did the castle think what Marik had to say was important?

      “There has been word,” she repeated, licking her lips nervously, “that a Light Fey has escaped their prison. That they have been seen in Dökkálfa. That they are already here in the castle.”

      “They would have been spotted,” I pointed out.

      “Not if they were glamoured. Not if they were royal.”

      Did Aliath know? The castle hadn’t. It would have said something. Indicated something. Instead, it’s reaction to Marik’s words was as equally shocked as I was feeling. 

      Marik glanced around at the trembling walls.

      I stood up and headed toward the door to my chamber. It wasn’t easy to get an audience with the King, but I knew how to enter his secret passages now; he’d allowed Goran to escort me through them. And if I had to call down all the power of Dökkálfa to gain access to them again, I would. But I was fairly certain the castle would help me.

      It kept urging me to, Move! And Hurry!

      “You cannot leave,” Marik said.

      I stepped out of the door, into the corridor.

      “Watch me.”

      “My Lady,” Marik called, dashing out behind me. That was the first time she’d called me that, so I paused.

      Big mistake.

      Marik stepped in front of me and barred my way. Arms outstretched, body rigid, she lowered her head like a charging bull and growled, “I cannot allow you to leave your chambers. It is dangerous out.”

      No shit!

      “Out of my way, Fīfrildi,” I declared.

      That tone of voice had worked in my chambers, but Marik was having none of that now.

      “I have my orders,” she announced. Orders or enchantment? “Turn around and return to your chambers.”

      I allowed Light to pool in the palm of my hand. Marik’s eyes grew round, but she didn’t budge.

      “If you care at all for Sora,” I said quietly, “you will let me pass.”

      She looked stricken. I didn’t think she was enchanted, just following orders like a good little fairy.

      “Marik,” I said. “Let me help her. Let me help Dökkálfa.”

      She sneered at me. “You! You can’t help anyone. This is all because of you!”

      And then she let her claws extend and sprang toward me.

      I almost released a shot of Light, but for some misguided reason held it back. It was just as well I did, because a Hyrða stepped out of the shadows, halting Marik’s flight of passion.

      “Stand down, Fīfrildi,” he said. I didn’t recognise him, so I kept my Light close, ready to release it if needed.

      “I have my orders, my Lord,” Marik insisted.

      “Your orders have changed.”

      “You do not have that authority.” Someone powerful had ordered Marik to contain me, then. Interesting. But hardly relevant, considering.

      The Hyrða didn’t back down, but he also didn’t contradict her. He nodded to a shadow, which spat out a female Hyrða who gripped Marik by the upper arm and hauled her back into my chambers. The door clanged shut behind them, leaving me alone with the mysterious green guard and echoing silence.

      He broke it first.

      “My commander is in trouble, Changeling. You seek to aid Dökkálfa. You seek to aid his…paramour.” The last was said with a twist of his lips. He clearly didn’t like the idea of Goran — his commander; it seemed — being with a Fīfrildi. But I sensed only concern from him. Caring. Even a type of love. Brotherly love, I guessed.

      I said nothing and waited, even as the walls kept urging me to Move! And Hurry!

      “You could aid my commander also,” he finally said.

      I remained silent.

      Ask me, I thought.

      He scowled, shifting anxiously on his feet. Could he feel the urgency through the walls, as well?

      He sighed, scrubbed a calloused hand over his face, and said, “Will you also aid my commander, Changeling?”

      “Fairy,” I drawled, “you only had to ask.”

      His scowl deepened, but he stepped aside and let me pass. In a heartbeat, I was running. In mere seconds, I was in the secret passageway, making my way to the King.

      We had traitors within the Dark Fey Court and an escaped Royal Light Fairy. Was the Light Fairy the traitor? And if he was using glamour, then who was he?

      Prince Lorec? The Herra? Harlin, the King’s aide?

      Or someone else?

      The charmer and the snakes, I thought darkly. This could be a Brothers Grimm fairytale.

      My laughter bounced off the walls and sounded demonic.

      I reined my hysteria in as I retraced my steps from earlier in the day, making progress toward the King’s chambers. The walls urged me on. They whispered warnings of danger. To Move! To Hurry!

      I picked up the layers of skirt, my breasts bouncing, my bare feet smacking on the cold stone floor, and stretched my legs until I felt like I was flying.

      Until I was sure, I was flying.

      But it wasn’t enough.

      Because in the next breath, the walls shuddered, and then wobbled, and then warped out as if blown apart, only to rush back in towards me.

      I threw my hands up, making a hasty shield of Light that somehow held, and watched the Dökkálfa castle come down around me.

      I was too late.

      The traitor had struck.

      Rage consumed me.

      Bricks and dust came down and crushed all hope for Aliath.

      Of all the fucked up things in my life, the thought of his demise was what made me stumble. I hit the stone floor on one knee, teeth grinding through the agony.

      My shield held; my Light drawn from the deep well of Dökkálfa. It let me.

      And still, all I could think of was the King.

      Goddamn fairies!

      It wasn’t enough that one had physically changed me.

      Now my heart had been changed by one, as well.

    

  







            Episode Three

          

          

      

    

    






It’s Only Magic

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          

      

    

    







            Magic In The Walls

          

          

      

    

    






Aliath

        

      

    

    
      I was going to kill the fairy who had done this.

      Dust coated the back of my throat, grit collected in the corner of my eyes, blood dripped off a wound in my shoulder. I thought perhaps a rib had been broken.

      Considering my office had come down on top of us, I had got off lightly.

      “Goran,” I whispered. Speaking louder seemed to be impossible right then.

      Perhaps it was the thought that any loud noise would make the castle grumble. And if the castle grumbled, then the walls would continue to fall all around us.

      “Goran,” I tried again.

      The Hyrða didn’t respond. I attempted to reach a hand out for him but discovered I was cocooned in a bubble of space which defied all logic.

      “Did you do this?” I asked Dökkálfa.

      King, the walls whispered inside my mind.

      At least someone was still on my side.

      “And Goran?” I pressed. “Did you protect my guard?”

      The walls did not answer.

      I blinked away the grit and grime from my eyes and studied my makeshift prison.

      “Who did this?” I mused aloud.

      He cannot be trusted, the walls so helpfully supplied.

      “Yes, well,” I said, testing the structural integrity of the rubble-made roof above me tentatively, “not many can, it seems.”

      The Hár Lord, the castle added, making my efforts to ascertain how long I had left before total structural failure halt.

      “Which Hár Lord?”

      Dökkálfa quit speaking.

      “Goran!” I tried a little louder; it seemed the rubble was well compacted. There was little chance of it shifting from the noise alone.

      No, that would take interference from whoever had done this. Who, apparently, was one of my Hár Lords.

      A muffled sound rebounded off the rubble outside my cocoon. It sounded male, which could have meant anything; all of the Hár Lords were male; an oversight I was now regretting my ancestors insisting upon.

      It had taken centuries of subtle changes in societal perceptions to include females of the species in the Hyrða. I hadn’t had a chance to work on the elite guards themselves, yet.

      I hadn’t had a chance to familiarise myself with the crown at all.

      And now my castle had fallen down around my ears.

      Frustration welled inside me; lethal and destructive.

      Was it not enough that I had to contend with a Court that disapproved of change in all its guises?

      Now I had to battle a faceless enemy in my own elite guard; an enemy within.

      I grimaced at myself; I had wanted the crown after all. I had set about making it mine, and I had succeeded.

      I would succeed in mastering it, and overcoming all obstacles it brought, as well.

      “Goran,” I tried again.

      “My King!” The muffled reply was recognisable at last. Goran had managed to get into a position where his words could be heard more clearly.

      “Are you clear of the rubble?” I demanded.

      “No! I’m trapped. My leg…It’s trapped.”

      So, no bubble for the Hyrða, then.

      “Any sign of rescue?” Or someone coming to finish us off?

      “No, my King. Are you well?”

      “I’m encased in a bubble; I’ll survive.” For however long the castle deemed my life worthy.

      “I’ve tried calling my battalion,” Goran declared. “They are not responding. I fear this has happened the castle over.”

      If it had been an attack on my person, then it had been an unwieldy one. Someone with power had done this.

      Hár Lords had power. But this much power? Power which was difficult to contain; to direct?

      I shook my head and tested the rubble around me again.

      Identifying the traitor in our midst was impossible for now. First, I had to get us out of here. We were easy targets like this.

      I pulled on the power of Dökkálfa; it came sluggishly. It wasn’t fighting me; instead, it felt as if it might be depleted.

      Or being used elsewhere.

      It was another puzzle I could not solve. But with what little power I could call to me, I attempted to shift the rubble above my head.

      And failed.

      Panting, sweating, feeling a little lightheaded, I sat back on my haunches and toyed with what little power I had left at my disposal.

      I couldn’t break free of my prison, but could I break Goran free of his trap?

      Using the last of the castle’s power available to me to free Goran would leave me vulnerable to attack. An attack, I was sure was coming.

      But sitting safely inside my rubble-bubble while Goran was pinned down and defenceless outside was also not acceptable.

      I drew what was left of Dökkálfa’s power toward me and then sent out tendrils of it in search of my friend.

      I found the Hyrða no more than four feet away. My power gave me a vivid image of his leg crushed beneath a beam of wood — one of the rafters that had hung for centuries above the Monarchs’ heads.

      His thigh bone was shattered. He’d lost a lot of blood. He lived only because as Hyrða, he had his own well of power to call upon.

      But the longer he stayed trapped, the worse his situation would be.

      Releasing him, however, without a means to staunch the blood flow, was a danger.

      Goran was Hyrða. He would want to meet his fate a free fairy.

      “Be ready,” I shouted. “I’m going to lift the beam.”

      “My King; save your power. Save yourself, your Majesty.”

      “The Dance of Canon is wasted between us, my friend,” I told him. “Brace yourself.”

      My power shifted, swelled to what little height it could attain, and then lashed out at the beam crushing Goran’s leg.

      He grunted and then as the beam fell to one side, releasing him completely, he screamed.

      In seconds, the Hyrða had cut the wretched sound off. Using, no doubt, his training. Never show emotion. Never give your enemy a foothold. Never crumble in the face of insurmountable odds.

      “Are you free?” I asked, realising I was on my side, my head pounding, my vision a blur.

      “Y..yes, my King.”

      “No Canon. No more. Not between us, Goran.”

      “You are my King.” The words were soft and slightly slurred.

      I had no more power to call on. Whatever the traitor had done to my chambers had been enough to drain Dökkálfa almost dry; my own Fey magic tied intricately to the castle now.

      I was getting better at separating myself from that deep well of magic. That’s why I’d travelled outside its walls so frequently of late. But even that carefully executed plan to increase my independence from the power of the crown had failed in the face of adversity.

      Who was this Hár Lord?

      “I have staunched the flow of blood,” Goran announced.

      “Can you move?”

      “Yes. I think.”

      “You think?”

      “The room is spinning; give me a moment.”

      “I await your response most eagerly.”

      “Now is not the time for your humour, my King.”

      “Would you stop calling me that!”

      “You are Konungr, Aliath. I am Hyrða. We should not forget that.”

      “When it’s just you and me and a pile of rubble that used to be the castle, I think we can forgo the Dark Dance of Canon, my friend.”

      He said nothing.

      “I need a friend just as much as I need a Hyrða,” I told him.

      “Is it any wonder they think they can steal the crown from you?” Goran said, but his words were not barbed in the least. 

      He was pleased I was still me.

      I smiled grimly. “Can you move?”

      “Yes,” he replied, sounding surer of the answer now. “I am coming to you now.”

      “Be careful. I’m not sure how robust this bubble is.”

      “It’s lasted until now,” he pointed out.

      “Yes, but until now, no one has been poking at it.”

      “I’ll poke carefully.”

      “Be sure you do,” I replied with all of my kingly manner.

      Goran snorted from somewhere above me.

      “It’s packed tightly,” he announced some time later. “The castle is determined to protect you.”

      “It used a lot of its power to do so.” 

      I sighed and looked around the rubble-bubble. Nothing had shifted, and it didn’t look like much would shift again soon, either.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I declared. “But you can. Seek medical help and find your battalion. Return with them, if you can. But more importantly, get me a lay of the land. I must know how my Court fares. See to it, Goran.”

      “And leave you? Unprotected?”

      “I am not unprotected. You can see that for yourself. If you cannot break me free of this, then neither can whomever caused this to happen.”

      It was what would be considered a lie if we were capable of it. But as I wasn’t entirely sure whether the Hár Lord who had so clearly betrayed me could break me free when Goran could not, it was a believable lie if I tried hard enough to believe it at the moment the words were spoken.

      Goran hesitated above me, and then I could picture him bowing his head as he replied, “As you wish, my King.”

      “And there you go again with the Dance of Canon.”

      “It is a Dance I know intimately.”

      “Then dance out there and not with me,” I snapped.

      “Your temper has not improved upon becoming King.”

      “My patience certainly hasn’t. Get moving!”

      “Yes…Aliath. I will return. With my battalion.”

      “And report on what the hell is happening.”

      “Of course.”

      He hesitated. I could feel him there; just the other side of my makeshift prison. I could feel his reluctance. Taste his unease. Recognise his resolve when it came to him.

      He turned on his heel and limped away.

      I did not hear rubble shifting, so perhaps the office had been exposed sufficiently for escape.

      And that was why the castle had trapped me so securely.

      My chambers had been compromised and yet no one had come to my aid. I feared for my Court; for my fairies.

      The taste of my own fear made me gag with disgust.

      I was Konungr of Dökkálfa. Goran was right. It was something I would be wise not to forget.

      But I had been right, also. I needed a friend.

      In a world gone so disastrously wrong, a twisted remnant of a former life, I needed fairies I could trust as much as I needed warriors to defend us.

      And I could not trust the Hár Lords any longer.

      I could not trust my old friend, Dagar, Herra of the Hár Lords.

      I had been wrong to do so; it seemed.

      My circle of those to be trusted was closing in on me. I looked around at the rubble that encased me and felt the edges shifting in.

      I was King, damn it.

      I was the Konungr of Dökkálfa. 

      I would stand strong.
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      I woke with a crushing headache. Dribble had trailed out of my mouth at some stage and was now coated in dust, making it look like I was drooling mud.

      Dökkálfa mud.

      “Argh,” I mumbled, wiping the back of my hand over my mouth. 

      I looked around, but it was hard to see details. Stretching out a hand, I touched rough stone walls.

      The corridor.

      Memory returned of the castle crumbling. Somehow my magic had held the roof up. This section of the King’s secret passage was still intact. I gingerly stood up.

      Behind me, the passage lay in ruins. Before me, it wasn’t much better, but I could see a gap between the pile of rubble and what was left of the roof of the corridor.

      I looked down at my dress. It was in tatters. If Marik had thought it provocative before, now it was obscene in its lack of coverage.

      I pulled a flap of material over an exposed breast and secured it with a rough knot to a strap of fabric over my shoulder.

      I’d been to toga parties dressed in less, but this was Dökkálfa. They had a strange sense of decorum. One that clashed with their lack of sexual inhibition.

      Aside from screwing outside of your caste, of course.

      My thoughts returned to Sora as I studied the rubble before me. Had she and Xavier survived whatever this was down in the dungeon? It was several metres beneath the castle’s main floors. Either they were safe, or they were pancakes.

      I pushed that unhelpful thought from my mind and started scrambling up the mountain of rubble.

      My feet were cut to shreds before I’d reached the top. My fingers weren’t faring much better. But I was made of stern stuff.

      I pictured my brother and male cousins goading me to climb faster, do better, stop being a stupid little girl. I made it to the top of the pile sweating, panting, covered in cuts and grinning broadly.

      “Still got it,” I muttered, and slid down the other side.

      The corridor was miraculously free of rubble ahead. I almost didn’t trust it.

      “You gonna help me, or what?” I asked the castle.

      The castle was quiet. No shuddering, no rumbling, no words in my head egging me on as my male relatives had back on Earth.

      I sucked in a breath of air and called on the power of Dökkálfa, finding it strangely — or not — not there.

      “Huh,” I said, rolling my shoulders. “I guess we do this the hard way.”

      I took one single step forward and waited for the world to explode around me again.

      It didn’t, so I felt it safe enough to move on. Still, I did so cautiously. After a couple of metres, I picked up speed, until I was damn near running toward the King’s chambers.

      I would have cursed Aliath aloud for making me feel this pull toward him. But right then, I thought it best to keep quiet; even my feet made no sound on the dirt floor.

      I knew I’d reached the King’s chambers when the rubble began in earnest again. It was as if his office was Ground Zero and the power that had destroyed it had spread out, diminishing by increments, the farther away from Aliath’s workspace it went.

      I couldn’t quite explain the secret passage. It had survived in places and not done so well in others. If it was the castle’s doing, its power was fluctuating.

      I reached for Dökkálfa’s well of power again.

      And again, I found it missing.

      But I was not without my own well of power. It was small by comparison, but it was still there.

      It should have freaked me out; I was human. Or had been. But I was definitely not what I had been all thanks to the Queen of Ljósálfar. So far, my plan to get back at the bitch for that favour was lacking.

      I needed Aliath.

      I needed sanctuary here in his Court. Even if Dökkálfa was perhaps the most dangerous place to be right now.

      We had a traitor in our midst, and he had struck out hard at the King of the Dark Fairies.

      Oh, this was going to cause war.

      Of course, war was already upon us. And the Light Fey had already sent an emissary to do his worst. Whoever the traitor was, he was Light Fey.

      I was sure of it.

      Finding one glamoured Light Fairy in amongst thousands of Dark and dangerous ones should have been easy. It was proving anything but.

      I came upon what was left of Aliath’s chambers and stared at the destruction the traitor had wrought. There were no doors or windows, no roof and no smooth stone floor. Just a pile of debris as high as a mountain, the soft breeze of Dökkálfa blowing across the destruction bringing hints of orange and apple from the courtyard gardens.

      I stared all around me, looking further afield for threats. No fairies were running to help the King. No Hyrða working to free him. No Fīfrildi cleaning up the mess. No Dómr doing his bidding. And no Smiðr seeking to replace him.

      The area for as far as the eye could see was empty of Fey.

      And eerily silent.

      “Your doing?” I asked quietly. 

      Dökkálfa did not answer.

      I stared at the pile of rubble before me and closed my eyes.

      I could sense him there. A metre or so in front of me, in the middle of this mess of bricks and stones and mortar.

      I could sense him there as if it were the most normal thing in the universe.

      I licked my lips and tasted strength; power. A hint of fear that had been quashed by an iron will that sang to me as loud as a bird’s song.

      “Hello in there,” I said aloud.

      Nothing stirred, but the tastes on the air shifted to surprise and then amusement.

      And then…an attraction so strong it had my body responding in kind.

      I cleared my throat. “Well, it seems you need my help, your Majesty.”

      “Oh, no,” I heard Aliath say from inside the rubble. “I’m quite happy in here, my Lady.”

      I blinked. Then smiled. He couldn’t see it; it was all for me that smile.

      “Very well then,” I announced. “Far be it from me to disturb your alone time.”

      “If it were possible,” the King said, amusement tainting his tone and making it hard to leave, “I would ask you to join me. There is much can be achieved when two are alone together.”

      “Defeats the purpose of being alone,” I told him.

      “I would gladly be alone with you, my Lady.”

      Was he coming on to me while stuck inside a pile of rubble?

      “Your hubris astounds,” I muttered. He couldn’t hear me, so I received no answer.

      I couldn’t leave him there. I knew it, and he knew it. He was vulnerable in such a position. And I was not the kind of person to leave someone to die alone.

      I looked around and narrowed my eyes at the lack of fairies rushing to their King’s aid. The castle was no doubt in disarray, and many would be injured or worse, but there would still be some who could check on their monarch. Who’s responsibility was to check on their monarch.

      Where were the Hár Lords?

      Not that we could trust them, but still. All of them traitors?

      It was worrying.

      I looked back at the rubble and decided I wouldn’t give the King a heads-up on what was coming next. He threw me off balance enough that I wanted to return the favour and then some.

