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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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            Description

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To survive, she must become one of them

        To thrive, she must become the best
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Games are afoot in the High Court Realm of Dökkálfa. The type of games a girl from Earth can get soundly beaten playing. Fairies, though, don't play fair at all, it seems.

      

        

      
        But Kara Middleton, former human, now something else entirely not even the Dark Fey are in agreement about, has learned a thing or two since she was stolen from her world and brought to Faerie.

      

        

      
        1.	Ask no questions.

      

        

      
        2.	Tell no lies.

      

        

      
        3.	Give no thanks.

      

        

      
        4.	Never trust a fairy.

      

        

      
        Rules to live by. Rules Dökkálfa's Champion has taken to heart. Rules that allow her to live amongst, and stand up to, the power-hungry magic-wielding fairies of Dökkálfa.

      

        

      
        Just as well, because Kara is going to need some rules in the games the Upper Court are playing.  And Dökkálfa is going to need Kara.

      

        

      
        Because the Ljósálfar are coming and they play by nobody's rules, not even their own.
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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 aristocrats.

        	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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      The only warning I got was the rumbling of the castle. The stone floor beneath my feet undulated and shuddered. Dust, disturbed from its millennia-long resting place in the rafters, rained down on the shoulders of my cloak. I didn't bother to remove it. I let Dökkálfa's magic wash over me.

      It spoke of sadness and missed opportunities. It lamented lost love and destiny forsaken. It reminded me of obligations and the responsibility of ruling.

      My heart ached when the magic waned.

      I took a slow breath of air in through dust-clogged lungs and forced calmness into my being. It was easier than it should have been, considering that warning. But I had long ago learned to school my features, to control my emotions, lest they give me away to the wrong fairy.

      And there had been a few too many wrong fairies of late.

      My Court was not whole, but I feared it had never truly been whole. Queen Sofiq, my Aunt and the former Queen of the Dark Fey, had caused too much pain for there to be wholeness within our people. Add in the thousand-year imprisonment of Dökkálfa by the Ljósálfar, our Light Cousins, and was it any wonder the Dark Fey were shadows of their former selves?

      We had power. We had the land. The castle. Dökkálfa is the castle and the castle is Dökkálfa. But we were not whole.

      There was a rift amongst my fairies, a gaping chasm that yawned wide inside our psyche. A gash as painful as any wound; bleeding us dry. Whether Sofiq had caused it, or Isoleth, the Light Fey Queen, or ourselves with our petty squabbles and power-hungry desires, I did not know.

      I only knew I felt Dökkálfa's agony as if it were my own.

      The King is Dökkálfa and Dökkálfa is the King.

      I ached.

      But I also ached for more reasons than one.

      I wound my way through the secret tunnels, prepared now for what awaited. Perhaps, not exactly what awaited, but aware now that something upsetting did. The castle did not communicate needlessly. It was efficient in its interactions with those it deemed worthy. It took much for the castle to grumble. The fact it had been grumbling a lot over the past few months meant little in the scheme of things.

      The last few months had been Hel on Álfeimr.

      I was a new King, and new Kings either brought stability or they brought strife. It was debatable which way my tenure would go. There had certainly been strife in the months since I had donned the crown.

      But could I bring stability? Would my Court allow it?

      Would I?

      I still smarted over the betrayal of my closest guards. The Hyrða served the King first and Dökkálfa after. But we are all Dark Fairies here; Dökkálfa is in our blood. Worse still, my cousin coveted the crown. He had made a play for it, in fact. A failed play, but oh, how he had acted.

      My head on the chopping block and little I could do about it.

      If it were not for Dökkálfa's Champion, Prince Lorec might have succeeded. Isoleth's pawn, might even now, be the one sitting on the Dark Fey throne.

      But he wasn't and I was, and Dökkálfa's Champion, no longer required, had disappeared into the ether, just as Kara had disappeared into the embrace of the Fīfrildi who adored her.

      I saw her on occasion. In the courtyard, on the mezzanine floor of the throne room; surrounded by the servant caste, watched over by the warrior caste. She walked the halls of the castle as much its Queen as I was its King. But she was only a partially recognised monarch.

      Kara. Minn elska. My fated mate. And a Skilja fairy. More fairy than human, more Dark Fey than Light.

      More Dark Fey than the Dark Fey, I thought.

      Álfeimr could give and it could take. It had given Kara magic long thought lost to us and taken her humanity in exchange. I could not be the only fairy to see the magic of the Old Gods in my mate.

      But maybe that was why half my Court feared her.

      That, and the fact that she became what she is because of Ljósálfar interference. A misnomer, of course. It had been torture, not merely interference. Brutal and unending torture. And yet, here we were, Kara with transparent wings of gossamer feathers and golden Light drawn from the depths of Álfeimr.

      Which Old God chose her? Which Old God, slumbering beneath the floor of the Ljósálfar castle, woke to Kara's screams and courage in the face of such horrific torture?

      Which Old God defied Isoleth?

      I would have liked to know, but Álfeimr was good at keeping its secrets.

      The castle rumbled beneath my booted feet.

      And, clearly, I had more pressing matters to be concerned with.

      "Will you tell me what awaits?" I asked the walls and floor and ceiling.

      The castle did not speak. It only warned through its particular magic that heartache and responsibility awaited.

      I sighed and took a moment to dust off my cloak in the passageway, and then I exited the tunnels and entered my office. The smell of honeysuckle filled the air. Summer was waning, but Jarviq had a knack for finding flowers out of season. And my aide knew how much I liked the fragrance.

      Knew how much Kara smelled of honeysuckle, too, I was sure.

      I unclasped my cloak and hung it on the stand in the corner, and then made my way to my desk. Fairies were waiting in the outer chamber; I could feel them. Jarviq was running interference for me, delaying them while I checked my messages and made myself presentable.

      If only my absence from my office had been for more pleasurable reasons.

      But sometimes I needed to meet with the Herra of the Hár Lords in his domain. The shadows could be tricky like that.

      I cleared my desk; nothing on it was overly pressing. Outside my office door, however, there was an eagerness and determination that spoke of more pressing things.

      The castle had offered its warning. I had acknowledged its efforts. There was nothing left for me to do but face whatever awaited with decorum.

      I checked my person, made sure no sensitive missives were on display on my desk, and then sent out a tendril of power to advise Jarviq that I was ready to receive my guests.

      Four fairies entered my office behind Jarviq. From the look on my aide's face, they had been difficult to waylay. But he had performed admirably, so I offered a slight nod of my head in thanks. Non-verbal signs of thankfulness being the only way I could thank my aide.

      "Your Majesty," Jarviq intoned. "Lords Harmir, Boleth, Martik, and Sondec."

      A Council of Four. And what a four! The most politically powerful Smiðr Fairies in my Court. Aristocrats all, and not one of them would have thought to team up with the other before today, I was sure.

      Now, what could bring them all here as one?

      I stared each fairy in the eye and said nothing.

      "Your Majesty," Boleth greeted in his baritone, a suitable bow accompanying the greeting.

      The others followed suit, but it was clear Lord Boleth had been appointed their spokesfairy.

      "My Lords," I murmured and leaned back in my chair and waited.

      Petitions to the King were to be addressed during Court Sessions in the throne room. Not privately. Ours was not a democratic society, but it was an open one in many ways. Grievances were entertainment, and therefore the right of the masses to bear witness. The process of ruling on behalf of the petitioners was considered as much a part of our day-to-day society as emotion-sipping.

      Half of a Dark fairy's sustenance came from attending Court Sessions and feeding off the emotions of those petitioning the King.

      And yet, here we were.

      "I find it best, my Lords," I said levelly when too long a time had passed and no one had spoken, "to not waste the time of the King."

      The four fairies shared a look between them. Lord Boleth stepped forward proving his appointment as spokesfairy.

      "Your Majesty," he started, "we are pleased to see you hale and hearty. Recent tribulations have not had an adverse effect, it seems."

      He was treading very close to insolence, addressing his King in such a familiar fashion. I crossed my arms over my chest and narrowed my eyes at him.

      Boleth swallowed thickly.

      "We come before you," he said, sparing a look for his fellow fairies as if to seek their encouragement or support before pressing forward, "to address a matter of great import to your Court. One that we, the Smiðr as a whole, and your most trusted and valued fairies, believe should be addressed privately before it is announced before the Court as a whole."

      I hardly thought of the Smiðr — the haughty and lazy aristocrats of my Court — as being my most trusted fairies. At one time, that role had belonged to the Hyrða. But now, after betrayals and one-too-many traitorous acts performed recently, it belonged to a singular fairy. A Skilja fairy, the sole occupant of her caste.

      I did trust others to a degree. Goran and Dagar. Perhaps the odd Fīfrildi. But not in the way it really counted. Not with my heart and the well-being of my soul.

      But Kara was just one fairy, and before me stood four powerful Smiðr. It would behove me, I thought, to at the very least hear them out.

      "Go on," I murmured.

      Boleth licked his lips.

      I did not gain pleasure out of making my fairies feel uncomfortable around me. But I would be lying if I did not admit to a sense of justified satisfaction at some of them having to work for my approval.

      My Court had not been an easy lot of late.

      "These times are straining, Your Majesty," Boleth said. "For all of us. We wish only for stability and the longevity of your Court."

      It was interesting that he was thinking of stability when I had so recently thought of it myself. I said nothing and let the fairy blather on.

      "The Smiðr as a whole, of whom we four represent equally, have your best interests at heart. You are our King and have proven your worth; fighting and beating the Light Fey poison-charm."

      The four fairies nodded their heads as one.

      "A most impressive display of your strength of character, Your Majesty," Boleth added. "One the Court was most pleased to witness."

      The Court had been under the poison-charm as well to some degree. I was fairly certain they did not remember much of that time. Word had circulated of Lorec's involvement in the Ljósálfar plot, of course. But Lorec was not here to take the blame, and the Umskipti — for that was what they still called Kara — was. The fact that the Fīfrildi were protecting her, and the Fīfrildi themselves had been proven complicit in some of the less egregious upset to the castle, lent weight to their misgivings.

      Many still believed Kara was Isoleth's pawn, and therefore as much to blame for what had happened to their King and the Court.

      I had been unable to dissuade them of this notion without alienating them entirely again. For now, they were with me.

      But for how long?

      "We believe now is the time to solidify your standing," Boleth continued, "to prove — again it must be said, but one can never prove themselves enough in my opinion — that Dökkálfa comes first."

      "Dökkálfa always comes first," I growled, challenging them to deny my loyalty to the realm.

      "Of course, Your Majesty," Boleth rushed to assure me. "Only..." He glanced at his comrades again. They nodded their heads for him to continue. Simmering, smarmy little worms. "Your Court is a demanding one, we fear. And it demands much of its King. No more than a King should be expected to give. But in this matter, like all matters brought before the King, it is a worthy demand they give."

      I stared at the four red-skinned fairies before me. They held their breaths as if I might smite them where they stood. So far as I could tell, no demand had yet been made.

      But I felt the weight of it. The castle rumbled in agreement beneath my desk.

      "Go on," I said, feigning patience and calmness I did not feel.

      "Well, Your Majesty," Boleth said, straightening up to his full height. "It is time for you to produce an heir."
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      She skipped as she left her quarters. Quarters that belonged to Sora and her mate. Quarters that, not so long ago, would have been withheld from a mixed-caste mating such as theirs.

      It still was not an open mating. They did not flaunt their mate-bond before the upper castes. How could they? The Smiðr and Dómr would never agree to such an unequal mating. But the Fīfrildi and the Hyrða had come a long way.

      There was even the odd mixed-caste pairing forming, now that the servant caste and the warrior caste had agreed to back Sora's Lady together. Sora knew she had a lot to thank her Lady for, but it was still early days.

      Goran and Sora's quarters were deep within the Fīfrildi part of the castle, where no Smiðr or Dómr of good standing would ever be caught seen. Occasionally, they might traverse the Hyrða barracks and the part of the castle that was given over to the warriors' off-duty living, so even though Goran was a battalion leader, it was thought wiser — safer — to house them with the Fīfrildi.

      Despite that, Sora could not help but feel happy that she was once again living in the castle, performing her duties to Dökkálfa and her Queen, even if the odd Fīfrildi still let out a squeak of alarm when Goran walked down the corridor toward them.

      Goran, her mate. Oh, how she loved to think that, to say that aloud sometimes in casual conversation. To share with her kin the love she felt for her fairy husband. To hide the worry she also felt deep down inside from them.

      It had been easy for Goran to accept the location of their accommodations as he had no urgent need to be close to the barracks. Hár Lord he may be, but he was an unannounced one. Battalion leader he may be, but his battalion was still missing.

      Goran had a hole in his heart which only his mate could see.

      Sora trusted her Lady, though. Trusted that Lady Kara would achieve everything that she set out to achieve. Her Lady despised the caste system that had kept Dökkálfa functioning for so many centuries. She denounced inequality. She stood for the little people, so she said.

      Sora was fairly certain that she was 'little people'. But that suited Sora just fine. She was a Fīfrildi and always would be. Her need to care for others, to see to their needs, to ensure their warmth and comfort was bred into her. Part of her being.

      Even if all Dark Fey became equal, she would still want to clean and tend to clothing and work tirelessly toward a well-maintained household. It was honest work. Good work. Satisfying work. In truth, she pitied the Smiðr and Dómr in Lady Kara's new society.

      What goals did they have? What work did they do? Where was their satisfaction derived from? Where was their self-worth?

      No, despite her mate's recent appointment to the Hár Lords, Sora could not help feeling relieved it was a secret one. One that allowed Goran to remain a Hyrða externally. Unless he revealed the King's Seal, Goran looked like the strong, handsome, capable battalion leader he had always been.

      A battalion leader without a battalion.

      They never spoke of it. Not because Goran kept secrets, or was unable to express himself and his emotions to his mate. But because they both suspected the same thing and talking about it would only cause Goran more heartache.

      And Sora would do anything in her power to avoid causing pain to her mate.

      But his missing battalion had been missing for weeks. And there was only one place they had not looked for it.

      Ljósálfar.

      And there was no way Sora wanted her mate to cross the border.

      Isoleth and her monsters were free. Prince Lorec was with his new Queen. And Goran's battalion, for whatever reason, was missing and Sora feared what that could mean.

      For now, she had decided to enjoy their new mate-bond, and being back in the castle with her kin and caste, and working to keep the King's fated mate comfortable and well cared for.

      Honestly, what else could a Fīfrildi want?

      She skipped into the laundry. Marik had asked her to fetch new linens for their Lady's bed. A bed that had not, as far as Sora was aware, been visited by the King.

      How could he stay away? Even in their darkest days, cast out of the castle and their castes, Sora and Goran had found a way to be together. Moments snatched out of time, in less than ideal situations, but they had savoured them. Cherished them.

      Sora would live like that again before giving up her mate to live in splendour.

      She was fairly certain that her Lady would do the same for Aliath. But her Lady was also much more in tune with Dökkálfa. Sora, a lowly Fīfrildi, did not speak to the castle. Lady Kara did, and what the walls told her, kept her from pursuing her mate as Sora was sure the Lady could well achieve.

      The castle rumbled beneath Sora's soft-slippered soles, then, as if it heard her thoughts and agreed. But that was silly. Sora didn't converse with the castle.

      Sora was a Fīfrildi.

      Humming to herself, she wound her way past enormous vats of steaming water, huge clanking machinery, and presses the size of a large family dining table. Yellow-skinned fairies toiled merrily, sharing stories of their kin's antics, or the latest crush they had on a Hyrða.

      It made Sora blush to hear some of the stories.

      She finally made it to the oversized closet that housed the linens for royalty. Only recently had she been allowed to enter the room in order to fetch bed linen for her Lady. Only recently had the Fīfrildi as a whole accepted Lady Kara as their Queen.

      She hadn't fully mated with Aliath, yet, of course. If she had, she would already be Queen. But everyone knew — every Fīfrildi knew, in any case — that they were fated mates. Destined to be together eventually, but their paths difficult to walk and requiring many heroic feats to successfully reach their destination.

      It was like a tale of old. The princess locked in a tower, the prince battling Light Fey monsters to reach her and free her, taking her home on his noble steed to present most proudly before his Court.

      In those stories, the Court had always fallen in love with the princess as soon as they'd seen her; as soon as they'd seen how happy she made their prince.

      Would that it could be so for Lady Kara.

      Sora ran her eye over the different colours of stacked linens in the room, trying to decide what would most please her Lady. Pink today? Or purple? Purple was for royalty. Lady Kara dressed in the deepest, darkest of purples. But a princess should sleep on lighter colours. Uplifting colours.

      Daylight was for ruling, for majesty. Nighttime was for whimsy.

      Sora chose the pink.

      Lying the sheets out on the table, placed there for just such a thing, Sora inspected the linen, ensuring it was of sufficient quality. She wasn't sure when exactly she noticed the little fairy, but at some stage during her careful perusal of the linen, she became aware of the tiny creature curled in a ball beneath a stack of linen in various shades of green.

      The Fīfrildi was shaking.

      Sora hummed a sound between her teeth in an attempt to soothe both the shaking Fīfrildi and Sora's own disquiet at having been startled by the fairy's presence in the royal linen room; a place where no fairy, other than those who tended the King, his extended royal family, and their Queen-who-had-yet-to-be-named-Queen, was meant to be.

      Sora did not recognise the Fīfrildi. She was not part of the royal servants in the castle, and yet she had sought sanctuary among the royal linens.

      "I will not tell a soul you were here," Sora said softly, thinking that might be why the Fīfrildi was shaking.

      The fairy let out a little sob.

      "I can fetch a nurse," Sora whispered. "Perhaps a friend."

      The Fīfrildi started crying.

      Sora's heart broke, for she tasted the fairy's agony on the air, her fear and shame, her heartache and repulsion all mixed up with her tears.

      It was the latter that gave Sora confidence enough to crouch down and face the fairy.

      Something had happened, and it tasted of bitterness and agony and guilt and heartache.

      "Hush, little one," Sora said, crawling into the small space the fairy was using as a hiding place. She curled herself around the trembling Fīfrildi and held her, petting her long silver hair, and noting, alarmingly, the break in her wing.

      "I will ask a question," Sora said. "You may claim a boon from me in return. It is the way of the Dark Dance of Canon."

      The Fīfrildi sniffed and then slowly nodded her head.

      "What happened to cause you such pain?"

      The little fairy said nothing.

      Sora tried to think of a way to get the shaking and trembling Fīfrildi to open up to her. What would her Lady do? Lady Kara was never afraid to aid another who needed it. She would throw caution to the wind and ask question after question. Sometimes it made Sora so ill to witness her Lady brazenly flout the Dark Dance so.

      But it never failed to reach whichever fairy her Lady was trying to help.

      "Do you know who I am?" Sora asked; the words at first stilted.

      The Fīfrildi glanced at Sora's face.

      "Yes," she whispered.

      "I am Sora. Mated to Goran of the Hyrða, Commander of Third Battalion. First Maid to my Lady Kara, under Marik, Head of my Lady's Household."

      "You are all of those things," the Fīfrildi agreed.

      "I am and more. Will you trust your secret to me?"

      "You ask too many questions."

      "I ask only as much as is needed. Will you trust Lady Kara's First Maid to keep your secret?"

      The Fīfrildi stared at her small hands, fingers trembling, tears spilling onto the downy skin.

      "Who did this to you?" Sora looked at the Fīfrildi's broken wing.

      "My master," she whispered, and then jerked at the sound of machinery clanking.

      "Your master is a Smiðr?"

      "Dómr. "

      "And he did this to your wing?"

      The fairy nodded.

      "Why?" There was no good reason for why a fairy would harm another, especially a subservient Fīfrildi. But Sora had to ask. She needed to know. Anger brewed within her; it threatened to overflow.

      The Fīfrildi had not gone to the infirmary for a reason. Sora feared that reason but drew on her Lady's show of courage in the past for her own.

      "Promise me," the fairy said, "you will tell no other." Not a question, but a demand.

      There was hope.

      "I promise to not share your secret, but know this, little one, my Lady would offer protection. She would offer to fight your battles for you if you wish it so."

      "You do not know that. She is your Lady, not mine."

      "She is Lady Kara of Dökkálfa."

      "Of Dökkálfa?"

      Sora licked her lips, but this fairy, of all fairies right then, needed to know.

      "My Lady Kara is Dökkálfa's Champion. She is your Champion, also."

      The Fīfrildi stared at her. Her tears no longer falling, but fear still shining in her leafy-green eyes. Fear and a little hope.

      "I defied my master," she said. "I refused an order."

      Sora held her gaze. A gaze that was almost challenging. For all Fīfrildi knew, refusing an order from one's master was a punishable offence.

      Still, Sora asked, "What was the order?"

      The Fīfrildi shuddered. Fresh tears fell anew.

      "To share his bed," she said so quietly Sora had to strain to hear the words.

      Anger swelled. But it only made the little fairy whimper. Sora tamped down on her rage and brushed a hand down the Fīfrildi's arm to soothe her.

      For a heart-wrenching moment, she had nothing of comfort to say.

      "Will it always be this way?" the little fairy asked.

      And Sora suddenly knew what to say.

      "No," she said with conviction. "It will not. I have faith in my Lady, faith in Dökkálfa. We must stay strong. We must find our courage to speak up. To speak out. And with the help of the Old Gods, we will prevail."
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Kara

        

      

    

    
      I hadn't come here before. I hadn't been granted entrance. It was the domain of the Dómrs, and occasionally the Smiðrs. But today, I had a Hyrða guard with me for protection, and so the courtiers and aristocrats pretended I didn't exist, lest my guard cause them some horrible grievance.

      The castle's library was vast and … well, beautiful. There was no other word to describe the arched ceilings and the detailed fretwork, or the soft lighting streaming in through the stained-glass windows and supplemented by the pretty sconces on the wall that were magically covered to protect the tomes stored on the many, many bookshelves surrounding them. The shelves, themselves, were as high as the ceiling, contoured to fit into the curved arches branching out from the stone walls at regular intervals.

      It was a peaceful place, which was to be expected of any library, but there was more to it than that. It oozed peace, as though the space was sacred and conflict was not allowed within its hallowed walls.

      The scents were inviting, as well. Leather and beeswax, oils and some unrecognisable herb. Magic coated everything. But it was an earthy magic, a magic of creation and birth, knowledge and wisdom.

      The castle was proud of this space. It had long wanted to show me the library. It had spoken of it with a type of open happiness I rarely heard in the castle's words.

      This place was special. And, I thought, a refuge to those Dark Fey who needed a break from the constant strain the Dark Dance of Canon put them under. I thought maybe the Book of Lore Dökkálfa had shown me was housed here somewhere. In a room that was only revealed when it needed to be revealed. Magicked away from everyday eyes.

      I hadn't had to come here to read it, of course. The castle had brought it to me. But underneath the beauty and welcoming scents of the Dökkálfa castle's library, there was a thrum of magic so strong, so intricate that I had no doubt the library hid many things.

      Hopefully, what I was looking for was not hidden by the library. I doubted I could combat the type of magic I felt lurking behind the beauty.

      What I was looking for should have been easy to see, because there was no way Lorec had access to that magic any more than I had access to it. Perhaps even less likely that the former Dökkálfa Prince had been able to peel back the layers and peek beneath the library.

      His trail of breadcrumbs had led me here, though. A trail that I was still fairly certain he had not realised he was leaving. But why did he come here at all?

      The answer to that worried me.

      I told myself, though, that he might have been Dark Fey royalty, but I am Dökkálfa's Champion. And I was pretty sure it was that that let me feel the library's exquisite magic. I hoped so anyway, because if Lorec came here to uncover Dökkálfa's secrets to use against Aliath when he tried to take his throne, then we might be in a great deal of trouble.

      Anything Lorec knew, Isoleth would now know, as well.

      I shuddered at that thought, even though I had little sympathy left for Lorec. He had betrayed not only his realm but his cousin. Fairy familial relationships were not as sacrosanct as they were for humans. Not that all humans thought the way I did. But on the whole, humanity believed in family, whereas fairies believed in power. Might. Maybe mate-bonds, but not all fairies experienced those.

      So, perhaps to Lorec, his familial bond to his cousin had meant nothing at all. He had certainly acted that way, and now he was paying the price.

      I had bad memories of my time in Ljósálfar. 'Bad' was a poor descriptor for what I actually felt when I thought of my treatment at Isoleth's hands in her Court. But if I used small words inside my head to describe the big feelings I had, it made it easier to think back on that period.

      Mostly, the memories were flashes of images with the occasional associated scent or sound or taste or touch. Touch being the worst. They say scent or sound is what can trigger a memory, but for the type of flashbacks I have, touch was the one I dreaded the most.

      It was better if I didn't think about it, but searching for clues as to what Lorec was up to before he betrayed his realm and kin, made me think of what might be happening to him now while under Isoleth's tender care ... and that, of course, made me remember.

      It could be that Lorec was Isoleth's new lover now. She'd had a few while I'd been there. Some she'd paraded in front of me. Some she'd had do things to me. Some she'd discarded because they hadn't enjoyed what she demanded they do enough.

      Not all Ljósálfar are as evil as their Queen.

      But whatever Lorec was to Isoleth now, it would not be what he wanted it to be. No one and nothing got close to Isoleth. She used her fairies, she abused them, and then she discarded them for a multitude of reasons, but sometimes the reason was that they simply grew too attached to her.

      You'd think she'd treasure the devotion, the obedience from such love. But Isoleth was as broken as Álfeimr and incapable of loving someone.

      My bet, Lorec was being tortured for information. And that was why I wanted desperately to know what information he had.

      He'd been a Hár Lord. But despite being a prince, and technically next in line to the throne, he hadn't been as trusted by the Herra as would be expected. Dagar had kept things from many of his High Lords, and according to Goran, that was a good thing.

      Dagar, himself, had assured me that Lorec knew no more than what could be assumed by the Light Fey Queen. The real secrets were his and Aliath's.

      Losing Dagar would be a harsh blow to the King. Thankfully, Dagar was Aliath's fairy.

      So, what else did Lorec know?

      I wandered down a long corridor, tall stacks either side of me, the scent of old books wafting on the air. My fingers trailed across the spines of the books beside me. So old, I could feel the weight of them. Aged and full of knowledge. It would take centuries to read everything that was stored in here.

      Rounding a corner, I came face to face with a Dómr. He startled and then recognised who I was, lifting his nose in the air and turning his back to me. In times past, he would have said something derogatory, maybe even spat at me, but now all I got was a haughty dismissal and an obvious show of disdain.

      It was better than being dragged by my hair to the stocks, I supposed.

      The Hyrða who walked several paces behind me said nothing, but he did linger longer than necessary at the side of the dismissive blue-skinned fairy. A silent message delivered and, if the sight of the Dómr scurrying off was anything to go by, also received.

      I was pleased to have the Hyrða on my side. Truly I was. But sometimes, I just wished I could fight my own battles, and maybe win them would be a good thing. But Faerie was not like Earth; the rules were different here. Magic was might. Might was power. And if you didn't have it, you had nothing.

      I had magic. It wasn't really mine, but Dökkálfa's. But instead of respecting me, they accused me of theft, of trickery. Something only the Ljósálfar are ever accused of.

      Dark Fey could be so damn stubborn, really.

      I followed Lorec's trail to a small alcove by a colourful window. The walls were curved and the seating here was curved to match it, much like the shelves were curved where required to match the arches in the room. It was seamless and simple, and yet also stunning. Fairy architecture at its best.

      I sat down where I was fairly sure Lorec had at one time sat and looked around the alcove for clues as to what he'd been up to. Fairies don't have CCTV, they have shadows. But Dagar said the shadows had been tampered with when Lorec had last been in here, so there was no record of what he did, or read, or who he might have met with.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, leaned back in the seat, and scowled at the cosy setting.

      "Did you watch him?" I asked the castle quietly.

      I watched as much as I could watch which was not always enough to be certain.

      To be certain of his treachery. Lorec had been a slippery, slimy fairy. He'd somehow wrested control of the shadows when only a Herra should have been able to do that. He'd also tricked the castle into looking elsewhere, or maybe into not looking at all. That would have taken a lot of magic to achieve.

      But, then, he'd had Isoleth to bolster his own Dark Fey magic, and Isoleth is a Fairy Queen.

      I settled into the seat and then settled into the well of power that belonged to me. Well, it belonged to Dökkálfa's Champion, so was it truly mine? For now, though, it did what I asked, it came to me freely.

      A little of something else rose up from deep within me, as well, and my back began to ache. Now, this, I was fairly sure, was all mine. And I'd got better at wielding it. But let's face it, wielding magic was not natural for me. It was all still so new, and at least with Dökkálfa's Champion magic, I had the castle to guide me.

      The other magic, the magic that felt more like it was my own, was somehow more unwieldy.

      But it also felt divine.

      Still, I tended to play more often in the pool my role as Dökkálfa's Champion gave me. The other magic, consequently, tended to do what it damn well liked.

      Around me, golden trails of light twisted and turned, as if following the path of magic previously used when Lorec sat here. I couldn't be certain it was all his, but some if not most of it tasted like him. I licked my lips, rolled my shoulders to ease the pain in my back, and pulled on more magic to be sure of what the golden trails were telling me.

      He'd met with someone here. It wasn't a book he'd read, but parchment. A missive maybe? I could almost make out the words.

      But the castle suddenly rumbled and then it rolled and it wailed in abject misery. And then it whispered of lost love and destiny forsaken, reminding me of obligations and the responsibility of ruling.

      I stopped trying to read Lorec's secret love letter and concentrated on what the castle was telling me.

      "Is it Aliath?" I asked, concern consuming me.

      It is a game, the castle said. The stakes are high. The prize is priceless.

      "What game? What's the prize?"

      The Mating Game, the castle told me. And the prize is a King.
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Goran

        

      

    

    
      The sun beat down on his head and the smell of horse manure, well-tended leather and polished metal met his nose. Goran crossed the rear courtyard, angling toward Vibalt. His friend was checking the saddle on his horse, and shouting orders to his battalion as they readied themselves for their journey.

      It sent a jolt of pain through Goran's chest to see the way they respected their commander. It was more than respect; it was a close-knit bond. Your battalion is your family, and your family is your battalion.

      But Goran no longer had a battalion at all.

      He pushed those unwanted and distracting emotions aside and wended his way through the squires hurrying to and fro, and the Fīfrildi bringing last-minute supplies from the kitchens. There were no Dómr here when normally there would be, carrying out orders from the King.

      But the King no longer trusted the Dómr, and the Dómr feared the new closeness between the Fīfrildi and the Hyrða. It was a complicated mess but no more complicated than it had been.

      A Hyrða flirted with a Fīfrildi off to the side. A Fīfrildi helping to repack a saddlebag when a Hyrða asked for extra supplies caught Goran's eye. They worked seamlessly together, despite it feeling new; a change far greater than any Dökkálfa was used to.

      The Lady Kara had done this. She had made such a reunion possible. She had brought two of the Dark Fey castes together after millennia apart. If she could do this, what else could she do?

      Goran was keen to find out.

      His life had not returned to normal, but it had returned to a semblance of such. He was living back in the castle, but not in the quarters he once had. He could have returned there if he had been alone. But Goran was no longer alone and the thought of his mate washed away all the pain at seeing Vibalt interacting with his battalion.

      Sora soothed the savage beast inside him. She made him a better fairy, and he could not lament the loss of his larger and more well-appointed apartment nearer the King. The quarters they now shared in the Fīfrildi part of the castle were full of love and laughter, Light and the promise of a better future.

      He did not miss his old rooms. He did not miss the cottage in the forest much, either, although his memories of their early mating days there were rather special and ones he frequently returned to.

      No, Goran was as happy as he could be. Aside from missing his battalion. His other family. And the worry he constantly had over what was to come next for Dökkálfa. What Isoleth and the traitor Lorec had planned for his King.

      He pushed through two Hyrða wrestling, displaying their fine physiques and masterly close-range combat skills for a pair of avidly watching Fīfrildi. Breaking them apart, he said gruffly, "Tend to your horses. You leave shortly."

      "There's always time for a little practice, Commander," one of the Hyrða said.

      "You'll have plenty of time to practice your skills when you get there," Goran replied levelly.

      He walked on, but he heard the other Hyrða mutter, "But not for as nice an audience, I'll wager."

      Goran scowled at a squire who got in his way and then walked between two more Hyrða discussing the path they were destined to take. He did not apologise. His contented mood had plummeted, and he lamented that he had not spent longer in bed with his mate this morning, and therefore not been given the task of delivering this last-minute order to the commander of the battalion heading out of the castle today.

      Then he would have avoided seeing how close Vibalt was to his battalion, and how much a family they were when they talked and played. Even the presence of the unassuming Fīfrildi did not remind Goran of his mate.

      He reached Vibalt's side with thunder in his ears and lightning flashing in his eyes. Vibalt finished issuing an order and then spun to face him, a smile on his face that quickly fell at the stormy look Goran wore instead of his more usual affable demeanour.

      "Is there news of the traitor?" Vibalt asked, placing a hand on his friend's shoulder and peering intently into his gaze. "Or news of a more private matter that pains you?"

