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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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        Something is rotten in the realm of Dökkálfa. And it has nothing to do with their newest fairy.

         

        But try as she might, Kara Middleton - former human and current member of the Dark Fey - can't find the root of the foul magic that is consuming her adopted homeland.

         

        That's the trickery of magic, though; it can hide its face so very well.

         

        Evil stalks the Dökkálfa, but can Kara uncover its secrets in time to save the one fairy she loves the most? Or will the spell cause unimaginable damage to her, to Aliath, and to all of Faerie?

      

        

      
        It's hard being different, but maybe Kara's difference is what will save them all.

      

        

      
        At the very least, she'll go down fighting ... and kicking ... and screaming ... and ... tearing her hair out.
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        	Accord – A blood binding agreement; cannot be broken. 

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

        	Åsgårdsreien - (Fey) The Wild Hunt of Odin. 

        	Bogi - (Fey) Bow.

        	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.

        	Hel - (Fey) Hell.

        	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.

        	Kerling - (Fey) Old Woman

        	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. 

        	Sonr - (Fey) Son.

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

        	Sveinbarn - (Fey) Boy.

        	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.

        	Vìf - (Fey) Girl.

        	Vísi - (Fey) Prince.
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Kara

        

      

    

    
      The Lesser Fey were missing. I’d grown accustomed to their presence; flitting from heavily blossomed tree to heavily blossomed tree; sparkling in Álfheimr’s sweetly scented air; tittering in the musical Old Fey language which they preferred.

      I couldn’t understand them; their words were too high pitched and too quick for me to grasp. But they made their intentions known. When they were here, at least.

      Now, they were all gone. No pixie or sprite to be seen. The fruit trees in the Dökkálfa castle courtyard seemed empty with their absence, despite the fact the trees were burdened with an overabundance of fruit, ripe for the picking.

      I peered over the top of the book I was reading, taking in the Lesser Fey’s absence, and the multitude of colourful Dark Fey present in the courtyard. The Dökkálfa weren’t missing. They stood proudly, almost smugly, in clumps of red or blue of the Smiðr aristocrats or Dómr courtiers; the occasional green Hyrða guard in the shadows, watching.

      They didn’t seem fazed by the Lesser Fey’s absence. But then, fairies were arrogant at the best of times; self-centred and self-involved. Especially the Smiðr and Dómr. And the Hyrða had a job to do and a king to prove their loyalty to. Their minds were all for their positions in the vaunted battalions of Dökkálfa.

      Some of the Hyrða were missing, though. But with so many under the command of the Herra of the Hár  Lords, it was difficult for the average narcissistic fairy to tell. I was only aware of their absence because the missing Hyrða’s battalion was the only battalion of Hyrða I trusted, and even then, you should never trust a fairy. Which, of course, I didn’t.

      Goran, their battalion leader, still haunted the corridors and spent every morning in the King’s chambers. But his battalion was gone and had been since the fall of the castle. No one spoke of it. Just as no one spoke of the missing Lesser Fey. It was as if their absence proved they never existed, and so they were consequently removed from the vapid and haughty minds of the conceited Fey.

      They weren’t removed from mine.

      But try as I might, no fairy would talk to me of them. And the castle walls had nothing to say. If the castle had seen them being taken, or leaving under a charm of some description, or simply vanishing into thin air, it didn’t tell me. The castle could be contrary, but we had an understanding, and I thought, perhaps, it would have told me if it knew where the missing fairies had gone.

      They were Dökkálfa and the castle was Dökkálfa. As was Aliath.

      Not me. I was not Dökkálfa, at least, I was not wholly Dökkálfa. Part of me was born of the Ljósálfar; the Light Fey. But I was alone in that distinction. Skilja, they called me. Separate.

      Kara of the Skilja Fey.

      I was more Fey than human now, thanks to my monstrous benefactor. Not that you could call what Queen Isoleth did to me a benefaction. She stole me from my own realm and brought me to hers, and then did unimaginable things to me because it amused her.

      The Light Fey were the tricksters, the practical jokesters, the adventurous and creative of their kind.

      The Dark Fey were the hunters, the rule followers, the destroyers of all that opposed them. And yet, I felt more at home amongst the Dark Fey than I did their fairer cousins. I planned to destroy Queen Isoleth one day; if that made me a monster, too, then so be it.

      The Queen of the Light Fey would rue the day she thought to change me.

      For now, though, despite the Light Fey’s surprising escape from prison, I had more immediate concerns. And as the recently and secretly declared Champion of Dökkálfa, it was kind of in my job description to be worried about the state of affairs in Dark Fey land.

      Which made the absence of the Lesser Fey a problem.

      My problem.

      But that wasn’t all that had me worried.

      The clumps of Smiðr and Dómr within the courtyard, on their own, would not be too great a concern. Fairies always congregated here in the courtyard between sessions in the throne room, where they petitioned their King for one boon or another. Although, I had it on good authority that the petitions were down as of late; gaining favour from the Konungr seemed not as important as it once was.

      No, the congregating of smug and arrogant fairies, dressed in the latest High Court fashions, showing off their jewellery and their wicked sharp teeth, as they plotted and besmirched one another, and then promptly fed off the emotions those accusations created, was not what had me concerned.

      The fact that they were intermingled, Smiðr with Dómr, almost as one kind, and not separated as the Dark Fey were so wont to do with anything that appeared different from themselves — That’s what had me worried.

      Change didn’t happen quickly in Álfheimr. Fairies were long-lived creatures, and as such, they did not rush to alter their state of being. Why make a rash decision when you could still deliberate over its pros and cons a thousand years from now? As long as a Dark Fairy could feed their emotional and base desires on a regular basis, there wasn’t much impetus to upset the apple cart, unfortunately.

      Of course, they’d also suffered a lot of change recently and were no doubt still recovering from the upheaval. Released from their thousand-year imprisonment. Vampires encroaching on Álfheimr. A new monarch. A semi-frequent visitor to Court in the form of a half-vampire/half-vampire hunter. An unusual changeling pet for their King, who was entirely too close to their monarch for anyone’s comfort.

      All in all, the past few years had seen a mammoth disruption in their normally orderly and strict rule-following lives. Was it any wonder they were so contrary?

      And yet, there were Smiðr mixed with Dómr around the courtyard and to my mind, that was one change too many, and not easily explained, either.

      Smiðr never mixed with Dómr. Why would they? One was aristocracy, the other a simple courtier. It would be like the Hyrða mixing with the Fīfrildi. One kind of Dark Fey was destined to guard them, die for them; the other to serve them their supper and clean up after their debauched parties and wanton ways.

      Although, that ship had sailed. A Hyrða had fallen in love with a Fīfrildi; bedded her. Dökkálfa was still reeling.

      But this. . .this worried me.

      Smiðr don’t mingle with Dómr in the courtyard during intermission from Court sessions with their King.

      “What are they talking about?” I asked the castle in a barely audible voice, and certainly not audible to those fairies closest to me. It helped, also, that Dökkálfa was being accommodating today and ensuring our conversation was not overheard through the use of a silencing charm of some description.

      They speak of politics. They speak of change.

      One was not altogether unusual for the court fairies to discuss. The other was alarming for all the reasons I’ve already explained.

      “Are they concerned with all the changes of late?” I asked.

      No, the walls told me. And then shut the freaking hell up again.

      That was the problem with the castle; it could talk the leg off an iron pot if it were something that was trivial, but the moment I entered any kind of danger zone, it got all tight-lipped on me.

      It was also still trying to recover from a recent Ljósálfar attack that saw most of the building destroyed in a burst of unimaginable power that could only have come from a royal with vast pools of magic.

      The Bitch Queen. I did so hate Isoleth of Ljósálfar.

      So, spotty reception from the castle walls had been a given lately, as Dökkálfa rebuilt and tried in vain to return to normal, even as the Ljósálfar ran free of their chains, and Aliath doubted the loyalty of his remaining guard.

      And the Smiðr and Dómr talked of politics and change.

      Oh, this was not good. Not good at all.

      I stood up from my bench under a particularly heavy-bowed orange tree, glancing around for the Lesser Fey automatically and coming up blank yet again. Straightening my skirts, I headed into the sunshine, crossing the courtyard in a manner that would bring me within earshot of several clumps of red and blue-skinned fairies, plotting against their King.

      Because sure as eggs, these manipulative and power-hungry fairies saw the weakness they perceived in their King as an opportunity to assume more leverage in a society that respected might over fairness, power over compassion, rules over honour.

      And from what I’d managed to glean, there was no rule against toppling your monarch. Heck, Aliath had set about doing just that to Sofiq, his aunt and the former Dark Fey Queen, with the use – read ‘manipulation’ here— of the vampires.

      It was a twisted and murky Court, Dökkálfa. But it was my home now. For possibly the next thousand years or so, who could say? I was different than your average fairy. Half one thing, more than half something else.

      But I was here to stay. And I was Dökkálfa’s Champion. The arrogant SOBs here might not know that, but I did. And I had a stake in keeping Dökkálfa safe. Because Dökkálfa was the King, and the King was Dökkálfa.

      And I kinda had a soft spot for the top fairy of the Dark Fey. Heck, who was I kidding? I was in love with the handsome, autocratic bastard.

      I was in love with a fairy king.

      A smirk swept across my lips which was timely because several fairies had noted my proximity and shot narrowed-eyed, death looks at me, then attempted to lift their noses in the air and sniff haughtily. But it’s hard to look down your nose at a person who simply smirks at your efforts, calling into question your superiority with that one simple look of insolence.

      My heavy skirts swished around my ankles as I walked, my boots clipped on the flagstones at my feet, the air hung heavy with the scent of apple and orange blossoms, golden Light swept out around me. I rolled my shoulders, feeling an ache between my shoulder blades that begged a decent scratch or failing that, a massage by an experienced masseur. Or failing that, the determined touch of a certain Dark Fey King.

      But I couldn’t show weakness, couldn’t reach behind my back and scratch at the ache that took up residence there. But I could get a kick out of the looks of awe on the fairies faces nearest to me as they felt my power crackle on the air.

      Some bolted, too horrified maybe to be in such close proximity to one of Isoleth’s creations. Others shifted uncomfortably, but had stiffer spines than their fleeing counterparts, and managed to stand rigid as I closed the distance between us.

      Some were too deep in conversation, relying on their charms and enchantments to keep their words safe. Too used to dismissing those beneath them as weaker and irrelevant and of no consequence to their machinations.

      But I am Dökkálfa’s Champion. The castle speaks to me. Part of what makes me so damn powerful is pulled from the land beneath their feet.

      And I was just so sick and tired of being shunned, being treated like dirt on the soles of their boots. Skilja.

      I drew on Dökkálfa. I drew on the power of the Dark Fey lands of Álfheimr. I called on the magic of Faerie, and it answered.

      The words whispered behind their wards came to me as if spoken softly, right beside me, into my ear.

      A new monarch.

      Change.

      An end to the immoral warping of Dökkálfa.

      Take back our land.

      Cull the rot.

      Stand proud again.

      Proud like Ljósálfar.

      I almost faltered. I almost tripped on hearing those final words. But they had been spoken in a tone much different from those of the fairies consumed with madness for a new day. Different from the Smiðr and Dómr who plotted to kill their King and bring about change.

      They had been smug, and snide, and secretive.

      I knew this, just as strongly as I knew Aliath had some seriously, deep-seated problems in his Court.

      I knew it because the castle told me. It told me in a sound very much like a wail.

      We had agents of Ljósálfar in the Dökkálfa Court, and they were instigating political change.

      I wrapped my Light around me, even as I wrapped my arms about my body holding in a shiver of disquiet, and then I walked from the Court, from the machinations of evil — the true rot in Dökkálfa — and toward the shadows that welcomed me, hid me, and stole me away.
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Aliath

        

      

    

    
      The castle grumbled beneath the soft soles of my boots, the trembling through the flagstones reverberating up my body. I didn’t move or make a sound. I continued to stare, quietly — some might say broodingly — out of the window in my office at the land that was mine to rule; mine to command; mine to protect.

      I was alone. No aide to rush to my side and do my bidding. No guard in the room to thwart an assassination attempt. No lover in my bed, warming the sheets, beckoning me with a languid smile and a show of too much pale, crystalline-perfect flesh.

      I was alone, and I had no idea how to change that, how to accept a change in that circumstance. How to trust again.

      My Hyrða had betrayed me. Not once, but twice now. My personal guard conniving with the Light Fey. With my wretched aunt.

      My aunt, who wanted me dead and could have attained that goal had I not had Kara with me.

      Kara. My heart ached. I almost sighed. But I might be alone in my chambers, but the walls had ears, and I wasn’t even sure if I could trust the castle.

      I shook my head. Of course, I could trust the castle. The castle was Dökkálfa and Dökkálfa was the castle. But if Dökkálfa thought I was weak, believed that I was not strong enough to rule the Dark Fey, then the castle would act to replace me with someone it deemed more worthy of that role.

      It was as much an act ruling Dökkálfa as it was a calling.

      But although I was finding it difficult to trust again, I was not weak. I was born to rule. Bred, some might say. Certainly trained.

      If Sofiq had died of natural causes, I would have still had a claim to the throne. But she didn’t die of natural causes, and in her death, I took the throne and proved my strength to Dökkálfa.

      Ours was a dangerous and treacherous realm. Only the strong and quick of mind and hand survived it.

      Only the most powerful of us and was I not strong? Powerful?

      A knock sounded out on the door, breaking my troubled and dark musings. My hand automatically went to my waist and the sheathed sword resting there. It longed to taste blood again, and I would gladly give it what it so desired. But I was not so far gone that Fólkvangr beckoned.

      I would not become Álfheimr‘s second Mad King.

      “Enter,” I said, turning to face the threat.

      For everything that came near me now was a threat.

      Dagar entered the room, closing the door behind him. The Herra of the Hár Lords looked a little worse for wear, I thought. His shoulders hunched, his green eyes dark pits of disquiet, his jaw set in a disgruntled and almost disillusioned mien.

      “Your Majesty,” he greeted, bowing appropriately.

      He didn’t rise and wouldn’t until I willed it so. And although Dagar had been a friend for centuries, one I had fought beside and celebrated victories alongside, one I had trusted, he had also been in charge of the Hyrða who had betrayed me. And I could not comprehend how he had not known of the treachery, how he had not suspected something of the betrayal beforehand.

      “Rise,” I said, the word tasting like acid on my tongue.

      “My Liege,” he said. “I bring news of the. . .enquiry.”

      Enquiry. It was a euphemism, of course. But if Dagar required the cushion of such deceit, then who was I to deny him? We couldn’t lie, so the interrogations were an enquiry of sorts, but let us be honest, there was a vast difference in meaning between ‘enquiry’ and ‘interrogation’.

      “Relay your report,” I ordered, moving to my desk and sitting behind it.

      It was a solid thing, a massive piece of construction, and also part of the castle, part of Dökkálfa itself. A reminder to all who stood before me in this office that I had Dökkálfa‘s backing.

      At least, I did for now.

      Dagar stood at attention, staring at a spot on the wall above my head, and began his report in a stilted manner we had not so long ago done away with.

      The Dark Dance of Canon required much of us, but where friendships existed, trust existed, it could be suspended for a time.

      Those days were over now. Vigilance was what was required.

      “One hundred and thirteen Hyrða have been questioned, your Majesty. None appear to be consorting with the enemy.”

      It was an interesting way to relay what should have been indisputable evidence of the battalions loyalty.

      We couldn’t lie. When asked a question, we could prevaricate, deceive if the words were believed true at the time of voicing them. But the Hyrða had been trained to answer questions directly. Yes or no. Precise replies. There should have been no chance of deception if Dagar had asked his questions in a manner that required a straight answer.

      It would not have been a conversation but an interrogation. There was a difference.

      I stared at the Herra of my Hár Lords and wondered at the blade he used to slice into my side, to tear my heart from my body even as it still beat in an effort to keep me alive.

      “The enquiry will continue,” I said.

      “Of course, my Liege. It continues even as we speak.”

      He wanted to say more. He was desperate to say more. To question me. To question my methods, my motive, my resolve.

      To test me.

      “Return to your duties, Herra,” I ordered.

      Dagar’s eyes met mine then. Concern and a depth of worry that I could taste on the air shone brightly behind exhausted and weary eyes.

      “As you command, Majesty,” he said, bowing and backing out of the room.

      He knows I’m on edge, I thought, a smattering of concern of a different kind entering my mind. He thinks I am fraying.

      Am I?

      I stared at the stone desk before me and then reached out and touched the cool surface. The castle rumbled beneath my fingertips. Disquieted and disheartened.

      “Am I letting you down, my Old Friend?” I asked it. “Am I letting Dökkálfa down?”

      It was a dangerous question to ask. Not that asking a question of the castle, of Dökkálfa, would result in a debt. But the question itself could reveal an answer that would have disastrous consequences.

      For how could Dökkálfa back me if it answered in the positive? If it was forced to voice my weakness, my inability to protect itself?

      “Am I not King?” I whispered.

      The castle grumbled beneath my touch but did not speak. And perhaps that was answer enough.

      It did not wish to voice an answer that would bring about a change Dökkálfa was not prepared for. Was not strong enough for.

      I needed to be King. I needed to get out of my office and let my people see me. I needed to show strength in the face of terror, in the face of danger and threat and betrayal of any kind.

      “Am I not King?” I said more loudly.

      Yes, the castle whispered. You are King.

      I let out a breath of air I hadn’t realised I’d been holding and stood from my seat. I hadn’t replaced Harlin yet. His complicity in the betrayal that led to my near downfall was a cut too deep. But by not having an aide, I was making my life more difficult.

      More insular, but also more difficult.

      I needed to be seen, but failing walking amongst the masses and taking an arrow to the heart or a knife to the gut, the only other way I could safely achieve such a thing was to have an aide who was seen; who was approachable.

      Who was a conduit to me.

      The monarchs’ aides had always been taken from the Dómr class. The insipid courtier fairies were so eager to have a place in Court that they would prostrate themselves before their King if need be. I could choose any of my liking from their number and be sure they would do their best to aid me.

      But that was before. Before my Hyrða betrayed me. Before my aide had been replaced with a Ljósálfar spy. Before Kara and I had been chased by the Wild Hunt and imprisoned in the Huldufólk‘s cottage and starved.

      Before I had watched my mate wither before my eyes and been unable to touch her, reassure her, save her.

      Kara had saved me, and then I had been forced to turn my back on her because I was King.

      My fists bunched, my breaths turned ragged. Rage tainted the air before I got my emotions under control again.

      Part of me wished to escape the pressure, the responsibility, the restrictions of my place in Dökkálfa’s society. To take my mate and run as far away as time would allow us.

      But where could we hide? Álfheimr was not small, but it was finite. There was nowhere within our realm that we could not be found, even if Dökkálfa were so inclined to hide us. And Ljósálfar would only be too willing to kill us.

      We could go to Fólkvangr. Our goddess’s realm would provide a modicum of cover, but it was not a place to tread lightly. Odin resided there, and the Mad King, despite his differences with his estranged wife, would side with Ljósálfar. Always. And he would use his daughters to do his bidding.

      And as much as I admired my cousins, the Valkyrjur were deadly.

      We would constantly be on the run.

      Earth, then?

      I snorted. Georgia would protect Kara. I could even see the Nothus getting the vampires, at least those in New Zealand, to aid her. And perhaps I could persuade Lucinda to do the same for me.

      But was I not a Konungr of Álfheimr? Was I not Fey Royalty?

      To stoop so low? To degrade myself in such a fashion? To debase my mate so?

      I shook my head.

      No. I would not accept running as a solution to my many problems. And I dared to believe Kara would not either. Despite my rejection of her. Despite my denial of our mating. Despite all I had done and not done to the love of my heart.

      Kara would never run, and neither could I.

      So, an aide to breach the divide with the masses.

      And perhaps a visit to the barracks and observation of the enquiry process.

      And then sessions called again, so I can face my Court with head held high and a wary eye on the Hyrða who stand in the shadows and act as though they are my guard.

      Was I not King of Dökkálfa?

      Perhaps that was a question I should stop asking.

      I snorted again, and with a grim smile left the sanctity, sanctuary, of my chambers, and braved Álfheimr.

      The castle rumbled beneath my feet, but this time, I thought the grumbling through the flagstones had a measure of satisfaction to it.

      The taste of celebration mixed with a hint of relief.

      Yes. I am Konungr of Dökkálfa, and I will not hide.
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      Goran stared down at his bruised knuckles. At the split skin and blood that coated them. Not all of the blood was his, but some of it was. His hand ached. The cuts stung. He shook the pain away and stared grimly at the object of his so recent attention.

      He flexed his hand, glowering at the Hyrða before him. Scowling at the pitiful creature who swore his allegiance to Dökkálfa but would not swear it to his King.

      “The King is Dökkálfa,” Goran growled. “And Dökkálfa is the King.”

      The Hyrða spat a wad of blood onto the stone floor of the barracks and stared defiantly up at Goran.

      “And you think yourself Dökkálfa’s Champion, do you, Ósómi?”

      The disrespect enraged Goran, but he held the leash on his temper tightly. If he didn’t, he feared he’d kill the Hyrða before him. He would do it if so ordered, but he would rather avoid murdering his kind if there was a chance they were acting under a Taufr. Charms could be reversed after all, and Goran held out hope that the fairy before him could be saved in the end.

      “Your dishonour is far worse than mine,” Goran spat.

      “I would no further bed a Fīfrildi than I would chop off my own prick.” The Hyrða spat out spittle and blood again. “You defile yourself by ignoring Canon.”

      “And is it not Canon you ignore by acting against our King?”

      “He is not worthy of being our King.”

      Goran hit the guard again with all of his considerable might. The blow was vicious and ended the interrogation in a crack of Goran’s knuckles against the crumbling of the Hyrða’s cheek.

      Goran swore bitterly and then turned to the corner of the room where a sink and faucet sat waiting. He eased the ache of his bruised and broken knuckles under the icy flow direct from the freshwater springs located beneath the castle.

      “No luck, then,” Dagar said, stepping into the room. “At least, he still breathes. We can try again on the morrow when he’s conscious. He is the first traitor we have uncovered. Our only lead.”

      “Is he a traitor?” Goran asked, turning and leaning against the sink. “Or has he been enchanted?”

      “Is there a difference?”

      Goran was pleased for the cessation of the Dance of Canon between his superior and himself for the duration of the enquiry. For he had questions he wished answered, and now was as good a time as any.

      “How far are we to take this, Herra? Do we cull the rot, or do we treat it?”

      “Have you lost the stomach for your job already, Goran?”

      “This is not my job. Merely an assignment that I pray every day will come to an end.”

      Dagar sighed. “Who else would the King ask to do this for him? He trusts so few nowadays. I fear he does not even trust me.”

      And besides, Goran thought darkly, his battalion was missing. He was a commander without a squadron to lead. He was free to take on the role of interrogator without having to interrogate his own fairies.

      “Take a break, Goran,” the Herra said. “Go blow off some steam.”

      The words were said in a kindly manner, but Goran thought perhaps there was a thread of disgust in them, a taint to the air that he could taste when he sucked in a breath to argue with his superior.

      Dagar disapproved of Goran’s dalliance with a Fīfrildi. Most Hyrða did. Perhaps even his own battalion wouldn’t have been happy with their commander.

      It made his chest hurt. It darkened his thoughts. It sent the Hyrða reeling.

      But he could no further deny himself Sora than he could deny his allegiance to the King.

      To Dökkálfa.

      “Perhaps I will,” Goran said, pushing his emotions deeper than they had ever been; drawing on his training with everything he had; ensuring he remained the Hyrða he was proud to be.

      “We’ll begin again at sundown,” Dagar said, just before Goran left the room.

      Goran nodded, thinking the command to return in so few short hours was the Herra’s way of denying Goran long with his Fīfrildi. The only way the Hár Lord had of punishing Goran when the King had refused all other possible punishments for Goran’s misconduct.

      It was a reprieve he couldn’t help be thankful for, but it pained him that Aliath’s decree had only further endangered his friend’s tenuous hold on the throne.

      Now was not the time for the monarch to be offering favours to childhood friends. He needed to remain strong for Dökkálfa. He needed to remain above reproach.

      But without Aliath’s intervention, Goran would have been stripped of his command. Perhaps, had his battalion been here, Aliath would have had no chance of sparing his best friend’s position. But with Goran’s battalion gone, vanished as if into thin air, the King’s edict was accepted; if not universally, then at least legally.

      Besides, the King understood affairs of the heart. He understood Goran’s desire — no, need — to be with Sora. Although it appeared, the King was managing to deny himself the longing he must be feeling for his own mate.

      It had been many moons since Goran had seen Aliath with the Umskipti. With everything that his King was facing — the pressures of ruling a disgruntled and disrespectful Court — he needed the human-who-was-no-longer-human more now than ever. He needed his Champion close, for was it not Kara who had saved Goran’s King?

      Goran walked through the barracks ignoring the seething looks he received as he thought of the Changeling. The woman was more Fey now than human, and even Goran had started to call her Umskipti less and less in his musings.

      The Fīfrildi had started to call her Kara of the Skilja Fey. But not as the word had once been whispered. Now, it was said with a smattering of respect. And in some cases, it was even said with awe.

      They’d all seen the Skilja’s wings of iridescent feathers. Wings as magnificent as the Old Gods’ were said to be.

      There was something more to Dökkálfa’s Champion than simply being chosen as Dökkálfa’s Champion would have a fairy believe. Goran had long suspected their goddess Nut’s hand in things.

      He only prayed that Nut had more up her sleeve.

      For Álfheimr needed divine intervention. Goran thought, perhaps, Aliath needed it more than even Faerie.

      Goran quickened his pace.

      He didn’t have long, considering Dagar’s summons for sundown, and no doubt that was the intention of the Herra, to deny Goran the time he would need to reach his paramour. If anyone knew that Goran was no longer using his chambers in the castle, then it would be the Herra of the Hár Lords.

      Try as he might to keep his movements secret, Dagar had access to the shadows of the castle. Nothing could escape the Herra’s notice if he willed it so. And Goran thought perhaps the Herra would be keeping a close eye on the King’s most trusted ally, who had broken Canon and slept with a Fīfrildi.

      For a moment, Goran considered returning to his abandoned chambers. Doing what was expected of him. Taking a bath and simply washing away the sins of this deplorable day. But how could he return to the barracks, to that blood-soaked room, and do what his King asked him to do, without reminding himself of more pleasurable things?

      He knew he couldn’t. So, Goran checked the shadows, checked his surroundings, and entered the King’s secret passageways; a misuse of his friendship if ever there was one, but a necessary one to reach his mate.

      He hadn’t had time to source replenishments. Their supplies would be getting low, and he despised the fact that he’d be returning to Sora’s side with nothing of worth to offer her.

      Just a near-broken Hyrða with responsibilities that made him blacker with every day. Sins that tainted his soul as much as the blood of his targets coated his chainmail.

      He had sworn to himself that he would not taint the innocence of his mate. He would not bring down upon her sweet soul such darkness. But Goran could not deny himself his lover.

      He loathed this weakness, even as he knew Sora’s presence strengthened him in a fashion no other magic of the realm could ever achieve.

      In truth, he needed her. More and more as the dark days merged into one black cloud that threatened to devour him.

      Consume him.

      Wreck him.

      And if Goran fell, then Aliath would have one less fairy to aid him. One less trusted ally to face off against his enemies with and protect Dökkálfa.

      The state of his realm was at stake. Which was how Goran justified his selfishness in seeking out Sora. How he justified the effort required to reach her in the short amount of time the Herra had given him before he had to return to that bleak, bleak place and interrogate his brothers and sisters again.

      For now, it was enough. But Goran knew, the justifications would soon become too burdensome, and then he feared what would become of the love Sora and he shared.

      The darkness threatened his heart and mind and soul, threatened everything he loved. His realm, his people, his love.

      Goran shuddered with the thought and pushed it mercilessly away.

      The last stretch of the distance between the castle and their hideaway could not be travelled using Aliath’s secret passageways. In fact, Goran had to leave the castle proper and venture out into the surrounding countryside.

      At any other time, it would be a pleasant undertaking. And one he could be sure of being safe. But the situation as it was in Dökkálfa, led Goran to believe nothing and nowhere was completely safe.

      And it had meant Goran insisted Sora remain at their hideout. More Skilja than the Skilja Fey.

      This time, though, as all previous times to date, there was no danger. Well, none that Goran could see, anyway.

      In short order, he’d crossed the south garden, wended his way through the orchard, and come out on the far side of the castle’s maintained surroundings.

      He entered the forest at a trot, his eyes and ears alert to any threat, but came up blank on all fronts.

      The cottage they were using was an old rundown woodsman’s hut. Long since abandoned as this part of the forest was now enjoying its regrowth season, and had been decreed unsuitable for firewood.

      No one came here, not even to hunt. There were far better places to hunt for game than in a forest that was still recovering from its latest culling.

      Goran was thankful for that, but it did mean sustenance was harder to come by, even if he set traps daily and Sora routinely checked them. They mostly relied on what Goran could bring from the castle, and today he had brought nothing.

      It ate at Goran’s heart.

      The cottage appeared in its clearing, long before Goran reached it. The sparseness of the forest meant coverage was at a minimum, but the dwelling was protected by what charms and wards Goran and Sora could activate. They seemed enough farther out, though, to hide the smoke from the crooked chimney, and the warm glow of lamplight in the now scrubbed clean windows.

      Goran crossed the edge of the ward, which recognised him and allowed entry, and ran the last distance to the cottage’s front door.

      Sora was waiting for him. The enchantments laid farther afield, letting her know of his arrival before he had even laid eyes on the building. The door stood open, the smell of bread baking reached him, his mate smiled in greeting, as radiant as a blossoming flower under the warmth of the sun.

      Goran wrapped his lover up in his arms and buried his face in the crook of her neck, inhaling deeply, too swiftly, almost close to tears; his relief at reaching her unparalleled and unexpectedly too much.

      “What is it?” Sora asked, her delicate wings fluttering in agitation. “What has happened to make you behave so?”

      Goran sucked in a breath of air, inhaling the scent of his mate, and said, his voice raspy, rough, his hands on his lovers’ soft, downy skin tender, so careful in contrast, “Nothing. Nothing at all, my love.”

      Not now. Not now that he was here, in her arms. Not now that he was home, if only for a few minutes.

      Not now that he knew she was safe.

      It was enough. But for how long could these small clutches at happiness sustain him through the darkness that was to come?

      How long did Goran have? How long did Dökkálfa?
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      Something was rotten in the state of Dökkálfa. I’d read Hamlet once in school, and that line had always stuck with me. Of course, getting a fairy to understand the pun was near impossible. They didn’t know who William Shakespeare had been. At the time of old Shakey’s days, Dökkálfa had been imprisoned by their Lighter cousins, and the portals to Earth had been closed.

      That didn’t help me now, though.

      The unrest had intensified, and the groupings of Smiðr openly mixed with Dómr were more noticeable; they weren’t even trying to hide their scheming. Maybe to a fairy, that was a show of prowess. But to me, it just stank of Ljósálfar arrogance. They weren’t in the least concerned that their involvement in the political upheaval of Dökkálfa was obvious.

      I thought, perhaps, Isoleth was worried. These rash actions seemed like something a panicked person would do. But fairies aren’t people, and Isoleth less so than most. Still, there was something about Aliath that scared the Bitch Queen. Something that forced her hand in a fashion unbecoming Fey Royalty.

      From what I’d managed to glean, fairies liked their machinations. Manipulation and scheming were the names of the game. And they had become very adept at it. But what I saw here was anything but standard fairy manipulation and scheming. This was a hack job, which might mean this wasn’t directed by Isoleth’s hand personally.

      Was she leaving it up to her agents to manage? If so, boy had she make a mistake doing that.

      I crossed the courtyard and tried to eavesdrop on another grouping of red and blue-skinned fairies. But they were on to me now, and in this, they, at least, were taking better precautions. Of course, that also made me think Ljósálfar Royalty was behind the strengthened warding. Because only Royalty could give the Dökkálfa castle a run for its money.

      The walls had tried several times since its first efforts to crack the silencing charms surrounding the groupings. I’d even drawn on the well of power available to me as Dökkálfa’s Champion. But that awesome amount of power now was being thwarted by Ljósálfar trickery, as well.

      It infuriated me. And the angrier I got, the more my body tensed, and the fiercer my back ached. I wasn’t sure when I’d hurt it. I supposed it could have been when I was whipped in this very courtyard. Lorec had tended my wounds at the time, removing all evidence of the scars left by the cat-’o-nine-tails with his royal magic. I was a bit miffed that the magic he possessed as cousin to the King wasn’t enough to remove the phantom aches leftover from my ill-treatment.

      Speaking of Lorec, there was the sneaky, conniving, smooth-talking fairy. He stood alone, Fey-handsome, shining like a beacon of glorious light, long silver hair down his ramrod-straight back, pointed ears on display, crystalline-smooth skin sparkling in the sun’s golden rays. There was a small space surrounding him as if those fairies closest to him didn’t dare cross into his personal space. But I’d seen Lorec in many different locations and in many different positions, some of which were being draped by female fairies of all colourful descriptions — but, of course, not yellow, because there was no way a fairy of royal blood would dare to get up close and personal with a Fīfrildi.

      Jeez, they just about had a meltdown over a Hyrða getting all jiggy-jiggy with a Fīfrildi, I dreaded to think what they would do if Prince Lorec started waltzing around with one of the Servant Fey hanging off his arm.

      Which kinda explained how the Dark Fey felt about my closeness with Aliath. I wasn’t a servant. I was, in fact, higher up the totem pole than the Fīfrildi. But as far as these arrogant SOBs were concerned, I was also nowhere near the same level as a Dómr or Smiðr, let alone the King.

      But Lorec was different. He’d decided there was something to be gained by showing an interest in me. I didn’t believe for a second that it was for my benefit. But whatever Lorec thought he’d gain in stature by openly courting the Skilja fairy was an enigma to me.

      I wasn’t even wholly fairy!

      He smiled as I approached. His placement in the courtyard was a little too perfect for my liking. He’d only shown himself after I’d committed to a direction. If I turned away now, it would be obvious I was avoiding him. And as much as I wanted to plant my balled-up fist into that smug-looking face, I also knew much of what I had to do in this realm was play the part expected of me.

      I was a survivor. Always had been. I knew how to play the game, no matter what the game ended up being. I might not like it, but I could live with it.

      And when the time came to seek revenge, well, I was pretty damn good at that, too, I thought chilly.

      I offered an icy smile as Lorec stepped forward to greet me, bowing low and offering me more respect than I perhaps deserved. Of course, Lorec knew now that I was Dökkálfa’s Champion. Aliath had let that slip in a moment of weakness, one I was sure he regretted now. But how would I know? I barely ever saw the King. And when I did it was from a distance, so no chance of asking him how he was feeling.

      I wasn’t bitter or anything.

      “My Lord,” I said because a greeting was expected of me.

      “My Lady, what a fortuitous surprise.” Yeah-nah, I don’t think so, mate. “I was just stretching my legs, and here you are, also stretching your legs. It makes sense; we stretch them together.”

      Not a question or enquiry to be had in all of that waffle.

      “Once around the courtyard would be acceptable,” I said.

      “Oh, I was thinking we could take a walk in the garden.” He leaned forward as if to share a secret. “Away from all the rabble,” he murmured, smiling wickedly.

      I glanced around the courtyard. I didn’t want away from the rabble. I wanted to hear what the sneaky, scheming, seriously suspicious-looking fairies were up to.

      “I do not feel much like a walk in the garden,” I told my companion who thought he was courting me. That ship has sailed, bud. We might have had an accord at one time, but to my mind, Lorec had not upheld his end of the bargain.

      Of course, Lorec argued that part of the agreed-upon rules to our engagement was that he protect me from any harm that could befall me should my secrets get out. Considering he held one of my greatest secrets — the fact I was Dökkálfa’s Champion — it suited me to humour him for now.

      But I was not going to make it easy for him.

      “But the blossoms are so nice at this time of year.” They were nice at any time of year. So, I guessed, in a way, he wasn’t exactly lying.

      “I like the vibe here.”

      “Vibe,” he repeated, making sure to keep his voice level and not hint at a query. “There are so many wards in the courtyard today, that I can feel their magic pricking against me. I should think this is an unpleasant experience for one not used to such things.”

      “I’ve been here long enough, my Lord, to acclimate to Fey magic.”

      “Yes,” he said, studying me. “Yes, you have, my Lady. But truly, the courtyard is so. . .confined. A walk in the garden would be more liberating.”

      “You are very persuasive today, Prince Lorec.” He smiled, thinking I was about to capitulate. “But I suffer from hay fever, and would only find the gardens more annoying.” Not to mention his undivided attention away from any distractions being the most annoying thing about a walk in the gardens.

      “I do not know of this hay fever you speak of. Fairies do not suffer from such ailments.”

      “I am not wholly fairy, my Lord.”

      “Still, I believe you will be surprised at the lack of such now you are a resident in Faerie.” He meant, now that I was becoming more and more Fey.

      I stared at the groupings of fairies. Some of them were watching us openly. They’d even stopped their machinations to witness the prince and the pauper conversing so openly. Lorec hadn’t raised a ward of any description, so our conversation could be overheard easily, as well. Not that we were talking of anything illicit, but he, at least usually, tried to keep our discussions private.

      Just being seen with me was enough for his ego to feel bolstered.

      Well, I had been here a while, and I hadn’t been lying when I said I’d acclimated to Fey magic — most of it, anyway — so, I threw up a ward using the castle’s help, and turned to face the annoying and strangely cloying fairy before me.

      “Let us speak plainly, my Lord,” I said, as Lorec glanced around at the charm I’d created.

      “Stunning,” he said. “It aids you without having to be asked.”

      I didn’t bother to offer a reply to that poorly executed probe. “I wish to remain here in the courtyard, and perhaps you will find it in yourself or, at the very least within the parameters of our agreement, to assist me.”

      “You ask for my aid.” Again, not a question, so I didn’t bother to answer. I thought I’d spoken plainly enough. Or as plainly as fairies speak, in any case.

      “There is much being discussed here that I would like to be privy to,” I said, keeping my tone in line with that of the Fey.

      It was always a tricky thing to speak like a fairy, but I thought I was getting better at it. Lorec’s lips twitched, which probably meant I hadn’t mastered the convoluted and exceedingly fancy way they tended to speak. Well, screw him. I wasn’t going to apologise for not having a stick up my butt.

      “Perhaps if you join your magic with mine,” I suggested, “we could crack the various wards and learn something of note.”

      “You wish to merge your magic with mine.” A clarification of my words, but still not question enough to warrant a debt.

      But, oh crap. Was there a law against that sort of thing? By merging magic, did it mean we were dating or something?

      Damn this not being able to ask a straight question. I really did not want to owe Lorec a thing.

      I looked up into Lorec’s vibrantly green eyes. I thought perhaps he was trying to glaze me, but that sort of thing no longer worked. I wasn’t sure when it had stopped working on me, but for some time now, I’d not bothered to lower my eyes to a single fairy. Maybe that was rude. I really didn’t care. Nothing beat staring defiantly at a snotty-nosed member of the Fey and having them become increasingly uncomfortable as they slowly began to realise they held no sway over you.

      Lorec was made of sterner stuff, though. He was also Royalty. He amped up the wattage in his gaze.

      So, I amped up mine in return.

      The castle vibrated beneath my feet, and shocked sounds of surprise and worry echoed from the gathered fairies in the courtyard. The vibrations were, no doubt, localised. Dökkálfa backing its Champion in the most obvious of ways.

      Of course, the average fairy here didn’t realise I was Dökkálfa’s Champion.

      But Lorec knew.

      He lowered his gaze.

      A shocked murmur went through the crowd.

      “Splendid,” I said, although my words were still protected behind the ward the castle had helped me raise. I thought my smile, and maybe just a little bit of smugness evident on my face, was enough for them to know I was happy with winning our little staring battle. “I’ll even give you a small boon,” I said, which was borderline insanity.

      But Lorec was a fairy and fairies were proud creatures. I’d just bested him in front of his Court. He needed to save face.

      And I still needed Lorec, even if I didn’t want to admit it openly. I didn’t have many allies in Faerie. None I could trust, and I would never trust Lorec completely. But I definitely had none as well-connected as the King’s cousin.

      I’d made the decision some time ago to use him when I could, and what better reason than now, when Dökkálfa was being manipulated by agents of Ljósálfar and that manipulation was threatening the King’s life?

      “How nice,” Lorec managed to say.

      I went up on the tip of my toes and kissed the side of his cheek. It was hardly a worthy boon, but maybe I was mistaken, because Lorec’s face broke into the most beautiful smile, and his arm whipped out and around the small of my back, hauling me into his side, quite snuggly.

      He looked down into my eyes, not bothering to glaze me — he’d already got what he wanted for now — and then he tipped my chin up and kissed me squarely on the lips.

      Now, I could have slapped him for taking liberties, but I had just opened the flood gates by offering up a kiss, even just a peck of a kiss on his cheek. And I was all set to whop him one on the top of his head, but then the wards in the courtyard fell as if he’d waved a fairy wand across the entire space, and all the conversations poured into our little bubble, one by one.

      “I’ll accept your thanks now, my Lady,” he murmured against my lips.

      But I was too busy listening in on the machinations of fairies.

      And besides, that was one Fey rule I would never break.
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      Goran walked into the barracks feeling as if he were still covered in blood. The blood of his brothers and sisters. He’d taken the time to shower in his quarters, using the facilities there, rather than those available to the battalions in their accommodation wing of the castle. His knuckles still felt raw, but as a Hyrða, he healed quickly. Plus, the castle had aided in hiding his shame, even if the knuckles themselves still hurt when he moved his fingers.

      The fact that Dökkálfa aided him at all made it possible to keep going. He would do what his King asked of him, what the Herra asked, as well. But it wore on him. It wore on him most fiercely. A black cloud hung over Goran, and he could feel its insidious nature seeping into his every pore.

      He sucked in a breath and looked around the common room, aware of his surroundings, searching for threats. No one would attack him in the barracks, he thought; the Herra watched all that passed here. Perhaps to some, it would be a risk worth taking. A sacrifice worth making. Because if even one Hyrða attacked him here, the Herra would see them to the dungeon.

      It wasn’t worth their positions in the battalions, but that did not mean they didn’t offer the odd glare, a fleeting look of seething hatred, a word or two muttered under their breath.