      I gathered what little power of my own I had, after checking again to make sure Dökkálfa hadn’t yet recovered — I could feel it doing so, but its efforts were sluggish — and then let my Light out, lifting layer upon layer of rubble off the top of Aliath’s makeshift cairn.

      My arms strained even though they weren’t doing the lifting. My head throbbed, my muscles ached. I struggled to breathe through the agony using my power like this caused.

      I hadn’t had much of a chance to use my power without supplementing it with the castle’s own well of magic. I should have been training like this from the beginning, but the magic had been so mixed, so mine and its, that I hadn’t been able to tell where I finished and where Dökkálfa began.

      I could throw a mean knife but wielding my Light without the castle’s helping hand was almost beyond me.

      I gritted my teeth, fell to one knee, lifted leaden arms and shouted through the effort of shifting the last layer of rubble off the Dark King.

      The sound of grinding stone on stone filled the air and then I was falling, my body aching, my head about to explode.

      Strong arms wrapped around me and caught me before I fully fell. A blazing Light appeared above me, Aliath’s silver hair splaying out around his pale face as if he were underwater. Sparks shone in his eyes, making the green come alive and dance before me.

      I reached up and cupped his cheek, brushed a finger over a smudge of dust next to his lips, and struggled to stay conscious enough to berate him for copping a feel.

      Because sure as eggs, the Dark Fey King was running his handsy hands all over my poorly clad body. A rough thumb over a quivering thigh. A hot palm moulded to the curve of my hip. A sharp nail along an exposed collarbone.

      A long finger under the flimsy strap that held torn material over my breast à la toga party style.

      “Hey,” I mumbled as tingles washed across my body, making me come alive. “Hands off.”

      “You taste divine,” he mumbled.

      “My knuckles in your mouth will taste even better,” I snapped. “Get your filthy mitts off me…your Majesty.”

      Aliath smiled, a hint of teeth — thankfully all blunt — and then he threw back his head and laughed.

      “And now he laughs at me,” I muttered, struggling to get out of his hold.

      He let me. Or I did it myself because I’m a strong Middleton woman.

      I crouched before a very dirty and messed up Fey King and met the stunning green of his eyes.

      They didn’t touch me, not in the way the Fey like; all-controlling and will-taking.

      No, they didn’t touch me like that but they sure as heck touched me in other ways I would rather have not acknowledged.

      I needed a distraction. We needed a distraction. He certainly needed a distraction because it looked as though I was all his Christmases wrapped up in one and he was a starved man in need of some Christmas figgy pudding.

      Yeah, I was not at my best if I was referring to myself as freaking figgy pudding.

      “So,” I said, scrambling for something to stay to waylay the sexually heated attack that I could see coming, “How about that Ljósálfar escapee?”

      The King blinked, paused with his hand outstretched toward me, and then said in all his haughty kingly manner, “Explain.”

      I glowered at him.

      “How about a ‘Thank you, Kara’ instead?”

      His hand whipped out and wrapped around my throat, rough thumb scraping over the steady pulse in my neck.

      “You are not afraid,” he said softly.

      As softly as his hold on my neck appeared to be.

      It shouldn’t have, it so shouldn’t have, but it did all manner of things to my naughty bits which just made me fuming mad.

      I firmed my lips and said nothing. Let him stew on that.

      He moved closer, almost nose to nose. I could smell the dust on him. I could smell his sweat and him, and it wasn’t half as bad as you’d think it should be.

      I narrowed my eyes at the King.

      “You asked two questions of me, my Lady,” he murmured.

      Oh, shit.

      “I’m done with your stupid question debt thing,” I snapped.

      “It doesn’t work that way, Kara of the Skilja Fey.”

      He was probably right. Heck, he should know; he was the Dökkálfa King.

      But here’s the thing: I was Dökkálfa’s Champion; his Champion.

      The rules were changing.

      My hand wrapped around his neck and squeezed lightly.

      “You know who I am,” I whispered, seductively. “You know why I’m here. You need me.”

      “In more ways than I care to count,” he muttered.

      I ignored that and soldiered on. The Middleton way of blundering headfirst at a problem until you bashed it into submission with the thickness of your frontal bone.

      “You and me,” I murmured, “we’re equals.”

      “We are not.”

      “Oh, but we are, my King. For I am your Champion. Like it or not. This is how it is, and we both have to live with it.”

      He stared at me for a long time and then removed his hand from my neck. For some reason, it was harder than I thought it should be to remove mine from his.

      “No Dance of Canon between us, then,” he said regally.

      “Agreed,” I replied, lifting my chin and sounding for all I was worth like a Queen.

      His smile at seeing that was blinding.
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      Goran watched the human-who-was-not-a-human as she made her way through the debris-strewn courtyard caring for the fallen fairies.

      The sun shone down in rays of golden light that highlighted the silver of her hair, the pale sheen to her delicate skin, the sharp angles of her facial features which so matched those of the Smiðr she tended.

      She was dressed in swathes of torn velvet which had been covered up by a male’s blouse for decorum’s sake. It could hardly be a fashion statement, and those fairies present would not have recognised the garment for what it was.

      The King’s clothing.

      The Skilja wore Aliath’s shirt, and for Goran, there could be no louder statement from his liege.

      The shadows hid him as he was in no fit state to face an enemy right then. His thigh ached, the bone shattered within it. But the makeshift brace he’d made held his weight and his own magic was working to heal him.

      He had not been able to raise his battalion.

      Upon returning to the King’s chambers, he’d found Aliath free and unhurt. His orders had been clear.

      Gain information, for, without it, they were in the dark. Who had collapsed the castle? Who was behaving as they should not?

      So, here he was, hiding in the shadows as his leg healed and his pride dented, watching Aliath’s human woman care for fairies who, for the most part, did not care for her.

      Some were receptive to her mercy. Some chose to wallow in their filth and the destruction of Dökkálfa rather than take the hand of an imposter.

      The more Goran watched the Changeling, however, the more he believed her not an imposter at all.

      She moved with the grace of a fairy. She spoke their language, admittedly haltingly, but still. She understood their words and attempted to put them at ease with the familiar. Some did not even register she was speaking Fey to them, so eager for her aide, for her blessing.

      Fīfrildi flitted in on gossamer wings, their sunflower-yellow skin complementing the golden rays of sunshine that chose to bathe the courtyard in its illumination. Goran immediately and futilely looked for Sora among them.

      But although he had not made it down to the dungeons to check himself, he had waylaid a Hyrða in passing and ascertained that the lowest levels of the castle were sound; that Sora was safe.

      Goran watched, and he waited.

      They had lost fairies. Some of whom were thousands of years old. Who had walked this land for millennia. Whose souls had painted the landscape with their beautiful song and now would be heard no longer.

      His heart ached.

      If this was an escaped Ljósálfar prisoner as the King now suspected, then their power was greater than a Hyrða’s.

      It left Goran feeling uneasy.

      A scuffle broke out across the courtyard, drawing his attention. A Fīfrildi and a Hyrða guard. An argument that was unbecoming a fairy. One steeped in bitter accusations and hurtful recriminations.

      The Fīfrildi and the Hyrða had never been one, but they had worked well together. Complemented each other’s strengths, compensated for their weaknesses.

      It was another reason why Goran hid in the shadows. His face, right then, would have caused unmitigated anger amongst them.

      Even in his supposed absence, his relationship with a Fīfrildi did untold damage.

      Goran watched as the guard inappropriately touched the Fīfrildi; as if he had the right to do so. A maid came to the Fīfrildi’s aid, only to be held back by another guard who stroked the maid’s wings suggestively.

      Goran almost released the shadows and intervened, but it was not necessary. Golden Light bloomed across the courtyard, swelled higher amongst the shattered arches of the surrounding walls, spread out across the broken space touching every single fairy and making them still.

      Part awe; part fear held them in place — even the two Hyrða who had dishonoured themselves so completely.

      They may think Goran Ósómi — dishonoured — but his touch had been welcomed. Theirs was an egregious intrusion; a travesty of Canon.

      Goran’s hands fisted, and his heart stuttered, and then the Umskipti spoke.

      “Such big warriors, such strong fairies,” she spat in their native tongue. “How you abuse your power and disgrace yourselves so easily.”

      Her magic may have stilled them, but her words did not. One Hyrða stepped forward, pointing an accusing finger at the woman.

      “This is no concern of yours, Skilja,” he growled.

      Kara ignored him and looked directly at the Fīfrildi he’d discarded moments beforehand.

      “Do you welcome this fairy’s touch?” she asked.

      A collective and somewhat derisive gasp echoed across the courtyard. A debt was owed and given so freely. Many centuries had passed since Fey thought to offer their boons so readily. Theirs was not a giving society. Everything cost.

      And yet, the human-who-was-not-a-human smiled, and Goran found himself mesmerised by the honest beauty of it. So did many others in the courtyard. Their unblinking eyes drawn to the soft glow she emitted. To the almost imperceptible outline of gossamer wings which expanded behind her ramrod straight back, arching out over the debris beneath her unslippered feet.

      There were Fey who had wings; Fīfrildi for one. Even royalty could sport them when needed. But these wings were not the same insubstantial wings of ordinary fairies.

      These wings mimicked the old gods.

      Goran felt a shift in the air. A subtle change that was impossible to ignore despite its delicate touch.

      Kara Middleton was indeed an Umskipti; she brought change.

      And what change? It was magnificent in its enormity.

      Goran licked his lips and tasted awe and fear and insatiable hunger. He fed freely, for his strength was waning.

      He did not feed off the courage that swelled around the Changeling, however. Her courage had been marked for another.

      And as she stood there, staring down a Hyrða, offering aid to a Fīfrildi, the Dark King’s Court registered the marking as well, it seemed.

      For the Changeling’s courage had been pronounced for all to see his.

      Their King’s.

      Goran smiled as the Fīfrildi accepted the hand offered. As all the Fīfrildi as one stepped toward their salvation in the guise of a Skilja Fey. 

      As the Hyrða realised, some of the smallest voices in their society suddenly had the loudest things to say.

      As wings of gossamer feathers so much like the gods of old fluttered in a sun-kissed breeze while rays of golden light shone down from above as if all was their stage.

      It is said, the old gods fled the Fey realm for pastures greener, or bluer as the case may be. For their new realm was high in the sky above Álfheimr; beyond Fólkvangr.

      And, right then, Goran was certain he was seeing the gods of old highlight one of their own from their lofty perch in the heavens. And all those present witnessed the same.

      The Fīfrildi maid’s hand slipped into Kara’s, and Goran watched as the Umskipti helped the girl to her feet. Her emerald green eyes shone from within as she stared at the Hyrða so far beneath her.

      No one could argue she was not Fey; not blessed by the Fey gods, at least.

      “Fīfrildi are not your prey, Hyrða,” she announced to all who would hear her. And Goran did not think there would be any fairy in Dökkálfa who did not hear her words this day. “Lay a finger on any one of them uninvited again,” she added, “and you will have me to answer to. And where I come from, punishment for such an offence is the removal of the body part that came in contact with your prey. So, please, by all means, unlace your trousers, pull out your weapon, for I am more than keen to rid you of your Sverð completely.”

      Oh, Goran thought, she was perfect for his King.

      Reluctantly, he mused, she was perfect for Dökkálfa. For he saw now, that it was time for change.
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Sora

        

      

    

    
      The air smelled stale here. And it was cold. Wet. Dank. Sora huddled in the corner of her cell and dreamt of warmer places.

      Goran’s bed.

      Goran’s arms.

      Goran’s smiles as he bequeathed them to her and only her she believed.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls,” the vampire in the cell with her whispered manically.

      She closed her eyes and tried to remember happier times, when she was a free Fīfrildi, when the sun kissed her wings when her stomach was full and her heart was sweet.

      When she didn’t feel this incessant pull.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls,” the vampire whispered manically.

      She’d been stripped when she’d been placed in here. Her maid’s outfit — one she had been proud to wear until that day — replaced with nondescript clothing fit a Hyrða. Loose pants and a soft shirt, bare feet.

      She was cold.

      But she’d welcomed the chill initially because the absence of her own clothes meant the Taufr might be weaker.

      It wasn’t. It pulled.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls,” the vampire whispered manically.

      She shivered and huddled closer into the corner of their shared cell. Food had been delivered and eaten. Water provided and consumed. But the guards down here failed to see the need of a blanket.

      “Little hussy,” they’d spat at her. “Maybe we’ll take a taste, too.”

      The vampire had snarled and growled and flashed his fangs; red eyes gleaming. The guards had retreated and now only brought sustenance when needed.

      Still, no blanket. No coat. No stockings for her feet.

      Sora swallowed thickly, licking her lips, tasting his insanity. It did not feed her, but it sufficed.

      For now.

      How much longer she’d last in here, she did not know.

      The pull kept pulling.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls,” the vampire whispered manically.

      Sora glanced at the shadows across the cell they shared, but she could not see him. The torches had all burned down hours ago. A meal should be delivered shortly, and new torches brought to replace the old.

      It allowed her to count the passing of hours. There had been many.

      Why did the Taufr call her so?

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls.”

      Sora sighed; curled tighter into herself, trying futilely to seek any warmth that she could from her own body.

      The vampire was ice cold. Unfed. Hungry. And yet, it did not attempt to feed off Sora. Even in its diminished mental state, it knew inherently that feeding off a fairy would bring it death.

      The final death, they called it.

      Why had Goran placed her in this cell with this beast?

      She shivered. A tear spilt down her frozen cheek. She brushed at it angrily. Her heart shrivelling.

      He had abandoned her here. An unwanted toy, no longer shiny, left forgotten in a musty hole to rot.

      That was the Taufr speaking; she knew it. It had a flavour that was bittersweet. It wasn’t crazy like the vampire, and Sora craved intelligent conversation. But the Taufr was not to be trusted.

      It told her things that were not true. They couldn’t be.

      “He loves me,” she whispered.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls.”

      “Yes,” she said, pretending the vampire and she were having a conversation. “I know it does. It cannot be trusted.”

      “It pulls,” he muttered, sounding pleased.

      Maybe he wasn’t as crazy as she thought. Maybe this was his way of trying to help her; reminding her that the Taufr was not to be trusted.

      That the reality she was in was because of it, not the Umskipti.

      As if thinking of the Changeling brought her to life, the door at the end of the dungeon opened on creaking hinges, and in stepped the human-who-was-not-a-human any longer. Her silver hair flowed down her back in perfect streaks; her pointed ears peeked out between the strands for all to see; her skin glowed softly over sharp cheeks. 

      And behind her back, Sora could see her wings.

      Such beauty.

      Sora stood, for she would not meet her end a pathetic being curled up on the filthy floor. She would look death in the eye as befitting a fairy. Her hands wrapped around the silver bars on the cell, and she waited.

      They had placed her with the vampire, so the bars were not iron but silver. Keeping it contained was more important than containing a pitiful Fīfrildi.

      “Announce yourself,” a Hyrða demanded. Never a question. Never a debt to be owed.

      How she hated the Dark Dance of Canon now when mere days ago she had thought it infallible.

      “This place reeks,” the Changeling said, scrunching up her nose. “A little bleach wouldn’t go astray. A scrubbing brush, maybe. But that’s beneath you, Hyrða.” Again, not a question; she was learning.

      And she had been speaking in Fey.

      Sora cocked her head to the side and studied the creature. She was dressed in a simple outfit, finely made and subtly coloured. A deep purple, Sora believed, but it was hard to tell without the torches replaced.

      She was also carrying a blanket.

      For a moment, Sora swayed on her feet, her hands outstretched through the bars, her fingers grasping.

      The Taufr lurched her backwards, pulled her away from salvation, made her pant and ache and want to run toward something she couldn’t see but desperately wanted.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls,” the vampire reminded her.

      She nodded, but words failed her.

      “You!” the guard snarled, once he recognised the Changeling. “You have no authority to enter here.”

      “Oh, contraire,” the woman said, smiling slyly. She handed a note to the Hyrða and waited.

      Even from where Sora stood, she could see the King’s seal.

      The guard stared at the missive and ground his teeth.

      “Leave us,” the woman said, sounding for all the world like a Fey princess.

      The guard balled up the note and then stormed out of the dungeon without another word.

      “Jeez,” the human-who-was-not-a-human said. “How rude!”

      She walked across the space between them and handed the blanket to Sora through the silver bars.

      Sora’s hand shook when she reached for it. But strength returned when she realised it wasn’t a mirage. She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders and for a blissful moment pretended she wasn’t a prisoner in the castle’s dungeon, sharing a cell with a mad creature out of a fairy child’s nightmare.

      The Umskipti stared at Sora’s bare feet for a long moment and then sat down in amongst the filth and began to remove her shoes and stockings.

      Sora said nothing; she was not certain that she could have spoken even if she had tried.

      The shoes and stockings were placed just inside the cell’s bars one after the other, and then the Changeling stood on bare feet, toes curling for much-needed warmth.

      The vampire scampered over to the bars and hissed when the silver touched him.

      “There, there,” the woman said softly, patting his head and making him purr. “Are they looking after you, Xavier? Have they given you blood?”

      He shook his head and then pressed his cheek to her palm, seeking comfort.

      “Would that I could give you mine,” she murmured. “But I fear it would do you no good now.”

      He nodded.

      They understood each other, Sora realised. He did not speak words, but their conversation made sense. It was the sanest she’d seen the vampire since she’d been placed in here.

      “I would think you are wondering what is happening up there,” the Skilja said, nodding towards the ceiling of the dungeon, her hand still petting the vampire, her eyes on Sora. “What with all the shaking and screaming, and all.”

      Sora said nothing, but she did crouch down and take the shoes and stockings, moving further into the cell so the gifts could not be returned. She hurriedly pulled the stockings on and then followed up with the shoes, surprised to note they fit perfectly.

      She moaned in delight at the warmth that infused her.

      The Changeling laughed. Not nastily, it must be said. But with pure delight. Sora tasted it, revelled in it.

      Felt a pull so strong that it made her gasp.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls,” the vampire said.

      “I see,” the woman murmured, watching Sora carefully.

      Sora averted her eyes, embarrassed at what the Taufr had made her.

      The Changeling continued to speak. “We have a traitor, as you well know, and now we believe he is of the Light Fey; an escaped prisoner.” She stepped closer to the bars and stared hard at Sora. “Do you hear me? We know what you are. We will find you. We will kill you. You trespass.”

      Sora wasn’t sure what to make of the words. The woman had asked a question, but the question had not been directed at Sora, so the debt was not hers to claim.

      Besides, the Changeling had paid her in full for any questions. Sora pulled the blanket closer, stretched her toes in the shoes’ warm embrace.

      The Taufr reared up and slammed her body against the bars, making the woman step back hastily.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls,” the vampire whispered manically.

      “Yes,” the woman said, sadly. “It does.”

      Nothing was said for a moment, and then the woman turned away.

      She was leaving! The Taufr was furious. Sora was scared, desperate. Her knuckles whitened as she gripped the silver bars of the cell.

      “Please,” she whispered. “Please.”

      The Changeling stopped and looked over her shoulder, fairy-bright eyes meeting Sora’s pleading gaze.

      “Does he live?” Sora whispered.

      A question.

      A debt.

      Worth paying.

      “Yes,” the Changeling said. “He lives.”

      Then why had Goran not visited Sora? Why had he not taken her from this place?

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls.”

      That was why. The blasted Taufr. Sora was tainted.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls.”

      She gripped the bars more tightly, feeling as if her skin would split from the effort.

      “He would come…” the woman said. Sora waited as patiently as she could for more, but nothing came.

      And then the Changeling’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she fell to the ground shaking.

      The Taufr called. Its call so beautiful, so magnificent, so irresistible to the Fīfrildi.

      She had to go.

      She had to go.

      She had to go.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls,” the vampire murmured from right beside her.

      Yes, it did. And if the Umskipti could survive the horrors of Sora’s world, and still give of herself so freely, then Sora could fight this. Survive this.

      She nodded her head.

      And the woman woke up.