      It was good that they had long ago forgone the Dark Dance of Canon because Goran did not have to react to the questions Vibalt asked with such ill grace. Instead, he stormed away from his friend and the close gathering of his battalion and waited for Vibalt to reach his side in a less busy part of the courtyard to impart the message he'd been tasked to deliver.

      Vibalt threw up a silencing ward in anticipation of sharing a secret, be it a secret of a more personal nature or secret orders sent from his King.

      Vibalt was a good friend, Goran thought, and finally was able to breathe more freely.

      "Forgive me," he said. "I am out of sorts." His eyes lingered on Vibalt's battalion. His heart ached with loss and worry again.

      "Have you found any hint of where they have gone?" Vibalt asked, clearly recognising the source of his friend's agony.

      Goran ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. "I have searched the barracks. Three times now. And nothing. I have followed the paths each member tread throughout that fateful day. Retraced their steps from what I have been able to uncover. But no one saw them leave the castle. The last confirmed sighting of them was in the barracks, and the barracks tell me nothing."

      Vibalt stood silently at his friend's side and said nothing. What was there to say? Goran's battalion, his family, should not have abandoned Dökkálfa. Should not have abandoned him.

      But what if they had become aware of Goran and Sora's illicit affair? What if they had thought him Ósómi? What if their only recourse had been to disappear? To save themselves from acting against him as the Court would have demanded.

      What if they voluntarily left the castle to spare Goran pain?

      Outcasts, like Sora had become; like he would have become if not for his close relationship with Aliath. Had Goran caused their betrayal of the King?

      His stomach soured and he sucked in air through his teeth to still the nausea that rose with that thought.

      "It is my belief," Vibalt said steadily, "that there has been too much foul magic of late for much of anything to be uncovered. If there were clues to their disappearance, my friend, they could well have been hidden by such." Which was Goran's greatest fear. He would never find out the truth of it. Never find them and beg them to return to face their fates. "However," Vibalt went on, "what would the foul magic achieve by hiding the supposed desertion of a whole battalion? I ask you, Goran, what would Isoleth achieve by such?"

      "My insanity," Goran growled.

      "And who are you to a Fairy Queen?"

      Goran narrowed his eyes in thought. "I am close to Aliath. A conduit to the King."

      "And how does hiding the truth from you affect our King?"

      "I am … I am out of sorts. I may miss something."

      "Oh, yes, I fear you are missing something." Goran glared at his friend, but Vibalt continued on, blithely. "Think, Commander. What would Isoleth gain by hiding clues to your battalion's treachery? A small measure of satisfaction at distracting a close friend of the King's? Or is it more likely Isoleth could achieve that and perhaps even more by creating the treachery?"

      "You think she took them?" Goran had not considered that. But he should have, he thought immediately.

      Such foul magic to muddy the waters.

      "It is plausible, I think," Vibalt said softly.

      They both watched the preparations of the battalion.

      Goran wished to thank his friend, but his mind was whirring; consuming all cognitive thought. His problems had not been solved, but much had been explained. No trace of his battalion existed. No clues as to where they had gone. No sightings.

      Vibalt's suspicions made sense, and once the foul magic was added into the mix, Goran could see a different picture emerging. A picture that was, unfortunately, more alarming.

      "If Isoleth is behind this, then I must find them and free them quickly," Goran said.

      Vibalt did not add, "If they are still alive." But they were both thinking it.

      Shaking himself free of the fog of fear that had consumed him, Goran reached into his vest and procured the missive he had been tasked to deliver.

      "Your orders," he said, handing them to Vibalt. "The village the King has selected for your base has been abandoned for six months. It should still be intact and usable, but its placement on the border is where he has felt a change in the land's magic. If there is any sign of Isoleth having crossed into Dökkálfa there, you should see it."

      Vibalt took the missive, cracking the King's Seal and reading his orders.

      "It shall be done," he said, walking the note to an open fire and throwing the missive into the flames to burn. He turned to look back at his friend. "Anything else you can tell me about this change in Dökkálfa's magic?"

      "Yes. Although it feels like Dökkálfa's magic, it may not be."

      "Ljósálfar's?"

      "Who is to say? No doubt, that is what our King wishes for you to uncover."

      Vibalt looked out across the courtyard. Many of the Hyrða had finished their preparations and had mounted their horses. Some were sharing lingering farewells with the Fīfrildi. Others were stone-faced and battle-ready.

      They were a fine battalion, Goran thought. Not as fine as Third Battalion, but fine soldiers, one and all.

      "Good luck, my friend," Goran said, sharing an arm clasp with Vibalt.

      The silencing ward fell as Vibalt patted Goran's arm, then turned toward his squire, who was attentively holding the reins of his waiting horse.

      Animals neighed and their shod feet clopped, in anticipation of a hard run, on the flagstones despite the covering of straw. Voices raised in final orders and farewells of recently acquired friends and lovers. The Fīfrildis' wings fluttered in agitation and worry. Magic rose on the air and emotions fed the hungry.

      A battalion was riding, perhaps not to war, but definitely to danger. The magic Aliath had felt stirring in the land, and had written of to Vibalt in the missive he had burned, had tasted of Dökkálfa but had been across the border.

      Was it Ljósálfar's? Or was it Dökkálfa's? And if it was Dökkálfa's, what was it doing across the border in Ljósálfar?

      Goran didn't know. The King's reach could not breach the border to be sure. But Vibalt and his battalion would be close enough once they reached the border village to seek out its source.

      If they survived whatever trap Isoleth had laid.

      Goran was filled with worry. For Vibalt and his battalion. For his own battalion. And for Dökkálfa.
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Aliath

        

      

    

    
      The birds were singing in the orange trees, the scent of orange blossom, which should not have existed at this time of the season, hung on the air. Faerie was celebrating something, and it took only a heartbeat for me to realise what that something was.

      Kara sat on a bench in the courtyard reading a book. Beside her sat a Fīfrildi, also reading a book. Behind them stood a Hyrða, Kara's personal guard. There would be more Hyrða on the edge of the courtyard, too. Ostensibly there to protect all Dark Fey, from external threats and internal ones created by friction and boredom and any number of things that ail the upper castes when they while away the hours in the centre of the castle.

      There should have been tension on the air, and there was, to some degree, but the castle's pleasure hid it mostly. But the Smiðr and Dómr witnessing this blatant show of defiance were disgusted and repulsed by what they were seeing. It was almost as if the Fīfrildi and the Hyrða were engaged in a lewd act, along with my fated mate as an observer.

      I snorted softly to myself and realised I had a choice to make. I could ignore them, pretend I had not seen the infraction. I could acknowledge them and do nothing to reprimand them for the offence. Or I could be the King my Dómr and Smiðr expect of me.

      The first option meant I would not get a chance to speak to Kara. To look upon her face and take in every detail I could in the moments allowed me. To inhale her scent, and drown in her green gaze. To pretend I could touch her, kiss her, show even a small measure of the love I have for her.

      It was therefore an easy option to discard.

      The second option, acknowledging the trio but doing nothing to reprimand them for the offence, was weighted with consequences I was not sure my Court could survive. We had come so close to fracturing during the poison-charm. We had only barely survived that insult and reached a level of status quo that enabled the castle to heal.

      Could I risk putting my Court on such a sharp blade's edge again?

      Could I not for a chance of seeing something other than disappointment on my mate's face?

      The third option, being the King my most influential caste requires of me, would mean harming the fairy I love. Would mean openly disagreeing with what the Fīfrildi and Hyrða had done.

      Oh, I had harmed her plenty already. Having her thrown in the dungeon was a most egregious offence. But I had been poison-charmed, and therefore the offence could be forgiven if one had an open heart. And Kara had a very open and forgiving heart.

      But I am also not a King who can rule absolutely. No King can in truth. One requires support, political and otherwise. But most importantly, a King must be aware of his opponent's power and the potential for civil war.

      To alienate the Hyrða would be bad enough. If they chose to override millennia of doctrine and raise arms against the upper castes, which included me, then it would be a very brutal war indeed. But the flip-side of that coin, as Georgia would say,  was the magic the Smiðr and Dómr combined could bring. The higher up the castes you were, the more magic you had to call upon.

      Hyrða were formidable because they combined their magic with their physical prowess. But the Smiðr were damn near royalty, and the Dómr were only Dómr because they had a natural leaning toward magical mastery. Together, they could hold off the Hyrða for some time. Maybe even win. Who was to say?

      And what of the Fīfrildi? Their magic lay in a different direction. A gentle and caring direction. They were the healers and the cleaners, the master chefs and the artists amongst us. They would be annihilated in a civil war.

      I stared at the tableau before me, knowing my responsibility to the crown. Knowing my heart only saw the wonder that is Kara. The miracle she had achieved already in the short amount of time that she had been in our realm.

      She had brought two castes together after thousands of years apart. She had reminded them of what they used to mean to each other. What they had forgotten. Our lives and history are so long, we forget so much of our pasts.

      At one time, Álfeimr had been one. Even though Light and Dark Fey had always existed, we had existed in harmony. On our own respective lands, but still, the border had not been guarded and travel across it had been the norm. We intermingled, even interbred on occasion. But cultures have clashed since the dawn of time and Faerie can be capricious.

      I was not born in that peaceful, inclusive age. I was born in a prison made of glass, watched over by cruel Light Fairies who did the bidding of their evil Queen.

      But I longed for peace, even as I prepared for war. And my heart ached at what the Court, the Crown, and the Realm required of me.

      I walked toward the bench where all my dreams sat wrapped up in one fairy woman. One Skilja Fey.

      Kara placed her book down in her lap and looked up at me. Her eyes searched my face and there it was, the look I hated seeing on my mate's face.

      Disappointment. Disappointment in me, in the system, in Faerie.

      My mate would fight us all. She would pit her delicate frame against the Goliaths of this world, and she would be shattered in the onslaught.

      I stopped a bare two feet away from her, so close I could scent her, could feel the heat of her perpetual rage; a rage held so carefully none but I saw it; felt it; agreed with it.

      Minn elska. Minn hjarta.

      The Fīfrildi stood and curtsied. I recognised her as Kara's maid. Sora was her name. The Hyrða bowed, a wary glint in his astute gaze. He did not relish stepping between his King and his Lady, but he thought he must.

      This was not how I had intended to rule. This was not the King I wanted to be.

      But I knew my place. I was aware of my responsibilities, of the precariousness of my Court.

      We faced war. We could not face it divided.

      My gaze swept over the Fīfrildi and the Hyrða, aware the Dómr and Smiðr were watching on with anticipation and hunger for their pain. How could I be the King I wished so much to be and claim my heart's desires?

      All of them, including the Skilja fairy before me who had yet to rise and curtsy to her King.

      For a moment, I thought Kara would add another crime to the list she was already accruing, but in the last second, before I would need to act, she stood and curtsied.

      I looked down on the top of her head and wanted to scream.

      Without conscious thought, I reached for her, gripping her upper arm carefully and bringing her upright before me. I did not let go. My thumb stroked softly across the bare skin on her arm; her eyes softened, her lips parting.

      I closed my eyes, my body swaying toward her, my heart breaking inside.

      Was I not King?

      Here was my Queen. Was this not right?

      Murmurs of disquiet and rebellion rose from amongst the watching Smiðr and Dómr in the courtyard.

      Here were my obligations and responsibilities.

      I released my love and took a step back, putting much-needed space between us.

      Kara's smile did not falter, but I tasted her heartache on the air. Her disappointment mixed up with the bittersweet tang of her eternal courage.

      Goddess, I loved her. I was so proud of her.

      I was also Dökkálfa's King.

      "It is good to see you, Your Majesty," Kara said before I could say a thing. "On such a beautiful Summer's day. I believe it will be Autumn shortly. I have not experienced the fall of Álfeimr's leaves. I look very much forward to their beauty. For is there not beauty in such changing of the seasons?"

      No. Not a question, my love. Not in front of so many.

      "You walk a dangerous line," I murmured. The Hyrða at her back shifted uneasily. Would he fight me? His King?

      For Kara?

      I took in the tableau again in a different light and my heart missed a beat. Yes, he would. She was, as far as he was concerned, his Queen.

      Did they know? The Hyrða? Did they know Kara was my fated mate? Or was it that they knew she was Dökkálfa's Champion? Either would instil such loyalty. But Dökkálfa's Champion is the King's Champion, and so the King should still claim their loyalty.

      But if they knew she was my fated mate and Dökkálfa's Champion, then their loyalty would be to me and their Queen. And in this instance, the Hyrða — I looked at him again and dredged up his name from old memories — Farloc had chosen his liege.

      I let out a soft breath of air in a laugh. Oh, this changed things.

      There are times when you must weigh your decisions most carefully, and then there are times when you must act on instinct.

      I chose the latter and damned the consequences.

      Bowing low and placing my fisted hand across my chest, I said — loud enough for all those present in the courtyard to hear — "Champion, I greet you on this late Summer's day and bid you good health."

      The gasp of shock was audible. The rise in unease and confusion apparent. Many had forgotten what a Champion of Dökkálfa was, but they would learn most swiftly. Gossip was rife within my Court.

      I ignored it all and looked Kara in the eyes. She had not expected me to make such an announcement. But if the Hyrða and Fīfrildi — and I could only assume the Fīfrildi were also aware — knew of what Kara was to Dökkálfa, then the secret was no longer a secret and would not remain so for long.

      If I could head off any thought of removing Kara from the equation — whatever the equation was to the Smiðr and Dómr — then I would do so. It did not solve the problem of producing an heir, because despite Kara being chosen by Dökkálfa, she was still considered a Skilja fairy.

      And no matter what, Skilja was still Skilja, and would never be good enough for the Smiðr. Even the Dómr who longed to rise to the ranks of Smiðr would agree on that.

      One battle won, though. Kara could not be harmed, removed violently, without invoking Dökkálfa's fury. Their insipid lives would not be worth the injury.

      And, it must be said, the stunning announcement that Kara was Dökkálfa's Champion also distracted those present from the punishment that should have been meted and now would most definitely not be.

      I smirked at Kara, who arched her brow imperiously at me.

      "There are battles and then there are battles," I whispered to her. "I chose the better win over the harsher loss today."

      There would be complications arising from this announcement, I knew. Kara had chosen to keep knowledge of her power secret for a reason, and I could only assume that reason was for protection of some description. I had just ripped that protection away.

      But I had replaced it with another. Hopefully a better protection. No one would dare harm her now unless they wished to take on the castle itself.

      Of course, there had been a fairy willing to do just that. And he had known exactly what Kara was.

      Had I just painted a target on my mate's back?

      "An interesting strategy, Your Majesty," Kara said.

      I hoped I had done the right thing.

      When I glanced around the courtyard and saw the Smiðr and Dómr discussing Kara's new status most urgently, I thought perhaps I had. Respect is earned and not simply given. Her role as Dökkálfa's Champion did not necessarily grant her respect.

      But it would grant her protection from the vast majority of the Court.

      Unless another existed much like Lorec.

      My eyes met Kara's — so beautiful, so mesmerising — and I wondered if I had just doomed my dreams to be lost forever, or given them a stay of execution.
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Marik

        

      

    

    
      The call was most unexpected. Of late, Marik had been her Lady Kara's Head of Household and no other's. But as a Household Supervisor, she could be called upon by anyone in a position to do so to handle complaints.

      She did not relish the role, but she had been called on more than one occasion to mediate a situation that had gotten out of hand and required a senior Fīfrildi to officiate.

      Not that the master in charge of the recalcitrant Fīfrildi expected anything other than instant obedience. These situations were always so delicate. Fīfrildi held no sway over a Smiðr or Dómr, their sole role in the exchange was to carry out the punishment requested.

      But the Fīfrildi did not see it that way. There was always a chance, albeit a small chance, that they could mitigate the disaster, provide an alternative to the master, perhaps, ease the way.

      It didn't always work. The upper castes could be so stubborn in their hatred. So dismissive of the lower castes. So, Marik did not hold out much hope for the Fīfrildi she was being called to punish.

      It made her stomach twist and her heart to ache.

      She hurried down the servant passageways, lest the main corridors offer a distraction and delay her reaching her charge. If she took too long, the master may decide to issue the punishment himself.

      It was not the way of things. At least in this the Dark Dance of Canon was an aid. None but a Fīfrildi could punish a Fīfrildi, but they were bound by the upper castes to do as they say.

      So, if the punishment were meant to be public then there would be little Marik could do but follow the order and punish the little fairy in public.

      Perhaps that was why it was the way it was because a public flogging would mean Marik would have to stand beside the Hyrða, ordering him to carry out the necessary strikes to the bared back and fragile wings of the Fīfrildi. It would be on Marik's order — a Fīfrildi's order — that the Court would see the punishment carried out.

      Not the Smiðr or Dómr who had commanded it.

      They could sleep easy at night in the knowledge they had not issued the words that broke the soft downy skin of the Fīfrildi, nor stood at their side as their fragile wings were shredded by the cat-o-nine-tails.

      Marik wanted to cry in rage.

      She tamped down the emotion and exited the tunnels, walking swiftly, her chin up, her eyes avoiding the gaze of others, directly to her destination.

      What had the Fīfrildi done to warrant an overseer?

      What would the master of the fairy command be done?

      Straightening her back, and lifting her chin, she rapped her knuckles sharply against the carved wood of the master's door as soon as she arrived.

      A maid answered. A Fīfrildi with downcast eyes and bowed shoulders. She would not meet Marik's gaze.

      "Is it the Kerling?" a male voice shouted. And Kerling was not the correct term for a Household Supervisor. It meant 'Old Woman'. Maybe at a stretch, 'Old Maid'.

      And to ask a question, disregarding the Dark Dance of Canon, told Marik all she needed to know of the master who had cowed this Fīfrildi into submission and called Marik to mitigate.

      "It is I, Marik of the Fīfrildi," she said, still watching the downtrodden fairy before her, who had said nothing, "Household Supervisor, and Head of Household for the Lady Kara."

      A Smiðr appeared over the Fīfrildi's shoulder and looked down his long nose at Marik.

      "They sent you," he said, his tone indicating surprised satisfaction. Marik did not dare taste it to be sure.

      She flicked a glance at the Fīfrildi. With her head down, and eyes hooded, she had not recognised her. But now, with dread filling her belly and stilling her rapid heartbeats, she realised who this poor fairy was and the connection they shared.

      Renith. One of the Fīfrildi who had helped cause mayhem in the castle as part of Lady Kara's plan to distract the traitor, Prince Lorec. Renith's smoke bomb in her master's fireplace had not gone off that day, forcing her to carry out her duties and not escape.

      But had her master found evidence of Renith's disobedience and chosen this method to punish her? To punish them both, it would seem.

      Swallowing thickly, Marik entered the domicile as Renith stood meekly aside. In passing the girl, Marik noted the bruises on her upper arms, the marks on her wrists which looked too close to rope burns.

      She flicked a look at the Smiðr, who she realised was glamoured. The castle rumbled and the glamour fell for only a second.

      Scratch marks on his face.

      Marik felt ill.

      "You requested a senior Fīfrildi to mediate," she said, trying her best to hide her emotions and the rage she felt toward this fairy.

      "There will be no mediation, Kerling," the Smiðr said. "This maid disobeyed an order and then stole something from me. The punishment is a public flogging before death."

      Death. It would be a just punishment if the Fīfrildi stole something of worth to this fairy. The item stolen must be of great worth, though, to warrant death. What could a Fīfrildi steal that could mean so much?

      His pride? His good looks, perhaps?

      "Renith," Marik started, intending to let the Fīfrildi explain herself.

      "She will not speak in my presence," the Smiðr snarled. "I will not hear her snivelling voice again."

      "Then I cannot mediate," Marik told him.

      "I don't want your pathetic mediation, Kerling! I want this fairy punished and for all to see I am respected. Do as I say and take her to the dungeon. Then organise a suitable spectacle of her repentance."

      Her repentance before her death.

      "I cannot rule on a punishment if I do not have the facts."

      The Smiðr stepped forward, menace oozing from his pores.

      "I know who you are, who you work for. What you have been complicit in. Do not think I hold no sway in this Court. I know fairies. Powerful fairies. Fairies the King cannot ignore. Do this, and I may be persuaded to forget your involvement in criminal activities, and spare your privileged role as Head of Household for the Umskipti. Fail to follow my commands and you shall know my wrath, fairy!"

      Marik was shocked by his vitriol. His anger and desire for pain. She tasted it all, even as she frantically tried not to taste a thing. But his emotions were volatile and all she could scent, right then.

      Her throat tight, her fingers trembling, sprites doing somersaults inside her belly, she lifted her chin a mere distance, and said, "That is not the way of things."

      "The way of things! The way of things! I command it! And you, lesser fairy, will do as I bid!"

      "The Dark Dance of Canon requires I mediate." Marik's voice was thin and barely audible in the face of such blatant rage.

      "You have no right to question me!"

      Marik had not questioned him in the way of the Dark Dance, but she had implied his directives were faulty. She stood as still as a field mouse being hunted by a bird of prey and said nothing.

      "I will have your job for this, Marik of the Fīfrildi. And I will not stop there. I will announce your complicity in the chaos of the castle, the disrespect of the upper castes, and your part in all of the mayhem on that fateful day. I shall have your wings!" he snarled.

      It was not an empty threat. Fīfrildi had had their wings taken in the former Queen's reign. For slights against the crown. Not for slights against the upper castes, but the upper castes, nowadays, thought themselves related to the crown in a most unbecoming way. Perhaps, this Smiðr believed himself as close to the crown as Queen Sofiq.

      Renith had started crying. Silent tears that filled the air with her grief.

      "You owe Renith a boon," Marik found herself saying.

      "I owe no such thing!"

      "You asked a question of her. I witnessed the asking."

      "You question me and think to push for this! Never!"

      He stepped forward and quicker than Marik could react, slapped her across the face with the back of his hand. Her head spun, her body followed, she landed on the floor, her cheek smarting, her jaw aching.

      Renith rushed to her side, but the Smiðr gripped her by her wings and made her scream. He cuffed her, and the Fīfrildi went silent.

      "Take her to the dungeon and prepare the spectacle," the Smiðr snarled. "And I will forget your impertinence this day."

      But not her involvement in the castle chaos. Not her role in the uprising on that fateful day.

      She'd doomed herself by pressing too hard for the rights of a lesser caste.

      Dökkálfa, she silently wailed. Help us!

      The castle walls grumbled and strained, the floor buckled and rolled beneath her. It should not have heard her plea for aid. It was the castle and the castle was Dökkálfa, and Dökkálfa never talked to a Fīfrildi.

      "What is this?" the Smiðr asked, attempting to keep his balance. "Álfeimr?"

      It was Dökkálfa, not Álfeimr, Marik was certain, but the Smiðr was so disconnected from the land, he could not tell the difference. But it did give Marik an idea.

      "Álfeimr believes you have broken with the Dark Dance," she growled at the fairy, climbing to her feet, and walking to Renith's still side. The girl was breathing, but unconscious. The cuff must have been hard.

      What else had this monster done to her?

      Marik squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, and snarled at the Smiðr. "You owe Renith a boon, Smiðr. Agree to this and Álfeimr may spare you pain."

      The castle continued its rumbling and grumbling as if it aimed to back up what Marik was saying. It could not be that, she thought. Something else must be happening somewhere else in the castle for it to be acting so. The castle did not speak with or aid Fīfrildi.

      But still, it rocked and rolled and moaned its rage.

      The Smiðr took an unsteady step back, fear flashing briefly in his gaze. He searched the walls and ceiling and floor for answers. The castle continued to rage.

      "Speak now, fairy," Marik yelled above the grinding sounds the castle made, "or face the consequences of Faerie!"

      It was all a lie, so Marik was surprised she could speak the words. But Dark Fey can't lie, so was she speaking a truth after all?

      The castle seemed to agree and the castle was Dökkálfa.

      Feeling more sure of herself, Marik checked on Renith and then stared hard at the shocked and confused Smiðr.

      "My charge is unconscious," she announced, "therefore as a Household Supervisor called to mediate a dispute involving one of my Fīfrildi, I will speak on her behalf."

      The Smiðr recovered some of his composure and glared at her.

      "The boon must be appropriate," he hissed.

      He was right, of course, and if Dökkálfa was involving itself in this little altercation, then Marik had to follow the rules. She owed it to the castle at the very least.

      Looking down at the Fīfrildi who had been so abused, she knew what she could ask for would not mean justice was served. It would not be fair, at all.

      But rules were rules. And life as a fairy could be cruel. And she had to work with what she had at her disposal.

      "Very well," she said. "The boon is an acceptance of the punishment I determine."

      The Smiðr snarled as if to complain. Marik held up her hand to silence him.

      "Renith will spend a month in the dungeon for disobeying and stealing from her master. Her master," she looked right at the fairy then, "shall be free of her services henceforth."

      "That is not an appropriate punishment."

      "I have spoken."

      The castle ceased its grumbling, and all fell silent.

      "And so has Álfeimr."

      "I..." the Smiðr began and then glanced at the walls of his apartment; at the castle's walls. "Very well," he said and spun on his heel to walk away. "Clear away the filth, Fīfrildi," he ordered, without looking back at what he had created.

      Marik stared down at the unconscious fairy before her and wondered if Renith had the strength to survive a month in the castle's dungeon.

      The castle rolled gently beneath her feet.

      Marik shook her head, reached down and swept up the frail fairy in her arms, and then walked out of the domicile, heading toward the dungeon.

      She felt impotent in her rage. But, also, strangely hopeful that Dökkálfa was helping a lesser fairy; helping a Fīfrildi.
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Lord Boleth

        

      

    

    
      The room was adorned with fine artwork and priceless sculptures. The tapestries were centuries old and had worn well. The furniture had been created by master craftsmen. The upholstery the finest the castle had, he was sure. Lord Boleth was pleased with the artefacts he had accrued, pieces that represented the finest workmanship of the Dökkálfa.

      The fact that all had been produced by the hands and magic of the Fīfrildi was irrelevant to him. This was the way of Álfeimr.

      He'd had his house maids rearrange the furniture. Perhaps his Hyrða had helped the wee things. The furniture was solid and quite heavy, he could not picture a Fīfrildi pushing the objects into position, and he doubted a Fīfrildi had the magic to do so otherwise.

      Or, at the very least, had the mastery of their magic in order to manoeuvre the objects without bringing harm to them, and they would have known how disappointed — angry — he would have become with them if they had scuffed a corner.

      Boleth surveyed the final adjustments, inordinately pleased to see his servants had followed his orders to the letter. Everything was exactly where it should be. But that was what he expected of his household. He was quite sure it was the finest household in all of the castle.

      He had insisted on such perfection.

      Just as he insisted on such perfection in Dökkálfa.

      They weren't exactly close to reaching that perfection in the realm, but they had made inroads to that lofty goal recently. The King had shown such fortitude in fighting off Isoleth's poison-charm and protecting the Court from the traitor Lorec, and the Mad Queen's pawn, the Umskipti.

      Boleth wasn't worried about the Umskipti's influence over his King, because he was sure that influence was about to be usurped.

      By his hand, of course, as he manipulated everything.

      Was it not the purview of a Smiðr to do so?

      The King was the figurehead, albeit a figurehead with power. But the true machinations of the Court came from behind the scenes. From behind the King. And Boleth had decided he would stand behind his King.

      He would be the fairy standing right behind his King.

      But first, he had to have the correct asset in place to control Aliath. Like all fairies, especially fairies of royalty, Aliath was a stubborn creature. He could be led to water, but he could not be made to drink.

      Boleth had the Book of Lore on his side, though, in that a Monarch always required an heir for stability. And right now, Dökkálfa needed stability. Aliath could not argue that.

      Perhaps, the simple naming of a fairy as an heir would have sufficed, and Boleth had considered all the possibilities. But he lacked the nerve for ruling himself, preferring the shadows behind the throne as his seat of power. And honestly, he could not see another Smiðr in Court having the correct lineage and presence to achieve the role of King or Queen.

      The former Prince Lorec would have worked, he lamented. But the former Prince Lorec had been suborned by the Light Fey Queen. So, Boleth had been forced to consider other, longer planned, options.

      The one good thing to come of this, though, was that Boleth would now have direct control over the heir, as well. He would see to it personally.

      One final survey of the room and Boleth took his seat. His … throne, he thought gleefully. He might not covet the King's throne, but he did covet a throne with authority.

      Lords Hamir, Martik and Sondec were shown into the room at exactly the correct time. They knew not to keep him waiting, and to turn up before he was ready to receive them would be a grave insult. An insult they knew not to court.

      He nodded his head toward each but did not stand. He was the rightful head of this quartet and they well knew it. Their success was garnered on the back of his coat tails, after all.

      They took their seats in chairs the servants had arranged precisely. Boleth was aware that they all registered the lower elevation to their seating. Aware they were uncomfortable at the reminder of their place. And not in the least concerned by their silent outrage.

      Smiðr will be Smiðr, after all.

      Once everyone was seated, one of his Fīfrildi entered the room with a tray of Mungát and appetisers. They were beautifully presented, and displayed the skill of his kitchens nicely, reminding his colleagues of his status among the Smiðr. He, alone, could claim the largest contingent of servants in the castle outside of royalty.

      He nodded to the Fīfrildi as she placed his drink at his side and offered him a sample of the kitchen's efforts. It tasted divine. He smiled at the little yellow-skinned fairy because although he ruled his household with an iron fist in one hand, in the other was a kid-glove.

      He had never understood the desire of some Smiðr or Dómr to mistreat their servants so. As a child, he had witnessed a Fīfrildi spitting in his father's soup at luncheon.

      He had not told his father of what he had seen and had received an extra serving of sweets that afternoon, lying on his pillow when he went to play in his room. The idea of reward for good behaviour was permanently cemented in his mind from that day forward.

      But that did not mean he wasn't capable of punishing them when it was required. He found it best to keep them on their toes, never quite sure whether he wore his kid-glove or his iron one in the more dominant hand each day.

      He smiled to himself, proud of the way he conducted his household; his life to date.

      For was he not, at this very moment, about to affect monumental change in his realm and ultimately control the outcome of it?

      "Bring in the first candidate," he announced, knowing his words would be heard and his actions obeyed.

      Lord Hamir shifted in his seat with eager anticipation. He was a lech, that one. But his mastery of magic was quite sublime to witness. And Boleth was nothing if not a practical fairy. Hamir had his place in Boleth's Quartet purely for that fact alone.

      Boleth panned his gaze over his other companions as he waited for the first candidate to arrive. Lord Martik sat ramrod straight in his seat, Mungát untouched, one small bite out of a delicate pie, but no more. Never any more than just enough. A conservative fairy, he held sway with those who still worshipped the Old Gods. Martik was a risk to include in the quartet, but inevitably his religious associations would become important to Boleth's plans.

      For he had to make sure the Umskipti remained an Umskipti in Martik's and his congregation’s minds. Boleth had seen the wings of gossamer feathers and golden light as much as the next fairy had. But he was sure, with the right candidate put forward, Martik could be distracted.

      He would have to be for Boleth's plans to survive.

      The final member of their quartet was Lord Sondec who was reputed to be the next Herra of the Hár Lords, should Dagar succumb to an injury during the upcoming war. In a perfect world, Boleth could ignore the Hyrða completely. But he would be a poor tactician if he did not cover the rearguard, at all. And although the Hyrða as a caste had little magic to call their own, they had brawn.

      And if Boleth intended to control the heir to Dökkálfa's throne, he would need to trust the guards he placed around his prize for the Sveinbarn's protection.

      He could not have his golden egg harmed, after all.

      His butler ushered the first candidate into the room. The female fairy was of course a Smiðr of good repute. She came from a solid family, one loyal to the Crown, but also progressive enough to understand the Crown required a little direction now and then. She was well educated in all the duties of an aristocratic lady. She could claim a good lineage of magical masters, was indeed a master of magic herself, but she also knew her place.

      Her father had wanted to be part of Boleth's Quartet, and may well become the fifth member in due course. Boleth was not opposed to a Quintet if needed. But first, his Dóttir had to pass the test.

      "State your name," Boleth instructed the girl. For she was still a girl in his aged eyes, but old enough to seduce a King, he was sure.

      "Lady Analor, my Lord," she said with clear diction and perfect poise.

      Analor. That was very close to the King's mother's name. Not so close as to be inappropriate, but perhaps close enough to offer a connection between the couple before they had even shared more than a few words.

      "We shall dispense with the Dark Dance of Canon for the duration of this interview," Boleth declared.

      "Yes, my Lord," Analor agreed immediately, making Boleth think her father had instructed her to agree to everything.

      That was both good and bad, because Boleth needed a female strong enough to control the King, as well. From the position of her back, of course.

      "I am aware of your schooling," Boleth said, having had an interview already with the girl's father, "so my interests today are in more esoteric subjects. Such as your education in the area of social interaction. Tell me, my Lady, from whom did you receive your lessons in seduction?"

      The girl licked her lips, making Hamir sit forward in his seat eagerly. Martik and Sondec did not move, but Boleth could taste their intrigue. They were fairies, it was inevitable they would be titillated.

      He was titillated, too. The girl was a beauty.

      "I have had instructions in all the major areas of seduction from three respected Smiðr, my Lord." The girl's voice was low and sultry. A seductress proving her worth.

      "Their names?"

      "Lady Hannoc, Lady Marsa, and Lord Harild."