      Goran hadn’t wanted to come back to the barracks. Not that he was a coward, but he did feel shame. He shouldn’t have, he reminded himself. He was following orders. Orders direct from the King.

      But Aliath’s tenuous hold on his Court was matched only in his tenuous hold on the Hyrða Goran interrogated.

      Theirs was not a painless life, but to be so mistreated by their monarch was almost too much for the guards to bear.

      It amused Goran, abstractly, that they had forgotten the mistreatment they had received under the Old Queen. Sofiq had so enjoyed her games. Games which involved racks and chains and whips and blades. There was many a time that Goran had entered the Queen’s chambers to remove the latest object of her affections and found the place covered in blood. A river of it.

      The Queen is dead. Long live the King.

      But fairies could be fickle creatures, despite their long-lived ages. They had conveniently forgotten the torment and fear experienced under the rule of Sofiq. They had also conveniently forgotten that Ljósálfar had been behind the first attack on their King. And they had conveniently forgotten that Dökkálfa still backed Aliath, and therefore they were doing Ljósálfar’s bidding.

      For who would benefit the most from the unrest and suspicions and fear that were growing within Dökkálfa day by day, than the Ljósálfar?

      Still, it was not Goran’s place to admonish his brothers and sisters. They would not have listened to what he had to say, anyway. But it chafed him that they could be so duped. And it killed him a little each day that he was part of the reason why they were so easily manipulated.

      For nothing wears down the fealty of a fairy more than torture, and consequently, nothing seeds more disgruntlement in the masses either.

      It was a deplorable situation to be in, and so Goran had avoided the barracks as much as he’d been able to. Without his battalion to command, it had been an easy thing to achieve; sneaking into the interrogation chamber via secretive means. But now he’d been summoned here by the Herra. They could have met anywhere, but the Herra was not one to shy away from his battalions. So, he had insisted Goran face them, too.

      Goran wanted nothing more than to be in the forest with his Sora. He hadn’t been able to get away from the castle for two days. He knew the cottage’s cupboards would be bare by now, and that Sora would be eating what little she could forage for in the forest’s undergrowth and what little the traps could provide to supplement the meagre findings.

      The castle rumbled beneath Goran’s feet as if it too was upset at Sora’s plight. Many times, Goran believed Dökkálfa listened to his thoughts. He was Hyrða, so he did not converse as such with the castle. That was above his place. But they had had an understanding on occasions. The castle had helped him when he desperately needed it. It would help Sora too, even if the Fīfrildi were considered even lower in society than Goran was.

      But Sora wasn’t in the castle, so would Dökkálfa’s help stretch to the forest?

      It was because of these turbulent thoughts that Goran did not see the threat until it was too late.

      A fairy stepped in front of him, blocking his passage. The shoulders were wide, the height almost a match for Goran’s own impressive size; the fairy’s muscles bulging. He was wearing his chainmail and carried his Sverð in a sheath at his waist, and his Bogi across his back, the tip standing up above his silver head of hair. Vibalt’s hand rested on the hilt of his sword; his eyes blazed brightly.

      “You have a cheek coming here,” his old friend said menacingly.

      “Stand aside,” Goran snapped in his commander’s voice. Not that Vibalt was subject to his command; they both held the same rank. “I have business with the Herra.”

      The room quietened, and several Hyrða shifted to better positions in preparation of a fight. Would they aid Vibalt? Risk their positions and their lives? The shadows were thick in the corners of the common room; thicker than usual. The Herra had been keeping an eye on his fairies, ensuring they did nothing stupid. But how could they not be bristling when so many had been subject to rough treatment and questioning? It was bad enough that questions were being asked outside of the Dark Dance of Canon. They were Hyrða, though, they understood the necessity.

      But the indignity of a brutal interrogation was beyond them.

      And all the Herra could do was increase his observation of them by thickening the shadows.

      It wouldn’t be enough, looking at the anger that graced Vibalt’s face. That graced the faces of the others.

      “Blood taints you, Ósómi,” Vibalt accused.

      Goran bristled at the slur. “And you have forgotten your role in recent dishonourable events, my friend.”

      Vibalt had been under a charm when he’d attempted to kill the Skilja. He’d also been acting on the traitor’s orders to sow discontent among the Dark Fey. And worst of all, he’d ordered Sora to the Herra, who hadn’t been the Herra at all but a Ljósálfar charm to appear as the Herra, and consequently caused Goran’s mate unimaginable harm because of his actions. The Taufr charm the Light Fey imposter had placed on Sora had caused his lover to be imprisoned in the dungeon along with the rogue vampire; an indignity that horrified Goran to his very core.

      But Vibalt had been enchanted, and so Goran had forgiven his friend in a way. But now, he realised, that his forgiveness had not been absolute, and right now, Vibalt had no excuse for his behaviour. There was no enchantment on his old friend today.

      “I was not myself then, not thinking straight,” Vibalt said, sounding surprisingly shamed. Goran remained silent. “I know what I’m saying now, though, Ósómi. You can count on that. You’re a disgrace to your brothers and sisters. You have no right to show your face in the barracks.”

      Several voices around the room rose in agreement.

      Goran did not bother to justify his actions by reminding them all that he had merely been following orders.

      Instead, he said, “And a traitor amongst us has been uncovered.”

      The voices quietened down.

      “Perhaps not a traitor,” Vibalt growled, “but a fairy who speaks the truth for once.”

      “We cannot lie.”

      “But we can sure as Hel beat any answer we want out of a brother.”

      Vibalt’s argument made no sense to Goran, but when his friend was this riled, not much sense could be found in the fairy. Vibalt had always had a temper on him. It was a good thing to have at your side during battle, but when facing such an unstable opponent, Goran believed it not such a useful trait.

      “Let me pass,” Goran tried again.

      “Not without spilling some of your blood in payment for your crimes, Ósómi.”

      Goran had had enough.

      “Is it a crime to stand for Dökkálfa? Is it a crime to defend my King? Is it a crime to fight the insidious nature of the Ljósálfar as it wends its way through our Court and sows the seeds of disharmony?”

      Some of those Hyrða present nodded their heads. Others looked less sure. Many remained steadfast in their anger toward Goran.

      “That’s three boons you owe us,” Vibalt said. Three boons for three questions. Goran wasn’t inclined to agree with his friend, but anger had made him voice his defence as defiant questions, so it was not a surprise to him that Vibalt saw it that way. “No honourable fairy would fail to pay. But you are Ósómi, so I will take our payment the only way it will be offered. Hold him!”

      Goran did not offer up a fight. He stood stock-still, tall and foreboding, glaring at those fairies who approached to do Vibalt’s bidding. Perhaps, Goran believed he did owe the boons. Perhaps, he wanted to shed blood for all the blood he had been forced to shed lately. Perhaps, this was his goddess’s punishment for the sins of the interrogations.

      Whatever reason, Goran did not stop the two Hyrða who held him in place. He just met Vibalt’s flinty eyes with stoic defiance and lifted his chin, saying nothing to halt the beating he was about to receive.

      The first punch was to his stomach, forcing him to double over, even as the guards either side of him held him upright. The next came swiftly on the tail of the first, this one a jab to his kidneys. Goran felt the bruise forming and water filling his eyes at the acute agony.

      But neither hit had drawn blood.

      The third was well placed. Goran’s nose broke under Vibalt’s knuckles; his head spun to the side with the force of the blow; his attacker’s fist clipped his cheek in passing, fracturing the bone. Blood seeped down his chin and splashed to the flagstones beneath him. The Hyrða on either side of him let go, and Goran struggled to remain upright without their assistance.

      Vibalt shook out his hand and winced in pain.

      “Three boons,” he said, roughly. “Well paid.”

      Goran spat blood out of his mouth and then gingerly pressed fingers to his face, straightening his nose so it would heal correctly.

      “You have a strong right hook,” he told his friend.

      “You’ve got a strong face.” Vibalt flexed his fingers again, grimacing.

      “I assume we are now done,” Goran said flatly. The shadows were stirring; the Herra aware of what had happened, but as of yet, the Hár Lord had not entered the common room and ordered the combatants to the dungeon for their misbehaviour.

      Perhaps, he too, thought Goran deserved his punishment, even if the order to interrogate the Hyrða had come through the Herra from Aliath, their King.

      “We’re done,” Vibalt said, standing up straighter. He stepped closer to Goran and said, behind a hastily erected ward, “That’ll keep ‘em off your back for a while longer.”

      Goran stared at his old friend and felt the smattering of hope blossom inside his chest. He didn’t believe he merited it, but it was hard for him to deny its growth.

      “I will not thank you,” he murmured, making Vibalt smile briefly.

      “I know you had no choice, brother,” Vibalt told him, in a serious tone of voice. “I know these harsh new ways upset you as much as they upset the rest of us. I know you realise the unjustness of the Court of late. You have ever been a fair fairy. I trust you with my life.”

      Vibalt quickly looked around the room, so Goran followed his gaze. But the rest of the battalions had gone back to their relaxation; satisfied, as Vibalt had predicted, that justice had been served. That Goran had paid.

      “That is why,” Vibalt continued, his voice lower, his eyes still checking the shadows and his makeshift ward’s protection from them, “I’m telling you this. There is a meeting, one of many such meetings of late. This evening, in the orchard, just passed that bent orange tree, the one with the face of Nut in its trunk. Sundown. For those of us who wish to make a change.”

      Goran stared at his friend. Saw the conviction there, the honesty, the trust.

      Did Vibalt not know that Goran was the King’s fairy through thick and thin?

      “I wonder,” he said softly, “what a fairy would expect to be discussed at such a clandestine meeting.”

      “If you have to wonder that, my friend, then perhaps you are not ready for change.”

      Vibalt patted him on the shoulder and walked away, popping the ward with his absence.

      Goran stood for a moment longer, concerned; disquieted, worried. Then he walked across the common room and through the door that led to the Herra’s office.

      Political unrest had morphed into political gatherings far greater than those minor clusters observed in the courtyard during breaks from sessions with their monarch.

      And all of it was to unseat the King. Goran’s King. Dökkálfa.

      He had to warn Aliath.
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      It was the third fairy to run away from us.

      “Only cowards run from confrontation,” Lorec said levelly. The Dómr made a squeaking sound and doubled his speed without looking back over his shoulder.

      In seconds, he was out of sight, around the corner at the end of the hallway we were in; a section of the castle somewhere between the aristocratic apartments and the offices of the courtiers.

      “Well, great,” I said, sounding disgusted. “You scared him half to death with your High Lord voice.”

      “You think I have a High Lord voice,” Lorec said without inflexion. “That is a relief. I thought you only saw me as a necessity.”

      “I’m quite sure High Lords are a necessity, my Lord,” I told him. Someone had to run the Fey Police.

      “But to have a High Lord voice is to be commanding. I like that you see me as such.”

      “Don’t go getting a big head or anything.”

      “I do not understand why my head would get big. I have not an illness, nor have I been charmed.”

      A small smile spread across my lips; unwanted and certainly uninvited, but impossible to deny in any case. Lorec actually had a bit of a sense of humour.

      “Next fairy,” I said, urging our search ever onward, and forcing any humour at my companion away.

      “I do not believe this fairy will be in the castle,” Lorec said.

      “If he’s not in the castle, then he’s probably not our fairy. The unrest is centred here, my Lord.”

      “He is a Fīfrildi, but not one of the castle servants. He can usually be found in the stables, though. We should head there.”

      The stables were still part of the castle, I thought. About as much as the orchard was. The building itself was separate from the castle walls, but I suspected being so close to the castle itself, and on Dökkálfa land, of course, the walls would still be able to help me.

      I couldn’t ask fairies questions outright without incurring debt, so I’d been relying on Lorec’s fearsome High Lord persona, and a little persuasion from the castle walls, in order to convince the fairies we’d approached to say more than they otherwise would have.

      I wasn’t certain it was legal. But Lorec hadn’t objected and I was pretty sure he could feel the magical draw on Dökkálfa every time I did it. If it were truly an egregious crime, the Hár Lord would have said something.

      Unless he was waiting for me to dig a big enough hole to fit my entire body inside of.

      I pushed that thought aside. It was hard for me to trust anyone in Álfeimr. I hadn’t been treated well since I’d been dragged into this realm. And the things I had seen and overhead, with the help of the castle, were enough to give me nightmares for centuries. So, trusting Lorec did not come easily. But as much as I thought he was a smarmy bastard, he had spent the morning at my side in order to help.

      Without any other allies to call on, Lorec was it, so I was trying to extend him a little trust. Not enough to ask questions of him and incur debt. Certainly not enough to thank him for his aid this morning. And definitely not enough to allow him to cop a feel whenever we walked too closely together.

      I’d been putting as much distance between us as possible, but some of the castle corridors were narrow and required a certain amount of close proximity. At those times, Lorec had made an effort to brush against me, press his hand to the small of my back to guide me, and even on one occasion, reach over and brush my hair out of my eyes.

      It left me feeling uncomfortable, but also slightly confused. The walls had rumbled at those times, and that had been enough for me to suck in a clean breath of air and extricate myself from the intimate position. But I could have sworn I had tasted desire on the air.

      Mine and his.

      Which was shocking. I didn’t fancy Lorec. He was the epitome of snobbish fairy, only out for himself and willing to use whatever he had to in order to get it. But he was also helping me. The only fairy to do so.

      I could have sought out Goran, I supposed. But the Hyrða had been inordinately morose of late. I understood what had the green-skinned guard so sullen; his Sora was no longer in Court. I wasn’t sure where she had gone to, but her status as one of the Servant Fey had been removed. Still a Fīfrildi, but a classless one. I would have offered her my aid if she’d been here. I would have offered what protection I could give.

      But save from sending her to the dungeon again to be watched over by Xavier, I really didn’t have much in the way of protection to give her. I could only hope wherever she was, she was safe and warm and cared for.

      We came out into the sunshine. Álfeimr was experiencing its summer season. I hadn’t seen autumn or winter yet. I thought, perhaps, it had been spring when I first came to Dökkálfa. And from my time spent in Ljósálfar, all I remembered was agony.

      But it was hot now.

      So, of course, the smell of horse manure and straw met us well before we even made it to the stables. I brushed my hand over the stone wall of the stable itself and waited for a reaction. I didn’t get one. So, maybe the castle’s ability to rumble when it communicated with me didn’t extend to out here. That was disappointing.

      Lorec swept into the main part of the stables with his head held high and nose in the air. He was really playing up the royal bit of being a fairy.

      “The fairy we seek,” Lorec said quietly from beside me, “is well known in some circles. He has been found in contempt of the Dark Dance of Canon in the past. He is one we watch for dissent on occasion. Although he has not been approached in the recent round of interrogations conducted by the Herra, I am sure he is on  the Hár Lord’s extensive list.”

      A Fīfrildi stepped out of the nearest stall, then, his thick, black clothes those of a worker and not what I was used to seeing in the castle. Even the maids wore fine uniforms in black, with white aprons and intricate details embroidered on them. As austere as black could be, somehow the Fey made it seem exquisite.

      But this fairy was very much of the working class, perhaps even beneath that of the Fīfrildi who cleaned my rooms.

      I watched his face as he registered our presence and then tried to hide his emotional reaction from us. He did well, but I could still detect a hint of fear, followed by a stronger taint of defiance.

      Good for him. You needed a backbone in Faerie.

      “Baltak,” Lorec said in a tone of voice that dripped with superiority. “Bow before your betters.”

      Baltak flicked a look toward me and then bowed, offering a snide smirk at Lorec as he did it. This was one fairy not afraid to rock the boat. And I suddenly wanted to question him and to hell with Fey debt.

      I held my tongue, though, waiting for the castle to do its thing. I even drew a little on that well of Dökkálfa power I had access to, but all it did was make Baltak jerk upright again and stare at me.

      I couldn’t see the smirk this time, but I did get a hint of the awe the Fīfrildi tended to exhibit when I used my magic.

      “My Lady,” he said, and bowed again, this time more deeply.

      I wanted to snort, but Lorec was not amused in the slightest. I’d received a far greater and more respectful bow than he had demanded, and I hadn’t even said a thing to the fairy before me.

      “Baltak,” I said, stepping forward slightly, bringing me closer to the Fīfrildi and farther away from Lorec. Lorec didn’t like that and matched me step for step, which only made Baltak surly again. “We seek to know your allegiance,” I said, cutting to the chase, and silently cursing the fact that cutting to the chase in Faerie was about as direct as a bent car aerial.

      “Of course, my Lady. Anything.” It was almost said in a gush, but Baltak didn’t seem the kind of fairy, Fīfrildi or not, to gush, so it might have just been that he was in a hurry to be done with us. “I am not a fairy of worth, my Lady, but I do have a code of honour. I stand for justice, for equality, and for Dökkálfa.”

      Dark Fey can’t lie, but they can say what they believe is the truth at the time of speaking. And they can be charmed to say anything at all, but the charms are usually quite blunt in their directives. All Baltak needed to tell me was that he stood for Dökkálfa. The rest would not have been required even if he’d been charmed to answer a certain way.

      I tested the air around him. I sucked in a breath of air and only tasted honesty, righteousness and conviction. I even probed his aura with my Light, making the stables glow a golden colour. My back started aching, and I rolled my shoulders, but despite the discomfort, I continued with the probing. I needed to be sure; Lorec had brought me here for a reason.

      But still, I couldn’t see a charm of any kind.

      The castle would have been better able to detect something like that, but I was pretty damn sure Baltak wasn’t lying. The fairy was at the bottom of the totem pole and disgruntled by it, but he was also loyal to Dökkálfa.

      I didn’t think he was our man. Fairy. Whatever.

      “Perhaps we will find time to discuss your vision of Dökkálfa further, Baltak,” I said. “I would very much like to know what it is.”

      “That would be an honour far above my station, my Lady.”

      “You are Dökkálfa,” I said, simply. “That is station enough, I believe.”

      He smiled openly at me, showing sharp teeth that looked like they could use a clean. But I refused to think on what might be stuck between those puppies.

      I nodded my head, waited for the Fīfrildi to complete his farewell bow to me, and then turned in a flurry of velvet skirts and left the stables.

      Fresh air was a relief, but I was frustrated. Not one of the fairies we’d managed to corner had given anything away. What use was Lorec’s connections and Hár Lord knowledge if he couldn’t even get me face time with a potential suspect?

      Was he misdirecting my search on purpose?

      “He is the last, I believe,” I said as we walked toward the castle.

      “Yes, my Lady.”

      “I have to wonder where you get your intelligence from, my Lord. We seem to have come up empty-handed. Again.“

      “This is not a concise science, my Lady. Magic can be quite tricky.”

      “I saw no magic there.”

      “Oh, but there was magic even if it was unseen.”

      I turned toward the annoying fairy. If only I could ask him outright if he was messing with me.

      “Explain, my Lord.” Demand not question. My patience was wearing thin.

      Dark Fey couldn’t lie, but they could certainly mislead. Had I made a mistake putting what little trust I had in Prince Lorec? There had to be something out there that hinted at who was behind the unrest. There just had to be.

      But we’d seen nothing but loyal fairies. Or fairies who appeared loyal in any case.

      “You would not be familiar with the technique, I suspect, but I took the liberty of sampling the air.” Lorec pulled a device from his pocket. On first inspection, I thought it belonged in a steampunk novel, but it also looked exquisitely made; much like all things in fairy if they weren’t a monster.

      I reached out and carefully touched the device. Lorec handed it to me immediately.

      “Press down on the lever, my Lady and inhale deeply.”

      I looked up at the fairy, warily.

      “I would not harm you, my love.”

      “Enough of that,” I told him and did what he’d suggested.

      I tasted honour and loyalty and something else less emotional, but somehow stoic. It tingled and made the hair on my arms rise up; a shiver raced down my spine, making my back ache. I thought I might have recognised it; the scent; the taste. The fairy.

      I looked back at Lorec, my brow arched; as close to a question as I dared ask.

      He smiled knowingly at me; smugly.

      “It is the magical residue of a fairy of worth,” he said. “Powerful. Royal.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. Was he having me on? “Oh, do tell, my Lord,” I said. “I am all aflutter with anticipation.”

      “It is the Herra’s signature, my Lady. He has visited the stables recently, and used his magic.”

      I didn’t think Dagar using the stables was out of the ordinary, especially if he were going somewhere. But I also knew the Herra had not left the castle recently. The Hyrða had been in an uproar for days, and the Herra never went far from his battalions when they needed his leadership.

      “Coincidental,” I offered, testing the waters.

      “I took two samples,” Lorec said. “One when we first entered the stables and one when Baltak walked out of the stall.” He nodded at the device I was still holding. “That sample is the second one. The Herra did not register on the first.”

      Oh, freaking heck. That did it. The Herra of the Hár Lords had magicked Baltak.

      Son of a gun, I had to tell Aliath. Had I found our Ljósálfar agent?

      Could it be that simple?

      Somehow, I thought not.
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      The latest report from the barracks was not promising. Torture was such an inefficient means of extracting the truth. Never before had I realised that more than now when a dozen Hyrða had succumbed to Goran’s persuasive techniques and told him what they thought he wanted to hear. Only to have Álfeimr punish them for speaking a falsehood.

      There were but a few ways to cheat that particular Fey magic. Some of us were better at doing such than most. . .

      A powerful charm that counteracts Dökkálfa‘s inherent enchantment.

      Or to wholeheartedly believe what one was saying at the time of speaking as the truth; no doubt; no hesitation.

      No coercion.

      And therein lay the problem. Álfeimr had exacted its price and the fairies, already at the end of their pain tolerance, had suffered more.

      I turned from the window and stumbled to my chair. My legs were shaking, sweat beaded my brow, my stomach — having already expelled its meagre contents — roiled with acid that only made my weakened state that much worse.

      Powerful magic could counter almost any charm; it could also heal nearly any wound. I had not used my magic to exact the information from the guards because there simply were too many suspected of betrayal to attempt it. But I had used my magic to correct a wrong; to heal what Álfeimr had demanded as payment.

      I was at my most vulnerable now, recovering from such an outlay of power. Dökkálfa helped as it had since I’d donned the crown. But how long would it continue to aid me?

      My legs gave out as I reached my chair and my rear connected with the cushioned seat in a fashion unbecoming a monarch. I sighed, which was a little too close to a moan for my comfort, and rested my head in my hands if only briefly.

      The knock on my door was tentative, and at any other time in my reign might have been considered respectful. I doubted, right then, that many fairies respected me. I most certainly did not.

      “Enter,” I snapped, sitting upright and effecting a regal mien.

      My new aide, Jarviq, entered the room, head bowed, body submissive. He was not a very accomplished Dómr. His family was also not highly regarded, nor did they own vast swathes of land.

      But neither had they embarrassed themselves in the past; behaving as loyal courtiers should throughout the history of their clan.

      For those reasons alone, I had selected Jarviq out of many applicants for the position of Royal Aide. As a replacement for the traitorous Harlin.

      “Speak,” I instructed, continuing the ruse I was forced to perform this morning.

      “Your Majesty,” Jarviq began, “the Umskipti is requesting an audience. She has been most persistent, despite my attempts to dissuade her of this senseless notion.”

      I stared at my aide. His family may have appeared loyal to the throne, but they were just as judgmental as any other Dómr out there.

      “Skilja,” I said. “She is Kara of the Skilja Fey.”

      “My apologies, Your Majesty.” Jarviq’s nose almost touched the flagstone floor as he bowed.

      “Show her in,” I ordered, my heart rate escalating at the thought of seeing Kara. And so intimately. Alone in my office where none could see us.

      Where none could see my heart breaking.

      I sat ramrod straight behind my desk, wanting desperately to wipe my palms on something, to wash the dried sweat from my face. I almost sniffed my armpits to see if I reeked of the weakness I so despised in myself right then. But shame and pride both had me remaining immobile.

      That and the thundering of my pulse.

      Kara swept into the room in a vision of the deepest, darkest purple. Her multitude of skirts swished around her booted ankles, the velvet shimmering in the sunlight that poured through the windows. Her hair was straight, and lay in sparkling strands of silver down her back, almost to the lower curve of her shapely behind. Her pointed ears were tipped in jewellery, a concession to her blood status I had not seen my mate give before. Her skin was pure crystalline perfection, her eyes such a vibrant green they almost blinded. And her wings stretched out behind her immediately upon entry to the room, leaving no fairy in doubt of her magnificence.

      Jarviq had stilled at the entrance to my office and stared in confused wonder at the vision of Fey power that waltzed past him. Kara owned the space around her, ignoring the statue-like fairy who had attempted to perform the role of gatekeeper to the King. She had to be aware of her effect on him, but it was as if she’d seen it a time or two too often to be surprised.

      And instead, she was giving him time to adjust to his new reality before she dazzled him with her undivided attention as she was dazzling me, right then.

      “My Lady,” I said, breaking the spell Jarviq was under. The Dómr shook his head and quietly backed out of the room, closing the door behind him.

      Leaving me alone with the woman, the fairy, who stole too often into my thoughts of late.

      “You look well,” I offered; a pathetic thing to say. Kara looked transcendent.

      “And you look like shit, Aliath,” she said plainly, making me burst out in a short bark of laughter.

      “Always so refreshing, my love,” I said without thought and then grimaced.

      Kara ignored the misstep and looked me up and down. At least, she took in what little of me she could see behind the desk.

      “Stand up,” she ordered.

      “You are addressing the King,” I reminded her, and then pushed to my feet.

      Her mask fell, like a veil swept away in a soft breeze.

      “Oh, Aliath,” she whispered, her upper body swaying toward me as if she wished to rush to my side. Her feet keeping her rooted to the spot because she knew as well as I did that to give in to our feelings was to doom Dökkálfa.

      We could love one another, perhaps even achieve such a thing in the privacy of my chambers, but the Court was not ready for me to mate a Changeling.

      And that was what they still saw Kara as. An Umskipti, one they thought was corrupting their King.

      “It has been a rough morning,” I admitted to her and added, “If you’ll excuse my rudeness, but I must regain my seat.” And then promptly fell back on my rear with a loud huff.

      It was embarrassing.

      She was beside me in an instant, her delicate hand landing on my arm, and then sweeping up over my shoulder to my cheek.

      “Stubborn fairy,” she muttered and started to glow.

      “Kara,” I admonished, but her Light was an elixir I could not deny myself. I sank back into my chair and accepted the gift she gave me, feeling better than I had in what felt like months, but was probably only days.

      When the golden glow of Kara’s magic had subsided, and I was able to open my eyes again to look my love in the face, she was leaning back against my desk, so close, right there, but no longer touching.

      I could see the battle she waged within herself to move away, to place distance between us. But for right then, I was relieved, she stayed; she lost the war with what was right and did what we both wanted.

      “What happened?” she asked. We had long ago done away with the Dark Dance when alone together.

      But we were rarely alone together nowadays.

      “An epiphany,” I said. “That required action. It is nothing.”

      She scoffed. “Hardly nothing, Fairy King. You looked like death warmed over.”

      “Such delightful turns of phrase you have, Kara.”

      “Don’t try to deflect with your poor attempt at humour, Aliath. What happened?”

      I stared at her. She stared back equally as determined. I sighed.

      “The interrogations go poorly,” I admitted. “We have found just one traitor, and even then, the Hyrða in question shows only his colours and not his intentions, none of which can be tied to betrayal.”

      “You still don’t trust them.”

      “I trust no one.”

      “Save me.”

      “Save you,” I agreed.

      “And Goran,” she added.

      “And Goran.”

      “And. . .Dagar?”

      I looked up at her and studied her face. “What is it, my love?” I could not seem to deny myself. Even as I knew the more I voiced my love for Kara, the harder it would be let her go again.

      Kara shifted slightly on the desk, and then she stood up and started to pace. I sat upright again, realising in that one move that I had been lounging like a well-fed cat, revelling in the peace and wellness Kara had gifted me.

      It was so easy to forget my woes when Kara was near; when she graced me with her courage and strength and magic.

      I had to be strong; stay focused. I was King of Dökkálfa. Not a lovesick teenager.

      “I’ve been conducting an investigation of my own,” Kara said suddenly.

      “An investigation,” I repeated, unsure what to make of that.

      “There has been such unrest in the Court of late,” she said, sounding very much Fey just then.

      “The Court is unhappy,” I conceded.

      Kara turned to look directly at me. “More than unhappy, Aliath. There is a movement, several I fear, to unseat you.”

      I shook my head, waved my hand in a manner that dismissed her worries. “That is nothing new. Dökkálfa is not ready for our mating. It is part of the reason why we must wait.”

      “Aliath,” she said with disappointment, “you’re looking at only one side of the coin. Flip it over. Tell me what you see.”

      I blinked, and then I tried to remember what Goran had reported of the happenings of Court lately. What the walls had been whispering and I had been ignoring, because I had traitorous Hyrða to locate.

      There had been unrest. But was it not related to my closeness to Kara? To the Ljósálfar outbreak? Was it not to be expected when the Hyrða were so riled? Several of their number missing from Court of late?

      I shook my head and began to wonder if there was more to it than the natural course of Court life; the ups and downs of power-grabbing, and political alliances, and dissatisfaction on a more general level to a King who appeared weak due to betrayal.

      “What are you saying?” I asked. “Speak plainly, minn elska.”

      Kara sighed and slowly pulled a device out of the folds of her skirt. I recognised it immediately. It was one steeped in Dökkálfa magic, one designed by the former Queen to trace fairies in a manner that did not require an outlay from one’s power base.

      Sofiq had enjoyed using her magic in other ways.

      “How did you come by that?” I asked, standing and rounding the desk to approach her. I reached out and took the device, turning it over in my hand, unsure if I wanted to know who’s signature the device had caught, and where.

      And why Kara was nervous right then.

      “From someone, I don’t exactly trust, but who has been helping me when no others would.”

      “Never trust a fairy, Kara,” I admonished.

      “I trust you,” she said. So swiftly, so honestly.

      It made my heart swell.

      “And I, you, my love. But even those I call allies have the potential to betray.”

      “I would never call Lorec an ally,” she said vehemently.

      I looked down at the device again and then up at Kara’s face. “Lorec gave you this?”

      “He’s been helping me search for the root of the unrest within the Court. Aliath,” she said urgently, reaching out and touching my arm, making the world outside my office, right then, disappear in a torrent of desire and love. “I fear the unrest is political in nature. That there is more to it than simple displeasure at their King. I can feel it. I am sure of it. This is not Dökkálfa revolting for the sake of revolting. There is impetus here. Someone’s hand at work. And who would benefit the most if Dökkálfa were in disarray? If their rightful King was suddenly dead? Dead at the hands of his own fairies.”

      There was always a threat of assassination when one wore the crown. It was a given. One fairy among many may disagree with the monarch’s pedigree; with their claim to the throne. Another may think themselves better suited to the role; more deserving. And yet, always, the King or Queen had their Hyrða to call on.

      To trust with their protection.

      I wasn’t scared at the thought of being assassinated. I wasn’t even afraid that my guard was decimated, some of the blame — perhaps almost all of it — residing on my shoulders.

      I was furious. Angry at Isoleth. Angry at whoever had entered my Court and sown the seeds of betrayal. Angry at Dökkálfa for not uncovering it and Álfeimr for allowing it.

      I pressed the button on the side of the device and inhaled.

      Immediately, I recognised the scent, the signature.

      Dagar.

      I swallowed thickly. “Where was the Herra for this sample to be taken?”

      “The stables,” Kara said. “A Fīfrildi had been enchanted to claim his allegiance to Dökkálfa. The Herra’s magic was all over the fairy we questioned.”

      A small kernel of worry seeped into my raging thoughts at the idea that Kara had been incurring debt in Court in order to uncover the rot that had been cultivated.

      But then I was thinking of Dagar’s betrayal. At his hand being the hand behind the unrest. At the reports, he’d been giving me, and I’d been blindly believing. At the friendship, we’d shared and the camaraderie we’d developed over the centuries.

      I sucked in a breath of air, trying to still my wildly beating heartbeat. Trying to think clearly when all I could feel was rage.

      Even Kara’s presence no longer calmed me.

      I tried unsuccessfully to calm my turbulent thoughts, to clam the rage inside me.

      “I do not believe it,” I said, in an attempt at reason. But part of me had already believed Dagar a traitor for weeks.

      “I’m not sure I do either, but the charm was well executed, Aliath, and I can think of none other powerful enough to achieve that than the Herra.”

      Kara looked doubtful. I wanted to feel that same doubt. But truth be told, I did not.

      I wanted an object to direct my rage at.

      I wanted an answer when I knew seeking such was a fool’s errand.

      I wanted to end this.

      The unrest.

      The doubt in myself.

      The weakness I knew I was displaying with every hit I took.

      The rot taking root in Dökkálfa.

      I sucked in a breath of air and said the words I knew needed saying.

      “I will order his arrest immediately, my Lady. I will see this traitor brought to ground if it is the last thing I do.”

      Kara looked at me with such sadness in her beautiful green eyes.

      “Not the last thing,” she whispered. “Please,” she begged. “Never that.”

      My heart tore apart anew.
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      If ever there was a time to keep looking over my shoulder it was now when word of the King’s anger reached the Court, and the Hyrða were released to hunt their Herra.

      Dagar had gone into hiding almost immediately, if not proving his guilt, then not helping his innocence either.

      I wasn’t sure what to believe. I didn’t want to believe it of that fairy. I knew what he meant to Aliath. How close they’d been.

      How the betrayal cut like a knife.

      But I also knew you couldn’t pick your enemies, only your battles. And fighting to prove the Herra was innocent, when all evidence pointed towards his guilt, was one battle I didn’t fancy undertaking.

      Aliath’s reaction upon seeing the device Lorec had given me was proof enough of its efficacy. But I still couldn’t get out of my head the fact that I’d tasted no hint of a charm on Baltak in the stables.

      Perhaps my power was not sufficient to combat the Herra’s. I knew that the castle had been unable to help me outside of its walls, and as yet, I hadn’t completely mastered the well of power Dökkálfa allowed me.

      I cursed my cumbersome use of Fey magic again. I’d come a long way, far farther than I had ever thought possible in such a short timeframe. But I wasn’t an expert, and I thought, perhaps, I needed to be.

      This. . .rot in Dökkálfa was insidious by nature. It reeked of the Ljósálfar, and as much as it pained me, a small part of me was still scared of the Light Fairies.

      Of Isoleth, their Queen and my tormentor.

      I straightened my back, glanced over my shoulder yet again, and proceeded toward the forest.

      I’d received a note, handed to me by Marik — my head maid — with a foul look upon her face. The Fīfrildi clearly had not wanted to be a party to the exchange, but some part of her was obviously baulking at the changes in Dökkálfa and she believed the missive would help keep them away.

      The note had been unsigned and direct in its communication.

      Meet me at the northern edge of the forest as soon as possible. Come alone. The state of Dökkálfa is at stake.

      Walking outside of the castle was a risk: I knew that. I also was aware that I couldn’t — shouldn’t — trust Marik. The fairy maid had been one of my staunchest challengers. But the Fīfrildi had been changing lately. And Marik was nothing if not a true Fīfrildi.

      Part of that change in favour was due to my aid of a Fīfrildi in the courtyard not so long ago. I’d stood against a Hyrða guard who’d gotten too handsy with a maid. My open defence meant something to the lower caste of fairy, but I suspected it was also my Light.

      It seemed different from Dökkálfa‘s. Even from Ljósálfar‘s if I were honest. It didn’t scare them, like my initial arrival in Court as one of Isoleth’s creations had scared them.

      But the awe they displayed when I used my Light was unnerving. I didn’t understand it. Hate I understood. Prejudice also. Bigatory, yeah, I got it.

      But awe?

      I shook my head and checked over my shoulder again, then gave the shadows a cursory look. Dagar’s power had been removed almost immediately. He was no longer in control of the shadows. I wondered who was now. Aliath? Another fairy who could betray him?

      Betray me?

      Not that I was breaking any rules by going to the forest, but I certainly was placing myself in unnecessary danger. This fairy I was meeting had better be worth it.

      I checked my connection to Dökkálfa. It was still there. Still strong. But without the castle to act as a conduit for it, I felt uncertain about what I could call on.

      I rolled my shoulders to ease the ache in my back and lifted my chin defiantly. Suck on that, Shadows, I thought. Then started to snigger. Aliath did so love to feed on my courage.

      And somehow the notion was no longer so foreign, so appalling because I knew, in a way, I fed on his desire. His love.

      I was more Dökkálfa than Ljósálfar. More fairy than human. I wondered if Isoleth was surprised by that. Surprised at how her magic had taken form when used to change me.

      I crossed the last stretch of open land with a tension thrumming through my frame. But it didn’t dissipate once I reached the shadows of the forest. I was well outside of the castle’s domain.

      Still, this was Dökkálfa. And Dökkálfa felt like home to me. More like home than Ljósálfar could ever be.

      Maybe more like home to me than Earth.

      I stood still and listened to the creatures of the forest. This part of the forest was filled with new growth. The floor covered in dead branches and the remnants of deforestation. Surrounded by regrowth.

      It amused me that fairies followed a replanting regime.

      A shadow separated from the sparse shadows of the new trees, and a Fīfrildi stepped out to greet me. I, at first, thought of Baltak, but this was a female Fīfrildi; much smaller, lithe of frame and delicate of features.

      I recognised her immediately.

      “Sora!” I said, rushing to embrace her.

      “My Lady,” she said, sounding surprised at my familiar and intimate greeting.

      “I’m relieved you are well,” I said as explanation, pulling back to get a decent look at her. “Although, I fear ‘well’ may be an exaggeration.” She looked too thin; too wasted.

      But she did look healthy; clean and well dressed.

      I wanted to ask what she’d been eating. I wanted to ask where she’d been hiding. I wanted to ask if she was okay.

      I said nothing. Because even Sora, my one-time maid, and someone Xavier had come to feel worthy of his protection, was a fairy. And I could never trust a fairy, even one I liked as much I did Sora.

      “You sent me the note,” I said eventually, as it appeared Sora was too in awe of my Light to speak.

      I hadn’t realised I was leaking it, but like a cloak of protection, golden rays burst out all around me.

      “Yes, my Lady,” she said, curtsying. “It was the only way we could meet. And we had to meet. I trust no other with this information.”

      “Then lay it on me, mate,” I said in typical kiwi fashion.

      “I am not your mate,” Sora declared, almost sounding affronted. I wasn’t sure if fairies went for same-sex relationships, but I also thought that wasn’t what had got Sora’s undies in a twist.

      “Turn of phrase,” I said quickly. “Tell me what you wished me to know.” I had a feeling that time wasn’t on our side.

      All this sneaking out of the castle, and clandestinely meeting in the forest of all places, really had my shoulders itching.

      Or that could have been my magic which even now was growing brighter all around us.

      Sora nodded and sucked in a breath of air. “I tell you this when I have been tasked with its secrecy. I break a vow to bring you this information, my Lady.”

      “I get it,” I said. “You’re risking a lot. If it’s too much, I’ll understand, and we’ll part ways, none the worse off.” I doubted that, but I wanted to reassure the nervous creature before me.

      “He will be angry with me,” she muttered. “He’ll feel betrayed.” Oh, I didn’t like the sound of that. “But I also know he is under much firmer restrictions than I am, and part of me believes this was his way of breaking the magic that binds him.”

      “Sora,” I said softly. “You’re worrying me.”

      She blinked doleful looking eyes up at me and said. “My mate. Goran. He talks in his sleep. A habit that circumvents most charms, for the charmer usually fails to charm against such things. His last visit; he insisted on sleeping with me in our bed. He usually does not stay such a length of time, but. . .”

      “I understand,” I said encouragingly. “He hoped to say something in his sleep.”

      “Yes.”

      “What did he say in his sleep?”

      Sora sucked in a breath at my question, at the boon, I offered so freely. I thought perhaps the Fīfrildi needed a favour to call on in the future. And I felt as if she deserved that much in thanks for her loyalty right then.

      It seemed to bolster her. Sora straightened her back, tucked in her wings, and said, “There is a meeting, this evening, at nightfall, in the orchard. Goran believes one of those who attend will be revealed as the source of unrest in Dökkálfa.”

      “Did he mention Ljósálfar?”

      Sora glowered at me. I was asking too many questions, but caution was no longer a motivator. Uncovering the truth and doing what I needed to do to keep Dökkálfa safe was forefront in my mind, right then.

      And keeping Aliath safe.

      “He might have, my Lady. I cannot be sure. I was barely awake at the time, but the fervency of his words did relay one thing. The meeting is a danger to Dökkálfa and Goran will do all he can to stop it. Even face his death if that’s what the gods demand.”

      I stared at the little fairy and saw the desperation on her face. She loved Goran with all of her being, and she did not want to see her mate harmed, let alone killed to save Dökkálfa. But she also could not turn her back on her responsibility in protecting her home, her people, her world.

      A world that had rejected her because of the fairy she had chosen to love.

      There was much about Álfeimr I wished to change, but the unjust caste system was definitely near the top of the list.

      Not just for Sora and Goran, and those like them. But for Aliath and me, too.

      I would be with my mate, but first, I had to save Dökkálfa.

      “All right,” I said, straightening. “Did Goran say where in the orchard the meeting was?”

      “Truly, Lady, you should have a care with the number of questions you make.”

      I waved that away with my hand. “We are well beyond the Dance of Canon, my yellow-winged friend.”

      She looked at me a little strangely, then shook her head and said, “By the tree that looks like Nut.”

      “Ha! Didn’t know we had one of those.”

      Sora looked stricken. “You have not seen it,” she said flatly. “You do not know where it is.”

      Still not asking a question. Gotta love that about fairies. Their determination in the face of disastrous odds to never break a freaking rule.

      “Do you?” I said, perhaps because I just wanted to rub in the question thing. Or not. We really needed to move things along; the sun was setting.

      “Yes,” Sora said, sounding frightened.

      “I’ll be with you the entire way, and once we’re there, you can make a quiet escape.”

      “If you believe it will be that easy, my Lady, you do not yet know Dökkálfa well.”

      “Oh, Sora,” I said, “I have Dökkálfa‘s number. Don’t you worry.”

      “I do hope so, my Lady.”

      She turned then, without another word, and left the darkness of the forest and walked out into what was left of the day. The sun was setting, casting an orange and red glow across the horizon. Purple grass swayed in the last of its golden rays, making a striking contrast no earthly artist would think to create.

      Álfeimr was truly beautiful, hiding the monsters that dwelled within in such a glorious way.