      “Shit,” she said, staring at the rough-hewn stone of the dungeon’s ceiling above her supine body. “He must be crazy.”

      “Who?” Sora asked, forgetting the Dark Dance of Canon so easily it was frightening.

      The Changeling’s green eyes met the Fīfrildi’s. Sora could see her weighing the odds of disclosing whatever vision she’d had. She could see her deciding against it for fear the Taufr would steal her words.

      The woman was a Spákona — a prophetess — Sora realised. The Taufr wanted Sora to tell someone that, too. Sora viciously pushed the call to do so aside.

      “Go,” the Fīfrildi said. “I can fight this. It will not win, my Lady.”

      For how could Sora think the Changeling anything less than Fey now she had seen her power and her kindness and her wings of gossamer feathers that spanned out behind her so stunningly?

      “I know you can, Sora,” the woman said softly. “You are Fey. You are female. You are stronger than him.”

      Him. The traitor. The Light Fey escapee. The fairy who had placed the Taufr on Sora.

      Yes. She would win this battle. She would win it for the Changeling-who-was-more-than-just-a-changeling. She would win it for Goran and for all Fīfrildi. She would win it for herself.

      The woman nodded, flicked her eyes to the vampire one last time in a silent farewell that had him crooning, and then stood up. Gathering her skirts in her hands, bare feet exposed for all to see, she ran from the dungeon.

      Toward whomever she thought crazy, who was clearly doing something she did not approve of, who was about to be put in their place. 

      And for a moment, Sora pitied them, because the god-like fairy who ran toward them would surely make them pay.

      Sora smiled.

      She felt warm and content and momentarily happy.

      She liked that fairy; that woman who stood up and fought so bravely. She would become as strong and yet caring as her one day.

      And then the Taufr called.

      And her battle began anew.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls,” the vampire said gravely.
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      The man had to be crazy if the vision I’d had was real. And I had no reason to believe it not the truth. Because every prophetic dream I’d had in the past had come to fruition.

      I hadn’t had many, thankfully. But I’d had enough to know whatever freaky power was making me see these things was working just fine. 

      And it was all me; from inside me. No pull on Dökkálfa or the castle. Just plain old Kara Middleton Magic which boggled the mind.

      But I was getting good at accepting the impossible, the unbelievable, the fantasy made real. 

      What I wasn’t getting used to were stupid fairy kings who went and did stupid male things when fighting a war against an unseen foe.

      What was the man — the fairy — thinking?

      I rushed headlong through the corridors and was surprised to see the Fīfrildi I passed step aside and lower their heads respectfully. Not all of them, of course, but enough for me to know there had been a shift in their psyche.

      It had to have been that episode in the courtyard when those idiotic Hyrða decided to test their luck on a couple of poor unsuspecting Fīfrildi. I’d seen red and acted without thought.

      Thankfully, I’d survived my impulsiveness.

      Which just made me think of the stupid Fairy King doing stupid male things.

      What was he thinking?

      I rounded a corner and checked in both directions for any fairies. There were shadows, so no doubt the Herra’s men were watching, but I had to chance it. I had to get to Aliath before he left the castle.

      What I’d seen; what the dream had shown me; it scared me to my core.

      The floor rumbled beneath my feet as if in agreement and the secret passage opened before me. Dökkálfa’s doing; it was regaining strength again after the collapse of half the castle.

      “Is he still there?” I asked.

      The walls did not answer. It might have been recovering, but the recovery was taking its toll. Whoever had brought the castle down on Aliath’s head must have had an unfathomable amount of power.

      Which was why Aliath’s rash decision to go to the border between Dökkálfa and Ljósálfar to chase down a lead on a possible Light Fey sighting was stupid.

      I would tell him that as soon as I reached him.

      The secret passageway had been repaired enough to use without injury, but that did not mean it was a straight forward run toward the King. The passage switched back on itself multiple times, taking alternate routes to its former pathways to avoid rubble that had been too significant to move in such a short amount of time.

      I was panting and sweating by the time I reached Aliath’s chambers, and my soles ached from the small pebbles and sharp bits of stone that had embedded into the bare skin of my feet.

      She had been freezing — barefoot, thin clothing. No blanket to speak of.

      That vision had been wanted; I had not known the Fīfrildi suffered to such a degree.

      I pushed open the door to Aliath’s office without announcing my appearance or checking the way was clear. An urgency had started up in my frame, making me thrum as much as the castle was.

      Dökkálfa was antsy.

      Well, same here, bud. Same here.

      The office was bare, so without much forethought, I pushed my way through the multiple doors to the King’s personal chambers; his boudoir, I supposed, or whatever the fairies called it.

      It too was empty, but oh Lordy, did it smell of the King.

      I sucked in lungfuls of air, trying to catch my breath, and all I did was get blissful mouthfuls of that damn stupid fairy.

      His taste made my body sing.

      My legs almost buckled, but I managed to brace myself against the post on his huge bed. A bed fit for a king and his multiple courtesans, I thought wryly.

      I needed to get ahold of myself. Aliath had left already. He was not here, which meant he was probably already outside of the castle’s influence.

      “You could have told me,” I groused.

      The walls did not answer me, which left me feeling a little disturbed.

      They had been silent since the attack on the castle.

      I turned around and retraced my footsteps to the King’s office, intending to use the secret passageway to get safely out of his quarters.

      Only to come face to face with his aide.

      What was his name? Marlin? No, Harlin. Harlin the Snake.

      “You! You should not be in here!” he shouted.

      I arched my brow at him but said nothing, my mind frantically trying to come up with a reason for my trespassing.

      “I will inform the Hár Lords. Have you thrown in that cell with that disgusting rogue vampire. Let him have his way with you.”

      “You’re rather melodramatic,” I observed.

      He harrumphed and walked across the room to a pull cord, tugging on the damn thing with vigour far exceeding his slight frame.

      The Hár Lords meant the Herra; I wasn’t sure I could trust him. It also would mean bringing Hyrða in here, and unless it was Goran — or maybe one of his battalion — then I didn’t like my chances.

      The Hyrða and I were at odds since the courtyard exchange.

      I had to think of a way out of this that would embarrass the King’s aide. I had no time for Harlin’s pique and puffed up chest and ruffled feathers. His relationship with the King was strained, and maybe for a good reason, but right now, I had more dire problems to deal with.

      “Really,” I said in as haughty a tone as I could manage. “I spend one evening in the King’s bed, and this is what I get for it. A trip to the dungeon. I wonder if Aliath will enjoy the irony. I know, if I were a king, I would not appreciate my personal business being aired in front of the staff.”

      Harlin blinked at me.

      I stared haughtily back. At least, I hoped it was haughty. This was all new to me, and I hadn’t had the need for haughty before I’d come here.

      “You stayed the night with the King,” Harlin muttered as if to himself. “In his bed.”

      “That’s usually where one spends it, although there was that one time on his desk.” I turned and looked at the desk, pasting a sly smile on my lips as if remembering. “Sturdy desk,” I added for good measure, patting it lovingly.

      God help me, Aliath as going to kill me for this.

      And what of Lorec? And our accord?

      The manipulative royal fairy was formally courting me, but this was Álfheimr, and until you committed to a mating, you could get your jollies about anywhere you wanted to.

      As long as you were discreet about it.

      Which this was not. It wasn’t even real. But Harlin could only speak the truth, and he assumed, like they all do, that I could only speak the truth as well.

      Thinking of Lorec, though, had given me an idea. If I got myself out of this, I was going to manipulate that damn fairy to do my bidding.

      First, Harlin.

      Then the stupid King.

      A Hyrða burst into the office, then, saving me from my fairy-butt-kicking thoughts. His response time left a lot to be desired, but then the castle was still in disarray, and the King was no longer here.

      “My Lord,” he said and bowed to the insipid fairy who thought himself more important than he was.

      Harlin looked down his nose at the green-skinned guard and said, “You are no longer required.”

      I let out a soft breath of air that I had not realised I’d been holding.

      The guard looked at me, scowled, and then turned on his heel and left.

      “This will get out,” Harlin told me. Oh, I was pretty sure it would get out because he would spread the rumour happily. “You should take more care. You already have enemies in the castle, my Lady.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” I said, smiling, and then waltzed right out the front door.

      Harlin let me, but I felt the piercing drill of his eyes on the centre of my back which for some reason made the ghost scars of my whipping ache as if they were splitting apart.

      I rolled my shoulders, my brow furrowed at the unusual sensation, and then went in search of Prince Lorec.

      How hard could it be to find the damn fairy?

      And how hard would it be to convince him to take me to the border so that I could rip strips off the stupid King?

      And maybe, just maybe, save his life. Because that prophetic dream had not been good.

      No, it had been frightening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          

      

    

    







            Magic In The Blades

          

          

      

    

    






Goran

        

      

    

    
      The border was unusually quiet, Goran thought. The battalion of Hyrða led by the Herra of the Hár Lords was the only thing making noise out here. The hoofbeats of their horses, the clanking of their chainmail, the odd low voiced command given to a soldier.

      Goran rode beside his King. He was not part of this battalion. His own was still missing. He was here at the behest of his Monarch; a command handed down by Aliath which was met with feigned indifference.

      An indifference that spoke volumes.

      The Herra was not pleased to see the Hyrða who had bedded a Fīfrildi.

      Prejudice was still rife in Dökkálfa.

      Or it could have been merely that Goran’s presence upset the rank and file. He had received his fair share of heated looks from the Hyrða making up the Herra’s battalion since joining the King.

      Goran had to wonder if this had been a mistake. Not just his presence here, but also his King’s.

      But Aliath had been adamant that he should face this Light Fey infiltrator personally. He believed a show of fearless strength was much needed in Dökkálfa.

      Perhaps he was right. He was the King and knew of these things.

      But the stillness that permeated the air on the border between the Dark Fey Land and those of their Lighter cousins troubled Goran.

      He was sure; it also troubled his King.

      “The last known reported sighting was here, your Majesty,” Dagar, the Herra, announced quietly.

      Their voices carried here on an unseen wind. Still, they whispered, when their chainmail sang loudly.

      Goran had a very bad feeling about all of this.

      “Search for further signs of his passing,” Aliath commanded.

      Dagar repeated the order to his fairies, making them separate into four-fairy squads and go about the King’s business.

      Goran felt superfluous sitting on his horse beside the King. His hand fisted around the hilt of his sword, ready for anything.

      The village they had come upon seemed empty. If the infiltrator had passed through here, he had been met with little to no resistance.

      “I was not aware this village had been abandoned,” Goran murmured to the King.

      “Nor I,” he whispered back.

      “There have been some changes along the border, my King,” the Herra said, clearly having heard their quiet murmurings. “When the Ljósálfar were imprisoned, there was not much need of border towns such as this. The threat had been neutralised.”

      “And yet,” the King said softly, “we have a Light Fey sighting.”

      Right here. At a former border town.

      “Yes,” the Herra said. “I shall begin refilling the border towns with trusted fairies.”

      But could the Herra be trusted?

      Goran didn’t know the answer to that. Aliath seemed to trust the fairy, and Aliath would have tested that bond as he had tested his bond with Goran. He decided, he had to trust his King’s judgement, even as the hackles rose on his spine at the quiet stillness of an abandoned village his King had no knowledge of.

      One of the battalion squad leaders approached, then, bowing low to the King. He addressed the Herra though, when he spoke, which was seemly.

      “My Lord, there is evidence someone camped in one of the woodsmen’s huts on the edge of the village,” the Hyrða said. “Perhaps one night, no more. The path leads back across the border to Light Fey Land.”

      Away from Dökkálfa. To make a report?

      “Very well,” The Herra said. “Continue searching; we must be certain of his return to Ljósálfar.”

      Aliath shifted in his saddle.

      Goran knew, then, what he would say next; he was very familiar with the way his friend, his King, thought.

      “We follow the path he has left us,” the King decreed.

      “I do not think it wise to cross the border, your Majesty,” Dagar said.

      “I know what you think, old friend. But this fairy may well be our traitor,” the King countered, then slapped the Herra on the shoulder in a friendly manner and urged his mount forward.

      Dagar shared a concerned look with Goran and then kicked his own horse into motion behind their King.

      Goran took a moment longer to look around the small abandoned village, trying to identify what had him feeling uneasy.

      It wasn’t just his liege’s foolhardy insistence they enter the land of their enemy. It wasn’t even the fact he missed his own battalion at his side and worried for their safety. And, if truth be told, it wasn’t only the stillness on the air that felt oppressive; tangible as if a living, breathing thing.

      It was all of it. The mistrust, the heightened emotions that flavoured the air, the traitor who had almost killed their King. Everything. Goran could not find a single thing that did not worry him and consequently, his own emotions added to the miasma of that around them, distinctly flavouring the air bittersweet.

      He licked his lips, took one last glance around the village and then over his shoulder, and prepared to follow his King even if his King took him into the maw of a beast.

      But before he could urge his mount forward, he sighted an anomaly behind them; dust in the air as a horse — or more likely, more than one horse — raced to catch up to them from the direction of the castle.

      He could no longer see the castle, nor could he identify the horsemen who approached at speed at their backs, but that sense of disquiet that had stolen over him ever since the castle had collapsed on top of the King, intensified until it almost consumed the Hyrða; making him hesitate when action was needed.

      “Aliath!” he finally managed to call, drawing the attention of his King.

      And then out of seemingly nowhere, from the cracks and the dung heaps, from the shadows and into the light, stepped a horde of Light Fey.

      The acrid scent of burnt peaches filled the air and portals rent the space before them — one directly in front of Goran’s King.

      He shouted again, this time to get Aliath to turn his attention back toward the danger and off Goran as it currently was. Aliath sensed something and spun his body around on his mount. The horse reared, kicking the air with its feet, stamping down on the Light Fey who had snuck up on their King.

      “To the King!” Dagar shouted, his own horse rearing and snarling. “Protect the Monarch!”

      The battalion surged inward, but there were too many of the Light Fey to make Aliath’s side in time. Swords clashed, horses squealed, more than one rider fell. And then it was a melee.

      And in the battle that ensued, Goran lost sight of Aliath, having to fight off three Light Fey before they cut him to pieces.

      Where had they come from? They were meant to be imprisoned! How had so many escaped?

      But if one fairy had escaped, Goran supposed, there would be others.

      They’d been stupid; had walked directly into a trap. Taken their King with them. And now Dökkálfa would pay. Isoleth would rise again.

      Not today, Goran thought grimly, and unleashed his Sverð, making it ring.

      Metal clashed on metal, dust whirled around them diminishing their vision to almost nothing. Grunts and cries of pain filled the air.

      “The King! The King!” someone shouted.

      Goran doubled his efforts, but in his panic to put eyes on his King, he misjudged a swing of his blade and unseated himself from his horse in a way most unbecoming a Hyrða of his station.

      He clambered to his feet and met the brunt of a Light Fey’s sword on his gauntleted arm. Sparks flew, and then he thrust the tip of his Sverð through the gut of his enemy.

      Blood splattered over his chainmail, stinging his eyes, coating his tongue. He roared in defiance and slashed down with his blade.

      The metal sang.

      Power filled the air.

      For a moment, he thought it his. Then he thought it the King’s; so distinctly familiar the flavour.

      But no.

      Into the battle stepped a vision unseen for millennia. One of the gods walked among them and smote each Light Fey warrior as she came upon them. A halo of golden Light surrounded her; the god’s wings a white fiery glow at her back; stretching out and above her; daring any to approach.

      Some Ljósálfar did. Perhaps desperately. Perhaps moths drawn to a flame. She cut them down where they stood and stepped over their bodies with clear disdain.

      Through the haze of battle and bloodlust, through the dust and bright Light that tasted of Dökkálfa, the Umskipti who was more a Tívar — a god of old — strode boldly toward the downed King.

      Goran saw him then. His friend. His Monarch. On the ground, arm raised in defence or defiance — he could not say — about to be cut down.

      The goddess who walked among them stepped through the maze of battle-hardened fairies and shot a bolt of Light directly at the heart of the Light Fey who attempted to fell their King.

      A roar of approval shot up from the Hyrða battalion, the sight of such power at their sides urging them on; giving them a second wind to fight when moments before all had seemed lost.

      Goran found his own reserves of power and started to battle again. Slashing and parrying and striking and thrusting. Metal rang, the shouts of the wounded mixed with the shouts of the victors.

      They were winning.

      And then Prince Lorec stepped forward, a bow in his hand, his large frame outlined on a nearby hillside, golden rays falling from an unforgiving sun above to shine a spotlight on the arrow he nocked and aimed directly at their King.

      “No!” Goran shouted.

      He was too far away.

      He couldn’t reach either Lorec or the King.

      He could do nothing.

      So, Goran stood there, an impotent rage boiling within him, as one of their own pulled back on the bowstring, and fired a fiery arrow right at the King.

      “Aliath!” he screamed.

      His friend.

      His King.

      How had it come to this?

      The traitor was one of their own.

      The Umskipti turned toward the sound of Goran’s voice as if she alone could hear the frantic warning in his tone above the sounds of gruesome battle. Her vibrantly green eyes followed the direction of Goran’s frantically pointed finger. A stunned look marred her perfect features, replaced in an instant with rage.

      Rage that matched the Hyrða’s.

      She had brought Prince Lorec here. She’d somehow convinced him to take her to the border, to follow the King. Why? Goran did not know. But she had brought death upon Dökkálfa’s Konungr.

      And the once-human woman knew it.

      “Not today,” Goran saw her lips say. He could not hear her, but he could read her words in Fey.

      She spoke his language.

      She spoke his ardently thought words.

      She turned in one fluid motion, her skirts swirling around her ankles with a dazzling sparkle of Light, and reached for the King.

      Aliath reached up a hand to hers as if it were such a natural thing.

      And in the next instant, as the arrow arced across an unforgiving sky, the Changeling-who-was-more-than-a-Changeling pulled Aliath’s half stumbling form through a portal into Ljósálfar.

      A heartbeat, that’s all it took, and all the portals began winking out of sight, filling the air with the distinctive scent of burnt peaches.

      And through each one, a Light Fey stepped, taking revenge and retribution with them.

      Goran turned around, stunned, and took in the battlefield. Fallen Hyrða. Wounded fairies. The Herra staring bleakly at where the King and the Umskipti had been.

      Goran turned back toward the hillside and where Prince Lorec had last been seen, firing an arrow at their King.

      It was bare.

      Lorec was missing.

      As was the Dökkálfa King.
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      We landed hard, my legs giving out on me. Blood coated my lips, my tongue, the back of my throat. A lung was punctured, making it hard to breathe. Light swirled around us as Kara staggered a few feet and then desperately attempted to get me to stand up, to run, to keep moving.

      “Where are we?” she said, her silver hair flying as she looked first one way and then the other. “They’ll follow us. Quickly!”

      I couldn’t bear my own weight; something was severely broken inside me. I remembered the Sverð slicing through my abdominal muscles. I’d thought the cut not deep; now I wondered if it had spilt my stomach contents.

      I groaned, the world swirled around my head, the images hazy.

      “Aliath! We have to move! Get up!”

      “Can’t,” I mumbled, just wanting to sleep.

      “Are you a freaking Fairy King or not, Mister? Get up! Magic yourself a crutch or something.”

      “It’s only magic, my Lady,” I murmured. “It is not miraculous.”

      “Magic is miraculous, you stupid fairy! Do something!”

      Do something? What did she think I could do? It had been a trap. I’d been betrayed again. And my cousin, Lorec, had played a part in it.

      I rolled over, anger consuming my frame, and spat out a wad of blood. Wiping the back of my hand over my mouth, I took a moment to look at our surroundings.

      “I know this place,” I whispered.

      “I used a Light Fey portal,” Kara said. “It’ll have taken us to Ljósálfar.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head and managing to somehow get to my feet, an arm holding my stomach together. “This is not Ljósálfar. We’re still in Dökkálfa.”

      “Huh,” she said. “The castle must have redirected it. I used the last of what it could give me to get us out of there.”

      “You used the castle’s strength from here?” We were a long way away from Dökkálfa’s power base.

      Kara nodded her head.