      "Lord Harild?" Boleth sat forward. "Were his lessons in the theory of the subject? Or were they practical?"

      "Theory, my Lord. Although, there were some demonstrations in class to ensure I understood technique."

      Boleth smiled, well aware of what type of demonstrations Harild may have included in his education of the girl.

      "And how did you find the demonstrations?" he asked.

      "Invigorating, my Lord," she said a little breathlessly.

      Oh, she was a Smiðr, a Dökkálfa of worth.

      "What are your goals in life, Analor?"

      "To serve my Realm in the best possible way I can. To devote myself to the Crown in any manner that is required. To do what is asked of me with decorum and  skill above all others."

      "Do you wish to be Queen?"

      The girl looked away from the piercing eyes of her interviewers, and then stiffened her spine, lifting her chin, and turned to look Boleth directly in the eyes.

      "I would not be opposed, my Lord."

      "And if Consort to the King and Mother of the Heir is all we can arrange for you, would you be satisfied?"

      "Of course, my Lord. I shall serve my Crown where and how I am needed."

      Boleth studied the girl a little longer. He turned finally to his companions and asked, "Anything to add, my Lords?"

      Martik shook his head, as did Sondec. Both satisfied. They could see Lady Analor was a fairy of worth and met their criteria.

      Hamir, though, sat forward and said, "I do."

      "Go on, Lord Hamir," Boleth allowed.

      "I believe we should inspect the goods before we approve their inclusion in the programme."

      Boleth offered Hamir a sly smile.

      To Analor, he said, "Strip, my dear. We must be sure."
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Vibalt

        

      

    

    
      The border village was covered in a layer of grime. The cobbled stones were strewn with debris from a recent storm. The shuttered houses had weathered the tempest well, but months of neglect had allowed a layer of dust to coat everything inside them. The well was clean and had been put to good use. Vibalt was proud of his battalion for mucking in and doing what was necessary.

      They now had housing and communal space set aside to cater for their needs. A squad was hunting for their dinner. Another was on patrol. A third and fourth were finishing off fortifying the village should Isoleth cross the border.

      Vibalt had visited the border that very morning, testing its strength, verifying it was still working. All looked in good order. The border's magic had buzzed against his skin most satisfyingly. Dökkálfa was safe for now and Vibalt would ensure it stayed that way, at the least, here at this area of the border.

      A shout sounded out from the western end of the village, garnering his attention. A Hyrða appeared, carrying one of his squad. Vibalt dropped what he was doing and rushed over, searching for the rest of the fairy's squadron.

      "Tell me," he instructed, as he helped the Hyrða manoeuvre the unconscious fairy into a house put aside for an infirmary. One, Vibalt had hoped they would not require but was now pleased he had thought to prepare in advance of any potential battle.

      "Found him like this. Near the border, at his assigned station," the Hyrða said. "I can't see an injury."

      "Not animal, then," Vibalt murmured.

      Their medic came rushing in, her magic already flaring. She got to work assessing her patient, while Vibalt paced and the squad leader looked on with thunder in his gaze.

      "It's magical," she said. "I can't identify it. But he appears merely unconscious, not permanently harmed."

      "Can you wake him?" Vibalt asked, aware the Dark Dance was suspended in matters of the battalion while operating under orders.

      "I can," she said and got to work.

      Several minutes later the patient awoke, groaning.

      "Where does it hurt?" the medic asked.

      "My head."

      Healing magic began to stir in the house.

      "Tell me what happened," Vibalt instructed.

      "I've got no idea, sir. Was walking my route, and then something jumped out and bit me."

      "Bit you? Where?"

      "Ah..." he studied his body and then shook his head. "I don't know, sir. It wasn't a beast, I don't think. But it kinda felt like it might be?"

      He sounded unsure.

      "Magic can be tricky," the medic said.

      "Or can act with trickery," Vibalt muttered. He patted the patient on the leg, nodded to the medic, and strode out of the house with the squad leader in tow.

      "See to the rest of your squadron," Vibalt instructed him. "I'm doubling the patrol numbers. You'll have backup shortly."

      "Yes, sir!" The Hyrða spun on his heel and rushed off.

      Vibalt issued orders to the next squad due to head out, taking the time to offer a warning about magical attacks that smelled of trickery.

      Everyone knew what that could mean, of course. The Ljósálfar were the tricksters of the Fey. This could well be a magical attack orchestrated by Isoleth.

      Vibalt wasn't opposed to facing Isoleth right now and right here, but he had only one battalion at his command, and he had no idea what number he might have to face. It was too early to call in for support, however. This might have been an innocent attack, and not a nefarious one orchestrated by the Light Fey.

      Time would tell.

      With a heightened awareness that things could already be afoot, Vibalt took a squad with him to the border to recheck its status. All seemed to be in order. If it was an attack from across the border, Vibalt could not see evidence of it having crossed right here.

      He considered his options as they returned to the village. If he extended their patrol, it would stretch his battalion, and an attack on the outpost may prove successful with so many more squads out patrolling.

      It was a fine line between managing his resources and missing something important. Maybe one battalion had not been enough. But other border villages were being manned, as well. Every possible camp the Dökkálfa had was filled. Aliath had made sure of that while also making sure not to deplete the castle's protection, either.

      Vibalt acknowledged, for now, he was on his own.

      He did take the time to send a messenger to the nearest villages both east and west of here along the border. Keeping them apprised could prove vital if Isoleth did test the border wards.

      Vibalt turned toward the house set up as a command post and was interrupted by an exclamation of disgust over by the village's well. With a heavy feeling settling in his gut, he raced toward the fairy trying to lift a bucket out.

      The stench hit him first. Then when he looked at the water the Hyrða had retrieved, he could see the water was black and oily. He covered his nose and peered closer. The water was also infested with crawling things.

      "It was clean, the last bucket I pulled up," the Hyrða said. "Only a minute or two ago."

      Something had happened within a mere few minutes to contaminate the well.

      A shout sounded out over by one of the houses turned into a squad's barracks.

      "Ha! Get a load of this!" a Hyrða shouted.

      Two stray dogs were rutting in the untended garden in front of an abandoned house. Several Hyrða gathered to laugh out on the street. Vibalt dismissed them. Boys would be boys, after all. And turned his attention back to the well.

      The stench had disappeared and the water was once again clean and absent of creepy crawlies.

      "Huh?" the water-bearer said. "What just happened?"

      "Calm yourself," Vibalt instructed, reminding the Hyrða he'd asked a question that was not related to the operation of the battalion. The Hyrða did not apologise, which was the way of things. He simply nodded his head and leaned forward to inspect the water.

      "Magic, sir," he said. "I'm not sure I recognise it. It seems a little untamed."

      Vibalt assessed the well, too, and agreed with the fairy. Someone was messing with them.

      Trickster fairies.

      Growling, Vibalt turned around in time to see the two dogs that had been rutting, break apart mid-thrust and attack the closest Hyrða. Cries of alarm were soon replaced with the grunts of fighting.

      The dogs had chosen their opponents poorly, though. They did not win the battle.

      The Hyrða who had come out victorious slapped each other on the back and shouted with enthusiasm for more opponents to battle.

      The border buzzed in the background, sounding loud. Louder than it had before.

      Vibalt stilled, aware something was happening. Happening too quickly for him to react to, he thought. Too quickly for him to think of a way to combat whatever it was.

      Was it Isoleth? It certainly could have been her who had attacked the patrol guard. But had she fouled the well and then for some inexplicable reason decided to un-foul it? For what purpose?

      The Hyrða who had started a mock battle after subduing the stray dogs were still shouting, but Vibalt realised the shouting had shifted from challenges for combat to challenges of a different sort.

      With a growing sense of dread, he turned toward where they had congregated, momentarily shocked into inaction by what he saw.

      Several of the Hyrða who had clearly been practising their close-quarters combat skills were now practising close-quarters skills of a different sort. Fairies were not shy creatures by nature. They were well aware of the allure of sex, and the wiles of seduction. But it was the Ljósálfar who enjoyed public shows of affection. The Ljósálfar who insisted their mating ritual be a public display for all to see.

      The Dökkálfa, while enjoying all manner of sexual encounters, were far more inclined to do so in the shadows or behind closed doors.

      But here, in the middle of the main street of the border village they were using as an outpost, several of Vibalt's soldiers were involved in indecorous acts. A pair were coupling, lost to the moment, lust and desire clear to see on their faces. Three were involved in acts, Vibalt was fairly sure, they were not inclined to participate in ordinarily. For one, there was no opposite sex amongst them, as he was certain there would normally have been.

      Several simply watched, voyeuristic tendencies not uncommon in Dark Fairies, but usually, they were kept behind closed curtains, behind solid walls. Everything Vibalt saw was not uncommon in Dökkálfa but was being performed in a way that was completely alien to him.

      He took a step toward the spectacle, intending to call a halt to the debauched display. But the closer he got, the more aroused he became.

      He stopped himself in time to avoid participating, but it took him several long minutes to pull his intrigued gaze away. By that stage, the rest of the off duty squads had heard the excited noises and come to investigate; several of them already being swallowed up into the magic on display.

      Vibalt jerked back, stumbling over his feet. His head swivelled in all directions, expecting an attack at any moment. None came, but the border buzz increased and untamed magic swirled all around him.

      It had to be the Ljósálfar. Isoleth hadn't broken through the border wards, but she was trying, and in her efforts, she was creating a Ljósálfar spell that seduced the Dökkálfa.

      Vibalt shook his head, stumbled back a few more steps, and then grabbed the nearest of his fairies to come running at the sounds of promiscuity on the air.

      "Get back!" he ordered those who had not yet succumb. "Get back!"

      He gripped the chain-mail of the soldier closest to him and urgently commanded, "Take a message to the castle. Speak only with the King. Isoleth is coming! Wanton magic is on the air!"

      He licked his lips, tasting the magic, scenting it.

      It did not taste or smell of Ljósálfar. Confused, now more than ever, Vibalt tried to recognise the magic, but failed again and again.

      Too unpredictable. Too mercurial. Too volatile.

      "Wild Magic," he whispered, singling out a thread in the many that threatened to consume the village, right then.

      "Wild Magic!" he shouted at the Hyrða still clasped in his trembling fist. "Tell the King, Wild Magic is on the rise!"

      The Hyrða nodded, not yet succumbed to the magic thankfully, and then forcefully removed Vibalt's hand from his clothing.

      Without another word, the Hyrða spun on his heel and raced toward the stables, in order, no doubt, to fetch a horse.

      Once he was out of sight, Vibalt forgot about him. Instead, he staggered toward his battalion, his soldiers, the men and women who were his family.

      He would not let the Mad Queen take them from him like she had taken Goran's battalion from his friend. He just prayed, his King could combat this. Because Vibalt feared, Wild Magic that tasted of Dökkálfa, but came from across the border, was magic they all should fear.

    

  







            Episode Two

          

          

      

    

    






A Male Like No Other

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          

      

    

    







            A Game Not Played Can't Be Lost

          

          

      

    

    






Aliath

        

      

    

    
      If I could have arranged an emergency that precluded me from being here, I would have. But although the border villages were being hounded by Wild Magic, and my Court was fearful of a border breach and consequent attack on the castle, none of that was an emergency that would take me away from this.

      The Hyrða were handling the border issues. At the very least, they had reported no breach as yet. And my Court was always worried about one thing or another, so I could hardly call their current upset an emergency.

      So, that left me facing this.

      This being, having a bevvy of beautiful Smiðr females paraded in front of me like cattle at a stockyard sale, and the Smiðrs responsible for this disastrous turn of events, watching on with hopeful and encouraging expressions on their faces.

      Lord Boleth sat beside me, which I thought a strange assumption for the seemingly obsequious fairy to do. Lords Hamir, Martik and Sondec sat in chairs farther behind us, but I could feel their eyes on the back of my neck. And in the case of Hamir, his lecherous gaze on the parading fairies.

      The … candidates as Boleth was calling them, as if this was some competition or game, were all inordinately well presented. Their clothing immaculate, their makeup just so, their poise a perfect representation of their caste and their place within it.

      The quartet Boleth had put together had selected the cream of the crop, I was sure. All of the female fairies were polite and pretty, not to mention attentive and intrigued in me, as well. I had the feeling that I was as much on display as they were.

      "Lady Kamarin is an excellent musician, Your Majesty," Boleth said of the fairy standing demurely before me, her silver hair artfully arranged so she could look up at me from under her curls. Coquettishly, I thought.

      She was lovely, and spoke pleasantly, and asked questions without actually asking questions about my day and if I were well.

      But my heart did not stir, nor did my loins. If an heir were required, it would be quite a miracle one was produced from a pairing where intercourse was not a desired form of interaction.

      And what really concerned me, other than the obvious snub this was to my fated mate, was that fairies do not procreate easily. Producing an heir was not a given, or if it was, it might take several years to accomplish, and only if I bedded the girl every night of those long, long years, and perhaps again each morning.

      The chances of picking the right partner to produce an heir with on the first go-around were quite slim, but Boleth and his entourage believed wholeheartedly that we could stabilise the Monarchy, secure my place on the throne, and make everyone happy if I just picked one of these delightful fairies and got right off to bed and impregnated her.

      I let a sigh out before I could stop it and Boleth turned toward me.

      "If Lady Kamarin is not to your liking, Your Majesty, we have one more equally eager candidate to show you."

      Were they eager? Yes, I was the King, and being picked meant one potentially had the chance of becoming the Queen. At the very least, the winner could gloat at gatherings to have bedded the reclusive Konungr and knew what he liked intimately.

      But didn't these females have lives already? Perhaps loves already? None of them was underage, they were all of an age where they had formed bonds and made friends and had interests of their own that could well be upended if they won the right to my body and bed.

      How could they all appear so eager for me to pick them?

      I waved my hand, too weary to voice my concerns, and well aware that as King of Dökkálfa, I had responsibilities.

      Part of me wondered if Kara, being formerly human, was more inclined to be fertile and therefore producing an heir through a coupling with her would have a better chance than anything this quartet could dream up.

      Of course, we'd had sex once or twice, or several times in that damn cottage belonging to the Huldufólk, but no pregnancy had ensued. I was fairly certain, Kara was not using magical means to prevent such. I would have felt the magic when we were close.

      But as I looked at Lady Kamarin dejectedly leave the room, and glanced at Lord Boleth from the corner of my eye, I knew damn well that my Court would never accept a child borne from a coupling between Kara and me.

      She was my fated mate, a cruel turn of fate if you thought about it, and my Court refused to accept her.

      It hurt. My heart ached.

      Another beautiful Smiðr walked into the room.

      "This is Lady Analor," Boleth said.

      I almost didn't bother acknowledging her, which was rude, but kings could be rude if they felt the urge. But the name caused me to look up and inspect the fairy. It was so similar to my mother's and Mother had been a superlative fairy, both inside and out.

      I'm not sure what I expected, but she did not look like my mother, which all things considered was a relief. And then I scowled at myself for thinking any of this was an eventuality.

      I would fight it. I would fight them. But with Wild Magic on the rise and the threat of Isoleth crossing the border, I had to also think of the Realm, of my Court. If I pushed back too hard against their desires, then the fracture that had so recently healed would crack again, and it could lead to a coup.

      I would fight this, I told myself, but I had to be careful how I fought it. If I let them know I was not playing the game, I was sure there would be repercussions. And Dökkálfa was not whole enough to survive that.

      But I had no intention of playing their game, not when Kara lived and my heart was hers. I was relieved anew that I had disclosed her role as Champion and made it impossible for anyone to harm her in order to gain my cooperation in their games for control over me.

      I glanced at Boleth again. He had been nothing but respectful and courteous, but it was he who sat level with me as we questioned and assessed the girls, and it was he who spoke for his quartet, supposedly speaking on behalf of all Smiðr. Was he really trying to stabilise the Crown? Or was he seeking to take it?

      "Your Majesty," Boleth said, "Lady Analor is awaiting your inspection. We could adjourn for a break if you so desire. Perhaps an informal setting such as a luncheon would be more appropriate for your pleasure. But she is the last candidate we have prepared for you today, so you need only engage for a few minutes more."

      Saving the best for last, Boleth? I thought.

      She was exquisite. And her name reminded me of my mother. Of the goodness in the Princess Analith that Fīfrildi still spoke of to this day. She reminded me of the role minn móðr played in helping every fairy she could while avoiding the lethal gaze of Sofiq. My mother knew how to play the game. But she had played it and lost.

      Did this fairy before me know we were playing?

      The Dark Dance of Canon had been suspended for the duration of this … whatever the Hel it was. I could ask questions and the females would answer them, without incurring debt. It was a privilege of power I tried not to abuse. As Dark Fey, we have ways of eliciting the answers to unspoken questions, of course, but let's face it, none of these fairies had wanted to make my life difficult, so they had all volunteered information readily.

      Prepared speeches and lists of accomplishments and a whole plethora of hopes and desires which all happened to coincide with bettering the Realm and helping me keep the crown on my head.

      Still, I hadn't asked too many questions, but this was the last candidate and she had a name I rather liked, so I let my guard down, however briefly, minutely even, and looked her in the eye, enjoying her slightly challenging gaze.

      "Lady Analor," I said, "is it your desire to win this contest?"

      "I had not realised it was a contest, Your Majesty," she said in a voice that spoke of secrets and seduction.

      All of the fairies had attempted such, but Analor had clearly had good teachers.

      "You are one of many to have been paraded before me this morning," I said, sensing the eager agreement of Harmir behind me and the stifled judgement of Martik beside him. Boleth tasted of satisfaction.

      He thought I was intrigued with the Lady enough to change my approach. But in truth, I just wanted this over with, so I could contemplate better ways to stall this game of his or shut it down completely, whichever came first.

      But I had to be careful how I played the game for now. I needed the Smiðr on my side. How long could I draw out an interview period before I had to commit to sharing my bed with one of these girls?

      Of all the females paraded before me this morning, Analor had at least stared me in the face and raised an eyebrow. She did not hide behind her hair, or simper when I spoke, or list her attributes without me having to lift a finger to uncover her desires.

      "I hope I will be the last, then, Your Majesty," Analor said. "And the one that sends the rest home."

      "You're quite confident of your allure," I pointed out.

      "I am confident I can be what you require."

      "And what is it that I require?"

      Boleth smothered a smile, but I tasted his smugness. He thought I had chosen already. He thought me ensnared by a name and a pretty face.

      I would have snorted if I could have thought of a way to do so without reminding everyone here of Kara.

      The Umskipti, as they still called her, snorted in many of their faces.

      "Someone attractive, of course. But I am sure all of us have been." Analor offered a self-deprecating smile. "Someone intelligent to aide in the intelligence of our offspring. Someone who knows her place, but is not afraid to step out of it if required. Someone you can trust, confide in, and will support your goals no matter what they are."

      She stressed the last. Was that because she knew my goal was mating Kara and having nothing to do with any of this? No, she would not have offered any of the other answers if that were the case. That last, I was fairly sure, was her way of saying she would stand at my side while I ruled the kingdom, and would back my political goals against the likes of Boleth and his ilk.

      I didn't look at Boleth to know he'd picked up on her emphasis, but what he thought of it, or the message Analor was trying to convey, I did not know.

      I simply knew I was being played.

      Kamarin had been meek and mild, a better choice if I wished to fool them all into thinking I was entertaining any of this. But if I had truly been interested in her, I would have indicated as I'd — stupidly — indicated with Analor.

      Analor was dangerous. I could not tell if she sided with Boleth and his quartet, or why she would if she did. But I also could not tell if her intentions were to aid me in avoiding this game they'd devised or simply win a place in my bed.

      Either way, I had no choice but to continue as if I were interested.

      Still, I hesitated. My thoughts drawn back to Kara.

      Lord Boleth sat forward, "Perhaps that is enough for today, Your Majesty," he suggested, waving Analor away as if giving me a reprieve.

      I did not trust it.

      Once the girl had left, Boleth turned to me and said, "I trust our selection was adequate, Your Majesty. But I must remind you, as the spokesfairy for all of the Court," — since when had he become that? — "that time is of the essence and the Realm requires your loyalty above all else."

      I bristled at the reminder of my obligations to the Crown. He was not wrong, of course, but I did not require repetitive reminders of my responsibilities.

      Especially when they conflicted with what was in my heart.

      "Perhaps His Majesty has already picked a suitable candidate for a further round," Boleth murmured. "Someone whose name could appease the masses."

      I could have said Analor. It would have got him off my back. Instead, I stood — stubbornly it must be said — adjusted my jacket, and announced, "You'll know as soon as I do who I pick."

      And then I left the room, feeling the quartet's gaze on my back, feeling the weight of my Court on my shoulders, feeling pulled in two different directions.

      The Crown or my mate?
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Sora

        

      

    

    
      Looking over her shoulder, she ducked under a tapestry that hid a servant passageway from sight. There was talk on the air that the King was choosing a mate. But Sora did not understand why that would be so when her Lady was already his fated mate.

      Pushing the unsettling thoughts aside, she rushed down the corridor, only barely acknowledging the Fīfrildi she passed, making sure to not be seen where she was going.

      It was their second meeting, and she hadn't even told Marik what she had been up to. Marik was as much a loyal servant to Lady Kara as Sora was, but Marik was old and set in her ways; she would not understand what Sora was doing.

      She would think the grievance too great and the risk unnecessary.

      But it was necessary. Sora was sure of it. But she also knew the longer she did this, the more Fīfrildi attended these meetings, the higher the chance of being caught.

      And even if Sora thought they were doing nothing inherently wrong, the upper castes would disagree. Even thinking what they spoke aloud at these meetings could be a punishable offence. Yet, she kept walking.

      The fairies needed this and if it was all she could do to aid them, then she would take the risk.

      The corridors became empty the farther she got from the more busy areas of the castle. Well away from the kitchens and Saffrik, Head of Kitchens and a scary Fīfrildi. Well away from their quarters and the communal areas where Fīfrildi could now often be seen conversing with Hyrða. Well away from the accesses to the main part of the castle; the courtyard, the throne room, the dining hall, and the Smiðr and Dómr apartments.

      Well away from everything.

      But in being well away from everything, Sora thought, all it would take was one fairy observing one of the attendees to the meeting treading these not oft tread halls to know something — perhaps nefarious — was happening.

      But it was not nefarious to meet and air grievances and offer support when support would normally never — could never — be given.

      The Fīfrildi needed this.

      Checking one final time over her shoulder, pressing a hand against the castle walls and offering up a murmured request for safety and invisibility, which she knew the castle would not heed but somehow it made her feel better, Sora ducked down the last corridor and slipped into the long-forgotten room where the meeting was to be held.

      Six Fīfrildi awaited her. One more than the last time they had met. It both pleased Sora that word was getting out about the support group and worried her. She chewed on her bottom lip as she looked the new fairy up and down and wondered if this would be the fairy who betrayed her.

      Smiling at the others who had been here two days before, she took a seat, arranged her maid's uniform and said, "I trust no one was followed."

      "I checked," Benik said. "I checked often. And I still cannot be sure."

      "No one followed me," Corik said, "but I fear that had more to do with the castle than any talent of mine at being unseen."

      "The castle does not care about us," Jarlin declared. He was the only male Fīfrildi to attend. But sex did not denote who could be abused and who could not.

      Not for Fīfrildi.

      "The castle listens," Corik stressed. "It listens more today than it has in the past. It wakes and it sees and it listens."

      "Because of my Lady Kara," Sora said with no small measure of pride. "She is Dökkálfa's Champion."

      Corik smiled at her, but it was Benik who said, "I cannot stay long. It is best if we get on and do this."

      It was not because Benik did not believe in Lady Kara's position, nor that she was jealous of Sora being her Lady's First Maid. It was simply because she felt the danger, as they all felt the danger, but the camaraderie and support gained at these meetings outweighed the fear of discovery.

      To a certain degree, in any case.

      "Very well," Sora said, smoothing her apron and toying with the embroidered bees on the edge. "Perhaps our new guest should begin."

      They all looked toward the newest member of their group.

      "Introduce yourself," Sora said. "Tell us a little about why you came here."

      "I would rather not go first," the fairy said.

      Sora shook her head adamantly. "In order for trust to be given, it must first be proven that you mean us no harm."

      "Sora!" Corik exclaimed. "I brought Darlith with me. I can vouch for her."

      "Very well," Sora said again, lifting her chin. "Then you can go first, and Darlith can follow your example."

      Corik stared at her for a moment but then relented. Sora was the nominal leader of these meetings, for ill or good. They all deferred to her.

      It would be herself, Sora thought worriedly, who took the brunt of the punishment should they be discovered. Was it any wonder, then, that she wanted proof of loyalty from Darlith first?

      This was the best she could do, though. If Corik vouched for the Fīfrildi, then she could speak any treasonous words first.

      "My name is Corik. My master is Lord Yarnith. I have worked as a household maid for my Lord since I was a barn. At twelve years of age, I was sold to him by my mother's master. My mother did something to upset him, and the punishment was losing me. My mother does not work in the castle. I do not know if she still lives; her master's home is in the south, by the sea."

      "One of the free Dökkálfa," Jarlin murmured. There had been Dark Fey who had not been imprisoned in the castle when the Ljósálfar last imprisoned Sora's kind. Their freedom was not something to covet, however, as many had been hunted and used by their Lighter brethren to the point of losing their lives.

      At least, in the castle prison, those Dökkálfa within the walls had survived. Dökkálfa is the castle and the castle is Dökkálfa. Outside of the glass walls Isoleth had created, though, the land had been bereft of its magic, ripe for the picking.

      And so were its fairies.

      Sofiq had not cared to check on the well-being of her long-forgotten vassals. And Aliath had not had time yet to check on their distant shores and holdings what with one battle after the other since he had claimed the crown. Although, Sora was hopeful someone had been sent, even if just a Dómr. News would reach them one day.

      "I am sorry for your pain and loss, Corik," Sora said, and everyone murmured the same. Turning to Darlith, she said, "You may speak now and we will listen."

      The little fairy glanced around at the faces, and then straightened her shoulders.

      "My name is Darlith. My masters are Lord and Lady Pulark. I am a housemaid and have been for the past two hundred years. Prior to that, I was a free Fīfrildi working as a member of the castle staff. Lord Pulark came across me one day and took a liking to my work, or so I thought. It was not long after I agreed to be a member of his and his Lady's household that I realised he took a liking to me instead. I should not complain. They feed me well, sometimes they shower me with gifts. I have a room of my own, with comfortable furniture, and many uniforms and slippers to wear. I want for nothing."

      "Other than your freedom," Jarlin murmured.

      "Other than that, yes."

      "It does not sound that bad," Benik said. "A roof over your head, a place to bed, clothes, food, and a purpose."

      "You must not be familiar with Lord and Lady Pulark," Darlith said.

      "I am not," Benik agreed.

      "They are very social," Darlith continued. "They hold many parties. I am honoured to attend them and serve their needs."

      "As a maid," Sora said, careful to not ask a question. There was too much tension and sorrow in the air for that.

      Darlith licked her lips and would not look at anyone. But she did speak. In a whisper.

      "Their parties are notorious amongst the more … unrestrained of the Smiðr."

      "Unrestrained," Jarlin repeated softly. Not a question, but an opening for more.

      "Uninhibited," Darlith told him, lifting her bruised eyes to his face.

      He met her stare without judgement and said, "Go on. We are listening. We hear you. We share in your pain."

      Swallowing thickly, Darlith said, her voice vibrating with fear and suffering, "I am required to entertain them on occasion, as I entertain my master when he demands such."

      No more needed to be said, but Darlith had not looked away from Jarlin, who looked back at her with open acceptance and patience.

      "Lady Pulark likes to watch," she went on. "Sometimes she participates. Sometimes Lord Pulark comes to my room and tells me it's a secret, just between us. He behaves differently when his wife is not there encouraging — directing — his endeavours."

      She hugged herself, her face pale.

      "You cannot stay there," Corik said.

      "He is my master. I gave up my freedom when I agreed to join his household. It was a rise in position. I gained much."

      And lost much more, Sora thought.

      "You could tell your Lady," Benik suggested.

      "As I said, my Lady likes to watch. The grievance would be with the secret her husband keeps from her and not in the act itself. Telling her would not aid me, it would only infuriate Lord Pulark. He would seek punishment for the betrayal."

      She was trapped, like so many Fīfrildi were trapped. And all Sora could do was provide them with a place to share their grievances, to have someone hear their words, to promise them that they were not alone in their pain.

      It was not enough. Not nearly enough. She ached for Darlith, and for the others, who had all suffered in one way or the other. Who were all trapped by the caste they were born into and by their jailers who happened to be of a caste that much higher than theirs.

      It was wrong. It was horrid. It was an evil Dökkálfa should not countenance, but somehow the evil lived on, even if the fairies inside the castle were now free of their imprisonment.

      The castle rumbled beneath their feet, the sounds of the flagstones grating against each other accompanied by an eerie wail.

      "I have never heard it do that before," Corik said. "Perhaps it is a warning."

      "Someone comes, maybe," Benik offered as an explanation.

      But the castle quietened as if it had said what it needed to say. As if it had heard Sora's thoughts and its heart — if it had a heart — was equally broken.

      "I do not believe it is a warning," Sora said. She did not tell them what she thought it was; a sense of empathy from the walls around them. "But perhaps we should not linger."

      She turned to each fairy and added, "I will be here to listen again in two days. I will also speak of this to my Lady."

      No one thanked her. It was not their way. But Darlith left with Jarlin, murmuring softly together, the female Fīfrildi no longer tasting of bleak desperation.

      The others all expressed their hope in Sora's Lady. In the change that Sora had promised them. They patted her on the arm as they fled the small sanctuary.

      Sora did not know if she was making a difference. If being able to voice their grievances aided these fairies at all. But she did know they trusted her. They trusted Dökkálfa's Champion to do something.

      That they believed Sora, as her Lady's First Maid, could achieve some small measure of justice for them.

      Exiting the area of the castle they had been in as carefully as she had entered it, Sora realised just what that responsibility could mean.

      Her heart ached. Her mind was clear.

      If she were caught, if she failed, the punishment would be severe.
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Kara

        

      

    

    
      Being here in the courtyard was a form of defiance. The only form of defiance I felt comfortable enough to do daily. It took courage to live as a fairy. It took an enormous amount of it to survive in their might-is-power, magic-is-might society. I knew they did not think of me as Fey. At least, the Smiðr and the Dómr didn't think of me as Fey. The Fīfrildi and Hyrða thought of me that way.

      Or, at least, they thought of me as Dökkálfa's Champion and as their King's fated mate. I wasn't sure which one was more important to them, but I'd like to believe it was the Dökkálfa's Champion part of the equation that had them accepting me in their midst and not who I happened to be mated to.

      Not that Aliath and I had completed the mating yet. But there was no denying that we felt something inexplicable toward each other. Something … magical.

      I pushed thoughts of consummating our mate-bond aside and concentrated on the book I was reading. It was a rather dry treatise on Dark Fey politics during their thousand-year imprisonment at the hands of the Light Fey. Queen Sofiq had been a scary monarch, that was for sure.

      But Isoleth out-scared her, in my mind, any day.

      Still, I thought I might learn something of the conniving ways of the Dark Fey aristocrats and courtiers if I studied their behaviour during a harrowing time in their history.

      So far, all I'd learnt was fairies were clever and sneaky bastards and reading about their immoral ways gave me a headache.

      I wasn't alone in the courtyard. I had Sora at my side. My Fīfrildi First Maid had something on her mind because she hadn't turned a page in her book in the past ten minutes. I knew for a fact, that Sora was not that slow a reader. She was very astute in an unassuming way and rather intelligent for a member of the servant caste.

      Not that I thought caste should denote intelligence in any way. But often the Fīfrildi were overlooked by their … betters. They were thought subservient and dimwitted, a persona I believed they cultivated to a certain degree. Much like the buffed and militant Hyrða, all the upper castes saw was what they wanted to see. Brawn and no brains as far as the warrior caste went, but I dared anyone to think Goran was not an intelligent fairy.

      Sora and Goran were going to have smart little fairy babies.

      That's if they could fall pregnant. Not a given in Faerie.

      Perhaps it was that stray thought that brought the nearby conversations to my ear. I'd been absently listening to the tittering and giggling of a group of female Smiðr some distance away. It alarmed me slightly, that they had drawn near enough to hear. There was no good reason for them to have moved any closer than they had been.

      The upper castes might have been getting used to my presence in the courtyard daily, but that did not mean they wanted to risk catching something by getting within spitting distance of me.

      But now with their suddenly noted proximity, I realised how much I'd started to rely on my Hyrða guard for protection and not my own situational awareness. I had Farloc with me again today. He'd been the Hyrða assigned to me most often of late. I thought perhaps I would have had one of Goran's battalion as a guard had they been here. But Goran's battalion was missing, and so I had garnered one of Fifth Battalion's fairies instead.

      I didn't mind, although I thought perhaps it would be a good idea to spread the load around. But Farloc had appeared at my door more often than not when I ventured out, so I guessed he'd drawn the short straw.

      At least, he never complained.

      I glanced at him now and noted the way he watched the gaggle of Smiðr fairies as they drew nearer. He, too, was aware of their purposeful movement closer to the bench Sora and I sat on each day. A bench that they normally would have avoided at all costs, but clearly, something had changed.