      We made good time back to the maintained area of the castle grounds. Still, outside the walls, but close enough now that I could feel its magic. It didn’t try to connect with me, not that I thought it would. It hadn’t when I’d been at the stables, and the stables were about as close as the orchard was.

      But I did feel better the closer to the castle we came.

      In contrast, Sora became more agitated.

      “Breathe, Fairy,” I instructed as we paused on the edge of the orchard proper. “There are shadows enough to hide us.” And I had my own magic to call on.

      I pulled on Dökkálfa. Felt the well of magic blossom open beneath my feet. Every time I accessed it, it came quicker; easier. I got better at wielding it.

      Still not an expert, but maybe enough to fool the odd fairy.

      But who was the fairy Goran sought? For there had to be one who instigated the meetings. Were they as powerful as the Herra? Or more so, like Isoleth? Was Goran even now dead, struck down by the traitor he sought?

      By the agent of Ljósálfar.

      For I’d suspected Ljósálfar‘s involvement from near the beginning. I’d known the political unrest had been guided by a powerful hand. I’d thought I’d tasted Ljósálfar. Maybe even Isoleth. But it could have been wishful thinking. A desire for our opponent to be an evil Light Fairy, rather than discover another betrayal amongst Aliath’s own.

      For how many more betrayals could the King suffer?

      How many more before the dam broke and he was beyond saving?

      I knew he was close to the edge. I’d suspected as much when the Hyrða became so enraged. And now I’d seen it for myself, in his office, alone with him; when the mask of ruling fell, and all that was left was my mate.

      I had to protect him. I had to protect Dökkálfa. It was why the castle had chosen me. It was why I was here, I was sure.

      We moved forward; my magic shielding us. Dökkálfa helping in any way it could. Although it must be said I missed the castle. Still, it was enough. It had to be.

      We emerged at a small clearing, the tree trunk Sora had described front and centre. A group of mismatched colourful fairies milling about uncertainly, fearfully. And so they should have been. They were meeting to plan regicide.

      To plan the unseating of their King.

      And then a fairy entered the throng. His face enraged, his aura displaying any number of emotions. Anger. Disbelief. Vengeance.

      “Dagar,” I said, feeling all kinds of sorrow. For proof of the Herra’s betrayal was here for all to see.

      Then out of the depths of the crowd, that had started to jostle and jerk with something that I thought resembled confusion, stepped Goran. The Hyrða threw off a cloak that had been shielding him and drew a flaming sword from his waist.

      “Dagar!” he shouted. “Former Herra of the Hár Lords. Former Hyrða I once called a friend. I arrest you in the name of the King. And any who side with you.”

      Hyrða stepped out of the trees from every direction. Even from right beside us. I pulled Sora closer, drawing her deeper into my Light cloak’s confines, holding my breath for fear of being discovered.

      The sword of the closest Hyrða sent a wave of heat over our hiding spot, crackling against my Light shield and causing the guard to turn his head and try to find the source of the sound.

      But Dagar had started yelling at Goran, denying his guilt, telling him he had been duped, as those fairies around them had been duped, by an insidious enemy.

      Ljósálfar? I thought.

      But who was telling the truth? Who was free of enchantment? Who was hiding behind a belief at that moment that skewed reality?

      And as the Hyrða started to round up the dissidents present, and Goran placed Light cuffs around Dagar’s rigid wrists, the castle rumbled so loudly, so strongly, that I felt its disquiet even this far from the walls.

      Something was wrong here. Some untruth hidden even by the rules of the Dark Fey.

      Well, I thought as the small area of the orchard cleared of all Fey but Sora and myself, still shielded by my Light and Dökkálfa‘s magic, I’d never been afraid to break the rules. And if I had to break a few to uncover the truth, then I would.

      Gladly.

      I was Dökkálfa’s Champion, and I was more than just Fey.

      Time for a reckoning. And maybe, just maybe, one less betrayal.
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      There were different types of Dark Fairies. And I didn’t just mean their skin colour or the fact that some had wings and others didn’t. Or even the caste system they clung to so strongly, even though it demeaned them, made them weaker, divided them — although, you wouldn’t think they were divided if you looked at them now, huddled together in whispered groups of Dómr courtiers and Smiðr aristocrats.

      No, I meant some fairies were honourable, and some weren’t. Some fairies could show kindness and some dripped hatred. Some fairies could empathise with another being and still remained wholly Fey in every way that counted.

      And some couldn’t help but judge, and condemn, and vilify.

      The fairies congregated in the courtyard of the Dökkálfa castle today were no doubt a mix of all types of fairies. But to my eye, right then, they were soundly in the latter category. They should have been ashamed of what they were doing, who they had become. But fairies didn’t think like that. Might was power. Prestige was power. Power was power, and they craved it.

      I liked to think that I was a fair person. A kind person. Someone who could see both sides of an argument and find a way to understand them. Someone who didn’t jump to conclusions, or make rash judgements. But life wasn’t always black and white, was it? Sometimes it was grey, and sometimes it was shrouded in darkness.

      Dökkálfa, which was a catch-all name for the Dark Fey themselves, and the Dark Fey part of Faerie, and also the Fey word for dark, should have been shadowed in darkness. But although the fairies who lived here all wore black, they wielded Light, and their skin colours were a rainbow of different shades of colour.

      There was a different type of magic here than the magic they wielded; seen in the vibrancy of the fairies, and the beauty of their buildings, and the magnificence of their scenery. There were shadows, certainly, but there was also a blazingly bright sun and a dazzlingly beautiful landscape. Even at night, when the moon came out, lightness could be seen in the way it hung, swollen, waiting on the horizon, or in the way, it made the lake outside the castle a shimmering moon-white glow; mesmerising. There was a multitude of bright lanterns, too, dotting the topography, winking in the distance, and glowing with soft light on the pathways, and in the gardens, and over the sleeping flowers.

      Dökkálfa was covered in light.

      It was a type of beauty that stole the breath, and not one inch of it appeared dark.

      And yet, the moment the Ljósálfar — the Light brethren of the Dökkálfa — escaped their prison, Dökkálfa had become infested with darkness. You couldn’t see it. Nor was it something that could be felt. But I knew it was there. I could sense it in the dark theme of conversations I overheard. In the dark way, the lower castes were being treated. In the dark looks, the Dómr and the Smiðr gave me.

      In the dark wall of impenetrable resistance, I kept slamming up against whenever I tried to achieve anything.

      I’d been attempting to get down to the dungeon to see Dagar, the former Herra of the Hár Lords. I’d been trying very hard to get in to see the accused traitor. But even though I had never been denied access to the dungeon before — courtesy of my relationship with the rogue vampire, Xavier, who was housed there — I couldn’t seem to make any headway now.

      Burly Hyrða guards had thwarted every attempt to enter the lower levels of the castle. I had to assume they were trusted guards, because Aliath, the Dökkálfa King and my one-time lover, had made sure any guards who did not favour him were sent away on missions that had nothing to do with Dökkálfa’s safety.

      The Konungr, the King, had been in a foul mood since Dagar had been caught inciting the masses at a secret meeting of malcontents. The Hár Lord had denied it, of course. But the evidence had been sound and quite convincing. Evidence I had brought before the King.

      But the castle’s reaction, Dökkálfa’s reaction, at the time of Dagar’s arrest was having me question the state of things.

      Try as I might, though, I could not get down to the dungeon to question Dagar directly. Nor could I get into see the King. Aliath didn’t normally refuse me entrance to his inner sanctum, although we were both trying our best to ignore our mating bond because the King being mated to a halfbreed monster like me wasn’t going to lift the mood in Dökkálfa. But he had never turned me away at his door before.

      Dagar, I knew, had been a close confidant. And Aliath had suffered greatly from the betrayal of his personal guards, as well. I knew the Fairy King was trying his damnedest to look strong in the face of such weakness. But did he have to ignore me?

      In a desperate effort to get somewhere, I decided my only course of action was to approach Prince Lorec for aid. Not that I trusted the royal fairy, but he liked to feel important, and he liked to be seen doing the right thing. And more importantly, he liked being seen doing anything with me.

      It was an unusual relationship, not that I wanted to call what we had a relationship at all, but for wont of a better word, that’s what it was. We interacted, we were familiar enough to dance close to the edge of Dark Canon laws, he gained something from being near me, I gained something from him in return; ergo, we were in a relationship of sorts.

      Even though I’d come to the unwanted decision that I had no choice but to ask for help again, I tried to think of other ways to achieve my goal. Anything but that, I thought, desperately.

      “Are you sure you can’t get me down there?” I whispered under my breath, my hand pressed to the stone wall at my side so I could feel the constant rumbling.

      All access has been blocked off, the castle said. Even for me.

      “But you’re the castle. You’re Dökkálfa.”

      And he is still the King.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of the castle, of Dökkálfa, using ‘still’ in that sentence. Shouldn’t it have just said, ‘And he is the King’? Why the adverb? Why the need?

      I worried that Aliath’s position was being threatened by more than just the Ljósálfar’s meddling. How much longer could he hold onto the throne? How much longer would Dökkálfa let him?

      And a small part of me thought, would it be better if he wasn’t King? We could run away together. Leave all of this behind us. Start a life together without judgement or prejudice. Make little fairy babies and soak up the dizzying magic of Álfeimr.

      But no monarch simply stood down from the throne. Once taken, it was theirs for life. Until death do them part.

      The thought of Aliath being killed for any reason, least of all for a throne that had caused him so much trouble, was a jolt to my system. A lightning bolt urging me to action; forcing my hand.

      I had no choice. For whatever reason, Aliath didn’t trust the castle, and so he had taken measures to ensure it could not get into the dungeon where Dagar was being held. I thought he had trusted me, but recent events had proven me wrong on that count. The rejection didn’t hurt me. I had much thicker skin than that. And I could also see the King was not himself, that he was flailing about wildly, desperately grasping at any straw to stave the inevitable fall from his seat.

      Perhaps that was why I had been chosen as Dökkálfa’s Champion. To be Dökkálfa’s Champion is to be the King’s. And the Dark Fey had not had a Champion in so long that many of them had forgotten what having a Champion meant. They clearly hadn’t needed one. And as fairies live hundreds of years, thousands even, then forgetting something like that meant it had been a long, long time since Dökkálfa had had a Champion; since it had last needed one.

      It also made me think that no matter what Aliath was doing to alienate himself from the castle, Dökkálfa still had his back. Because why create a Champion to defend him if he wasn’t worth defending? And why make that Champion me?

      I wasn’t wholly fairy, and I was certainly not wholly a Dark Fairy either. Part of me was born of the Light Fey, created by their evil Queen Isoleth. But Dökkálfa chose me. I could only assume it chose me because I was Aliath’s mate. If another sat on the throne, I would not defend them, Dökkálfa’s Champion or not.

      Testing the waters, more in an effort to prove to myself than anything, I reached for the well of power available to me as Dökkálfa’s Champion. It came willingly, happily, eagerly. I tested the strength of it, the limits that I could feel, but there appeared to be no end to what the land would give me. I considered blasting my way into the dungeon, and I may have taken that route if I’d stood there much longer and not been distracted.

      But my life is never that easy.

      Lorec stepped out from between a group of fairies, smiling widely at a Dómr and then warmly greeting a Smiðr. My mind disturbed by his appearance, I released my hold on the well of power available to me and watched the smarmy bastard do the circuit of the courtyard. Chatting and laughing and nodding his head when the fairy he was with talked animatedly.

      He was well-liked, I realised. Respected and in some cases looked on with awe. He was cousin to the King, so being of royal blood, it wasn’t unusual for him to be fawned over. And he sure did like a good fawning. But it was more than that, I decided. It reminded me of something. The way he bowed to fairies who bowed first to him. The way he smiled and met their gazes, his eyes flashing vivid green.

      What did humans call it? Pressing the flesh. That’s it. Fairies didn’t shake hands, though, they bowed, they fisted their hand over their chest if they really respected the fairy before him. And watching now, I saw more than one fairy do just that. And not just the courtiers either. The aristocrats were showing an equal amount of respect. But it all meant the same thing.

      Shit, I thought, glumly. He was a politician on campaign; his goal the crown.

      I turned away from the courtyard — I’d seen enough — and walked down a shadow-laden corridor, wandering if Aliath as watching me, when he should be watching his cousin.

      The castle had not been happy when Dagar had been arrested. Which meant Dagar could well be innocent. And although it was me who had brought the evidence to the King, it had been Lorec who had supplied it. Who had claimed the signature scent on the device he’d used had been taken in the stables.

      I considered visiting Baltak, the stablehand, again, and questioning him without Lorec beside me. But as the shadows swirled around me, and the gaiety of the courtyard diminished behind me, I realised that I had to watch myself; I had to tread very carefully.

      If Lorec were indeed a Ljósálfar agent then everything I did or said would get back to him — he was too clever not to have his own spies watching me. And then whatever he uncovered would eventually get back to Isoleth, the Bitch Queen.

      I had to figure out how a Light Fey Queen could suborn a prince of Dark Fey blood, and then thwart it. Was it a charm? Was he an Umskipti; a Light Fey substitute like Harlin, the King’s former aide, had been? Or was the rot that had entered Dökkálfa so very deep indeed that it could reach royalty?

      “You weren’t kidding when you said Dökkálfa needed me,” I whispered to the castle.

      He is the King, the castle told me, and it was all I needed to hear to know Dökkálfa still had Aliath’s back.

      But would it be enough to save the King?
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      The final report Dagar had written lay on my desk. I’d read it a dozen times. Touched it in preparation of reading it again twice that. And attempted to scrunch it up and throw it in the bin too many times to count.

      How could he?

      The walls of the castle seemed to be closing in on me, but I knew that was a farce; my mind making me believe something that was not true. An enigma to one born Dökkálfa. We seek the truth. We speak honestly. We do not trick or tease, or play games like the games my aunt was playing with me.

      I reached out and picked the report up to read for a final time. Dagar had suggested ceasing the interrogations of the Hyrða; noting that the efficacy was wearing off. And as I’d had to heal several of the last to be interrogated, because they had fallen prey to Goran’s tools and Álfeimr had punished them for speaking falsely, it had seemed a logical suggestion; one I had heeded.

      The barracks, I knew, were in disarray. Not only had they been living in fear of Goran’s ministrations and my rage, they now had to operate without a Herra. I’d considered placing Goran in the role, but Goran was a shadow of the fairy he once was. The once proud, honourable, accomplished Hyrða carried a cloak of guilt about him that weighed so heavily on his broad shoulders.

      I feared I had ruined my friend. The guilt was mine to bear, not his, but I knew Goran well. He would seek to make amends for the rest of his life. All because I had tasked him with a weight too heavy for anyone to bear.

      And he’d borne it so well, too. Nearly two-thirds of the corps had been interrogated and cleared. There was unrest and dissatisfaction, to be sure. Many voiced their uncertainty that I was strong enough to remain King. But they qualified it with their loyalty to Dökkálfa above all else.

      They were not traitors. They were loyal fairies. Disgruntled, uncertain, worried. But, none-the-less, loyal.

      My errors had all been of my own making. Allowing the Nothus into Dökkálfa. Seeking a stronger connection to the vampire hunter Princess of Ljósálfar. Not killing Isoleth when I had the chance. Granting sanctuary to one of her creations, along with a rogue vampire.

      Looking at it like that, it was no wonder my battalions questioned my right to the throne.

      I let out a soft snort just as Jarviq requested entry into my office.

      “Come!” I announced authoritatively. At least I could still sound like a despotic king.

      “Your Majesty,” my aide said, bowing low. “Sessions have been called as you requested. The throne room is fully attended.”

      I nodded. “That will be all,” I said. He bowed and backed out of the room as befitting a Dómr.

      In an effort to appear in control, I’d started Court sessions again in the throne room. It was not my favourite aspect of ruling, but then, not much was very favourable about being Dökkálfa’s King right now.

      It was also a blatant attempt to distract me from what I really should have been doing. Not that allowing my Court to see me fully functional and in command was a waste of time. But there was more I should be doing; namely, questioning Dagar myself.

      I’d had Goran question him, of course. I’d also received daily reports from the Hyrða on duty in the dungeon. But I had yet to face my old friend and use the power granted me as Konungr to full advantage and seek out the truth of the matter.

      The evidence was compelling, and the source to be believed, but until I asked the former Herra myself, I could not be certain of accuracy. And yet, I could not bring myself to walk the distance to the dungeon, even if most of that distance would be shrouded from public view in my private passageways.

      Another reason to feel shame at what I had become.

      Dagar could wait. My Court would not. We’d had a break in audiences with the King, but now they had been restarted, I needed to play the part appropriately.

      I donned my cloak and crown, checking my reflection in a looking glass. I appeared hollow. As if a ghost lived in the shell of my body. This was what ruling had done to me. This and my aunt.

      I’d known, realistically, that holding the Dökkálfa crown would not be easy. But I’d been trained for such an eventuality. I’d told myself, I would be a better ruler than Sofiq. I would be just and fair, but firm and approachable. So far, I’d managed to botch that completely.

      I resolved to do better. To return to my ideals. To not succumb to the madness that had threatened every one of my relatives who had sought to wear the crown through the millennia of fairies. Ours was a proud race, a powerful race.

      But not a forgiving one.

      I could still do this. I could still rein my Court in, defend Dökkálfa from the Ljósálfar, and rule the way I had hoped to rule.

      I straightened my back, lifted my chin, and walked from my office down the private passageway that led directly to the throne room.

      I could hear the voices before I reached the sanctum. Not loud or raised in argument, but definitely riled to some degree. I couldn’t hear the words, and the castle chose not to aid me. I tried very hard not to read too much into that, but it was difficult to see anything but the widening gap between Dökkálfa and I.

      As soon as I stepped into the room, the voices hushed to almost nothing, although there were a few who continued their conversations as if I did not warrant their solemn attention. It was unseemly, and already a Hyrða was approaching the knot. I ignored the consequent interaction, and walked with regality toward the throne, using every ounce of willpower that I had to not glance up at the mezzanine and seek out Kara.

      She would be there. Separated, as was fit for a Skilja. But to my heart and mind, she was meant to be right beside me, where, as my mate, she should have been.

      It was a hollow desire and had I not had better control of my emotions, every single fairy in the room would have known instantly that I was pining.

      Kara should have been Queen, and yet I had been forced to push her away, farther away than I had wanted. All for the crown I currently wore and the Court I currently sought to appease.

      I turned on the dais and surveyed the crowd. The Hyrða had dispersed the knot of disrespectful fairies. Whether they had been removed from the throne room completely, I could not tell. The answer to that would have been enlightening and perhaps, in the scheme of things, a good thing to know. But I was not here for that.

      I was here to listen to petitions from my Court and make rulings on their behalf when compromises could not be found without the Crown’s assistance. It was usually an extremely drawn out and boring affair, but it was the way of Court and an opportunity for the Smiðr and Dómr to treat with their King.

      Occasionally, I would award a fairy for something they had done in the name of the Crown. Often, I had to rule harshly for a misdemeanour, because the goddess knows a fairy can’t seem to help themselves. We seek power. We seek recognition. We seek to control. And sometimes, we seek all three without any care for others.

      I was not blind to the selfishness of fairies. I, in part, had been selfish when I took the throne, too.

      The crowd was deadly silent, waiting for me to start the session. These were my fairies. Mine to rule, to protect. To guide and care for. To lead by example.

      I sat down on the throne without speaking, which was not what I had intended to do, at all. But something held me back from making a sweeping statement about the state of things. From speaking of Dökkálfa’s promising future, or the fact that war with Ljósálfar was a given, but we would prevail. Because we were the very best of fairies.

      I’d had a speech prepared. I’d practised it only this morning. It was rousing and full of conviction and was designed to lift the spirits of those fairies before me and unite them in a fashion that they had not been united in for so long.

      But I said nothing. I simply sat. And for the first time, I forced myself to acknowledge that I was not myself. I was out of my depth. That something was terribly, terribly wrong in Dökkálfa.

      My hands fisted on the throne’s arms. My lips pressed into a thin line, the more I tried to speak. My heart beat like a pixie’s wings in the heat of summer. I could feel a blush sweep up my cheeks. I even had difficulty turning my head, but I did manage to move my eyes upward, and to the right; toward the mezzanine.

      Kara stood at the balcony, staring down at me with a small crease between her pale brows. Vivid green eyes met mine, and my entire body jolted. My hands came free of the throne’s arms, my lips parted. I gulped in air and turned to face the crowd, ready to give my speech.

      But it was too late. I’d sat down; the signal for the commencement of the session with their King.

      The first fairy to approach me swore his allegiance. I smiled and nodded and even managed to thank him. And then granted him his meagre wish, leaving one of my Court pleased.

      The second fairy had a complaint which I could not immediately rectify, but the solution offered was enough to make him believe I had things in hand and would see to his needs.

      The third fairy questioned the finances being used to fund the war. The fourth questioned the veracity of the Ljósálfar having escaped at all. The next fairy demanded to know what had been happening in the Hyrða barracks.

      The day progressed at glacial speeds, the questions more demanding.

      It was to be expected. I’d braced myself for the onslaught of probing and pointed queries, and answered them clearly and with as much honesty as the Crown would allow me. I believed I had done a good job, and could not think of one more question that could be asked of me that had not already been answered.

      I let my guard down.

      And it would seem, the Court had acquiesced. The next few fairies asked for minor things. A dispute that needed umpiring. A request that I could easily meet. Then something shifted. Not so much the atmosphere in the throne room, or the demeanour of the fairies present.

      But something in me.

      And the next fairy who stepped forward and pledged his allegiance to the Crown and to me did so in a way that had me believing he spoke falsely. The fairy after him had me believing even more strongly that untruths were being spoken to me. And the more the Court came to me and reinforced their loyalty, the more I was sure they were all lying.

      We cannot lie. We cannot speak a falsehood. Unless we believe at that moment that what we speak is the truth.

      Or we are charmed to speak the lie, fooling Álfeimr’s magic.

      I tried to part my lips to taste the emotions on the air, to seek out the charm and its creator.

      My lips would not part. My hands fisted. My heart rate increased.

      But when I lifted my eyes to the mezzanine floor, Kara was not where she was meant to be.

      Without the connection to my mate that had earlier steadied me, my thoughts and emotions spun wildly. I hid them from my Court. I held onto my sanity.

      But inside I knew I was fracturing, and I was certain it was not a break caused by me.
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      The wound had festered, and his magic could not clear the air of the stench. Moving caused unimaginable pain, masked only by the icy coldness of the cell he was in. His head ached; he was sure he had a concussion. His heart was broken; his will, by comparison, was as formidable as ever.

      They could accuse him of anything, vilify him, mistreat him, threaten to disembowel him even, but he would never be anything other than loyal to Dökkálfa. He would never disown his heritage; his vow to defend Dökkálfa for the long length of his life and beyond.

      He was Aliath’s fairy through and through, and no Ljósálfar plot to unseat him would change that truth.

      Dagar clung to that knowledge, even as his frail body slowly failed him. He knew no other course to take than the one he had been on since birth. He would fight with what little strength he had left to him, but he knew, also, as a practical fairy, that his strength would fail him well before he could right this wrong and save his kingdom.

      Aliath needed him now more than ever, and yet he was trapped in a cell, in the deepest pits of the castle, cold, shivering, his wounds infected and his body wracked with illness.

      He coughed. The sound echoed in the seemingly empty space of the dungeon. His chest ached with the effort, and his lungs screamed for air they no longer had the strength to inhale.

      It was a pitiful sight, he was sure. But who would see him? They had not fed him for at least a day; the Hyrða guards keeping their distance from him lest they feel a residual false sense of loyalty to their former Herra and aid him in some way.

      It was the right thing to do, and he was proud of Aliath for commanding it. He’d known the young Konungr for centuries. He’d watched him grow up into the fairy he was today. The orphaned nephew of Queen Sofiq had not had an easy upbringing. No fairy ever did; it was sad to say. But Aliath’s had been especially gruesome.

      Sofiq, having done away with his parents in an accident that could not be proven as arranged, reluctantly tolerated her nephew, as an heir was essential to ruling. An heir that she believed she could mould into a puppet on her strings.

      She had failed. Aliath was his own fairy. Strong. Capable. Fearless. And loyal to the Crown and not who wore it.

      That was something that needed to be dealt with, of course. Aliath did not have an heir, and in order to stabilise the monarchy, a line of succession was very much needed. He would baulk at the suggestion, not because he disagreed with the mentality, but because it would require him to choose a mate of equal standing. A fairy of royal blood, or at the very least, a Smiðr who would be granted all that is considered royal by Álfeimr.

      Of course, Dagar’s King already considered his mate found. Unfortunately, she was neither a fairy of equal standing nor a Smiðr. There was no way the Court would accept an heir produced by the Umskipti. Skilja Fey, they called her.

      At least as Skilja Fey, she was more than just a changeling.

      But it was not enough, Dagar feared. For fairies could be very exacting. And although there had been rumours of her strength, her command of powerful magic, her connection to the castle and therefore to Dökkálfa, she was still a Ljósálfar creation. Half-human, half something else.

      A monster according to Dark Fey tradition. The Light Fey created, the Dark Fey destroyed. It was the way of things since time immemorial. Their goddess had willed it that way.

      But what the Light Fey created was Darker than anything the Dark Fey could achieve by destruction.

      Not that Dagar had seen such Darkness in the changeling. Still, it was not enough, and so Aliath would one day, and very soon, have to consider his options. Dagar had allowed him some time to come to this conclusion himself. To enjoy the false freedom of choice. But the King had no choice, really, but to do what was necessary to protect the Realm.

      To defend it against Ljósálfar attack.

      And Dagar was sure they were under attack now and that the only enemy that made any sense was Ljósálfar.

      He shifted again, causing his aches to begin anew and his lungs to strain as he coughed up blood-stained mucus. He tried to call on his magic, but the cell was warded against such things, to counter any attempts at escape, of course.

      He was dying, and he had never faced a more ignoble death. This was not how a Hár Lord should go.

      His movements must have caused the rogue vampire they kept down here to stir. He could hear him pacing and muttering in his language that sounded like rocks crashing together to Dagar’s musical ear.

      For a moment, Dagar considered calling out to the beast, but he neither spoke the tongue nor had the strength to accomplish such a thing. He listened, instead, to the heavy gait, the rattle of chains, the blood-curdling scream when silver touched the vampire’s flesh.

      Dagar could smell the flesh burning. Was the vampire trying to get out? He’d succeeded in the past, that was why his cell had been reinforced with silver mesh melded to the stone walls. It was why the guards had chained him when Dagar had been brought in here. Standard procedure, of course. The vampire had aided another prisoner to escape last time, and although the Fīfrildi could hardly be called a deadly criminal, at the time she was a threat to the Crown and in her rightful place.

      So, the Hyrða assigned to the dungeon were taking no risks, and Dagar approved of that, even as he wished for something to distract him from his imminent death. At least the rogue would be entertaining, his efforts to reach his mistress thwarted by silver which only fed a fairy’s power.

      Which was why Dagar was on this side of the dungeon, well away from the beast.

      The animal was now moaning and crying, a pitiful sound that made Dagar’s efforts seem heroic by comparison. A part of the fairy wished to calm the creature, to ease its suffering. But what could Dagar do?

      Exactly nothing.

      So, he lay where he was and listened to the increasing upset of the vampire, and he tried to think of a way to get a message to Aliath. To prove his innocence and offer his life for the Sveinbarn he had watched grow into an adult and was now struggling to be the King, he knew he could be. The King Dökkálfa needed.

      A sound caught his ear. Not the vampire. The vampire had gone deathly quiet. As if it hunted right now, and had taken to the shadows. A wraith bringing death upon those who dared to walk where he treads.

      It sent a shiver down Dagar’s spine. But then the noise he’d heard became more distinct, and he realised it was coming from his end of the dungeon.

      There were no guards near his end of the dungeon, nor were there other fairy prisoners. Dagar was alone in this section of the pit. Cut off from light and warmth and everything a fairy needed to live.

      So, that sound was out of place and therefore, Dagar, too, became as still as a shadow, holding his breath and waiting to see who walked where he treads.

      There was not much he could do behind the cell’s ward, of course. But this was the first change in his circumstances that had occurred since he’d been brought here. And Dagar was nothing if not an opportunistic fairy.

      This may well be his only chance.

      He moved slowly, so very slowly, to a sitting position, using his force of will alone to stop the coughing and moaning that wanted out. He held his breath longer than he thought was wise. If he’d been able to see a thing, he’d have started to notice spots at the edges of his vision by now, he was certain.

      But darkness surrounded him, and even the shadows he had at one time commanded could not see what was approaching.

      A crack sounded out but was silenced almost immediately as if a blanket had been thrown over a crackling fire. Dagar could feel the silencing charm as it wrapped around him, sealing his cell in a way his jailers had not ever accomplished.

      The vampire had been silent, but even if it had made a sound now, Dagar would not have been able to hear it. Which meant the guards could not hear what was about to transpire in Dagar’s section of the dungeon.

      And as they never maintained a visual watch over him, either, fearful that he would somehow suborn them with hand signals perhaps, they would remain none the wiser.

      Dagar was unsure if that was a good thing or not.

      Without making a sound, a figure appeared at the edge of Dagar’s cell. Inside his cell, in point of fact. Dagar glanced around, desperately trying to see where the figure had come from. But there were no new holes in the stone face of his prison, and the iron gate was locked closed.

      He realised then that he could see farther than he’d been able to see in quite some time. He blinked his eyes, as the spots he’d feared before made an appearance. Once he’d cleared his vision, he was startled to see the figure crouched down before him, wings of iridescent feathers spread out behind the silver-tipped head of the Skilja Umskipti.

      “Oh, dear,” she said in his own language. “This is not good, is it?”

      Dagar stared up at the human-who-was-not-a-human and said nothing. Words failed him.

      “They’ve really done a number on you, haven’t they?” she said.

      Dagar blinked, wondering if this was a vision sent by Nut to console him in his last hours.

      “I mean,” the Umskipti said, “you’d think they’d take better care of a former High Lord, wouldn’t you? Just for old time’s sake at the very least.”

      Dagar said nothing. He wasn’t sure if he was capable of speech.

      “My Lord,” the female said, “this only works if you act all fairy.”

      Act all fairy? What did that mean?

      “I’m trying my best here,” she said, sounding exasperated, “but the magic I’ve used is ancient and bound by rules even I can’t ignore. So, please, do your best to think fairy. Dökkálfa needs you. Your King needs you. Now, what is it you fairies always say? Never ask a question? Yes, that’s it. Come on; you’ve got this.”

      And then she sat back on her haunches and waited.

      Dagar licked his lips and then tried to clear his throat, only causing a bout of coughing that might have done serious damage. The Umskipti looked as though she was in pain, but she didn’t move from her crouch before him. She simply waited.

      In the end, all Dagar could manage was a pitiful whisper, but it was enough to seal the magic the winged creature before him had set in motion. It was not a magic Dagar was familiar with, but he was familiar with the Dark Dance of Canon.

      “You owe me a boon,” he said.

      “Several, I should think,” the female said happily. “Allow me to repay you, my Lord.”

      And then her wings spread even wider if that were possible, and the cell lit up in the golden glow of her magnificent magic. And even though Dagar was worried the guards would see the light, he felt secure in the knowledge that the fairy before him had thwarted the best wards the dungeon had to offer.

      How he knew this, he did not know. Perhaps it was her magic, cradled as he was in its superlative glow.

      She healed him. And not partially, either. Dagar feared there was little this female did that was not completely whole. Her dogged determination and steadfast approach to all the ills that had befallen her were quite remarkable.

      In a way, Aliath had chosen his mate well, for there could be no more regal a fairy than this creature.

      Dagar wasn’t sure if it was her magic that made him think that, or just the fact that for the first time in days, he did not feel pain, or have a fever. His body was strong again, his magic withheld from him, but his strength returned all the same.

      “There, now,” the fairy-who-was-not-a-fairy said. “That is much better.”

      “My Lady,” Dagar said and bowed his head in return.

      Her efforts outweighed the boon owed. Dagar knew this. She’d asked rhetorical questions, and in any other realm, perhaps they would have been treated as such. But she was in Dökkálfa, and he had taken his due.

      But now, Dagar owed her something, and he knew it. He was also an honourable fairy and paid his debts.

      His eyes met hers, and he knew she knew. She was waiting for him to voice the words that he needed to voice to settle the matter. To even the score.

      He had to do it, and yet, part of him feared just what boon she would claim for the healing she had performed on his broken and diseased body.

      It did not matter. It was owed.

      He bowed again and said, “You may have your boon, my Lady.”

      She smiled. Dusted herself off, and sniffed the air delicately. The castle rumbled as magic flowed into the cell, making her beautiful wings glow brighter and brighter.

      “Tell me, my Lord,” she said, “are you the traitor they say you are, or are you loyal to Aliath and Dökkálfa?”

      She could have asked anything of him; far more than just the truth.

      For the first time since her appearance in Court, Dagar realised that this female, this fairy-who-was-more-than-a-fairy, was the answer to all their troubles. That she alone was their only hope of winning the war.

      For none other in their Court could stand against such odds as she had, and still maintain a sense of decorum and morality that shone from within as brightly as her magic brightened the space around her.

      “My Lady,” Dagar said, “I am and will forever be loyal to Aliath, my King, and the kingdom of Dökkálfa. I am not a traitor, nor have I ever been or ever will be. I am your fairy.”

      Then he moved to one knee, and bowed his head in supplication, giving himself and all that he was to her service.

      If this creature had not been sent by his goddess, then Dagar did not know of any fairy who could have possibly gifted Dökkálfa such a boon.
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Kara

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t Dagar. He was innocent. The magic Dökkálfa had shown me in the Dark Dance of Canon Book of Lore was foolproof. That’s why it had been outlawed. Which made no sense to me, at all. But I’d willingly broken the law to get my answers, and in so doing, broken the ward that had kept Dökkálfa out of the dungeon.

      Perhaps, after seeing Aliath’s performance in the throne room, the castle, like me, had needed to know the answers to certain questions, starting with the former Hár Lord.

      There was nothing I could do to get Dagar out of prison right now, though. I had more pressing matters to attend to. Even though the state I’d found him in had appalled me, I’d already been familiar with the way of things in the pit of the castle.

      Dark Fey, they were called, and in some ways, Dark Fey they truly were.

      Dagar was strong enough to survive his torment, possibly stronger than I was to have been able to walk away from his plight.

      I hadn’t even been able to check on Xavier, but again, more pressing matters than my pet vampire were at stake right now.

      Namely, what the heck was wrong with Aliath?

      I’d seen his desperation in the throne room, his moment of fear. So well hidden from the Court, I had been awed by his skill at deception. A deception he’d needed very much right then.

      I couldn’t taste it, but then the magic I’d used from the Dark Dance of Canon Book of Lore had no traceable scent to it either.

      Foolproof, you see? And I was suspecting that whatever magic had been used on Aliath was of the same category.

      Forbidden, even. I needed to read more of that Canon book than Dökkálfa had allowed me. But even though the castle had bent the rules, allowing me to read what I had of the great book, I thought perhaps breaking the rules was beyond it.

      It, too, was bound by Álfeimr.

      And Álfeimr was powerful.

      The seat of their magic, the well that both Light and Dark sipped from, Faerie made up every single thing in this realm. Every speck of power, every atom or particle. It was all Álfeimr‘s doing, and nobody else’s.

      They spoke of their goddess, and I was sure she had made the spark that started the ball rolling, but Nut had not created what came next. Her magic, for wont of a better word, had been outpaced by Álfeimr‘s, I was certain.

      A scary thought that.

      So, I needed to tread carefully, because although Álfeimr had allowed me to read that particular passage in the Dark Dance of Canon Book of Lore, I doubted it would let me do so again to gain an edge over our opponent.

      I was beginning to see Faerie for what it truly was. A large scale game, one opponent pitted against another in everything that happened, every single day, every single moment. A board game like no other, where the players were Dökkálfa and Ljósálfar, and the referee was Álfeimr.

      We, the fairies, the creatures of the realm, were their pawns.

      It made it hard to trust the castle, but I had to think of it more as an ally than a friend. An ally I could use to win the game. Or, at least, this stage of it. Because the game was never-ending. There would always be a battle between the Dark Fey and the Light Fey, between the pawns of Álfeimr.

      Which made me cognizant of the fact that the castle may not always be on my side. Because that’s how games were played, wasn’t it? You made alliances; you teamed up. For this battle, you were Team Blue, for that one, Team Red. It depended on the board.

      And Faerie was in charge of the board, not the players. And especially, not the pawns.

      So, not being able to aid Dagar any further for now, and not being able to use a super spell from the Book of Lore, I had to resort to baser skills to outsmart my opponent.

      Evermore now, I believed that opponent to be of Ljósálfar origin. Maybe not Light Fey exactly, but the hand that moved their chess pieces certainly was.

      Which made me think of Prince Lorec. Was he Ljósálfar‘s pawn, or was he a bit player on the Dark side of the board.

      I’d pressed as hard as I dared, and even then, I was sure I’d pressed too hard. Skirting the rules had never been my forte, but in Faerie, asking questions without the cover of a Royal Interrogation was a tricky business.

      I owed several Fīfrildi small boons, which I was sure I could pay without too much trouble. The Smiðr and the Dómr were different beasts. I could never owe them a thing.

      So, trying to get the truth out of them was damn near impossible.

      But I was determined. I was Dökkálfa‘s Champion. Aliath’s Champion. And the King needed me. Now, more than ever.

      Someone had charmed him, and it was making him act like a weakling. Aliath was the strongest fairy I had ever met. Not just in power, but in presence. In the way he conducted himself, faced his attackers. Look up the word Regal in the dictionary, and his beautiful face would be pictured right there.

      And the only way I could thwart the charm was to uncover who had placed it there. So, pushing the limits was all I had left to me. Dökkálfa was silent. I liked to think it was silently urging me on. But without the castle’s guidance, I had to resort to desperate measures.

      Twice now I’d been chased away by aristo guards. Once I’d made a Courtier throw their dinner plate at me. Another time, I’d barely escaped with my clothes on.

      They were all on edge and a Skilja Fairy demanding answers in a fashion too close to owing them debt was almost too much for them to bear.

      Even the shadows had started to haunt me. I was certain someone was watching my every move, and unlike the spell I’d used in the dungeon, I couldn’t hide from them here.

      So, they hunted me, and I tried to stay one step ahead, always wary of where I tread, not too far in one direction as to owe a boon, not so far in the other direction, as to warrant abuse.

      All the while, I tried to uncover who was behind this. Who was the Light Fey agent, or the Ljósálfar pawn.

      It was an impossible task made even more impossible by the shadows what hunted me, dogged my footsteps, and finally, after everything I had done, and how far I had come, caught up with me.

      And still, I did not have my answer.

      I came to an abrupt halt in a corridor just off the courtyard as the shadows thickened around me, and reached out to grasp my arms. I’d never seen the shadows take on physical form before, and for a moment, I was stunned.

      It was all they needed to pounce. A distraction that cost me much.

      I screamed as they attacked. Sharp spikes of Darkness that ripped into my soul. Payment due, I somehow intrinsically knew, for the questions I’d asked and the demands I’d made that had failed to produce a boon.

      Was this Álfeimr‘s way of exacting punishment? Is this what Dark Fairies experienced when they spoke an untruth?

      I didn’t know, and right then I didn’t care, all that mattered was I was being pulled apart, bit by bit, by shadows with claws and jaws full of sharp teeth that rent my flesh.

      I ached all over, and my throat was raw from screaming, but no one came to my aid. No one heard me. The seconds passed, the minutes accumulated, the sun sank behind the horizon through the only window I could see from my vantage view point on the cold stone floor.

      I cried out for Dökkálfa; I could feel the castle rumbling. But the shadows ruled when Álfeimr called, trumping the player who could not save its pawn.

      Was this how I died? Having failed in my role as Champion? Having failed Aliath? Who would protect him now? Dagar was still in prison, Goran was not himself anymore and without his battalion. There was no one he could trust, and if I were killed, the King’s rage would know no bounds either; clouding his judgement.

      I struggled to stand, to push against the ripping and tearing, the pain and agony, the impossible. My knees hit stone, and more pain was accrued for sins I’d accomplished. I battled. I screamed. I yelled obscenities no fairy had ever heard of. I was more than a stupid fairy. More than a half-human girl.

      But try as I might, every time I got up, the shadows pushed me back down again. Harshly.

      Sweat coated my skin. My back ached in a way it had never hurt before. My vision swam; spots appearing before my eyes.

      But through the veil of agony, I could see a form approaching, growing larger the closer it got.

      It glowed in a way I had not seen before, and for a moment I thought perhaps it was their goddess, Nut. But the form moved like a male, lithe and athletic, but broad and commanding.

      I was sure a goddess could be all of those things, but I finally recognised the form for who he was and knew no one would ever mistake Lorec for a female.

      He crouched down and scooped me up in his arms, bringing me close to his chest in a way that hurt even more. My skin was raw, my body aflame with a fiery agony that stole any words of protest I could have formed.

      In an instant, Lorec was running, away from the thickest part of the shadows, toward where I could just barely see light through the swelling of my eyelids.

      I struggled to stay conscious, to fight the inevitable pull toward sleep, but the pain won, the agony grew triumphant, and as I watched the shadows recede, only darkness stole in to replace them.

      I woke up in my bed, in my chamber, with Lorec pacing beside me. He looked a little worse for wear; his clothes torn, his skin healed, but with that new and shiny look of something that was recently burned. His eyes blazed such a vibrant green; I had to shield my own poor battered eyes before he blinded me.

      The movement of my arm drew his attention, and he immediately shifted to kneel beside my bed. He reached out to touch me, and then hesitated, knowing, no doubt, that touch even now would hurt.

      “Minn elska,” he said, pain evident in his tone, “you almost died.”

      I didn’t like him using that term of endearment; it was Aliath’s to use, not his. But I lacked both energy and will to deny him; he had just saved my life.

      “You found me,” I said instead.

      “I heard you screaming. I came as soon as I didcould. Somehow, I knew it would be my elska who had angered Álfeimr so gravely.”

      “Álfeimr,” I said.

      “You have been asking too many questions, Kara. In a way that skirted the rules. But no fairy is exempt from the Dark Dance of Canon. And no fairy can deny Álfeimr its recourse.” He smiled down at me and said in a softer tone of voice, “You should take care, my love.”

      “I’m not your love.”

      “If this is not love,” he said, clutching at his breast dramatically, “then I do not wish to meet its likeness.”