      “I think that’s why it had been so quiet,” she said, biting her bottom lip enticingly. “The castle was accumulating what it could to give me when I needed it. It must have known.”

      “Known what?”

      She flicked guarded eyes to my face and then swiftly looked away again.

      “Kara?”

      “You ask questions so freely of me now?” she hedged.

      “You changed the rules; I merely follow your lead, my Lady.”

      She sighed.

      “I had a vision.” Her words were quiet. I could hardly blame her. Her Spákona abilities made her powerful; a power to covet. And they were all hers and not Dökkálfa’s. “The castle must have known somehow; it had been saving its power so I could use it outside its walls.”

      “It helps that its walls have fallen,” I said dryly, trying to make her smile.

      My attempt at humour was not well received, however. She scowled at me.

      I smiled ruefully and turned my attention to our surroundings. “I believe I know where we can rest,” I said, heading out in a direction that seemed familiar to me.

      Kara stepped lightly behind me, her slippered feet not making a sound. She was dressed in heavy travel clothes; a velvet brocade dress and matching fitted jacket in a deep, rich purple. The colour of her clothing had initially been chosen to keep her apart from the Dark Fey who always wore black. But she had come to own the colour.

      This deep, majestic aubergine was all hers now, and although it did set her apart, it also set her above all others.

      The way became more familiar as we progressed, but I was aware that I could not travel swiftly, and my steps made a sound as I passed. It was a shame the castle did not see fit to redirect the portal to itself. A healer right now would have helped.

      I was injured far greater than I had at first assumed. The world spun around me, the trees warping in and out in lightning-quick fashion, my skin pebbled with beads of sweat, my breaths panting.

      A small hand slipped under my arm, and then my weight was eased on the small frame beside me.

      “You’re hurt badly, aren’t you?” she said.

      “I will survive.”

      “How far to the castle?”

      “Too far.”

      “We need shelter.”

      As if her words had conjured the hut I sought, it appeared out of the gloom of my narrowing vision. A small woodsman’s hut, distant from any serviceable village. A waypoint for those who entered the thickest parts of our forest.

      “That’s handy,” Kara muttered, helping me toward the porch.

      I would not have made the final distance if not for her strength and determination to aid me. Why she did so was clear, for she would not have chosen to help one of those so like the fairy who had made her. But Kara sought asylum in Dökkálfa, and without me there, she would have no protection.

      Of course, there was also the fact that the castle had chosen her as our Champion.

      My Champion.

      For a brief moment, I wished it hadn’t. She might still have helped me, and if she had, I could have known if I meant more than just safety to the woman who was my mate.

      But throughout my turbulent thoughts bloomed the spectre of a warning.

      Isoleth had made Kara what she is, and Kara was my fated mate. Had Isoleth also made her that to trap me?

      I could not trust the woman at my side, and yet I allowed her to help me inside the hut, then settle me on the frozen rugs to watch while she made a fire in the stone hearth.

      And once the hut had begun to warm, I allowed her to inspect my injuries.

      I had no defence, save the fact that I could deny her nothing. I could not trust her, but I would have her. It was inevitable.

      “Son of a gun,” she muttered in her own language. It was only then that I realised she’d been speaking mine. “This is gonna hurt. And, it must be said, I haven’t done this before, so anything could happen.”

      “Done what?” I asked and then golden Light shot out of her hand, directly above my stomach wound, stealing all words of protest and making me clench my jaw for fear of screaming like a baby.

      When I could see again, I looked down and observed the seamless flesh of my torso. Kara sat beside me on my makeshift bed, sponging the blood off unblemished skin.

      “Well, that worked,” I said, idiotically.

      “It wasn’t Dökkálfa.”

      I stared at her face, but her eyes were all for her ministrations. I would have liked to think she was pleased with what she saw. I did workout and being Fey; I could glamour myself to appear like a god. But this was all me, and I was quite proud of the fact that the ladies enjoyed the sight of my body.

      And then her words coalesced into something resembling sense inside my wayward mind, and I blinked.

      “The healing power was drawn from Ljósálfar?” I checked.

      She nodded, still not meeting my eyes.

      “You were made there,” I offered. “It makes sense.”

      “It came to me as if I only had to ask.”

      Too easily when we were in Dökkálfa.

      There was much we did not understand about Kara. Much I did not trust. Not her fault, of course, but it did not change the fact that Isoleth had made her what she was.

      A being that could call on the power of both Light and Dark no matter her location.

      I wondered if Isoleth had any idea of what a power she had created. A power who despised my aunt.

      I reached up and touched her shoulder, dared to cup her cheek in my palm. Her eyes darted to me and held my steady gaze.

      “Thank you,” I said, knowing the debt I created between us by simple voicing those words.

      “You’re welcome,” she said, smiling softly.

      She was stunning. And I did not mean that in the way her skin shone from within like a welcoming blaze. Nor did I mean her wings of white fire that everyone but she seemed to notice. Nor was I referring to her power, which was a power like none I had seen in my very long life.

      This woman, this mere slip of a girl, really, was stunning from the inside out. Such courage which called. Such fearless honesty which spoke to a long thought dead part of me. Such loyalty and morality and determination to do what was right; everything that had long been lost to the Dökkálfa. To Ljósálfar, also.

      She was more Fey than human, and yet she was more Fey than the Fey were.

      We had not always been what we are.

      Once, we had been lovers and poets and philosophers.

      Now, we were warriors and politicians and aristocratic monstrosities that believed it their right to rule all others.

      It was not an Álfheimr I had thought to inherit.

      But it was one I had been bred for.

      I realised my hand still cupped her cheek and that she had not moved from my touch.

      Something heated stirred inside me, something I had thought I’d felt before with many females in the past. Something I realised now had only been a shadow of this moment; this sensation; this desire that burned.

      She licked her lips.

      My body stirred.

      I rose slightly, making the muscles in my abdomen bunch. Her eyes darted down, and her pupils dilated.

      Yes, I thought smugly, I still had it.

      My hand slipped to her nape, and I pulled her toward me slowly. She came like a lamb to the slaughter. My prey was caught.

      We cannot help but think along those lines; we are Dökkálfa. Hunters.

      And even as I knew she could blast me through the thin walls of the hut and into the next century, I revelled in the belief that I had caught her.

      That I had caught my mate.

      Today, I would make her mine.

      The war was forgotten. The betrayals and assassination attempts wiped from my mind. The wakening in Ljósálfar that threatened our very existence no longer registered at all.

      Just this woman. This creature. This wonderful creation who spoke to me in ways I had never believed possible.

      Who had been fated for me from before the dawn of time.

      And even if my fear that Isoleth played a dangerous game was still stirring within the depths of my mind, it was not my head that was currently thinking.

      My cock strained against my trousers; my pulse quickened at her scent of arousal; my body thrummed for the release that would surely come.

      But first, I would make her sing her own beautiful song.

      First, I would make my mate climax in a way that wiped all other males from her past.

      She was mine.
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      I knew it was probably the worst thing we could do. Besides the fact that he’d almost been dying a few minutes ago. That he’d passed out completely from my not so tender mercies. That I’d had to put some of his stomach contents back inside his stomach cavity before I finished blasting him with borrowed Ljósálfar Light.

      That should have been a cold bucket of water over my head, but it wasn’t my head doing the talking.

      His touch felt like fire; so heated and welcoming when everything outside of this little hut was as cold as ice. His body was begging for my fingers to trace his muscles; the dips and curves, the ridges and velvet over steel of his flesh. His lips tasted like ambrosia when they met mine.

      And when I opened my mouth and welcomed him in, the flavour was out of this world stunning; addictive in a way I had never thought possible. Never dreamed a man could make me feel.

      I wanted more. I needed more. I would have more.

      I stroked a hand over his shoulder and down his pec. His nipples were hard, but not nearly as hard as mine. His palm cupped my breast and squeezed possessively. But I still had on more layers than he did.

      I pulled back and began to strip my jacket off. His eyes were hooded, a sexy look that suited the King of the Dark Fairies.

      And holy smokes, I was going to do this. I was going to get naked with the most powerful fairy in Álfheimr. A fairy who could have any female he wanted. Who’d had many.

      “Stay with me, minn elska,” he said. My love, it meant. I wanted to think about those words in a detached manner; to tell myself he’d said them to every girl who fell into his bed.

      But I couldn’t think of anything but him when he looked at me with such naked hunger.

      The jacket came off. The dress soon followed. He made quick work of my chemise, and then it was bare skin on bare skin, the King still wearing his trousers, which somehow made it easier to breathe.

      Maybe he knew that, and that’s why he didn’t rush to remove them. I could feel his erection through the fine material quite plainly, and I was sure it was hurting him to deny himself that ultimate connection between us. But he took his time.

      He gave me time to adjust to this.

      He savoured my lips, my jaw, my neck, my clavicle, the dip between my breasts. A nipple slipped between his lips, and his eyes darted up to mine to gauge my response.

      There was magic in his touch — magic in his kiss. There was magic in the air, and it wasn’t entirely that of two bodies meeting in the throes of passion; that thought was fleeting when he touched me again.

      He suckled and kneaded and then slipped his hand lower, finding sweet spots I had thought never to have awakened again. My fingers danced, and my nails sank in, and my teeth scraped over sensitive skin, making his body thrum and his moans fill the air all around us.

      A long finger dipped in. A nipple was tweaked. My hand pressed against his erection. We both moaned in delight and then things heated up some more, and we were panting, and feverishly stroking, and sucking and licking and tasting a purely divine flavour.

      At some stage, I noted the golden glow around us, but I was immediately distracted by Aliath’s missing trousers and his enormous cock as it stood proudly between us.

      And then my lips trailed down, down, down, and his fingers threaded through my hair, and I tasted him — the true essence of him — and I was gone.

      His body arched, my lips spread wide, he thrust up into my mouth, and I thought I might die from the need, the desire, the want — God, how I wanted him inside my body.

      And then his fingers danced over the pointed curve of my ear, and I came so hard I saw stars and angels; a whole heavenly choir of them singing Hallelujah.

      His throaty chuckle was enough for me to want payback, which wasn’t hard, considering his cock was still in my mouth and his balls were in my hand.

      I made him sing.

      He returned the favour; silver-headed hair deep between my thighs, tongue licking and lips kissing, and teeth gently nibbling.

      Sweat beaded our bodies and made them slick as they rubbed against each other. I panted for breath, saw stars more than once, made the King a quivering mess beneath me.

      And then he flipped me over, pulled me to my knees, and pressed his body down my spine, his tongue licking the point of my ear and driving me crazy.

      “I will make you mine now, minn elska,” he said.

      I almost said, “Yes, please!” But I did have some control left.

      And yet, when he entered me, sank himself to the base of his cock, heavy balls slapping against me, I lost all semblance of control.

      And so did he.

      He thrust and rocked, and I bent back and met each invasion eagerly — hungrily — and as the hut disappeared and our shouts of release reached a crescendo, the world changed around us.

      For a moment, I was lost to the sensations, to the bliss he created; we created together. And then I was lying out beside him, his arm curved protectively around my body, his larger frame giving off heat enough to set the entire building on fire.

      “Again,” he murmured against my ear. “But this time, I will see my mate as she climaxes.”

      Mate? What?

      But I couldn’t speak as he entered me again, face to face, this time softly, gently, as if I were the most precious thing in his world right then. And maybe I was. He was certainly mine.

      Whatever this magic, it was sublime and addictive, and neither one of us could stop it from happening.

      I’d fought so hard and for so long to be strong. To meet each hurdle standing on my own two feet. To face my demons and destiny with dignity.

      But in one afternoon, in a neglected woodsman’s hut on the edge of Dökkálfa land, all of that was forgotten.

      I gave myself completely to the man before me.

      And he gave himself completely to me.

      When we came this time, it was no less spectacular. Despite his gentle touch and slow thrusts that brought us evermore inexorably toward that blissful oblivion. Our eyes were locked on each other as we both tipped over the edge of the abyss in tandem, and Light swelled around us in a way I had never seen the Fey magic do before.

      But maybe it did that in private moments. How was I to know? I was new to all this and feeling my way through the treacherous pathways blindly.

      Yet, I had not fallen into the King’s bed blinkered. I had known what sleeping with this man would do.

      How powerful it would be. How monumental doing so would seem. How my life would change, and maybe not for the better.

      But I could not deny this, deny him, deny me.

      “If this is magic,” I told him as we lay sated in each other’s arms sometime later, having stopped briefly to catch our breaths, “then I can dig it.”

      “Dig it?” he asked, kissing my shoulder.

      “It’s the kind of magic I’ll take.”

      “Magic of the heart,” he murmured.

      “Look at you; the romantic.”

      “Elska, my heart is yours.”

      I said nothing.

      “You do not believe me?”

      “You’re the King.” How many had he said that to before?

      “And we are mated.”

      There he went with the ‘M’ word again.

      I guessed I was no longer courting Lorec as he’d turned out to be the traitor. That kind of put a chink in the accord. Or, at least, I thought so.

      But sleeping with another fairy did not mean I was automatically mated to him, so the King could get down off that soapbox immediately.

      “We’re not mated, Aliath,” I said. “This is just sex.”

      He lifted my hand up and kissed the centre of my palm softly. Light danced where his lips touched.

      “Have you felt anything like this before?” he asked.

      I hadn’t. But he was a fairy, a King, and this realm was full of magic, so I was putting it down to that.

      I shrugged. “It was alright.”

      “Alright?” he demanded in all his majestic self-righteousness. He sat up, leaning over me, letting me take my fill of that beautifully sculpted body.

      God, he was a vision in the dim light of the fire.

      He’d be an even better one in the lights of the castle, I bet.

      Maybe on that bed, he’d had countless other females on before me.

      I scowled up at him.

      He smiled down at me.

      “It was better than alright,” he declared. “You lie, minn elska.”

      “Dökkálfa can’t lie,” I said primly, crossing my arms over my chest and making my breasts plump up nicely.

      A girl had to use her assets to their best advantage.

      Aliath stroked a finger across the mounds, his vivid green eyes gleaming.

      “I thought we had established that you are more than just Dökkálfa,” he murmured, and then lowered his lips to the curve of my breast and began to kiss me.

      I fought the sensations for as long as I could, but this was Aliath, the sexiest male I had ever laid eyes on, and he was old and knew his way around a female’s body.

      Our pasts didn’t matter; I decided on a blissed-out breath of air. I wasn’t one to live in the past or be dictated by it. Sure, I wanted to get that bitch queen and get her good one day. But despite what she had done to me, I also knew the only way forward was to embrace it.

      That’s why I’d embraced being Dökkálfa’s Champion — being the King’s Champion. That’s why I had learned their language and strived to be a part of their society — even when their society chose to shun me, whip me, hurt me.

      I’d never been a fatalist. I’d always been an optimist.

      So, this was my life. I was no longer human. I was Fey in a way they didn’t quite understand. Not Dökkálfa. Not Ljósálfar. Something…more. Different.

      And right now, the King of the Dark Fairies wanted to make me squirm in delight, so who was I to stop him?

      We came together again as if it were the first time and we were desperate. We rose together; panting, sweating, moaning, writhing, keening. We exploded apart in sparkling white lights that dazzled and felt as if they came from within us.

      I had never felt anything like this before in my life.

      “You feel it,” Aliath said, placing a hot palm above my heart. “The magic.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, smiling slyly when he arched a brow. “You make good magic, baby.”

      “Baby?”

      I laughed.

      He smiled.

      God, he was beautiful.

      And then the walls of the hut disappeared, and the warmth of the hearth fire evaporated, and a cold, icy wind blew through the forest making me shiver.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, sitting up and drawing a blanket to my naked body.

      Aliath stood unhindered by such modesty, glorious in his nakedness.

      “This is not Dökkálfa,” he murmured.

      I stood up off the rugs, knowing I needed to be standing to face this; whatever this was. I stood beside the King of the Dark Fey wrapped in an old blanket, sex coating my skin, sweat drying on my body, and stared out into the forest that now surrounded us.

      It felt heavy. Too silent. Waiting.

      “Shit,” I said, feeling a familiar pull I hadn’t felt for far too long. “She’s here.”

      The Bitch Queen was out there, in that forest.

      “This was the trap,” I muttered.

      I’d brought him here. I’d taken him from that battlefield that had felt like the trap when this was the trap she had laid for us.

      My prophetic vision had been of Aliath’s death. His death in a multitude of different ways. One of which was on that battlefield.

      But one of which had also been in the dungeon of the Ljósálfar castle.

      I’d thought that scene would have eventuated if they’d caught him on the battlefield. But now I realised it would happen because I’d brought Aliath here.

      To the Light Fey Queen herself.

      How had she escaped?

      “She has escaped,” Aliath said plainly, his thoughts aligned with mine right then. No fear in his tone, though. No surprise. No regret.

      I turned slowly, feeling the gaze of many fairies from all directions. The hut was gone as if it never existed. The only thing left was the blanket I clutched to my chest, providing a modicum of modesty.

      But who needed that now?

      They’d watched it all.

      Seen it all.

      Revelled in the sensual display we’d created; the raw emotional and physical connection we’d shared.

      I felt sick to my stomach.

      I turned back around and stood shoulder to shoulder with the Dark Fey King and watched as Queen Isoleth of Ljósálfar suddenly appeared out of freaking nowhere.

      “You found your mate, nephew,” she said, golden hair shining, vivid green eyes sparkling with undisguised humour, beauty unparalleled in this realm or any other.

      Aliath’s hand slipped into mine in a rare show of weakness, and the Light Fey Queen cackled with mirth.

      Her laughter became tendrils of Light that wrapped around us, and no matter how hard we fought, we were in Ljósálfar; the Queen’s land. And not ours. She was stronger.

      It hadn’t been my ability to call on Ljósálfar to heal Aliath; she’d done it; allowed it; directed it.

      Here, I was powerless.

      Here, Aliath was, too.

      Because when I glanced at him, I saw his injuries weren’t as healed as I’d thought; as we’d thought. That it had been a mirage and the Queen had made us believe what she wanted us to.

      I’d done this. I’d brought us both here.

      I turned back to the Queen and narrowed my eyes.

      OK, bitch. Let’s do this. 

      If courage could have given me wings, I would have been flying.

      Beside me, Aliath jerked. And then sighed. And then glowed brightly.

      “Yes,” he said, his voice rolling out all around us. “I have found my mate.”

      It was almost as if he were thanking her.

      Stupid, sexy fairy.

      Didn’t he know, we were fucked?

      And not in the good way, either.

      As my old mate, Georgia would say; this sucked.
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      Isoleth, Queen of the Light Fey, paced before us; her audience fascinated with her beauty or her power or her evilness; I wasn’t entirely sure. But every single Ljósálfar fairy around us had eyes only for their Queen and no other.

      Not even the injured Dökkálfa King and his Skilja pet-human before them.

      My eyes flicked around the small clearing we were in, seeking a weapon, a way of escape. Once the clearing had housed a woodsman’s hut. Now, it was little more than dirt and dried leaves in a natural opening in the thick Ljósálfar forest.

      There was nothing here to help us.

      We’d thought ourselves still on Dökkálfa land. But the Bitch Queen had fooled us. Had fooled even Aliath, King of the Dark Fairies.

      I glanced at my companion now, noting the sweat that marred his perfect porcelain skin. He was pale; more pale than usual. His eyes shone a vivid green, but they lacked the compelling pull of his natural power.

      Here, in Ljósálfar, injured as he was at Isoleth’s hand, Aliath was powerless and becoming more so with every laboured breath.

      The trap had been masterful and also so obvious that it astounded. The Light Fey were the tricksters of the fairy world. The Dark Fey were the rule followers. Dark Fey never lied. They stuck to their castes and woe betide anyone who strove to improve their station. Change was anathema to them.

      The Light Fey, however, loved games and puzzles and continuously sought out ways to entertain themselves. 

      The hut had been a mirage we’d walked into willingly. Aliath had been injured, we’d been on the run, and it had appeared out of the ether like salvation to the starved when we should have known it was our doom instead.

      Isoleth had caught us, and we’d done nothing to prevent our imprisonment.