      I'm not stupid. I dealt with my fair share of bitchy females at school growing up. Most of them gave me a wide berth; I knew how to throw a punch. Growing up with a brother and many male cousins had taught me to never hold back. And, it must be said, their snide remarks had more often than not been aimed at my best friend.

      But that didn't mean I wasn't aware of the damage their words could cause.

      I carefully turned the page in the book I was reading, but I had long since stopped actually registering the words. All my attention was now on the group of red-skinned female fairies just off to the side of where I was perched.

      They were well dressed as all aristocratic fairies were. Flashy jewellery and fancy hairstyles, and beautifully embroidered black sun-frocks. Their silver hair glistened in the sunlight, their eyes gleamed vibrant green and if some were full of malice, it did not detract from their beauty. All of them were fanning themselves with colourful bejewelled hand fans as if the heat of the day were almost too much for them. But it was late summer and the air had a crispness to it I had not experienced before, so I did not think the fanning was for that type of heat but another.

      They were talking about Aliath and what the King could possibly enjoy in his bed.

      An uncomfortable feeling started to form in the pit of my belly, but all I did was turn another page in my book, pretending for all I was worth to be reading.

      Farloc shifted on his booted feet making his chain-mail clank slightly but the giggling fairies' tittering laughter covered the sound of his unease. Sora had stopped breathing.

      I felt the chill in the air. I felt the anticipation of the castle, but as yet, it had not seen fit to intervene. Maybe it thought this was something I should be aware of. Sometimes, the castle's lessons were harsh in their practicality.

      It took courage to live in Faerie. Courage and cunning; one of which I thought I had in spades, the other I was still learning. The castle was making sure I learnt it swiftly.

      "My father was told the list has been culled to three," a female fairy said loudly. Loud enough for me to hear, in any case, which I think was the point.

      "Only three," another fairy complained. "So many were presented to our King."

      "There can be only one in the end," a fairy with a sultry sounding voice said.

      "You must be the favourite, Analor," someone simpered. "He asked questions of you when he did no such thing with any of us."

      "I did not say he asked no question of me," someone muttered.

      "You did not say he did, either," the fairy who'd addressed Analor countered.

      There was something about the name Analor, or was it Analiq? I couldn't remember, but it meant something. Right then, I didn't have time to ponder what. I only hoped it wasn't as significant as my subconscious thought it was.

      "I wonder what the next round will involve," someone said. "I wish to be prepared. I'm sure to be on the shortlist of suitable candidates."

      "My money is on Analor. Literally. I placed a bet through my brother. There is a pool being run by a Dómr, but only because a Smiðr would not be seen dead running a book on such a thing."

      "Oh, would that I could place a bet through your brother, Charlith."

      Analith, that was it. Analith, and she had been Aliath's beloved mother.

      I stifled the sigh that wanted out. I could see now why that fairy thought Analor would be the front runner in this little game of theirs. And it was a game, wasn't it? The castle had warned me of such. The Mating Game, Dökkálfa had called it. And these were the … candidates presented to the King.

      To mate.

      Anger simmered beneath the surface, but I did my level best to keep it contained. Sora's anger was not so well controlled. I didn't risk reaching over and reassuring my maid with a touch to her arm. Any movement now was being avidly watched.

      The group of female fairies weren't even trying to hide their keen gazes. They wanted me to know my place.

      I let out a soft huff of air on a laugh. As if I didn't have my place shoved in my face every single day I ventured out of my chambers.

      "I think the next round will be more physical," a fairy said. "The King must inspect the goods, after all."

      "I relish the chance to display my wares."

      "You would. You're nothing if not a tease."

      "I would tease our King most mercilessly," the fairy in question said.

      They all giggled again at the imagery.

      "Of course," Analor murmured, the sound of her voice alone silencing the rest, "the one who shall win our King, in the end, will be the most well trained of us in the art of seduction."

      "I was trained by two seductresses from the age of ten."

      "I started at six."

      "I have had four trainers, and one of them has a harem. Let me tell you, he was most particular in what a male fairy demands in his bed."

      "The King would be very demanding of any he invited into his bed."

      "He seeks perfection," Analor said. Everyone stilled to hear what she had to say. It was as if she was already their Queen and they longed for her wisdom; eager to listen and be seen listening. "As any Dökkálfa male would. In his bed. On his arm. On the throne that will reside beside his. There can be only one who fills that role for our King, but that one will most certainly be perfect. A Smiðr of good repute. From a loyal and accomplished family. No mere Dómr could fill that role. No fairy of a lesser caste would ever be considered for such a noble position. Perfection is the purview of the highest, most rarefied of our kind."

      "Then I suppose the Umskipti doesn't stand a chance."

      They all turned to look directly at me.

      "I said perfect, not monstrous," Analor murmured.

      "There is no way a creature created by the Ljósálfar could possibly know what a Dökkálfa longs for in his bed," someone said, but my blood was rushing in my ears by now and it was difficult to tell who had spoken.

      It didn't matter. En masse, they all represented the same thing.

      Challengers for Aliath's affection.

      Oh, I knew Aliath loved me. But he also loved Dökkálfa.

      The castle moaned and groaned and rolled beneath our feet, scaring the snide Smiðr and making them scatter back to the holes they'd crawled out of to hurt me.

      Sora started. Farloc bristled with the desire to smite something.

      But this was not their battle. This was all mine.

      "It's alright," I said softly. "It's alright," I repeated, and I knew that those nearest me at that moment could taste the lie as it left my lips.
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Dagar

        

      

    

    
      "That is the third battalion we have sent to the border in the past day," Aliath said, stating something that Dagar was well aware of.

      But his King was distracted and had repeated much of what they had been discussing as if by saying the words back to the Herra enabled him to grasp their meaning at last.

      "This is true, Your Majesty, but we still have six battalions available to protect the castle."

      "Six," Aliath mumbled, staring out of the window in his office at the mist that coated the forest in the distance. It threatened to encroach on the land that rolled out around the castle, cutting the guards' line of sight, making protection of Dökkálfa that much harder.

      Still, Dagar was certain of his fairies' abilities to guard the castle. They had trained for all manner of weather or obstacles. And if the Ljósálfar struck, they would surely strike from the border.

      The border that was now crawling with Hyrða.

      "Six is more than enough, my Liege," Dagar assured his King.

      Aliath glanced back at the Herra and nodded, an all-too-brief smile sweeping across his lips. "Yes, yes, of course," he said and took his seat behind his massive stone desk, rearranging papers and things.

      More than a few seconds passed before Aliath stopped being busy.

      "Should we need to send more, though," he murmured.

      "There are already ten battalions along our border with Ljósálfar, Your Majesty. I cannot believe more will be required."

      "Wild Magic, Dagar. How long has it been since we've seen Wild Magic like this?"

      For his King to be asking a question, Dagar knew now that something monumental had him distracted. Dagar forgave the breach of Canon. Dagar would forgive his King almost anything.

      He tasted Aliath's pain, his heartache. The weight of responsibility bowed his monarch in a way Isoleth's machinations had never achieved.

      "Before our imprisonment," Dagar said. "At the very least."

      Aliath looked up and met Dagar's eyes directly; a rather perturbing experience as the young King had been studiously avoiding making eye contact until that moment. Dagar settled himself and met his King's gaze, attempting to instil confidence in his facial features.

      An off-balanced Aliath was not a good thing.

      "How old are you, my friend?" Aliath asked.

      They were to dispense with the Dark Dance completely, then. Dagar nodded his head in an agreement Aliath had not verbally sought, but due to their ways, had in fact needed.

      "I was a young lad when Isoleth imprisoned our people," he told his King. Something, he was fairly certain, Aliath already knew.

      For all his distraction of late, Aliath was a well-read leader of his fairies.

      "And in all your vast years," Aliath pressed, a mere twitch of his lips proving that some semblance of humour remained in Dagar's King, "has there ever been a Mating Game to force the hand of the monarch such as this?"

      It did not surprise Dagar that it was the need for an heir that had so upset his Liege. At one stage, it would have been Dagar's desire to press for such a thing. In truth, he was still very much aware that an heir was needed. Aliath was a young King, an untested one, preparing for war and facing insurmountable odds.

      And then there was his Court. Only recently supportive of their King. But a divide existed in Dökkálfa and Aliath's Court now wanted two different things.

      "No, Your Majesty," Dagar said. "To my knowledge, there has not been a Mating Game such as this. Sofiq, my Liege..." Dagar spread his hands in apology. "She willingly mated with any who proved their worth. Perhaps, we should be thankful that those pairings did not produce an heir. It might have been difficult to ascertain whose lineage was the barn's to claim." Not to mention, an heir borne from a pairing with Sofiq could well have produced a monster.

      Strange that the Upper Court thought Lady Kara a monster and yet the Skilja fairy was as far from a monster as she could get, and Sofiq had been the epitome.

      Aliath leaned back in his chair and stared out the window. The mist had reached the bare land that surrounded the castle. Dagar could see it moving slowly toward them. It was as if the land felt Aliath's unease, and like Aliath was trying to hide from the ugliness of reality.

      Not that Dagar's King would hide from his reality, but the battle he fought now was a type of hiding. Aliath sought an answer to a problem that would not go away. An answer he could live with and still fulfil his duties as King.

      Dagar did not envy his monarch's responsibilities.

      Sitting forward slightly in his chair, Dagar said, "Would not naming an heir solve your problem, my Liege?"

      Aliath pulled his attention back to the room and glanced at Dagar. "And who would appease them, Dagar? Lord Boleth? Lord Pullark?"

      Dagar sucked in a breath of air, aware the loss of Prince Lorec's allegiance had been grievous in its injury.

      "You have other cousins, Your Majesty," Dagar ventured.

      "Cousins who fled when the Ljósálfar stormed the castle one thousand years ago. If they live, Dagar, they will be shadows of their former selves. And cowards to boot."

      "Survival should not be deemed cowardice."

      "And yet, my Court would deem it so, do you not think?"

      He was right, of course. If they could not accept the courageous Lady Kara, then they would definitely never accept fairies who ran at the first sign of battle. A battle that raged for months, if Dagar's long memory served him correctly. A battle which the Dökkálfa resoundingly lost.

      So many had died. So many losses. Dagar remembered his móðr sobbing, her heartache a visceral thing.

      Pushing those unwanted memories aside, Dagar concentrated on his King.

      "You are right, of course," he said solemnly. "There is none suitable to be named heir. But we could train one. A Sveinbarn maybe, from a good and loyal family. One that would be accepted by the majority of the Court."

      "And whom among the Smiðr do you trust, Dagar? Who would trust us with their Sonr or Dóttir in turn? Who among them would the Court accept? It would take a mere handful of malcontents to contest the child's claim to the throne when the time came for he or she to don the crown. An heir we need, but an heir that cannot be contested would be preferable, would it not?"

      "And so we come full circle, my Liege."

      "The Mating Game," Aliath spat.

      He stared out the window, the mist now reaching the castle's battlements. Dagar could no longer see the Hyrða in the towers.

      "You could delay," Dagar offered. "She has won two of the four castes already. Give her time to win the rest."

      "The Smiðr and Dómr would not be so easy to win the hearts of." The King's words were softly spoken, but strength could be heard underneath.

      Dagar flicked an alarmed look at his Liege.

      "War is coming, my friend," Aliath said, still staring at the mist as it neared the castle proper. "The border is being tested even now. Wild Magic is on the rise and little we can do to combat it until we ascertain its origins." His sharp green gaze pierced Dagar's eyes. "Dragons have been seen."

      "I am aware."

      "This is not the time for division within our Court."

      "Then choosing a mate will have to be tabled." For how could Aliath appease the two halves of his Court by picking one over the other?

      "I do not speak of division amongst the castes, Herra. I speak of division between the Court and their King."

      Dagar closed his eyes briefly and nodded.

      "I need their backing," Aliath continued. "War will be demanding enough with their support; impossible without it. I must send their sons and daughters to battle, Dagar. In some cases to their very deaths. To ask this of them and not return their trust is unconscionable."

      Aliath stood and crossed to the window, the mist now obscuring all visibility.

      He placed his hand, palm flat on the window pain and said nothing for a long, drawn-out moment.

      Dagar tasted his heartache.

      "I knew when I positioned myself for the crown," Aliath murmured, "that ruling would not be easy. I knew I would have to do things that did not sit well in order to succeed. Above all else, I told myself, my loyalty to Dökkálfa must remain unquestioned. For so long, Sofiq placed her own desires above that of the Realm. I could not be seen to do anything less than the opposite of our deficient Queen. To do so would be to invite failure."

      Aliath turned abruptly, his face bleak.

      "I will not fail Dökkálfa as my Aunt did. I will not fail Álfeimr as Isoleth threatens to do even as we speak. I am Konungr of this Court, Sonr of Faerie. I know my role. I am aware of my responsibility. And not in any of that is there room for my heart's desire."

      He had chosen his path. Dagar recognised the stubborn mien he had seen in the child Aliath had been. He'd long respected the strength that hid beneath the princely facade. The backbone of steel that had aided his survival under the not so tender care of his demented Aunt.

      The very reason why he had become King and Dökkálfa supported him.

      There was no question in Dagar's mind that Aliath put his Realm first. Put every single Dark Fairy's well-being before his own.

      The heartache Dagar tasted on the air in the King's office, right then, did not all belong to his King.

      "I understand, Your Majesty," Dagar said, rising and bowing low to his monarch. In this, he would show his respect, offer his support, even if he knew in his own heart that Dökkálfa would suffer because of the choice Aliath was making.

      A difficult choice with no obviously correct answer. But one Aliath had made, and as the King's Herra, Dagar would back resolutely.

      "Would you like me to warn her?" Dagar asked his King.

      "The Lady Kara is astute enough, I think, to have already surmised what is happening."

      Dagar did not argue that, but he could not help but think blindsiding her with a fait acompli could prove disastrous. Not to Dökkálfa perhaps — certainly not immediately — and right now, Dökkálfa's immediate needs were all that Aliath could see.

      He was blinded by his responsibility; bowed by the weight placed on his shoulders by simply donning the crown; had already succumbed to the numbing pain of the whip his Upper Court aimed at his back. The Powerful demanded, and Aliath had no choice but to answer that demand.

      War was coming. And an heir was required.

      But could they survive both of those things without Dökkálfa's Champion?

      For would the Lady Kara stay if she were usurped?
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      She found her charge in their Lady's bathroom, cleaning the brass fixtures with a magical touch. Marik was glad to see Sora in one piece, for she had not believed it granted that she would do so.

      Word had reached her via a trusted friend of what the little Fīfrildi had been up to and it scared the old maid to her core.

      "You look done here," Marik said, her voice clipped and unfriendly.

      It was not that Marik did not feel a kinship to Sora. The young girl had grown into a most promising Fīfrildi. But Marik was out of sorts, desperately worried, and often her tone was sharp when her emotions were wrought.

      Sora only hummed softly in reply and simply nodded her head. Stepping back from the bathtub, she admired her work. The brass fairly gleamed in the low light of the room. The space was as clean as it could possibly be, every inch of it lovingly tended.

      Marik could not find fault in Sora's work. But she did find fault in the little fairy's hobbies.

      Glancing over her shoulder, Marik ensured her Lady was not entering the bathing suite. Once satisfied they would not be interrupted, Marik approached Sora and said, "I need assistance with the evening meal."

      Sora blinked at her supervisor. "I shall fetch it from the kitchens if you like."

      "I do not like," Marik snapped. "I require assistance, not a delivery service."

      Sora tipped her head to the side like a bird studying a perplexing object it was uncertain it wanted to keep. "You have something special planned," Sora surmised.

      Oh, Marik had something special planned indeed, but it did not involve their Lady's dinner.

      "Come, Sora," she said and exited the bathroom.

      Lady Kara was relaxing on her love-seat by the window, reading a book and sipping an aperitif. She looked up when her servants entered the room, smiling in welcome.

      It stunned Marik every single time her Lady looked at them with such open friendship and admiration. Admiration a Fīfrildi rarely ever received. Especially not from their master or mistress.

      For a while, Marik had not considered Lady Kara her mistress. Merely the obligation she had been given and had to endure. But the Lady had won the stiff old maid over, and now Marik would risk her very life to save Kara's.

      Marik and Sora curtsied as was right and proper upon entering the room.

      "We must tend to the evening repast, my Lady," Marik told her mistress. "We shall not be long."

      It was not a lie. Dark Fey cannot lie. But it was also not the whole truth, either. Marik had grown rather adept at twisting her words into the truth she wanted to be heard.

      And not necessarily the truth of a thing in its entirety.

      Any Dökkálfa worth their salt could do as much as she.

      "Oh, don't go to too much trouble, ladies," Lady Kara said, and Marik tasted the conviction behind the softly spoken words.

      Only Lady Kara would call a Fīfrildi 'lady' and mean it.

      "Not at all, my Lady," Marik replied, unsettled as always when Kara called her by such a name. "We shall return shortly."

      "I look forward to it," Lady Kara told them, the words ringing true.

      Marik's insides twisted and turned on themselves, making her breath catch in her throat. Anger swiftly followed. She shot a glare at Sora and led the little fairy out of their Lady's chamber, stopping only long enough to ensure the Hyrða on duty was aware Lady Kara was now alone.

      Farloc stood tall and imposing, gripping his Sverð as if he expected a forthcoming challenge at Marik's words. It was perhaps an unnecessary precaution, but like Marik, Farloc was dedicated to their Lady.

      As he should be.

      Marik nodded her head, straightened her back, and led Sora toward the kitchens. Before they reached the heart of the castle, Marik exited the building into the vast herb garden.

      In order for her ruse — and words — to hold true, she intended to pick an accompanying herb for her Lady's evening meal. Something to enhance the chef's efforts and please Lady Kara.

      "Tonight's meal is chicken," Marik told Sora as she glanced around the garden to ensure they were quite alone. At this time of the day, it was not a given, and even as Marik's gaze took in the far reaches of the orderly lines of herbs, she noted several Fīfrildi doing exactly as they were.

      Well, maybe not exactly. Marik's real reason for being here was to confront Sora in a setting where the castle's walls would not convey their words to their Lady.

      Turning to her charge, her lips thinned as her eyes met the little fairy's astute green gaze. Sora was already holding a cutting of tarragon in her outstretched hand.

      "Perhaps we can dispense with the charade, Marik," Sora suggested.

      "It is only a charade if it is a farce, Sora. Tarragon will not do. Let's walk."

      Sora slipped into stride beside her supervisor, while Marik kept a wary eye on the garden's other occupants.

      A silence bubble softly popped into existence around them. Sora did not baulk at the sudden appearance of the charm. Crouching down, she cut a small sample of thyme.

      "Word has reached me of your secret meetings," Marik told the young fairy.

      "Oh," Sora said, glancing up at her.

      "Oh. That is all you have to say. Oh."

      "I would be interested in knowing how word reached your ears."

      "I should think you would be." Marik sighed, wringing her hands together before she could stop the motion. "You have been careless and reckless and endanger yourself and all those who meet with you. Not to mention what would happen if you are removed from our Lady's service."

      "She would still have you, Marik."

      "Stupid girl! Have you no care?" Sora sucked in a breath of air at Marik asking a question. They had not agreed to forgo the Dark Dance. "It would adversely affect our Lady," Marik blithely continued. "It could bring shame upon her household, upon her. Think, damn you, of what your selfish acts could mean for Lady Kara's pursuits."

      "It is because of her pursuits that I do this."

      Marik stared at Sora as if she were mad.

      "That cannot be so. Our Lady is the fated mate of the King. Such blatant humiliation would prove detrimental in their joining. You know this! Surely you know this!"

      Sora stood from her crouch, the thyme and tarragon forgotten but still clutched in her trembling hands. Marik tasted the little fairy's fear on the air, but also a surprise emotion.

      Courage. Much like their Lady's. Sora stood straight before her supervisor and looked Marik directly in the face, in the eyes. Her own eyes blazed a righteous green.

      "There is much pain in the Fīfrildi," the little fairy said. "So much pain. An injustice occurs in Dökkálfa and it occurs daily. Hourly. Every time a Fīfrildi is abused and we do nothing to change that is a blot on our characters, on our caste. We may be no better than the Lesser Fey in their eyes, but if we see ourselves as lesser, too, then they have won a war we did not know we were fighting."

      "You speak of war and battles as if a Fīfrildi were a Hyrða. Has your mate filled your head with pixie dust?"

      "You ask questions without thought of debt, of the Canon. And you dare to think I am not also affected, changed, by Lady Kara. Marik, I will return the favour. What would our Lady do? What would she ask of us?"

      Marik stared in horror at the little fairy before her. She could not be sure for what she was horrified. The fact Sora was correct and Marik had been asking questions without pause. Or the fact that Sora was more and more like their Lady with every passing day.

      This small, fragile Fīfrildi with the strength of an ox and the courage of a bear.

      Marik felt shamed by her fears.

      Licking her lips, she leaned forward and said, "What you ask has no simple answer. Yes, there are injustices in our world. It has always been so. Our lives are hard fought for."

      Sora shook her head. "I do not believe that. At one time, we were one people. One caste."

      "You have been reading too many bedtime stories, Sora. We were never one caste. One people, perhaps. But from the dawn of time, there have been four castes in Dökkálfa."

      "Four castes which balance each other," Sora argued. "Four castes to make us stronger than the Ljósálfar."

      "'For together we are stronger. Apart we grow weak,'" Marik murmured, remembering an old wives' tale her móðr had once told her while she sat on her knee.

      Sora seemed taken aback by Marik's words, but she soon gathered herself.

      "You understand, then, that I cannot do nothing," she said.

      "I..." Marik began and then shook her head. "Sora," she said urgently, "you must stop these meetings before more than just the kitchen staff hear of your exploits. Before word reaches the Upper Court."

      "I will not," Sora said, lifting her chin and staring back at her supervisor defiantly.

      "Our Lady may not be able to save you, child."

      "Our Lady will be proud of my efforts in helping our caste."

      Marik did not argue, but worry consumed her heart. She opened her mouth to say more, to warn Sora to be careful, to repeat her insistence that she stop the gatherings altogether, but the silencing ward popped.

      Both fairies jumped at the abrupt return of sound to their world. Marik stared around the garden, her heart thumping a tattoo in her chest, sweat beading her brow.

      A Dómr approached them. Marik was sure they were caught, then. It was too late. Sora would be whipped, her wings broken. Marik would be made to order the punishment that shattered her charge, if not tied to a mast at Sora's side to receive her own beating.

      Her wings fluttered in agitation. A small whimper escaped before she could stop it. Sora stepped forward, shielding her elder. Marik, stunned as she was, felt such pride in her underling. Such an honour to know her.

      "It is Jarviq," Sora whispered. "The King's aide."

      Marik stilled, unable to reconcile this happenstance. Jarviq said nothing as he approached.

      A whisper of magic surrounded them. A silencing ward, but one with such delicacy, none watching their meeting would assume it had been created. The Dómr was full of surprises.

      "There is not much time," he said, forgoing a greeting. He bent down and plucked at a herb. For the life of her, Marik could not at that moment tell which herb it was. Jarviq held it up before him as if to ask their opinion on the plant. "Things are progressing at an alarming rate," he said, turning the herb this way and that in the late afternoon light. "You are aware, no doubt, of the game afoot."

      Marik had no idea at all of what the fairy spoke of, right then.

      "The Mating Game," Jarviq added as an explanation. "A candidate has been put forward. I fear the King will accept his advisers' offering. At which time, it will be too late to halt proceedings. We must act quickly if we wish to stem the tide of change."

      "I do not know of what you speak, sir," Marik said numbly.

      Jarviq looked first at Marik and then at Sora. His gaze stayed with Marik's underling.

      "He must be reminded of what he would lose," Jarviq told Sora. "Perhaps together, we can arrange something."

      Sora nodded her head but said nothing.

      "Good. We have an understanding." Marik did not understand a thing that was happening. "Tomorrow. At sunset. I can suggest a place, but..."

      "The forest. Past the south garden and beyond the orchard," Sora interrupted, making Marik cringe at her presumptuous behaviour. "There is a woodsman's cottage."

      "I will find it and bring him there."

      Lifting the herb to his nose he inhaled. Then nodding his head in a silent thank you, the King's aide walked on, taking his ephemeral magic with him.

      "What just happened?" Marik murmured.

      "I do not know how to help our kin," Sora whispered. "I do not know if what I am doing will be enough. I do know that there needs to be a change."

      Sora turned toward her and clutched Marik's hands in her own.

      "But I also know this, Marik of the Fīfrildi, change begins with one small step and then another and another and another. Until there are so many it cannot be stopped."

      Marik looked at where the Dómr had gone.

      "You speak of dangerous things with dangerous fairies. Do you trust him?"

      Sora did not blink at the question so freely asked. She looked at where Marik was looking, at the back of the King's aide.

      She also did not offer an answer. Perhaps, the little fairy was finally realising how treacherous their world actually was.
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Goran

        

      

    

    
      His search had led him to the courtyard. Goran was not surprised that he ended up here. At one point or another, on any given day, a fairy usually ended up here.

      But he was not certain that his battalion had.

      The clues, if he could call them such, had led him here, though. A trail that was difficult to see at the best of times, and harder still to interpret when he did indeed see it.

      He knew, logically, that magic was to blame. But as yet, he had not been able to ascertain what magic or by whose hand it had been cast.

      All he knew was that it tasted faintly of his battalion.

      Glancing around the courtyard he automatically sought out his mate. Often she could be found here on a bench beneath an orange tree, keeping her mistress company. They read books. Sometimes, they took tea. Occasionally, they would hold a court of sorts, speaking with Hyrða or Fīfrildi.

      It was a blatant show of defiance, one that worried Goran daily. But his mate was stubborn and had a mind of her own, and a will that threatened to bring Goran to his knees.

      He knew she was up to something. Something other than defiantly sitting in the courtyard beside her mistress in the middle of the day, tempting the ire of the Dómr and Smiðr who watched them. She would not tell him what she was doing, but twice now, he had seen her scurry off down lesser-used corridors in the castle.

      He had been tempted to follow her. To ensure her safety, he'd told himself. But every time he'd tried to shadow his mate, the trail had gone cold. He was not sure if that was the castle's doing or Sora's own talent at hiding her tracks.

      Or, perhaps, he admitted if only to himself, his desire not to curb his mate's behaviour. Sora had grown so much since he'd first bedded her; seduced her, he knew, even though she had never been seduced before.

      He'd seen her about the castle, been instantly and irrevocably attracted to her, and sought her out for himself without conscious thought of what that would do to her. She'd come willingly, if not tentatively to his bed. He'd divested her of her clothing and discovered a vision in pale yellow before him that stole his breath, his thoughts, and his heart.

      Long, passionate nights followed. Furtive, exciting moments behind tapestries and hidden in shadowed alcoves in dangerously busy hallways. The clandestine affair had been as much an erotic temptation as the forbidden pairing had been a challenge he couldn't stop himself from accepting.

      And not once, in those early, heady days, had he considered what he was doing to Sora.

      To her world. To her position in the castle. To her place in her caste, in their society.

      He was deeply ashamed of his selfishness now, but at the time, he had simply been falling in love.

      Now, he wished nothing more than to protect her, cosset her, seal her away from all threats and harm. But that was not the fairy Sora had become. Not the female of worth she had grown into.

      And so, even as it pained him, he allowed his mate her secrets. He let her fly free in the hope that she would return to him.

      Glancing around the courtyard now, Goran realised he had missed her today. They had been here, he was certain. The taste of disgust and rage that mingled on the air was a sure indicator of what had transpired, and one he had tasted before when Sora was here with her Lady.

      Goran was worried anew for his mate. But he would not clip her wings. He would not alter the path she tread as he had altered it when first he coveted her so completely.

      He'd done what he could. He'd located the one Hyrða left in Dökkálfa whose loyalty to him could not be questioned and had him reassigned to protect the Lady Kara. His instructions to Farloc, a former member of his own battalion who had transferred to Fifth Battalion to be nearer his mate, had been to protect Sora.

      It was not unsurprising to Goran, however, that the warrior had sworn his allegiance to Lady Kara, as well. Not many could resist the Lady's formidable will and undeniable charm.

      Except, of course, the Upper Court. Stubborn as always.

      Goran searched for the trail he'd been on, but for now, the magic he was sure was there but could not sense hid it from him. There was nothing for it but to sit and wait. It would show itself again when it was ready. He had been chasing it for days and found the best way to combat the magic was to be patient.

      Many a time he had lost the trail only to have it revealed again to him when he stopped searching and simply sat waiting. It had been an accident the first time. So disappointed to have lost the trail, Goran had simply slumped down where he was and meditated. Silent prayers to his Goddess had resulted in a wish being granted.

      The trail had reappeared some two hours later.

      So, now he would wait again. Eventually, he was sure, his Goddess would answer. Or the magic hiding the trail would wane.

      Leaning back against the castle walls of the courtyard, Goran rested beneath the shade of an orange tree. Being late summer, it would not be long before the blossoms turned to fruit. Goran decided he'd pick the first one he saw for his mate.

      He searched the trees now, but none were bearing fruit early.

      A gaggle of noise across the courtyard drew his attention. He'd been aware of the group of Smiðr ladies being fawned over by a gathering of Dómr males. The courtiers were shooting well above their weight, Goran thought. But then he noticed the smattering of Smiðr males approaching.

      Perhaps there would be a fight. Always entertaining for the Hyrða on duty in the courtyard. But the Smiðr simply greeted the Dómr in a pleasant manner and then turned their combined attention to the Smiðr ladies.

      All the males present started bowing and scraping.

      Goran realised that the ladies in question had to be those participating in the Mating Game. The way they were fawned over by the males present left a foul taste in Goran's mouth.

      He'd tried talking to Aliath about it. But the King was distracted and refused to enter deep discussions, instead steering the conversation toward Goran's battalion on every occasion.

      Aliath felt Goran's pain acutely, Goran knew. If he could have, the King would have magicked his battalion back into the castle. But as far as Goran could tell, his battalion was simply out of reach.

      Fighting his growing concern for his soldiers, Goran watched as the Smiðr and Dómr males attended their future potential queens. It was hard to say which of the candidates they thought would win, but it was clear to Goran that those upper castes present believed one of these ladies would be Dökkálfa's next Queen.

      It amused Goran that they had set aside their petty squabbles and joined together to support this mad game. Whoever had thought it up had been genius in that it had united the Smiðr and Dómr in a way Goran had not seen since their imprisonment days.

      In contrast, as he watched with a sense of disquiet, Goran acknowledged that the Upper Court's treatment of the lower castes in comparison was shocking. He watched as a Dómr spat out the drink he had been served by a Fīfrildi and then called the Fīfrildi several derogatory names.

      Goran would have gone to the Fīfrildi's aid, but if he moved, he could lose the trail when it reappeared, so he stood still, his stomach twisting, guilt assailing him in waves.

      A Hyrða, though, did what Goran could not. The warrior stepped forward to protect the Fīfrildi, only to have the Dómr and his friends slap him with their magic in a way the Hyrða could not combat. They took great delight in the Hyrða's embarrassment and frustration, laughing amongst themselves at the impotence the soldier displayed.

      Goran sighed. There was a greater divide between the upper and lower castes than ever before. It pained him.

      It worried him.

      But he did not have time to think too long on it because the trail reappeared suddenly, the magic waning, and in its wake, he recognised the taste of it. For a moment, Goran could not move at all. He simply stood there, checking and rechecking what his taste buds told him, rechecking it again just to be sure.

      The magic had come and it had gone several times now, but never once had it disappeared and left such evidence in its wake.

      Goran knew now, or at the very least, he knew only so far as he could trust what the absence of the invisible magic was revealing, that someone had lured his battalion away.

      The world shifted around him. Sounds reached him down a very long tunnel. The laughter of a Smiðr female as a Dómr male fell to one knee before her rang in his ears; the words whispered from afar but heard as clear as day: "Your Majesty." The game played on and Goran stood so very still, the world swirling around him as if he were caught in the centre of a storm.

      Untouched and not touching.

      Eventually, he sucked in a breath of air, assailed again by the scent of the Betrayer. The sword slipped deeper into his chest as confirmation returned anew each time he rechecked his findings.

      He'd known just what this fairy was by the time his Lady had revealed her wings in this very courtyard. He'd known just how far the fairy had fallen from grace. He was not surprised that this fairy was a betrayer. It had been proven and the fairy had been banished, taken by his new Queen to do as she bid him in Ljósálfar.

      What Goran had not known was that Prince Lorec, Hár Lord himself, cousin to the King, had lured Third Battalion from Dökkálfa by the cruellest of trickery.

      Lorec had pretended to be Goran himself.

      Of course, Goran's battalion had answered the summons, reacted to orders that were false, that were a betrayal.

      How many times could one fairy betray his kind? How many times could Goran feel that betrayal?

      He knew now who was responsible. He knew now how his soldiers had been fooled into obeying a false commander.

      He also knew it was because of their loyalty to him that they had done Lorec's bidding at all, even if Lorec's bidding made no sense to Goran today.

      For Prince Lorec had ordered Third Battalion to cross the border, and enter Ljósálfar in search of their Queen. A stealth assignment, and one destined to fail.