      I rolled my eyes and then regretted it. Clutching my head, I said, “I still hurt.”

      “I healed you, but it will take time for your nerves to realise they have no need to register pain anymore. It is insidious magic, but that is the payment we make for the power we wield. Nothing is free in Faerie.”

      He got that right. My sanctuary in Dökkálfa had cost me dearly.

      And yet, it had brought me to Aliath. I would pay any price for him.

      I looked at Lorec, and for a daring moment considered giving Álfeimr the bird and asking him outright whether he had designs on the throne and was working with Ljósálfar to achieve it.

      Whether he was planning regicide. Was there a word for killing your cousin? I didn’t think there was, but I thought there should be.

      Because if Lorec was the traitor, and the Light Fey were behind him at his pleasure, he deserved a freaking word to sum up the heinous crimes he was considering committing.

      Not just against the throne and Aliath, but against Dökkálfa.

      He was a pawn that couldn’t be trusted, and yet he had just saved my life.

      “Sleep, minn elska,” he said, turning down the lamplight. “Rest. I will protect you with my life.”

      Dark Fey can’t lie. Unless they’re charmed, or they believe what they say at the time of saying it.

      So, did Lorec truly believe he would die to save me? Or was he being made to think that?

      Either way, it wasn’t a welcome declaration of loyalty from the perplexing royal fairy. But as sleep finally, inexorably claimed me, there was also not a damn thing I could do about it.
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Goran

        

      

    

    
      The warmth of their bed almost called Goran back. That and the sleeping and sated form of his lover. Sora’s wings lay to either side of her glorious form, a paler shade of sunflower yellow to match her soft, downy skin.

      He’d had his hands all over that body a mere few hours ago. His fingers twitched with the need to relive the moment. His heartbeat quickened.

      Sora’s eyelids fluttered as she dreamt of something, drawing his attention. Goran hoped his mate was dreaming of sweet things, and not the types of things he’d been dreaming of lately.

      He tried his best to keep most of what was happening in Court from his lover. To protect her from the worry and anger that was festering within him.

      For Sora, the worst that could happen would be she would never be accepted by her clan again. That she would forever remain a clan-less Fīfrildi.

      But that was the least of Dökkálfa‘s problems.

      Goran knew he should have told her the truth. Prepared her for a life of exile and hardship as best he could. But he’d only just that past evening promised her that life would improve. That their forbidden mate-bond would one day be accepted.

      That equality in Dökkálfa was forthcoming.

      He knew it wasn’t. Álfeimr was slow to change. And he also knew that he should not be lying to his mate. But for the brief moments in time that he spent in the abandoned woodsman’s hut, in the forest with her, he believed what he said wholeheartedly.

      And then he’d return to the castle and taste the dark current’s on the air and know he had somehow thwarted Álfeimr‘s magic and lied to his lover.

      He wanted so much for it to be true, but if wishes were stardust, pixies would rule.

      And Goran was a practical fairy. A Hyrða commander. He never lied to himself if he could help it. And the truth of the matter was a Hyrða mated to a Fīfrildi was as forbidden today as it was for the past millennia and would be forevermore.

      Nothing good ever changed in Álfeimr. Only those horrendous things that were brought about by war, and cataclysms, and Ljósálfar creation.

      Sometimes, Goran thought it would be best if Dökkálfa simply destroyed all of Faerie. Wiped it from the known realms and cleaned the slate.

      Progress of any decent, honourable kind seemed an impossibility. As if they were perpetually battling an unbeatable foe, bleeding themselves raw for their effort.

      Goran stared down at the sleeping form of Sora, his heart in his throat, his stomach churning. He didn’t want to return to the castle. He wanted to stay here in the home they had made and pretend their lives were perfect. That castes didn’t matter, and he wasn’t a Hyrða expected to die protecting the Crown, and she wasn’t a Fīfrildi cast out for loving someone above her station.

      He stood there for a very, very long time, and then he carefully picked up his Sverð, lashing the scabbard around his waist tightly, and throwing his Bogi over his shoulder, within easy reach of firing.

      He did not expect to meet resistance in their forest. But as a Hyrða, he had no choice but to go armed to the teeth.

      Dökkálfa was under siege.

      Sora, though, was not the only fairy unaware of how dire things had become. But at least she had an excuse for such blindness. Those Dómr and Smiðr in Court of a day had no excuse for their ignorance.

      Goran quietly exited the cottage, closing the door firmly behind him. The wind was up, rustling the sparse trees in their part of the Dark Forest, causing him to hunch his shoulders in an effort to stay warm against the icy breeze.

      His boots made little sound on the worn path he had created moving to and fro from the castle to the cottage. It worried him that it was visible now, and he even considered somehow obscuring it and going another way. But he had not the time, and the wards they’d created were holding.

      And he had to believe that with Dökkálfa in peril not many would think to search for a cast out Fīfrildi. Still, the mate-bond made him antsy and held a fist about his heart as he progressed through the thin line of trees.

      He did make sure to hide his access to the forest itself from observant eyes and checked to ensure that no one was watching as he stepped out of the foliage, and strode across the meadow that led to the south gardens.

      The castle loomed above him, the pennants flying proudly, announcing to one and all that their King was in residence. That was to be expected. Aliath had ceased his wonderings lately; making sure to remain in Court where his finger was on the pulse of his realm.

      Not that the knowledge of how far and quickly Dökkálfa was falling helped. Aliath knew as well as Goran did that time was running out.

      The Court was a pressure cooker about to explode, and if they did not find the fairy behind the fire that burned deep within Dökkálfa‘s heart, then the whole thing would surely blow, and blow soon.

      Goran made it to the castle proper without being challenged. He had long ago made a habit of walking the grounds in a show of rigid inspections to hide his comings and goings.

      He simply approached the first set of guards at an oblique angle and issued orders for them to prepare for inspection.

      He was not their commander, of course. His own battalion was still missing. But he had been appointed a personal guard to the King and therefore held a position slightly elevated to other commanders in the corps.

      It was a gross misuse of this position and Aliath’s trust in him, but it was the only way he could come and go without arousing suspicion.

      And visiting with Sora was essential; it was the very air he breathed, the light that warmed his soul, the blood that pumped through his body. Without her, he was nothing.

      How anyone could deny a mate-bond, Goran did not know. And yet, he knew his friend and King was doing just that, for the good of the Crown and his fairies.

      Releasing the guards from their inspection, Goran made his way directly to the courtyard, which was the best place in the castle to assess the mood of its fairies.

      He wasn’t surprised to taste the unrest on the air. To scent the disgruntlement and fervour that was so close to the surface. It surprised him, though, that no one else took note of it.

      Perhaps they did, and it only incited them further. Perhaps they no longer cared and the call for change was all they thought about.

      Even that was unheard of in Dökkálfa. Unless the change called for would destroy something.

      There could be no good come from this, Goran thought bleakly. And yet, it appeared, he was only one of a few fairies who saw the writing on the wall.

      He found a sheltered spot in the corner of the courtyard to observe and overhear the multitude of fairies around him. Some were using wards to hide their conversations, but Goran learned as a child to read the lips of his quarry, to infer from their mannerisms the mood of their conversations.

      A ward could obfuscate a fairy, but those fairies here wished to be seen. Their words, however, were private.

      Or so they thought.

      Goran watched and waited, taking in the emotions on the air, noting the increase in hand movements and heartbeats, tasting the magic that swirled around him.

      All of it, along with what he could discern of their conversations, was alarming. They talked of change, yes. They talked of ridding Dökkálfa of the rot that had infested it; not altogether surprising — Goran had heard it all before today.

      But there was more to it than that. More anger. More outrage. More elitist attitudes on display.

      It broke his heart. For if there were ever evidence of the intractability of the Dark Fey, then it was to be found here.

      They would never allow Goran and Sora to live in peace, to embrace their mating openly. His acceptance in Court, far from willing, was due only to his friendship to the King.

      And from what Goran could see and taste here, his King was treading a tightrope, high above his Court, and not a fairy here was prepared to catch him if he fell.

      Oh, Goran was fairly sure that should his King make it to the other side of that tightrope, the Dark Fey would cheer him on and accept him again. But the tightrope was swinging, and it was swinging not only from the change in wind Goran could feel but from the Courtiers and Aristocrats beneath it who kept batting away at the thing.

      It was a disaster of a magnitude that perhaps no monarch had ever faced. Goran knew, not all monarchs were loved by all of their fairies, but what he saw here was different.

      It was alive. A living, breathing beast. It swirled around the courtyard and infected one fairy after the other, inciting them to far Darker thoughts and speech.

      It was as Goran had suspected; an infection introduced to Dökkálfa‘s Court. And as such, there could only be one hand behind it. That of the Ljósálfar Queen.

      For, even though Goran knew an element of what he was seeing was naturally wrought, it had been moulded into something different, something malevolent, something a Dark Fairy was not capable of creating.

      Dark Fey destroyed. Light Fey created.

      This was a Ljósálfar creation, Goran was sure of it.

      He almost left then. He’d seen enough. His suspicions had been confirmed, and he needed to treat with his King and gain further instructions.

      Part of him, a part he tried very hard to burry, did not want to face Aliath and hear an order that made him do something he would later dream about for decades. Because once an order was heard, he could not ignore it. If he avoided Aliath, and the barracks and whoever had replaced Dagar as the Herra there, he could avoid another part of his heart and soul blackening.

      But Goran was not a coward. So, he resolved to leave the courtyard, and seek out an audience with his King, and face whatever instructions his monarch gave him.

      It might well kill him. It might well condemn the sweet innocence of his mate. For the more Goran’s heart and soul blackened, the harder it was to keep it from Sora. And Sora, as far as Goran was concerned, saw almost everything.

      But Goran was not without a backbone. He was a commander of a battalion of worthy Hyrða. A proud guard of Dökkálfa.

      But before he had the chance to leave, he overheard something.

      He stilled. His eyes flashed from fairy grouping to fairy grouping. Their wards still held. But Goran saw everything.

      The Umskipti had been busy. Too busy. The rage he had tasted upon entering the courtyard was not all for Aliath, their King.

      They wanted blood.

      They wanted revenge.

      They wanted to sweep the rot, as they saw it, in Dökkálfa clean.

      They wanted the Umskipti. The Skilja Fairy. Kara, Aliath’s mate, and the only being, aside from their goddess, that Goran could see saving Dökkálfa and his King.

      He spun on his booted foot and left the courtyard unseen. There was still time, he told himself fervently.

      But all the way to his destination, he tasted the bitter flavour of vengeance. An evil desire for bloody retribution. And every ounce of that foul and desperate longing was centred on the Changeling.
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Kara

        

      

    

    
      I watched as Marik mended the dress I’d been wearing. It was a heavy velvet in the deepest, darkest aubergine. The bodice had been intricately embroidered with little flowers found only in the orchard beneath all the fruit trees. They were native to Faerie, and I’d commented once that I thought they were pretty. The next day, Marik had appeared with the dress, covered in the finely stitched flowers just for me.

      Marik and I had had an uneasy start to our relationship, and even now, I found the Fīfrildi maid irascible. She was as fairy as they came. Devoted to Dökkálfa and therefore to its King. But I did not doubt the order to her devotion, either. Her realm came first, and then whoever happened to be monarch.

      It was often the way of things in Álfeimr. Even in Ljósálfar, loyalty to the Queen existed only because she wore the crown and represented the realm. I often wondered if another took the throne would they then condemn Isoleth for what she had been? It seemed to me that they were too entrenched in tradition or some such thing to question the brutality of their monarch openly.

      And I had no idea if they questioned Isoleth’s behaviour privately. I could only hope that was the case because the alternative was that all fairies were mind-controlled to think and believe only what their King or Queen wanted them to think or believe.

      Of course, the same could not be said of Dökkálfa right now.

      Marik huffed over the extent of damage to the dress I’d been wearing, halting my musings. I smiled slightly and then turned my attention to the scenery outside of my chambers’ window.

      “You did not say how this happened,” Marik said suddenly.

      “No, I didn’t,” I offered in the way of reply.

      “If I am a judge of anything, I would say someone tried to cut you with a serrated knife. The material is torn not sliced, you see? But the angles are as straight as an arrow.”

      “That would be an interesting assessment.”

      “My Lady.” She lowered her work to her lap and looked directly at me. “You are not bleeding, and yet there is some blood on the dress where the damage was done.”

      I said nothing.

      Marik harrumphed and went back to her work. “I saw Prince Lorec in the corridor after you returned from your walk,” she said conversationally.

      I smiled at my reflection in the window. No one could say Marik was not a determined creature.

      “One could assume he healed you.”

      “One could,” I acquiesced.

      “He is not to be trusted, my Lady. You know this.”

      “And yet,” I said, turning to face my personal maid. Marik had taken over Sora’s jobs, rather than assign another junior fairy to the task. I wasn’t sure if that was because she thought so highly of me, or that she wanted to keep a closer eye on me and couldn’t trust a subordinate to get it right. “And yet,” I repeated, “there is no one I can turn to for help.”

      “If you need help, my Lady, the Fīfrildi are willing.”

      It was the first time she had openly said what I had thus far only guessed. The Fīfrildi had somehow decided I was worth backing, despite Sora’s, my personal maid’s, mistakes and my assistance in her escape from punishment. Despite the fact that the majority of fairies in Dökkálfa did not believe I was worth the very air I breathed; their air, of course, and no one else’s.

      I was an interloper; a Skilja fairy at best, an Umskipti to worst. A Ljósálfar creation. It was a wonder that the Fīfrildi had been won over at all. Especially if there were more of them like Marik; so rigid in their discipline and loyalty to Dökkálfa.

      But even as I thought this, I watched Marik toil over my favourite dress, which by all rights, should have been discarded.

      Perhaps it was because of what I stood for; something considered separate but accepted by their monarch. Perhaps it was because I had helped a Fīfrildi maid who was being accosted by two Hyrða guards in the courtyard. Perhaps it was because I openly claimed Sora as a friend and supported both her and Goran, her illicit lover.

      I broke the rules; there was no denying that. But I liked to think I broke them for all the right reasons. For equality and fairness, and the betterment of all fairies.

      Of course, the Smiðr and the Dómr would disagree with all of that. They only saw me as a threat to their security. Something that could upset their orderly and privileged lives. Something evil created by their arch enemy, and probably placed inside the Dökkálfa castle to spy.

      It was ironic, really, that we had an actual Ljósálfar agent in our midst who was inciting political change that threatened Dökkálfa more than I, as its Champion, ever could. And they refused to acknowledge it.

      They didn’t see what I saw. The destruction wrought, the impending doom, the end of Dökkálfa. I had no doubt in my mind that was what Isoleth wanted. She wanted to rule all of Álfeimr. She believed herself the One True Queen. She hadn’t even been able to share her rule with her husband. Odin had been banished to Fólkvangr, or as the vampires called it, Elysium. Some might say their heaven. Other’s, Nut’s Realm.

      I wondered what would happen if Odin were released. If he and his Valkyrie daughters rode again, against their Queen.

      But trading one mad monarch for another wasn’t necessarily a good thing. We needed to fight Isoelth ourselves. We needed to end this uprising which threatened to becoame a war. And we needed Dökkálfa strong, united, to achieve it.

      And in light of that, I needed to uncover who was behind the political unrest. Who had their sights on Aliath’s crown.

      But before I had a chance to think further on that, a knock sounded out on the door to my chambers. Marik stood immediately, placing the dress to the side and straightening her own uniform. She was perfectly presented, as any decent Fīfrildi would be while on duty. But there was a fire in her eyes I had not seen in the Fīfrildi since I had come here. A sense of self-worth that was portrayed in the way she held herself, the way she moved, the way she shared a look of concern with me and then quickly turned that look into one of determination.

      I saw the glint of a knife in her hand, held just out of view in the copious folds of her skirt. My own hand had moved to my knife in a likewise position. I doubted we could do much against a Hyrða or a Hár Lord. I even doubted we could do much against a Dómr or a Smiðr, especially if they came en masse to get me.

      They’d already proven how good at that they were.

      But there was no denying that Marik would fight alongside me, something I had not seen coming, nor even dared to hope for. Even as my morning had turned into a nightmare, I was awash in a sense of relief at having found at least some allies I might well be able to count on.

      Of course, one should never trust a fairy.

      But actions speak louder than words, and when Marik opened the door to my chamber with her knife drawn and held at the ready behind her back, I thought perhaps this was one fairy I could trust to be honest with me. She certainly never held back her barbed words.

      A Hyrða in full warrior garb stood at attention outside my chambers. Luckily Marik did not stab him with her knife, which when compared to the sword at his hip and the large bow across his back looked pitiful.

      “Goran,” I said in greeting.

      “My Lady,” he returned, bowing low as was befitting a royal fairy. I wasn’t royal, but I looked it. I was also the fated mate to the King, so there was that.

      And I was Dökkálfa’s Champion as Goran, I believed, well knew.

      “Enter,” I bade him, because even with fairies I kind of trusted, I couldn’t ask a question and inviting him in was as good as a question to these beings.

      “Close the door tightly behind me, Fīfrildi,” he ordered Marik as only a fairy of higher stature could.

      “You would do well to remember your fall from grace, Hyrða,” Marik snapped, but did as Goran had demanded, and made sure the wards on the door were working when she closed it after he’d entered.

      “Sora is well and safe,” Goran replied as if Marik had asked after the health of her former subordinate, which I wasn’t entirely sure she hadn’t in that terse exchange.

      I watched Marik’s shoulders relax and saw the knife glint as it was sheathed.

      I sheathed mine as well but did not hide the action. Let them both know I carried a weapon other than the magic Dökkálfa gifted me.

      “Your visit is a surprise,” I said, moving to take a seat and appear nonchalant. “I trust all is well with the King.”

      Goran glanced around the room before answering the non-question, his eyes alighting on the dress Marik had been mending. I didn’t think much got past this Hyrða.

      “Yes, my Lady,” he finally said, moving to stand closer to the fire as if he were chilled.

      It wasn’t cold out, but the castle always felt a little icy. The fireplaces burned continually in the stone building, offering a welcome glow and a little added warmth when much needed.

      “Then I say again, your visit is a surprise,” I told him. I hadn’t seen Goran in quite a few days. I assumed he was working on something for his King, or visiting with Sora wherever he had stashed the Fīfrildi.

      “My Lady,” he said, “I bring a warning. You are in grave danger.”

      My eyes caught Marik’s arched brow. She pointedly looked at the dress I’d been wearing that morning.

      “I am always in danger in Faerie,” I told him.

      “This is different,” Goran insisted. “There is a change in the wind, and it blows most foul, my Lady. It also blows toward you and no other.”

      I did so love the way fairies spoke; it was almost poetic. But I got his meaning. He’d uncovered something that made him think my detractors were going to make a move.

      Well, some of them already had.

      I looked at the dress again, and this time so did Goran.

      “You have felt the stiff breeze,” he noted.

      “You could say that.”

      “Perhaps in the courtyard.”

      “There about,” I said softly.

      “It would be wise, then, to avoid the commonplaces of the castle for the time being.”

      “My Lady would not be safe in the uncommon ones as well,” Marik said huffily.

      “A wise observation, Fīfrildi.” Then Goran looked directly at me. “Would that I could offer you guards, my Lady, but I have none to command at present.”

      His battalion was still missing, then. Where the heck were they? The same place as the missing Lesser Fey? It stood to reason that whoever the agent of Ljósálfar was, they were chipping away at the fabric of Dökkálfa bit by inextricable bit. Not that the Lesser Fey could offer much in the way of protection, but they were the closest beings I’d had to friends in this place. They had followed me everywhere. Pointed out problems before they became problems; helped me to avoid more than my fair share of troubles in the castle.

      Anyone who paid attention would have known that they had put their lot in with me. They were an asset I used daily when traversing the courtyard. And let’s face it, the courtyard could be a pit full of slithering vipers at the best of times. The pixies and sprites had helped me navigate its treacherous waters.

      So, the agent had taken them away from me.

      But Goran’s battalion?

      I looked the Hyrða up and down. He was a formidable fairy. Tall, broad-shouldered, fully armoured and armed. I knew what he was capable of; I’d seen him battle Isoleth’s fairies. He wielded his sword as if it were an extension of his arm. His arrows were always true and drawn so swiftly I could barely see the movement for what it was.

      He was a formidable ally.

      And his lover had been my personal maid; the first fairy to have had intimate, or private, contact with me. Who knew what Sora had told him; what she had told me.

      Sora was gone now; cast out of the castle and from her fellow Fīfrildi. The agent couldn’t take her from me. But her lover, who would feel obliged to aid his mate, had been a hurdle that needed removing. Goran, though, was best friend to the King. Take him out, and you make Aliath into something that isn’t quite as manageable, that isn’t quite as easy to manipulate.

      Take out Goran’s battalion, though? Yeah, then you make him an impotent threat. One still requiring attention, I should think, but one also unable to help me in any reasonable fashion.

      I let a small breath of air out as it all started to click together.

      I was Dökkálfa’s Champion. How many people knew that?

      Aliath, of course. Goran did now, courtesy of his close relationship with the King. Dagar, as well, but I was more sure than ever that the former Herra was not the spy. But there had been one more who had been on that battlefield outside the Ljósálfar forest, who had heard Aliath’s whispered words.

      Prince Lorec.

      And those Smiðr who had attacked me this morning? Hadn’t they been the very same ones who had pressed the flesh with Lorec in the courtyard that day I’d been watching?

      He’d fooled me many times now; he’d even had me questioning things just the other day when he’d rescued me from the shadows. But Lorec was a Hár Lord, just like Dagar had been. Who was to say Lorec wasn’t now the Shadow Watcher just like the former Herra had once been?

      “Damn it,” I said. “I am sick of being hoodwinked.”

      Silence greeted me for a moment but was broken by Goran eventually speaking. “Then you will stay in your chambers where it is safe, and your maid will be your conduit to the outside world.”

      “I will do anything my Lady requests of me,” Marik offered.

      I looked at them both, my hands fisted at my sides, and then I sighed, standing.

      “I will do no such thing,” I declared. “It’s time to find this freaking fairy and put an end to this.”

      “Oh, dear,” Marik whispered.

      “My Lady,” Goran started.

      But I brushed myself down, and breezed past them both; head held high; spine rigid; shoulders back. I didn’t thank Goran for his concern; for the information, he thought he was bringing me. I was too angry even if I knew thanking a fairy was a oneway trip to owing them something.

      I did owe Goran a lot, but even angry I wasn’t stupid. So, no thanking. But I did let him see my rage and conviction; let him taste my courage.

      Let them try to bully me, threaten me, harm me, I thought grimly. Let them do their worst.

      I was Dökkálfa’s Champion, and I would not hide.
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      It wasn’t working. Try as I might, I could not find the charm that had affected me. And it had to be a charm. It had to be. Didn’t it? Or maybe it was poison. Could it be poison? Was that possible? Had Isoleth created something unseen by feykind before?

      Yes, that could be it. My aunt had known I would detect a charm. I had wards in place in my chambers for such. I couldn’t walk a step without an alarm going off if the wrong magic had been wielded. I sometimes expected the wards to be tripped when Kara was visiting.

      Her magic, like Isoleth’s, was different than ours. Skilja.

      I paced as a foul mood engulfed me, as I thought of the ways Kara was like my despicable aunt. I tried, oh, dear Goddess; I tried to stop the thoughts and emotions from bubbling and boiling inside me. I fisted my hands. I smashed a vase. I threw a book at the door when Jarviq attempted to enter.

      This was not me.

      This was not me.

      This was not me.

      But I could not stop it. Like a raging river, it grew in volume, picking up fallen trees and loose pebbles and dirt and insects and rotten vegetation until it was swollen beyond the banks and flooding the room. I bent double, letting out a scream that shook the castle’s foundation.

      It was evil magic, and the more I tried to thwart it, the stronger it got.

      I crouched down in the centre of my chambers, the destruction of my tantrum surrounding me. All that remained intact was the stone desk; a part of the castle; a part of Dökkálfa. I crawled over to it and reached out a trembling hand to touch its surface.

      For the briefest of moments, purity of thought rang through me. Then the charm or poison or unknown magic surged again, and my thoughts were lost to nightmarish visions.

      Goran dead. My fairies dead. Kara dead. Me. . .dead.

      It was Isoleth that much I knew. An insidious attack. But how had she managed it? How?

      Was it Jarviq? Was my new aide as treacherous as my old one had turned out to be? I would kill him. Where was my sword? Where did I put my sword? I needed my sword.

      There.

      I stumbled across the room, tripping on broken furniture, crushing fallen petals into the stonework. My hand wrapped around the hilt and again, for an all too brief moment, clarity of thought surged through me, and I stared at horror at the weapon I had been about to use to behead my aide.

      Such a young fairy. So keen to please. From a good, solid clan that had always shown the utmost respect and loyalty.

      I sank to the floor and clutched the sword tighter even as I felt Isoleth’s magic surging.

      What could I do? How did I counter this? Where did I go?

      The dungeon. The wards were stronger there. Dagar. He would know.

      But Dagar was a traitor. Dagar was Isoleth’s fairy; her spy; her agent. The means by which she had poisoned me.

      My grip on the sword strengthened, and I sprang to my feet. I would see him dead before the day was out. I would carve the truth from his flesh. I would destroy the seed of poison, cleansing me. If Dagar were dead, the magic would falter. It was the way of things. Kill the caster, and you killed the thing.

      Yes. That was what I would do. I would seek shelter in the dungeon, with its multitude of wards, and I would kill Dagar once and for all, thereby ridding me of this poisonous curse.

      I staggered across the broken room and palmed open the secret passage. I could not afford to be seen like this in the hallways of the castle. I dared not show this weakness to another soul. And if Dagar saw me this way, what did it matter? He would soon be dead. Dead. Dead. And I would be whole.

      The passageway was dark, but I knew the way blindfolded. Not that I had much reason to go to the dungeon, but a King had to be able to carry out certain punishments without his Court being aware of where he was going. It was a punishment now that I sought to mete. A worthy punishment for such invasive and foul magic.

      Kill Dagar and all would return to normal. It was all I could think.

      And yet, when I entered the dungeon, and the powerful wards sprang up at my back, I felt that clarity of thought again. That momentary burst of sanity. Enough for me to note I was barefoot, and the glass of the vase had cut me, and I trailed blood wherever I stood.

      I blinked down at my frozen toes in wonder, and then noted my tight grip on the hilt of my sword.

      This was not me. This was not me. Damn her!

      A Hyrða guard stepped forward and bowed to me. He did not comment on my unannounced presence in the dungeon or on my dishevelled and wounded appearance. It was not for him to pass judgement. And yet, I could not help thinking that if anyone should be alarmed at the state of their King, should it not be a Hyrða?

      Ours was a strange society, but I would use his discretion now.

      “Leave me,” I ordered.

      The Hyrða blinked. He could not ask a question of me, but he clearly found the command unusual.

      “I do not need to explain myself to you, Fairy,” I snapped. “Leave me with the prisoner.”

      “There are two prisoners, my King,” the guard said. “The vampire and the traitor.”

      Of course. I’d forgotten Kara’s pet rogue. We’d improved his circumstances, made him as comfortable as we could, but silver still lined his cell. A well-appointed cell, but still a cell. I could hear him pacing, a low growl from behind his wards. Was that chains?

      “Leave me,” I repeated.

      The guard bowed and disappeared through a door into the quarters provided for those Hyrða when on duty.

      I stood silently and still in the middle of the dungeon, scenting the dampness, feeling the icy chill. The wards were working. I was clearer of thought. Coming here had been the right decision. It pleased me that I could still make them.

      My feet were cold and still leaving a trail of blood when I walked, but for some reason, I did not move to remedy that. It would have taken but a moment to heal myself, but instead, I relished the pain of a shard of glass as it ground into my flesh with each laboured step I took.

      The vampire ceased its pacing as I drew near his cell. I needed to pass him in order to reach Dagar. I slowed my steps, listening for movement, but there was none, not even the movement of air as most beings would eaffect when they breathed. The vampire did not need to breathe.

      “It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls,” he suddenly whispered.

      I halted my steps and cocked my head.

      “It pulls,” the rogue repeated in a satisfied tone of voice.

      I shook my head and moved onward.

      Dagar’s cell called to me, and the fairy in it was my goal, of this I was certain. I would have my answers once and for all. I would rid myself of this insanity. I would become the Konungr I was born to be, and I would rule my fairies the way I was supposed to.

      I would rid this land of Isoleth’s foul magic. I would cleanse it of the rot. Every ounce of Ljósálfar that existed in Dökkálfa would be destroyed; I would see to it.

      But Kara was part Ljósálfar. A part of her was borne of that magic. Of Isoleth’s magic.

      I shook my head again and pushed that thought away.

      I would cleanse our land of it all.

      Dagar’s cell appeared in the gloom, and I realised he had no light to see by. I halted long enough to lift a torch from a sconce and lit it; then I proceeded forward to face my old friend. A friend who had betrayed me.

      The light from the flickering torch illuminated his bare cell and cast shadows across the stone floor as if crooked fingers reached out toward him. The former Herra of the Hár Lords was curled up in a foul-smelling lump of dirty and ragged clothing in the corner of the cell. His body shivered with the chill, his bones almost rattling.

      They’d been starving him, but I thought he actually looked better than he should have. He’d been down here for days and days and days; the treatment he was no doubt receiving from his former subordinates should have manifested in a more gruesome display of wounds.

      No matter. He would not live out the day.

      “My Liege,” he said, attempting to stand. But he could not achieve it. His body was too weak.

      “You do not look so good, my old friend,” I said, my voice devoid of emotion.

      “I would stand and bow, know this, my King. But I fear I am not strong enough today.”

      He would not be long for the day, either. I gripped my sword tighter, curling my foot in order to make the glass shard sink a little deeper toward bone.

      “I have questions,” I told the traitor. “We shall dispense with the Dark Dance of Canon.”

      “Your wish is my command, my King. I forgo the Dark Dance willingly.”

      His words should not have affected me. I was cold, stone cold. I should have felt nothing. But one does not willingly give up their right to the Canon if one does not believe in their innocence.

      Was this a trap? Was the Canon defunct as much as I was? Was swearing such innocence even enough to mean anything?

      I did not know, and the doubt momentarily consumed me. It was the shaking of the dungeon’s walls that broke my circling thoughts. Dökkálfa attempting to reassure me?

      We were raised to believe wholeheartedly in the Dark Dance of Canon. To never question its veracity, its need to exist in a world that could be charmed to resemble simply anything. How could we trust another if any fairy were capable of changing the rules? The rules were there to protect us, to protect all of Dökkálfa. Dagar forgoing his right to them, in the dungeon and accused of such crimes as he was, was an enigma to me.

      The shard of glass in my foot found bone, and I stifled a grunt of pain, sucking in air I hadn’t realised I needed.

      “Dagar,” I said. “Former Herra of the Hár Lords. How have you befouled my kingdom?”

      He blinked up at me and then with a Herculean amount of effort, pushed himself to his feet. He swayed before me, and then stumbled a step toward the front of the cell. Then in a move worthy of the most fervent of supplicants at Court, he fell to his knees and bowed his head, his chest rising and falling from the strain of his motions.

      “I have not, nor will I ever betray Dökkálfa.” His head shot up, and with pleading eyes, he implored me. “Aliath, my King, I am your fairy now and forevermore.”

      “You bring a curse upon this Court.”

      “’Twas not I, my King. I swear this on my soul as a Dark Fairy.”

      How could I believe him? How could I trust my old friend? He said all the right words. He spoke with conviction. And yet, even here, inside the powerful wards of the dungeon, I could feel my sanity slipping.

      No. Not yet. I must see this through. I must. . .

      My sword was up, the silver blade glinting in the low light of the single torch. Dagar stood regally before me, unflinching.

      “If it is my head you require in order to believe me, Aliath, then take it. My life is yours.”

      If I took his head and the poison-charm persisted, then it would prove his innocence. He knew this. He was prepared to wager his life for a pardon.

      Kill him. Just do it. One swift slash of the blade and it would be done. I would know.

      Dagar pressed himself closer, making the tip of the sword break skin, blooding the blade.

      This was wrong. This was not me. Damn her!

      I swung away from the condemned and rushed from the dungeon, seeking refuge in my secret passageways. But there was no refuge to be had. The magic pulled at my soul, at my very sanity, and I sank ever deeper into madness that was not of my own making.
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      Lorec was missing from Court. I couldn’t find him. The slippery fairy was nowhere to be seen, but everywhere I went, I sure saw his fairies. The Dómr that fawned over him. The Smiðr who wanted to be him. His sycophants who had pressed the flesh with him on that day that I had watched.

      I tried to avoid them, but several of their number had started to follow me around. Perhaps they knew I was on the hunt for their master. The Ljósálfar agent they thought one of their own.

      In my mad dash to avoid detection, I had not only slipped my pursuers but Goran, who had followed behind me from my chambers, no doubt, to keep me safe.

      I wasn’t safe here. I knew it. He’d been right; I should have stayed in my quarters and had Marik be my eyes and ears in Court. Not that a Fīfrildi could get very far with the likes of these Courtiers and Aristocratic monsters. I was better suited to that task. Ordinarily, anyway. With the help of Dökkálfa.

      But the castle was distracted. Alarmingly so. It tried to pay attention to what I was doing, but I felt it pulling away, and its magic flowing in a different direction than toward that ever-ready pool I had to draw on. I even suspected the castle was drawing from my well of power, so whatever had it so concerned must be major.

      As distracted as it was, though, I had no way of knowing what it was up to. I wished it luck. I had my own battles to contend with.

      I ducked behind a flowering cherry tree, wedging myself in tightly against the castle’s wall. I felt it trembling, ever so faintly, against my back as if it wasn’t aware it was doing it and couldn’t help the physical manifestation of the magic it was using.

      What was it doing? Should I be worried?

      I heard footsteps on the crushed shell path and stilled all thought lest they somehow give me away. I wasn’t breathing. I wasn’t moving. My magic was as contained as I could make it. My Light all but extinguished.

      “I saw her go this way,” a male fairy said. “If we’re the ones to catch her, we’ll receive such vast honours.”

      “Perhaps,” another male fairy said, “they will appoint us Hár Lords.”

      “You wish to carry a sword and fight like a soldier, Pulark?” a female fairy asked, tittering.

      “Would it impress you, minn elska?”

      “It would impress me,” a different female voice replied.

      “There is more than enough of me to go around,” Pulark told them.

      “Quiet, you fools,” the first male fairy said. “If she hasn’t heard our approach by now, then your ménage is surely to attract her notice.”

      “Pish,” the first female fairy told him, “ what would she know of such delicacies?”

      “I taste your arousal even now, my love” Pulark murmured.

      “And mine?” the other female asked.

      “Oh, yours is so much sweeter.”

      “That is because she is not your wife.”

      “Ours is a liberal love, minn elska. You, yourself, have said so on many occasion. Is that not why Harild is with us?”

      “Me?” the first fairy asked.

      “Yes you, silly,” Pulark’s wife declared. “There can be more than three in a ménage.”

      “Well then,” Harild announced. “What are we waiting for?”

      “Oh, goodie!” the second female said, clapping her hands. “I know just the place for an interlude.”

      “What of the Umskipti?”

      “Hang the Umskipti,” Harild declared. “Let someone else seek glory. What need have we of such riches when we have each other?”

      “Hear, hear!” Pulark agreed wholeheartedly.

      “This is going to be so much fun,” Pulark’s wife said happily.

      “Start stripping,” Harild told her. “I wish to see what prize I have won.”

      “Patience, my horny friend,” she scolded. “All in good time.”

      Their voices faded as they rushed toward their ‘interlude’ and I let out a slow breath of air in acute relief. Fairies could be such vapid creatures. They sought their pleasures in a multitude of ways, some of them downright disgusting. I was more of a one-guy-one-girl kinda fairy. Aliath was enough for me.

      That was, of course, if we could ever be together freely.

      A dark part of me wondered if he had sought his pleasure elsewhere while we’d been apart. He was as much a Dark Fairy as those sex-crazed fairies had been. Not that the Dökkálfa were alone in that regard. The Ljósálfar had strange mating rituals as well. I’d witnessed my fair share of public displays of affection whilst imprisoned in Isoleth’s Court.

      Mate bonds for the Light Fey were a very showy affair. I shuddered at some of my deepest, darkest memories. But I’d long ago made the decision not to let them have any more power over my life. I would live for today and tomorrow, not the past that had almost broken me.

      I was a Middleton, damn it! Even if there wasn’t much left of my humanity.

      I listened for further pursuers and decided the coast was clear. Then I sidled out of my hiding place and took a breath of fresh air. The shells on the path crunched under my slippered foot, startling a bird in a nearby cherry tree. I looked around frantically, but no one appeared to be near.

      Somehow, I needed to make it back to my quarters where it was safe, and Marik would be wearing a path in the rugs waiting for me. But crossing the castle from where I now was would mean traversing the courtyard, and I didn’t think that was wise with so many of Lorec’s fairies up in arms all of a sudden.

      I cursed my stupidity as I started toward the stables. I should have seen this coming. For days now, I’d been asking questions and treading a fine line between the Canon and discovering the Ljósálfar agent. Even now, when I was almost one hundred percent sure it was Lorec, I was still trying to confirm my suspicions beyond a shadow of a doubt.

      But it had been harder and harder to get any straight answers. Especially as I couldn’t break fairy freaking rules while I was at it. Now, though, I knew that in a way I had broken too many rules. Even questioning the Court fairies in the manner I had so carefully done, with Dökkálfa backing my magic, was disobedience they could not tolerate.

      Rules defined them, and I had been so sure of my place above them, that I had stepped too far over that invisible line.

      Dark Fey could not lie, but they could trick you any number of ways into believing what they wanted you to believe. But I was not wholly Dark Fey; I could do more than trick, I could break Canon; I could lie to my heart’s content. I’d thought myself above them.

      But it was clear to me now, that I’d gone too far. And Lorec had set his minions on me. It still puzzled me that he had saved my life more than once. That he had sworn to protect me. But then, if he was a Ljósálfar agent, perhaps even a changeling himself, lying would be a simple form of trickery for him.

      I’d made mistakes and damn near paid for them, but if I could get through this day, hide out in the stables for a time, and then return after dark, maybe I would be alright. They couldn’t get to me in my chambers. Dökkálfa’s wards there were simply too strong. I just had to get through the rest of the day, and then when the Court bedded down after another one of their alcohol-fuelled, debauched swingers parties, then I could slip past them and reach safety.

      What I would do then, I didn’t know. I’d set out with such fire in my veins, such determination to show them no fear, and here I was sneaking into the stables, in order to hide long enough to sneak back into my own bed.

      Pathetic.

      Some Champion I was. But their efforts to ensnare me had been too well planned, too hard to thwart. I’d barely escaped the castle itself without capture. But the stables would provide the necessary smokescreen I desperately needed; the least likely place they would think I would go.

      I inhaled the scent of horse manure and hay, and then with less caution than I should have taken, slipped into the waiting shadows of one of the stalls.

      I will admit, I was distracted. Distanced as I was from the castle, I had not thought I would feel Dökkálfa drawing on my magic. But I still could. The drain was quite noticeable now. To some, it may have appeared just a trickle, but Dökkálfa had never taken from my well of power before, and even this slight amount was remarkable enough to distract me.

      And so, when the filigree ward drifted down from the rafters of the stables, I didn’t act swiftly enough to avoid it.

      “Got her!” a familiar male fairy shouted.

      “Oh goodie,” a familiar female fairy voice said, clapping enthusiastically.

      “Stupid Changeling believed us.”

      “I believed us.”

      “That’s because we are going to have a ménage, minn elska.”

      “A fitting reward for a hard day’s work.”

      “When have you ever worked a day in your life, Harild?”

      “Never!” he cried, laughing.

      Four perfectly made-up red-skinned Smiðr faces peered down at me under my filigree ward. Their eyes blazed a vibrant green en masse, making me bow my head in supplication.

      “She’s not so fearsome,” Pulark said.

      “How has she bewitched our monarch?”

      “Our monarch is weak, but he will have his chance to prove his strength now.”

      “Do you really think he’ll behead her?”

      “He has no choice. The Court will demand it.”

      “Off with her head!” Followed by riotous giggling.

      “Come on, Umskipti,” Harild muttered, hauling me to my feet. “Time for you to pay your dues.”

      I growled at him; it was all I could manage.

      “She thinks she does not need to pay a penny,” Pulark’s wife said.

      “Every creature must pay for breaking the rules of Faerie,” Pulark replied.

      I said nothing. I wasn’t sure I could even if I had tried. They marched me back to the castle, which was still trembling, and across the courtyard, to the cheers of those fairies I’d spent the past few days hounding. It was justice as far as they were concerned. I’d broken Canon. I’d pushed too far.

      Dear Goddess, what would Aliath do?

      His crown was precariously perched, his throne cracking beneath him. He had to show strength, but would he take it that far? My head? I doubted he could. I couldn’t if the roles were reversed. We hadn’t asked for this mate bond. We’d blindly walked into it. But what was done, was done, and now we were mates to one another.

      Sure, we hadn’t formally sealed the deal, and I wasn’t too certain of what that would entail. But even though we’d agreed to act as though we weren’t mated for the sake of Dökkálfa, silently we both knew that one day, Goddess willing, we would be.

      How could we not be mated?

      But I was the first to acknowledge that Álfeimr was a harsh mistress, and nothing was as it should be right now in Dökkálfa.

      I was marched into the throne room, which was already full to bursting. Aliath was not in attendance, but I doubted he’d be far from making his Courtly appearance. It wasn’t the usual time for Court sessions, but these were extenuating circumstances, and I feared that today the King’s Court ruled the King, and he would respond to the summons.

      Pulark pushed me to my knees on the stone floor, making sharp bursts of agony pulse up my thighs. His grip on my shoulder, through the filigree ward, was bruising. He leaned down and whispered in my ear, “I shall sip on your blood this evening, Umskipti. But know I am not ungrateful for your sacrifice. For in your death, our Konungr will be reborn. And Dökkálfa shall be clean once again.”

      “As clean as Ljósálfar,” I managed to croak, but he heard me. Pulark backhanded my cheek, sending my body reeling, making my vision blur as tom-tom drums started up inside my head.

      “Insolent creature,” he spat. Several other fairies took up the call and hurled degrading names at me.

      They only silenced once their King finally arrived; parting like waves to grant him entrance.