      “Dear Aunt,” Aliath said, his voice strong and carrying. To hear him, you would not know he was so near death. “You have escaped your shackles.”

      Not a question. Even to the Ljósálfar, a question incurred debt.

      “Your chains were never strong enough to hold me, Nephew,” Isoleth said.

      “They should have been,” Aliath countered; fishing for information at a guess.

      Isoleth laughed. It sounded unhinged and yet it chimed like a thousand bells and I found myself wanting to sway to its music. I didn’t. I was less human than the last time Isoleth had made me dance.

      She cocked her head to the side and studied me, eyes narrowed.

      “The changes continue,” she said.

      “You have no idea,” I growled back.

      The Queen swiped her hand through the air, and suddenly I couldn’t open my mouth. I made a few embarrassing sounds, my lips mashed together unnaturally, my eyes as big as saucers.

      Aliath flicked a glance toward me; concern etched in his green-eyed gaze.

      It was enough to force me into action. Or inaction, it depended on how you looked at it. But I got myself under control again before Aliath lost his control on my behalf.

      I stopped struggling, cut off the victim-like sounds, and turned around to find my clothes, offering the Queen my back.

      It was a bold move and a dangerous one. But Aliath took the cue I gave him and grabbed the Queen’s attention the only way he could.

      “It would be interesting to note how you achieved such a feat,” he said. “So I can remedy the shortfall immediately. I can’t have you returned to your prison if the prison is no longer intact.”

      “You do so amuse, Nephew.” Isoleth glanced around at her audience and tapped a long red-lacquered fingernail against her ruby lips. “Well,” she said at long last. “This has been enlightening, and I must say, somewhat intriguing.” She smirked at me. “I will treasure the sounds you make when a fairy of worth ruts you, human. I shall be sure to have more fairies do the same at some stage.”

      Aliath took a step forward, a snarl forming on his lips.

      “Oh, yes. I know,” the Queen said, dismissively. “She is your mate.”

      Even the Bitch Queen thought we were mates. I was beginning to get a little angsty about that. Aliath wasn’t all bad. He sure as heck was good in the sack. But to mate in Álfheimr was to mate for life. And I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that.

      “A rather convenient complication,” Isoleth said. “Funny how things like that keep happening.”

      “You have toyed with something that should not be touched, Aunt,” Aliath said in a low growl.

      “And it has amused me greatly to do so, Nephew. When she next screams her release for the world to savour, it will be with one of mine deep between her creamy thighs and you watching helplessly from the sidelines unable to stop it.”

      Aliath let out an impressive snarl that sent goosebumps running down my arms. Had I not known how tender he could be, I would have been frightened at that sound. As it was, Isoleth’s guards all lowered their spears and pointed them at the Dark Fey King. They shifted with obvious aggression but also with a hint of fear.

      I could taste it. I wanted to lick my lips, but the Bitch Queen had sealed them.

      “Never!” Aliath growled.

      “I have someone in mind already,” Isoleth said, uncaring of Aliath’s anger. “Step forward, Taliq.”

      A huge warrior stepped out of the shadows; half-fairy/half-monster. He had golden hair and pointed ears, so I picked him for Light Fey Royalty. But he also had curved talons as fingers and legs that bent backwards like a horse. And speaking of horses, his manhood — fairyhood? — was about as big as a horse’s, too.

      And completely uncovered.

      He wore a loose tunic and no trousers, his thick thighs and jutting cock on display for maximum effect. It wept with excitement, his eyes drilling holes into me, his lips wet from where he’d licked them hungrily.

      My body shuddered before I could stop the show of emotion. Aliath bristled, no doubt tasting my fear, now, on the air. I struggled to get myself under control again, but the fairy-monster — Taliq — started to stroke himself off to my horror.

      My lips came unstuck in the next breath, probably because Isoleth wanted to hear me scream. I mashed them together and shook my head, my pulse racing.

      “I had hoped to save the performance for my Court to see,” she said wistfully. “But perhaps a demonstration of what Taliq is capable of would help you, Nephew, to better behave as royalty should.”

      Aliath stepped in front of me as if his mere presence could save me from the Queen’s dreadful fate.

      And that was enough of that.

      Aliath was the Dark Fey King. He was powerful — when not near death and in Ljósálfar land — and he was fearsome when he needed to be.

      This Aliath was none of those things, and it was because of me.

      He needed to get a grip, and the Bitch Queen needed a slap in the face.

      I couldn’t reach Dökkálfa; it was cut off to me. But I had my own well of power; I didn’t always need to draw on the castle. Sure, it helped. The castle was Dökkálfa, and it was powerful — when not battling explosions and things. But I could put on a show, create a distraction.

      I cupped my hand. Light pooled on my palm and tickled my fingers. And suddenly, the fairies surrounding us became enchanted with me.

      “Get ready,” I said softly so only Aliath could hear.

      I saw him out of the corner of my eye bend down and pick up his trousers. He donned them quickly and then slipped his feet into his boots.

      It was all the time I could give him.

      I drew as much of my Light to me as I dared and then unleashed it, making it spread out around us in a dazzling display of Fey magic; trapping every single fairy before me bar one.

      Aliath had already danced in my Light, and although it dazzled him too, it wasn’t catnip to him like it was to Light Fairies.

      Even Isoleth was momentarily stunned by its power.

      Light Fey hunger for Light. It’s just what they do.

      Isoleth had made a mistake making me what I was.

      And I was determined to make her pay for it, too.

      I grabbed Aliath’s hand and spun us around and then started running. It wasn’t hard for me; I was panicked and scared and wanted as much distance between Taliq and me as well as the Bitch Queen.

      But for Aliath, it was a struggle. He stumbled and panted for breath and made sounds that should not have come from a fairy of his standing. He was injured and weak and without his powers. I didn’t think it was all down to his near-death status; Isoleth had done something to him as soon as she’d appeared in the clearing.

      I thought, perhaps, the Light Fey Queen still feared her young nephew. So, she had taken steps to ensure he couldn’t surprise her.

      But she hadn’t counted on me.

      The trees thickened around us, and any light from the Álfheimr sun disappeared. Before long, we were running through almost pitch blackness. I still had some Light left, but illuminating our path would also highlight us, making it easier for Isoelth’s guards to find us.

      Sounds disappeared, until it was just Aliath’s laboured breathing, the odd grunt of pain that slipped out, and our footfalls as they stumbled over unseen roots beneath us.

      For a blissful moment, I thought we had lost them. That my Light had bamboozled them so much that they hadn’t seen which way we went and the thick Ljósálfar forest had soon swallowed us up and covered our tracks.

      And then a howl rent the air.

      We stilled. The howl so primeval, so terrifying.

      “Åsgårdsreien,” Aliath said.

      “What’s this now?” I asked.

      “She has set the Wild Hunt on us. Odin’s Hunt.” Aliath closed his eyes and shook his head. “She let us escape, minn elska.”

      I stared at him for a fraction too long.

      “Son of a gun,” I finally said. “I should have known it was too easy.”

      “Nothing is easy in Álfheimr, Kara,” Aliath said.

      He’d got that right. Everything had been one battle after another since I arrived here. Against my will, I might add.

      I let out a frustrated breath of air and then looked at Aliath again. He was holding an arm across his stomach as if that would hold it all together.

      I hadn’t healed him in the hut-that-was-not-there. Which meant we’d had several rounds of robust sex while he was near death. He had to be worse off now than he had been then.

      Damn Isoleth. Damn her to hell.

      I could hear the dogs or whatever monsters the Wild Hunt consisted off in the distance; closing in on us. We didn’t have much time. They’d caught our scent.

      Which meant, using my Light now wouldn’t make a blind bit of difference.

      I lifted my palm and placed it over Aliath’s stomach, using my free hand to shift his arm out of the way.

      “Save your Light,” he said.

      “Won’t help us if you can’t outrun those things.”

      “It is the Wild Hunt, minn elska. There is no outrunning it.”

      “Not on my watch,” I said and blasted him with what was left of my Light.
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      Kara staggered as the last of her Light left her and entered me. Such beauty, such strength, such courage. I took what she offered, even as I knew it was a mistake that could ultimately mean her death.

      It was selfish of me, but feeding when so near death was impossible to deny. Survival had been bred into me.

      But I would offer myself up to the gods willingly to defend Kara from Odin’s Haugbúi. How Isoleth was misusing her mate’s ghosts in such a fashion was beyond me. The Old King would slice off her head for such a despicable thing.

      But that life was over. It was in the past. Odin was in Fólkvangr now — cut off from Ljósálfar — and his Åsgårdsreien — his Wild Hunt — was hunting us.

      I took in the first deep breath I had been able to take in far too long and reached for Kara. She was on her knees beside me, face pale, sweat coating her brow, silver hair hanging limply.

      Even now, so exhausted, so depleted of magic, she was stunning.

      “Come, minn elska,” I said. “Now, we run.”

      She stumbled as her legs gave out, and in one swift motion, I swept her up into my arms — my recently and perhaps not wholly healed stomach protesting — and started running.

      “I can walk,” she said, voice slurred.

      Darling girl. Such courage. I fed freely.

      I hated myself. I was a King. I should have had more self-control.

      But as Kara’s courage entered me, entwining itself around her Light, I felt stronger than I had felt since being trapped in Ljósálfar.

      The trees blurred as I ran past them. The small forest-dwelling creatures skittered out of my way. Wind blew my hair back as I cradled the most precious thing to have entered my life against my chest.

      Isoleth could not have her. Kara may well have been the Light Fey Queen’s creation, but she was not hers to keep.

      She was mine.

      I had suspected that Kara had been Isoleth’s attempt to trap me. My fated mate a non-fairy. It was laughable if it wasn’t so damn real. I held my fated mate in my arms, and I ran from Odin’s Wild Hunt in Ljósálfar while the Mad Queen chased me.

      I wanted to throw my head back and laugh.

      Tree branches scratched at my face. Sweat ran in rivulets down my spine. Kara’s hand pressed to my chest, above my heart, and I felt like I could fly.

       My fingers ran over Kara’s shoulders where gossamer wings emerged to lay flat against her spine. She did not know how beautiful she was.

      Magnificent. A blessing from the old gods.

      Isoleth would not get her. I would die defending my mate.

      Defending Kara.

      I’m not sure how long we ran and how close the Haugbúi came, but I felt ghost-breath down my neck on several occasions.

      Once, I heard Isoleth laugh. A sound so free and happy. She had no right to feel such.

      How had she escaped?

      Had Lorec truly done this? Betrayed me by freeing Dökkálfa’s enemy?

      I couldn’t think about that now; the Haugbúi were closing. Their howls echoed on the still forest air. Their yips of excitement at a hunt gone well sounded out our death knell. More than once, I could have sworn I saw their ghostly shadows running parallel to us.

      There was nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide. And halting and facing our death was not an option. They would rend my mate, limb from limb. I could not accept that.

      Isoleth would not have her Court party.

      Taliq — that poor wretched soul — would not get his promised dessert.

      So I ran. And the tree branches scratched at us. And the howls of Odin’s ghosts hunted us. And Isoleth’s laughter chased us into oblivion.

      The ground was uneven, the darkness so complete. I careened into more than one tree and bounced off several others. My body ached. My recently somewhat healed stomach felt like it was coming apart again. Kara had fallen into a deep sleep that could only be classed as unconscious.

      Outrunning the Åsgårdsreien was an impossible feat.

      I knew this.

      Isoleth knew this.

      And yet, I would not yield.

      And then a clearing appeared out of nowhere, and my momentum took us over its threshold. I felt the wards go up at my back. I felt the spell encase us. I turned, stumbled, fell against the wards’ wall. 

      And could not push back through it.

      Breaths coming in incomplete gasps, my body shaking with the adrenaline suffusing it, I stared through a glass-walled prison into the forest’s shadows and watched as the Wild Hunt surrounded us.

      Even if I could have stepped back through the strange — and it must be said, timely — ward, it would kill us.

      They would kill us.

      The ghosts howled.

      The Queen was silent.

      There were no Light Fey amongst the Haugbúi. Not even Isoleth was that wasteful with her guard.

      Odin’s ghosts howled their fury at being denied their prey. They smashed their ghostly bodies against the ward; somehow, it held against the power of the Forgotten King.

      My breath slowed. My pulse, along with it. Kara stirred in my arms.

      “Are we safe?” she asked.

      “No,” I said, turning my back on the Wild Hunt and staring at a small cottage that sat invitingly in the clearing. “We are not safe,” I told my love and my heart.

      I lowered Kara to her feet, and she only swayed slightly. Colour had returned to her cheeks; her eyes shone brightly.

      “Another mirage?” she asked.

      “No, it is real,” I said, narrowing my eyes at the smoke that wafted out of a crooked chimney.

      “A trap, then,” Kara guessed.

      “A spider’s web, yes,” I told her.

      “Isoleth’s doing?”

      “Not entirely, although he exists at her pleasure only.”

      “Who?” Kara asked, just as a small, gnarled figure shuffled through the now open door of the cottage.

      “Greetings,” the fairy said in Fey.

      “I shall not greet such a one,” I replied steadily.

      “You trespass, King,” he told me.

      “A mistake I would remedy if the Wild Hunt were not upon us.”

      “Your misfortune is my luck, then,” the old fairy said, chuckling.

      “So it would seem,” I agreed.

      “Come, come,” he said, waving us forward. “The hearth is warm, the pot is boiling, and your lady friend is shivering.”

      I glanced down at Kara as the Light Fey entered his lair. The Haugbúi howled their despair behind us. Isoleth screamed in frustration.

      She had not planned this.

      Kara was shivering.

      It was suddenly freezing in the clearing.

      “This fairy,” I told her, “has old magic. Powerful magic I cannot battle here.” I indicated the clearing, the ward that surrounded us. “This is his land as much as it is Isoleth’s. He is ancient, Kara, and we have entered his domain of our own free will, creating an imbalance in our positions. Not all is fought with might in Álfheimr.”

      “Just say it plainly, your Majesty,” Kara scolded me.

       I smiled. Even when faced with such an unwinnable decision, my mate could make me happy, could make me feel blessed.

      “We could negotiate our leave,” I said, “but it would cost us dearly, and Odin’s Åsgårdsreien awaits.”

      “Option number two?”

      “We enter his cottage and charm him enough so he will not eat our flesh and boil our bones for his supper.”

      She stared at me in amused alarm, unsure, I thought, if I was teasing.

      “He is Huldufólk; of the Hidden Fey,” I told her. “They long ago shunned our society and combined their power to keep themselves concealed from everyday fairies. And from the Courts. He is thought to be the last of their kind. All their powers condensed into one being.”

      “Well, crap,” Kara said and glanced over her shoulder at the Wild Hunt. A ghost threw itself against the invisible ward and rebounded off it in lightning-quick fashion, landing in a crumpled heap. Other Haugbúi fell upon it to feast.

      “That’s disturbing,” Kara muttered, turning her back to the morbid scene. “I think we take our chances with the creepy old fairy.”

      “I agree.” But neither of us moved.

      The clearing became frigid; an inviting smell wafted out of the cottage, smoke whirled above the chimney, reminding us of the warmth that could be found within the crooked walls.

      Our breaths misted before our lips, icicles frosted our eyelids.

      “I am sorry,” I said, not looking at Kara directly.

      “For what? Your crazy-arse relatives?”

      “That you are here in Álfheimr because of me.”

      “Hey, don’t go getting all morose on me, Fairy King. Isoleth had a beef with my BFF, and that’s why I’m here. Her messing with me to get to you was just a bonus.”

      “Georgia is only involved in this because of me,” I said.

      She turned to face me, a fire in her green eyes that spoke to me. A finger was thrust against my chest, and it took all of my strength not to grasp it, hold it, never let her leave me.

      “Let me tell you something about Georgia Deverell,” she said, voice firm and eyes steely. “She’s a trouble magnet. I love her dearly and would do anything for her, but jeez, that girl can draw trouble to her like nobody’s business. So, your paths crossed. So, you decided to use her as your little hound dog. I get it. You’re a fairy. But don’t think for a minute that Georgia wouldn’t have found herself in someone else’s clutches eventually. The moment she became a Nothus, all bets were off. I’m just glad you found her first, and it wasn’t the shapeshifters. Those pricks can be nasty.”

      I stared at her, dumbfounded.

      Then said, “And the Fey are not…nasty?”

      She smirked at me. “You’ve got your plus points.”

      How had this woman been chosen for me? How had she come to me when I most needed her? How had I been blessed with this woman of all women?

      How lucky it was to be me.

      Isoleth had made a mistake. One of many the Mad Queen had made since imprisoning her mate. But this mistake would finally kill her.

      I was no Spákonar. I could not foresee the future as Kara could. But in this, I was certain.

      Kara would bring about Isoleth’s downfall.

      But first, we had to survive this.

      I rubbed my hands together, frostbite beginning in the tips of my fingers. Kara had stopped shivering. Not a good sign.

      The Haugbúi howled behind us. Isoleth had gone silent, seething in her impotent rage.

      “Come, minn elska,” I said, gripping her smaller hand in mine. 

      We started toward the hut.

      Every step felt heavy. Every foot gained felt like we were one step closer to the gallows. The cottage creaked. A bird cawed in the trees. The ghosts howled all around us.

      We stepped over the threshold into the Huldufólk’s home.

      The door slammed shut behind us.

      “Welcome, friends. Welcome,” the wisened old fairy said.

      A feast was laid out for us on a wooden table. Roasted fowl and steamed vegetables covered in a sauce that smelled like Fólkvangr. Mead and wine and ale. Cakes and sweetmeats and fat fruit begging to be bitten into.

      Kara stepped toward the table without thought for her surroundings, already trapped by the Huldufólk’s enchantment.

      “Eat! Eat!” he said. “You are safe.”

      Dark Fey cannot lie.

      Light Fey are tricksters and lie for a living.

      Kara bit into an apple, juice running down her chin. She laughed.

      I stepped forward, battling the enchantment, but losing quickly.

      He used Kara against me. Her delight. Her happiness. The taste of the juice as I kissed it off her chin — the feel of her body beneath my hands.

      We ate. We drank. We danced. We sang. We made love before the roaring fire.

      And when we awoke, we were curled up in cages, hanging from the rafters.

      The table was gone. The food and wine and desserts all taken away. The cottage bare and dark and freezing.

      There was no fire in the hearth to warm us.

      No clothes on our bodies to keep the chill away.

      Just two cages, swinging from the rafters.

      I looked across the space between us — just enough space that we could not touch fingers even if we reached for the other with all our might — and met Kara’s grass-green eyes; so beguiling.

      “It begins,” I said softly.

      “At least we’re together,” she quipped, and I laughed.
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      The castle was in disarray. It was to be expected, Goran thought. What power had destroyed the walls had been magnificent in its destruction.

      The rubble-strewn ground rumbled beneath the Hyrða’s feet, but Goran did not know what Dökkálfa was thinking. Today, that was the purview of the King, and it must be said, his Skilja female.

      If they were here to listen.

      Not all Hyrða could  understand the subtleties the castle walls grumbled; oft times, Goran could. But not today.

      Dökkálfa could be contrary.

      Goran stepped over fallen bricks, the dust of ancient mortar rising around his leather boots. He glanced down and noted the blood splatters; a reminder of the lives lost to the traitor.

      He had returned to Dökkálfa’s castle in search of Prince Lorec. The traitorous fairy had vanished from the battlefield as swiftly as he had arrived. In his wake had been pandemonium. Despite the sudden absence of the Ljósálfar.

      The Herra had forged ahead into Light Fey land in the hopes of locating the King and the Umskipti. Goran had almost accompanied him, but the Hár Lord was furious at losing his monarch, and Goran was not his most favoured Hyrða.

      Perhaps once, he had been. But that was before Sora. Before he’d bedded a Fīfrildi.

      Goran searched now for the prince in amongst the wreckage the traitor had created. But Prince Lorec was proving difficult to locate. And Goran did not have his battalion to aid him.