      Goran could only guess what had faced them once they had made it there. What treachery had awaited. What pain.

      Had Lorec continued to play Goran, then? Had his battalion believed him?

      Had they thought, right until the bitter end, that their commander had played them false, had broken faith with them?

      Had they thought Goran had indeed betrayed them?
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Vibalt

        

      

    

    
      It was not weariness that made him short-tempered. Rather wariness had its hooks into Vibalt. They were all exhausted, strung out from the physicality of the assault, but also emotionally spent with what the magic had made them do.

      Vibalt was not sure what Isoleth would throw at them next, but he held himself rigid in preparation. Which was why his temper was short.

      "We shall not speak of this again," he instructed his squadron leaders. "You will spread the word that any transgression against a fellow soldier perpetrated in the past seventy-two hours shall be forgiven and forgotten. That is the end of it."

      They acknowledged his directive and left the house he had claimed as his.

      It was a small border village house. A thatched roof that had required some minor maintenance upon Vibalt's arrival drooped over the eaves, giving the dwelling the appearance of something slowly melting. Thick and uneven white-washed walls made the interior cosy and bright, despite the small lead-light windows letting in minimal natural illumination.

      But it served its purpose, keeping him warm and dry, and offering a meeting place for his team leaders to congregate and organise.

      The border had been reinforced with more battalions. Some of the newer arrivals were housed in tents between villages. Vibalt was glad his battalion had been one of the first to arrive, despite having walked directly into the Wild Magic and suffered because of it.

      At least, with the influx of soldiers, Vibalt had been able to offer a reprieve to his warriors. Their section of the border was shorter now and therefore required less Hyrða to guard it at any one time. Thereby allowing Vibalt to minimise the amount of time any one warrior had to be close to the encroaching magic.

      And it was encroaching. Every few hours it attempted again to cross the border. And every time it did, his battalion suffered. It puzzled Vibalt that not all the attacks had been grievous. Some of them had even soothed his soldiers' psyche. As if the Wild Magic was apologising.

      He did not trust it, of course. How could he? Since that very first day of the attacks, none of his battalion had trusted another being. Not even each other.

      It was a wound that a battalion would have to heal in short order lest it prove fatal.

      Sucking in a calming breath of air, Vibalt exited the house and surveyed the village street. Several squadrons were off duty, recovering, mending their relationships. Yes, there was still unease, wariness toward one another, but Vibalt was relieved to see that his soldiers were attempting to reconnect to who they had been.

      It crossed Vibalt's mind that many Fīfrildi lived with a constant wariness as they went about their duties. Not from one another, Vibalt was sure, but from anyone else they dealt with on a daily basis.

      The Fīfrildi, though, were not his concern at that moment. His fairies were. His soldiers, warriors of good repute one and all. He crossed to the nearest group and bade them good morning. Each deserving a few moments of his time and attention, each greeted by name — a small personal observation shared to help soothe them.

      They were roughened, and it showed, but they were mending. Vibalt knew, though, that at any moment Isoleth could strike again and any progress made could be lost in a flickering heartbeat of suffering.

      He checked the wards on the village itself and then entered the stables. His squire had his horse ready, knowing he often wished to visit the border ward at this time of the day. He did vary his routine, but his squire was observant. He always touched base with the off duty squadrons before leaving the village.

      It was his way to ensure he left his warriors in as good condition as he could manage. He felt tugged in two different directions. Toward his soldiers as they recovered and toward his obligation to his King.

      He was not alone as he rode out. His personal squad of Hyrða always accompanied him when he left the village. Nobody walked their route alone anymore. Viablt had made sure of that. A single warrior was too easy a target.

      The six of them made good time to the border. Vibalt felt the buzz of the ward before he saw the shimmer of its magic. It wasn't always visible to the naked eye, but right now the border ward was expending a lot of magic and that volume increase made seeing the ward itself possible.

      It buzzed and sizzled and crackled as though filled with lightning. Vibalt glanced through the transparent shield at Ljósálfar.

      When would she come? Why hadn't she attacked in force already? What was she waiting for? Isoleth was not a patient fairy from what Vibalt had heard and yet she toyed with them. Wore them down day by day, hour by hour.

      How had she created the Wild Magic? Wild Magic, as its name would suggest, was untamed. Naturally occurring, it drew on the power of the land and those nearest it. It was not always the same because no part of Álfeimr was ever the same, nor was any one fairy's magic like another.

      This Wild Magic was strong but in a way playful. The strength could be from the location, Vibalt supposed. They were on the border between two High Courts, so a powerful well lay beneath them. But it could also be because of the number of creatures the Wild Magic drew on. The playfulness, making them love one another and not fight, that had to be drawn from creatures and not Faerie, Vibalt thought.

      Faerie could be unpredictable but capricious. Never playful unless its games served a purpose and always then, Faerie chose games with harsh consequences. Vibalt did not think the amorous attentions of a fellow soldier was a harsh lesson they could not eventually recover from.

      He shook his head and urged his horse onward. Locating the border patrol was not difficult. They were not hiding their passage. Isoleth knew they were there. The battalion knew the Wild Magic was there, too. So, why hide?

      The border buzzed, a little louder than before. It made Vibalt's skin tighten, his breath to hitch slightly. He wanted this confrontation to begin. This battle to start. The waiting was always the hardest.

      "Commander," the squadron's leader greeted. "All is well along our stretch of the border."

      A shadow flew over them and then was swiftly gone. Vibalt glanced up at the blue sky, searching.

      "The skies," the squadron leader added, "are a different matter."

      "How many have you spotted?" Vibalt asked, aware asking a question in this fashion — while performing his duty as commander of the battalion — was exempt from the Dark Dance of Canon.

      "That would make six, sir."

      "Six dragons. A full flight," Vibalt muttered. "Have they talked?"

      "Not yet. They appear to be searching for something."

      "No attempts to cross the border?"

      "They know they would be repelled," the Hyrða said confidently. Vibalt approved of his confidence in front of his squadron.

      He also thought the squadron leader was right. Seventh Battalion was formidable and a flight of dragons — a challenge though they may be — was not beyond their ability.

      "You are lesser beings. You cannot win against us."

      The voice was old, ancient but strong. It rang in Vibalt's ears, inside his head. It left him feeling hollow.

      "They're talking now," Vibalt said.

      "I did not hear it," the leader replied, searching the skies again.

      "Maybe I'm just lucky," Vibalt growled.

      The border flared. Wild Magic surged across the transparent shield, skipping across its surface like a stone across water. The buzz intensified. A shadow swooped across in front of Vibalt's eyes; green scales catching the light of the sun; yellow eyes searching; wings unfurled to their full forty-foot extension. It was a large dragon. Perhaps their leader.

      Vibalt thought it might have been the one who had talked into his mind.

      "Prepare to repel a crossing!" he shouted, his voice ringing out down the border in both directions.

      The Hyrða on duty banged their Sverðs against their chain-mailed thighs; the sound clanging out across the border.

      "We hunt," the dragon told Vibalt. "We hunt for our mistress. You shall not escape our claws and teeth and fire."

      "None shall cross here!" Vibalt shouted. The Hyrða joined him. Yelling their challenge to the sky.

      A shadow appeared and then another and another and another. The entire flight of dragons swooped and dived. But they did not try to dive at Vibalt and his soldiers. They dove toward the grassy mounds on the Ljósálfar side of the border. The lay of the land made it difficult to see what the dragons were hunting. But they were hunting.

      "Steady!" Vibalt instructed his warriors. Just because it appeared to be someone or something else the dragons were after did not mean it wasn't a ruse of some kind.

      Fey Dragons — the Bál Forað — were Ljósálfar creations. They differed from those found in Earth's realm in that they were dragons first and fairies second. More comfortable in their monstrous forms, they spent little time as fairies. But fairies they still were.

      And Light ones at that.

      So, tricking Vibalt's border squadrons was not out of the question. Vibalt resolved to remain on guard. You could never trust a Light Fairy.

      The dragons roared, fire spewing from their massive maws. Grass burned. The border buzzed louder. Wild Magic rose and danced and cavorted.

      No, not cavorted, Vibalt realised. The Wild Magic was trying to distract the dragons, for sure, but it was also trying to avoid them. Evade them.

      A dragon swooped in and did a somersault. The movement acrobatic but also playful. Not what Vibalt had expected of a Bál Forað, at all. It righted itself, a little unsteadily, and then shot a burst of flame out of its mouth toward something unseen.

      A second dragon swept in and took the fire on its scaled side, dissipating the flames before they could reach their target. Both dragons roared their frustration and anger to the skies.

      "You assume too much, lesser creatures! You think yourself stronger, wiser than us? We are the Bál Forað. We are formidable. You shall quake in our presence and bow down to our superior structure. Bow, lesser beings! Bow!"

      "Ah," a soldier off to Vibalt's side said. "Is he talking to us?"

      "Watch your tongue," Vibalt said distractedly; there was no heat in the reprimand. Vibalt's mind was spinning now.

      "Commander," the squadron leader pressed. "Your orders?"

      "Steady, Hyrða. Steady." It could still be a trap, Vibalt thought as the Wild Magic danced and the arrogant dragons raged. "Steady," Vibalt repeated. "None shall cross here."

      "None shall cross here!" the border guards yelled in unison, their strong voices lost to the roar of a frustrated dragon.

      None shall cross here, Vibalt thought again. But who or what was trying to cross into Dökkálfa? It wasn't the dragons. And the dragons looked to be hunting the Wild Magic.

      And the Wild Magic tasted of Dökkálfa.

      So, who or what created the Wild Magic? And could they trust it?
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Kara

        

      

    

    
      It was good to be back in the forest. I wasn't sure why Marik had suggested a getaway from the castle. Sometimes, I thought she didn't trust the castle's walls. I knew the castle listened, and perhaps more often now than it had in the past. It had slumbered for so long when the Dökkálfa had been imprisoned by their Ljósálfar cousins. I thought it shocked them now when they were reminded of its existence, at all.

      But the castle was Dökkálfa and Dökkálfa was the castle. I didn't think a member of the Dark Fey should be wary of Dökkálfa. But Marik was often wary.

      In the forest, though, she seemed happy. Not that my Head of Household was a chipper sort of Fīfrildi. That would be Sora's job, and I wondered anew where the little fairy had got to.

      It was just Marik and me as we took the old path Goran had laid down toward the woodsman's cottage. Plus, Farloc, of course. I didn't go anywhere without a Hyrða guard. I glanced at him now, but the green-skinned fairy seemed as puzzled by the change of location for the night as I was.

      I wasn't going to complain, though. The castle had become a little stifling. A little … painful to be out and about in. Every which way I turned was a Smiðr female who thought herself Queen. If snide comments were all I had to fend off, then I could have managed quite admirably, I think.

      But they had started to get physical. Always surrounded by a horde of male fairies, the Smiðr novitiates only had to sneer at me to get one of them to trip me up, or accidentally-on-purpose bump into me, or step on the hem of my dress and rip the fabric.

      There was only so much Farloc could do. And when he'd tried to intervene on my behalf and got put on notice by an arrogant aristocrat who knew some important fairy and promised an end to Farloc's career and livelihood, I decided staying in my chamber was a better idea right now.

      My chamber had begun to feel small.

      Marik's suggestion, then, had been very much welcomed. Maybe my Head of Household had seen the depressed mood I had sunk into and was trying to lift my spirits.

      As the old woodsman's cottage came into view at long last, and I could see smoke wafting out of the crooked chimney and a warm glow of lamplight through the tiny windows, I decided Marik had the right of it.

      A night away from all my troubles was definitely called for.

      Sora walked out of the front door and waved to us. I could smell something on the stove or in the oven, it filled the late afternoon air with a mouthwatering promise.

      I crossed the small distance to my First Maid and hugged her, making her squeak out a surprised sound and blush a lovely golden colour.

      "My Lady," she said a little breathlessly. "The cottage is ready. I have prepared an appetiser while you wait."

      "Wait?" I asked, making the little fairy cringe at my free use of a question. "Wait for what? Dinner? It smells divine," I said, walking into the cottage proper.

      It hadn't changed much in the months since I'd stayed here with Sora and Goran. This had been Sora's sanctuary when she'd been cast out of her caste and the castle. She and Goran had made a home of it and it still felt cosily like that now.

      A fire roared in the open hearth, something simmered on top of the stove. The furniture had been rearranged slightly, but I couldn't quite put my finger on what the difference was. The bed was off to one side, piled with pillows and a picnic blanket had been spread on the floor with mounds of cushions on top.

      It looked so inviting, and I felt a little like a child on their first camping trip in the local woods.

      I turned to thank — but not verbally thank — my fairy friends, but only Marik was there. Sora and Farloc had vanished.

      "If there is anything you need, my Lady," Marik said. "You only need to ring the bell."

      She indicated a small brass bell on the windowsill nearest the front door. A vase of sweet-smelling honeysuckle stood beside it.

      "You're leaving?" I asked. I didn't feel like being alone. "There must be enough for all of us in that pot."

      Marik smiled. It was a secretive smile that had me arching my brow in question. She didn't answer the unasked question, though, simply curtsied and then closed the door softly behind her.

      It had been a long-running argument between us; the disparity they felt or perceived in our respective positions. But I had no such qualms as that. They were my friends. My only friends here in Faerie. If I wanted to enjoy an evening meal in a secret cottage out in the depths of the Dökkálfa forest with them, then by God, I would.

      I crossed to the door and swung it open, coming face to face with Aliath.

      He blinked at me, as much surprised as I was, I think right then. He glanced over his shoulder, a small crease appearing between his brows. As far as I could tell, though, there was no one behind him. Then his gaze came back to me as if he couldn't deny the action even if he might have liked to.

      "Hello," I said.

      "Hello," he offered.

      "Won't you come in?" I asked, smirking.

      His lips twitched slightly. He shook his head. Then he stepped across the threshold and suddenly the room felt so very bright and warm.

      I stepped back. Nervous. Sprites danced in my stomach. Marik and Sora had arranged this clandestine meeting, I realised. I wanted to thank them profusely, and also ream them out. Aliath had clearly not expected to see me here tonight.

      "It's been a while," I said, pouring us both a glass of Mungát from the jug my devious maids had provided.

      "It has," he agreed, taking the offering. He glanced around the cottage, his eyes lingering on the vase of honeysuckle by the door. He took in the stove and the simmering pot of delicious scents, the blanket on the floor heaped with cushions, the side dishes Sora had prepared. The bed.

      He swallowed and took a sip of his ale, his face flushing.

      This was not the Fairy King I had come to know.

      "Well," I said. "My maids put a lot of effort into this arrangement, perhaps we should not let their tireless work go to waste."

      Aliath glanced at the closed door to the cottage and then back at the blanket on the floor. He studiously ignored the bed.

      I decided I'd had enough of Timid Aliath, and so got to work serving up a feast and setting it out on the blanket. I didn't wait for him to sit first. If I waited, I feared I'd still be standing by morning and the meal would have gone cold. I hadn't been joking when I said we shouldn't waste Sora and Marik's efforts. I hated the idea of a Fīfrildi working so hard for so little gain.

      Aliath took a moment or two to gather himself and then he lowered his lean frame onto a pile of cushions and stretched out like a lazy jungle cat. My heart did a silly fluttery thing.

      Aliath smirked into his Mungát.

      Well, two could play at that game.

      I leaned over and added some sides to his dish, making sure to display my assets appropriately. In the process, I hitched the skirt of my dress up slightly, baring a calf and ankle which could hardly be called titillating.

      When I looked up at Aliath's face, however, his eyes were blazing green, hungry for something other than the feast before them. I licked my lips. He made a soft sound in the back of his throat that was so freaking sexy.

      And then he was across the blanket, the food flying in every direction, and wrapping me up in his strong arms, dragging me down to the blanket, and smothering me in desperate kisses.

      For a moment, his ardour was such that I couldn't have got a kiss in sideways. He consumed me in such a passionate clutch that there was little for me to do but go along with it. Not that I would have wanted to be anywhere else right then. But sometimes I liked to show my affection, too.

      Aliath was having none of that.

      He ripped my bodice, baring a breast. The sound he made when his fingers found my nipple would stay with me forever. Such hunger. Such desperation. Such greed. The other breast was bared, my dress was torn from me, but in a way that did no damage to my skin or body.

      He was careful if a little overly enthusiastic. It occurred to me that he couldn't have been getting any hanky-panky on the side because otherwise, he would have had more control over his body.

      As it was, the first time he took me was hard and fast and never quite enough but somehow stole my breath away. After that, he did slow down, but I'd hardly call it a waning of his passion. If anything, Aliath decided, I think, to have me in every which way he could. To not leave a millimetre of my skin untouched; not kissed, caressed, or worshipped. To consume me from the outside in.

      To own my body.

      Sweat coated our skin. Our breaths intermingled until I couldn't tell whose breath belonged to whom. Our hearts beat in tandem. When his arousal rose, so did mine. When mine surged, so did his. It was a never-ending circle of lust and love and desperate touches, desperate kisses, desperately murmured words.

      "I have missed you so," he whispered against the curve of my neck. "I have thought of little else at night, alone in my bed, than your skin, your voice, your touch. I have longed to go to you or call you to me. I have cursed my role a thousand times over. I have felt your absence most keenly, my love."

      He held me then in a way that made my heart speed up, but not because I lusted after him; I did, right then, but that wasn't what had my breath hitching and my heart thudding so hard. He held me to him as if he feared I'd be pulled away. As if he feared losing me.

      "I'm here," I said, my fingers running through his long, silver hair, making it shimmer in the low light of the fire. "I'm not going anywhere."

      "Minn elska," he murmured against my moist skin. "Minn hjarta." He sucked in a ragged breath of air and then repeated himself, the words wrenched from somewhere deep inside, "Minn hjarta."

      It sounded so sad, the words. So final. A farewell when the meaning should have been a welcome. I didn't want to know what that meant. That dissonance I could hear and feel. I didn't want the night to end, the moment of unrestrained lovemaking to be over.

      So, I licked around his pointed ear, making him shudder.

      His face came up and his beautiful green eyes met mine. He never stopped looking at me as he lay me on the bed and took me one last time.

      The sun was peeking out through the trees in the forest. The light of its rays had reached the small windows in the cottage. The hearth had burned down. The food had not been touched.

      I should have felt guilty about that but Aliath would not look away from my eyes as he made slow, sensuous love to me, lifting my body up and my soul higher, and drawing my heart out of my chest and letting it fly away.

      We stayed wrapped up in each other's arms when it was over. The cottage was still. The forest outside stiller. I didn't feel the cold, just the heat of his body. I felt exhausted in a luxurious way and yet I could not let my guard down.

      I waited.

      Eventually, Aliath found his courage, or maybe he borrowed some of mine.

      "A suitable candidate has been found," he said as an opening gambit.

      "The Mating Game," I replied, no inflexion at all in my voice.

      He held me to him, he did not part us, but he was tearing us apart anyway.

      "It does not need to be a mating," he said as if that concession would make any of this easier. "Simply a coupling." Like we had just coupled, again and again, and again. I wanted to run. I wanted to hide. I held him back and stroked a hand over his head, tasting his heartache. "It is my responsibility to produce an heir," he said as if he couldn't stop himself from speaking. As if the words were desperate to get out. As if by speaking them they would hurt less.

      They didn't. They hurt more.

      "They will not accept a child created by our pairing," he added. A tear slowly slipped out from behind my closed eyelid. "There is no point delaying this any longer. War comes to Dökkálfa and I must do what is necessary to prepare us for the battles we will surely face."

      I said nothing. He waited. If he wanted my blessing, he would be waiting for hell to freeze over.

      Dark Fey don't lie. They don't ask questions and they don't apologise. We stayed in that broken tableau of a loving couple long enough for the sun to fully rise and the heat of its rays to reach the inside of the cottage.

      At some point, he let me go and I let him.

      I did not watch him dress and leave. I did not speak a word.

      But my body — my back — ached and my heart was torn asunder and the small cottage in the depths of the Dökkálfa forest blazed with a golden light that followed him all the way back to the castle.

      Once he'd reached its walls, I let the magic go.

      By the time Farloc, Sora and Marik found me, the cottage was no more. I sat alone in the bottom of a deep, scorched crater; eyes dry, back straight, wings of sparkling gossamer feathers spread out around me.

    

  







            Episode Three

          

          

      

    

    






A Maker Of Queens

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          

      

    

    







            A Maker Of Queens

          

          

      

    

    






Boleth

        

      

    

    
      The greetings he received as he walked the corridors of the castle were ebullient. Lord Boleth had not seen the Court this buoyed for many a century. It pleased him that he had backed the right horse. But moreover, it pleased him that he was wholly responsible for this change in the good spirits of Dökkálfa.

      He greeted those fairies who greeted him. He spoke softly to those who he knew were in a position to help his cause; help Dökkálfa. He spent more time than they deserved with those fairies who showed signs of disagreeing.

      By the time Boleth had reached the courtyard, he had won the minds and hearts of several more.

      Feeling more than satisfied with his morning's work, he took a moment to share tea with Lady Analor under an orange tree, thereby reinforcing his backing of the young female for Queen.

      It was a foregone conclusion now that she would be. Of all the candidates put forward in the Mating Game, this particular jewel had shone the brightest. Of course, Boleth was certain his arrangement of the candidates had helped. He'd placed the most promising at the end of the session when he knew the King would be tired and bored, and her name would garner the singular attention it deserved.

      Lady Analith had been an exemplary fairy, so Boleth was not opposed to using Analor's connection, however tenuous, to the King's mother in order to achieve his goals. It had worked out far better than he could have hoped for.

      Aliath had dropped all pretence of 'uncooperative king' and asked several questions of the fairy. He'd shown an interest he had not shown in any of the others. And by the time Boleth was done with manipulating things, the King had acquiesced.

      Analor was all but guaranteed a seat beside the King on a throne.

      Boleth studied the female fairy now. She behaved impressively. Attentive. Modest. Every word uttered was the right word for the moment. If Boleth did not know better, he would think she was attempting to play him.

      But one did not win games against a master such as he.

      "A crown can be taken just as easily as it can be given," Boleth told his protégé. "Do not forget who placed you at his side, my Lady."

      "You shall be remembered in all things, my Lord," she told him demurely.

      She really was a perfect specimen. A fine example of what good breeding and exemplary education could achieve. Her father was not overly ambitious; that had been a prerequisite of Boleth's for any Dóttir of Dökkálfa he had put forth to the King. But Analor was a credit to her father's endeavours, all the same; a cut above the rest.

      It was no wonder King Aliath had stepped out of his solitary cave and singled the fairy out.

      Boleth all but rubbed his hands together in glee.

      Today, he would seal the deal. He had considered one more meeting between the pair. An opportunity to display the girl's stunning wares. He'd seen for himself just how perfectly she was moulded. No hot-blooded male could look upon her physique and not be moved to titillation.

      It had been the plan to seduce the King in all possible ways, but Boleth did not believe now that it was necessary. The King had been seduced by the most innocent of things.

      A name.

      Boleth could not believe how easy it had been, but he was a thorough fairy. So, he  had arranged a meeting with the King today to 'hammer out any kinks' his Liege may perceive and to 'protect the lady's interests' in the bargain to be struck.

      In truth, he knew he had to make Aliath commit to the agreement in a way Dökkálfa would back. One did not defy Dökkálfa, not even a King. So the reasons given were merely covers for Lord Boleth's insurance policy.

      He patted his jacket pocket now and then bade the Lady Analor good day, heading in the direction of his meeting with the King.

      Everything was going exactly as Boleth had planned.

      The castle rumbled beneath his feet, making Boleth lose his footing. Embarrassingly, he stumbled into a Fīfrildi as she carried a laden tray of sweets. The stupid maid did not drop a morsel from her burden, nor did she seem to be affected by the castle's movements, but Boleth ended up tripping over the little yellow thing and careening off the wall.

      "My Lord!" the Fīfrildi squeaked, darting fearful eyes about the deserted hall in search of a defender.

      Boleth struggled back to his feet and swept a hand through the air toward the fairy. She cringed, but she had not been his target; her tray of sweets had and that went flying.

      "You clumsy imbecile!" he shouted, drawing attention from farther down the corridor; yellow-skinned heads peeking around corners and from behind tapestries. "Clean that mess up!"

      "Yes, my Lord," she said meekly.

      The castle wailed and moaned, making Boleth wonder what had upset it so. It surely was not he.

      Straightening his jacket, he turned on his heel and strode away down the hall, entering the King's offices. A Dómr sat behind a modest desk covered in parchments. What the King's aide could possibly find to fill his day, Boleth could not guess. But the Courtier was certainly putting on a good show of being busy.

      He stood as Boleth entered, as was fitting. Boleth was not familiar with the fairy's family, which meant it was not a family who aimed to enter the ranks of the Smiðr. That did not mean the fairy could prove a hazard to Boleth's future plans, however. He resolved to research Jarviq a little more carefully.

      It would be a simple thing to have him discredited in the King's eyes, but Boleth would only do that if it were truly necessary. Perhaps the fairy's loyalty could be bought.

      Pushing those thoughts aside for now he approached the fairy.

      "I have an appointment with the King," he said; an announcement he thought most unnecessary.

      "Of course, my Lord Boleth. One moment, please."

      The fairy slipped through the door to Aliath's office, closing it in Boleth's face as he attempted to follow the insipid thing. Straightening his jacket again, Boleth pretended his attention was taken with a painting on the aide's wall. It depicted the lands south of the castle, down by the coast.

      A fishing village, if he wasn't mistaken, and Boleth was rarely mistaken. Of all the places a fairy could have chosen to display on his walls, the King's aide chose a fishing village that was probably no more.

      Jarviq's usefulness fell in Boleth's eyes then, but his lack of intelligence saved him from instant dismissal. An unintelligent fairy acting as a gatekeeper to the King could be a fairy Boleth might manipulate to his liking.

      By the time the dim-witted fairy returned to usher Boleth in to see the King, he had positioned himself by the window, idly watching the landscape as if the wait had not been annoying him.

      "My Lord," Jarviq intoned. "His Majesty will see you now."

      About time, Boleth thought, but he simply nodded to the fairy and swept past, head held high.

      The King's office was far better decorated. Paintings and tapestries of war-like scenes dotted the walls. A fire roared in a hearth the size of one huge wall. A cosy setting of comfortable chairs was arranged before it, next to a bookshelf as tall as the ceiling.

      The King was not waiting for Boleth there, however, he was sitting behind his stone desk. A desk as dull as the castle walls and floors and ceiling. Had it been Boleth's desk, he would have had it removed as soon as he took office; replaced it with something far more suiting the position of King.

      But Aliath, for all his exquisite clothing and jewellery, was not a vain creature. He did not need to be. Royal blood ran through his veins, making him a most impressive being.

      However, Boleth noted, today was not one of his better days.

      The King's eyes looked bruised and the skin beneath them shadowed. His cheeks were gaunt and his hair, although brushed to a silver gleam, hung limply. His shoulders were back, and his spine was straight, but a weight appeared to be pressing down on Boleth's King.

      Perhaps the war preparations were not progressing well. Or maybe the border was causing some worry for his King.

      "Your Majesty," Boleth said, bowing low and crossing his fist over his chest as was befitting.

      He stood up when Aliath said his name in greeting. It had not sounded enthusiastic, but Aliath was King and it was a King's purview to remain aloof at all times. Boleth admired the tactic and was not perturbed by the lack of ebullient greeting.

      He received enough of that in the Court when greeted by other fairies. He reminded himself, it was not the throne he sought, but a strong Dökkálfa, one he directed from behind the scenes.

      It was a far safer place to be.

      "I trust preparations for the war go smoothly, Your Majesty," he started.

      Aliath waved his hand through the air and said, "I do not believe that is why you are here, Lord Boleth. You have not shown an interest in Hyrða tactics nor external politics in all the years you have been a Smiðr. I hardly see you starting now."

      "It is true, Your Majesty, that my talents lie elsewhere."

      "The politics of Court, if I am not mistaken."

      "You are wise beyond your years, my Liege."

      "Present your business, then. Running a realm has time constraints and if you will not offer your personal Hyrða guard as fodder for the war effort, then let us move onto other things."

      "My guard is hardly fit for battle, Your Majesty. They are simple guardsmen of a private holding."

      "Yes, yes. I'm sure, however, before this war is out, we'll all see battle of some description."

      Boleth was not reassured by Aliath's quip but chose to be the better fairy and let the King's strange statements rest. It was not why he was here, after all.

      He pulled the parchment from his jacket pocket, smoothing it reverently, and then handed it across the behemoth desk to his King.

      "I trust this will meet with your approval, Your Majesty," he said with meaning.

      Aliath stared at the folded piece of parchment and sighed.

      "Let us dispense with the Dark Dance for a moment," he said.

      "Of course," Boleth acquiesced. One did not quibble over such direct requests from one's King, even if Boleth felt a little uneasy at the removal of that particular formality.

      "Is this truly necessary?" Aliath asked.

      "The agreement is for the Lady's protection, Your Majesty. And also yours."

      "I fear it is more for Lady Analor's than mine. I am, in this equation, the stallion, am I not?"

      "And she the brood mare, Your Majesty." Boleth swallowed uncomfortably and then forced himself to meet the King's challenge head-on. "Does she not require suitable representation in this agreement?"

      Aliath studied his desk. It was clear to Boleth that his mind was racing. For what thoughts it chased, Boleth could only guess. Perhaps a reminder was needed, after all.

      "Dökkálfa needs an heir, Your Majesty."

      "I am aware of that." Short, blunt, unfriendly.

      "War is coming," Boleth pressed.

      "And yet you will not offer your personal guard to the war effort."

      Boleth ignored the jab and set his teeth. "Lady Analor is a remarkable female, Your Majesty. I thought … that is, I believed she appealed."

      "She is lovely. And an heir is needed. But this agreement, Boleth." The King pierced Boleth with a green gaze that seemed to see right through the fairy. "I need to be sure my interests are protected, as well."

      "But of course, Your Majesty! As I said, the agreement is to protect both of you."

      "Yes," Aliath murmured, not sounding convinced. The parchment was placed on a stack of similar parchments to the side of Aliath's desk.

      As if he only meant to add it to the list of things he had yet to address.

      "Your Majesty," Boleth attempted.

      Jarviq appeared as if summoned, but Boleth had not felt the magic.

      "My Lord," the aide inquired. "This way if you please."

      A dismissal, and not even one issued by the King.

      Boleth forced himself to bow to his Monarch and walk backwards out of the office. But the King wasn't even watching him leave. Another parchment, a different parchment, now lay before him on that ridiculous desk.

      Boleth spun on the King's aide as soon as the door was closed. The aide did not meet his eye which helped soothe his ragged breathing. At least the aide knew his place.

      Things had not gone as Boleth had expected. Aliath was stalling. Why?

      As Boleth left the King's offices, his gaze fell on a jar of honeysuckle in the corner. The scent reminded him of someone.

      With a small smile to himself, he straightened his jacket.

      If the King would not commit, then Boleth would force his hand. And there were many different ways to do so without revealing who was behind the forcing.

      Lady Kara was a distraction and an impediment to the King; to Dökkálfa. It was time the Umskipti was dealt with. Dökkálfa's Champion or not, with her out of the picture, Aliath would be clay more easily moulded.

      And Boleth was nothing but an accomplished potter of these types of things.
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      I sidestepped the Smiðr who wore a pin pronouncing Lady Analor the next Queen. I dodged a Dómr who carried a bouquet into the courtyard, a large heart made of coloured glass in its centre, declaring his adoration of the new Queen. A picture of Analor's face was beneath it, so there was no confusion on who the loved-up fairy and his fist full of flowers meant.

      All around me were reminders of who had won the Mating Game, of what Lady Analor meant to the fairies. A conversation overheard about how beautiful she was, and how pretty their children would be. A game of make-believe played by younger fairies, the boy was dressed as the King, the girl as Lady Analor. A play put on to entertain the red- and blue-skinned fairies, depicting the betrothal of one of their own and the crowning of her as Queen.

      The Court was alive with anticipation; an eagerness I had not seen since my arrival here. They hungered for something happy, and I could not begrudge them that. But their happiness was my heartache and being faced with such on a daily basis was crushing me.

      I'd seen Aliath, of course. I'd seen him in the throne room, addressing his Court, hearing their grievances, ruling over their petty disagreements. He'd looked exhausted and worn. Shadows clung to his eyes; he hadn't been eating.

      On one occasion, he'd absently glanced up at the mezzanine: his eyes meeting mine for the briefest of moments. He'd looked away as if stung and then not long afterwards called a halt to proceedings, leaving without explanation, his coat-tails flying as if he was fleeing a horde of Isoleth's Haugbúi.

      The only ghost he fled was the ghost of our love. And that ridiculously poetic thought just made me angry. Anger was better than hurt, but I couldn't catch a break. When I turned around there was a Smiðr with a smug face. In the other direction was a Dómr dedicating his life and heart to the new Queen.

      She hadn't even been crowned yet. And from what the Fīfrildi told me, she hadn't even been alone in a room with him yet. So, Aliath's guilt and upset were because of what he was doing to us and not what he might have done to her behind closed doors.

      Somehow, and I was not proud of it but it was what it was, his unhappiness made me happy.