      Aliath strode across the throne room with all the imperiousness allowed his position. He looked like thunder, storming the place. I wondered if he was angry to have been called to attend his Court, or if the trembling I could still feel through the castle floor was because something was definitely amiss with the King.

      “Well,” Aliath declared once he’d reached his throne and began to turn around to face his Court. “I am here.”

      And then his eyes landed on me.

      He hid it so well. I was actually proud of him. The shock, pain, fear. It was there, somehow I felt it. But on his face was only an icy rage, the same icy rage he had wrapped around his frame even before he had entered the throne room.

      “You have brought me a gift,” he said in tones dripping icicles.

      “My King,” Pulark said, stepping forward. “The Umskipti has broken Canon. More than once.”

      “I concur,” someone said. Followed by a domino of fairies tripping over themselves to voice their agreement.

      “There can be no doubt as to her guilt,” Harild added. “Your Court beseeches you, your Majesty, punishment must be meted.”

      Aliath stared at me, his eyes flashing a green I had never seen before. It scared me. Something was definitely wrong, and I didn’t need the increase in trembling of the castle beneath my bruised knees to convince me.

      “I shall know in what manner she has broken Canon,” Aliath announced.

      “Questions, my Liege,” Pulark said. “Delivered in such a way as not to alarm Faerie, but questions, in the end, they have been.”

      “She fooled Álfeimr,” Aliath said, his voice flat but still icy.

      “She fooled us all, your Majesty,” Harild said in a simpering manner that left me feeling disgusted. He wasn’t lying, but I’d bet my silk slipper that he was playing a role and not in the least bit genuine in his empathy.

      They wanted Aliath to think they were all on his side.

      It’s a trap! I wanted to yell. But the filigree ward touched my bare skin in places, and we all know how powerful that makes magic, don’t we?

      I tried to draw on Dökkálfa. My hands were touching the stone floor; it might have worked. But that trickle had become a torrent, and even the castle appeared to have abandoned me in my final hour of need.

      Aliath’s gaze shifted from me to survey the growingly agitated crowd. The longer he took to mete out justice, the more riled they got. I noted Hyrða at the edge of the grouping of fairies, preparing to do their King’s bidding. I noticed the shadows swirling in the corners of the throne room; someone was watching, and I wondered if it was Lorec.

      Would he save me again, as he had in the past? Or was that all an act to lower my guard and bring me to this time and place? For I wouldn’t have pressed as hard without his support and encouragement, would I?

      Nah. I would have. It’s just me.

      So, I lifted my chin. I staggered to my feet, pushing against the filigree ward with all of my might. It probably didn’t look pretty, but I stood before my mate, before the fairy who I knew deep down loved me, and tried to make his next act as easy as I could manage.

      He couldn’t show weakness. But I did not doubt that he would think of a way to trick his Court, to buy us some time.

      And then what? I had no idea. But I had to trust that Aliath did, because he was a fairy, by birth and breeding; surely he could come up with something.

      I was all out of ideas, and even standing and facing my punishment was taking everything I had.

      The castle rumbled. No fairy paid it any attention. Aliath glanced up at the rafters, his hand flexing around the hilt of his sword.

      “Punishment will be meted,” he announced suddenly.

      “Her head! Her head! Take her head!” fairies began to chant.

      Aliath held up his hand.

      “By my sword,” he said, “the Umskipti will be beheaded.”

      Cheers rose; so deafening. My body shuddered, and I staggered under the weight of Aliath’s words.

      Dark Fey couldn’t lie. The King was Dökkálfa. Aliath had just signed my death warrant.

      I searched his eyes but only saw rage and a frozen wasteland. I shook my head, bewildered, bereft. Heartbroken.

      “By my sword!” Aliath shouted. “Her head will be taken!”

      The cheers rose in volume still, until the castle was swaying.

      “Take her to the dungeon!” Aliath snarled, and then with one last chilling look at me, the Konungr of Dökkálfa turned on his heel and left the throne room.

      To the stupendous cheers and long-awaited support of his entire Court.
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      My heart was breaking. It felt as if a shard of ice had pierced the muscle, tearing it in two. Considering I was in Faerie, and fairy magic was unpredictable at the best of times, I wondered if that was exactly what was happening.

      I’d been in my cell for five days. Five days of waiting for Aliath to visit me and tell me he had this under control; that I wasn’t going to be executed as the Dark Fey Court demanded. But it had been five days of the King remaining absent.

      I wasn’t alone down here in the dungeons, though. I had Dagar, the former Herra of the Hár Lords on one side of me, and farther down the way, Xavier, the rogue vampire that had somehow become my pet. That’s what the fairies called him. At one time, Xavier had been a Master Vampyre; he’d actually been the vampire who sired my best friend, Georgia. But those days had long gone, courtesy of Isoleth, the Light Fey Queen, aka Queen Bitch.

      The Ljósálfar created, and what they created was sometimes monstrous.

      Not that I thought Xavier was a monster. He was just misunderstood, which at any other time would have made me laugh out loud, but I found very little right now humorous.

      A wailed pierced the damp air and seeped into the gap the shard of ice had made in my heart. Xavier was a pitiful creature now. Barely alive, if you could call a vampire living.

      I wasn’t exactly anti-vampire, but the vampires had a lot to answer for in my opinion. I was sure Gigi would agree with me, although Gigi had come a long way from that troubled, loner half-vampire-half-vampire-hunter she’d once been. She was mated to a vampire now and had some sort of funky connection going on with another, although she’d argue that vigorously.

      I didn’t envy my friend, but then, I didn’t think Gigi would envy me, right now, either.

      Five days of nothing.

      Xavier let out another chilling wail of defeat.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered, aware he could hear me. The wards were good down here, but my magic was better, and I’d long ago dispensed with their sound dampening abilities.

      I’d still left them mostly intact; for a number of reasons, not least of which was I didn’t fancy getting cornered down here by the Ljósálfar agent who was responsible for all the political unrest in Dökkálfa. And I also didn’t want my Hyrða guards to be aware that Aliath had left me with access to my power.

      Had it been an oversight? Or was Aliath still Aliath underneath that anger and rage he was drowning in?

      I didn’t know. Five days was a long time.

      “Why are you still here?” Dagar murmured softly. We’d dispensed with the Dark Dance of Canon; life in the dungeons was hard enough without endless fairy rules.

      I looked at my neighbour; Dagar’s situation wasn’t much improved despite my appearance here. He looked thin, and what little sustenance they gave him was usually well past its used-by date. He’d been beaten since I’d last visited, and every day since I’d been here. I’d healed him every single time, and the guards had ignored the lack of visible injuries; merely beating him again as if it were part of their daily tasks, and they simply had to tick it off the list and move onto the next thing.

      I got the feeling that their hearts weren’t in it, even if the injuries Dagar sustained would have crippled a lesser being. Fairies are made tough, but I could see Dagar was reaching his limit.

      “Where would I go?” I murmured back at last.

      “They have not cuffed you.” He was referring to the magical silver cuff the Fey used to limit power. I wasn’t sure one would work on me, but as filigree wards did, maybe cuffs would too. In any case, he was right; theHyrða hadn’t cuffed me.

      On orders from Aliath?

      I’d waited five days for him to come and reassure me. Maybe the King had been waiting five days for me to escape.

      I let out a quiet laugh. Xavier wailed in reply.

      “I’m okay,” I whispered.

      “My Lady,” Dagar said pointedly, “the Court will be losing patience. Aliath will have to act and act soon.”

      In truth, I wasn’t quite sure why I was still here, but something made me wait. If I escaped, Aliath would not be blamed. Well, maybe the slack way he ran the dungeon would come into question, but he wouldn’t be blamed for actions I undertook on my own.

      Yet, I had stayed.

      I thought about it, Dagar remaining silent as I did so. There was more to my life than making Aliath’s easy, I decided. Sure, I was his Champion. But being Champion didn’t mean I couldn’t push him to become a better fairy. I didn’t like who Aliath had become. This anger I saw. This chill that affected him when he walked among the fairies of his Court.

      The Fey could be such icy creatures; they often showed little to no emotions, and yet the Dökkálfa fed on emotions endlessly. I always found that a rather frightening misdirection. But I knew Aliath could be warm, and loving, and passionate, and kind. If I ran, I concluded, it would be a more egregious failing on my part, than if I stayed and made him fight for what was right.

      And, really, where would I run to?

      No, it was better this way. Aliath needed to fight whatever had taken a grip on him. He needed to fight to remain King.

      The castle shook, agreeing wholeheartedly with me.

      “I tire of the waiting,” I told Dagar. “Let the Court grow impatient. I eagerly await their pleasure.”

      “Eagerly?” Dagar asked, huffing. Then, almost as an aside, “Aliath is not himself.”

      I didn’t get to question Dagar further, though we’d had this conversation a time or two by now. We both knew the Aliath we had loved was gone. But was he gone for good?

      I refused to give up hope in that regard.

      The door to the dungeons clanged open interrupting our conversation, and the Hyrða guard called out, “Who goes there?” It was the only time they could ask a question and not incur a debt for their troubles. The Fey were such contrary creatures.

      “It is I, Marik of the Fīfrildi, bringing the Umskipti her final meal.”

      “It is done, then,” the guard said woodenly.

      “It is done,” Marik announced. “Midday, under the heat of our Goddess’s sun, all will bear witness to her disgrace.”

      Aliath had failed me. The castle groaned with the weight of disappointment I bore. My hand clutched at the breast of my dirty and stained dress, a small sound escaping my lips before I could stop it.

      “My Lady,” Dagar said, gripping the iron bars of his cell to reach me, burning his skin while he did it. “I am truly sorry.”

      I reached through the bars and grasped his injured hands, healing them instantly. I would not have him suffer for me.

      “It is a test,” I told him. For Aliath or for me, I wasn’t sure. And I was never very good at testing.

      Marik appeared out of the gloom, a torch in one hand, a tray in the other. She had brought me my final meal, then. Her eyes met mine, defiance and such raw anger stared back at me. I’d always admired Marik’s non-compliance. She was as far from a downtrodden Fīfrildi as you could get.

      “Leave us,” she snapped at the guard, which was not the way of things in Faerie.

      “Watch yourself, Kerling,” he replied, but he did as Marik bid and left us alone with my final supper.

      “It’s good to see you, Marik,” I said, crossing the cell to be near her.

      “My Lady.” She bowed her head in supplication; something I was not used to yet. “I tried to visit, but the Hyrða would not allow it.”

      “This is a dungeon, and that is their job,” I pointed out.

      Marik spat on the stone floor. “The King has gone mad. It is the only explanation.”

      “Careful, Fīfrildi,” Dagar warned. “The castle has shadows.” He should know; once he controlled them; watched all the comings and goings of Dökkálfa; kept the masses in line with his snooping.

      I strengthened the wards, which I should have done as soon as Marik arrived, but I was off my game slightly. Aliath had not come, and Marik had brought my last supper. My heart ached.

      Xavier’s pitiful whimpering ceased abruptly as the silencing wards reactivated.

      “You couldn’t have done that sooner?” Dagar asked, making Marik gasp in surprise at the question and, no doubt, its familiar tone. She might have been a non-compliant Fīfrildi but only on the big things that really mattered.

      “Have you grown tired of hearing his suffering, my Lord?” I asked in return, making Marik’s eyes double in size at our friendly banter.

      “It had become a little grating,” Dagar admitted quietly.

      “Would that I could pipe his cries into the castle proper,” I declared.

      “And what would that accomplish?” my irascible cell mate asked. “Fey do not have guilty consciences, Lady Kara. You know this as well I.”

      “I live in hope,” I said, accepting the tray Marik was still clutching.

      The meal looked magnificent. Delicately iced cakes, and succulent sweetmeats. Overflowing sandwiches in the shape of flowers. There was mead and a selection of fruit from the orchard; I could feel the sun that had kissed them only this morning. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble, and I suspected it was Fīfrildi in the kitchens.

      They could not do much to aid me, being so low down in the castes. But they could honour me with a final meal fit for a queen.

      “Share this with me, my friends,” I said, placing the tray on the floor in the corner of the cell nearest to both Marik and Dagar.

      “I do not know how you can eat, my Lady,” Marik said, settling on her knees in the dirt of the dungeon’s stonework. “I fear my stomach is revolting.”

      I wasn’t in the slightest bit hungry, but food fuelled power, and if I had to blast my way off that scaffold at the last minute, then I thought I might need a lot of power.

      How long would I wait for Aliath to do the right thing before I saved myself?

      I took a bite of a sandwich because I knew neither Marik nor Dagar would eat if I didn’t eat first. We consumed a small amount of the fine fare in silence.

      “It has to be a charm,” I finally said, breaking my friends’ dogged concentration.

      Dagar dusted his grubby fingertips clean. “Did you taste the enchantment?”

      “No,” I said, worried.

      “He is not acting at all like himself,” Marik offered.

      “Wearing the crown is not easy,” I murmured.

      “And yet you wear your burdens so well,” Dagar said quietly.

      “I’m a Middleton,” I said, automatically.

      “You are a true Álfeimr Princess,” Dagar corrected.

      “Tell that to the Smiðr and Dómr who call for my Lady’s blood,” Marik growled.

      “They are not themselves, either,” I said.

      “You’d defend them?” Dagar demanded.

      “I defend Dökkálfa,” I said with conviction. “This is a Ljósálfar plot.”

      The ward popped as the Hyrða guard returned, ending all talk of sedition. He was not alone. Three more guards accompanied him, fully outfitted in their chainmail armour; their Sverð on their hips, and their Bogi strapped to their backs.

      “It is time,” the head guard said.

      “No!” Marik wailed. Xavier joined her.

      “Do not fight us,” the guard said, producing a silver cuff.

      “Must she wear that?” Marik asked and received a backhanded slap across her face from the nearest Hyrða, sending her reeling.

      My magic swelled, and the guard who had hit my maid was thrown back against the dungeon wall, making the castle rattle.

      “Cuff her!” the head guard ordered.

      Two more guards approached, and the castle shook with my rage.

      “If you will not allow the cuff, the Fīfrildi will take your place,” the head guard told me.

      I stared at his cold eyes and knew he’d throw Marik in here with Dagar, and sleep well afterwards.

      “My Lady,” Marik started from her still crumpled position on the dungeon floor.

      I held out a hand to reassure her, and then lifted my chin and offered my wrist to the guard. The cuff was cold when it met my flesh. The instant it closed around my narrow wrist, I lost Dökkálfa.

      The castle wailed. Xavier joined it. The guards looked disturbed by the eerie howling. I couldn’t blame them.

      “She is Dökkálfa’s Champion,” Dagar told them; something he had no right to say. “You cannot do this.”

      “She is no Champion,” the head guard spat. “Only a traitor.”

      Marik pushed to her feet, swaying slightly. “I will accompany my Lady on her final walk.”

      “Suit yourself,” the guard said, dismissing my maid as an irrelevance.

      “Marik,” I whispered as the door to my cell was opened finally. Fat lot of good it would do me now, though. “Don’t do this to yourself,” I begged.

      “I would walk this road for you, Lady Kara,” she said solemnly. “I would carry this burden myself if the fates would allow it.”

      “The only fate here is the Umskipti’s head in a basket by the end of the day,” the head guard said.

      I looked directly at him; the icy glare I received back said it all.

      I had no magic. Aliath had not come. Maybe I should have escaped when I had the chance.

      Even though my heart had been cleaved in two, I walked out of my cell and toward my fate, with my head held high and my back straight.

      I was a Middleton, damn it!

      “Long live the Queen,” Dagar said behind me, making the guards hesitate.

      “Long live the Queen,” Marik repeated.

      And Xavier wailed.
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      I groaned as the weight of magic ground me into the castle floor. My sweaty palms met the flagstones beneath me, and I felt the castle tremble in its impotent rage.

      I’d been sitting in my chair when the magic wave hit me, throwing me off balance, and then hurling me to the floor. It wasn’t the first time the spell had caught me off guard. But this time it was stronger than it had ever been before. I could feel the poison coursing through my veins, the enchantment wreaking havoc on my body.

      I fought it; I always fought it. But this time, I doubted it would be enough. Dökkálfa was incensed with anger, and the angrier the castle got, the more insidious the magic that controlled me became. My body was on fire, even as I felt chilled to my bones. Trembling had turned into outright shaking, my body wracked with the rigours of a seizure of magical origin.

      My vision blurred, and my breathing became laboured. But in one final, desperate effort to control the effects of the poison-charm, I reached down into the land beneath me, and Dökkálfa answered. More power than I had ever had at my disposal shot up out of an unknown well and swamped me.

      It was enough to give me clarity of mind; for me to feel again the guilt that had so recently assuaged me.

      I’d had to order Kara’s death. The Court had been blatantly rioting. Destroying property and threatening to overturn the monarchy. I didn’t respond well to terrorism of this nature, but the poison-charm had weakened me; made me feel at times as if I doubted my own sanity. And in the end, the Court and the enchantment had won.

      I’d sent the Hyrða to fetch her and bring her to the courtyard where the scaffolding awaited.

      I felt like I might vomit. But even as I pulled myself to my feet, and dragged my abused body into my chair again, I could feel the power Dökkálfa had gifted me waning. If the castle couldn’t combat this spell then what the Hel was it? How could a Ljósálfar agent wield such power on Dökkálfa land? It shouldn’t be possible. There were safeguards to prevent such an attack. Our land was sacrosanct. Ours by right of creation. Nut had gifted us our respective lands steeped in our own variations of Fey magic. And she had given us the ability to ensure our safety when our feet were rooted in the soil of our homeland.

      And yet, I couldn’t help thinking that this insidious magic — magic I had never encountered before — was a Ljósálfar creation.

      Magic wielded by one of my own fairies because there was no other explanation for how it could battle Dökkálfa and win.

      I abruptly turned to the side and vomited my breakfast into the wastepaper basket. With a shaky hand, I wiped the sweat from my face and sat back in my chair, panting.

      How could I save her? How could I save myself?

      How could I save Dökkálfa?

      A knock on my door had the magic swelling again, and I gritted my teeth as I fisted my hands, growling, “Enter” in as regal a manner as I could manage.

      My aide, Jarviq, entered, refusing to make eye contact. What must he think of his King?

      I was weak. A weakling. Unfit to rule. Destroying Dökkálfa. Drowning my fairies is my failures. Bringing my Court to ruin. Destroying what my aunt had created. Befouling Álfeimr.

      “Your Majesty,” Jarviq said, his voice wavering ever so slightly. “Commander Goran of the Hyrða wishes to see you. I can turn him away.”

      Yes! Turn him away. No one should see me like this. Jarviq knew that that’s why he would not look directly at me. Jarviq was a good fairy, from a good family, loyal to the crown.

      But I didn’t deserve the crown. Did he know that? Was he testing me? Where was sword? I needed my sword.

      “Stand aside,” I heard Goran snap, then a litany of swearwords followed that, had our old nanny heard him say them, would have resulted in a mouthful of soapy water.

      I started laughing. A part of me knew it was hysterical in nature.

      “Leave us and say nothing of what you have seen here.”

      “On my honour, my Lord Hyrða.”

      I heard the door to my office close, but my vision had blurred again.

      “What has happened to you?” Goran asked quietly.

      “You owe me a boon,” I slurred. “Leave.”

      The magic attempted to back me up. Goran even took a step backwards before he rallied.

      “The Dark Dance is useless between us,” he growled and the magic dissipated. He spoke the truth, then. Álfeimr had arbitrated.

      I blinked back spots before my eyes and stared at the fairy before.

      “Aliath,” Goran said, crouching down to look me in the eyes. “I taste no charm upon you.”

      “It’s there,” I gasped, the spell punishing me for attempting to reveal it.

      “I can see that. I’ll call for a healer immediately.”

      My hand lashed out in lightning speed and gripped his wrist before he could move away.

      “No one must know,” I whispered. “The Court is close to folding.”

      “I am aware,” Goran whispered back. “What can I do to aid you?”

      “This is my battle, my friend,” I said. “One only I can wage.”

      “Dökkálfa does not help you?”

      “Dökkálfa risks much to help me; I fear there is a limit, and the castle nears it.”

      “What then? Tell me, and I will make it happen.” Goran looked frantic with worry.

      Was I that far gone already? Was there no chance of beating my aunt? I felt so weak. Because I was weak. Because the poison had done its damage and nothing could alter its course. I was done-for. My life forfeit. Dökkálfa did not need me. I was pulling it down with me, dragging it under the water. I was worthless, incompetent, a false King wearing a false crown. The only crown that mattered was in Ljósálfar.

      “No!” I screamed, making the walls rattle and the floor rumble.

      When I opened my eyes, I noticed Goran was pushed up against the far wall, struggling for breath. Magic swirled all around us, and for a moment, I couldn’t tell if it was mine, hers, or the castle’s.

      Damn Isoleth. Damn her to Hel.

      I pulled my magic back, and the castle rushed in to aid the Hyrða.

      “I am losing the war,” I murmured.

      Goran rubbed at the bright marks on his neck. How long had he been suspended against that far wall? How long had the poison controlled me?

      “I am her puppet,” I muttered, sinking into my chair, my body exhausted, my mind battered, my heart broken.

      “Not yet, you are not,” Goran declared. “You are the rightful Konungr of Dökkálfa by all laws known to the Fey. Isoleth cannot take that away from you.”

      “You are wrong, Goran,” I said slowly. I couldn’t seem to speak faster; I couldn’t seem to think fast enough to manage it. “Only the strong can wear the crown; it is an unwritten law, but it is just as binding. If I fail in strength, then the crown will topple, my head along with it.”

      “There has to be a way,” Goran said, shaking his head in near dismay. He knew I was as weak as a newborn fairy.

      “I am fighting, my friend,” I promised. “The castle is fighting alongside me. I could not ask for more.”

      “But the Court. . .”

      “The Court grows impatient, and they must not know how close to the end I have been brought.”

      “That’s why Jarviq is in the courtyard of a day, reading those notices?” Goran muttered.

      I’d managed to write a series of announcements, proclamations really, before the poison took too deep a root in my body. Jarviq had been instructed to release them every other day, to make it appear as if I were working hard on rectifying matters within the Court.

      So far, it had fooled my fairies, but this morning the enchantment had countered my trickery — something it had not expected a Dark Fairy to do. The Light Fey are the tricksters, not us. But it had been the only thing I’d been able to conceive of fooling Isoleth’s agent.

      And it had worked for a short time. My time now, though, was up.

      I had one last thing left to do. One last battle to wage before I called it a day. As Georgia would say, one last fuck-you to my aunt; if only I could do it to her face.

      Despite the insidiousness and effectiveness of the magic Isoleth had wrought, there was one magic more powerful still. I had thought Dökkálfa strong enough and had based my battle plan on it being so. But I had clearly failed to take into account the fact that one or more of my own was aiding the Ljósálfar agent; could in fact be the agent; the conduit to Isoleth’s power to charge the charm.

      I would kill my aunt one day. I knew this, and so did she. That’s why she was trying so desperately to have me dethroned. A dethroning would involve my death with drastic consequences for Dökkálfa; I had no heir. The calamity of dying without a confirmed line of succession would cause havoc amongst the Smiðr.

      Of course, I had relations. Lorec for one. And he stood in good stead for the throne should I fail. But there was a reason why that was bad, and right then, I couldn’t think of it. Lorec would rule after I was gone, and part of me thought that was okay.

      “Aliath,” Goran said, claiming my scattered attention. “Aliath,” he said again as if he’d been saying that for quite some time without me noticing.

      “I went away?” I asked.

      “For several minutes.” Goran looked more than worried; he looked panicked. And there wasn’t one Hyrða who did not know how to hide that emotion when it counted.

      “What was I saying?” I asked; so tired; so exhausted. I just wanted to sleep for eternity. To sleep the sleep of the dead.

      “This isn’t working,” Goran declared. “Whatever you’re doing, it isn’t working. We need another plan. The healer. . .”

      “No. No healer. They cannot be trusted.” Could Goran be trusted?

      “You know I can be trusted. We’re as good as brothers, you and I.”

      Had I said that aloud? Nothing made sense anymore; everything was wrong.

      “Aliath, we need more magic. Kara. . .”

      “Kara,” I said, my mind clearing slightly. “There is one magic more powerful still.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s insidious; it’s so effective.”

      “What is? Aliath, you’re talking in riddles.”

      I shook my head. The room spun. If I hadn’t already emptied my stomach, I would have been heaving right then and there into the bucket.

      “What magic?” Goran repeated, and I absently wondered how many times he’d had to ask.

      “Mate bond,” I said, sitting up straighter. “Goran, my brother, you must save her.” The magic didn’t like that: I struggled to breathe.

      “That is why I have come, my King. To beg you to reconsider this farce. The Court is alight with gossip; they say you have sent guards to fetch her. Tell me it isn’t so! Tell me you have a plan!”

      “I can’t. . .” The magic surged even more. I gripped the edge of the desk before me, Dökkálfa flowed through my body, pushing Isoleth’s foul stench away. “I can’t be seen.”

      “I know,” Goran assured me. “It would do no good for the Court to see you like this. It would raise questions, give them further ammunition. I’ll stall them. I’ll. . .”

      “Stop! Listen to me. I can’t be seen freeing her, but that does not mean she cannot be freed.” I checked the wall clock. I looked out the window at the position of the sun. “If you leave now, you should reach them before they exit the dungeon corridors. But you must hurry.”

      “A jailbreak?”

      I shook my head, battling the return of the poison-charm. “Too late,” I gasped. “Already on their way to the scaffold. Goran,” I moaned. “Save her. Hide her. Take her from this place. Keep her safe.”

      “I will, my King. On my honour.”

      “Good,” I said. “Good.” My head bowed, my heart skipped a treacherous beat. Was my body finally failing?

      “Protect her, brother,” I whispered. “Know that I would have it no other way.”

      “Aliath!” he cried when I felt my body slump forward, my forehead hitting the desk; Dökkálfa cradling me as the castle wailed. “Fight this, damn it! Fight, Aliath! She will not survive in Álfeimr without you.”

      “Keep her safe,” I mumbled.

      “Do you think her safety is all that is tied to her survival? Wake up, my King! You are mate-bonded!. She will suffer if you stop fighting. She will fade away if you let Isoleth win.”

      It took everything I had in me, but I managed to push myself back to a sitting position, drawing on what Dökkálfa could give me.

      “I. . .” I licked my lips. “I will try, brother. I will try.”

      Goran gripped my shoulders, shaking me slightly, making the room spin and my vision blur again. “Do more than try, my King. Fight for your life. Fight for Dökkálfa. And if that is still not enough, then fight for your Queen!”

      Kara. My fated mate. My love. Minn elska.

      My Queen.

      I nodded my head. “Go!” I urged. “There is not much time. You do your part, and I will do mine.”

      “Long live the King,” Goran said, bowing, then he was gone, using my secret passageways.

      “Long live the Queen,” I replied, and pulled on Dökkálfa, but this time I also pulled on magic older than the trees, older than the castle itself, as old as Álfeimr.

      I pulled on my mate bond; an incomplete bond to be sure, but one that I was hopeful would be enough. Even if my Court was not ready for their King to mate a Skilja fairy, the magic had already been started.

      And was growing stronger with every day.

      Goddess, I thought desperately, please let it be enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          

      

    

    







            The White Pawn

          

          

      

    

    






Marik

        

      

    

    
      The corridors seemed narrower than usual to Marik. She was not unfamiliar with the sensation. As a Fīfrildi, she often traversed the castle’s vast hallways whilst looking over her shoulder and also checking to make sure the shadows weren’t moving. It was the way of things in Álfeimr. A Fīfrildi should know her place above all else.

      But Marik had grown more and more disillusioned with her place of late.

      She could not rightly assign a point in time when she had started to doubt the Dark Dance of Canon. All her very long life — and it had been hundreds and hundreds of years to date — she had always behaved as a Dóttir of Dökkálfa should; as was expected. Her loyalty to the realm was unquestioned. Her loyalty to the crown, on the other hand, had been put to the test more than once.

      But not so when Aliath took the seat.

      Marik remembered the young Sveinbarn running the length of the upper hallways, and sliding down the railing of the grand staircase to escape his nanny. Only to be chastised by a Smiðr, and then brought before the Queen for punishment. The child had suffered unimaginably under his aunt’s care, but he was Fey Royalty and, as such, had survived the brutal upbringing.

      The Fīfrildi had slipped him treats from time to time when no one had been looking, and Aliath had been very small indeed. Once he’d attained an age that was believed old enough to remember such kindness, though, the treats were no longer offered. Instead, the maids and servants of the castle had done all they could to prepare the young boy for his future.

      Much of that aid had amounted to little more than loose lips when within his hearing; relaying information in a manner that appeared non-threatening and that could mean the very difference between crossing the path of his unstable aunt and her sycophant followers, or choosing an alternate route to his quarters and therefore to safety. Occasionally, the information spoken so carelessly in his presence was a form of education; intelligence gathering the only currency the Fīfrildi had at their disposal with which to aid him.

      They had not been able to protect him from everything, however, but many Fīfrildi believed it their duty to look out for the wee lad; a debt paid of sorts due to the kindness of his mother. Analith had been an extraordinary fairy, full of compassion and gentleness, and yet able to walk the treacherous halls of the castle without a misstep.

      Perhaps it was with her perfection that fate had such a quarrel. At least, Queen Sofiq had reason to fear Analith and her husband.

      Walking the narrow corridors now, as the castle rumbled beneath her feet, reminded Marik of that long-ago time. When word had reached the Court that the Prince and Princess had died in an accident, the castle had grieved for days, and the shadows had shifted wherever a Fīfrildi had walked.

      Nothing had been said, of course, but they all knew who was to blame. Jarmal and Analith had been powerful fairies. Fairies who wielded their magic with exquisite mastery. To have been caught so unawares was not a possibility, but little could be proved. And every fairy knew the consequences of naming Sofiq as a murderess.

      So, silently, unseen and unheard by those castes above them, the Fīfrildi had as one set out to aid the Princeling, until their aid had no longer been needed. Now, he was King. And would make a fine King one day. If only the threat of Ljósálfar involvement in political aspects of the realm was thwarted.

      Marik looked from the shadows to the corridor before her, and watched the Umskipti — who appeared no longer an Umskipti to Marik at all — walk with her head held high and back ramrod straight. The ghost of her Lady’s wings could be seen, but with the cuff on her wrist, it was unlikely they would unfurl in all their majesty. Still, the fact that Marik could see the wings at all meant a great deal.

      Queen Isoleth had no idea what she had created. And then simply discarded.

      But things were not going as Marik had hoped. They walked now to the gallows; Marik’s King having failed to protect the most precious thing to have entered this Court since his mother walked the hallowed halls of Dökkálfa. Perhaps comparing the King’s long-dead mother to the Skilja was wrong. Lady Kara had not been born here. And, if truth be told, she was not entirely Dökkálfa. But with every day Marik had served the changeling, she had seen more of Dökkálfa in the fairy, and more of Aliath’s mother in her demeanour.

      Analith had been the finest of the Royal Fey ever to live, but Marik had begun to wonder if Lady Kara would surpass her.

      It no longer mattered. The scaffold had been raised, the Court had spoken, and the King had seen fit to abandon all reason and condemn his Lady to slaughter.

      Marik had seen the gallows being constructed; she had watched the Fīfrildi who built it crying silent tears of anguish. There was nothing they could do. How could they? They were the lowest of the castes. Some even considered them as lowly as the Lesser Fey who had seen fit to abandon Aliath’s Court altogether. What could they, therefore, do?

      It was impossible! But even as they made their way toward the main corridor and the courtyard for her Lady’s execution, Marik scrambled to think of a way to prevent the inevitable. Could she somehow incapacitate the Hyrða? She carried a small knife, if taken by surprise, perhaps she could harm a guard enough to cause a distraction. She certainly could not harm more than one before the rest reacted. But maybe that would be enough?

      Marik slipped her hand into the folds of her skirt, fingering the bone hilt of the knife and trying to still her rapidly beating heart. She would only get one chance to do this, and there was no way to warn her Lady of what was to come. But Lady Kara was quick of mind and a survivor, much like Aliath had been when he’d been young. It could work.

      As familiar as she was with the corridors of the castle, Marik had not had many occasion to walk those that led directly to the dungeon. So, it was several more steps before she saw an approaching opportunity. A branch in the system that would provide an alternate route in which to run.

      Marik picked her pace up, coming within a foot of the guard who walked directly behind Lady Kara. There were still two more guards at Marik’s back, but if she timed this right, they might be able to make their escape in the ensuing mayhem.

      No one expected a Fīfrildi to fight. Least of all for one to harm a Hyrða.

      Marik felt sick, but her determination to free her Lady was more powerful than the fear that rode her so hard. Four more steps. Three. Two. One.

      She drew the knife, preparing to leap on her target when an arrow appeared out of the gloom ahead and took the guard she had targeted directly through an eye socket.

      Marik stumbled; her knife falling to the stone floor unused. Lady Kara immediately crouched as more arrows came streaming out of the darkness and met their targets. One after the other after the other. Marik was still standing, shaking, panting, dizzy with the terror of what was happening. In her mind, she knew she should be seeking shelter, or better yet, using the opportunity to grasp her Lady’s hand and lead her to safety.

      But for the life of her, the Fīfrildi could not move an inch. Her moment of action had come to pass, and she had been found wanting. Anger at her inability to act broke her free of her fright. She ran to her Lady, gasping for breath as she tried to haul her up from the crouched position she had taken.

      A Hyrða stepped out of the shadows, his Bogi in hand, an arrow already nocked. The tip was pointed toward the floor, but Marik did not doubt that he could raise the weapon and fire within one beat of her heart and the next. It took a moment for her to recognise the fairy, so traumatised by the sudden explosion of violence and death that she had not dared look at his face until now.

      “Goran,” Lady Kara said at the moment of recognition. Her Lady stood to greet the Hyrða, supporting Marik with an arm about her shoulders. It should have been Marik who supported her Lady, but it had become blatantly obvious to Marik, that she was not the adventurous sort.

      Oh, she could talk a good talk, but actually doing something about it? She shook her head, disgusted at herself.

      It made her next words rather curt.

      “You could have killed my Lady! Your disgrace knows no bounds, Hyrða!”

      “Marik,” Lady Kara said softly in admonishment. “Goran is on our side.”

      “I’m not sure that is a boon to be celebrated, my Lady.”

      Goran snorted, making his way to the fallen Hyrða, checking to make sure they were indeed incapacitated. One was definitely dead, and the death of a fairy should be mourned appropriately, but Marik could not seem to bring herself to care. She realised it had been the guard directly in front of her. The first to be struck and therefore, the distraction that made it possible for Goran to strike the others before they had rallied a defence.

      She watched as Goran knocked out the remaining conscious guards and then secured them with ties and gags to silence them should they rouse before an escape could be made. He rechecked his handy work, and then said a prayer over the deceased fairy. All of which was done without the Hyrða having acknowledged Marik and Lady Kara at all.

      Finally, Goran raised his head and looked to Lady Kara.

      “You’ve been cuffed,” he said.

      “Of course,” Marik’s Lady replied.

      “It must remain in place until we leave the castle,” Goran advised. “The instant it is removed, an alarm will be raised, and these corridors will be crawling with Hyrða.”

      “Perhaps it would be best to avoid that,” Lady Kara agreed.

      Goran nodded and then started leading them down the side corridor Marik had intended to take her Lady. That decision felt like a lifetime ago now. One made by a different fairy. Her body was still trembling slightly, her breaths still a little too fast, her pulse pounding in her head in a way that told Marik she was in for a nasty headache.

      They’d gone several steps before Goran spoke again. “I am to take you to safety.”

      “I had gathered as much,” Lady Kara said, smiling softly. “Aliath, I presume.”

      “The King wished for me to tell you, he would have it no other way. Your safety is paramount.”

      “I rather thought so, too,” Lady Kara quipped. Then, “How is he?”

      Marik gasped, still unused to the ease in which her Lady asked questions, incurring a debt. Goran did not seem to find the request unusual. Being of a higher caste, perhaps it was easier for him. Being Hyrða, however, should have meant he was a stickler for the rules instead.

      “It is a charm,” the Commander said. “One that is undetectable. It has no taste, it cannot be felt, but it is poisoning him just as surely.”

      Lady Kara stopped misstep. “Then, we cannot leave the castle.”

      “You will not survive the day if you stay within its walls.”

      The walls themselves began to shake.

      “Hurry,” Goran urged, leading them farther away from the courtyard and deeper into the maze of passageways above the dungeon itself.

      “My Lady,” Marik said breathlessly, “you must take refuge somewhere safe. The King can last. He is strong of will and heart.”

      “But this charm. . .” Lady Kara started.

      “It is powerful,” Goran provided. “But he is fighting it, my Lady.”

      “For Dökkálfa,” Lady Kara said, nodding her approval.

      “For his mate,” Goran corrected.

      Marik had suspected her Lady was more than just another fairy to the King. She had seen the way he looked at her. The way she looked back at him. There had been no doubt an attraction existed, but to be the King’s fated mate? Lady Kara was not completely Dökkálfa. How was it possible? What had Queen Isoleth created?

      Marik looked upon her Lady with new eyes, but all she could see was the kindhearted fairy who had come to the defence of helpless Fīfrildi, who stood up for equality and fought injustice, and who bore the wings of the Old Gods.

      Now, more than ever, Marik knew her place. And her place was beside this fairy; protecting her; aiding her; doing all she could for Dökkálfa.

      She stopped walking. Goran and Lady Kara took a few more hurried steps before realising Marik had halted.

      “Marik?” Lady Kara asked; so easily; so full of concern.

      “My Lady,” Marik said, curtsying. “Hyrða,” she added. “You will be hunted, vilified for this,” she said, her eyes on the Commander. He nodded slowly in agreement. He’d known by sparing the remaining guards’ lives, that they would identify him as the culprit. And yet he had spared their lives anyway. A worthy Hyrða. “You cannot return to the castle without risking everything,” Marik continued. “Yet, I am a mere Fīfrildi. My part in this will be overlooked.” She straightened herself and said with conviction, “I will be your eyes and ears. We will meet of an evening and share information.”

      “The south garden that leads to the forest,” Goran replied immediately. “As the sun sets, at change of guard. You must alter your route daily, but always time your leaving of the castle with one guard shift, and your return to it with the next.”

      “Understood.”

      “Marik,” Lady Kara said, walking the short distance between them, and reaching for Marik’s cold hands.

      She was still shaking. Her Lady noticed and squeezed her fingers gently.

      “You don’t have to do this,” she whispered. “Come with us. Prepare to fight another day.”

      “Without eyes and ears in the castle,” Marik told her, “any return you plan will be blind and deaf to threats. I must do this.”

      Lady Kara searched her face and then nodded.

      “You are a true friend, Marik of the Fīfrildi,” her Lady said.

      Marik smiled. To be called friend was more than she had ever believed possible. After all she had said and done, her Lady offered such kindness.

      “Take care of her, Hyrða,” Marik said, and then with one last curtsey, she turned on her heel and ran back down the darkened hallway, letting her wings lift her off the flagstones so her slippers made no sound at her passing.

      It was unseemly, but she did not care. She may not be a fighter, but Marik knew she was good at disappearing; at sneaking past Guards; at listening in on Courtiers and Aristocrats. On providing intelligence in a manner that protected her charges.

      She’d done it before. For a little fairy boy who had lost his mother and father, and who had walked the treacherous halls of the Dökkálfa castle, and would one day become her King.

      Long live the King, Marik thought and then added, Long live the Queen, as well.
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      I watched Marik flitter off down the dark corridor and felt strangely bereft at her parting. The little Fīfrildi had enormous courage, and a sense of conviction that I’d argue would rival the most ardent Hyrða. And yet, I could taste her fear on the air. The terror that had assailed her when Goran had loosed his arrows.

      For all her spit and fire, Marik was not a fighter, but what she had offered to do here, I feared, would be far more dangerous than what faced Goran and me.

      “Come, my Lady,” Goran said. “We must hurry. Your failure to appear in the courtyard will be noticed in short order.”

      “Very well,” I said, gathering the tattered remains of my dress and taking off after the armed guard.

      Goran had not lowered his Bogi, an arrow still nocked in it. I knew he could drop the weapon and draw his sword in lightning speed if the situation warranted it. But I thought, perhaps, that he hoped we would have warning of approaching Hyrða and the arrows could be loosed avoiding the far more dangerous use of the sword in close quarters.

      I’d come to realise that Goran valued fairy life, even though he’d sworn his service to the Hyrða. Shedding blood was not unknown to him, but he tried to limit the amount of blood he shed. I watched him move in a lithe and graceful manner, his footsteps barely registering any sound at all. It was as if he hunted, and yet I knew we were likely the ones to be hunted before long.

      It was dark in the hallways we were using, but I’d seen the exhaustion and wear on Goran’s face. Life was never easy in Álfeimr, but I feared life for Aliath’s most favoured guard had become almost intolerable of late. I was vaguely aware of what had transpired in the barracks, of Goran’s part in it at the behest of his King. And I did not envy him his guilt, for that was what I saw in his eyes, in his posture; it was what I tasted on the air when I licked my lips.

      My heart ached for Goran and Sora, but then, it also ached for all of Dökkálfa.

      The castle rumbled as if agreeing with me, but then it spoke, the words whispered in my ear for my hearing only.

      They are coming, it said.

      “Which direction?” I asked, making Goran glance over his shoulder at me.

      They give chase.

      “How many?”

      Too many.

      “Can we make it?”

      A door appeared in the wall ahead, one that had been seamlessly hidden in the brick and mortar. How the castle did that, I didn’t know. But we were in Faerie and Faerie was magic.

      “We’ve got company coming,” I told Goran, and tested the handle on the door. It turned.

      I opened it and was not surprised that it made no sound on moving. The corridor that yawned before me was smaller than the one we’d been in and darker still. But I could see the spiderwebs that adorned it. At least, I could see them a foot or so into the gloom.

      “You first,” I said. I was not too fond of spiders, and the thought of magical ones made me shudder.

      “If our pursuers give chase, then I should take up the rear guard,” Goran explained.

      “Really?” I said, sounding disgusted. “Not much of a spider fairy, then?”

      Goran let out a huff of breath and then unleashed a wave of magic down the corridor full of magical spiderwebs. They disintegrated on contact with his power, giving me a brief look at what lay ahead. I swore the hidden passage narrowed more the farther along we’d get.