      He considered commandeering another. Perhaps Vibalt’s. But the Hyrða commander who had once been a friend was compromised, and Goran was not so unaware of his place in the ranks right then.

      He doubted another battalion would follow him willingly.

      Goran missed his men. He feared for them. Where were they?

      He doubled his efforts to find any trace of the traitorous prince.

      He found none.

      Part of him wanted to go directly to the dungeons and check on Sora. His heart was beneath his feet even now, but his duty called to him. 

      He was a Hyrða. Loyal to the King.

      And Dökkálfa was at war.

      Goran could not abandon his post for love.

      It hurt him. He straightened his spine and kept searching.

      Prince Lorec was not in the Courtyard. He was not in his quarters. He was not in the usual places one would find royalty. 

      Smiðr looked down their noses at Goran as he passed. Even the aristocrats of Dökkálfa knew what he had done. Did they know what Lorec had done? Were the red-skinned fairies culpable, too?

      Goran did not know the answer, and it worried him.

      The castle grumbled in agreement beneath his feet. Or it could merely have been grumbling for the sake of it. The walls had not stopped grumbling since Goran’s return to the castle.

      It knew the King was missing.

      Did it know where Lorec could be found?

      Goran ducked down a small hallway that was still intact and being used by Fīfrildi. They glared at him behind sunflower-yellow eyelashes, heads still appropriately tipped down, necks still bared in submission. But their disgruntlement at a Hyrða who walked amongst them as they went about their business was obvious.

      Or maybe it was just that it was him.

      He was notorious now. So was Sora. He could hear her name whispered as he passed. He ignored it as was his right as Hyrða. But it hurt.

      Why did everything ache?

      He stopped in the shadow of a statue of a favoured courtesan to the former Queen. She’d had many — both male and female. Goran had even been propositioned at one time but luckily escaped to the battlefield.

      He had feared dying in battle less than dying in the Old Queen’s bed.

      A shudder ran through him as he reached a palm out to the castle wall.

      “I need your help,” he whispered.

      The walls trembled.

      “I must find Prince Lorec. Please, help me.”

      There was no voice in his head or on the wind. There was no sound other than the rumbling. But a noise echoed in the distance that had not been there before, so Goran took off running.

      He used lesser frequented pathways, even if they took him through destroyed areas. It was better to go unnoticed than be stopped by a battalion commander. Vibalt was still free, after all.

      And still under the influence of the traitor.

      Goran’s fists clenched as he thought of the prince. It was not uncommon for a relative of the reigning monarch to attempt to steal the throne and don the crown whilst it was still covered in the blood of its former owner. But Aliath had barely donned the crown himself in what had seemed a bloodless takeover.

      Even if the Old Queen lay rotting on the floor of the vampires’ stronghold.

      Thinking of the vampires had Goran thinking of the rogue who lived beneath the castle. Who shared a cell with Sora in the dungeons. The Umskipti had assured him he would keep his lover safe.

      She had wanted to use Sora as bait.

      Was Lorec, even now, in the dungeon with Goran’s mate?

      Goran stopped in his tracks. He’d never thought of Sora as his mate before. He’d been aware he loved her. Needed her. Couldn’t get enough of her. But never before had the word ‘mate’ risen to the forefront of his mind.

      He shook his head, cleared his thoughts, began running again.

      Now was not the time for stray thoughts.

      Sora was under the influence of a Taufr charm and imprisoned in the darkest hole of the castle with a rogue vampire.

      And Goran had a job to do that did not include his lover.

      Much as it pained him, Aliath was counting on Goran to find Lorec and end this madness once and for all.

      He could only pray that the Herra could find the King in Ljósálfar while Goran staggered over fallen bricks and mortar in the King’s Court.

      It was a strategically sound approach to warfare of this sort. And yet, the Herra had not instructed Goran to do this. Goran had taken the task on himself. It puzzled Goran that the Herra had not considered chasing down Prince Lorec a priority.

      Certainly finding the King was paramount. But if the traitor were left to run rampant through Dökkálfa, there was no telling what damage Aliath would come home to.

      The unusual sounding noise led Goran on a merry chase. It appeared just ahead, and when Goran reached where he was sure the strange sound was coming from, it would disappear.

      Only to reappear some distance away.

      “I do hope you are aiding me, my friend,” Goran scolded the castle lightly.

      The floor undulated beneath his feet as if Dökkálfa laughed.

      Up the stairs and through broken archways, then down rubble piles as high as the highest floor. He skirted Hyrða squads and avoided Dómr courtiers. The only Fey to see him were the Fīfrildi.

      And word of who he was and where he was had reached them. They were no longer afraid. They watched him as he passed, even going so far as to step aside as he hurried by them. In short order, they were helping him navigate parts of the castle that were destroyed, that would have taken too long on his own to circumvent them.

      Until finally he recognised the part of the castle Dökkálfa had led him to.

      The Umskipti’s chambers.

      A Fīfrildi stood outside the door. An older maid, but one Goran recognised as Sora’s supervisor. She stood ramrod straight, hands loosely held before her, apron crisp and clean despite the dust that coated the floors.

      Goran slowed as he approached, unsure of the greeting he would receive. Marik could be quite biting in her reprimands. But she inclined her head as befitting a Hyrða Lord; one above her station.

      Goran wasn’t sure why he did it, but he inclined his head back as if she were a lady-in-waiting and not just a scullery maid to a Changeling.

      “He is within,” she said softly; her words designed not to carry.

      “You could not be aware of whom I seek,” Goran told her.

      “The walls have kept him contained,” she said in the way of explanation. “None has gained access.” Not even her, it seemed. “And you have been chasing shadows for hours. We are not blind to the happenings in this place, Hyrða.”

      “I never thought you were,” Goran replied, then looked at the stout door.

      This part of the castle was miraculously intact, but evidence of its earlier damage was still apparent. Goran stared at the newly repointed stonework. No fairy had been here to do this; this was all Dökkálfa.

      The castle had repaired her chamber, and yet it had not repaired the King’s.

      It was a strange thought.

      Goran nodded to the Fīfrildi as she stepped aside. Then he approached the door and reached out a hand to test it.

      To his bemusement, the door opened of its own volition. Or, at the very least, of the castle’s own volition. The heavy woodwork swung away, revealing an orderly space within the intact walls.

      Sitting on a couch that had somehow avoided the calamity of the castle’s destruction was none other than Prince Lorec, cousin to the King.

      Goran drew his curved sword and advanced. The Fīfrildi surprised him by following behind on quiet footsteps.

      Lorec did not stir. Did not blink. Did not seem to be breathing but his eyes were open, and his nostrils flared.

      Goran stood before him and cocked his head to the side, studying the prince.

      “It is a charm,” Marik said. “An enchantment.”

      It was something, of that Goran was sure.

      “My Lord,” he said, and Lorec shuddered.

      The castle moaned and creaked and then grumbled a sound louder than any other Goran had yet heard.

      And a pop sounded out on the air smelling of peaches.

      Goran spun, Sverð raised. But no Light Fey stood ready to harm him.

      He returned his attention to the prince, who was now awake; hand to forehead, breaths panting, sweat beading his brow, his skin pale.

      “My Lord,” Goran repeated.

      “Where am I?” Prince Lorec said, making the Fīfrildi behind Goran draw in a sudden breath in shock.

      Lorec was old, wise, and powerful. He would not have made such a mistake as to ask a question incurring debt without due reason.

      Trickery? Or the truth?

      “The Skilja’s chambers,” Goran told the traitor who was seeming less and less a traitor by the minute.

      Lorec blinked, looked around himself, and then met Goran’s hard gaze.

      “I do not remember how I came to be here,” he admitted.

      Goran stared at the prince as the castle quieted around them, its task accomplished, and thought something strange was afoot in Dökkálfa.

      If Prince Lorec was not the traitor, then who?

      For Dark Fey could not lie and Goran thought the prince spoke the truth.

      He had no memory. But did he have no memory of firing an arrow at his King?

      Or did he have no memory of the past several hours while he sat inside the Changeling’s quarters?

      And if he was not the traitor then who was?

      The Herra of the Hár Lords weaving an illusion in the chaos of battle?

      The Herra who was closer to Aliath now than Goran was.

      Goran spun on his feet and stormed from the room.
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Kara

        

      

    

    
      The slow creak of the rope that held the cage aloft sent me to sleep — that and Aliath’s soft snoring.

      It was difficult to get comfortable in the cages. You couldn’t stretch out, couldn’t lie flat. More often than not, I’d doze with my chin on my chest, an ache in my neck, making it impossible to sleep soundly.

      But we’d been here for days now, and exhaustion had set in.

      Aliath had fallen into a restless sleep half an hour ago, the injuries he still suffered from making sleep an imperative.

      I thought, perhaps, he’d tried to stay awake to watch over me. But his gentle snoring now told me he had finally succumbed to sleep.

      I only hoped it would last.

      But, of course, that’s not how Faerie works, is it?

      The front door of the cottage opened on squeaky hinges, and the wisened old fairy creep who’d imprisoned us shuffled in.

      I could taste the power that wrapped closely around him. I could taste his hunger for my Light. I could taste other things that frightened me.

      Aliath woke with a start; a warrior at heart was my King. His eyes met mine, intelligence and alertness apparent. And dark shadows beneath cut cheeks indicating his exhaustion and starvation.

      I sent him whatever courage I could offer in the face of such evil as the small creep who attempted to look harmless but was not beneath us.

      He inhaled, closed his eyes briefly, and then nodded his thanks.

      Aliath was one of the strongest fairies I’d met, and yet right now, he was a weakling.

      I knew it infuriated him. Anger was good. It was like a banked fire. I hoped it would keep him fighting.

      “Ah, excellent,” the creepy fairy said. “You are awake.”

      “No thanks to you,” I muttered.

      He chuckled and shuffled around beneath us as if everything were hunky-dory and he didn’t have two fairies trapped and starved up in a couple of cages above his wispy haired head.

      The fire sprang to life in the hearth, but it could have been an illusion. It was hard to tell in here what was real and what was not.

      He’d had us thinking all manner of things over the past couple of days. My personal favourite was the spiders. Big, hairy things with too many legs, nipping and biting, and crawling all over my naked body.

      I shuddered but clamped down on the reaction as quickly as I could.

      The creepy fairy noticed, of course. He always did.

      He looked up at me through strangely kind and gentle eyes and smiled, showing a row of sharp teeth.

      He was Light Fey; I was pretty sure. But whatever he had become with all that accumulated power of the Hidden Fey meant he’d warped in more ways than one.

      There was only so much power a single being could contain. That’s why it was handy to be able to supplement my own power with Dökkálfa’s.

      Of course, I wasn’t in Dökkálfa now, was I?

      “You must be hungry,” the Huldufólk said.

      “Hungry for your blood,” I told him and smiled sweetly.

      He chuckled again and started throwing herbs and meat and beans into a pot hanging above the fire. As long as he wasn’t cutting bits of me off to stew in that pot, I was fine watching him tease us.

      He wouldn’t feed us. He hadn’t yet. This was a ritual — his game board. We were his pets. The chess pieces he moved and toppled with cruel laughter.

      “You have not asked for payment,” Aliath said.

      “There is time. There is time,” the old fairy said.

      “It has been days already,” Aliath told him.

      “Days, you say. Hmm.”

      So, he was messing with time, too. Great.

      I settled into my cage and enjoyed the warmth of the fire even if it was just an illusion. It felt warm, so I enjoyed its warmth. I could handle an illusion that was warmer than the frigid space we normally existed in.

      I must have dozed, because I was jolted awake as the cage lowered to the floor, the rope creaking as it rubbed against the rafter.

      I stared up and then down and then my eyes sought out Aliath’s. He didn’t look like he’d fallen asleep to fake heat from a fake fire. He was crouched, ready for battle.

      He looked too thin, though. The scar across his belly red and raw. At least it wasn’t gaping. It had healed some since we’d been here.

      Or had it?

      It was so hard to tell what to believe. The Ljósálfar did so love their tricks, the bastards.

      The cage settled on the dirty floor, and the door snapped open. So did Aliath’s. I stared at it and then crawled forward.

      Stepping out onto the bare dirt floor, I felt little stones dig into my feet. So real it felt; such mastery of illusion the Huldufólk had. On shaky legs, I approached the fire; my hands extended, my stomach rumbling.

      “Eat! Eat!” the old fairy encouraged.

      I looked at Aliath for direction. This was his world. He understood it.

      He shrugged. He was hungry, too, and hunger clouded judgement.

      I staggered to the table and swiped up a spoonful of stew. It tasted divine. I ate another and then Aliath joined me.

      Maybe the fairy was feeding us to keep us alive.

      I downed the stew with mead and went back for more; my stomach already distended. I knew I should have been more careful only to eat small amounts. But who knew how long it would be before the fairy creep returned again to feed us.

      I ate my fill, feeling a little sick. But calories were calories, so I forced my stomach to accept it.

      The pot empty, the fairy took it away again.

      I looked at his back as he turned to place the empty container on a bench in the corner and considered how I could break his neck.

      The stew turned over in my stomach.

      Aliath watched the fairy, too, with hooded eyes that spoke volumes. He wanted the a-hole’s head on a platter as well, but he also wasn’t making a move.

      Something stayed his hand. Exhaustion. Weakness. Magic. Who was to say, but I took a step and then another, hellbent on attacking and making our escape.

      The fairy suddenly appeared behind me, over by the table.

      “Look. Look,” he said, and indicated the ingredients he’d used in our dinner.

      I turned and swayed, and then my eyes focused on wriggling worms and a seething pile of maggots and slimy slugs as they churned on the table’s surface about as much as my stomach was churning inside me.

      I vomited up the stew and half my gut.

      The fairy cackled.

      Aliath’s hand landed on my back, softly circling.

      “It’s protein,” he said. “Try to keep some of it down.”

      That only made me vomit up the rest.

      I felt hollow. I felt empty. I felt tainted.

      The worms and maggots and slugs morphed back into herbs and meat and beans on the table again. Had I just vomited up decent food for nothing?

      I was so sick of not knowing what was happening.

      Light thrummed within me, and the fairy stilled.

      I was so angry. So incensed. So wild with the need for revenge.

      The Huldufólk sucked in a deep breath, syphoning my Light as quickly as I could make it.

      And then he lifted a hand, and my feet slid back across the dirty floor — stones and dirt getting embedded in little cuts and slices — until my back hit the cage behind me.

      It was easy then for him to bend me in half and stuff me back behind bars. He did the same to Aliath, all the while humming a tune that grated. He glowed with my stolen Light. He was lit up like a torch in the middle of the cottage’s gloom.

      The cage door slammed shut, and it began to rise.

      The rope creaked. The fire was snuffed out in the hearth. And frigid air swept in as the old fairy walked out of the cottage without another word.

      Tears leaked out of my eyes, and I swiped at them angrily.

      I was so angry, and yet it was impotent rage that consumed me.

      I hadn’t even tried to kill him; to get away.

      “It is said,” Aliath said softly, “that the Huldufólk sought solitude because Ljósálfar was tainted. They disagreed with their monarch, and she struck them down in her rage. In their bitterness, they became vengeful; always seeking ways to trap Light Fey.”

      “We’re not Light Fey.”

      “Oh, but Kara, you are not just Dark Fey, either.”

      So, we were being held because part of me was Light. Because Isoleth had made me from her mould and although I was more Dark Fairy than Light Fairy, part of me was still moulded from Isoleth’s Light.

      The Huldufólk was seeking his revenge through me.

      Charming.

      I had failed to kill Isoleth.

      I had failed to kill our captor.

      I was sick of being a failure.

      I started to rock the cage. At first, it was just all that pent-up anger needing a physical outlet. There wasn’t room to pace in the cage, but I could hold onto the bars and shake the damn thing with all my might.

      It was a kind of tantrum, I’ll admit it. But the cage started swinging and the more it swung, the more I wanted it to keep moving. So, I swung it back and forward, and at some stage, Aliath joined me, until we were swinging the cages toward each other and making the ropes creak and groan above us.

      Then all of a sudden, Aliath reached through his bars, arm outstretched, and my cage swung toward him, and I couldn’t stop myself from grasping his hand in mine.

      The jerk against my shoulder hurt; our momentum stopped so suddenly, the force required to do so damn near pulling my arm out of its socket.

      “There you are,” Aliath said, his fingers curled around mine.

      “You touched me down there,” I told him, referring to his gentle circles on my back as I puked up dinner.

      “But there was no fire in your eyes down there, minn elska.”

      I let out a soft breath of air. “I’m so angry, Aliath.”

      “As am I. We are trapped.”

      “But we’re together,” I said, smirking. He laughed. It almost reached his eyes.

      His arm was shaking, I noticed then. Even holding the weight of our cages together like this was too much.

      I watched as his grip on my hand slipped and then we were swinging away from each other.

      The rope creaked up overhead, and then the whole cage jolted as a strand unravelled from the friction I’d created.

      I glanced up, my heart beating faster all of a sudden.

      I’d tried using my Light in the past few days to burn the rope, but it had been imbued with something that withstood the heat of my power. I’d tried using what little of Dökkálfa’s magic I had left available to me, but there’d not been enough to speak of.

      Isoleth had contained Aliath’s power, and then the hermit fairy had done something else to weaken the King, as well.

      So we’d been powerless. Hungry. Aching. Cold. We’d had nothing to fight back with. And everything had seemed real when it had been an illusion; trickery to mess with us.

      I stared at the strand of rope now that had sprung free and wondered if it too was a fantasy.

      “Only one way to find out,” I muttered.

      “What are you doing?” Aliath asked me.

      “Swing, your Majesty. Swing as if your heart is soaring.”

      “My heart is always soaring when I am with you, minn elska.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. He laughed; this time, the smile reached his eyes.

      I could fall for this fairy, I thought and then doubled my efforts at swinging.

      We swung the cages back and forth for what felt like hours. At any moment, I thought the Huldufólk would return, but somehow he didn’t.

      Part of me thought this was an illusion. That the trickster fairy was making us work hard toward something that resembled hope and then at the last moment, when our efforts weakened us, he’d take that hope away and smash it.

      Part of me was prepared.

      Part of me would never be prepared to give up hope.

      It’s who I am. And nothing would change that. Not Isoleth, the Bitch Queen. Not Álfheimr and the monsters of this realm. Not the snobby nosed, elitists fairies of the Dark Fey Court.

      Nothing.

      I was a Middleton and proud of it. My father would never have given up, either.

      So, I swung that bastard, and I swung it hard until the rope frayed away to nothing and my cage fell toward the floor.

      Oh, Lordy, did the impact hurt. But the cage smashed into little pieces, and I bounded to my feet in search of a weapon as if the hounds of hell were about to catch me.

      I found a knife over by the pot. It felt real in my hand. I wanted to believe its weight was real, too. I nicked my finger and scented my blood.

      Was it real? An illusion?

      I pulled a rickety old chair under Aliath’s cage. His rope was frayed, but not yet completely broken. He was weaker than I was.

      That was alarming.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Always,” he said, fingers holding the bars of the cage, knuckles white.

      I sliced through his rope, and his cage tumbled.

      Part of me thought magic rope shouldn’t be sliced with a knife so easily.

      Part of me wanted to run.

      I helped Aliath to his feet. We staggered. There were no clothes; not even a rug. 

      There was no time, either.

      I pushed open the door to the cottage, and we took our first free steps outside.

      Only to somehow face the other way and step back into the damn crooked building all over again.

      I turned us; frantic, desperate, panting. Aliath stumbled with me, saying something I couldn’t hear in my need to escape the damn place.

      We stepped back over the threshold again and straight back inside.

      “No!” I shouted and tried yet again.

      And got the same result.

      At some point, reality caught up with my emotions, and I sank down onto the dirty floor of the room we’d been held in for the past few days.

      Through the open door, I could see the forest. There were no more Wild Hunt ghosts waiting. Isoleth had given up. I almost wished she’d save us.

      Aliath sank down beside me and took my hand in his; thumb stroking softly.

      “We’re out of the cages,” he said. “That part is not an illusion.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Illusions cannot work past charms of such magnitude as this.” He indicated the door to the cottage, which we couldn’t walk out of, no matter how many times I’d tried.