      And then I'd be confronted with an Upper Court so freaking ecstatic over the 'new Queen' that any happiness I felt at Aliath's conscience upsetting him was lost immediately.

      I knew he waged a battle within himself. I knew part of him wanted to chuck it all in and give into his heart. Right now, his heart was still mine. But I also knew Aliath had been raised as Sofiq's heir. He'd been taught from an early age what was required of him. Dökkálfa wasn't just in his blood, Dökkálfa meant everything to him.

      He'd been moulded into the perfect Dark Fey King. How could you fight that? How could he?

      I wasn't one to stick around when I wasn't wanted. I was not a glutton for punishment. Sure, no one could call me a coward, and I certainly stuck it out for a good few weeks. But it got worse and worse; the snide comments, the rude gestures, the way my path was blocked, and I was forced to listen to what the Upper Court was thinking, feeling, breathing.

      Analor. Analor. Analor. It was all they could talk about. You'd think she had saved them from a fate worse than death. They worshipped her and she hadn't even bedded the King, let alone produced an heir with him. Which, I was pretty freaking sure, was the whole reason for the stupid Mating Game.

      It didn't matter. The Upper Court had chosen Analor as their Queen. I might have been Dökkálfa's Champion, and so they thankfully didn't physically harm me, but they sure as heck were determined to hurt me emotionally.

      There was nowhere in the castle I could go. The Fīfrildi did their best to reassure me, and to look after me; I received my fair share of delectable treats. The Hyrða tried to intimidate the Upper Court by simply wearing every weapon they could possibly think of and glare at the red- and blue-skinned fairies from their guard station or as they walked the corridors.

      And the Hyrða were walking the corridors more and more recently.

      But if the Smiðr and Dómr noticed, they didn't show it. They were too busy tormenting me.

      I wasn't sure what had changed to make the Upper Court increase their efforts to degrade me so publicly. Something had, though, because life became harder and even as my role as Champion protected me from broken bones, it did not protect me from a broken heart.

      In the end, it was my decision and mine alone to leave.

      I could have stuck it out. I could have slowly killed myself by staying and watching. I would have if I thought Dökkálfa needed it, but even the castle agreed with me.

      "Why are you agreeing with me?" I asked it.

      You are no good to Dökkálfa if you are not strong enough to stand against all types of misery.

      "So, I'm a failure and you're sending me away."

      Your absence will serve a purpose and you require room to breathe.

      Recover, it meant.

      "And while I'm gone, Aliath can make babies. That should be good for Dökkálfa, right?"

      The castle rolled beneath my feet. That could either mean agreement or argument. It was sometimes hard to tell with the castle. But it wasn't going to stop me. Which meant it was up to me to decide if leaving the castle was a good idea or not.

      I had my argument ready. When Marik arrived with Sora to prepare my bath for me, I asked Farloc to send for Goran and retreated to my love seat. Marik noticed, but Sora was too busy running the bath, plus that girl had a lot on her mind recently; she'd been way too distracted.

      I'd meant to check up on her, to make sure she was alright. But the upper castes had made my life a living hell and yeah, well, I confess, I'd been distracted too, it seemed.

      I wondered whether I should take the time to question Sora now, but Farloc arrived with Goran and again, I was distracted by my own troubles and a burning desire to be anywhere but here when Aliath finally sealed the deal with his new Queen.

      I hated feeling sorry for myself. I hated running. But the castle was right, I needed room to breathe, to nurse my broken heart, to mend it so it — so I — was strong enough for what was coming.

      "War," I said to the gathering of my closest fairy allies before me. "It's coming. We all know it. Isoleth wants Dökkálfa for herself. From what I've managed to uncover in the library, that's not unusual in and of itself. She's done this before. With Sofiq, of course, as you well know, which resulted in your imprisonment in this very castle. And times aplenty before that. Sometimes Dökkálfa won. Sometimes Ljósálfar succeeded. Whether it's greed or something else that motivates the Bitch Queen, I don't know. But I do know we can't stop her from trying."

      The fairies before me stood silently and attentively, if not a little warily. I didn't often hold gatherings like this. They knew something was up. And if they thought about what I had been faced with lately, they didn't comment. They'd all done their best to help me recover from the wounds I garnered daily. Maybe, they had been expecting me to do something.

      But this? To run? I had to present it just right. Those I left behind would need to have faith and I could not crush it.

      "I am Dökkálfa's Champion," I said. "That will never change." At least, not until Dökkálfa was done with me. Or really thought I had failed. I straightened my spine, lifted my chin, felt an ache start up between my shoulder blades. "But being Dökkálfa's Champion does not mean I must remain inside the castle to do what is required of me."

      Marik closed her eyes and Sora gasped.

      The Hyrða stood stoically, awaiting their orders.

      "I've been following a lead," I said. "Several really, but one that I believe could mean the difference between Dökkálfa winning this coming war, or Ljósálfar succeeding. I have decided I shall investigate this lead further, and I require your assistance in carrying out my task."

      The Hyrða hit their chests with their fists. The Fīfrildi curtsied.

      "Your wish is our command, my Lady," Marik said.

      I loved her then more than I loved any other fairy, simply because she was making my lies easy and right then, I needed something to be easy because life was so freaking hard.

      Swallowing thickly, I said, "That is appreciated, Marik." The closest to a thank you as I could get without upsetting the Fīfrildi. "It is imperative that no one becomes aware that I have left the castle. I wish for you and Sora to aid in the ruse. To go about your daily tasks as if I were in seclusion in my chambers. It won't be much of a ruse to achieve, right now, I think."

      She said nothing, but I knew they all agreed. It would be expected that I would hide and lick my wounds. Only Aliath would expect me to show such courage and face my heartache head-on.

      Well, Aliath could go screw himself.

      I shifted in my seat.

      "Farloc and Goran," I said, turning my attention to the Hyrða. "I will require you to accompany me."

      "Of course, my Lady," Goran said.

      "Your absence from the castle might be noted by the Herra," I added. "You must find a way to convince him you are carrying out your duties elsewhere for the time being."

      "That..." Goran hesitated and then forged on. "That will be difficult, my Lady. The shadows," he explained, apologetically.

      "I know they have been fooled before," I said.

      "Hár Lord, I may be," Goran said, and by the lack of surprise on Farloc's face, he'd divulged at least that much to his underling," but I am not royalty."

      He was referring to Prince Lorec, the Hár Lord who had fooled the shadows once before, and the tenuous lead I was following. Even in my grief and heartache, I was determined to figure out what part Lorec was playing.

      I bit my lower lip. There would be nothing for it, then. We would have to hope Dagar was too busy with the war preparations to miss Goran. Farloc, I was fairly certain, would not be missed overly. He had been assigned as my personal guard and therefore removed from whatever considerations Dagar was having.

      I looked at Goran now, wondering if I should leave him behind to handle things.

      "I will not stay," he told me as if reading my mind.

      "You do not know of where I am taking us," I pointed out to my Hyrða friend.

      "Lady Kara," he said, "I do not need to know that it is exactly where you should not be, and therefore I am going."

      He wouldn't stop me. But he also wouldn't abandon me. And was that curiosity I tasted on the air? Intrigue? Eagerness, even?

      Goran had worked out my destination, I was sure, and for whatever reason, he was prepared to go along with my plans.

      "This is a stealth mission," I told them all, resigning myself to watch Goran closely. "Secrecy is paramount."

      "Your secret is safe with us, my Lady," Marik said.

      I appreciated the show of support, but I also knew Dark Fey couldn't lie.

      They could cheat and misdirect and twist words around until they meant almost anything. But they could not lie.

      I only hoped my maids would not be asked about my absence directly.

      The castle rumbled beneath our feet, but somehow it felt reassuring.

      Inside my heart, however, was only worry and heartache. Not even escaping the Upper Court, I feared, would soothe it.

      But I had to try.
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Sora

        

      

    

    
      The shadows were thick as she traversed the hallways. Sora was not sure if they were watching her or watching the fairy who was following her. It was a Dómr, she was certain. But she had not managed to get a good look at their face, so could not identify who was the follower.

      It made her late for her meeting, but she took the extra time to confuse the fairy, and doubled back on her path, using the busy kitchens as a way to lose her tail.

      It had been three days since Goran had left with her Lady. She was worried about her mate and worried about the Lady Kara. Her Lady had not been herself of late, had been, in fact, a completely different fairy.

      Sadness, of course, had covered Lady Kara like a thick blanket, but the anger that should have washed the bitter stench of heartache away had not materialised. It was as if her Lady had been hollowed out and only a shell had been left.

      Sora wanted to be irate with her King, but he was her King, and despite everything that had happened, he had her loyalty. At the very least, Dökkálfa did and Dökkálfa was the King.

      Even so, had Sora crossed the King's path the day her Lady left the castle, she would not have been able to hold her peace.

      He had chosen a Smiðr, one of such beauty. Lady Analor came from a good family, one the Fīfrildi did not speak too harshly of. But fairies could change, and it was obvious to all those who watched from behind their scrubbing brushes and sewing needles and frying pans and feather dusters that Lady Analor's family was changing.

      Power could corrupt so fiendishly.

      Sora ducked into the kitchens themselves and made her way around the edges. Saffrik looked up from where she was showing a Fīfrildi how to make a complicated sauce. Their eyes met briefly, and Saffrik nodded.

      The Head of Kitchens had always scared Sora, but lately, the irascible fairy had been helping Sora and her abused Fīfrildi whenever she could.

      A short word from the Head Cook had several scullery maids leaving the kitchens with large platters of delicious-looking food held above their heads. They left via the door Sora had just used, tracing her path back towards the Dómr who had been following.

      It would be chaotic enough for Sora to make her escape.

      "May the Goddess guide you," Saffrik said, nodding toward a servant's doorway and a hidden passage no upper caste fairy would be aware of. "And may the Champion protect you."

      It was a recent addition to the oft said benediction. One the Fīfrildi and Hyrða had started to use daily. Many had been using the blessing in front of the Smiðr and Dómr. It had not been welcomed and was often the cause for more mistreatment of the lower caste.

      But like so many downtrodden who find their strength after so long a time being weak, they refused to be cowed any longer. Sora knew the castle was close to exploding; the tension so high and so thick.

      She was doing her part. Helping where she could. More and more Fīfrildi were attending her meetings. She'd had to increase the frequency. It bolstered her spirits but conversely made her more cautious.

      Today's shadow had been only one of many recently. Sora knew her time was running out, but still, she made her way toward her meeting.

      She missed her mate. She missed his strong arms and warm embrace. She missed his low and steady voice, his rock-solid demeanour. She missed the safety he provided her, however false that safety might have been.

      For how could any of them truly be safe with the Upper Court so angry?

      She ducked down a side passage, checking over her shoulder. The Dómr had not picked up the trail. No doubt waylaid by platter-wielding Fīfrildi. Sora knew Saffrik was risking her own safety and that of her kitchen staff. It did not sit well with the little fairy.

      But they were all in this together now. Every single Fīfrildi. Every single Hyrða. Us against them, she thought glumly.

      Was it worth it?

      She made one final check and then entered the storeroom where today's meeting was to be held. They changed the location daily. Daily now because that was how often Sora held the meetings.

      The room was packed. Yellow-skinned fairies mixed with green-skinned ones. The Hyrða had started attending the meetings a few days ago. Initially, they said it was for the little fairies' protection. But some of the warriors had started to open up.

      Mistreatment for a Hyrða was different than it was for a Fīfrildi, but their pain was just as real.

      This could not go on, Sora thought. This inequality and persecution. It could not go on and yet she had no answer to how they should proceed. The meetings served a purpose. They provided a safe place to air grievances, to have your voice heard, to not feel so alone in your misery.

      They did some good. But they only treated the bruising not the cause of the bruising. It felt like so little when so much was needed.

      Sora had faith in her Lady, but her Lady had been abused, too, and now she had fled.

      Pushing that disloyal thought aside, Sora scanned the room, making a quick assessment of the number of fairies. Some thirty had managed to squeeze themselves into the small storeroom.

      "We'll need a bigger meeting place next time," Sora muttered to herself.

      Fairies greeted her. Some smiling warmly. Others with such looks of hope on their faces. Some were scared and their fright and angst tainted the air with such a thick and acrid taste. Sora tried not to feed on any emotions lest she feed on that one.

      Taking her seat at the front of the group, the fairies quietened down. Sora looked toward her assistants, those fairies who had been with her from the start and who knew the format and helped keep order when Sora was delayed.

      "Any news to report?" Sora asked, the Dark Dance long since forgone between them. It alarmed some of the newer fairies present, but those who had been with Sora from the start, who had seen Sora with her Lady, understood the necessity even if they often still blanched.

      "I was followed, but lost them in the gardens," Benik said. "Such a shame that all that manure happened to fall into their path."

      A few fairies tittered with amusement.

      "I, too, was followed," Corik said. "But the cleaning that is underway on the grand stairway meant they could not follow where a Fīfrildi was welcome."

      "We used the tunnels," Jarlin said, his hand firmly in Darlith's. "The shadows stirred behind us, but the castle only rumbled. It was its friendly rumble," he added.

      The castle had started aiding them, Sora believed. They had not openly discussed it, but all of her inner circle had mentioned the 'friendly' rumble. There had been a time when a Fīfrildi would not have noticed such.

      Sucking in a breath of air, Sora turned to the crowd which waited.

      "Welcome," she said. "I am Sora, First Maid under Marik, Head of Household for Lady Kara. Speak and I shall listen."

      A fairy who had spoken before started the session off. He'd been beaten by his master again for failing to warm his master's bed enough. A fairy who had not spoken last time found the courage to speak up afterwards. She'd stumbled upon her master cheating on her mistress and was whipped as a warning to not speak up. She showed the scars across her back, her wings were dented but thankfully not broken.

      An hour passed, and then another. The meeting taking so long because there were so many fairies who needed to speak. The castle remained silent, so Sora did not feel the need to hurry them. But she knew this could not go on. Eventually, their luck would run out.

      They needed a way to fight back. To end the reign of tyranny. Sora tried to think of an answer, but she had hoped her Lady would provide the answer for them.

      But her Lady had fled and taken Sora's mate with her. The weight of responsibility felt heavier than it had in the past months.

      The session wound down, and Sora found the strength somehow, she did not know how but she found strength enough to stand up and speak. To offer hope when her own hope was flagging.

      "Have faith," her Lady had told her moments before she had left her chambers and then the castle. "Have faith, my dearest one."

      How could Sora not?

      But how could she go on without Lady Kara, or Goran, or an end to the pain and the suffering?

      Straightening her shoulders, and settling her wings, Sora said, "I have heard your pleas for help, and I will pass on your words to my Lady. We must stay strong. Dökkálfa needs us. Our time is coming, I promise you this. Have faith, my friends. Have faith."

      It was enough today but for how long would that last? she wondered.

      The fairies left in ones and twos, staggered so as not to arouse suspicion. The castle remained quiet, the shadows did not flicker, but Sora thought they might be watching.

      Did it matter? Sora felt the ticking of the clock as it wound down toward a time, she could not fathom but was fearful of.

      Dökkálfa was a whispered word away from crumbling.

      "Sora," Corik said, coming alongside the little fairy. "Hannalith was meant to be here, but I have not seen her. I am worried."

      "Maybe her duties got in the way," Sora offered. Or her master did.

      Corik shook her head. "Her master is away tending his family lands. That is why Hannalith was certain she would be able to attend."

      Sora studied her friend. Corik was definitely worried.

      "Just Hannalith?" Sora asked. By this time, her inner circle had all moved closer to debrief after the meeting.

      They nodded their heads but worry wafted off their bodies. Sora licked her lips anxiously.

      "She said she'd be here just this morning," Corik added, pouring more angst into the pot.

      Sora stared at those fairies closest to her and most likely to be the first to fall with her should this all be torn asunder.

      "It has started, then," she said to all of them and no one.

      "It has started," they repeated, knowing their luck had run out at last.
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Goran

        

      

    

    
      It had been three days and they were nearing the border. Goran had been worried their absence from the castle would have been uncovered already and the King would have sent a contingent of guards after them to retrieve Lady Kara.

      He had not wanted to fight his own men.

      But no one followed them, both he and Farloc had taken pains to ensure that, and the buzz of the border approached from ahead. Crossing without being seen by the border guards was the next hurdle Goran and Farloc would have to address.

      Goran had watched Lady Kara return to a semblance of herself the farther they got from the castle. There were no Smiðr or Dómr here to remind her of her place, or to rub her loss in her face and then laugh at her heartache afterwards. No Lady Analor, either, acting as if she were already Queen. No Upper Court trying to trip her, trap her, or tear her apart.

      In that regard, it had been an easy three days.

      In every other, it had been Hel for the Hyrða.

      He missed Sora. He missed his mate so greatly; he was sure there was a hole in his heart. He worried for her constantly. Life for a Fīfrildi was extremely hard. And he could not stop thinking of the secrets she'd been keeping. The lesser-used corridors she trod. The dust that coated her hem when she returned to their chambers of an evening. The flush of danger and excitement that tinted her cheeks a golden-hued red.

      She filled his blood with such fire.

      But Goran was here, and she was there and for now, he could do nothing to ensure her safety. He'd taken the time to press his hand against the castle wall and ask for its watchful gaze in aid of his elska. The castle had rumbled reassuringly, but Goran was not sure if it had been talking to him or not.

      And no matter what he believed; he also knew the castle was not all-seeing. Otherwise, how had it missed Prince Lorec's betrayal and done nothing to stop it?

      Goran sighed into his tea.

      They sat around a campfire that smouldered. It was still light out, and when the sun dipped beneath the horizon, the embers would remain warm but not glowing. They used darkness and natural cover to hide their passage. A passage that had unerringly followed the trail of hidden magic Goran had been chasing.

      He looked toward Lady Kara now and wondered if she followed the same path as he. Was she after Lorec? Did she want revenge as he did? Was she aware of the hidden magic or could she actually see it?

      Goran decided it was time to find out. He'd been concerned for the plan as Lady Kara had laid it out, but his desire to follow that hidden magic had been too great to disagree. Three days of chewing on his conscience was long enough to delay things.

      "My Lady," he said softly. Farloc was taking the opportunity to sleep before the night watch. They slept when they could. Stayed awake when needed. Night-time was the most dangerous, but there was still some light left in the day, and Goran had just completed a circuit of the camp to ensure they were unseen.

      For now, he had time to talk to his Lady.

      "Yes?" she murmured, also not wanting to wake Farloc.

      "This path we are taking," he whispered, "it appears purposeful."

      "Well, we have to avoid the border guard."

      "Yes, but you seem to be aware of where the guards are situated before we are, and we are Hyrða, my Lady; it is our job to be aware of such things."

      Kara stared off into the distance. "We're on Dökkálfa land, Goran. The castle's reach may not be so far as to the border, but the land is growing in strength again and I can feel it. It won't be long before Dökkálfa is healed completely. That is, of course," she said, meeting his eyes with her own, "if we can stop Isoleth from stealing it all again."

      "So, there is no trail you follow, only an awareness where not to be."

      Lady Kara stared at him for a moment. "Should there be a trail, Goran?"

      Goran was still not comfortable with the questions Lady Kara asked so freely. He thought he should have grown accustomed by now as the Lady seemed to not have a care in the world for the Dark Dance at all these days. Occasionally, Goran saw the benefit, but there were ways to gain answers without incurring debt and he felt Lady Kara's approach was simply too risky.

      He looked away from those piercing green eyes and studied the shadows that could hide spies farther out from their camp.

      "I have a confession," he told her, still not meeting her gaze.

      "Go on."

      "I have been following a trail for days."

      "Out here?"

      "Sometimes, but not always. It is there now." He nodded toward the border they could both feel but not yet see.

      "And this trail was left by whom?"

      Goran closed his eyes, the sensation of discomfort at Kara's questions becoming something that made him feel a little sick. But that could have been his admission, the secrets he'd been keeping, he admitted if only to himself. He was Hyrða, a Hár Lord even, he thought firmly, and right now he was Lady Kara's guard, as well.

      "I believe the trail belongs to Prince Lorec, my Lady."

      Kara sat up so suddenly that she woke Farloc. Not that she'd made a sound as such, but the movement of air on her passing was enough to stir the astute guard.

      "Go back to sleep, Farloc," Goran told the guard. "All is well here."

      The Hyrða was soon softly snoring again, but Lady Kara was barely breathing. Goran licked his lips and tasted anticipation and eagerness and a hot, burning desire that made him almost blush.

      It was not that type of desire, he realised. But Lady Kara's need was also not innocent, either.

      He studied his Lady. Dökkálfa's Champion could look quite formidable sometimes. Right now, she glowed softly. Golden Light spilling out all around them, a shadow of something ethereal moving behind her back.

      Goran wondered if the Old Gods had tasted of such power as Lady Kara did right then.

      "The trail is there right now?" Kara asked.

      "Yes," Goran pointed to where the magic had waned and Lorec's breadcrumbs were visible.

      Kara stood. Goran did so with her. Farloc opened an eye but didn't move from his recline beside the smouldering fire. He watched them, though, and Goran did not bother to tell him to return to slumber. He felt safer knowing the guard was awake and aware.

      Goran knew the moment Lady Kara found the trail because she stopped and immediately crouched down to study the breadcrumbs. They weren't breadcrumbs, of course. But the magic that hid them, revealed them as such to him when it dissipated.

      "That wasn't here earlier," Kara was saying.

      "No," Goran agreed. "The magic that hides the trail occasionally wanes. It is how I have followed it all over the castle."

      "This was in the castle?"

      "Yes."

      She turned to look up at him, arching a brow.

      "And you say Prince Lorec laid this trail?" she demanded.

      "Yes, my Lady."

      "Outstanding!" she exclaimed and stood up. "We need to break camp and follow it."

      "It is late. Night approaches. It is unsafe to move across the border when it is so late."

      "But the trail..."

      "Will be covered with magic within the hour," he assured her. "By morning it will again wane and we can follow it more safely."

      "I still think we shouldn't waste any time," Kara insisted.

      "My Lady, I have been following this trail for weeks and weeks and weeks. It is old now. But it has not faded, nor has it hidden from me when the magic wanes."

      "This magic," she said, sounding calm again. "It hides the trail, but then for some reason, the magic wanes?"

      "Yes."

      "Could it be a trap?"

      "I do not think so."

      "How can you be sure?"

      "The magic wanes because my battalion willed it so."

      Lady Kara's head spun on her shoulders, and she searched out his face. The sky had dimmed. The sun setting. Shadows had lengthened, and Farloc was wide awake. He'd smothered the fire, dousing the glowing embers completely. It would be a cold night, but for now, they needed secrecy far more than they needed the warmth of a flame.

      "It is Prince Lorec's magic, I am certain," Goran explained. "He used it to hide his treachery."

      "He took your battalion," Lady Kara guessed.

      Goran nodded, unable to speak for a second. He cleared his throat and said, "They thought him me."

      "Then why is the trail revealed if they thought they were following their commander?"

      She had asked the one question Goran had been too scared to ask himself these past weeks. The one question that was filled with a mixture of hope and shame. Hope that his battalion had seen through Lorec's betrayal. Shame that they might not have trusted the commander they thought was leading them into enemy territory.

      Might not have, in essence, trusted Goran.

      He let out a breath of air and ran a hand through his hair, dislodging his tie and making the long strands tumbled down around his shoulders and face.

      "There is a chance they had become aware of my affair with Sora," he admitted, the admission painful. "If so, they may not have trusted me as they once had."

      "There's also a chance that they saw through Lorec's ruse," Lady Kara said softly.

      Goran only nodded his head.

      Kara turned back to look at the trail. "It's gone again. I can't sense the magic that hides it. Even Dökkálfa is blind to it."

      "It will return by morning," Goran said, looking back toward the smothered fire. "There is still some heat in the coals. Come, my Lady. Get some rest."

      Farloc met Goran's eyes briefly. Goran wasn't sure, but he thought the Hyrða could see his pain. The guard nodded his head and bled into the shadows. He'd patrol for a few hours and then swap places with Goran. They'd do it two more times during the night to ensure the Lady Kara was safe.

      Kara sat down by the diminishing warmth of the campfire and stared up at the stars as they dotted the canvas of space.

      "I followed a trail of my own to the library," she said, making Goran lean closer to hear her softly whispered words. "Lorec met with someone there, but I couldn't see who it was. Part of me thinks it was no one. A ruse he left for me to see. Even now, when his betrayal has had long enough to dull at the edges, he continues to confound me."

      "His treachery knows no bounds."

      "The castle hadn't seen what he'd been up to that day, either."

      "Just as Dökkálfa cannot read the magic now," Goran said.

      "I wonder," Kara said but didn't say anything more.

      They sat in silence, the creatures of the night waking up and making their mating calls all around them. Goran could not hear Farloc's passing, but he knew the Hyrða was circling the camp; eyes alert, body ready. A fine guard.

      Goran had taught him everything he knew.

      Just as Lorec had had a hand in teaching Goran and Aliath when they were newly minted Hyrða. Aliath had never been green of course, but he'd worn the chain-mail with as much pride as Goran had.

      Aliath's blood was that much closer in relation to Sofiq's than Lorec's had been. Goran wondered now how the prince had felt when the young Aliath had blundered onto the royal scene.

      Was it all revenge for the princeling? Just as it was revenge for Goran?

      And what was it for Lady Kara? Why did she risk so much to follow a trail she had not even known was there into Ljósálfar of all places?

      "You should get some sleep," Lady Kara said, settling down herself.

      Goran watched her for a moment, then checked their immediate surroundings, and then he dug deep, found a well of courage that was fed by the love and courage of his Fīfrildi, and asked a question that needed an answer.

      "What do you think you will find when you finally catch up to Prince Lorec, my Lady?"

      Kara smiled into the night, showing a flash of blunt, white teeth.

      "If I knew that, my friend, I would not be sneaking into Isoleth's land with only two Hyrða to protect me."
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Marik

        

      

    

    
      The smell of rosemary and thyme filled her nostrils. The scent of purpose and achievement mixed with the herbs. Marik tasted happiness and an underlying sense of fear in the air of the kitchens. The Fīfrildi hid the latter well, all things considered, but that was because the fairies in the kitchen were the most rewarded.

      They were one and all free Fīfrildi. Their master was the castle, their mistress Saffrik. Oh, they had their fair share of run-ins with the Upper Court as most of what was made in the high kitchen was for the upper castes.

      Beautifully decorated cakes and sweets, succulent roasts of lamb and duck, delicate pastries and superlative soups. A lot of effort went into pleasing the Smiðr and Dómr. But that did not mean the free Fīfrildi of the castle did not get to try the kitchens' wares.

      Their happiness wasn't only rooted in the food they got to eat, though, but also in the artistry they performed when perfecting a meal. Fīfrildi were the creative fairies of Álfeimr. Sculptors and painters, playwrights and chefs. The beauty that made up Dökkálfa castle was not merely in the magic of the land. The Fīfrildi were responsible for much of it.

      And those in the kitchen were the happiest to be had. The gardeners would argue that fact, as would the artists who kept the castle's tapestries and paintings intact, but it was the kitchens who rose to the challenge of pleasing Saffrik. Who tempted the taste buds of the hard-to-please Smiðr and Dómr while they were at it.

      Who got to enjoy what they created when their work was done, uninterrupted by the petty demands of a master or mistress. Once the kitchen closed for the day, the kitchen stayed closed. The only fairy the kitchen staff would get out of bed for was the King. Despite the Upper Court trying on occasion, Saffrik was a force to be reckoned with.

      Which was why the kitchen Fīfrildi were the happiest in the castle.

      Please Saffrik, Head of Kitchens and Serving Staff, and you were well rewarded.

      Marik noticed upon entering the kitchen that the stoves had been cooled down, the benches had been cleaned to a gleaming shine, and the crockery and cutlery had been washed and stacked in drawers and on shelves. In the corner, at a side table set up just for the task, sat three tired but exuberant Fīfrildi, eating a meal fit for the King or the most demanding Smiðr.

      Saffrik was not with her charges, but in her office checking inventory lists and reports on her serving staff. A parchment lay open to the side of her desk, the words written heavily in ink that had not had time to dry. The smears were unusual, but the tone of the missive was not.

      The three Fīfrildi eating their reward in the kitchen had clearly not been the object of the harshly drawn note to the Head of Kitchens and Serving Staff. Marik wondered who the poor fairy had been and where they were now. Knowing her friend, they would have been transferred out of the kitchens immediately, possibly to the garden or stable staff, somewhere where they could hide and ride out the storm created by the missive-writing Smiðr's displeasure in their service to the castle and upper castes.

      "I see you are one less in your kitchens again," Marik commented, producing a bottle of Mungát from the folds of her skirt.

      Saffrik pulled out two tumblers from the top drawer of her desk. Her eyes darted to the still-open door of her office and the sound of revelry from the  Fīfrildi without.

      She grunted and said, as Marik poured their libation, "I am less four in as many days. If this keeps up, the kitchens will have to close."

      "Surely the gardens can spare staff."

      "The gardens grow the best herbs in all of Faerie, but they can't glaze a cow from fifty yards."

      Marik huffed out a laugh.

      "It is not funny," her curmudgeon of a friend remarked. "They are growing bolder in their accusations. Once written, the words cannot be misconstrued. They are not even trying to hide their intent now."

      "I am not sure I know of their intent," Marik said.

      "It is obvious if you keep your eyes open and your ears pinned back. They wish to rid Dökkálfa of what they see as lesser beings. Take the magic all for themselves."

      "Without the so-called lesser beings, they would be forced to make their own beds and cook their own suppers."

      Saffrik only grunted and took a healthy swallow of her Mungát.

      "It is worse than that," she eventually said, voice lowered and eyes checking her charges. The Fīfrildi in the kitchen had finished their magnificent meal and were cleaning up; the clatter of their dishes and voices hid Marik and Saffrik's conversation.

      "Tell me," Marik encouraged her friend.

      Saffrik looked the old maid in the eye and said, "You know of the fairies who visit the kitchens of a day."

      Marik nodded, for she was well aware that fairies from both lower castes often found themselves in the kitchens throughout the day. Saffrik did not suffer interruptions lightly, but a fairy strolling through would be given a small morsel of food in exchange for gossip.

      Saffrik often knew of changes in the mood of the castle before anyone else did.

      "Word has reached us here in the bowels of the castle," the Head Chef explained, "that Dómr are chasing shadows. They have taken it upon themselves to form a … police force of sorts to root out trouble."

      "That is the purview of the Hár Lords."

      "Ah, but the Hár Lords," Saffrik said, "are in bed with the Hyrða who in turn are in bed with the Fīfrildi and these shadows at times clank as if wearing chain-mail and flutter as if on the wing."

      "They mean to police the Hyrða as well as the Fīfrildi?" Saffrik did not chastise Marik for the question. Life was too precarious right now to draw Álfeimr's attention. If the castle did not act on Faerie's behalf, then Saffrik was not going to remind it.

      "They mean to police the lower castes," Saffrik agreed.

      "I do not understand," Marik muttered.

      "Understand this," Saffrik told her," the Dómr have changed. It is a change that can be witnessed. One so sudden, you might say, that history is being made in a day."

      "You could at least try to speak plainly," Marik grumbled.

      Saffrik barked out a laugh, pouring them more Mungát. Her eyes darted out the door to the kitchen. "Leave the lamps on!" she shouted. "Be early tomorrow, we have much to do and there is no guarantee you'll receive a meal as good as that one."

      The Fīfrildi offered their acquiesce and bade the Kerlings good night. Before long, the kitchens were silent.

      "Alright," Saffrik said, leaning over her desk toward her friend. "To business. The Dómr you must watch for wear a pin on their left breast. A golden rod, piercing a shard of lightning. They think themselves clever and are not afraid to show it. Punishment is given on sight."

      "That is not the way of the Dark Dance of Canon," Marik said in shock.

      "They are rewriting our laws."

      "And the castle?"

      Saffrik shrugged. "It rumbles. It warns."

      "It does not speak to Fīfrildi."

      "No, but it watches. It warns."

      Marik started to wring her hands in agitation, her wings fluttering with her nerves.

      "Be still, old friend. There is more," Saffrik warned.

      "There cannot be more!"

      "There is, I'm afraid." Saffrik took a deep draw on her ale. "They know of the meetings. They know they are happening. The shadows they seek are the attendees to these gatherings. Both Hyrða and Fīfrildi."

      "No!" Marik said on a breath of expelled air.

      "It is worse."

      "Please, no!"

      "They know of your Sora."

      The castle rolled beneath their feet, the walls undulating, stones grinding against each other.

      "Dökkálfa knows and it is not happy," Saffrik murmured.

      "Not happy with Sora? Or not happy with how far the Dómr are taking this witch hunt?"

      "That is the question, my friend. One you should ask your charge."

      Marik downed the last of her Mungát and stood up.

      "You should have told me this as soon as I arrived," she snapped.

      "You did not need to hear this in front of my staff. Besides, a little pot-valiance can't be underestimated."

      "I must go," Marik said, turning on her heel.

      "May the Goddess guide you," she heard Saffrik say.

      But Marik did not offer the rejoinder. Her Lady was not here to save them. This was a battle only the Fīfrildi and Hyrða could make. And Sora was right in the thick of it.