      “Thanks,” I muttered and stepped into the once again dark corridor. I had to bend slightly to fit, and I dreaded to think how far over the tall Hyrða would need to be. But in no time at all, we had both made it inside the hidden passageway, and the door behind us had closed and disappeared again.

      I attempted to create a ball of Light, but I was still wearing the cuff. I growled softly and whispered, “Light, Goran. Bloody silver,” I muttered.

      Goran provided the Light and said, “We cannot remove the cuff yet, my Lady. We are still well within the castle grounds.”

      I just nodded my head. I hated being cut off from my magic; however, I understood his reasoning. But for all we knew, the cuff also acted as a locator beacon and the guards who now chased us were homing in on its signal. I decided sticking around here to find out was not a good idea, so despite part of me believing there were still some magical spiders hiding in this disused passage, I took off at as decent a pace as I could manage, hunched over as I was.

      Goran made small scuffing sounds behind me, which I knew was out of the ordinary for the experienced Hyrða. I thought perhaps his shoulders were getting scraped by the narrow width of the passage, as well as his head as he ducked. There was nothing I could do to make it easier for him. Clearly, this passageway had long been forgotten by the castle’s occupants; maybe even Aliath was not aware of it. But Dökkálfa had seen fit to reveal it to us.

      I just hoped it would get us out of the castle before the guards turned to knocking down walls to find us.

      We kept moving forward, but the going got tough. The walls leaned in at the sides, making almost a curved ceiling above us. I was still able to move without having to slow down too much, but Goran was now attempting to turn his upper body sideways so he could fit his big shoulders in the narrow space while keeping his lower half forward-facing because the width was too narrow for him to crouch going sideways.

      At any other time, it would have been hilarious. He practically had to contort his entire body in a multitude of different directions, all of which were not natural for bipedal beings. He couldn’t even resort to crawling on his hands and knees, because his shoulders were too broad.

      In the end, he had to slither along on his side, making slow progress, while I scouted ahead to see if the going improved at all as he whispered urgently to me to stay close, not to go too far, to be careful.

      I snorted to myself as I crept farther along. It wasn’t as if he could fire his arrows or draw his sword if I suddenly got into trouble. But I also had become a lot more aware of my safety — or lack thereof — since I’d arrived in Álfeimr, so I made sure I crept silently and carefully forward; peeking around bends in the tunnel to check the way was clear before I pressed onward.

      Eventually, I came to a dead-end in a slightly larger chamber and managed to stand to stare at a brick wall.

      “What’s beyond this?” I asked the castle.

      It said nothing. Of course, it did. Contrary bastard.

      I turned around and made my way back to Goran, who was still labouring away, huffing great breaths of air with the effort he was expending to reach me.

      “Not much farther,” I told him. “Maybe a couple hundred metres.”

      “Metres. I do not know these metres.”

      I didn’t know any equivalent, so I just said, “A couple of hours at the pace you’re going.”

      “That is not much farther?”

      I chuckled, despite the circumstances. Goran actually asked a question without thinking about the consequences!

      “I can’t hear the guards,” I said after I watched Goran struggle to propel himself along another metre.

      “No, I have not heard them for some time now. They will not have given up, however.”

      “But do they know where we are?”

      “The castle would be aware.”

      “The castle is being churlish.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was the case, though. For some time now, I’d been aware of the castle siphoning power from my Champion well. Now that I was cut off from the power, I couldn’t tell if it was still doing that. But I suspected it was, and I thought I might know why.

      Aliath. And whatever charm had been placed upon him. Dökkálfa was fighting for the King, and I was desperately worried it was losing the battle. Why else would it be stealing my power from me? The castle — Dökkálfa — should have had no need for extra power. Dökkálfa had its own well of power to call from; that of the land itself. But if that wasn’t enough, and it needed a boost from the Champion’s personal supply, then whatever it was battling was powerful.

      Ljósálfar powerful?

      “This charm,” I said, as I moved forward slightly, staying near Goran to keep him company. “It’s a strong one.”

      “Aliath is powerful in his own right, and as King, he has Dökkálfa to call on, and yet. . .”

      “It isn’t enough,” I finished for him.

      “He is fighting, my Lady.”

      “I know you can’t lie, Goran,” I told the guard, “but you can twist the truth to suit your purpose. I do not need to hear a falsehood, nor do I need to be kept wrapped up in cotton wool. If we’re to beat whoever has done this, we must be brutally honest with each other about it.”

      “Yes, my Lady.”

      I nodded my head, although he couldn’t see me, scrunched up and slithering along the tunnel’s floor as he was.

      “It’s Ljósálfar in origin,” I said.

      “Forgive me, my Lady, but do you know this for certain?”

      Another question, even if it was qualified with an apology first. Goran might get the hang of this yet.

      “I don’t know for certain,” I said, “but Dökkálfa has not been able to stop it. And if it were of Dark Fey origin, then shouldn’t Dökkálfa be able to stop it?”

      “Perhaps Dökkálfa does not wish to stop it.” His words had been softly spoken, as though he had no desire to voice them, but the brutal honesty I had asked for meant he had to, anyway.

      “Oh, it wants to stop it, my jolly green giant friend. It’s been syphoning off my power for days now, battling whatever it is that’s afflicted Aliath.”

      “It has?”

      “Yeah. My Champion pool of power, the one I guess Nut created just for Champions like me. It’s separate from Dökkálfa’s own, which is a little strange, isn’t it?”

      “I do not think so,” Goran replied, pulling himself along another half a metre. “The Champion is not just the King’s Champion, but also Dökkálfa’s. Should something befall Dökkálfa, what good would its Champion be if cut off from Dökkálfa’s power.”

      “That makes sense,” I said. “But I should think drawing from the Champion’s well is not something it does too often.”

      “I would not know, my Lady, but I agree with your assessment.”

      “So, the charm or poison or whatever it is has to be of Ljósálfar origin.”

      “It would stand to reason.”

      “And the political upheaval that the Court has been experiencing is just a coincidence?”

      Goran said nothing.

      “Come on, you’ve been thinking it too,” I said. “Ljósálfar is behind this. Isoleth is behind this. All of it. But tell me, Goran, how did she get an agent into Dökkálfa unseen? Surely, the Hár Lords would look out for that sort of thing!”

      “They do,” Goran said quietly.

      “Soooo,” I said, dragging out the word, “the agent who has managed to get a powerful charm into Dökkálfa, so powerful that Dökkálfa itself cannot battle it without the aid of the Champion’s power, could be a Hár Lord.”

      Goran bristled. I could tell he bristled, even though he looked like an overlarge worm trying to wriggle its way out of a hole. “I grant you that the agent must be a Sonr or Dóttir of Dökkálfa for the Ljósálfar charm to be so strong, but that does not mean they are a Hár Lord.”

      “But a Hár Lord,” I said softly, “would have had to turn a blind eye to the political unrest, or at the very least, thwart any investigation undertaken to address it.”

      Goran was silent for a while, and then after a particularly strenuous haul of his body across the dirty stone floor of the tunnel, he said, “Who do you suspect, my Lady?”

      I liked that about Goran. He could cut to the chase when the situation warranted it. And my argument had been too convincing.

      “Prince Lorec,” I said.

      He started shaking his head.

      “It fits,” I argued. “And I’ve seen the way he schmoozes the Court. He has them eating out of his own hand.”

      “That is not proof, and you will need proof.”

      “He’s smarmy!”

      “Again, not proof, and he is Royalty.”

      “He wants Aliath’s crown!”

      “Do you have proof of this?”

      I shook my head; my hands balled into fists with my frustration.

      “I just know it’s him,” I muttered.

      Actually, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure of that. Lorec had saved my life too many times now to muddy the waters, but maybe that had been his intention all along. To hide behind acts of selfless bravery, to make it harder for the Champion of Dökkálfa to finger him.

      “Proof, huh?” I muttered, just as Goran crawled out of the tunnel into the bigger space by the brick wall.

      For a moment, he just stretched his body, grunting with the pain or release from it, it was hard to say. And then he wiped the sweat from his brow and looked at me, his Light bobbing between us and casting strange shadows.

      “I do not argue the Prince’s innocence to vex you, my Lady. But he is of Royal Blood and as such is protected from simple accusations. If he is the Ljósálfar agent, his crimes will see the harshest of punishments. But in order to bring Dökkálfa justice, we must have proof.”

      I shook my head slowly. “He’s too good for that.”

      Goran said nothing, simply crossed the small space to the brick wall and tapped on it. It sounded hollow.

      “I cannot feel the castle here,” he finally said. “I think we are beyond its walls.”

      Maybe that was why it hadn’t answered me earlier.

      “This wall is warded,” Goran continued. “I do not believe I can fracture it. It is beyond my ken.”

      He turned to me and looked at the cuff on my wrist.

      “It is time,” he said. “Only a Champion of Dökkálfa can pass through this ward.”

      “Thank the Goddess,” I muttered, lifting my cuffed wrist toward him, and jiggling it unnecessarily.

      “Let us pray this works,” Goran murmured.

      “And doesn’t set off a magical klaxon or something,” I added.

      “You are not helping.”

      “Cut it already.”

      “As you wish.”

      The cuff split open after Goran whispered a phrase I’d never heard before. I felt his magic wash over the device, and then the cuff was falling to the floor.

      We both held our breaths, staring at the thing.

      “Anything?” I finally asked.

      “Not that I can tell.”

      “Then, let’s do this,” I growled and crossed to the wall.

      I couldn’t immediately see what I needed to do, but after a few minutes of staring at the wall and then smoothing my hand over the rough bricks, I felt something. Hard to say what, but it was the most natural thing to open myself up to my Champion pool of power, and let it flow from me to the wall, like a lock swallowing a key.

      The wall disappeared as if it had never been there, and the sweet scent of the Dökkálfa forest greeted me.

      “I know where we are,” Goran said, excitedly.

      I glanced at the Hyrða and thought he might have looked a hundred years younger suddenly.

      “This way,” he said, stepping out of our makeshift hideaway. “I am coming, minn elska,” he whispered, and I thought those words were definitely not meant for me.

      As I followed behind, the wall returned to a stone facade, complete with moss and ivy. You wouldn’t have even known it was there.

      I shook my head and followed my saviour, as the forest of Dökkálfa surrounded.

      Safe at last, but how long was Aliath to remain safe in a crumbling castle if we did not stop Prince Lorec?
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      It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls. That’s what the rogue vampire had whispered in the dungeon, and that’s definitely what it felt like to me. The charm had its hooks in my soul, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to unhook it.

      This magic was indeed insidious in nature. The more I tried to fight it, the stronger it became. As if it fed on my panic and the effort expended. As if it fed on my very essence itself; on the power, I drew on to thwart it.

      It pulls, and it pulls, and it pulls. Damn it, that’s exactly what it was doing! It was feeding itself, strengthening itself on the magic I used to fight it. Pulling on the magic, I called to me.

      What a Dark, black power indeed.

      So, I stopped fighting it. It was the only reasonable thing to do. No, not reasonable. Nothing about this was reasonable at all. But it was the only logical thing I could do. Fighting it, only made the charm stronger, only made the effects more brutal; my sanity evermore in danger. So, I stopped fighting it and somehow reached an equilibrium that allowed me to function, even as I knew the charm was guiding my thoughts, my fears, my reasoning.

      It was a fine line to tread, and one I feared I could slip over at any given moment. The only thing that kept me tethered to the right side of that line was thoughts of Kara. Our mate bond, incomplete as it was, was still enough to help me hold onto my sanity.

      But the effort required, the concentration needed. . .

      A knock sounded out on the door to my office, breaking into my musings. After giving permission to enter, Jarviq opened the door and bowed to me.

      “Your Majesty,” he said, “the Court is in session and requests your attendance.”

      Again, I am to be summoned by my own fairies?

      “Requests,” I repeated, making sure not to ask a question.

      “Well, my Liege, one could call the summons a request if one so chooses.”

      I smiled despite myself. Jarviq was proving a very solid choice in aide to the King.

      “We will, then, choose to call it so, Jarviq,” I said.

      “Yes, Your Majesty. Also, an escort has arrived to accompany you.”

      “I did not request such.”

      “No, my Liege. However, I thought it prudent.”

      “And the Hyrða selected are to be trusted, I take it.”

      “They are from my family’s own holdings, sire. They are to be trusted, most assuredly.”

      I stared at my aide. He looked back at me impassively.

      “Your family serves the Crown well,” I said softly.

      “Long live the King!” Jarviq said with conviction.

      “Long live the King,” I murmured, although, technically, I shouldn’t have said the words at all. I was the King, and wishing one’s longevity was most unbecoming.

      Jarviq, thankfully, said nothing.

      Usually, I used my secret passageway to the throne room, one I could trust was safe, but clearly, Jarviq believed a show of power and pomp was better suited to the occasion. When I emerged from my office, no less than twelve Hyrða awaited, all dressed in the chainmail and livery of Jarviq’s clan.

      I stared at their markings and said, “Remove your identifiers.”

      “My King. . .” Jarviq began.

      “It is one thing to side with me, Jarviq, it is another to risk retribution by rubbing your clan’s allegiance in their faces.”

      “Yes, my Liege.”

      The Hyrða had already begun the process of removing their master clan’s markings, which eased my mind that they would follow my orders and not wait for my aide to agree to them. In moments, they looked much like the castle’s Hyrða minus our own livery, of course, but not affiliated with any clan either. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best I could do to protect Jarviq’s family.

      In the back of my mind, I knew using an outside source for protection would rub the Crown’s Hyrða the wrong way. And had I not done enough damage already in that regard? I’d yet to appoint a new Herra, and the delay itself was causing undue stress in the barracks. Part of me, a deep-seated part, wanted to hold the position open for Dagar.

      But Dagar was a traitor and would not live out the season. His position in the Hár Lords was forfeit, and I needed to act swiftly. The delay was a weakness that confirmed my inability to rule to those who would question it. Everything I failed to do proved my claim to the crown false. The longer I took to fill Dagar’s shoes, the worse it would become. I needed to act quickly.

      I would announce his successor immediately, then. Perhaps, now was as good a time as any, considering I had been summoned to my own throne room like a naughty little boy.

      “Your Majesty?” Jarviq called, purposefully making his words a question.

      The fact he’d asked a question at all jolted me from my dark and twisted musings and chilled me to the bone.

      Damn it! The poison-charm had struck again in a moment of weakness.

      Yes, I was weak, wasn’t I?

      “Wait outside for the King,” I heard Jarviq instruct the Hyrða. Then I heard their booted feet exit the anteroom to my office.

      “Your Majesty,” Jarviq said, voice clear and strong. “I have something that may help.”

      Nothing could help me. I was doomed!

      Then the sweetest scent filled my nostrils. I knew that scent! It sang to me. It swirled around my head and made me momentarily giddy.

      Jarviq handed me a small slip of material in a deep, deep aubergine.

      “Kara,” I murmured, grasping the cloth and holding it to my nose. “How did you. . .?”

      Before I could finish the question, Jarviq said, “My clan may be small, my Liege, but it is strong where it counts. We have a smattering of Fīfrildi who serve us, one of whom is a distant relation to the Lady’s head maid. This,” he indicated the fabric which I was clutching, “perhaps not a fine example of their service, was. . .acquired on a family reunion recently between the Lady’s head maid and her cousin. I confiscated it, of course, and intended to return it to the Lady, but perhaps you wish to do the honours. I assure you, the Fīfrildi in question has already been punished.”

      I stared at my aide and then stared at the cloth in my hand.

      One should never thank a fairy. But, suddenly, I realised just how essential Jarviq was to me right then.

      “Thank you, Jarviq.”

      He inclined his head, accepting the boon without comment.

      “The Court awaits, sire,” he said instead.

      I folded the cloth, took one last taste of Kara’s scent, and then secreted it away inside my shirt, making sure the material was flush against my skin where it counted; directly above my heart.

      I felt clearer of head than I had in days, and I would not waste a moment of it.

      I strode from the King’s chambers and was quickly surrounded by Jarviq’s guards. Then in a thunderous roar of booted feet, we made our way to the throne room, startling maids and courtiers and aristocratic stragglers equally.

      Our entrance into the throne room was loud and foreboding and caught the immediate attention of every single fairy who waited. Let them summon me all they liked; I would remind them who was King. And even if the charm called for a replacement for Dagar, I would hold off supplanting my old friend for as long as Jarviq’s unusual gift allowed me.

      Lady Kara had questioned Dagar; I knew that. But she hadn’t stopped there. She’d continued to question the Court afterwards. Which, ultimately, had led to her death sentence, and I reasoned, why I had been summoned here. She was missing, of course. Escaped. And the Court wanted answers.

      They suspected my hand, but my hands would appear clean. I knew how to play the game. And while I played it, I would ask my own questions of the Court. Because Kara had not acted without reason. If she had suspected Dagar the culprit, the Ljósálfar agent behind the recent unrest — and therefore the bearer of the charm that had poisoned me — then she would not have continued her deadly investigation.

      There was still an agent amongst those present here, even as the charm tried to tell me it was Dagar, that Dagar was to blame, a betrayer that needed punishment and replacement. I touched my chest, above where the material lay, pressing Kara’s scent into my flesh, freeing my head momentarily.

      This would be dangerous waters I navigated, but I was Konungr of Dökkálfa, and by Nut, I would navigate them successfully.
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      I woke suddenly. I could hear the hiss of the fire as it smouldered in the grate; the sound of Goran’s soft snoring. I opened my eyes and glanced around the small woodsman’s cottage Sora and Goran had claimed as their home. There wasn’t much light from the moon, but I could still make out the one room, and it was just as it had been prior to our sleeping.

      Sora and Goran lay on a rug on the floor, having insisted I take the only bed in the building. The windows were shut, the table cleaned, the wards working. Nothing untoward appeared to have happened that could have woken me.

      But then, I hadn’t really been asleep; I’d been dreaming.

      Or, more accurately, I’d had a vision and just been released from it.

      I rubbed my forehead, trying to recollect what the vision had shown me. It hadn’t been as strong as previous visions had been, but it was slowly coming back to me. I wondered if it had been a vision in the true sense of the word, or Dökkálfa’s way of reaching me.

      The. . .vision had shown me a way to commune with the castle without having to go back to the grounds themselves, risking capture or worse. I looked across the small space to where Goran and Sora were lying, wrapped up in each other’s arms. Both still sound asleep. Should I move at all, though, Goran would stir. That fairy was a very light sleeper.

      We’d been in the forest for three days. Long days in which Goran had refused to return to the castle with me, only going so far himself to touch base with Marik. Every time he returned from one of their meetings, I had a moment of relief to hear my maid was safe, which was quickly followed by anguish at what she had revealed.

      The Court was in an uproar at my escape. The castle was being systematically destroyed as a means for them to blackmail the King into submission. They’d already summoned him twice, a feat that was unheard of in any monarchy. But, Marik had advised with glee, the King had thwarted all accusations aimed to unseat him, and was still, barely, managing to hold onto his crown and his seat.

      The impotence I felt was astounding, though, but now a vision had provided some relief.

      I quickly erected a ward that thwarted Sora and Goran’s own, feeling only marginally guilty about doing so. As Champion, my power, even here in the forest far outside the castle, was stronger. This was Dökkálfa land after all.

      I slipped out of the bed and quickly donned a robe and slippers, then made my way to the door, stepping over the still sleeping forms of my friends. The door was well oiled, as only a Fīfrildi could manage in such circumstances, and made no sound as I opened and then closed it behind me.

      It was cold out, but my magic kept me warm, and the soft glow of the moon soothed me. I slipped into the shadows of the sparse trees and then made my way to where the vision had shown me. I half expected it to be a trap, but my visions had never failed me before. And although this vision was slightly different, it was still a vision, even if Dökkálfa had had a hand in its making.

      Eventually, I made the location the vision had shown me and waited for Dökkálfa to speak. I thought, perhaps, it was better if I let the castle do the speaking. If I remained quiet, it was as if I weren’t even there, and that seemed the safest thing to me.

      It took a long time, but the vision had warned me this might be the case. Much was happening in the castle and Dökkálfa was inordinately busy. When it did finally get in touch, I wasn’t surprised to feel the castle using my own well of power to reach me.

      There were rules to fairy magic, and Dökkálfa was skirting them ever so closely.

      Champion, the castle said softly, as if it were talking from a very long way away.

      I believed that was the case in more ways than one; magic had a way of twisting things, including physical distance, in Álfeimr.

      “It is good to hear from you, my Old Friend,” I whispered back.

      The wards I’d erected held, and I imagined the castle shuddering at hearing from me.

      It grows near, it said, sounding mournful.

      “What does?”

      The end.

      I needed to steady myself on the trunk of a nearby tree after hearing that. My free hand pressed into my stomach, as I suddenly felt ill and thought I might vomit due to the uneasy feeling. I kept swallowing convulsively and panted through the need to spill my stomach’s contents on the leaf-strewn forest floor at my feet.

      I did not lie to myself and misinterpret what the castle was telling me. Aliath’s end grew near. The end of his reign.

      Of his very existence.

      Dökkálfa, the castle, the land it stood rooted in, would accept the change when it happened, and welcome the next King. But before it happened, it would do all it could if it believed the current King worthy.

      “He’s worthy,” I whispered, not sounding at all like myself. It sounded like I was pleading.

      The castle said nothing.

      But then an image appeared in my head, one I knew instantly the castle had created. One I somehow knew, also, was true, even though the castle could have shown me damn near anything. Dark Fey may not be able to lie, but I questioned the castle’s ability to thwart that particular Dark Dance of Canon ruling.

      This time, however, I felt what it showed me was only the truth. Maybe a recording, as it was night and I didn’t think the King would be in the throne room answering heated questions from his Court at this hour.

      Or maybe, he was. I couldn’t see the windows and flames were flickering in the nearby sconces.

      That couldn’t be a good thing.

      “Where is the Umskipti?” someone shouted in the imagery the castle showed me.

      The question alone was alarming, but the fairy had asked a question of the King and hadn’t even baulked at the debt he incurred from doing so. I thought that was actually more worrisome than anything. The disrespect was hard to miss, and the castle was making sure I felt everything that those fairies closest to the speaker were feeling.

      And none of them was shocked or outraged at the question the fairy had posed the King. They all felt angry and justified and hungry for blood; the King’s blood and possibly still mine.

      “I have disciplined the Hyrða who failed in their duty to escort the Umskipti to the gallows,” Aliath said, sounding bored. But I could see the strain in his impassive features, strain he hid from most but could never hide from me.

      Underneath his fine clothes, he would be sweating, his heart beating painfully behind the ribs in his chest.

      Oh, Aliath, I thought desperately. They wanted his head, and all because he had saved me from my own death.

      “It is not good enough!” someone yelled.

      “A true King would have caught her by now!” someone else added.

      “This weakness is appalling!”

      “We cannot trust you to protect us if you can’t even catch one slip of an Umskipti!”

      “We demand a more worthy King!”

      And there it was! It had been voiced. Their dissatisfaction given sound and wings, their demand for Aliath’s head and replacement spoken freely. Once said, it could not be unsaid. And now the entire Court in the vision the castle was showing me started yelling for a better King.

      The Hyrða, who stood at attention behind Aliath, all stepped forward in synchrony. I didn’t recognise any of them, but they had lowered their staffs, and pointed them at the Court, backing them up from the dais of the throne and protecting their King from the unruly rabble.

      Aliath didn’t look scared; he didn’t even look worried. If he felt either of those emotions, he hid them so damn well. But he did sit very still on the throne like I pictured a rabbit sitting still when a fox slowly approached.

      Then, out of the crowd of screaming fairies, strode a figure I’d recognise anywhere.

      “Get out of there!” I whispered urgently. “Run, Aliath!”

      The castle did not give me a reprieve.

      “How dare you accuse our King of such!” Lorec yelled, silencing the crowd as if by magic.

      Maybe it was. Or it could have just been that they adored him. He’d certainly been working to gain their loyalty.

      “Treasonous acts!” Lorec continued to bellow at the now stunned silent fairies. “Shame on this Court! Shame!”

      He then bowed to Aliath; hand fisted over chest; head lowered far more than I thought necessary. Almost as though he was overplaying his part.

      “My Liege,” he said, and then promptly fell to one knee. “I swear my allegiance and challenge any fairy here to doubt me.”

      Aliath stared at Lorec, and I wished I could see inside his head, understand what he was thinking. But the King was too good at politics to show a tell at all.

      “Rise, Prince Lorec,” he finally said. “Your allegiance has been duly noted.”

      His choice of words puzzled me, but as more than one fairy started going to their knee in the crowd and announcing their allegiance, I didn’t have time to work it out.

      And then the vision stopped and was replaced by another.

      This new one had to have occurred at a different time. For one, it was in a different setting. A bedroom, luxuriously appointed. For another, it featured Lorec, who had just been in the throne room in the last scene the castle had shown me.

      He was lying in bed, half-covered by rumbled sheets, half-covered by a red-skinned Smiðr fairy. Through the vision, I could feel the wards he’d erected in his chambers; the castle letting me know that eavesdropping here had been a difficult feat and that Lorec believed himself safe from snooping.

      Lorec’s hand swept down the naked back of the female fairy sharing his bed. She shuddered in delight. I screwed up my nose, almost telling the castle to skip the dirty bits.

      But then Lorec said, “You should not speak of such, my dear.”

      I had no way of knowing what the female fairy had said to warrant Lorec’s words. Clearly, the castle did not want me to concentrate on them, but on what Lorec was saying instead.

      “But everyone is thinking it, my Lord,” the little fairy said.

      “Urgh!” I muttered, shaking my head. The girl had clearly just done the horizontal mumbo-jumbo with him but was still calling him ‘my Lord’.

      “Nevertheless, it is not seemly,” Lorec said, sweat glistening on his bare chest and catching in the low lamplight of the room.

      I shuddered with disgust.

      “I cannot believe a part of you does not agree with what is being said of the King,” the female insisted. “He is weak!”

      Daring but stupid, I thought, just as Lorec thrust the girl away from him as if she weighed nothing.

      “Get out!” he shouted, making the fairy tremble. “How dare you! I am loyal to the Crown.”

      The Smiðr stood and made quick work of grabbing her clothing. “The Crown, my Lord?” she snapped. Wow! She had some seriously big balls on her for such a little thing. “Or the King?”

      Oh, dear.

      Lorec stepped toward her and backhanded her neatly. She smashed into the wall at her side and crumbled to the floor, looking stunned. But she was a fairy, and they were made tough, so I thought she’d survive the abuse she’d received.

      “I am King Aliath’s fairy,” Lorec growled. “I am loyal to the rightful King.”

      The scene disintegrated and was replaced by nothing.

      “Why are you showing me this?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Lorec was the Ljósálfar agent. He had to be! Was the castle telling me he wasn’t? Had I got it so wrong? If not him, then who?

      An image appeared in my mind of Aliath as he entered his private chambers alone and slumped down onto the side of his big, empty bed, looking exhausted and damn near beaten. Quietly, he withdrew a piece of dark material from inside his shirt and then lifted it to his face, inhaling deeply.

      I recognised the pattern and colour of the fabric. I knew it had been part of my favourite dress at one time; the dress Marik had been working so tirelessly to mend for me. How had he got it?

      Nothing is as it seems, the castle told me, and then I felt its pull on my magic release, and it was gone.

      I stood there for a very long time, listening to the creatures stir softly in their sleep deep in the Dökkálfa forest.

      Nothing made sense. Nothing is as it seems, the castle had said.

      Did that mean Lorec’s loyalty? Or did it mean his declaration of allegiance to Aliath, his King? Or did it mean something else entirely?

      I didn’t know and that, more than anything, worried me.

      Why couldn’t anything in Álfeimr be straightforward?

      I turned from where I’d been standing and made my way back to Sora and Goran’s cottage, more lost and alone than I had ever been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          

      

    

    







            The Black Pawns

          

          

      

    

    






Marik

        

      

    

    
      The castle was in chaos. Marik had never seen it in such disarray outside of outright war. But no Ljósálfar army lay siege to the building she called her home. No horde of ravaging Light Fey monsters was storming the castle grounds. The damage had all been afflicted by Dökkálfa’s own fairies. Pawns to such black magic, the likes never before seen in this realm.

      It boggled the mind.

      Marik skirted a group of blue-skinned Dómr as they ripped a tapestry off the wall and proceeded to light fire to it. It was thousands of years old and had been meticulously cared for over the centuries by Fīfrildi. A part of Marik ached seeing it so carelessly destroyed.

      The work of a Fīfrildi was never-ending. It was also never acknowledged. But to see such wanton recklessness where her caste had worked so tirelessly to protect was disheartening.

      Marik wanted to cry for the damage the emboldened fairies were inflicting on her castle.

      She ducked under another still hanging tapestry, aware its destruction would soon be forthcoming. The door she used would then be revealed, and as Fīfrildi lacked the ability to ward their passageways and the entrances into the inner sanctum of the castle where the servants were safe to tread, they, too, would be revealed in due course.

      Dökkálfa was crumbling, and it appeared to Marik that the only fairies not succumbing to the madness were her Fīfrildi and a few of the Hyrða. Not that Marik or any of her kin could ever trust the Hyrða, even those she didn’t recognise that now steadfastly protected the King.

      They were on their own, and for a moment, Marik’s fear almost made her stumble. But her Lady was relying on the intelligence Marik could provide her. She could not let her down.

      So, she hurried on, ever deeper into the inner workings of the castle, farther away from the madness and the foul stench of magic it brought, and farther away from the fear it roused within her heart.

      With head held high, she entered the kitchens.

      “Marik,” Saffrik greeted. “I have not seen you walk the kitchen floor for many a year.”

      Marik rushed to her old friend’s side and gripped her arm almost too tightly. Saffrik glanced down at the pale yellow knuckles of her longtime friend.

      “Tell me,” she instructed.

      “The castle is falling,” Marik blurted. Many of the Fīfrildi working the kitchens stopped what they were doing and gawked.

      “Get back to work! All of you!” Saffrik ordered and waited for them to obey her command before dragging Marik from the kitchens into her side office. “Explain yourself, Marik,” she said more softly, pouring a large glass of Mungát and handing it to her friend.

      The frothy, spicy ale went down a treat, settling Marik’s nerves.

      “There is foul magic upon the air, Saffrik. Ljósálfar magic,” she added in a whisper, glancing nervously at the shadows.

      “They do not bother with us here,” the Head of Kitchens assured her friend. “And I have tasted something of what you say on the air, also.”

      “My Lady is in hiding, but will one day return and put to right this infection that we now suffer from.”

      “I do not believe your Lady would be so. . .ill-advised to return to the castle just now.”

      Marik shook her head and took another fortifying sip of ale.

      “The King is worthy,” she said, and almost jumped out of her skin when a pot was dropped back in the kitchens, clattering.

      “One moment,” Saffrik said, and walked to the door, peering out and shouting, “I will tan the hide of the next Fīfrildi who so much as thinks to drop a pot in my kitchen!”

      She closed the door and returned to Marik.

      “It is alright; it was only a clumsy act and not a frightened one.”

      Marik offered a small smile to her friend, thankful that Saffrik was taking this seriously.

      Saffrik watched Marik down the last of the Mungát.

      “Why are you here, Marik?” she asked, forgoing the Dance of Canon as they had when just mere kits.

      Marik stared her friend in the eye and gathered what was left of her courage. For her Lady, she thought determinedly.

      “We must be my Lady’s eyes and ears. I cannot be everywhere, and yet, we Fīfrildi are rarely ever seen. We also appear to be unaffected by this insidious magic that sweeps the Court. Is it not our duty to do what is needed when the rest of Dökkálfa is shattered?”

      Saffrik sat quietly for a moment and then finally said, “You raise an interesting point, my friend. But what you suggest could be considered High Treason.”

      “Not by Aliath! Not by our King!”

      “But for how long is he to remain King?”

      “Don’t,” Marik begged. “Don’t say it. Words have meaning.”

      “To vampires, perhaps.”

      “To Álfeimr,” Marik whispered. “Is it not the strongest who survive here? Does not Álfeimr listen to them more keenly than it does any fairy with less power behind their shouts?”

      “Maybe,” Saffrik said. “But we are Fīfrildi. You said so yourself; we are rarely ever seen.”

      “We lack power, true, but we do not lack conviction. Who is it who keeps this castle working?” Marik pressed. “Who is it who toils in silence, unseen? Who is it who protects our heritage? Who adheres to a caste system with little meaning?”

      “Careful, my friend,” Saffrik warned. “The shadows may leave us alone most of the time, but that does not mean certain words or phrases could trip a wire somewhere, and then the shadows would darken all around us.”

      They both looked to the corner of the room and watched the still unmoving shadows.

      Marik let out a breath of air, her wings fluttering in agitation.

      “This is our home,” she whispered. “This is our realm. They seek to take it from us. They think us weak.”

      “We are weak,” Saffrik said, and then held up a hand to stall the indignation that was plain to see on Marik’s face right then. “They have made us weak; you are right. But I ask again, what can Fīfrildi do?”

      “Our duty,” Marik said simply. “Whatever we must do to protect our home. To help my Lady. Is that not what we do daily, anyway?”

      “Not like this, Marik. You ask much of a caste that sits well below those you seek to observe and then tattle on to one they believe a mere Umskipti. We are as powerless as the Lesser Fey and look what happened to them.”

      “We don’t know what happened to them,” Marik argued.

      “We can guess. And whatever it was, it would be a damn sight better than what would lie in store for us if the Smiðr and Dómr realised what we were up to.”

      Marik glanced around the room in desperation. She had never felt so out of sorts before. Never felt such fear that ruled her behaviour. She was scared for Dökkálfa. She was scared for the Fīfrildi. She was scared for her Lady and Aliath, her King, the once little boy she and her kin had protected.

      Where had her courage gone? Where had her willpower disappeared to? Perhaps she had been affected by the Ljósálfar charm, after all. Perhaps they all had and didn’t even know it.

      But what Marik did know was enough to push her ever onward. Dökkálfa was her home. It was in her blood. It ran through the veins of each and every Dark Fairy. They could not go out like this.

      They could not. She would not allow it.

      So, Marik stiffened her back, straightened her shoulders, lifted her chin in defiance. She stood up and looked down at her friend and said, “I will rally the Fīfrildi with or without your help. And I will report our findings to my Lady so she will be prepared. And she will come, and she will save us. My Lady, who you know, has graced the halls of this castle with only kindness and care, whilst adorned with wings of opalescent feathers. With wings much like the Old Gods’ as you also well know.”

      Saffrik stared up at her friend and then slowly stood, reaching out and clasping her shoulder.

      “I will stand with you, Marik of the Fīfrildi. And I will stand with your Lady, who is blessed by the Old Gods. And may she and they have mercy on our souls.”
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      It took some doing, but I finally convinced Goran to allow me to accompany him to meet with Marik. I hadn’t told him or Sora of my vision. Of the conversation, if you could call it such, that I’d had the night before with the castle. My visions were always looked upon with a fair amount of awe and fear when mentioned, so that was one half of my reasoning in keeping the latest one to myself.

      The other half was that I was still so confused by what the castle had been trying to tell me. I was hoping Marik would be able to shed some light on what I’d seen. To make it easier to understand what we were up against.

      I wasn’t convinced that it would be that simple, though. Nothing in Álfeimr was ever simple.

      We left Sora anxiously awaiting our return in the little woodsman’s cottage. Smoke wafted welcomingly out of the crooked chimney as I stood a few metres away, pretending I couldn’t hear the soft words of love the two fairies were exchanging. Goran kissed his mate one last time and then gently pried her fingers from his chainmail.

      I felt their pain in parting as if it were my own.

      Sucking in a breath of air, I waved farewell as happily and as convincingly as I could manage to Sora, and then headed out into the forest, Goran’s silent footsteps behind me. We didn’t speak, and if Goran was surprised that I knew the path to his rendezvous point without having to be shown it, he didn’t say.

      I knew my friend was distracted by the pain he was inflicting on his mate, and I was ashamed to admit to myself that I was relieved of such a distraction. My magic was difficult to explain at the best of times, but right then, I didn’t want any fairy focused too closely on it.

      It wasn’t Goran’s fault, of course; the pain he’d caused his mate. But I tasted his guilt, and I pretended I didn’t; he wouldn’t have thanked me if I had mentioned it at all.

      We both ignored the strangeness of our circumstances and walked in silence through the new Dökkálfa forest. Life was regrowing here, replacing what had been felled decades beforehand. Regrowth was a constant in Álfeimr; one of the things I had come to love about this realm.

      I hadn’t believed at first that I could come to love this strange world as if it were my own. Part of that, I was sure, was the magic. But most of it was all on me. I’d found love here. And hate. I’d found that too, it must be said. But I’d also found a sense of pride and deep-seated connection to the land their Goddess had given them. A pure devotion to the gift they had been given, and a steadfast conviction that they would care for it as their own.

      Fairies could be such contrary beings. So vile and evil, and yet so honest in their actions. Dark Fey did not hide their need to feed off others’ emotions. Light Fey did not pretend that their creations were not monsters. What you saw was inevitably what you got in this magical realm. Sure, it could be twisted and deformed by magic. But fairies themselves were true to form.

      There was a balance here. Good versus evil. Grey, not black and white. An amalgam of everything, mixed together and then falsely separated.

      Did they not realise how detrimental the separation was? I thought, perhaps, Nut could have warned them. But like most gods you read about, she’d let them make their own mistakes. She’d given them the freedom of choice.

      It was a shame the fairies had chosen poorly.

      We made it to the edge of the forest without uttering a word. It wasn’t awkward, the silence. On the contrary, it was a comfortable silence, shared between two trusted friends. That was another thing I hadn’t expected when I came here; finding friends.

      It hadn’t been easy. The road to friendship had been a long and twisted one. But I thought Goran and Sora were friends now, as I thought Marik had become. It wasn’t much, but for now, it was a start.

      Not everyone wants to be your friend. Gigi often said that.

      We waited until the sun set, and then we waited some more for Marik to navigate the gardens. Just as I was starting to worry about my Fīfrildi maid, she appeared out of the evening mist, a shawl clasped tightly about her shoulders.

      I noticed she walked with purpose but was not reckless in her movements. She’d done this a time or two by now, but I could sense a determined mien to her, that I had not seen the last time we had been together.

      “She has changed,” I whispered.

      “I see it, too,” Goran replied. “Something has happened.”

      I didn’t much like that last observation.

      We didn’t say anything else as Marik made the last of the distance between us and stepped into the protection of the forest. I heard her let out a relieved breath of air. She might have looked full of courage and conviction, but she was not unaware of the risks she was taking and the consequences of her actions.

      I hated what I had asked of her so much, but we needed to know what was happening. I felt there would be a signal of some sort, that would set the final moves of the pieces on the chessboard in motion. And the only one who could convey that signal to us was Marik.

      In essence, we needed her so very much.

      “Marik,” I said in greeting and wrapped my arms around her.

      She clung to me for a long moment, which was a surprise, and then she reverted to form, stepping back and curtseying.

      “My Lady. I trust you are well.” She glanced at Goran, a glint of the old maid I’d first met appearing in her eyes, testing him; checking to make sure he had kept his promise.

      “I am very well, my friend,” I told her. “Goran and Sora gave up their own bed to me. I insisted they shouldn’t, but my words fell on deaf ears.”

      “And so they should have, my Lady. Your sleep is far more important than their own.”

      “Now, there you go acting all Fīfrildi on me again, Marik. What have I told you? We are all worthy.”

      She ducked her head but said nothing. It would take a long time to raise the self-belief in these fairies. Their caste system had done much damage.

      “You have a report to give, I assume,” Goran said, sounding all Hyrða. I rolled my eyes at him. He blinked back innocently at me.

      “I do, Hyrða,” Marik said, giving as good as she got, thankfully. “The castle is in disarray; much damage has been inflicted. The Ljósálfar spell is eating away at the Smiðr and Dómr. But the Hyrða have not been completely spared, either, even though some of your numbers still fight it. I also fear it affects the Fīfrildi, but not in the same way it has affected the others.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “We are scared, frightened of our own shadows,” she admitted. “This may not seem so out of character, but to survive as we have survived these many, many centuries, we have had to develop a stiff spine and harder shell. I fear that some of that strength has been diminished. But not all of it.”

      I nodded my head in sympathy. “But the others, they’re acting out of sorts? Destructive?”

      “Very destructive,” Marik said. “They lay waste to the castle as if that alone will break the will of our King.”

      “The King does like the castle,” Goran pointed out, unhelpfully.

      “The castle is Dökkálfa, and Dökkálfa the castle,” I told them; something they both well knew. “She’s using everything she can to unseat him.”

      “Isoleth,” Goran said, and Marik jumped.

      “She can’t hear us,” I reassured the little fairy.

      “I’m not certain that I believe that, my Lady,” Marik murmured, fearfully.

      “I have wards in place,” I said distractedly.

      “I cannot feel them,” Goran remarked.

      “Nor should you,” I said, still thinking.

      “My Lady is very powerful,” Marik told him solemnly. “Her magic is of the Old Gods.”

      “Enough of that,” I said, not really listening to what she’d been saying. “Marik, my friend, I must ask even more of you than I have to date.”

      “I am yours to command,” she said simply. “As are all Fīfrildi. We are your eyes and ears; we watch from the corners, hidden in plain sight. We bear witness to the foul magic the Mad Queen uses, and we will warn of any change we see, so we may strike together just when the time is right.”

      I looked at her, a little stunned. She’d manage to get all the Fīfrildi to spy for me. I shook my head, amazed again at their courage. Courage when their strength had been so dented. I was proud of them. So proud. And honoured to call them my fairies.

      “That is good,” I managed, my heart in my throat for what was coming. “But I fear our time is running out.”

      “Running out, my Lady,” Goran said, just barely avoiding making that a question.

      Marik might have noticed, not much got past the Fīfrildi, but I didn’t give her time to comment.

      “Change of plans,” I told them, not answering the question-that-wasn’t-quite-a-question. “Goran, I’m afraid I must ask you to return to the castle, to enter the fray once again.” He said nothing, just nodded his head. “And Marik,” I said, softening my words and reaching for her hands. “I must ask more from you, from your kin. This is war, my dear friends. This is a battle that we must wage and could very well lose if we take a misstep. But I have faith in you both. Faith in the quiet strength of the Fīfrildi and the steadfast honour of the Hyrða. You must prepare those of your kin you can trust for war.”

      I looked at Goran. He stared back at me with not just a little concern.

      “I know there will not be many Hyrða you can trust right now, Goran, so you must turn your attention to aiding the Fīfrildi instead. Can you do this?”