      “That’s something,” I said.

      “It is,” he agreed. 

      We stared at the forest.

      “I’m going to kill him,” I said.

      Aliath said nothing.

      “Did you hear me?” I asked. “I’m going to kill that fucking fairy dead.”

      He turned to look at me, then reached up and carefully tucked a stray bit of hair behind a pointed ear.

      “I would expect nothing less from my mate,” he told me.

      I shook my head. There he went with the ’M’ word again. 

      Thinking that battle was better left for another day, I lay my head on his shoulder and let him wrap me up in his arms. We stared at the forest together; so close; so far away.

      I felt warm. I felt loved.

      If this was what it felt like to be a fairy’s mate, maybe it wasn’t all bad.

      I silently laughed at myself.

      Yeah, good one, Kara. It’s probably an illusion.

      But somehow I was certain it was not.
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Aliath

        

      

    

    
      She was real, I told myself. This female in my arms was real. I’d repeated a similar mantra while trapped in the cage, hanging from the rafters. 

      These bars are real.

      This hand is real.

      This scar across my abdomen is real.

      Somehow, this moment, sitting on the floor holding Kara in my arms, felt more real and conversely more likely a cruel trick of the Huldufólk.

      “This is real,” I murmured.

      “Say what?” my mate mumbled, already half asleep in my arms.

      “Nothing, minn elska,” I told her, kissing the side of her head gently. “Everything is fine.”

      “You have a strange idea of what is fine, your Majesty.”

      I smiled and kissed her temple again.

      “Are you cold?” I asked.

      She snuggled her naked body in closer and sighed. “Not anymore.”

      “Are you hungry?” I checked.

      She shuddered. “Not even going there.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “What’s with the twenty questions?” She turned her head to look up at me. Eyes so vividly green I could get lost in them captured mine.

      I did not think she realised she was trying to glaze me. Kara did not comprehend how powerful a fairy she was.

      Even here in Ljósálfar.

      “I wish to care for my mate,” I said.

      “About that,” she declared, shifting to face me better. I missed her warmth already. “Just because we did the horizontal mumbo-jumbo together does not mean we’re mated.”

      “Of course. But we have had this discussion already. And although we have not mated in the eyes of our gods, there is no denying you are my fated mate and I am yours.”

      “Just so we understand each other here,” she said sternly. I wanted to kiss that scowl right off her lips. “Not. Mated. Yet.”

      “Agreed.” She relaxed. I pulled her close again, savouring her warmth; her scent. “But we will do so as soon as the moon aligns.”

      She shook her head and went to say something, only to snap her mouth shut when a sound emerged from the forest.

      “He’s coming back,” she whispered; the fear I could taste on her made me want to rend something apart just to keep her safe.

      “It may be one of Odin’s Haugbúi,” I told her.

      She nodded and relaxed slightly. It was interesting that she was more afraid of the Huldufólk than she was of the Haugbúi.

      “How come Isoleth gets to use Odin’s ghosts when he’s stuck in Elysium?” she asked when nothing stepped out of the trees to eat us.

      “We call it Fólkvangr,” I said, eyes scanning the forest for something; anything. “The vampires call it Elysium.”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Cultural sensitivities aside, answer the question. I thought Odin would keep a better chain on his monsters.”

      “Odin is without power. Isoleth has seen to that.”

      “How the heck did she accomplish that? Isn’t Odin meant to be the most powerful fairy in Álfheimr.”

      “Once perhaps, but he made a dreadful mistake and paid the ultimate price for it. Isoleth’s wrath was felt all the way in Dökkálfa.”

      “Hmm,” Kara said, staring out into the forest along with me. “Well, I can’t see a creepy ghost or a creepy old fairy, so maybe it was a rabbit.”

      I didn’t tell her we did not have rabbits in Faerie.

      “Was that the only weapon you found?” I asked, nodding to the knife she kept close at hand.

      “Yep. Almost as though he left it there to taunt us.”

      “He did not expect us to break free of the cages.”

      “Too many fairies have underestimated me since I got here.”

      “That they have, minn elska.”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “You’re included in that number, your Majesty.”

      “Oh, I know,” I told her, smiling smugly.

      I had, after all, got the girl.

      She returned her attention to the forest; so tantalisingly close and yet so far away.

      “Can you break the charm or whatever that’s on the door?” she asked eventually.

      “No. We must wait for his return. Only with him in attendance can the enchantment be broken.”

      “Death?”

      “Yes.”

      Kara frowned at seemingly nothing. “I’ve thought of killing things a heck of a lot more lately than I ever did back in my realm.”

      She didn’t sound happy about it. I could not have her lowering her guard.

      “Álfheimr is dangerous, Kara. Never forget it.”

      “How can I not, Aliath?”

      We fell into silence. Huddled together on the threshold of the cottage. The warmth of the forest reached our chests. The chill of the Huldufólk’s house leached into our backs.

      I would slay the world to save her.

      That thought was concerning because I was King.

      And Kings should never put another fairy before their Court.

      I pushed the unwanted thought aside and held onto Kara. Held her as if I would never let her go. My heart told me this was the truth. I was Dökkálfa. I could lie. Even to myself.

      My head told me life was complicated, and the truth of the matter was, as well.

      I chose to ignore that reasoning and savoured the nearness of my mate.

      “Is he weaving an illusion even now?” she asked.

      “Perhaps.”

      “How do we beat him, Aliath?”

      “I do not know. He is ancient. Older than me.”

      And more powerful right now.

      I reached out for Dökkálfa and felt nothing. Ljósálfar surrounded and felt so damn cold.

      I wasn’t sure if we could escape this. Our only chance was if Dagar and a battalion of his Hyrða turned up and broke through the ward en masse.

      But the chances of my old friend finding us was small.

      After a while, we rose and investigated the cottage. There were no other weapons, just as Kara had thought. I lit a fire, so the chill abated, but there were no clothes or blankets to wrap around our naked selves. 

      And I could not be sure the fire was real. Perhaps we were slowly freezing to death and did not know it.

      At some point, Kara ate. Her nose scrunched up as if the apple she was biting into was poisonous.

      Perhaps it was.

      Impotent rage consumed me, so it led to nothing.

      And then he came. The Huldufólk returned. Perhaps it had only been ten minutes for him. For us, however, it had been a night and a day.

      He approached with caution, the front door open as it was. His power swelled all around him, reaching out and testing the air in the cottage before he entered.

      Kara huddled on one side of the door, out of sight of the old fairy. I stood, ready, grasping the knife — our only weapon — on the other. My eyes scanned my mate’s shadowed form across from me.

      She was exhausted. Thin. Dirty. Beautiful.

      And full of rage.

      Kara, as once-a-human, had such raw emotions; she struggled to contain them.

      Her hands fisted. Her eyes were narrowed to slits. Light thrummed all around her. It was almost blinding.

      “Elska,” I warned. “Your Light.”

      “What?” she whisper-snapped back.

      Yes, Kara was fuming. Not at me, I reminded myself. Or maybe a little was at me, for how could she not blame me for her predicament?

      But most of her fury was for the fairy who approached.

      “Your Light,” I repeated. “It is brighter than it’s been in days. What are you doing?”

      “I…I don’t know. I’m…I’m mad, Aliath. I’m so damn mad.”

      “Mad?” She was not crazy in the slightest.

      “Furious,” she explained. “Full of anger.”

      Oh. I nodded. “Well,” I said. “Can you dim it?”

      “Why would I do that, Aliath?” The words were hissed between clenched teeth.

      “The Light could be an illusion,” I said softly, trying to calm her. “And once he crosses the threshold of the ward, you could act in a way that places you in danger while defenceless.”

      “Danger?” Kara asked dryly. “What part of this is not dangerous to you, my Lord?”

      Good point. I shrugged. She rolled her eyes.

      And the Huldufólk entered the cottage.

      Kara’s Light did not disappear as if an illusion. Instead, it grew, it brightened, it became a supernova; so brilliant. The dirty interior of the old fairy’s cottage disappeared and became a blindingly white Light; details were lost in the whiteness.

      “There you are,” Kara said in a voice that rang of a thousand chimes.

      I blinked through the brightness at a figure with wings as big as the house. White Light surrounded a slim female form with clenched fists and vivid green eyes. I could see her pointed ears. I could see through the gossamer appendages as if they were flickering flames of fire.

      I could see the shock on the Huldufólk’s face; it possibly matched mine.

      “Remember us?” Kara said in that thousand-chimes voice.

      And then the cottage burst apart into a million tiny pieces on what tasted to me of Ljósálfar Light. And I realised, as my body was thrown backwards, that Kara, in her magnificent rage, had reached into the land itself.

      And Ljósálfar, much like Dökkálfa, had answered.
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      The hours merged into one long dreary wait. Sora waited for meals to be delivered. She waited for the guards to say something abusive. She waited for the torches to be replaced. She waited for water to be given. She waited for Xavier to be mistreated.

      Sora realised that there were many things about her world she no longer tolerated. And most of that which she now despised had nothing to do with being confined in the dungeon of the castle with a rogue vampire for a cellmate.

      She hated the elitist attitude of her kind. She hated the way they spoke down to others. She hated their negligence, their cruel words, their savage tendencies.

      She hated that she was aware of it all when only days past she had lived in relative ignorance.

      She shifted on the straw nest she had made, hearing the tiny insects scurry to escape being crushed by her meagre weight as she tried to get comfortable. Her wings fluttered in agitation. She stretched her arms and arched her back, but she did not bother to stand and walk the small space.

      She was moving less and less the longer she was here. It was dangerous to become complacent. Sora was used to being useful, being active. Her days as a scullery maid in the castle started before dawn and usually ended well after sunset.

      Here, she just waited.

      “I wonder what will be delivered for dinner,” she said aloud, just to hear something other than the dripping water or clanking chains or the insects that scurried beneath her. “I am hopeful for roast beef.”

      No one answered. There was no one here to speak to who could carry a conversation in a meaningful way.

      “I suppose,” she said regardless, “that you would prefer a warm glass of blood. Human blood.”

      Xavier said nothing.

      He was moving less and less the longer he was here, too.

      “Would that I could feed you, my friend,” she told him.

      A shadow shifted across the cell from her. He lived.

      But was it living?

      She fell silent and eventually dozed, dreaming of Goran and his body and being in his bed. Those had been glorious days — freedom the like she had never known.

      But nothing is free in Álfheimr.

      Her indiscretions had been uncovered, and she and her lover had paid a steep price for them. For no Fīfrildi should ever seek the arms of a Hyrða. It was not done.

      And now Sora was living in the dark dungeons of Dökkálfa. And she did not know what had become of her lover.

      Where was Goran now? Did he live? Or had he been whipped to death in the castle’s courtyard; the Smiðr and the Dómr laughing all the while the Hyrða were forced to end the life of one of their own and the Fīfrildi cleaned up the spilt blood.

      Sora woke with a start, her heart pounding. Her dreams often became nightmares in the dungeon.

      It was dark as was usual in here. But the shadows had shifted and before her crouched the vampire.

      “I’m fine,” she said and realised it had to be the truth because she was Dökkálfa. She let out a wry laugh. “I am fine,” she said again and owned it.

      Xavier stared at her for a heartbeat longer and then loped across the small cell to his corner.

      Sora did not venture there. It smelled of the vampire, and he considered it his lair. Even though he would not harm Sora, he growled if anyone, the Fīfrildi included, came close to his lair. Even crazed creatures needed a place they could call their own.

      Sora patted the straw beneath her.

      “Home,” she said, making the insects scatter. “I wonder what will be delivered for dinner,” she said. “I am hopeful for roast beef.”

      No one answered.

      Time passed as it did in the dungeons; waiting. 

      Dinner was served. Stale bread and dirty water. Sora pretended it was roast beef.

      Her stomach full, she curled up into a little ball and attempted to sleep.

      Dreams assailed her.

      Hopes seeped out into the icy air.

      Sora shivered and woke, rubbing her eyes at the new torches that burned in the sconces outside the cell. She had not woken for the change of guard.

      It worried her. This listlessness would be the death of her, more so than the cruelty of the Hyrða who worked here.

      The vampire snarled at something in his sleep. He did that sometimes. He called for his mistress. Sora did not think the Umskipti realised that was her role. It was said the vampire had once been a master. That he had sired the King’s hound.

      But Sora did not believe that. For how could this pitiful creature have created such a monster as Georgia Deverell?

      She shuddered and pulled the blanket the Changeling had gifted her closer. The vampire cried out; the sound chilling.

      “It’s alright,” she said to soothe him. “You’re fine.”

      We’re all fine here, Sora thought darkly and then laughed at her own joke.

      The vampire walked out of the shadows. Sora stilled for even a discarded Fīfrildi such as she could tell something had changed. She studied the vampire as he paced the small cell. He approached the silver bars, hissed at them, and then turned and walked away.

      Occasionally, he would glance at the ceiling. The roof of the cell was rough stone. Granite perhaps. Something impenetrable.

      The vampire stared at it as if it were the answer to his prayers.

      Did rogue vampires pray? she wondered.

      He paced, and he paced, and he paced. He was sure to wear a path in the dirt floor.

      “You’re tiring me,” Sora said, although truth be told, she was already exhausted.

      Existing could be so tiresome, couldn’t it?

      She rolled over and gave the vampire her back. But she could not sleep with him hissing and snapping his fangs at the bars.

      A Hyrða guard approached, his Sverð drawn and at the ready.

      “Step back!” he commanded the vampire in English. Sora knew a few words in that tongue. She understood what the guard had said even if the vampire did not.

      Xavier threw himself at the bars and flesh melted where it came in contact with the silver. Sora stood, alarmed at the desperation she could taste coming from the rogue.

      “If you don’t step back,” the guard growled, “I will shock you.”

      Sora noticed the Lightstick in his free hand then. Dökkálfa had Light they could call on, but they were not as accomplished as the Ljósálfar when it came to wielding Ljós. The Lightstick helped to channel Dökkálfa’s Light.

      Sora had always thought it cumbersome and then she had seen the Umskipti wielding Light and had thought the Lightsticks barbaric in comparison.

      Xavier did not heed the warning, and the Hyrða thrust his stick through the silver bars when the vampire came close.

      A shrill scream of agony rent the air and flesh burned; the vampire sprang back, landing in a crouch. He hissed; eyes red, fangs down.

      Sora shuddered.

      “I wouldn’t do that again if I were you,” she said.

      “You pipe down in there,” the guard said in her native tongue. “All your mouth is good for is swallowing.”

      That was it. That was the final straw. Sora had had enough of the vulgar treatment. Was she not imprisoned here because she was under a spell? She had done no wrong.

      Well, aside from sleeping with a Hyrða and love should never be considered wrong.

      No. Sora was done. She’d had enough.

      She rose on wings that had not seen enough action and fluttered across the space to land before the guard.

      “Say that again,” she growled, fingers wrapped around the silver bars.

      “Open your mouth one more time, and I’ll find something handy to put in it,” the guard replied, grasping his crotch in a vulgar way in case she misunderstood him.

      Sora did not parse what happened next. One minute she was glaring at the Hyrða, and he was staring lasciviously back.

      And then the next, the roof of the cell had crumbled into a thousand sharp pieces of rock and was raining down all around her.

      She ducked her head, drew her wings in close to her body, and rode the wave of agony out.

      When the dust settled, the guard was dead on the floor. A shrivelled husk of a thing, vaguely green in colour, its chainmail shirt rattling as its skin and bones settled on the dirty floor.

      “What?” Sora said and stopped herself, out of habit, from asking a question that could incur a debt.

      Xavier stood on the other side of the cell, vomiting up the Fey blood he’d just consumed.

      Fey blood was poisonous to a vampire, but it did have some ability to sustain if the creature could purge its stomach contents quickly enough.

      For the first time in days, the vampire looked strong.

      He blinked red eyes at Sora and then crouched down and sifted through the remains of the guard’s clothing.

      “I don’t understand,” she said. She wanted to ask. Oh, how she wanted to ask. So many questions.

      How was the vampire on that side of the bars and not trapped in the cell with her?

      How had the ceiling made of granite been blasted into a thousand tiny pieces in a fraction of a second?

      Why had he done it?

      The guards had spoken in such an offensive manner to Sora before, and Xavier had not acted thus.

      All that had changed was Sora.

      She had responded.

      Was that it?

      Xavier stood; the keys to the cell in his gnarled fingers. He approached the barred gate and carefully inserted the key, making sure not to brush the silver.

      The cell door opened.

      “I’m not supposed to be free,” Sora said.

      The Taufr could make her harm the Changeling, harm the King. Harm another. Maybe even Goran, her lover.

      Xavier held out his hand to her.

      Sora’s fingers trembled as she reached out to touch him.

      He helped her step over the fallen guard.

      “I don’t understand,” she said again, because even now, even though she had changed from who she’d been in the past, she could not ask.

      “Kara,” the vampire said, his voice rough with disuse.

      And the Taufr flared to life, making Sora shudder.

      “No,” she said, voice pleading.

      But she didn’t have a choice in the matter.

      Xavier turned and walked toward the exit, in search, Sora thought, of his mistress.

      Was Kara in trouble? Was that why the vampire had been pacing? Did this have nothing to do with Sora?

      Well, she thought as the Taufr urged her to follow, it did now.

      They left the dungeon together.

      Sora was free for the first time in days, and yet, as the Taufr called, the Fīfrildi knew, she would never be free of the spell.
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      I was certain something had broken. I rolled onto my side and breathed through the pain, wanting very much for the agony to cease and life to be done with me.

      “Aliath!”

      I groaned in reply. What in the hells had happened?

      “Aliath!”

      Something touched me, and I shrank away. It was the pain of being touched that had me reacting in such a way and not the fact that the fairy touching me was Kara.

      She gasped, and the taste of regret and shame filled the air. I did not like it. I far preferred her courage.

      “Give me a moment, minn elska,” I rasped.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Oh, God, I’m sorry.”

      “Shhh,” I said, waving a hand in the vague direction of her frantic voice. “Just one moment.”

      One moment for my body to quit aching.

      I feared it took longer than a moment, for when my vision cleared, Kara was some distance away, staring into the forest that had surrounded the Huldufólk’s cottage.

      The cottage, for its part, no longer existed.

      I sat up gingerly, aware that every movement made my nerve endings sting with pain. Breathing carefully through my nose, I took in our surroundings.

      We were still in the clearing that had housed the cottage, so that had not been part of the Huldufólk’s magic. The cottage itself, though, had clearly been part of his charm because it had ceased to exist as soon as he had ceased to exist.

      My eyes landed on Kara. Her back was to me, and her arms were wrapped around her slender frame. She was still naked, as was I. And her wings had vanished as they were wont to do when she did not draw on her power.

      She looked small and fragile and in pain. Not the sort of pain my body was subjecting me to, but a much more insidious pain. A pain of the head and heart.

      I pushed myself onto my hands and knees and breathed through the effort that had required. Sweat dotted my brow. My limbs shook alarmingly. I staggered to my feet, lowered my head as the forest spun around me, and then made my way to Kara when I was fairly certain I wouldn’t topple over.

      “Kara,” I said, and her shoulders jerked in place.

      She did not turn to face me.

      “Minn elska,” I said softly, reaching her side and cupping her chin. Her green eyes were sad when they met mine. “You saved us.”

      She shook her head vehemently, a tear spilling down her creamy cheek. I brushed it away and pulled her to me; wrapping her up in my arms even though to have something pressed to my skin made me ache.

      “I almost killed you,” she said a moment later.

      “I am harder to kill than that.”

      “I blew the house to bits and the old fairy along with it.”

      “It was the only way to break his enchantment.”

      “Aliath.” She sounded horrified. “I enjoyed it.”

      Ah. I understood now. She was changing.

      I stroked her hair and said nothing. Anything I said would diminish her heartache, and I feared that Kara needed to mourn who she once was.

      “I used Ljósálfar,” she said sometime later, telling me she was ready to move on.