      Marik checked Sora and Goran's quarters first but found them empty. Next, she tried their Lady's chambers, even though Lady Kara was nowhere near the castle. But they had made sure to tend their Lady's rooms every day to carry on the ruse she had tasked them with, and Marik hoped Sora was doing such that evening.

      But Sora was not in the echoing chambers and not anywhere else Marik thought to check.

      She tried the gardens.

      She tried the orchard.

      She even went as far as the forest and the crater where the woodsman's cottage used to rest.

      The stables were next. The Hyrða barracks followed thereafter. Some of the lesser-used passageways showed signs of resent habitation, but there was no indication of Sora having been there.

      Marik visited Sora's friends. Corik had not seen her since the last meeting. Benith had left her last in the courtyard, having shared tea.

      The courtyard was empty, the hour late. She was turned away gently at the royal offices by the King's aide.

      Marik could think of only one more place to look but getting there would be troublesome. She swung by the kitchens again, finding it bare of her friend. The absence of Saffrik's overlarge personality made the kitchens appear less than they normally were.

      Marik made quick work of a tray, finding food waiting for her in the larder. She wondered if Saffrik had foreseen her efforts.

      Tray in hand, she wound down the servants' staircase as far as it would take her and then crossed over to the Hyrða's domain. The guard on duty at the dungeons let her enter in exchange for a sandwich off the tray.

      The vampire hissed but did not leave its shadows. Its red-tinged eyes followed Marik as she walked past, back ramrod straight.

      Renith lay on a bed of blankets. A torch shone in her cell. An empty tray lay by the gate.

      She was alone. Sora was not in the dungeons. Marik's heart almost failed.

      Letting out a worried breath of air, Marik crossed to the little Fīfrildi who had been incarcerated because of her impetuous master.

      "Renith," Marik called, waking the tiny girl up. "I bring a treat."

      If she could not find Sora, at least she could tend to her other charge.

      Marik knelt at the Fīfrildi's cell and uncovered the sandwich platter.

      She worried for Sora and sent a silent prayer up to Nut for her underling's safety, her hand resting on the cold stone floor of the dungeon as she did it.

      The castle offered up a wail.
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      I could smell honeysuckle. I knew Jarviq had more beside his desk, but until returning to my personal chambers, I hadn't had cause to protest. I'd removed the vase in my office and managed a brief reprieve, but I hadn't expected my aide to place another jar of honeysuckle in my bedroom to vex me.

      What did he think I was doing in here? Pining for her? Replacing her?

      There was no replacement for Kara.

      I sat down on the edge of my bed and stared accusingly at the vase on the side table. The flowers were fresh. Where Jarviq was getting the out-of-season blossoms from, I didn't know, nor did I wish to ask.

      Undoing the top button of my shirt, I stared at the vase and contemplated throwing it and the flowers within out of the bedroom window. The vase in my office hadn't been disposed of in such a petulant fashion. Not that the vase itself had survived, either. But one did not throw things from one's window when one was the fucking King.

      I removed my shirt and started on my boots. My eyes kept being drawn to the vase on the table, my nose twitched.

      Damn it! Jarviq was out of line, and I did not wish to punish my aide. He was a good aide. The best I'd ever had. Efficient, self-motivated, unobtrusive, if you didn't count the honeysuckle in my private quarters, that is.

      One boot hit the rug in front of the fire. I started on the next.

      In a perfect world, I could love whomever I desired, and no one would bat an eye as to her credentials. But Álfeimr was not perfect and Jarviq should damn well have known it. No fairy ever got a happily ever after.

      Not here. Especially not now. War was coming.

      The second boot hit the door at a good clip, rebounding and landing almost all the way back at the bed.

      I let out a controlled breath of air and tried to calm myself.

      The honeysuckle in the office I could understand. I could almost forgive it. But my bedroom? My personal space? Where I came to rest and for a reprieve and a moment to be myself, by myself, and not have my responsibilities shoved down my throat with a large serving of guilt thrown in for good measure.

      I ripped the cord on my breeches trying to undo them.

      He'd gone too far this time. At first, I appreciated his efforts. I thought the honeysuckle and the strip of material from Kara's dress a thoughtful gift from a thoughtful aide. But now he was just rubbing my nose in it. Forcing me to face my demons and consequently, drowning me in my guilt.

      The trousers almost made it to the fireplace, so close that they might yet ignite from the heat and flames. I took my time retrieving them and didn't bother to fold them when I dumped them on the armchair.

      Staring into the fireplace made me remember the fireplace in that woodsman's cottage. The rugs on the floor. The smell of roast chicken and strong wine, and Kara's skin and sweat and … damn it! Honeysuckle.

      I pulled the tie out of my hair, letting the strands frame my face and cover my ears. The touch of a strand across the pointed tip reminded me of Kara. The kiss of her lips, the lick of her tongue as it traced the curve of the ear, a nibble on the point.

      I had hurt her. I had damn near crushed her with the hurt. I had pushed her away and if I had the chance to redo it all again tomorrow, I would hurt her again.

      I was King. Perfect was not part of my vocabulary. Nor part of being anyone's king.

      Turning, naked now and uncaring, I strode across the room to the table and picked up the vase. Returning to the fireplace was just as swift a thing. Throwing the flowers in the flames took longer. Much longer.

      Honeysuckle teased my nostrils.

      Memories of Kara's touch and kisses and the sounds she made as I brought her to climax stilled all movement.

      It had been the best night of my life. Part of me had known even before we'd begun that it would be the last best night of my life I'd ever have. And maybe that was why it ended up being the best night of my life because I took the chance; the last chance I'd get at perfection.

      I stared at the vase in my hand. The scent of honeysuckle and Kara swirled inside my head.

      It had been heaven. Never before had I experienced such emotions. I thought I had loved females in the past, but Kara was different. Kara was everything I had ever wanted. More than I had thought I would ever get.

      And she could not be mine.

      Not with war coming and the Court so divided, and an heir needed.

      And … damn it!

      I threw the vase in the fire and stared at the blossoms as they curled up and then burned, almost wanting to reach into the flames and save them.

      "Why did you give her to me if I couldn't keep her?" I asked.

      The castle sighed, but it did not comment. Was this a test? Was this a means to an end for Dökkálfa? Teach me a lesson? Fortify my resolve? Make me the King Dökkálfa needed?

      I wanted to rant and rave, to curse and deny it; whatever 'it' was that the castle wanted me to learn, to feel.

      Dökkálfa must come first, though, I told myself. I remembered my father telling me that exact same thing when I was still chasing pixies. Games are for the free and we are never free, he'd tell me. Responsibility is a chain that binds, but it has its moments. Enjoy them and move on, but never forget that Dökkálfa must come first.

      I clenched my fists and stared at nothing.

      Dökkálfa must come first.

      And I was putting Dökkálfa first. I was denying my heart. I would do what was required of me.

      I turned and faced my bed. It had been a long time since I had invited another fairy into my bed. My previous aide had organised liaisons for me. Of course, my previous aide had been a traitor, so there was that.

      Jarviq hadn't offered that service to me, though, instead he had sourced hard-to-find out-of-season honeysuckle and decorated the royal quarters and offices with it.

      The bed mocked me. I could see Kara there, bare shoulders and long neck, glistening skin, the sheet just covering her breasts. I licked my lips, willed myself to stop dreaming, felt my body respond to the memory of her slick centre wrapped around my shaft.

      I could not see Analor in my bed.

      Ardour was replaced with desolation. How was I going to do this? How was I going to keep my Court together, fight a brutal war, and sire an heir on a female fairy that left me feeling … nothing.

      She was beautiful, I had to admit, and had this been a year ago when Harlin was still my aide and Kara had never stepped foot in Álfeimr, I would have welcomed Analor to my bed.

      But would I have considered siring a child on her body?

      I shook my head. The answer was disappointing and, it must be said, a worry. Because not only did I have to act the part, but I would also be acting it from a position of knowledge now, that precluded ardour when the end result was a permanent link.

      Liaisons I'd had aplenty.

      The only female I wanted in my life for eternity, I had hurt.

      I was saved from any further egocentric turmoil by a knock on my sitting-room door. I donned a robe and made my way toward it. Jarviq was off duty, but I had Hyrða he had vetted on guard. I almost trusted them.

      I did trust Jarviq.

      I opened the door to a green-skinned face, one I recognised as a regular night-time guard.

      "Your Majesty," he greeted, bowing, "Lord Dagar wishes an audience at your earliest convenience."

      "Show him in," I said, turning and crossing to the wet bar. I poured us both a spiced Mungát. It was far too late for a luncheon ale. And somehow, I thought this visit would require a little extra fortitude to endure.

      The door closed behind Dagar and the Herra bowed.

      "This better be good, my Lord," I told him, handing him his glass, and then throwing myself into a comfortable seat. "I was just about to retire for the night."

      "I hope I have not upset any plans for the evening, Your Majesty," Dagar stated, solicitously, taking his own seat.

      I smirked into my glass. "A book. A nice spiced Mungát. And a night filled with restful dreams," I told him.

      "Ah," he said, glancing at the half-open door to my boudoir.

      "We are alone," I assured him.

      "Good," he said, and he meant it. Another just like Jarviq. Dagar worshipped the ground Kara walked on in a way I could not. I envied him his avidity.

      Dear Goddess, I envied them both.

      "What brings you here, my friend?" I asked, deciding a reminder of our close friendship was in order. Forgoing the Dark Dance achieved that.

      Dagar sat forward in his seat. "This is not a social visit, my Liege."

      "A shame," I muttered into my glass.

      "Have you walked the halls of late, Your Majesty?"

      "I use the passageways to reach the throne room."

      "Has Jarviq?"

      I snorted into my drink. "Jarviq has been busy. Too busy. Tell me what my aide has failed to see."

      "The Dómr, Your Majesty. They have … changed."

      I sat forward in my seat. "Changed how?"

      "They challenge the way of things."

      "Both upper castes have lately. It keeps me awake at night."

      "No sweet dreams?"

      "None that I would share with you."

      He smiled briefly, then said, voice steady, green eyes grave, "They have appointed themselves the Caste Police."

      I did not like the sound of that.

      "I gather they wish to police the lower castes only?" I asked.

      "Indeed, Your Majesty. In particular, those who have been attending certain secret meetings."

      "Do tell," I said, remembering my drink. I took a healthy swallow; somehow, I thought I might need it.

      "My intelligence informs me the meetings are harmless," Dagar said. "In fact, they might be doing some good. It started with the Fīfrildi. A way to air grievances and receive emotional support. It has spread to include the Hyrða. Initially, we thought for the Fīfrildi's protection, but now we believe they, too, are there for more."

      "Support?"

      Dagar looked pointedly at me. "Ours is not a fair society, Your Majesty."

      "No, it is not."

      "There are hardships. Injustices."

      "And the Hár Lords' take on this?"

      "A delicately balanced sword, my Liege. One that could cut quite deeply."

      "So, you've done nothing to ease their pain?"

      "It would take a change far greater than we can achieve for their pain to be eased at all."

      "I see."

      "A remnant of your aunt’s, I fear."

      "Don't sugarcoat it for me."

      Dagar looked at me strangely. It was a Georgia statement, and one the Fey did not use, so I understood his misgivings. I didn't bother to enlighten him, though.

      Sighing, I rubbed my forehead. There was a lot that needed to change in Dökkálfa. A lot that needed to be fixed.

      I wanted, with every fibre of my being, to be the force of change Dökkálfa needed.

      But Álfeimr was not a perfect world, was it?

      "I'll add it to the list of things that need addressing," I told the Herra.  "For now, how do you plan to deal with the Caste Police?"

      Dagar shifted in his seat. I cocked my head to the side and studied him. There was more he had not yet revealed.

      "Dagar?" I pressed.

      "My intelligence is seventy percent certain the Dómr are being directed by a Smiðr, Your Majesty."

      "Only seventy percent?"

      "This particular Smiðr is very careful to cover his tracks."

      "Do we have a name, Herra?"

      "We do, Your Majesty."

      I stared at him. He stared at me.

      "Lord Boleth," he finally said.

      I said nothing.

      Well, it was a damn good thing that I hadn't signed that benighted agreement yet. But I'd have to tread carefully.

      "How much damage are they causing? This Caste Police?" I asked.

      "Minimal as yet. They're still finding their feet."

      I stared at the fireplace; a mirror of the one in my bedroom. This one didn't have a broken vase or charred honeysuckle to distract me. Still, Kara was not far from my mind.

      She never was.

      "Alright," I said. "We'll not rush things. Let's give Lord Boleth a long leash and see if he strangles himself with it."

      "By your command, my Liege," Dagar said and smiled, flashing razor-sharp teeth.
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      The mournful toot of a dragon echoed through the village, making many of Vibalt's soldiers hunch their shoulders and duck their heads. The Bál Forað hadn't managed to cross the border once yet, but that did not mean the Hyrða under Vibalt's command weren't still wary.

      For days they had listened to the lament of the dragons as the Wild Magic thwarted their every effort to hunt them. Sooner or later, Viablt knew, the dragons would turn their attention to the border villages and the Dökkálfa who guarded them.

      Time was not on their side, Vibalt was certain, but the Wild Magic twirled and leapt and ducked and dived and surged toward the border when the dragons' frustration distracted them enough to try.

      For days, Vibalt had observed the dance between the two, wondering when it would break, who would succeed, whether today would be the day the winner made a concerted effort to cross into Dökkálfa. And possibly succeeded.

      Vibalt was not sure who he should be rooting for. One or the other, or neither of them? The Wild Magic had not hurt his fairies. Not significantly. It had certainly upset their lives, made them do things they wouldn't normally have done. But no real harm had come from its efforts.

      And now, his battalion had fully recovered, once again whole and trusting of each other. Vibalt had spent a good portion of the intervening days ensuring order and trust was returned to them.

      They chose not to speak of the orgy that had ensued. Vibalt's ruling that it never be spoken of again had not been needed in the end. Every single Hyrða affected by the Wild Magic had agreed it was a weak attack and one they would not allow to divide them.

      Seventh Battalion was a solid unit again; a trusting family, a worthy adversary to any who chose to rise against it.

      And still, Vibalt watched with wariness as the Wild Magic cavorted with the dragons. Teasing them; testing them; tormenting them in the only way this particular Wild Magic seemed to behave.

      There was no murderous intent. No sinister or vicious attack. Wicked perhaps, but not malicious. Vibalt wondered for the hundredth time, whether they should be helping the Wild Magic cross into Dökkálfa.

      But the Ljósálfar were such tricksters. Could Queen Isoleth have devised a plan to tempt the Hyrða — an honourable and noble warrior caste — to aid an underdog such as this Wild Magic?

      And once across the border, would the Wild Magic transform into something hideous and foul, evil beyond all measure?

      Vibalt did not wish to be the Hyrða commander who allowed such a monstrous plan to succeed.

      So, he watched and waited, and he kept a wary eye on the border that buzzed with increasing agitation.

      A dragon swooped along the border, then, its wings almost touching the ward.

      "We hunt," it said, directly into Vibalt's mind. "We hunger."

      "You will not hunt here," he told it.

      The dragon laughed, a body trembling sound of mirth, and somewhere, Wild Magic surged, drawing the dragon's attention away.

      The border buzzed louder still, the Bál Forað angled back toward it. Vibalt could not see where the Wild Magic had gone to. The dragon, though, was clearly still hunting it, or so he thought.

      "Commander!" a shout came from the western end of the village. A Hyrða came thundering in on a horse. The beast reared back as the soldier pulled it up short before Vibalt. Sweat lathered its flanks, its nostrils flaring.

      "Report!" Vibalt snapped, tasting the guard's worry.

      "Wild Magic assaults a civilian camp. It has breached the border."

      "What are civilians doing out here?" Vibalt growled, the question thankfully not answered.

      At a shout, Vibalt's squire brought his steed out, already saddled. His personal squad of Hyrða were mounting their own beasts, so swift to action it made Vibalt proud of them. Oil and leather assailed his nose, mixed in with the anticipation of battle. It settled him.

      He shouted orders for a second squadron to mount up, ensuring the remaining squadron was left on alert inside the village itself. This could all be a trap, he knew, so he wasn't prepared to send every single one of his soldiers into battle against a foe who could be a Ljósálfar lure.

      Hooves thundering against the hard-packed earth of the patrol route his fairies had worn in the ground along the edge of the border, Vibalt and his squad moved out, following behind the Hyrða who'd brought the warning.

      If civilians were being harassed by the Wild Magic, it was his battalion's duty to protect them.

      If the Wild Magic had crossed the border, though, how far behind would the dragons be?

      Vibalt scanned the skies above Ljósálfar land. He spotted a Bál Forað, he thought it the massive leader of the flight that had been hunting the Wild Magic. The dragon swooped and dived, but it wasn't acting as it had been acting for the past week or more.

      It appeared to be in a frenzy, whipping up the other Bál Forað, inciting them to something.

      "What the Hel is it doing now?" he demanded.

      "Perhaps, it attempts to cross the border, sir," the Hyrða who led them to the civilian camp offered.

      "Because the Wild Magic has?" Vibalt asked.

      The guard did not reply, no doubt uneasy with the breach of Canon. But this was battalion business, and the Dark Dance could be suspended. Vibalt did not have the same reticence as the young guard.

      "It is not hunting," Vibalt said. "See that? It attacks not hunts. Their behaviour has changed. Why?"

      "The civilians," Karliq — one of his personal squad — replied. "They attempt to cross the border to reach the camp."

      "Who is in the camp?" Vibalt demanded of the Hyrða who had brought the warning.

      "I do not know, Commander. I was ordered to warn you as soon as the Wild Magic attacked."

      "Was it an attack?" Vibalt murmured, but the horses' hooves thundering on the dirt made hearing his question impossible right then.

      Perhaps that was a good thing. He was merely speculating now and that would not be appropriate this close to battle.

      "Form up!" he instructed his squad. "On me!" Drawing his Sverð, he led them on a charge toward a gathering of Hyrða fighting back-to-back against the Wild Magic.

      The Bál Forað slammed their enormous bodies against the border to Vibalt's left, charring scales and tainting the air with smoke and burnt things. They threw themselves, again and again, against the ward, making it flare and adding their fire to the stench their burns created.

      Dökkálfa flared, drawing on the land's well of power. The Wild Magic surged, ducking and diving, flitting between the soldiers, smacking the dragons again and again. The border's buzz increased in sound until it was deafening. The dragons became enraged; fire-spewing, smoke-snorting, magic-surging and leaving pinpricks of pain across Vibalt's face.

      "To the border! Defend the border!" he yelled.

      The Hyrða let out a war cry all around him. Horses charged, Bogi were drawn, arrows went flying. An ethereal magic wrapped around each Hyrða, assisting their aim and making their shots find their targets.

      Vibalt did not have time to question the magic that aided them. The Bál Forað took most of his attention, the Wild Magic only confused matters more. Dökkálfa surged. Hyrða yelled. Arrows flew, whistling through the air like guided missiles.

      Prickles of power made his skin sting, and cries of pain abounded from Hyrða who did not have as much power as Vibalt did to draw on for protection.

      That ethereal magic rose, a golden hue cast across the battle. The Hyrða stopped crying out in pain as the golden magic soothed them.

      Vibalt spun his horse around, trying to get a feel for the battle. Trying to determine where he needed to place his fairies. He had assumed the weakest link would be at the civilian camp, but that golden light covered the civilians and kept them protected.

      He searched the border, its buzzing now a painful reminder of how much magic Dökkálfa was using. The dragons were still attempting to cross the ward and were completely ignoring the Wild Magic which was now attempting to push the dragons back.

      For a split second, Vibalt was confused.

      But his Hyrða stood strong against the onslaught, adding their might to the Wild Magic's. He fell back into battle to aid them. Arrows pierced scaled hides; occasionally, a flame burned the projectiles to ashes. A Bál Forað roared its anger to the skies.

      "We will have our prey! You cannot deny us! We are the mighty Bál Forað and you are insects in our eyes! None shall thwart us!"

      "You shall never enter Dökkálfa!" Vibalt yelled.

      The Wild Magic rose as if it had hind legs on which to lift it. It roared in the face of the dragons, making the Hyrða jerk where they stood, stunned silent. It surged back across the border, pushing the Bál Forað back with its sudden change of direction.

      Vibalt could not believe his eyes, but he also saw a change in strategy that could well aid them.

      "Support the Wild Magic!" he shouted. "Add your strength to its side! Push back the dragons! Push!"

      The Hyrða yelled their battle cry again and did as their commander bid them. The ethereal magic, its golden hue covering all of them now, swept out with the soldier's arrows and pushed both the Wild Magic and the Bál Forað back onto Ljósálfar's side.

      The dragons retreated. The Wild Magic chased them for a while. Silence descended along the border. The buzz quietened down until it was background noise and no longer felt so very deep inside.

      Vibalt, panting for breath, unsure of what had just happened, turned to assess his fairies.

      Somehow, he'd picked up two more Hyrða than he should have had at last count. He took a second tally and then identified the intruders.

      Surprise stilled him.

      And then Lady Kara emerged from inside the golden hue, that ethereal magic suddenly recognisable.

      Goran and Farloc stood on either side of Dökkálfa's Champion, bloodied and bruised, but very much alive.

      "Well heck," Lady Kara said, frustration tainting the air all around her. "I guess we suck at stealth."

      Vibalt had no answer to that, so he remained quiet.
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      The foul stench of unclean bodies met his nose. He lifted a handkerchief to his face, breathing shallowly through his mouth. It did not prevent him from tasting their desperation.

      Lorec, former prince of Dökkálfa, former Hár Lord and cousin to the Dark Fey King, stepped through the clearing in the Ljósálfar forest, making his way toward the royal tent.

      Light Fey watched him with wary eyes. Downtrodden and badly beaten though they were, they still saw him as the enemy. They should have been watching for the next hit, the next moment full of unending torture.

      It would not be coming from his direction.

      No, Lorec knew he trod dangerous ground. He was determined, therefore, not to take a misstep. The Light Fey had more cruel monsters in their midst than a traitorous Dökkálfa.

      Lorec allowed his mind to wander briefly if only to give himself a reprieve from registering the horrendous state of Isoleth's fairies. He wondered what his cousin was doing now. He marvelled that Aliath had beaten him, beaten the Light Fey Queen. And then he smiled.

      The smile was brief. As were his wandering thoughts. He'd made it to the outer edges of Isoleth's inner camp now. Glancing around, he could not call it a Court. There was no castle here. There weren't even houses. Isoleth had moved her Court to the Ljósálfar forest two weeks before, in order to be that much closer to Dökkálfa land.

      It wouldn't be long now. Lorec wondered if the castle was ready.

      He knew he wasn't. He hadn't earned the Mad Queen's trust yet. He needed more time.

      Dodging around a band of Light Fey guards harassing a young squire for the fun of it, he ducked between two tents overflowing with randy fairies and foul magic.

      He tasted desire and greed and hunger and emptiness and desolation and rot.

      Isoleth's fairies were full of rot and the stench of it tainted everything.

      He came out into a small clearing that butted up against the Queen's inner camp. A guard stepped out and lowered a long spike toward him, halting his progress.

      "Who goes there, then?" the guard called, loud enough for all of his squad to hear him.

      It still made his skin crawl when asked a question so openly, but he managed to offer, "It is I, Lorec," in a fair approximation of nonchalance. "Come at the Queen's behest."

      "Lorec, you say?" the guard replied. "Prove it, princeling. Show us your Light!"

      It was not the first time he had been forced to show his hand. To prove he was who he said he was, despite the fact that he wore fair skin as they did without needing a glamour, and that he had pointed ears as only those of royal blood could have.

      Lorec called on his Light, that much different than a Light Fairy's. His Light swirled with Dark, paying homage to his heritage.

      "Oooh, check that out, then, fairies," the guard called, making his squad snicker along with him. "Such a dirty Light the princeling has. Should we help him with that, you think?"

      "Rather you than me, Sortin," one of his fairies called.

      "Don't mind if I do," Sortin said and promptly slammed his own Light directly into Lorec's chest.

      Lorec had no defence he could call on without giving himself away. So he endured the assault, falling to his knees before the wretched fairy who delighted in his torment. At some stage, the Light forced Lorec to dance with it. He felt the pull, the draw of the fairy's Light; he despised it.

      A Hár Lord should never be subjected to such, he thought bitterly; should never let any fairy treat him thus. But Lorec was no longer a Hár Lord. For all intents and purposes, he was no longer a Prince of Dökkálfa, either. He was simply a Dark Fairy in Light Fey lands, at their mercy and at Queen Isoleth's beck and call.

      Just as the blood rushed from his head and he began to see stars, his body convulsing in a public release that left him both sated and horrified, a shrill voice called an abrupt ending to Sortin's pleasure.

      "You mean to play with that which is mine?" Queen Isoleth demanded of her guard.

      "No, Your Majesty. Of course not, Your Majesty. Merely softening him up for your pleasure."

      Lorec heard a meaty slap and then a grunt of sound as Sortin fell to his knees beside Lorec. Blinking through the residue of rapture he'd been forced to endure, Lorec watched as a strip of flesh was flayed from Sortin's back. Blood dribbled down the well-muscled body, the stink of it mixed with the perverseness of the punishment, sending Lorec's body into an unwilling shudder of delight.

      He swallowed thickly and closed his eyes, trying to block out the stimulation. But Isoleth was having none of that.

      "Oh, no you don't, my Dark Prince," she said, pulling his head back and cupping his throat and chin from behind. "Watch as he bleeds for your pleasure. Watch as he begs for more."

      "Please, Your Majesty," Sortin cried when another strip of flesh was separated from his body. "Please."

      "See, Lorec," Isoleth whispered to him, her hot breath leaving goosebumps down hi neck Lorec vainly attempted to ignore. She nibbled on the sensitive peak of his ear. "He begs just as you will beg for more."

      Lorec firmed his lips into a thin line, but Isoleth's talented tongue made quick work of his erogenous zones, forcing an expulsion of air from his mouth.

      "That's better," she said, releasing him as abruptly as she had secured him to her breast. "We will make a Light Fairy of you before long."

      Sortin lay bleeding and broken on the forest floor, his eyes glazed in pain and pleasure in equal and shocking amounts. Lorec studied him for a moment, gathering his nerve, steeling his resolve, and calling the Dökkálfa castle every foul word he could think of inside his head.

      Once he'd got himself more or less under control, he rose to his feet, adjusting the cuffs of his shirt. There was a mark on one; a smudge he hadn't been able to clean. It might have at one time been blood. It might have been something less seemly.

      It was a reminder of what he was up against. It was a reminder of how far Isoleth's Court had fallen.

      All around him were desolate and debauched Light Fey. One moment they sought pleasure at their Mad Queen's command, the next they longed for freedom from her special blend of crazy.

      Isoleth was no longer merely mad, she was well beyond that now. Isoleth was a monster of her own making and she intended to make Lorec just like her.

      The Queen saw a weapon. A tool for her pleasure. One to be moulded and finessed, and then sent to do her bidding at her direction. The Queen saw what she wanted to see and what Lorec let her see. He drew strength from deep inside and entered her tent behind her.

      The flap at the entrance fell closed at their backs and the dimness inside took a moment for Lorec to adjust to. A moment was all Isoleth needed to wrap her magic around his trembling body.

      Lorec let her. He let go of the well of power hidden deep inside and allowed the Light Fey Queen to capture him. An involuntary shudder of revulsion and fear consumed him briefly; the only relief he had was knowing Isoleth could not taste it as he could.

      Light Fey had never developed the need for feeding off emotions. They'd never been imprisoned behind glass walls inside their own castle, able to see the herd of cattle or the rivers — just there — full of fish but unable to touch them.

      Light Fey were gluttons for pleasure. Dark Fey worked for their supper.

      "Dance for me, my Dark Prince," Isoleth chimed, making Lorec sway as if he were a mere human, a lesser being, unable to resist her fairy allure.

      He danced and spun, as she chimed and chortled. The stench of her delight and desire almost made him gag. He pulled a small amount of power from his internal well, so small she would hopefully not realise he still had access to it and broke through her chiming to ask, "Would you not like to hear my latest intelligence, Your Majesty?"

      "Oh, it speaks!" she said delighted, although Lorec could taste her aggravation at his thwarting her little show of superiority. He had to be careful now; push too far and she would punish him; push too little and he would never gain her trust.

      And Lorec needed to gain her trust. Everything depended on it.

      She stopped chiming but held him rigid before her. Lorec had no choice but to survey the Mad Queen in all her glory. She wore little for the imagination to desire, a sheer covering that provided a modicum of decorum, but left as much on display as it shrouded. Her lips were red, her cheeks flushed, her golden hair so different than a Dark Fairy's silver, hung in waves over her full breasts.

      Lorec watched as she took in a lungful of air, making her bosom swell and her nipples peak.

      "You like watching, don't you, my Dark Prince," she purred.

      It was true, she fascinated him. But not as she would have liked.

      Dark Fey could not lie. It was a disadvantage Lorec had to work with. But he wasn't unpractised at misdirection.

      "You fascinate me, Your Majesty."

      She liked that.

      "Come here," she said, patting the bed beside her. It was as close to her as Lorec had managed yet.

      Could he end it all here? Could he take her by surprise?

      Her magic wrapped around him and held him immobile by her side. Isoleth smirked at his face and then started to undo the buttons on his shirt, one by one in a slow and inexorable march toward completion.

      "You think yourself so much cleverer than a Queen, Dark Prince," she purred. "You think because I am old, I have lost sight of what is important. You think me blinded by your perfect features, the royal blood that rushes through your veins."

      She leaned forward and licked up his bare chest, biting hard on his jugular once she reached it. She did not break the skin, but the threat was there.

      "Tell me your intelligence, then," she said.

      Lorec swallowed, trying to moisten his throat. His voice still managed to sound rough when he spoke, though.

      "There are twelve Hyrða battalions made up of one hundred soldiers in each. I know every single commander. How they fight, what their weaknesses are."

      The ties to his breeches came undone next.

      "Tell me more, my Dark Prince," Isoleth purred.

      Ignoring his disrobing, Lorec described what he knew of each battalion and their commander. He embellished where he could and withheld where he was able. One never knew when information such as this would prove priceless for him.

      Isoleth listened, completing her task and baring his body to the chill lamp light inside the tent. Without missing a beat, she bent her head and took his length into her mouth.

      For a moment, Lorec could not think, could not act, could not protect himself in any fashion.

      And a moment was all she needed.

      She broke through his walls, his perfectly crafted wards. She touched the reservoir of power he had kept hidden and moved on as if she could not see it. She scoured his mind and read every available thought.

      "Oh, you have been a naughty fairy, haven't you, my Dark Prince," she declared, and then returned her attention to his member.

      He came on a shout of unwanted but perversely pleasurable release and then felt the manacles of unimaginable power bind him.

      "I shall keep you," Isoleth declared, wiping her mouth delicately and then licking her lips. "You entertain and are in such desperate need of attention."

      Lorec did not want Isoleth's type of attention. He did not want to have her clawed hands touch him, hold him, bring him any kind of false ecstasy. But the Mad Queen was not done with her toy yet and Lorec was closer to her than he had ever been. So, he did not reach for the well of hidden power she’d somehow not seen but Lorec knew would be enough to ensure his freedom.

      Time for that would come, he hoped fervently.

      Isoleth rolled him over onto his stomach and ran a claw down his back, right where Sortin had been flayed before Lorec's eyes.

      "Please me," she purred, "and I shall give you Dökkálfa." Nothing was said of what he would receive if he failed to please the Mad Queen.

      Pushing his legs wide apart, Isoleth knelt between his thighs, her hands poised for their next misadventure. Lorec could taste her twisted desire.

      His body shuddered. She laughed, the sound like tinkling chimes.

      "Time to sing, my little canary," she said and Lorec wondered if he had bitten off more than he could chew, wondered if he would still be the fairy he had been when all was said and done.

      Wondered if it was worth it.

      Then he thought of Dökkálfa, and he thought of the castle, his castle, and he resolved to succeed.

      No Mad Queen would best Lorec. But she could damn well try.
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Sora

        

      

    

    
      The ties at her wrists had drawn blood. The knock to her head made her feel groggy. Her wing was bent, but not broken. Her cheek smarted where the Dómr had slapped her. Her heart beat as fast as a pixie's wings in the heat of summer.

      Sora swallowed past a dry throat, licking lips that felt chapped already.

      How long had it been? Had she been missed yet? Would she see Goran again or was this to be the end of her long life, sitting in filth of her own making?

      She shifted to get comfortable but the pounding in her head made her groan and the bend of her wing made it impossible to seat herself in a way that did not put pressure on her bound wrists.

      A Dómr walked into the room they had held her in for days and stared down his long blue nose at her.

      "If I had my way, you would be hanged for your traitorous behaviour immediately," he snarled.

      Sora wondered, groggily, in which way she had betrayed Dökkálfa.

      "Even the dungeon is not good enough for you," he went on, "but Lord Boleth insists we follow rules and the rules state imprisonment over lynching and so, there you have it."

      Sora wondered who Lord Boleth was and whether he would be an ally in what was coming. Or the instigator of her impending doom.