      “If you ask it of me, I will. But how can I aid them, my Lady?”

      “Arm them. Train them. But most of all, lead them in a campaign of upheaval. Upheaval of our own making and not Ljósálfar’s.”

      “I do not understand, my Lady,” Marik asked.

      “We need time. Just a little longer. And to get it, I plan to upset Isoleth’s agent, throw a wrench in the works, as we say back on Earth. When the distraction has caused enough mayhem, then I’ll return.”

      “No, my Lady! You mustn’t. It is unsafe,” Goran insisted.

      I reached out and touched his arm.

      “For Dökkálfa,” I said.

      He shook his head and then sighed. “For Dökkálfa,” he finally repeated.

      I looked both of my co-conspirators in the eye and said, “It’s time to act. But we will act wisely. Revenge is sweet, but it is a dish best served cold.”

      They both blinked their confusion back at me.

      I smiled; almost burst out laughing. But planning a revolution wasn’t a laughing matter.

      “Go now, my friends. Take care of each other, and do your worst.”

      “Our worst, my Lady?” Goran said, shaking his head again and looking dumbfounded.

      I did laugh then.

      “Cause mayhem, my jolly green giant friend,” I finally told him. “And when the time is right, we’ll break the charm, save the King, and free Dökkálfa.”

      If they’d thought it appropriate, they would have started clapping and cheering, I was sure.

      I patted them on the backs and sent them on their way, not without a little worry. And then I turned my attention to planning.

      Revenge was sweet, alright. But killing Isoleth would be a heck of lot sweeter.

      No one messed with my Dökkálfa. No one!

      The Bitch Queen would rue the day she tried to topple Aliath. She would also rue the day she’d made me. I would make sure of that, or I’d die trying.

      It was time to act.
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      It would be easy to forget everything. The poison-charm willed it so. But to forget everything was to forget her. And no matter how Isoleth’s magic wore me down, wove itself around the fabric of my soul, tore me into little pieces, I would not forget my mate.

      Isoleth had miscalculated. Or forgotten what a mate-bond could do. It did not surprise me. Her mate-bond with Odin had been ripped apart and neither had attempted to mend the rift that separated them. In time, it had become something else. Something twisted and wrong; a foul magic that corrupted both parts of the whole.

      At one stage, I had pitied them. But as I fought to remember Kara and fought to keep our — admittedly, incomplete — mate-bond whole, I realised the Mad King and Mad Queen deserved little pity for giving up — for not fighting for — such a precious gift of unimaginable power.

      Our Goddess could give and She could take with equal fervour.

      Odin and Isoleth had squandered their goddess-given gift and deserved only ridicule for their stupidity.

      I swore to myself that I would not fall into the same category; that I would fight with my dying breath to protect the nascent bond Kara and I had accepted from our Goddess. It helped that I could feel Kara fighting for it, too.

      But, oh Goddess! The poison-charm was strong and insidious and determined to rip me apart from within.

      I clenched my fists and panted through the effort required to cling to the memory of Kara, my mate and beloved Skilja fairy.

      A rap on the door to my office announced my aide’s habitual morning arrival. I’d been up before dawn, but Jarviq would not be aware of it. The door opened after I called entry, and I schooled my features into a placid mask; the smell of eggs and bacon and coffee on the tray he bore almost made me lose what little was in my stomach.

      Physical challenges I was good at combatting. I’d been fighting the physical all my life. My Aunt Sofiq had been a good teacher in that regard. It was the magical attacks that wore me down. Sofiq had always had power to spare, being the Queen of Dökkálfa for so many centuries. But her peculiar tendencies leant themselves to the physical not magical. Magic, to Sofiq, had been too easy.

      A good torture chamber on the other hand. . .

      “Good morning, Sire,” Jarviq intoned brightly, setting the tray down on the sideboard, I noted, and not the desk before me. I sometimes wondered if my new aide was prescient.

      “Morning,” I said, growing more accustomed to the battle that waged within me as the daylight hour wore on. I was almost certain I was hiding the effects from showing on my face.

      Jarviq bustled with preparing the tray to his exacting standard, pouring the coffee, adding sugar and milk, and then with cup in hand, he turned to face me. I saw the hesitation there, briefly; in the way he sucked in air between his sharp teeth. And then, having made some sort of decision, he snatched up a pastry and carried it and the coffee toward me.

      I made a small sound of disquiet when the smell of the coffee hit my nostrils more fully.

      “It will do you good, Your Majesty,” Jarviq intoned.

      “If you say so,” I said, dubiously.

      “I do say so, Your Majesty.”

      I rolled my eyes at him in a fashion I had seen both Kara and Georgia do more than once, making the fairy before me blink in confusion. Rolling of the eyes not being one of the many ways a fairy could communicate when words were best left unspoken.

      Ours was a complex language full of feints and choreographed dance moves and counter-movements that spoke of long nights and even longer battles.

      Jarviq was a master of them all. But a human roll of the eyes stumped him.

      It made me smile and consequently made it possible to take that first sip of coffee. It was strong and sweet, and not too bitter, with just enough caffeine to jolt my system into starting. I’d eaten the pastry before I’d even realised I was hungry. Jarviq busied himself with placing replacement pastries on my plate and topping up my coffee when I’d — unbeknown to me — drunk more than half of it.

      “My agenda,” I said levelly.

      “Indeed, Your Majesty. Court Sessions are to commence within the hour.”

      “I take it the rumour mill is working as per usual.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty. This morning’s topic, for the pleasure of your ruling, is centred on a replacement for the Herra at long last.”

      And suddenly the pastry tasted bland and the coffee bitter.

      I returned the uneaten portion of my second — third? — pastry to the plate and pushed the coffee cup away from me. Jarviq made quick work of sweeping up the offending dishes and covering them with a cloth on the tray. He lifted it, turned toward me to say his customary farewell for the time being, and again hesitated.

      “Out with it,” I snapped.

      “His Lordship, Prince Lorec is without and wishes an audience, my Liege.”

      The chess pieces are finally moving, I thought. Just what was Lorec? A white knight or a black one?

      “Show him in,” I told my aide who only barely managed to hide his disquiet from me.

      I used the small amount of time between Jarviq’s exit and Lorec’s entry to check my appearance. I wore a golden-threaded, embroidered vest over a shimmering, white blouse, with my beige britches tucked into my calf-skin, knee-high boots. I’d donned jewellery on the tip of my ears, to accentuate their pointedness; in preparation for the Court Sessions scheduled this morning. All that was left was to don my fur-trimmed cloak in the royal colours and the image would be complete.

      I almost reached for the damn thing, but needing a cloak to face my cousin seemed like the final straw to me. Isoleth would have loved that security blanket, I was sure.

      So, I straightened in my seat and prepared to face my closest living relative, who may or may not be wrapped up in all of Isoleth’s scheming.

      I didn’t know. I still thought Dagar was somehow responsible. But Dagar was locked up in the dungeon and still, the Court was in upheaval. More so than anger at the former Herra’s incarceration should have created. And Kara had kept asking questions of the Court after she’d been to see Dagar in the dungeon. My mate suspected another of foul play.

      Whether this supposed ‘other’ was working with the Herra, I couldn’t say. But Lorec would fit the role well, I thought wryly. He’d always been somewhat jealous of me when we’d been children; both skirting Sofiq’s peculiarities. The only time I’d seen him emerge from his cocoon of well-hidden emotions was when my parents had died.

      I’d seen then, the momentary understanding, that my life was not to be envied but avoided at all costs.

      Whether that lesson had stuck, or not, remained to be seen.

      Prince Lorec of Dökkálfa entered the Monarch’s chambers with the sweep of a fur-lined cloak and the glint of gold on the tips of his ears. All that was missing was the King’s seal on the fabric of his vest and he would be replete.

      Looks could be deceiving, but even I had to look twice at his ensemble to reassure myself that he was not trying to emulate me. Only imitate, perhaps? A show of respect?

      I grunted silently.

      “My Liege,” Lorec said, bowing deeply.

      If it looks like a duck, and walks like a duck, and quacks like a duck, you’re dreaming. Or so says, my Hundr.

      I smiled obliquely at my cousin and returned the respect with a nod of my head. I was seated.

      “Cousin,” I said, reminding him of our familial bond — that which by any means could be called a legality only. Once we’d been brothers. But not for long.

      The Dökkálfa Court could be exacting.

      “Proceed,” I added, declining to play the game of wits the Dark Dance of Canon required of us daily.

      Lorec smiled thinly at my bluntness, but he would not have expected any other treatment from me. It had been a long time since we last forwent the Dark Dance, and it would be a very long time indeed before I agreed to forgo it with the fairy who had been openly attempting to court my elska.

      Petty of me, perhaps. Or cautious. Time would tell.

      “Your Majesty,” Lorec said formally. “I wish to bring a small tidbit of knowledge to your attention to aid you in your duties.

      “How kind of you,” I said.

      “I do not do this out of the kindness of my heart, my Liege. I do this for Dökkálfa.”

      “Of course, you do,” I said.

      “And for you, my King.”

      I said nothing, only waited.

      “There is a plot afoot,” Lorec eventually proceeded. “One I fear will do much harm.”

      He paused, and because I was feeling ornery — or the poison-charm was winning its latest battle with me, it’s hard to tell which — I said, “There are many plots afoot, cousin. One more means very little to me.”

      “Indeed, my Liege. This plot, however, is one which should be highlighted at the very least.”

      Again with the dramatic pauses. He would make a very convincing King.

      “Out with it, Lorec. I haven’t got all day.”

      He nodded and laid a device on the desk before me. For a moment, I thought it charmed to explode in my face, but the enchantment was a familiar one; one used by the Hár Lords on many occasions. Espionage being a frequent undertaking of the elite Lords of Fey.

      I peered into the domed facade of the device and watched several Dómr lay a trap for my personal Hyrða on a route to the throne room we often took when I wished to be seen. I had not planned to take that route this morning, but I wondered if my secret passageway would suddenly appear impassable when we began our journey, necessitating in an alternate route to meet the demands of the Court this morning.

      A King is never free.

      I leaned back in my seat and studied Lorec. Who, it must be said, was studying me.

      What did he see? What did he fail to see? What was he expecting to see that he clearly did not?

      Isoleth’s charm at work and winning?

      Who are you, cousin? What do you want of me?

      “On your word,” Lorec said, recovering his emotionless cocoon immediately — almost so fast I had to ask myself if I had indeed seen what I had thought I’d seen - “the Dómr in question will be rounded up and subjected to questioning. This plot will not succeed.”

      Why? Why not let it run its course? Be rid of me. Are you mine, Lorec? Or are you simply pretending?

      He had not seen what he wanted to see. I was winning the battle with the Mad Queen. But was I winning my battle with the Court?

      A new Herra, and here was a Hár Lord bringing me evidence of a plot against me, a suitable candidate for the picking.

      I had to stall. But I also had to play the game correctly.

      “You have your word,” I told my cousin, who smiled at me, offered a salute, and exited my office as if he had never been.

      The device had been left behind, though, and I took the precious seconds to watch Lorec at work, rounding up the complicit Dómr.

      Good cop, bad cop. I wasn’t sure that was how the Earth saying went or that it meant what I thought it meant. But Lorec was one or the other, and I did not know which.

      And the Court would hear of his ‘aid’ and expect me to act accordingly on it.

      The joy of being the Court’s King. And not my own, I guessed.

      Long live the King!
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      The castle walls rumbled as Marik ran down the corridor, the smoke bomb wafting out behind her and hiding her retreat. She could hear the Smiðrcoughing and spluttering and calling for their personal Hyrða to save them. Their fine clothes would be ruined, their makeup and hairdos undone, their jewellery tarnished.

      In essence, it would take a miracle to set them right again before the midday gong.

      They would be late to Court Sessions, and the upset their tardiness would cause for them would distract them from whatever plan they had for Marik’s King. Her Lady had asked it of her, and Marik was doing everything she could to answer her Lady’s request.

      The fact the smoke bomb in the fireplace had been a Hyrða invention only made the situation more sweet. The Fīfrildi and the Hyrða had long been at odds. But with one well-placed smoke bomb, hope had blossomed within Marik’s ancient heart.

      Not that all Hyrða were on her side, of course, so she took the opportunity, before reinforcements arrived, to duck into a still-hidden passageway used only by the Fīfrildi.

      Inside the gloomy space stood three Fīfrildi with equally scorched faces as Marik feared her own face now was.

      “There is one missing,” Marik said immediately, her eyes scanning the fairies before her, her heart missing a beat.

      “Renith,” Saffrik said in answer. “Her bomb did not go off, and she was required to see out her duties to her Smiðr instead.”

      Not the worst that could have happened, but still…

      “Her cover was not lost, I trust,” Marik enquired, fluttering her wings in a blatant show of her distress.

      “Not yet,” her old friend reassured her, but there was a wealth of worry in Saffrik’s tone. If the bomb was merely delayed and not defunct, Renith would be connected to it. The Fīfrildi’s guilt assured even without a trial. Her punishment swift.

      “Let us hope the bomb was a defect,” Marik said solemnly, forcing her wings to settle, as she silently pleaded with her heartbeat to do the very same.

      Saffrik nodded. “Everyone else managed to escape before their Smiðr arrived for breakfast, and well before the bombs exploded.”

      At least that was something. Not a total loss. Her Lady may even have called it a success, but Marik was too fearful to label it thus, just yet.

      “There will still be a question of where we are now,” Benik offered, biting her lower lip nervously.

      “Then return to help clean your charges,” Marik offered. She looked at Saffrik. “And you should return to the kitchens for lunch preparations.”

      “I do not agree with advancing this plan so swiftly,” Saffrik told her. “The upset caused by the smoke bombs will place the Smiðr’s on guard. Their Hyrða will see us coming.”

      “That’s why we attack the Dómr for luncheon and leave the Smiðr alone for now. We must keep the pressure on, lest they have a chance to regroup and cause further problems for the monarch.”

      “I do not like this,” Benik wailed, Alisith and Corik agreed wholeheartedly.

      “I understand your fears, my friends,” Marik told them. “I wish I could allay them, but I can’t.” She looked at each soot-smeared Fīfrildi before her. “But I can tell you this: We fight a battle for our King’s honour, for the whole of Dökkálfa. But we also fight this battle for ourselves; the Fīfrildi as a caste. Who among the Smiðr and Dómr would stand with us, stand for us?” The fairies before her stared at Marik in horror. Perhaps her Lady was rubbing off on her. She’d asked a question without fear of the debt it would incur. Encouraged, she went on. “Who but my Lady Kara has aided us so selflessly and would again? I ask you all, with the weight of debt upon me, who among our greater castes would do what she has and promises to do for us?”

      “Marik,” Saffrik said with a sad shake of her head, “you ask much of us.”

      “I ask only what I know you can bear. What we must bear in order to save the King, to save Dökkálfa and to make a better place for us here in Faerie. Are we do be doomed for eternity as little more than Lesser Fey while they plot and scheme and ruin our honour and strength, allowing Ljósálfar full reign?”

      Corik let out a frightened squeal and ducked her head beneath a curved wing. Benik reached out to hug her, offering what little safety she could on such short notice.

      “Have strength, Fīfrildi,” Marik told the shivering Fey. “We were at one time stronger than we presently are. It has not been taken from us; we gave that strength away.”

      “For protection,” Saffrik argued. “In return for safety without sacrifice.”

      “But we did sacrifice!” Marik insisted. “We sacrificed our worth in the eyes of those we once called friends. The Smiðr were not always the supreme aristocrats they are today. The Dómr were not the haughty courtiers they think themselves these days. And the Hyrða were not the insular guards they currently portray. Once, we were all Dark Fey. Once, we were all one Faerie.”

      “That was a long time ago, my friend,” Saffrik said. “Much has changed.”

      “The Mad Queen and King rent us apart,” Marik agreed. “Our own Queen became corrupted. But who is to say we cannot reverse time if we but try hard enough?”

      They all blinked at Marik as if she were the mad fairy and not Isoleth and Odin both.

      “Listen,” Marik said quickly, fearful that she was losing her most trusted allies to the fear that wafted off them in waves, “we must only last as long as it takes my Lady to return to the castle, and then our part in this plan will be over.”

      For now, she did not say. Marik knew there would be more battles to come. They scared her, as they undoubtedly would scare her friends if she warned them. But the prize was worth the effort, she knew this for a certainty. Too long the Fīfrildi had suffered silently, meekly. No more.

      “If it is Ljósálfar,” Saffrik said slowly, the cogs of her mind whirring so quickly inside her head that Martin was sure she could seem them shifting behind the Fīfrildi’s shadowed eyes, “then success may be impossible to achieve.” Marik’s heart fell. Saffrik was wise and old and much respected. Marik needed her closest friend to support her or all would be lost before it had even had a chance to succeed. “But,” Saffrik went on, in that slow, deliberate way of hers, “it is a success that we must aim for. Despite the hurdles. Despite the disastrous odds that we face.”

      It was not a resounding endorsement, nor was it an encouraging speech, but it was enough to convince the Fīfrildi present that they had no choice but to continue on with the dangerous task of distracting the Smiðr and Dómr for as long as they could. Theirs was but one part of an intricate and bigger plan, but Marik was determined to see out her Lady’s instructions to the best of her abilities.

      Even if her abilities were outmatched in weakness by the fear the Ljósálfar agent had inflicted upon all Fīfrildi.

      The younger fairies nodded their heads; not so much cheering with a renewed sense of determination, but resigning themselves to the rocky and treacherous road Marik had forced them to take.

      “Go,” she urged them before they had time to think more clearly on what was to come. “See to your charges, and remain steadfast in your duties. The Dómr are next, so you can breathe a little freely. Keep your cool, though, because when the time comes again, we will seek you out for further instructions.”

      Perhaps not the best information to send them off with, Marik reflected. But she was not a natural-born leader of rebels at the best of times; as her Lady would say, she was winging it. It was enough to make the fairies who turned on their fluttering yellow wings to flit away aware of the danger they were in, but also safe in the knowledge that their part in the plans was over for the day.

      Marik and Saffrik watched them go in silence. When the last wing disappeared around the bend in the ancient tunnel, they turned to each other.

      “This is a dangerous game you play, Marik.”

      “I do not play it for fun,” Marik told her friend.

      “I fear for you,” Saffrik said. “I fear for us all, in fact.”

      “And I fear,” Marik said solemnly, “for Dökkálfa if we do not play our part.”

      The castle walls and floor rumbled in a gently undulating wave. As there was not a Fīfrildi upset scheduled, for the time being, Marik chose to believe the castle agreed with her sentiments and supported the little yellow fairies’ efforts enough to rouse itself to rumble encouragement.

      Of course, it could have been Renith’s smoke bomb going off in a delayed explosion at the worst possible time and condemning the last of her inner circle to death at the hands of her irate Smiðr charges.

      That thought was not in the least helpful, so Marik bid Saffrik a swift farewell, and once the Head of Kitchens disappeared into the gloom of the tunnel, she slipped out of the secret doorway and made her way toward Renith’s overlords’ quarters.

      What she would do there if she found Renith in trouble, she did not know. But Marik did know, her Lady would have thought of something and not stood in the dark in a hidden passageway for fear of breaking the rules.

      It wasn’t much, but it was enough to make her lift her chin and straighten her spine and push her shoulders back. She was Fīfrildi and at one time they had stood beside the Smiðr and Dómr and Hyrða. And not behind them. Beneath them.

      Would that they could again.
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      The mayhem was almost absolute, but this time it was not the act of a single Ljósálfar agent but the sabotage of a select few Fīfrildi. Goran had never seen the servant caste of Fey behave in such a way before. It shocked him, but also bolstered him. Perhaps there was a chance Lady Kara’s plan could work, after all.

      He moved from his observation post and left the Fīfrildi to their games. Games which although quite harmless could prove fatal for the yellow-skinned fairies if the Dómr and Smiðr realised it was them who were upsetting their lives so wildly. They already suspected it was someone, but an entire caste? Not yet.

      However, if Goran did not do something about the shadows, then the game would be lost. And the Hyrða did not want to think of the loss it would cause the Fīfrildi.

      He’d guided them as best he could. Armed them, of a fashion. Taught them when to run and when to stand their ground and fight for their life if need be. But the lessons had been abbreviated and the time to practice them short. The clock was ticking, and if Goran did not make his move soon, the effort expended would be for naught.

      No one but the Herra of the Hár Lords knew where the control chamber for the shadows was. But the former Herra had not yet been replaced, so one would assume the shadows unmanned at present.

      One would assume incorrectly.

      The shadows watched. They always watched. But it was clear to Goran that someone directed them these days. And that someone was not Dagar, his former boss. No, for some time now, Goran had suspected that the shadows had been suborned. Their motives no longer as clear as they had once been.

      To some, the shadows were a murky threat hanging over them. To the Hyrða, they were a tool they readily used and wholeheartedly believed in. Theirs was not a democratic society. There were consequences to their actions. Severe consequences if a fairy’s actions were against the state.

      Who, now, controlled them? Goran had a shortlist of suspects, all of which were obviously Hár Lords. For only Hár Lords could gain access to the shadow control room. It was handy, then, that Aliath had seen fit to promote Goran to the exalted ranks of his former superiors.

      Without fanfare or Court knowledge.

      Ordinarily, a Hár Lord appointment carried the appropriate pomp and circumstance. Announcing to one and all the Monarch’s backing and the Hyrðas’ — as a whole — responsibilities to their new superior. The newly appointed Hár Lord had responsibilities to the Hyrða guards as well. And usually a portfolio they were in charge of.

      The shadows, however, were always the purview of the Herra. And Aliath could not appoint Goran Herra of the Hár Lords as he was now, in effect, the youngest to rise to such fame. There would certainly be pushback from the other Hár Lords should the King choose that route and the collective power they controlled held sway over the Monarch.

      Aliath was not that desperate to tempt such a fate.

      Goran didn’t want that kind of responsibility, anyway. He just wanted to live in the forest with his mate. Of course, there was a part of him that wished to protect his King. That was pulled to service in the name of Dökkálfa. How could there not be? He was Hyrða. But more and more lately, he enjoyed his time in the simple woodsman’s cottage with Sora, more than he enjoyed his time in the castle doing the bidding of his King.

      But a Hyrða had responsibilities and would never turn from them if they valued their honour. Goran’s new responsibilities included locating the shadow chamber and wresting control of it from whomever had taken over the duty — unofficially — from Dagar.

      In order to do that, Goran needed to visit Dagar in the dungeon. Unseen.

      It was not an easy thing to accomplish. Dodging the frantic and confused Smiðr and Dómr; the skittish and falsely emboldened Fīfrildi; and the stunned and bemused Hyrða. The only thing to work in his favour was the fact that the chaos created had distracted the shadows.

      Guiltily, Goran used the distraction to enter the dungeon unseen, all the while knowing the shadows hunted the rebel leaders of the Fīfrildi. Goran knew he deserved that title more than Marik, or the inner circle she had drawn to herself; her most trusted Fīfrildi.

      But they each had their responsibilities, and his, right then, was not to protect Lady Kara’s maid from potential identification and capture.

      He pushed those thoughts aside and snuck into the dungeon at a time he knew the guards would be changing and therefore in their guard room adjacent to the cells for a few minutes.

      He passed the wailing vampire, who didn’t appear to be in pain but simply wailed for the sake of it. It grated on Goran’s ears. Down the far end of the dungeon, Goran found Dagar curled up in a filthy bundle of rags. His breathing was shallow and laboured, his wounds were infected. For a moment, Goran simple stared.

      How had the great Dagar, Herra of the Hár Lords, advisor to the King, come to this?

      A sound in the guard room broke Goran’s morbid fascination and forced him to action lest he be caught cavorting with a traitor. Was Goran even now considered such by his brethren?

      “Dagar,” he whispered urgently.

      The bundle did not stir.

      Goran had little time left to him, so he lowered the wards on the cell, careful to bypass the alarms, and entered. He rushed to Dagar’s side and offered what healing aid he could in the time allowed.

      Dagar finally stirred and blinked up at him. The bruising under his eyes was due to fatigue. The hollowness to his cheeks a result of poor nutrition. The flush on his pale skin, clearly a byproduct of the infections. But the lost look to his eyes went deeper than all of that.

      Dear Goddess, how did he recover from this?

      Goran finished healing the worst of his injuries and all of the various infections. That alone would improve the state of things.

      “Dagar,” he repeated. “Do you recognise me?”

      A question, because Goran felt he owed the fairy that much at least.

      Dagar smiled softly as if he understood the boon was a plea for forgiveness. As if he wished to offer the same in return, but was too weak.

      “Goran,” he said in a voice that had clearly only been used recently to scream.

      Goran closed his eyes and then urged himself to action. He still had to escape the dungeon unseen.

      “Quickly, now,” Goran whispered. “I speak for the King.” He used his magic to produce the King’s seal.

      “Hár Lord,” Dagar said in recognition. “About time, Sonr.” He reached up and touched Goran’s still green skin. Hár Lords were a step below Royalty. Their physique transformed into that which complemented the rarest of castes correctly. Dagar had pale skin and pointed ears and the refined features of a Prince of the Realm, a Guardian of Faerie.

      “It is better if I move unseen,” Goran told him.

      “Ah, I see.” Goran thought, perhaps, the old fairy did see. Dagar had always been quick of mind.

      “There isn’t much time,” Goran told his former superior. “I must gain access to the shadows. And quickly.”

      “They should be the purview of whoever replaced me.”

      “You have not yet been replaced.”

      Dagar stared at him for a moment and then forced himself to sit more uprightly. Goran did not know what the fairy was thinking, but it had to be confusion mixed with hope. Why else would Aliath delay his replacement if he did not fully believe in his guilt?

      “In that case,” the former Herra said, “it should be waiting to be claimed and merely require the King’s magic.”

      “It has been claimed, but we are unaware of by whom.”

      “That is not good.” Dagar scrubbed a hand over his face. Then he looked around the cell. “Have the wards been broken?”

      “Merely deactivated; I must return them to their former settings upon my exit or the guards will know something is afoot.” As if something wasn’t already afoot up in the castle proper.

      Dagar nodded his head. “Give me your hand, then.” Goran did as he asked without hesitation. It wasn’t until that second, that Goran realised he did not believe Dagar was the traitor. He had never actually thought such but had not dared to address his feelings.

      He knew now, though, that he would follow Dagar again one day.

      If they survived this day, of course.

      Dagar wrapped his hand around Goran’s — pale, almost translucent flesh against pale green — and whispered words in Fey. Goran recognised them for what they were. Commands, backed with what little Hár Lord magic the fairy had to call on.

      Dagar was no longer the Herra, so the magic was not as strong as it perhaps needed to be. But the intent was clear, and as he had not yet been replaced, Álfeimr accepted the enchantment. Goran felt the magic settle on him like a cloak. It wasn’t uncomfortable, but it wasn’t quite right, either.

      “It won’t last long,” Dagar murmured, sitting back against the damp wall with a sigh. He looked drained. “But that should get you past the wards.”

      “Where is the chamber?”

      Dagar looked him in the eye and said, “Is that your last query?”

      Cocking his head to the side in confusion, Goran said, “I believe so, yes.”

      “Very well.” Dagar told him where the chamber was located, and Faerie reacted.

      It didn’t set off any wards; they’d been deactivated. But it did make Goran leap back in shock and then stare in horror as Dagar’s body writhed on the dirty floor of the cell and then finally collapsed into a deep unconsciousness.

      Goran took a step toward him, but a sound from the guard room announced the change of guard was over and he would soon have company.

      I am sorry, he thought desperately, stepping out of the cell. There was not time to heal him.

      He reactivated the wards, ensuring the alarms were again working, and then he slipped past the wailing vampire and out of the dungeons, just as the guardroom opened again.

      It was a hole in their procedures Goran would liked to have filled. But this time the hole worked in his favour.

      Perhaps, that was why it existed in the first place. Because, occasionally, to protect Dökkálfa, rules had to be broken.

      “Are you with me?” he asked the castle walls.

      They rumbled and roiled and bucked all around him. Goran took that to mean it was.

      Stepping out of the nightmare that was the underworld of the castle proper, Goran made his way to the location Dagar had provided. With luck, the chamber would be unmanned. The fairy who had claimed it, and the shadows it controlled, somewhere else right then. For to man the shadows, one must be within the chamber itself.

      Goran had a plan for that. A fairy he believed he could trust to man the chamber for him. And as if on cue, Vibalt stepped out to greet him as he made his way from the dungeon.

      “You get it?”

      “I got something,” Goran told him.

      “Then we’re in business.”

      Perhaps, Goran thought. But what business? Was it time to tell Lady Kara that her plan was working? Stage Two to begin right now?

      “Yes,” Goran told his old friend with conviction. “We’re in business.”
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      There were birds in the trees. Twittering and flittering and making a wonderful sound that was only enhanced by the delicate trickle of water in the stream behind the cottage. I watched them for a while, listening to them chatter away, and then forced myself to dip the bucket in the frigid water.

      There were not enough hours in the day to sit idly and watch the native fauna and flora in the Dökkálfa forest. There were simply too many tasks to do if you wanted to wash yourself before supper. Or eat supper. If supper could be called the meagre offerings Sora had managed to snare in the traps overnight.

      I carefully carried the bucket back toward the crooked cottage, making sure I didn’t lose a single drop over the side. This was my fifth bucket, and if I was willing to bathe in a couple of inches of water and not wait all night for it to heat, then it could be my last.

      With struggling arms and heaving breath, I added my precious load to the small tin bath above the open fire pit and decided, that yes, it would be enough.

      Sora rounded the corner of the cottage with clean towels and homemade soap. She never wavered in her duties. The cottage was spotless, and I had no idea how she managed it. But then, her mastery of household magic was far better than mine. In some ways, she was more fairy than me.

      In others, not quite.

      “My Lady, I would have fetched the water for you,” she said.

      “When?” I asked. “While you cleaned the cottage or made supper or stripped the bed or washed our clothes? Come, Sora, I’m not an invalid.”

      “But you are my Queen.”

      “Not yet.” And perhaps never. Dökkálfa wasn’t ready for an Umskipti Queen.

      “You are Aliath’s fated mate. There can be no other.”

      “You know that’s not true,” I said softly.

      “He would suffer. As would Dökkálfa.”

      “I think,” I said slowly, testing the temperature of the water, “Dökkálfa would suffer more right now if he did anything.”

      “Bah! Times are changing.”

      “Even changing time must be done slowly.”

      She stared at me and then lowered her head.

      “You are very accepting of your lot, my Lady. It shames me.”

      I looked at the little yellow fairy. “Are you not accepting of yours, Sora?”

      “No, my Lady. I fear I pray to our Goddess too often for more than she has given me.” She looked around at the quaint cottage, the thickening trees, the wood stacked beneath the pristinely cleaned kitchen window. “It’s not so bad here in the forest,” she added quietly.

      “Never stop aiming for higher, Sora,” I told her and began to strip. “The world was never meant to be static, but constantly changing. It might take time and care, but anything is possible if you never give up hope and keep reaching.”

      “Some would say to reach above one’s station is wrong, my Lady.”

      “I bet those ‘some’ have already reached as high as they’ll ever get and are afraid you’ll reach even higher than them.”

      I stepped into the still heating tub and started scrubbing. Sora fished out a small amount of heated water in a ladle and began to shower me with it, helping to rinse the suds.

      “Your turn tomorrow, then?” I asked.

      “As you will it, my Lady.”

      I shook my head and kept on sudsing.

      By the time I was done, my skin was rubbed raw, sweet-smelling, and faintly red-tinged. I could almost be mistaken for a Smiðr. I dressed quickly in new clothes Sora had brought me and watched as she recycled the water for her herb and vegetable garden. Once we finished cleaning up the fire pit and tub, having washed my dirty clothes and hung them up already, we entered the cottage and lit the candles.

      It could almost be considered romantic if Sora’s Goran were here and I hadn’t intruded on their secret hideout.

      We ate in relative silence and familiar companionship, tired from a day of fending for ourselves in a forest that was still regrowing from its last scheduled culling. I stared at my hands and played a finger over a callus, proud of its existence even if Sora was horrified I’d got it chopping wood she would have done herself.

      I refused to be any more of a burden than I already was.

      Dishes done, the house as clean as it would get, we sat by the fire; Sora sewing, me attempting to read in Ancient Fey which was doing my head in. There was much to learn about Faerie, and I’m not quite sure Ancient Fey was something that needed to be learnt. But the castle had gifted me this book via Marik. Marik had given it to Goran, who had delivered it to me. ‘It certainly didn’t give the damn thing to me!’ Marik had told him. ‘And, besides, I’d been thinking about my Lady at the time, so who else could the castle have wanted the damn thing to be for?’

      I didn’t think Goran had realised that Marik had asked a question of him. Rhetorical, but still. Time was changing things.

      It was an uphill battle to change anything in Faerie. But at least it kept me occupied.

      The wards chimed. I lowered my book and looked at Sora. A smile spread across her lips and then she was up, wings fluttering, feet a few centimetres off the floor. She swung the door open, letting in the chill night breeze, and wrapped her fingers around each other in ever-increasing excitement. Or agitation. It was hard to tell with a Fīfrildi.

      “It is Goran,” she said, unnecessarily. The chime had been his chime and not an unknown threat. The wards were clever that way. But Goran could still be under the influence of another, so I stood from my chair and walked to the door, a soft ball of Light in my hand ready to loose if needed.

      Sora had already crossed the short garden and was wrapped up in her mate’s arms; lips pressed together, hearts pounding loud enough to drown out the tinkling water in the stream.

      I closed my fist and extinguished my Light and returned to my chair, feeling. . .what? Feeling sorry for myself? Feeling lonely?

      God, I missed him. I missed his touch, his voice, the way his brow arched when he wished to query something. That aristocratic nose and firm jaw, the silver shimmer to his long, straight hair. The way he shuddered when I stroked the point of his ear. The way he moaned when we made love. The look of freedom in his eyes when he climaxed.

      That was the only time I saw it. That momentary surrender that released him of all obligations, other than the needs of his body at that very second in time.

      God, I was horny.

      Goran and Sora entered the cottage finally and closed out the chill night air.

      “My Lady,” he said, bowing formally.

      I waved my hand and said, “Enough of that. You have news?”

      Goran only winced slightly at the question asked. Marik’s questions he could overlook, but mine, apparently, were still too foreign to him.

      “I believe it may be time, my Lady.”

      I sat up. “Do tell. Has Marik succeeded then? Have you?”

      He did wince then, but boldly ignored the debt I incurred. I owed them both so much already, what was one more question between us now, anyway?

      “The castle is in disarray,” he said, pacing. Sora moved to the fire and stoked it, looking at her lover over her shoulder with anxious green eyes that lit up her beautiful face. “And it is not the act of the agent.” He stooped pacing and smiled at me; a sharp-toothed Hyrða smile.

      It almost made me laugh. Hysterically, maybe.

      “Go on,” I urged, sitting up in my seat. “Don’t drag this out. I’m champing at the bit for information. What else?”

      “The Fīfrildi have performed their tasks admirably. The Smiðr and Dómr are so distracted that Court Sessions had to be delayed. The request for a replacement Herra has not been actioned. For now, Dagar is safe. Aliath has room to breathe.”

      “Aliath!” I almost shouted. “Tell me about Aliath.”

      “He is. . .well, my Lady.”

      He couldn’t lie. But what did a fairy think ‘well’ meant?

      “Is the charm winning?”

      “No, my Lady. I believe Aliath is. But it is all-consuming. The break in Court Sessions will be welcomed, I am sure.” He licked his lips. “There is more.”

      “Well, don’t stop now,” I told him eagerly. “You’ve got my attention.”

      He grinned. It was a little frightening but Sora simply giggled at him. “The shadows are ours.”

      “No way!” I said, sitting back in my seat and grinning, too. “Who had them? Did we catch them? Tell me this is all over!” Please.

      Goran’s smile faded. “No, my Lady. The chamber was not manned when we claimed it. The shadows unguarded. Whoever has been using them, has not shared the responsibility with another. Those times they could not man the shadows themselves, they simply were not manned at all.”

      “Oh,” I said, strangely bereft of feeling. “And you have someone manning them twenty-four/seven?”

      He blinked at me, not understanding the colloquialism. “All the time,” I added.

      “Oh, yes. Vibalt is a sworn armsman brother. We have had our difficulties, but those were largely due to charms. I made sure he was free of them, explained a few truths, backed it up with the King’s seal, and he was sold.”

      “Sounds complicated,” I hedged.

      “The King’s seal?” Sora asked.

      Goran beamed at his mate. “You are looking at the youngest and newest Hár Lord appointee.”

      He was so proud. Sora, on the other hand, was devastated.

      “Sora,” I said, softly. “Did you not want him to risk himself so?”

      She shook her head, small tears glinted on her downy cheeks. Her delicate hands came up and cupped them, wiping the evidence of her sadness away. She left them there as if cradling herself to prevent a rush of tears from escaping.

      “A Hár Lord,” she whispered. “A Hár Lord.”

      “It has not been announced,” Goran said stiffly. Then he waved a hand over his body. “As you can see.”

      Oh, he’d look more like me than a Hyrða if the role had been announced already. Hár Lords were never green.

      “Half a Hár Lord is still half a Hár Lord, my Lord,” Sora said bleakly.

      “What is this ‘my Lord’ business?” Goran demanded. “You are my mate!”

      “I am but a Fīfrildi. I am no Hár Lord’s mate.”

      Ha! Now I got it. She thought herself unworthy of him now he’d risen to the exalted heights of Hár Lord-em.

      “Nonsense!” I snapped. Sora jerked, but Goran gave me a relieved look. “What do you think I’ve been trying to do here? What have you been helping me to do? Eh? I’m not in this just for the fine clothes and decent meals, you know? Dökkálfa might have an agenda but so do I. And I think you’ve known what it is all along.”

      “To mate the King?” Sora asked meekly.

      I waved my hands around like a mad orchestra conductor. “Not at all! He can keep the crown. Oh, I’ll defend him and the throne he sits on to my dying breath. But while I’m doing it, I’m going to shake up this Realm, turn it upside down, and see what falls out of its pockets. I aim to make a change here, Sora. And that change has a heck of a lot to do with your screwy caste system. Enough of this not being worthy shit! Do you love him?” She nodded her head. “Does he love you?” She looked at him and Goran nodded his head. “Do you both want to be with each other, jump each other’s bones every second you can, have little fairy babies together, and then care for each other when you get old and wrinkly and bone-jumping seems a bit too much to handle?” They blinked at me. “Well?” I demanded. They slowly nodded their heads. “Great! I now pronounce you fairy mate and fairy mate.” In a fit of pique, I added in Ancient Fey because I’d been mentally practising the language, “Álfeimr, do you agree?”

      The ground rolled beneath the cottage so fervently that Goran stumbled and landed on the settee. Sora flew across the small space and wrapped her arms around him, shivering. Goran gripped her almost too tightly, to keep her from falling off him.

      Finally, the world stopped shaking and the cottage settled on its old bones again.

      “Well,” I said into the stunned silence. “Let that be a lesson to you, children. Faerie is always listening.”

      “Huh,” said Sora eloquently. Goran simply held her more tightly.

      I stood up and dusted myself off.

      “All right, then. That’s settled. Time to save Dökkálfa and my own stupid fairy mate.”

      They stared at me in horror.

      “Come on! Let’s do this!”

      “And what is. . .this, my Lady?” Goran bravely asked. I was so proud of him.

      “Why, I’m so glad you asked, my jolly green giant friend. ‘This’ is a jailbreak. For starters. And then it’s a lynching.”

      “Jailbreak?” Goran mouthed at Sora, who mouthed back, “Lynching?” They both shook their heads, but straightened themselves up, lifted their chins, and followed me.

      God bless these loyal and oppressed fairies. Or should that be, ‘Goddess’ bless?

      Yeah, I was beginning to think it was Her I should be praying to when in Faerie. Álfeimr was, after all, Nut’s construct.
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      The guard’s heart wasn’t in it, Dagar could tell. Repetitive beatings had taken a toll on Dagar’s body, for sure, but they had also taken a toll on the Hyrða who manned the dungeon. It was more for show now than anything. A rite of passage for those Hyrða recently joined the dungeon team, and\or proof of disgust at their former Herra’s traitorous actions, and therefore a sure signal of their own distance from such despicable things.

      Dagar took solace in the fact that the Hyrða wished to distance themselves at all. Surely it meant they wished to show their allegiance to the Crown.

      The Lightstick fell one last time across his shoulders where he lay hunched in a ball on the filthy floor of his cell, and then the guard left, closing the gate behind him with a resounding clank much like a death knell.

      At one time, Dagar had thought he would meet his death in here. But Goran’s visit and news of Aliath’s delay in replacing him gave the former Herra hope that all was not lost.

      Hope could be a very dangerous thing, of course. But Dagar clung to it anyway. He’d needed some hope. He’d almost reached the end of his tolerance for pain and discomfort. The repeated infections in his wounds had not helped his mental state, either. But Goran had healed those and although the new wounds received since Goran’s visit would infect again if left untended, for now, infection was not a problem he faced.

      He stretched his body experimentally. Yes, the guard had not used as much strength in his blows as previous efforts. The bruises forming were hardly noticeable at all compared to prior experiences. Still, Dagar took his time stretching out each limb, and then his back and shoulders where the brunt of the Lightstick attack had been aimed.

      With a grunt he found himself crouched in the centre of the cell, a little stiff and body tingling from the shock of Light the guard had used, but otherwise almost whole again. He could not thank Goran enough for his ministrations. The last time he had been healed in some fashion was when Lady Kara had been incarcerated in the cell beside his for too many days.

      How long had it been since the Lady had escaped?

      Things were afoot, Dagar was sure of it. If for no other reason than the fact that Lady Kara was out there somewhere free and more than willing, he was sure, to make things happen according to her own agenda. The female was insufferably determined, but oh, how Dagar admired her courage. He’d tasted it briefly when the wards fell to allow her to escape. He understood its attraction to his King; the addiction such perfection could induce in a fairy.

      He’d tasted a mere sip of that magnificent courage and craved more of it ever since. It would be a dangerous thing to come to rely on, and an even more dangerous thing to become addicted to, in the end. Aliath had made it very clear, Kara’s courage was his and his alone to sip.