      More than once this female had amazed me. Kara did not live in the past. She lived for the present. Her eyes on the future. She would survive Álfheimr because she would never submit. She would never let it win.

      And standing firm in the face of Faerie was the only way a fairy could live.

      “Yes,” I said, still stroking her silver hair. “It seems Ljósálfar favours you, also.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “Isoleth has played a dangerous game, and it has backfired on her.” I began to laugh. “She has made a fatal mistake.”

      “I can’t kill her.” She paused and then said, “I don’t want to kill her.”

      I tasted the lie, and my heart ached.

      Kara may well have been more Dökkálfa than human now, but there was enough Ljósálfar in her to allow her tongue to speak falsely.

      “Before we face my aunt,” I said, deciding she needed to believe the lie for now or going forward would prove too challenging, “we must escape.”

      “The cottage is gone.”

      “The Huldufólk is not the problem. I hear Odin’s Hunt, my love.”

      She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes, and then they widened.

      “Why didn’t I hear that before?” she said.

      “I was shielding you.” 

      “Why? No, wait! You have your magic back?”

      “Firstly, because you needed a moment. And as to the second, I have what the Huldufólk stole from me. But I am not at full strength yet. We are in Light Fey land, not Dark. And my aunt has fed from me, also.”

      “That is creepy.”

      I smiled. “Yes.”

      “So? We run?”

      “That would be a good idea.” Although how we planned to outrun the Åsgårdsreien, I did not know.

      Still, we needed to leave and leave quickly.

      I ducked my head and looked Kara in the eyes.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      Her face softened, and she reached up a delicate hand and cupped my cheek, then stepping onto the tips of her toes, she kissed me.

      She owned my heart.

      Completely.

      “Come, minn elska,” I said gruffly. My hand slipped into hers, and we ran.

      The Haugbúi howled the chase.

      Running had been our only option, but running also sent the ghosts into a frenzy. The hunt was on, the hellhounds bayed.

      I could not hear my aunt, but she would not be far from her husband’s pets. I could only hope she was disinclined to offer chase and left the tracking to Odin’s ghosts.

      Not for the first time, I wondered if it would not be better to free Odin and be done with Isoleth.

      But trading one mad monarch for another was not always wise.

      Still, it was a thought for another day. If we survived this one.

      The forest swallowed us whole again. The sun’s warmth vanishing as the foliage thickened and blocked out its rays. Goosebumps rose all over Kara’s skin; her bare feet looked frozen; her toes were turning blue. The chill increased, and numbness invaded our bones. We stumbled, our footing treacherous.

      Branches scratched at bare skin; stones dug into soft soles; bruises formed where we collided with gnarled trunks. The trees came alive the deeper into Ljósálfar’s forest we went.

      “Make way for Dökkálfa’s King,” I told them.

      Some moved aside and let us past. Some were clearly loyal to their Queen and blocked us.

      It became a maze of moving pieces, each one more deadly than the last.

      My strength waned. Kara was not faring any better. The power she had called on to break the Huldufólk’s charm had been immense and therefore draining.

      One did not merely borrow power from the land. The body became a conduit, feeding the land while it fed you its power. The result was exhaustion beyond anything a normal fairy could stand.

      But Kara kept running. Stumbling. Moving forward. Our breaths came in pants, our chests heaving. Sweat ran down our cheeks, slicking our bodies. Our hands slipped free of each other more than once.

      Frantically, I sought out Kara’s hold again each time for fear it would be the last.

      I had never been so proud of another fairy as I was of Kara. Her courage. Her willpower. Her perseverance.

      She was astounding.

      But it was not enough.

      The Haugbúi grew closer. Their howls loud in our ears. Their hot breath reached our necks. We ran. We stumbled. We got back up and ran again.

      And then when all was thought lost, we emerged from the darkness of the forest into a bright Álfheimr day.

      I could see the border to Dökkálfa; so close; just there.

      I could feel the border ward; it helped fuel me; steady me.

      I could sense the castle calling; searching; trying to feed me — although it could not breach the border ward.

      But none of that mattered, because there was a fairy waiting for us as we emerged from the darkness.

      Kara and I stumbled to a halt. The forest pressed up at our backs as the new threat made it difficult to move forward.

      For sitting on a horse, taken from Dökkálfa’s mews, was none other than my aide.

      “Harlin,” I said. I should have felt relief. We were saved.

      But I did not. And I could not voice those words no matter how hard I wanted to say them.

      I was King of Dökkálfa, and I could not lie even to save us.

      “Your Majesty,” my aide replied. He did not bow or incline his head. He did not climb down from his horse and offer it to me. He watched us from his superior height, disdain obvious in his green gaze.

      “Hold on,” Kara said, standing tall despite not wearing a stitch of clothing.

      I wanted to step in front of her; protect her from Harlin’s unworthy gaze. But Kara wasn’t even remotely concerned with her appearance.

      No, she had something to say.

      “You’re not a Hár Lord.”

      Although, it must be said, I had not expected her to say those words exactly.

      “Harlin has never been a Hár Lord, my Lady,” I told her. “He is a Dómr.”

      “But he is the traitor,” she concluded correctly.

      I stared at the fairy who watched us with ill-concealed contempt. He could not have known we were to emerge right here — in this exact spot — if he was not in contact with the Wild Hunt; with my aunt. The chance of finding us right here was slim to none; the borders of Dökkálfa and Ljósálfar land so very long indeed, luck could not be a factor in this.

      No, he was in on it. Harlin, my aide of many months, was Dökkálfa’s traitor.

      “What was the castle thinking?” Kara muttered.

      I did not understand what she meant by that, but the Åsgårdsreien was getting closer by the second.

      “Well,” I said to my former aide. “You have found us.”

      “It was not hard,” he said austerely. “You blundered through the undergrowth like wildebeests. The forest did not need to lead me to you.”

      “So it would seem,” I said. I took a step forward to see what he would do.

      He raised a hand glowing with Ljós. I licked my lips, tasting Ljósálfar.

      Was he even Dökkálfa? How had he fooled me?

      A horn sounded out, interrupting my thoughts. We all stilled. Kara and I frozen like the prey we were. But it was not the Haugbúi’s horn blowing.

      Over a hill in the distance rode two horses. One rider was in Hyrða chainmail. The other was dressed much like a Smiðr.

      “It appears we cannot wait for my Queen,” Harlin was saying.

      A second horn blew in another direction. Harlin spun his horse to face the new threat; I stepped closer to Kara. If the distraction allowed us a moment to escape, I would take it.

      The forest beckoned at my back; I did not think returning to it would be wise. It could just as easily trap us much like the Huldufólk’s charm. But where else could we go? Still, I hesitated.

      Harlin swore vehemently, not at all like the aide he had once appeared to be. My eyes flicked toward the new threat — saviour? — and saw the Herra of my Hár Lords and a battalion thundering towards us.

      The two riders were clearer now, as well, and I could make out Goran and my cousin, Lorec. Lorec who had fired an arrow at my heart. Who was possibly another Dökkálfa traitor.

      I looked back at Harlin who had realised he was outnumbered.

      What was the truth here?

      “Ah?” Kara murmured. “A rock and a hard place.”

      “A what?” I asked.

      “Lorec or Dagar?”

      “Dagar can be trusted.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I wasn’t sure of anything, other than the fact that Harlin was turning his horse back to face us.

      “Long live the Queen!” he shouted, and threw his Light — the Light he had been accumulating while the others drew closer — directly at me.

      But it would hit Kara, too.

      And Kara had nothing left to give. She couldn’t call on Dökkálfa and the odds of her being able to call on Ljósálfar so soon after her last efforts were not favourable.

      But I was the Dark Fey King. Nephew to the Light Fey Queen.

      I was Álfheimr royalty.

      I stepped in front of my mate and raised my hands.

      In the distance, I could hear Goran shouting. Dagar blew his horn again, and the battalion of Hyrða at his command leapt forward as if the hounds of hell were upon them.

      Behind us, a sound emerged — a rustling and creaking of the trees.

      The Haugbúi were upon us.

      Between a rock and a hard place, indeed.

      “Fear not death, minn elska,” I said and pulled on every ounce of power the land could give me.

      It was sluggish. I was not Ljósálfar’s King.

      But I was Álfheimr royalty.

      The land rose up to greet me and swallowed Harlin hole.

      I staggered, fell to one knee, retched up what little was inside me. I was aware Kara was kneeling at my side, the world spinning crazily.

      And then Ljósálfar spat Harlin back out again.

      But it was not Harlin. It was not my aide.

      And the forest burst apart behind us.
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      Everything happened at once.

      Aliath made the ground beneath our feet rise up in a wave of absolute power.

      Harlin screamed as he was pulled down into a dark pit that looked like it had teeth.

      Goran nocked an arrow in his bow and fired it over our heads.

      The Herra pulled a sword from a sheath and thrust it toward us.

      Hyrða snarled and followed their Lord’s lead.

      And Odin’s ghosts swept out of the forest to surround us.

      But that wasn’t all. Oh, no. Not by half.

      Because Harlin was spat back out again by what I could only assume was Ljósálfar, and he looked completely different. He had pointed ears for one. And he wasn’t a snivelling toad for another. He had pale crystalline skin like Aliath’s and mine. But he had golden hair like Isoleth’s.

      He was Ljósálfar royalty, and he reeked of her power.

      Son of a gun, he had glamoured himself to look like Harlin. Who knew where the real Harlin was. But the real Lorec was bearing down on us, a snarl on his lips, and an impressive sword in his hand, Light dancing along the silver blade.

      And the real Dagar, Herra of the Hár Lords, was wielding the exact same blade with precision and power; slicing through the Haugbúi as if the ghosts were corporeal.

      So much was happening all around me that, for a second, I didn’t see Aliath fall. But as if time had been slowed, it suddenly rushed forward, and I was on my knees beside him, covering his body.

      Ghostly claws scratched at my back, my sides, my legs. An arrow — Goran’s arrow — took out one and then another. But there were so many.

      Even for the battalion, the Herra had at his command.

      Swords slashed and Light thrummed. Whatever power the Dökkálfa could call on in Ljósálfar did something, or that might have been Aliath. I could feel power emanating from him. He was so hot to touch and yet he looked so pale.

      But whatever power their King was providing them was not nearly enough for the Dökkálfa to win.

      The ghosts outnumbered us, and they had Ljósálfar to aid them eagerly.

      “Run, elska,” Aliath growled from beside me.

      “Not happening,” I snapped back.

      “I can’t hold onto the Light.” Ljósálfar’s Light.

      “Then let me.”

      Aliath stared at me for a moment and then nodded his head. He reached out and grasped my hand, and I felt it. Like fine pinpricks of agony, which soon morphed into a torrent of needles stabbing into my body.

      I screamed.

      Aliath fell unconscious.

      And Ljósálfar swatted me sideways.

      I landed in the dirt, my eyes finding Aliath’s still form first. Seeing the ghosts pounce and begin to devour him. Then I was covered in my own horde of Haugbúi, and the agony of Ljósálfar’s Light was a weak memory as my world became mired in misery.

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t do anything but suffer.

      I had no idea what was happening outside of my body; trapped as I was in the raw agony the Light created. Clearly, I was doing something wrong. I’d called on Ljósálfar’s power earlier and managed to wield it.

      But whatever I’d done then, I wasn’t doing it now. Or maybe Ljósálfar had just woken up to the fact that I was an imposter.

      Time seemed to stretch so thin and then suddenly it would spring back again, giving me a glimpse of the Herra battling, of the Hyrða trying to reach us. Goran roaring with desperation. Lorec’s green eyes wild.

      It was there one minute and gone again. The agony returned; doubled; tripled. Death would have been kinder.

      At that moment, I welcomed it. I did not fear it. I only feared for Aliath.

      He was a good King. New to the role and learning. But his heart was in the right place, and Dökkálfa was lucky to have such a monarch.

      I thought of the castle. I wondered if it would miss me.

      I thought of my BFF back in Earth’s realm and knew Georgia would definitely miss me.

      I missed her so deeply.

      Time stretched and then sprang back again, but this time, it didn’t change. Goran had blood down his face, and his left arm hung limply. The Herra was down on one knee, a sword above his head, defiance in his eyes as he faced his ghostly death. Several Hyrða were gone; no longer breathing. Others were tiring and would soon gasp their final breath. 

      My eyes met Lorec’s as he fought a losing battle.

      He’d tried. They all had.

      Isoleth had won again.

      Harlin’s doppelgänger had been her plant, using her power to fool us. He had to be of royal blood because he’d appeared as Lorec, and you could not glamour pointed ears.

      Isoleth had used one of her own family to infiltrate Dökkálfa.

      And it had worked.

      I had mourned Earth more than once when I first got here. Now, I mourned Dökkálfa.

      And then time slowed again and everything came into clearer focus.

      The Herra’s imminent death. Goran about to receive a fatal wound he could not possibly recover from. More Hyrða dying.

      And Prince Lorec down on his knees, a ghost at his neck like a freaking vampire.

      I tried to stir. To move. To do something.

      Impotence was not something I was used to. I was a fighter.

      But Isoleth had won.

      And then a dark blur sped across the battlefield, knocking into one ghost after the other.

      No, not knocking into them, attaching itself to them. And then, after what felt like a fraction of a second, the dark blur would move off to attach itself to another, dropping the ghost it had just attacked to the ground; broken, discarded.

      I blinked, and Sora appeared, out of breath from running. Her yellow wings fluttered like a hummingbird’s; so fast I could barely see them moving.

      Here we go, I thought. The Taufr will claim her.

      But she stepped through the fallen fairies with purpose, ignoring the ghosts as they disappeared into the ether, and approached Goran where he lay.

      She fell to her knees and made a sound that would haunt me to the end of my days.

      And suddenly time sped up again and standing beside her, covered in ghostly blood, was Xavier.

      The rogue vampire tossed back his head and howled to the heavens.

      No Haugbúi answered.

      “Son of a gun,” I whispered. “He ate the Wild Hunt.”

      “Kara?” Aliath said beside me.

      My attention returned to my mate.

      “I’m here. Can you sit up?”

      I helped Aliath sit because I was pretty sure no King should be lying out flat on a battlefield in front of his subjects. I noticed, then, that Goran was sitting up with Sora’s help as well.

      My heart felt a little lighter.

      The Herra stepped forward, his body in pretty bad shape, but he was Fey, so he’d live to rule over the Lesser Fey for another day. 

      I glanced back at Sora on that thought, and saw Goran cup her cheek; a look shared between them that spoke of a future Dökkálfa may not be ready for.

      But I’d work damn hard to make it happen, anyway.

      Love should conquer all.

      And then Lorec was there, and Aliath got up because heaven help a man when faced with opposition; nothing was going to keep the King down.

      “My Liege,” the Herra said, falling to one knee. 

      Aliath touched his shoulder, and the Herra stood up. I noticed Lorec hadn’t postulated himself before his King.

      “Isoleth is free of her chains,” Aliath announced.

      “The Wild Hunt is no more,” Dagar, the Herra, replied, looking over his shoulder at Xavier, who was licking ghostly blood off a clawed finger.

      “I did not know a vampire could do that,” Lorec said.

      “Perhaps it would be wise not to let the Court know this vampire can,” Aliath said softly.

      Both men nodded agreement to their King.

      “We are at war,” Dagar said.

      “Most certainly,” Aliath agreed.

      “Protecting Dökkálfa must come first,” Lorec announced.

      I’d forgotten that Lorec was a Hár Lord. It wasn’t something I should have forgotten, but I was exhausted. I just wanted my bed. Or better yet, Aliath’s.

      Dagar and Lorec both turned to look at me.

      Aliath realised where their gazes had gone and added his green-eyed gaze to theirs.

      I waved hello, crossed my arms over my naked chest, and huffed out a breath of air that made my silver hair float.

      Lorec removed his jacket and handed it to me.

      Aliath’s fists clenched.

      “My Lady,” Lorec said bowing.

      Oh, so he bows to me but not his King? Conniving fairy.

      “I’m not your lady, Lorec,” I told him but accepted the jacket anyway.

      “I beg to differ,” he said. “We have an accord.”

      “An accord which is broken considering you attempted to kill the King.”

      And then it hit me. It had been the Harlin doppelgänger and not Lorec on that hillside. The accord had not been broken.

      But it had also not been met.

      “That was not me,” Lorec was saying.

      “No, but you failed to identify who the traitor was and now he has been identified by other means.”

      Lorec stared at me and then slowly inclined his head.

      “My King,” Dagar said, interrupting Lorec’s and my staring match. “Now is not the time for you to be distracted.”

      “I beg your pardon,” Aliath said haughtily.

      Dagar looked at me.

      Lorec looked at the ground and smirked.

      I looked at Aliath.

      His green-green eyes met mine, and I couldn’t breathe.

      “Kara is Dökkálfa’s Champion,” he said softly.

      “And we are at war with Ljósálfar,” Dagar said. “A Ljósálfar that is once again free.”

      Oh, this was not good. Not good at all. Aliath was already battling a tenuous hold on his Court. Now, it would be damn near slippery.

      Throw me in; a Skilja Fey at best; an Umskipti to those who didn’t believe. It had disaster written all over it.

      “No,” Aliath said. “Kara is my mate.”

      Lorec’s head shot up, and he narrowed his eyes at the King.

      Aliath was just throwing it all out there, wasn’t he?

      Dagar stared at me.

      Damn it. Why was this happening?

      “Aliath,” I said and received two sets of narrowed eyes glaring at me. I ignored Dagar and Lorec and stepped up to the King. “Minn elska,” I murmured. His face softened. “You are King.”

      He didn’t breathe for a moment, and then he let out a rush of air that sounded painful. It probably was. How he was still standing, I didn’t know.

      But I wasn’t going to show him up in front of his friends.

      I smiled. He cocked his head to the side, watching me.

      “How long do fairies live?” I asked him.

      “A very long time,” he told me.

      Thousands of years if not longer.

      “And am I not a fairy, your Majesty?”

      “Very much so,” he agreed.

      “Then we have time.”

      Dagar shifted uncomfortably, no doubt about to say something that would ruin the moment. Lorec let out a disgruntled breath of air.

      “Yes,” Aliath said, shutting them both up. “We have time, my Lady.”

      He looked back at Dagar. Dagar stopped staring daggers at me and met his King’s gaze.

      “Raise the gates,” Aliath told him. “Lockdown the castle. We prepare for war.”

      “As you say, my King.”

      Aliath offered me one last long look and then walked off toward his Hyrða. I felt so very lonely.

      Lorec stepped up to my side and turned to place his shoulder against mine. I wanted to punch him in the face.

      Xavier chose that moment to bound up like an excited puppy.

      I patted him on the head and let out a little sigh.

      “You still need a friend in Court,” Lorec declared.

      “No accords,” I said. “You can’t be trusted to hold up your end of the bargain.”

      “I have not shared your secrets, my Lady.”

      “My secrets are pretty much out of the bag.”

      “So, it is protection you require.”

      “Look at me, Lorec,” I said, turning to face him. I called on Ljósálfar and this time, whatever made its Light come to me worked. Light blossomed around my frame and lit up the sky.

      The battlefield paused in its recovery, all eyes on my display of power.

      I realised then what it was that made it work; that made Ljósálfar feed me.

      Rage.

      My rage.

      I was so damn angry.

      “I see you, Lady Kara,” Lorec said, ducking his head.

      It would take time, it would take effort, but I would get these fairies to see me as their equal.

      And when I did, Aliath would be mine.

      I had every intention of claiming the stupid sexy Fairy King.

      To hell with Dökkálfa castes.

      My eyes met Aliath’s across the battlefield. He stood beside Dagar and Goran. Sora stood off to the side, eyes wide. The Hyrða all bowed their heads to me. I couldn’t spot any of Goran’s battalion amongst them; I wondered where they were.

      It didn’t matter. Those here saw me.

      The King, most of all.

      For in his eyes, I saw hunger and desire and awe.

      In his eyes, I saw his love.

      I let him see mine and then I turned away, for he was King of Dökkálfa.

      And I was Dökkálfa’s Champion.

      And we were at war.
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