      Dagar glanced across the cell to where the guard had left his meal tray. For now, he had illumination. But the torch the guard had brought was not a new one, so would burn down more quickly with its second lighting. He inspected the meal tray to ensure there were no traps laid for him, and then used the last of the flickering light of the torch’s flame to navigate first to the corner he’d been using as a makeshift water closet, and then to the opposite corner he’d been using for ablutions. There was not much water there, but the trickle that ran down the side of the cell had increased not long after he’d been thrown in the cell. Dagar assumed it was the castle’s doing, but for all he knew, it might have been Nut’s as well.

      He washed his hands and face, and what he could of his filthy body. And then as the torch’s flickering light began to diminish, he made his way back to the tray and sat down. A plethora of aches and strains were noticeable in the movement, but Dagar felt almost wholly fairy again when he started to eat. A few beatings such as the pathetic effort of the guard’s this evening he could handle in the long run.

      Especially now that he knew things were afoot.

      For why else did Goran require the use of the shadows if not to finally bring this nefarious scheme to a close?

      Even his meagre meal tasted divine to Dagar right then.

      Somewhat satisfied and replete, Dagar left the empty tray where it was and retreated to the rags and straw he used as a pallet for sleeping. He sat, his back against the only part of the cell’s wall that was not damp — again the castle’s or his Goddess’s doing — and watched the iron-barred gate with a patience he had thought long lost.

      Perhaps not today. Perhaps not even tomorrow. But Dagar was sure it would be before the fourth meal tray and beating were delivered. He could last that long.

      But before his next evening’s tray was due, the wards fell. And there, before his very eyes, was the fairy he had dreamed about each night, holding a ball of Light aloft in her pale hand, even as her wings of golden gossamer feathers flared out brightly behind her.

      “My Lady,” he said, scrambling to a kneeled bow before her.

      “Lord Dagar,” Lady Kara greeted, stepping aside to allow Goran to release the wards and open the cell.

      This was it. This was finally it. And for a moment, Dagar was so overcome with emotion, he could not move a muscle from his supplicant’s position on the floor, in the filth, in that wretched cell.

      A soft hand landed on his shoulder, and then another cupped his cheek, magic swimming into his body and rejuvenated it even as he wept silent tears that stung his eyes as much as they did his pride, it seemed. He wished to embrace her. He wished to never let her go. His frantic eyes darted about the cell and landed on Goran.

      With Herculean effort, Dagar nodded his head, pushed to his feet and straightened the rags he wore. He was a Hár Lord. Once, the Herra of the Hár Lords. He’d long ago signed his life and service over to the King. He would not betray Aliath in such a fashion. He would honour the oaths and would lay down his life to protect the mate of the King.

      “I am ready,” he advised.

      Lady Kara looked at him for a suspended moment and then nodded her head, removed her hand from his arm, and turned to exit the cell. The loss of her touch was astounding, but Dagar was gaining his footing again, and he struggled through the deprivation until the ground stopped swaying and his head stopped pounding.

      At last, he took his first step out of the cell that had held him for what had seemed like centuries. As Dökkálfa, he should have been used to imprisonment. For thousands of years, they had been confined to the castle and its grounds by their Ljósálfar wardens. It had been a glass-walled prison, to be sure, but it had been a prison, nonetheless.

      Breaking those chains had been a moment seared in his mind and heart. No fairy should be imprisoned. They were not made for such. Their magic needed wings to fly free, even if some of their bodies lacked the appendages.

      It was an unsettling thought, because in return for their imprisonment, what had the Dökkálfa done to their cousins at the earliest opportunity? They had imprisoned them in return.

      It was a cycle of behaviour that part of Dagar realised was unhealthy and would only lead to more heartache. But, for now, all he desired was an end to Ljósálfar involvement in Dökkálfa affairs. And he was not above acknowledging that he would do anything, anything at all, to see that done.

      He took in a shuddering breath and then when he released it, he released also the cell behind him, and the torture he had endured.

      “Report,” he ordered Goran.

      It was the Lady Kara who replied, of course. This was her operation, after all, and Dagar would do wise to remember that.

      “The guards are incapacitated but will be missed before too long. The dungeon, for now, is ours.” She started walking back toward the exit. It surprised Dagar that she did not have an alternate exit route planned, but then she stopped beside the eerily silent vampire’s cell, and turned to Goran who winced, and then quickly nodded his head in acquiesce. The Lady did not miss his disquiet.

      Dagar almost asked if this was wise, but asking questions was not something he naturally leaned towards. And now, when freedom was so close, he was at his most alert; his body tense for action, his mind whirring, his breathing elevated.

      “The castle is in disarray,” Lady Kara continued. “The Fīfrildi have done an excellent job of disrupting the Smiðr and Dómr and causing mayhem.” Dagar arched his brow at this unusual turn of events but said nothing. Lady Kara continued. “The shadows are ours, and I believe that is the best place for you, my Lord.” She met his eyes with a piercing green that was more than simply compelling. She did not realise that she glazed every single fairy around her.

      For a second, Dagar held his breath, but then he realised the glaze was not nefarious in action, merely a medium by which she used to bolster their courage. For courage was the Lady’s currency, and she was paying them kindly. She was lending them all some of her own, and the gift was simply astounding.

      Dagar lowered his head in respect and then said, “Your wish is my command, Lady.”

      “Enough of that,” she said, dismissing it with a wave of her delicate hand. “We have an agent provocateur to capture, and the shadows are our best hope of singling them out of the mayhem the Fīfrildi have so handily gifted us.”

      “I gather we suspect someone,” Dagar said levelly.

      The vampire slithered out of the cell Goran had opened and curled itself around Lady Kara’s legs right then. It took everything in Dagar not to step back and exclaim his revulsion aloud. Lady Kara petted the pitiful creature and it began to purr.

      “Ah,” Dagar said as Goran quietly relocked the cell. They shared a look, but no further words were spoken. Lady Kara wished her pet vampire to accompany her, and from the looks of it, the vampire was devoted to the Lady and would do her no harm.

      Others, though, Dagar was not so sure. Perhaps it was the best protection he could hope for the King’s mate; for Dökkálfa’s Champion.

      “The suspect,” he repeated, his voice only marginally restricted.

      Lady Kara smirked. “I do believe, gentle-fairies, that the Hár Lord, Prince Lorec is our suspect. But please do not be blinded by my convictions. Allow yourselves to make a singular determination in your own minds. God knows I’ve been fooled a time or two before now.”

      It was such an unashamed admission, and no fairy of good standing would ever have considered giving such. She was a breath of fresh air to the Court, Dagar realised, and a welcome breeze of change; delicate and unassuming. And yet, Dökkálfa was not ready.

      He knew this as surely as he knew himself.

      Dagar nodded his head, his mind already running on how Lorec, the King’s cousin of all fairies, had been suborned by Isoleth. It beggared belief, but despite the Lady’s caveats on her assertions, Dagar was fairly sure she had the princeling pegged.

      As they parted ways outside the dungeon, him and Goran toward the Shadow Chamber which he knew without a doubt they could reach, and the rest of their ragtag team following in the wake of the most astonishing fairy to have ever walked the castle’s halls, Dagar, former Herra of the Hár Lords, Advisor to the King, and sworn armsman of the Hyrða, knew it all hinged on him.

      Him. . .and his shadows. He quickened his pace, dodged the worst of the chaos, and strode towards his destiny.
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      It was strange being back in the castle. Not only because it was in disarray, but because it had been so long since Sora had walked these halls, seen these tapestries, scented the candles that always burned in the alcoves of the grand staircase.

      She wore simple and worn clothing, much repaired and nowhere near the standard of dress the servant Fīfrildi wore with such pride and honour. Dark, as was fitting, but no longer wholly black, her dress stood out to her as much as the vampire did.

      She glanced at him now, as he loped along beside his mistress, an eager look on his face, his fangs distended and dripping saliva. To think, he had once been a proud beast too, dressed in fine clothes that spoke of his masterly standing. Was he so different from her? An outcast; something discarded and forgotten. Driven to wear torn clothes and sport calloused fingers, to force stiffness into their spines when faced with their former comrades.

      Not that the vampire would be seeing any other vampires any time soon. The portals to Earth had all been closed. No one needed a vampire invasion on top of a Ljósálfar plot to upset Álfeimr.

      Sora turned her head forward again, not wishing for the vampire to notice her attention. It was best to pretend it wasn’t even there.

      “In here, my Lady,” she instructed, revealing one of the last servant passages the Smiðr and Dómr had obviously not yet uncovered. Goran had warned her, before they’d parted ways; him to serve the Herra; her to serve her Lady. Much had changed since she’d last walked these hallways.

      But the disruption the Fīfrildi had caused was utter and complete. No aristocrat or courtier was attempting to destroy the castle in order to sway their King. No, they were too busy putting out fires, saving their precious possessions, and attempting to flee the retribution of a lower caste that had much to say about things.

      It almost made Sora giggle to think of the look on their righteous faces as yet another fireplace exploded, or a teacup simply disintegrated. It was all fairly harmless, but the disruption to their routine was enough to topple them from their lofty perches. Broken crockery and smokey hearths were hardly the things of nightmares. But disrupted mealtimes and unmade beds were enough to throw their worlds into chaos.

      Simple but effective, and terribly close to insubordination. The consequences would be severe. If her Lady did not succeed in her mission.

      In light of that, Sora led Lady Kara and the vampire into the servant passageways and promptly came face to face with harried and overly excited Fīfrildi as they flittered about in their own form of mayhem.

      “I’ve got the west wing!” one called.

      “Be sure to place chilli spice in the fireplace,” another replied. “It makes an awful lot of mess!”

      “Especially to their delicate senses!”

      “Not to mention their haughty eyes!”

      A series of titters followed and then the Fīfrildi were past, not even acknowledging Sora and her unusual companions.

      Sora realised she was pressed up against the wall of the passage, panting for breath, and shivering in fright. Lady Kara placed a hand on her shoulder and soothed her with her magic in a touch the Fīfrildi did not believe her Lady even knew she was giving.

      “I’m alright,” she whispered. “I just. . .”

      “I understand,” Lady Kara said softly. “I’m right here with you.”

      Sora nodded and dusted herself off, and then with flittering wings, she led them toward the kitchens.

      The heart of any house is said to be the kitchens. And the Dökkálfa castle is no different in that regard. Without the kitchens, there would be no meals, without the meals, there would be no fairies. It was simple arithmetic, and every fairy who worked the kitchens, or supported them in any fashion, knew this.

      Of course, ask a Smiðr or a Dómr or even a Hyrða and they would disagree wholeheartedly. Although, not all Hyrða avoided the kitchens.

      There were none to be seen now, however.

      Sora emerged into the orderly chaos of the vast castle kitchens and looked for Marik. Goran had advised Sora that her former supervisor could be found here if she was not out leading a rebel-run on an aristocrat or courtier. But no matter how hard Sora searched, she could not see the older fairy.

      A kitchenmaid swept past and glared at Sora, then checked her worn and non-uniform dress.

      “Out of the kitchen, Vìf!” she snapped.

      “I. . .I’m, looking for Marik,” Sora stammered.

      “There’s no one here by that name and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll return to the stables where it’s safe.”

      “I’m not. . .” She didn’t get to finish. A stout fairy with all the air of a Hár Lord drilling Hyrða on parade, crossed the kitchen, scattering maids before her, and scowled at Sora.

      “You dare to enter my kitchens!” she shouted. “Be gone with you! Back to the stables!”

      Sora almost fled in fright, but she was not that scared little Fīfrildi anymore. She was personal handmaiden to her Lady. The Lady Fairy who would save them from this madness. Who would save Dökkálfa.

      “Check your tone before the Lady Kara!” Sora growled. It was a convincing growl. Sora was proud of it. The kitchenmaid jerked where she stood, the old maid stared at her for a second and then burst out laughing. It was a belly laugh that resounded off the walls and made the entire kitchen screech to a halt.

      The old Fīfrildi looked around the kitchen suddenly and barked, “Back to work, you lazy sods! I will not have idleness in my kitchens!”

      She turned and looked at Sora again, hand to chin in thoughtful introspection.

      “You’re that outcaste,” she said at last.

      Sora simply nodded.

      “The one who laid with a Hyrða,” she added for good measure.

      Sora lifted her chin in defiance but said nothing.

      “Good for you, little one,” the fairy maid muttered. Then she turned to look at Sora’s Lady. “Well, well, well,” she said. “Royalty in my kitchen.”

      “I’m not Royal,” Lady Kara said.

      “Keep telling yourself that, m’Lady,” the old maid said. “One day it might just work.” She rubbed her hands together and then said, “Welcome to my kitchens. We are at your service, of course.”

      She bowed then, a sweeping, almost mocking bow, but one that was lower and longer than perhaps necessary. This one had a chip on her shoulder the size of her largest pot but was also very much subject to the Dark Dance like the rest of them.

      “We seek Marik,” Lady Kara said, accepting the offer of service with good grace. “My former head maid.”

      “She doesn’t believe herself your former anything, m’Lady,” the old maid said. “She is also not here at present. I expect her to return shortly, however. Perhaps, you would care to wait in my office.”

      “That would be kind,” Lady Kara agreed.

      The old maid led them across the busy kitchen, although who they were cooking for, Sora did not know. Was that a weed that kitchen maid was frying? It couldn’t be healthy. Sora ignored it all, including the stares, and followed behind her Lady into what had to be the Head of Kitchens’ office.

      “It’s not much,” the old maid said. “But it’ll be a damn sight quieter in here than out there.” She turned in a circle and came face to face with the vampire. A startled scream was all she managed to get out.

      Xavier bounded around like an over-eager puppy and then settled on the floor at his mistress’s feet.

      Oops, Sora thought wickedly. Forgot about him. Sorry!

      “It is also a convenient way to contain us,” Lady Kara said, ignoring the old maid’s trembling.

      “I do not mean to trap you, m’Lady,” the fairy said.

      “I’m sure you don’t,” Kara offered, petting Xavier quite purposefully.

      The old maid let out a long breath of air.

      “Alright,” she said, settling her ruffled wings behind her back. “You made your point. My name is Saffrik. I am friend to Marik and therefore, Goddess help me, I am friend to you also, Lady Kara.”

      “There, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      Saffrik baulked at the question so easily given.

      “My Lady,” she said, bowing her head. It was a shorter bow than the last one, but somehow it seemed more genuine.

      “I’m glad we understand each other,” Lady Kara said. “Are you and yours ready for what is to come, Saffrik?”

      Another question. Sora almost groaned.

      Saffrik, however, stood straighter. “Yes, my Lady.”

      “Good. Because it is all coming to a head. Any moment now, and we’ll have word of who we chase, and the net will need closing. Will you aid me in closing the net, Saffrik of the Fīfrildi?”

      “On my honour, my Lady. We will be ready. Ah,” she said, scratching her head, “who are we chasing, my Lady?”

      “That is the question, isn’t it?” Lady Kara said. “Tea?”

      Saffrik stared at her and then ducked her head. “Right away, m’Lady.” Then she exited the office at a run.

      “Xavier, dear,” Lady Kara said. “Be a good boy and guard the door, please.”

      The vampire yipped like an enthusiastic puppy and then loped out of the door to settle on the floor near the kitchens.

      “My Lady,” Sora said, “he’ll scare them half to death.”

      “He’ll wake them up, have them on edge, and make them far better prepared for what is to come than I can manage.”

      Sora doubted that. She really did.

      In a few moments, Saffrik returned with a tea tray and, thank the Goddess, Marik.

      “My Lady!” Marik cried and went to her knees before Lady Kara. “It is so good to see you.”

      “Come, Marik,” Lady Kara said gently, helping the old maid to her feet. “None of that now.”

      “If you are here, in the castle,” Marik said, “then it is time.”

      “Very soon, my friend. We await word from the shadows.”

      The shadows swirled and danced in the corner of the room in reply, making the Fīfrildi almost scatter.

      “Stop that, Dagar,” Kara muttered, taking a sip of tea from a fine china cup. The shadows stopped stirring.

      Saffrik cleared her throat, looking pointedly at Marik. Marik shook her head adamantly; a conversation of sorts shared between the two Kerling.

      Lady Kara put down her cup with a sigh. “Out with it, Marik. You know I don’t stand on ceremony.”

      “No, my Lady. I mean, yes, my Lady. Of course.” Sora had never seen the old Fīfrildi so uncertain before. Nothing scared Marik.

      Sora rubbed her arms then, sensing, now that she thought about it, an unsettling feeling invading her bones. Marik glanced at her and frowned.

      “It is the charm,” Saffrik murmured from behind Marik. “It affects us also.”

      Sora nodded her head slowly, unsure of what they meant, but not liking the sudden recognition of terror she was feeling.

      Lady Kara’s wings suddenly flicked out, spraying a golden light all around the office. Magic swelled. The shadows retreated. Marik gasped and Saffrik closed her eyes with resounding relief.

      “You were saying, Marik?” Lady Kara said softly.

      Sora realised she no longer felt the encroaching terror. Something of it was still there, to be sure, but her Lady had smothered it to a degree. And clearly, that degree was a reprieve of sorts for the two old fairies.

      “The Fīfrildi are ready, my Lady. They are armed and waiting. Only. . .”

      “Only what?” Kara asked.

      “The charm has taken a toll, you see. And they are losing courage.”

      “Then we must rouse them.”

      “I think. . .” Marik started, only to be disturbed by Xavier letting out a howl.

      The tea, Lady Kara had been drinking, sloshed over the sides of her teacup, and then the whole vessel clattered to the saucer in the eerie silence that followed.

      Lady Kara stood and walked past the Fīfrildi out into the kitchen. They all followed in her wake, staying as close as they could to her wings.

      Goran stood across the length of the vast kitchens; dishevelled, sweating, soot marring his beautiful features. Sora ducked around her Lady’s wings and dashed across the kitchen toward him — unheeding the audience that watched her in fascinated horror.

      He opened his arms and she flew into them. He held her tightly and pressed a soft kiss to her temple. Sora had the feeling, though, that his eyes had not left Lady Kara.

      “Who is it?” Lady Kara asked in a voice that sounded hollow to Sora’s ringing ears.

      “The King,” Goran started and then realised that was not the question Lady Kara had asked so freely. He sighed and lowered Sora to her feet, but didn’t release her. “You were right, my Lady. It is as you suspect.”

      “Prince Lorec,” Lady Kara said sadly. Marik sucked in a mortified breath. The kitchen maids had all stopped working. Saffrik did not reprimand them.

      “Yes, my Lady.” Goran said solemnly. “But that is not all.”

      The shadows stirred; they whirled, and swirled, and writhed as if alive and angry. Perhaps they were. Dagar controlled them now, not Lorec.

      “Say it,” Lady Kara demanded.

      “He goes after the King.”

      Sora watched as Lady Kara closed her eyes, her hands fisted, her wings growing brighter. Several Fīfrildi gasped in awe, some even bowed their heads in supplication. Sora lifted her chin higher.

      See? See? she wanted to shout. See my Lady now, do you finally?

      “Where?” Lady Kara growled and Sora half expected to feel the castle walls and floor rumble; her Lady’s voice was quite frightful.

      “In the King’s chambers, last I heard, my Lady. They plan to take him to the courtyard.” Goran swallowed tightly. “To the scaffolds,” he added, looking devastated.

      Oh, no! The Prince meant to kill the King.

      The castle creaked and groaned, the vampire wailed. And Lady Kara grew in size most monstrously, her wings lighting up the entire kitchens and out into the herb garden.

      “Not on my watch,” she vowed, and then she lifted her fist in the air and shouted, “NOT ON MY WATCH!”

      The Fīfrildi stood stunned. She looked at each and every one of them.

      “Are you with me?” she asked in a more level tone of voice.

      Did they dare not to be?

      They all nodded as one.

      Sora’s Lady smiled and it was as if the sun was shining for the very first time in a long and dark year.

      “Long live the King,” she whispered. “Long live the King!”

      The Fīfrildi picked up their makeshift weapons and raised them above their heads.

      “Long live the King!” they shouted, as Goran’s baritone voice joined them and the vampire jumped up and down as if expecting a treat.

      And the castle rumbled beneath their booted feet all too briefly.
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      I had guessed it would be him. I had suspected. But part of me had refused to believe that a cousin of the King could be the culprit. Lorec himself had muddied the waters more times than I could count clearly. Again and again, he had redeemed himself; saving me; protecting me; honouring me.

      But then, when I thought about it, the times he had saved me may well have been manufactured. The shadows incident certainly had. And how he had managed that when he wasn’t in the Shadow Chamber was a mystery, but one I could probably solve if I thought more about it. A charm, perhaps? Something that made the shadows do his bidding even when he was no longer there to control them. Short-lived perhaps, but long enough to have them attack me, while he strode in and rescued me from their attack.

      His attack.

      And the protecting and honouring were all part of the act, to be sure, but also part of the alliance, the accord, we’d struck. Binding by any measure in Faerie. He’d been subject to its parameters, and handy parameters they were. How hard it had been to see the true face of the scheming fairy! How hard indeed!

      But now the time had come, and he had made his final move; forced by the chaos the Fīfrildi had released on the castle; by the spanner, I’d thrown into his works.

      I smiled grimly as we marched from the kitchens, picking up more and more armed Fīfrildi, my magic sweeping out in a wave to greet them and help them battle their fears and terror at what was transpiring.

      I didn’t want to take it all away. Without fear, they might well become reckless. But oh, how hard it was to not manipulate them further, to not force them to rush Lorec in the King’s chambers and save my mate.

      But I was not that fairy. Part of me, albeit a very small part now, was still human. I had my humanity and I was clinging to it for all I was worth. But another part of me knew, it would be so easy to release it; to forget it. To become the monster Isoleth had wanted me to be.

      And Isoleth. . .was this her plan? Kill Aliath, replace him with Lorec? Or kill Aliath, and have us kill her scapegoat, and thereby leave the throne empty for her to claim it?

      I wouldn’t put it past the Bitch Queen, but I also knew I didn’t have enough information to form an adequate theory yet.

      I would though, and soon. Very soon, if I had anything to say about it.

      We entered the outer rooms of the King’s chamber, and immediately I knew we were too late. The anterooms were in disarray, the desks and chairs and sofas torn and broken and scattered over the stone floor. The smell of ozone and burnt peaches wafted on the air. Magic clung to everything, making the walls and floor and ceiling and every available surface sticky with it.

      I touched an overturned chair and had to shake out my hand from the sting of pain I received. I turned around in a slow circle, my eyes blazing, my nostrils dripping. Such magic. Such power. No wonder he was caught unawares.

      “What was this?” I asked the castle. The castle remained silent; several Fīfrildi shook their heads, thinking the question was for them.

      “A magic bomb,” Goran said, stepping lightly over fallen furniture. “I taste Ljósálfar.”

      Isoleth’s final act.

      “Was it Lorec?” I asked the castle again.

      The shadows stirred as if in agreement. At least they were working. I feared the castle was not.

      Someone let out a shout, then. I ran toward them. Several uniformed bodies lay in bloody pools where they had fallen, a Fīfrildi crouched among them, desperately trying to search for signs of life. The King’s Guard, I thought, recognising their unmarked livery. His personal unit of Hyrða. Not the castle’s Hyrða. These were Jarviq’s clan’s guards, seconded to the King’s service when so much was untrustworthy behind the castle gates.

      More Fīfrildi rushed to check them, but I could sense their lives were lost. One beacon of hope, though, lay in a crumpled form just inside the King’s empty outer chambers. I crouched down beside the still form of the King’s aide and washed his most grievous injuries with my magic.

      If I had been too late for the Dómr’s Hyrða, was I too late for Aliath?

      I stood up and fisted my hands. “He’s alive,” I said, my voice wavering slightly. “Barely. Someone take him to the infirmary. I’ve done what I can.”

      I spun on my heel and headed directly toward the King’s secret passageway in his office. It was a more direct route to the throne room, and by way of simple proximity, therefore a more direct route to the courtyard itself. Aliath did not use it to go to the courtyard, however. On the contrary, he used it to skirt the annoying and cloying fairies who congregated there between Court Sessions.

      It was also a very secret and private way for the King to traverse the castle, and I was about to bring a horde of gossiping Fīfrildi through it. I turned before I reached the hidden panel in the wall and started issuing orders.

      “Head toward the courtyard as quickly as you can make it. Take whatever shortcuts are available and don’t stop for anyone. The King needs us and time is no longer on our sides.” Several started to turn away. “Saffrik, lead them,” I instructed. She nodded, gave Marik a quick look of solidarity, and then turned on her heel and raced after her charges, yelling encouragement as only a drill sergeant could. “Marik, Sora, you’re with me,” I added before they could escape. “Goran and Xavier, too.”

      They nodded and waited on my command. The time seemed to move too slowly, but I made sure the last Fīfrildi had left the King’s chambers, Jarviq’s still unconscious body among them before I activated the lock on the King’s secret passageway.

      No one said a word when I ducked through and began running. I could hear their booted feet behind me, equally as eager as I was to reach the King. A tattoo of thundering feet, a drumroll to march — or run — to.

      Would we be too late? Had I failed? Was there something else I could have done?

      I shook my head, my heart pounding, my breaths leaving me in uneven gasps. Tears coursed down my cheeks and I rubbed them away angrily. I would not fail him. I would not fail this fairy.

      But it seemed like such a long way, even as we took the most abbreviated passageways and came upon an unused door that led to the courtyard proper.

      “My lady,” Goran said, pushing forward, past a gasping Sora and a breathless Marik. “Allow me to check the way.”

      “There isn’t time,” I almost shouted. God, please let there still be time. Castle, why aren’t you answering me? Help me save your King!

      The castle said nothing.

      The magic. It had to have been the magic used in the King’s chambers. It was so powerful. So strong. So. . .Isoleth.

      I fisted my hands and turned to the door leading to the courtyard.

      “My Lady,” Goran pleaded, placing his hand above my own on the latch. “Please.”

      I looked up into the desperate green eyes in his very green face and said, “Do you really think I can’t blast them all to Kingdom Come and back again?”

      “He took the King.” Lorec, he meant. “Granted the King is poisoned, but, my Lady, think. The King. Dökkálfa’s Konungr. Why did the castle not save him?”

      I knew why, but Goran had asked a question. Asked with the knowledge that he incurred a debt. It was enough to make me take a breath and think more clearly.

      “Don’t you dare die on me, Goran,” I muttered and stepped aside.

      “I have too much to live for, my Lady,” he said and unhooked the magically warded latch.

      The castle did not complain, even though the ward was definitely tripped; I felt it. A sliver of light peeked through the gap in the opening, and then Goran pushed the door wide, stepping through to the courtyard. The door shut behind him in a flash, leaving us in near darkness, blinking back spots of light.

      I raised my palm; a ball of Light within it illuminated the dimness. Marik was biting her fingernail. Sora was suppressing sobs of worry. And Xavier was panting with excitement, pawing at the ground as if about to start a race.

      “Only those tainted by Ljósálfar,” I told him.

      He growled, not making eye contact.

      “Xavier!” I snapped, and he whimpered, hunching down and looking up at me with fearful eyes. “Ljósálfar,” I repeated more softly. He nodded his head and I scratched him behind the ear, making him purr loudly.

      My stomach revolted, but there was too much to be concerned with to fight that unjust battle right then. She would pay. Oh, dear Goddess, your creation would pay most dearly for all of this.

      The door creaked open and Goran waved us out. I went first, followed by Marik and then Sora and finally, a slithering shadow that was a rogue vampire on the hunt. Goran sought his mate out instantly; once assured of her wellbeing, he turned to me and said, “We are hidden here. The doorway is well concealed.” As it should be for a secret passageway used only by the King. “But we must move quickly.”

      I went to pass him, more than eager to finish this.

      “My Lady, wait!” Goran whisper-shouted.

      He didn’t need to, I could barely hear a thing over the eager cries of the Smiðr and Dómr still out of sight. Shouts of encouragement and demands for blood. “Now!” they cried.” Cleanse us!” they begged. “Justice! Justice! Justice!” It was shocking and frightening and made my heart rate skyrocket.

      “What is it?” I growled, almost feral.

      Goran did not back down. “The Fīfrildi are not all here yet. There are some, but not enough. We must wait.”

      “Can he wait?” I asked. “Will he?” Two different ‘he’s’ in that sentence, but Goran understood my fears. He felt them, too.

      He slowly shook his head, a look in his eyes that truly frightened me. What had he seen that scared him so?

      Aliath.

      I sucked in a breath of air and looked at my companions. I was asking much of them, and was one life worth more than another?

      “We’re with you, my Lady,” Marik said.

      “To the end,” Sora added.

      Goran made a sound of disquiet, but reached up and pulled his Bogifree, nocking an arrow. “On your word, my Lady.”

      I listened to the jeers and shouts, the chaos in words that tumbled from the frothing mouths of the fairies who once swore their allegiance to Aliath. I licked my lips and tasted the spell on the air for the first time since I’d suspected Isoleth’s plan. Subtle it had once been, but no more.

      This was her last chance. She knew it. She’d done what she could to even the odds, taken out the castle and Aliath’s personal guards, amped up her magic over the masses.

      I rolled my head on my shoulders and stretched my back, a familiar pain erupting down my spine.

      Golden light spilt out around me as I stepped out from cover and walked with purpose toward the mad crowd.

      “Make way for the Champion of Dökkálfa!” Goran boomed, his words, though, lost to the greater shouting crowd, only affecting those closest to us.

      But it was enough to start parting the waves of fairy madness.

      My magic spilt out before me, washing the fairies with golden Light, freeing them, albeit not completely, from Isoleth’s Dark touch. Some stumbled to their knees, others shied away in shock. Some, still, spat at me, hurled stones at me, called me an Umskipti and a Skilja.

      I lifted my chin, stepped forward with purpose, my eyes blazing, my Light blinding.

      Up on the scaffold, Prince Lorec of Dökkálfa held a sword raised above his head, his eyes the eyes of a monster. Below him, stretched out on the scaffold, neck precisely placed where the sword could do most damage, lay Aliath, King of Dökkálfa.

      The doors to the courtyard burst open and Fīfrildi rushed through en masse. Chaos erupted. Magic flared. Blood splashed.

      Lorec raised his head, stared at the interruption with a small frown marring his regal features, and then moved his attention back toward his treasure; his gaze momentarily crossing mine.

      He stilled.

      I stilled.

      And Isoleth’s magic swelled.
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      My throat felt tight, my tongue too big for my mouth. I tasted acid and burnt peaches and foul things. For a moment, I couldn’t understand what I was feeling, why my head felt so heavy and my chest so compressed as if a giant sat upon it. I tried to shake my head; to cleanse it of the fog that had taken up residence there. But my head would not move and my throat became more constricted; so much so, I could barely breathe.

      I stopped my struggles, attempting instead to lift a hand to my face. It was then I registered the magical cuff about my wrist. No, wrists. Both my wrists were banded and locked in place at the base of my spine. I was trussed up and as vision began to return, I recognised where I had been placed.

      Face down on the scaffold; my head, literally, on the chopping block.

      Oh, Goddess. I tried to think, although it was evident to me that I did not have much time to think and that I really needed to act. But my body was aching, bruised all over as if I’d been pummelled by a battalion of Hyrða, the flat of their swords used to whack me in every conceivable place.

      I sucked in a desperate breath of air that hurt, my ribs creaking.

      Castle, I called inside my head, what is happening?

      The castle, Dökkálfa, remained silent.

      I licked my lips, about the only thing I could do right then, feeling the cracked dryness of them, and then the blood that started trickling again. I tasted something on that blood, something I recognised with horror. Burnt peaches; Isoleth’s magic. The magic of Ljósálfar.

      In my Court. In my courtyard.

      I heard them then. My fairies. Yelling and shouting and crying out for blood. My blood. They were urging someone on. The traitor. Ah, my frazzled brain told me, this is the moment. It has come.

      I looked around, searching with the roll of my eyes all that was available for me to see. I noted the scaffold I’d had erected in the courtyard for Dagar beneath me, the chopping block which should have held his neck and not mine, and the shining boots of the executioner which may or may not have been the former Herra himself.

      I stared at my startled reflection in the shine of his riding boots. Fine leather, expertly made, better quality than a Hyrða would wear, but not better quality than a Hár Lord’s. I twisted my battered body enough to change the angle of view. My eyes skipped over the red and blue faces of the hungry crowd closest to the scaffold and moved up the black trouser leg of my executioner.

      My gaze paused on his belt buckle, one I was intimately familiar with, having commissioned its manufacture from a fine craftsman among the Fīfrildi. A birthday gift to my cousin.

      I did not need to twist my body further to know who my executioner was, who the traitor was; the agent of Ljósálfar. But I did anyway; a morbid sense of fascination, or the macabre. My eyes alighted on Lorec’s face, a face that seemed more twisted than my aching body right then. The green of his eyes was blazing, his lips were pressed in a thin line, his cheeks flushed, the points of his reddened with heightened emotions.

      He saw me looking up at him and scowled down, gripping the sword he held in two hands more tightly. The silver of the blade glinted in the afternoon light in the courtyard called to me as silver calls to all who are worthy of its magic. And such a magic it is, for silver judges. Lorec may well be the wielder of my death, but the silver of his blade had already condemned me to such.

      The shouts grew more urgent from the crowd; their words lost to me in the strangely elastic moment shared between my cousin and my myself. Our eyes were locked in a battle, but I lacked access to my magic in order to be able to combat his. His glaze forced my head back down, my neck back into position. But he had failed to silence me.

      “Why?” I asked. “Why Ljósálfar? Why Isoleth and not me?”

      “She pays better,” he snarled. And his voice did not sound like Lorec’s. The words, however, I could picture my cousin using on occasion.

      I struggled then. Fear seeping into my frame and making my movements more urgent, more frantic. The shouts in the crowd grew more urgent too. I heard, surprisingly, Lorec’s sharp intake of air. And then, despite my desperate measures to escape and my turbulent thoughts of a life unfulfilled flashing before my mind’s eyes, I heard the swish of the blade.

      I almost closed my eyes, then, but although Lorec had denied me the honour of facing my nemesis, I would die with what little was left me. It was because of that, that I saw the golden Light as it spilt across the scaffold before me, touching Lorec’s boots, and then slowly climbing up his trouser leg.

      I licked my lips again. How could I not? I knew that Light. I desperately wanted one more taste of it. But Kara’s magic was not only full of the courage I adored, it was laced with a rage that stilled the heartbeat and froze all thought. A rage as old as time itself, or as old as Faerie.

      The Old Gods were said to be mighty and present. Once, they walked this land and blessed it with their magic. Nut’s creation, yes, but a gift to her siblings; a playground to practice their craft and perfect it in. Some did and left. Others continued to practice until their magic was damn near depleted; their drained heavenly bodies sinking into the soil of Álfeimr and feeding the roots of the world that claimed them.

      When all the Old Gods had paid the price of admission, Nut closed the gates on the playground she had created and left it for millennia to recover. In the time the sandbox was covered, it changed. The magic grew a sentience of its own, the world became living.

      Nut did not stop creating, however, and in that time creatures were born, and some were desperate for housing. The first fairies to walk the land that had long been forgotten by the Old Gods, and neglected by Nut, discovered a treasure trove of magical residue. They soaked it up. Some became Light, some became Dark. Some became twisted by the dead — or sleeping — Old Gods.

      Much of what the Old Gods paid had been claimed in the millennia fairies had called this land their own. But occasionally, a pocket of undiscovered magic was found, blossoming from the ground it slept within, and emerging into the light and into whoever had found it.

      Had Isoleth found such a pocket and used it in her creations? Or had one of her creations found an Old God’s resting place and somehow siphoned the magic in a desperate effort to survive her torment, in what must have been to the human a living hell. It was a reflection of her courage, her determination, her will to survive that Kara of Earth became more magical than any fairy who had lived in Álfeimr for thousands of years.

      It is said Faerie chooses its wardens. I believe the Old Gods who gave the last of their magic in an effort to best their siblings in what should have been a playful, carefree place chose Kara. Or, at least, one did. One undiscovered by many who decided — contrarily maybe — to pour his or her magic into one being who wholeheartedly deserved it.

      Álfeimr gives and it takes. It gave Kara wings and stole her humanity.

      Whether the story of the Old God’s sacrifice to Faerie is true or not, in that second of being washed in Kara’s golden Light, I knew an Old God walked among us. I tasted the power. I scented the magic. It was neither of Dökkálfa nor Ljósálfar. And yet, it was all of us combined.

      “Minn elska,” I whispered, my words swept away on the fury of her magnificent righteousness. “Come back to me.”

      My bindings melted. The cuffs at my wrists broke away. I staggered upright, golden Light almost blinding me. Lorec stood still, the sword hung suspended in the air above where my neck had just lain, his white-knuckled hands fisting it, his face twisted in impotent rage.

      Kara, my sweet, sweet Kara, stood a mere foot away, ablaze with golden fire, her wings spread across the entire width of the courtyard, blinding the fairies who stood motionless beneath her, and not because of the awesome spectacle that was transpiring.

      “Kara,” I said, my voice stronger the longer the magical cuffs were off me. “Minn elska.”

      She turned her head so very slowly to look at me, green blazing in her eyes so brightly, I almost had to shield my face. I felt the heat of her magic on my cheeks, I felt them reddening. A sun going supernova.

      “Minn elska,” I repeated, reaching out a hand to her, feeling as though the skin on my fingertips was blistering.

      She blinked, and then the golden Light dimmed, and then she reached for me.

      I have never, in my long and twisted life, ever felt the enormity of a moment as I did right then. The relief mixed with overwhelming pride and swamped in love and attraction and an arousal that given our current predicament was completely uninvited.

      She chose me over vengeance. She chose me over power. For how long, I did not know. But my heart swelled and my body expanded with the knowledge that Kara had chosen me.

      In that brief but poignant moment, Isoleth struck.

      She could not have struck before. No one could have combatted an Old God’s magic. But although Kara still wore wings of golden gossamer feathers, that unspeakable magic had dimmed enough to just be fairy magic. And Isoleth is a powerful fairy.

      Perhaps in a move that spoke more of her fear of Kara than any strategic planning, the Queen of Ljósálfar did not strike at Kara or myself. She did not even strike at Dökkálfa. She struck Lorec. And for a moment, I thought it was punishment for his failure, and then I realised it was far worse.

      Isoleth took her agent from on top of that scaffold and carried him away to who knew where and to who knew what punishment. For punishment, he would receive. She wasn’t called the Mad Queen for nothing.

      The moment Lorec disappeared through a portal that should not have been possible within the walls of the castle, but somehow was, the charm that had been tethered by his presence in our land shattered. And with it the poison-charm I’d been suffering under, and the foul stench that had warped my Court so. . .successfully.

      I stood blinking in the bright sunlight as my fairies woke up from a nightmare designed by the Queen Bitch of Hel. My hand firmly in Kara’s, my heart still beating too frantically, my eyes soaking up the woman before me whose wings, even now, were disappearing and going wherever they go when the Old God’s magic sleeps again.

      It was that tableau that the Dökkálfa woke to. The castle rumbled in a warning for the first time in what felt like centuries, but was only perhaps an hour or so given the position of the sun. But the rumble was ignored by the Smiðr and Dómr. As was the faint outline of Kara’s wings and the still beautiful scent of her magic lingering, however briefly, on the air.

      “She means to kill the King!” a fairy shouted.

      “No, she helped him!”

      “An Umskipti would not help our King!”

      “She is Skilja!”

      “Fifty-fifty,” Kara said with a sad, knowing smile. “It’s better than it has been.”

      “But not good enough odds,” I murmured.

      She heard me. Kara hears and sees all of me. And I see all of her, as well.

      Dear Goddess, I loved her. I wished to only hold her. Love her. Escape with her. Keep her safe and worship her until the end of my days. Why had Nut put this precious treasure before me and denied me a taste that lasted longer than a day?

      Why did the Old Gods play such dreadful games with our lives?

      I look out across the courtyard, my eyes connecting with Goran who was organising the Hyrða into some form of order. Beside him stood his mate, the Fīfrildi who had been cast out, but was now surrounded by her kin as if she had never fallen from such grace.

      Sora met my eyes and curtsied, and then she nodded her head in quiet understanding, turning to the closest Fīfrildi, and gesturing in quick, urgent movements while she issued her own form of orders. In moments, the scaffold was surrounded by Hyrða, ostensibly to protect their King from the growing disquiet in the mob, but also, I should think, offering what protection they could for Kara.

      Their unspoken Queen. Champion of Dökkálfa.

      The Hyrða knew. The Fīfrildi knew. But the rest of my Court was still blinded.

      I glanced at my love.

      “I wish. . .” I started.

      She reached up and placed a delicate finger on my lips.

      “Your Court needs you, Your Majesty,” she said.

      “Kara.” No! Please, Goddess, for once let me have what I want. For once, let me win a battle truly worth winning.

      “Have heart, my King,” Kara said as the Fīfrildi surrounded her en masse. “There is time yet for all things.”

      I watched in stunned heartache as she melted into the crowd of yellow fairies, almost hidden from sight, but definitely protected. And then I turned to my Court, who were still in disarray and needed some guidance. My guidance.

      Dear Goddess, how do I guide such blind creatures?

      Not all of them are blind, my King, the castle whispered to me. There is hope.

      There is hope.

      There is hope.

      I nodded my head, and lifted my arms, gaining the attention of my fairies.

      There is hope.

      And much work to do before I sleep.
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      Selena Carstairs has been raised an Elite. She lives the life of privileged luxury, never wanting for anything. But her world is not what it seems... The island of Wánměi has a strict set of rules. Be a model Citizen and all will be rewarded. Disobey the law and the consequences are dire. For Selena, the urge to defy is in her blood. Out of boredom? Or something else?

      
        
        The Citizen Saga is a Totalitarian Dystopia set in a mildly futuristic world, with hints of Cyberpunk, Romantic Suspense and heart palpitating adventure.

        

        In a world where rules define model behaviour, and stepping outside the parameters set has drastic consequences, one woman inadvertently starts a war.

        

        Have you been a model Citizen today? Citizen versus Elite. The battle has begun.

        

      

      
        
        This series is complete and includes the following titles:

        

      

      
        	Elite

        	Cardinal

        	Citizen

        	Masked

        	Wiped

      

      
        
        Download Your Copy Here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            He’s The Heir To The Fire Throne. She’s The Human He Didn’t See Coming!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Sweet Seduction Sacrifice]
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      Auckland at the end of the nineteenth century is not for the faint of heart. Fighting to make a place for herself in a male-dominated society, Dr Anna Cassidy has learned to be fearless. But when a killer starts stalking her fellow Suffragettes, Anna’s fears grow exponentially.
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