      "Do not think this is a reprieve, Traitor," the Dómr snapped. "You will be sentenced at a public trial and then whipped until unconscious, at which time, you shall be hanged."

      Sora could barely understand the hate-filled words, her heart was thundering, making the blood rush through her veins. She could not hear over the sound of it. She could not think over the pounding of blood through her aching head. Her heart felt as if it were trying to escape the confines of her chest.

      She cried for Goran. She cried for her mate and how her death would affect him. She cried silent tears that glistened on her downy skin and slowly dropped to the stone floor beneath her.

      The Dómr watched, unmoved, his fingers slowly flexing.

      "Pathetic," he hissed. "Your kind should never have been allowed into the castle. You are good for one thing and one thing only, and even in that you fail your masters."

      "I have no master but the castle," Sora said, her voice rough from days of silence. "I am First Maid to Lady Kara, Dökkálfa's Champion. I have done no wrong to deserve this treatment."

      "Your mistress is not here to save you. No one has seen her for days. If she hides away inside her chambers, we do not know, nor do we care. She has not sent a single fairy to find you. She has not come herself. She has forsaken you as the traitor you are. Álfeimr will have its justice."

      The castle grumbled beneath Sora's knees. The Dómr did not seem to notice. Or perhaps he did not care that that castle was watching. The castle always watched, and Sora had long believed not paying attention to the castle's grumblings was an error most grievous.

      "My Lady has more important things to deal with than a Dómr who lives above his station," Sora said, her voice strengthening with more use.

      The hit was not telegraphed. Sora's cheek cracked under the force, making her cry out in sudden pain and terror. The Dómr loomed above her.

      "You know nothing," he growled. "You are nothing. There is no place for the likes of you in our new society. You won't even live long enough to see your world crumble. A new Dökkálfa shall be built on the bones of fairies like you. Traitors. Agitators. Rabble-rousers. Troublemakers. Once we collect the remainder of your followers and cull them from the tree, new shoots shall bloom, and Dökkálfa shall finally blossom as it should be. No one can save you now, Fīfrildi."

      The door to the storage room suddenly opened, cutting off his tirade, and another Dómr walked in. Even in her terrified state, Sora noted they wore the same clothes as if a uniform. Dómr were the courtiers of Dökkálfa. They seldom identified with one another in such a way.

      But Sora noted now that the clothes these Dómr wore were too similar in style and colouring to be anything other than a uniform. Perhaps they planned to replace the servant class. But that would mean a step down the ladder they climbed, not up it. Sora blinked past tear-filled eyes, trying futilely to get her brain to work.

      Terror and concussion made the task impossible for now, though. Try as she might, she could not fathom why these Dómr were dressed so alike.

      "I see you have been busy," the new Dómr said, addressing the one who had been tormenting Sora.

      "This one still has some courage left," her tormentor said. "I was disabusing her of it."

      The second Dómr inhaled and licked his lips. "I taste it, but it's tainted with her fear and I never had the stomach for such a meal."

      "There are others who do. I'm sure they will enjoy her trial as much as you enjoy her rebellion."

      "It is a shame to subjugate such bravery, but needs must."

      They both looked down at Sora with twisted features. Sora met their green gazes for but a moment, too scared to challenge them for longer.

      "Shame," the second Dómr repeated. "But she brought this on herself."

      "Have the rest been rounded up yet?"

      "Not yet. But we're getting closer. Soon we'll have so many, we'll run out of cat-o-nine-tails."

      They laughed, amused at the sick joke. Sora suppressed a whimper, the ache in her bent wing suddenly feeling that much more painful.

      "It's time to move her to the dungeon," the new Dómr said. "We need to make a public show of this one, in order to set up the others. Once we've got things rolling to the Court's satisfaction, then we can bypass this performance and simply cull the rot where it stands."

      "He plans to give us that kind of power, then?"

      "Oh, yes. He has offered us carte blanche. We're the Caste Police, after all. We must police the castes as is appropriate."

      "Finally," the first Dómr said.

      "Your patience shall be rewarded, my friend." The new Dómr looked down at where Sora knelt on the hard stone floor. "Do you understand what is happening, Fīfrildi?"

      The lack of respect for the Dark Dance of Canon was an insult on top of insults.

      "My name is Sora," Sora said. "First Maid to Lady Kara, Dökkálfa's Champion. I have done no wrong to deserve this treatment. Álfeimr is watching."

      The first Dómr stepped forward and punched Sora in the jaw. She saw stars, briefly, and then nothing.

      She woke hanging upside down, swaying in such a way that her abused body could only feel pain for a long moment, and her vision was blurred. When she blinked back the tears and widened her eyes to let as much light in as she could, Sora realised she was being carried.

      She stared at the legs of the fairy who held Sora over his shoulder and watched his boots as they took step after step on a dark stone floor. The walls to either side were unadorned, and the lamplight was sporadic. Sora counted to ten inside her head between torches.

      They were in a corridor, in the depths of the castle, then. Sora could feel the weight of stone above their heads. The fairy who carried Sora was not the only one with her, she noted. Lifting her head painfully, stretching muscles in her arms and straining the ties at her wrists, Sora got a glimpse of the second Dómr walking behind them.

      It must have been the first who carried Sora like a sack of potatoes. Which meant she was either being carried to the courtyard for a public trial and execution, or she was being taken to the dungeon for the cards to be stacked in their favour as they had previously said.

      Sora's head fell back down on the fairy's back, her strength waning. The dungeon was not for the faint of heart, but it was a reprieve of sorts. And Sora had spent time there before, so knew what to expect. It would not be the shock they thought it was.

      It was something to cling to at any rate.

      "She tastes of courage again," the Dómr behind them muttered.

      "What is it with these Fīfrildi that they continually pit themselves against greater opponents? Have they no shame? No sense of preservation?"

      "I enjoy their spirit, but only when it is contained. This one has been given too long a leash. The Umskipti is to blame."

      "The Umskipti who's meant to be Dökkálfa's Champion," the Dómr holding Sora scoffed.

      "So they say," the other replied, chuckling.

      "Where's your Champion now, Fīfrildi?" the fairy holding Sora asked, shaking her slight frame.

      The castle rumbled and groaned, but the Dómr were laughing and didn't seem to notice it. Sora glanced at the walls to either side and noted them undulating. How could they not know Dökkálfa watched?

      How could they not know Dökkálfa was angry?

      A door ahead creaked open and the chill of the dungeon greeted Sora's bare feet. They'd taken her shoes and anything else she could have used against them. She was dressed in her torn uniform, minus its apron. She wore no jewellery, not even the small pendant on a leather cord Goran had gifted her when they had mated.

      She tried not to miss it too much.

      She missed him tremendously.

      The vampire who lived in the dungeon hissed at them as they passed. Its blood-red eyes met Sora's.

      "Hello, beast," she murmured.

      The vampire let out an eerie howl.

      "Shut that thing up, would you?" the Dómr carrying Sora demanded as they walked on.

      Sora heard a clang from behind them, and then a crack of sound, like a whip being flicked out. A hiss followed and then a high-pitched scream that was abruptly cut off.

      "What the...?" the Dómr said as he dropped a still bound Sora to the cold stone floor of the dungeon. They hadn't quite made a cell yet.

      Sora rolled to the side to better see what was coming, her back slamming up against the iron of cell bars. She yelped, and moved away, scurrying on her behind, bound hands trying to keep her from toppling sideways.

      Through the jerky movements she was making, she saw flashes of colour, interspersed with black clothing and yellow skin. The blue of the Dómr blurred as the castle thundered around them. And then through the mayhem stepped a familiar face.

      Sora almost let out a shout of relief, but fear held her tongue and her head was still pounding.

      Through the chaos that ensued, Sora watched as the rogue vampire who had somehow got free, swept through the crowd of Fīfrildi who had appeared out of the ether. Her heart jolted when a green-skinned fairy dashed through the throng, adding his Sverð to the vampire's fangs.

      In moments, the dungeon had been silenced, and blood lay in pools on the cold stones as the castle wailed.

      "What have you done?" Sora whispered, forgetting her place and the Dark Dance of Canon in her worry.

      "What had to be done," Marik replied crisply, stepping out from behind a Hyrða who was binding the feet and hands of one of Sora's captors. "They live and will receive some of their own punishment in exchange."

      The Hyrða threw the Dómr into a nearby cell. Several others were being thrown into adjacent compartments, the clang of their bars being slammed shut behind them ringing inside Sora's throbbing head.

      Marik crouched down beside her underling. She shook her head and tutted quietly as she checked her injuries. A knife appeared from beneath the folds of her dress, and the ties at Sora's wrists were cut. Blood rushed in, making Sora let out a little scream of pain.

      The vampire crawled across the dirty dungeon floor toward them, its head as low as the stone pavers, its eyes no longer as red, but blood dripped down its chin where it had regurgitated its meal abruptly. It curled up in a purring heap beside where Sora sat, snuggling in for warmth and a petting.

      Sora obliged, distractedly, taking in Marik's entourage. Her superior had armed several Fīfrildi, all of which were surrounded by chain-mailed Hyrða. They were working as one.

      "There is a Fīfrildi in one of these cells," a Hyrða said.

      "Renith," Marik called out. "Release her."

      Sora heard Renith's cell door opening; the young Fīfrildi thanking her rescuer.

      "Marik," Sora said. "What is happening?"

      Her superior looked her in the eye and said, "Hope. Hope is happening, Sora. Your capture might have sped things up more than I would have liked." Sora received a scowl and a silent promise of a reaming from accusing green eyes. "But we are not alone in this battle."

      No, Sora thought. They were united.

      The castle rolled beneath her feet, making Sora cower in fright.

      "Shh," Marik soothed. "It helps us. Dökkálfa has listened and it has heard and now it fights for what is right."

      Sora met her friend's steely eyes and slowly nodded.

      She did not know that they could win this fight, even with Dökkálfa helping, but as Marik said, there was hope.

      Hope where before there had only been despair and damage.
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Boleth

        

      

    

    
      One of his Fīfrildi ushered Lord Martik into his parlour. She curtsied to her master, not meeting his eyes, and silently retreated. No doubt to organise a tray of treats for their pleasure. Boleth did not need to give the order, his servants were all well trained.

      "This is unexpected," Boleth said to Martik, indicating a chair for the Smiðr to take in front of the fireplace. Boleth sat before Martik did as was fitting his station.

      Martik did not comment nor show any discomfort; he seemed distracted.

      Boleth studied his acquaintance for a long moment. He was not in the habit of drawing out his guests. They came to his residence because they sought him out, not the other way around. Chasing conversation was not a skill Boleth had needed until now.

      Still, he hesitated, while Martik stared morosely at the flames in the hearth.

      Boleth was saved from speaking when his maid returned, a tray laden with sweets and two glasses of Mungát. Her timing could not have been better. Boleth indicated the low table in front of him and she bent expertly to place the tray there.

      Boleth accepted his glass of Mungát with a nod of his head, his eyes on Martik who had still not spoken. The glass of Mungát his Fīfrildi offered his guest was placed on the table before him as he did not raise a finger to accept the drink.

      The maid curtsied again and then scurried out of the parlour, closing the door softly behind her. Boleth had tasted her uncertainty and unease, but the little fairy had performed admirably despite the failings of her caste.

      As long as she continued to please him, she did not need to fear his Caste Police. Perhaps he should tell his staff that. But no matter. They were well trained. They knew his needs and moods well. He felt there was no requirement for him to reiterate what they already had been trained to recognise.

      A Smiðr of his standing should never have to ask for a thing. It should be automatically given.

      Like conversation. Boleth scowled at Martik and took a sip of his drink.

      "Any time this century, my Lord," he murmured into the frothy ale.

      Martik looked up and made eye contact, and then quickly glanced away, staring at the fireplace again.

      "My Lord," he said to the flames, "I bring tidings from my congregation."

      "Indeed," Boleth said, studying the fairy before him. "Go on."

      Martik straightened his back and lifted his chin, his eyes finally meeting and holding Boleth's harsh gaze.

      "There has been a change in beliefs, my Lord. One I felt should be brought to your attention immediately. One, I hope, you will understand is freewill at work and not a judgement of your actions or person."

      Boleth clutched his mug of ale more firmly, threatening the glass with the sudden increase in the strength of his grip.

      "Explain," he snapped at the snivelling Lord Martik.

      "You are aware, I am sure," Martik said, "that the mood in a society does change and is often at the whim of its people. We, as leaders and shepherds of our flocks, cannot always guide our fairies to where we believe they should be. In this instance, I have tried, my Lord, but the will of my congregation is too strong and I am reluctant to punish them for their misgivings."

      "Speak plainly, Martik. I tire of this rambling."

      Martik swallowed thickly and said, "My Lord Boleth, they seek to support Dökkálfa's Champion. They believe this is the surest way of following Dökkálfa's will and avoiding its anger."

      "You cannot be serious!" Boleth yelled. "It is Dökkálfa we seek to protect! How could you have let this happen?"

      The question made Martik blink rapidly, but the fairy did not ask for a boon. Perhaps he thought his continued existence in the face of Boleth's ire was boon enough. And he would be correct, Boleth thought angrily.

      "It is a simple thing, my Lord," Martik offered. "They see the Old Gods in her wings."

      "That is ridiculous! The Old Gods are long dead and gone from our realm. Whatever power they left in their wake has been consumed by Álfeimr in spades. If she is anything, the Umskipti is a Ljósálfar creation. Nothing more. Would your congregation worship Isoleth's monsters? Do you not believe it your responsibility to put them right on this score?"

      "My Lord, I must insist you temper your words. The mark of a Smiðr is in his restraint."

      "What a load of bollocks!" Boleth screamed. He stood up and threw his Mungát at the fireplace. The glass shattered and fell across the hearthstones, making diamond-like glints in the light of the flickering flames. "She is an impostor," he said in a perfectly modulated tone of voice. "You and your congregation have been hoodwinked. Surely, you can see this."

      Lord Martik slowly stood from his chair to face a clearly — in his mind — still irate Lord Boleth.

      "My Lord, it is their will and I will honour it. I am their shepherd, not their keeper. They have seen evidence of the Old Gods, and the Old Gods they worship. Surely, you can see this," he said, throwing Boleth's words back in his face.

      "You dare to challenge me in my own home," Boleth said, voice level and well in control again.

      "This is a fool's errand," Martik forcefully pushed on. "We have forgotten much of our history, cut off from the realm as we were for so long. It was not important at the time, survival was. And through our survival, we have altered the way of things."

      "Speak plainly, my Lord."

      "The castes were not always at such odds. Once, we were equal, despite our different roles in society. Once, we were one Dökkálfa."

      "Times change," Boleth said coolly.

      "But fundamentally, we are the same."

      "A servant is not the same as a prince. A courtier is not a warrior by any stretch of the imagination. A land-owner is not a shopkeeper, and an artist is not a ruler of fairies."

      "These are roles, not castes, my Lord. A caste is a different thing entirely."

      "It is merely a name. Like that of a servant or a soldier."

      "No, my Lord. Occupations do not fairies make."

      "You speak in riddles, Lord Martik. And you speak of treason."

      Martik's head jerked back at the toneless words as though they hit him as hard as a fist could.

      "It is not treason to speak of our history," he spluttered.

      "It is if the history you speak of can incite a war."

      "There is no war being incited here that you have not had a hand in, my Lord!"

      Boleth stared at Martik and tasted his conviction, his determination, and his self-righteous belief in what he was saying. He would not sway him through conversation. The clergy-fairy believed he had the Old Gods behind him. One did not simply argue one's point with such depths of crazy.

      Boleth sighed and stared at the fireplace. He noted the shattered glass on the hearth and felt it fuel his silent rage.

      "I gather that is all you came here to say," he murmured.

      "It is, my Lord. The Church of the Old Gods no longer backs your play."

      "The Church should be very careful of what it chooses to do next," Boleth said levelly. "To come against me would be a fatal mistake."

      "We are well aware of that fact, my Lord."

      Boleth met Martik's eyes, then. The Smiðr gave nothing of his thoughts or intentions away. Boleth had to respect him for that. But he had not failed to note that Martik had not promised to fight Boleth, at all; simply confirmed his knowledge of what fighting him would entail.

      "I can be a powerful ally or a dangerous foe, Lord Martik," Boleth said softly.

      Martik stared at Boleth for a moment longer, and then bowed his head without uttering another word, leaving the room on silent feet; the door swung open for him before he even reached it. Boleth did not bother to follow the Smiðr out. He'd already got in the last word, but as he stood there and fumed, he felt that somehow Martik had had more to say.

      Boleth waited for his servant to reappear in the parlour, breathing evenly through flared nostrils. Her face blanched at the shattered glass in the fireplace.

      "Clean it up," he instructed, crossing to a desk in the corner. He pressed a discrete button, knowing the signal would find its way to the right fairy and waited.

      The Fīfrildi knelt by the hearth and began to pick up the shards of glass.

      "The pieces in the fireplace, as well," Boleth said without emotion. "Use your hands, not the tongs."

      The Fīfrildi glanced at him and then ducked her head. She had some magic. It protected her from the worst of the heat. Boleth fought with his anger to allow her that much of a reprieve.

      When she stood, finally completing her task, and made to leave the room, Boleth crossed to her side and gripped her closed fist in his larger, stronger hand, crushing the shards of glass she still held in her palm. She whimpered, not meeting his eyes.

      "Take the tray," he said, coldly.

      She nodded her head, blood welling between her fingers, and managed to pick up the tray without crying out in renewed pain. She scurried away on silent feet and with agitated wings.

      Boleth regretted his actions immediately, but then his call was answered, and a Dómr entered the parlour wearing the uniform of the Caste Police.

      "I have new instructions for you," he said.

      "Yes, my Lord," the Dómr replied levelly.

      "Your reach is to be extended. Not only will recalcitrant Fīfrildi and Hyrða be your domain, but those who attend the Church of the Old Gods."

      "But the Smiðr and Dómr make up the congregation, my Lord!"

      "Don't question me!" Boleth yelled, spittle flying into the Dómr's face. "They mean to deny Dökkálfa their support. They have become a threat and should be treated as such."

      "My Lord," the Dómr said, almost pleading.

      "Show some strength, fairy!" Boleth snapped. "This is war and during war, we must do what must be done to come out triumphant. Dökkálfa is all that matters."

      "Dökkálfa is all that matters," the Dómr repeated, and in his agitation and fervour, Boleth did not taste the Dómr's disquiet.

      He did not even think to taste for it.

      "I do this all for Dökkálfa," he muttered, beginning to pace. "For Dökkálfa."

      The Dómr backed out of the parlour without a word. In the home's entranceway, a  Fīfrildi stood with a bandaged hand, holding the front door open for his escape. He stared at her bruised eyes as he passed, then licked his lips and tasted her courage on his tongue.

      Briefly, very briefly, the Dómr wondered why the Fīfrildi of all the castes had so much damn courage and why his kind craved it.

      Shaking his head, he used his superior magic to slam the door right in her face.
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      It was the third time the dragons had attempted to cross the border. It almost felt like it was the third day of pushing them back, but I thought perhaps only hours had passed since we'd been discovered. Any idea of crossing into Ljósálfar unseen was forgotten in the face of such determination and brutality.

      The Bál Forað hungered and they hungered for me.

      "You will be ours soon, Umskipti. Our mistress cares not if you live or die, so prepare to die well and fill our bellies."

      The dragons — at least, the one who led them — also hadn't stopped talking to me.

      "There's only one of me," I told the leader of the flight. "How will you share me with your brothers?"

      "A leg for one, an arm for another, the head we keep for our Queen. Your heart … hmm … your heart is mine to eat."

      "You might find me unpalatable, Dragon."

      "We shall see."

      I turned to the two Hyrða from Vibalt's battalion standing beside me. Nodding toward where I thought the dragons would be attacking from next, I sent them off to tell their squadrons. Behind me, Goran and Farloc stood guard, watching my back. Vibalt approached from a different direction, a scowl on his face and a Sverð already in his hand.

      "It will not stop talking, that one," he told me.

      "Let's hope not. Every time it talks, it telegraph's its intention."

      "They are tricksters, Champion. Be careful of where they send you next."

      "Oh, I think I'm too much a temptation to mess with like that. They want this over and done with."

      "You in their bellies," he agreed.

      "I'd stick in their throats going down."

      Vibalt laughed. His gaze flicked to the border which started to buzz louder as the flight of dragons approached.

      "Here they come!" he shouted at his soldiers.

      I stood back with Goran and Farloc, who had both insisted I not man the border itself. I could just as easily lend my strength to the Hyrða from here, plus I'd noted it gave me an overview I would not have had if I had been in the midst of the fighting.

      I noticed that Vibalt tended to stand back at first, too, assessing the strengths and weaknesses of his line-up. He would eventually join the fray, though, right when his soldiers needed the boost most. I decided I'd do the same if needed, as well. I doubted Goran or Farloc could hold me.

      But for now, I acquiesced to their need to keep me protected, lending my strength to the battling guards as they fought the dragons like demons, Sverðs flashing in the afternoon light, Bogi loosing arrow after arrow toward the Bál Forað.

      The slight hill I stood on glowed with golden light, my back aching as my magic grew stronger and stronger. I wasn't unaware of the wings that had appeared at my back. I just chose not to look too closely at them.

      Fairy magic was a strange and wondrous thing to me, I had not yet mastered it, nor did I fully understand it. But I did know my wings were different from the show of strength the Dökkálfa — or even these Ljósálfar creatures who attacked us — displayed.

      Isoleth might have had a hand in making me what I was today, but I didn't think hers was the last word in my creation.

      I rolled my head on my shoulders and struck out at a dragon who had managed to sneak in beneath Seventh Battalion's guard. It squealed, then roared, and then as it attempted to fling itself mindlessly at the border ward, directly toward where I stood glowing like a golden glow-stick on the hill before it, the Wild Magic surged in from the side and sent it toppling.

      As soon as the Wild Magic appeared, it disappeared again. I thought, perhaps, that was a highly developed coping mechanism. The dragon immediately let loose a bout of flames, its teeth snapping down on where the Wild Magic had only seconds before been.

      I couldn't get a grip on the Wild Magic. It felt familiar, it was certainly of Dökkálfa origin, but it never hung around long enough for me to work it out.

      The dragons pulled back, leaving Vibalt's battalion exhausted but still breathing. Healers rushed through the panting, head-hanging and shoulder-slumping soldiers, delivering first aid and magicking some strength back into them. They would pay for the gift later, but first, we had to survive the night.

      "I have sent word to the battalions on either side of us," Vibalt said once he arrived back on my hill. He looked exhausted, too. Mud and blood smeared his face and arms, hooded eyes and shadows on his hollow cheeks stood out in stark relief against the paleness of his green skin. The effort required to stave off the attacks was taking it out of them in more ways than just their hides, I thought.

      I reached out and touched his bare arm, giving him some of my strength, offering him my courage to feed on.

      "I can't, my Lady," he said, stepping back, well out of reach. "You should not offer such."

      "It is mine to offer," I said.

      He kept shaking his head, then looked away toward the border. It buzzed, but its sound was muted again; the dragons had retreated to lick their wounds and prepare for another strike. I thought, perhaps, that Vibalt had been correct. Soon, they would use trickery where brute strength and a forward assault had failed.

      "You are his and his alone," Vibalt murmured, drawing my attention back to the exhausted commander.

      "I do not know of what you speak," I said, using the Dökkálfa form of asking for clarification.

      "The King's, my Lady. You are the King's to feed."

      I scoffed, anger and betrayal threading their barbed spikes through the courage I had so recently offered him.

      "The King has enough fairies gifting him their emotions," I said. "He does not need mine."

      "But he has claimed it, nonetheless."

      Vibalt walked away to check on his men. Goran stepped forward and stood silently at my side.

      "He tells the truth," I said.

      "Vibalt is an honourable warrior, my Lady. He is also a Sonr of Dökkálfa. He cannot lie."

      "What was Alaith thinking?" I muttered. Goran did me the favour of pretending he had not heard my question.

      I turned toward my most trusted guard. He looked tired and worried, and I did not think all of that worry was for the border and keeping me out of the maw of hungry dragons. He'd had to leave Sora behind, and Sora had been acting rather shiftily lately. I hadn't had the chance to question my First Maid, but I knew when someone was up to something sneaky.

      I prayed she was alright.

      "They'll try something new soon," I told him.

      "They are Ljósálfar creations," he agreed.

      "They've thrown themselves at this border and us to no avail, too many times now not to try getting across in another way."

      "We will be ready, my Lady."

      I wanted to apologise for dragging him away from the castle. Had I not insisted on following the breadcrumbs Lorec had left for me, we wouldn't be here. Goran would be near Sora to protect her, and the dragons would have just continued to hunt the Wild Magic and harass the border guards sporadically.

      Now they hungered for me. It focused them, and I thought, perhaps, it might just be enough of an incentive to give them the boost they so obviously needed.

      "You could save them all," the leader of the dragons said inside my head. "You could offer yourself as a sacrifice to our magnificence. Once we have you, we have no need to kill the Hyrða. Your green-skinned fairies would be safe from my brethren and me. Come to me, Umskipti. I shall make your death swift. I cannot promise it will be painless, for my kind are not known for their restraint. But I will ensure you are not toyed with, at the very least."

      "Very magnanimous of you," I told him, drily.

      "We are magnanimous beasts."

      "I think you mean arrogant."

      "We are that, too. We are magnificent, arrogant, magnanimous creations."

      "Doesn't that bother you?" I asked, testing the link the dragon had established with me to see where it was. It was hiding.

      "Being magnificent, arrogant and magnanimous is not a bother in the slightest."

      "I mean, being a creation. Something Isoleth has made, not something born naturally."

      "You are our Queen's creation, as well."

      "Am I? Look closely, Bál Forað. What do you see?"

      "I see a tasty morsel. I see my next dinner. I see magic that will sustain me and make me even more magnificent. I hunger."

      "She's chained you by your hunger. She's crippled you with your blind need. She's handicapped you with a one-track mind. You are nothing but a puppet for your Queen."

      Anger and rage rushed down the link between us. I swung toward where the emotions betrayed the dragon's location. It was almost across the border.

      Snapping my wings out — I didn't even know I could do that — I swept off the hill toward the place where the dragon was about to cross, yelling, "To me!" to Vibalt's closest squadron.

      "Protect the Champion!" Goran shouted. Both he and Farloc drew their Sverðs and thundered after me.

      "Follow the Champion!" Vibalt added, his voice coming from right behind me.

      I met the dragon's ferocious power head-on, slamming against it as if hitting a brick wall. Gritting my teeth, and letting out a war cry of my own, I pushed through it, slamming my own magic back into its enormous chest which happened to be right before my very eyes suddenly.

      It let out a screech and a roar, and flapped its wings, trying to move back. I followed after it; pushing, pushing, pushing.

      The dragon's flight swooped in, then, and added their strength to their leader's. Magic blossomed along the border, making it buzz louder and louder. I loosed bolt after bolt of golden Light toward it, making its scaled sides sizzle and bubble where my Light connected.

      Flames rushed out in a gout from its maw, a roar followed, backed by unimaginable power. These dragons were more than just Isoleth's creations, I realised. They had strength from deep inside that tasted of someone else. Not hers. But someone different. Someone I hadn't crossed paths with yet. But someone who had magic much like mine.

      Odin perhaps? Could the God of War, Isoleth's mate, have had a hand in creating these dragons? The leader of the flight never spoke of the Mad King like the dragon did the Mad Queen. Isoleth was its mistress. It never mentioned a master. But I tasted magic much like the Old God's in the air, and it sizzled against mine.

      Golden Light shone across the borderlands, stealing shadows, wreathing the battle in a beautiful colour that had no right to be here, in amongst the blood and sweat and shouts of pain and anger.

      The dragons kept pushing. I held them back where I could, as best as I could manage. Vibalt added his voice to mine every time I gave directions. His battalion started responding to my commands as if they were his very own. We moved as one being; fighting, slicing, parrying.

      But the dragons would not relent. I could not see the Wild Magic at all, and I wondered if it was hiding. It certainly wasn't rushing in at the last second to lend its weight to ours.

      My wings flapped, keeping me aloft, above the Hyrða who battled below me on my command. We fought for our lives. For Dökkálfa's safety. We fought because Isoleth needed to be stopped.

      And then the Bál Forað proved once and for all that they were more than just a Ljósálfar creation.

      They kept one dragon back and had it cross the border farther down the way, well out of sight.

      I felt it coming up behind us. I realised the trick the clever beasts had played an instant before it struck.

      The screams of dying Hyrða met my ears as I was torn in two different directions trying to fight on two fronts.

      And succeeding at neither.
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      The air crackled with disquiet. I could feel it as much as taste it. I held my ground. I would not back down or be manipulated into a retreat.

      I had decided and my decision was not welcomed by the fairies in front of me.

      "The Court will not be pleased," Lord Boleth advised; his anger a simmering pot of oil waiting to bubble over the sides and burn me.

      "My King," Lady Analor said in her soft and husky voice, trying even now to tempt me. "Tell me what I have done wrong and I will correct it."

      I could have told her she'd tried to handle me, that she'd played a part in the choreographed dance Boleth had directed from the sidelines. I could have told her she sought to control me through sex and the child we might well have created together. I could have told her she had already started playing the Queen in Court, dismissing my fated mate with one barb after the other.

      I could have told her many things that would have made her an enemy. As it was, I tasted her rage, and it did not sit well with me.

      "I cannot give myself to you when my heart belongs to another," I said simply.

      "Love has nothing to do with ruling," Boleth countered.

      "I beg to differ," I said quietly. "Love has everything to with it."

      "We do not doubt your love of Dökkálfa," Analor rushed to say, throwing a warning glance at her benefactor.

      I wanted to laugh at the reprimand she gave so freely, at the way they even now thought me so dimwitted I could not see the manipulation.

      "I should hope not," I replied steadily.

      "But, my Liege," Analor continued, "a King must choose wisely."

      She did not go so far as to say Kara was an unwise choice. Kara was an unwise choice, it need not be said at all. My Court was still divided, and an undivided Court at a time of war was not a good thing.

      But I could not do it. I could not pretend to love this female when I loved another so much more worthy.

      "The consequences of denying the Upper Court their wishes will be severe," Boleth warned.

      "Their demands, you mean," I snapped, then sucked in a calming breath of air in an attempt to keep my temper. Losing it now would not help me. Showing any loss of control would only make them try harder to leash me. "It does not matter," I said steadily. "I have made my decision."

      "But an heir is needed!" Boleth growled.

      "Perhaps," I said. "But an appropriate heir, not one designed to behave in a certain fashion."

      "I do not know of what you speak," Boleth harrumphed. Oh, but he did. He did know of what I spoke. He knew exactly what I was saying.

      "There are more than two castes in Dökkálfa," I said levelly.

      "The get of a Fīfrildi would hardly make a good King," Analor said.

      "I beg to differ."

      "A Fīfrildi, Your Majesty," Boleth said, careful to not ask a question.

      "Or a Hyrða or a Dómr or a Skilja fairy," I offered.

      "You might as well mate one of the Lesser Fey," Boleth snapped. "No child produced from a mating with any of those castes will be accepted by the Smiðr!"

      "Then perhaps it is the Smiðr who need to change their ways," I said.

      "My King," Analor said carefully, "to lose the backing of the ruling class is foolhardy."

      "Ruling class," I repeated slowly. "The Smiðr are aristocrats, Lady Analor, but they are not the ruling class of Dökkálfa." My words lashed out like knives, cutting keenly.

      Analor paled and ducked her head, swallowing repeatedly. Then she stiffened her back and lifted her chin, her blazing green eyes darting to my face and holding my gaze steadily. She was a fine fairy with a backbone made of steel. I did not think Boleth would have been able to control her as well as he had thought he could.

      But her challenge could not go unanswered.

      "You think yourself royalty, Lady Analor. But you are not of royal blood. I admire your strength of character," I offered, "but my decision has been made and I will not be turned from it."

      "You are making a grave mistake, Your Majesty," Boleth said.

      I held the Lady's defiant gaze a moment longer and then turned my attention to the Lord's angry physique.

      "And you," I said, my voice lowering. "You have been very busy indeed, my Lord. A Caste Police in direct contravention to the Dark Dance of Canon. You overstep your bounds, Lord Boleth."

      I snapped my fingers and the door opened, admitting Jarviq. Behind him stepped several Hyrða guards. Some of them were my personal guards made up of Jarviq's own family soldiers. Some were the castle guards, vetted and approved by my aide and me. The show of combined force was enough to quell Lady Analor, but Lord Boleth stood abruptly to face the challenge.

      "You mean to arrest me!" he growled, making it clear he would not go easily should that have been the case.

      As it happened, it wasn't the case. Arresting Boleth would have caused more trouble than it was worth. But showing him the door at the tip of pointed blades was a message he — and his cronies — needed to see.

      "You are dismissed, Lord Boleth," I announced. "Do not darken my door again. The Caste Police are to be disbanded. Sergeant Karlin will accompany you to your apartment and receive a list of all those Dómr you have recruited. Henceforth, the Caste Police are an offence against Dökkálfa."

      "This is a mistake, boy," Boleth said through gritted teeth. His lack of respect in not using my title was obvious and petty. It didn't warrant an answer.

      I waved my hand and the guards moved as one, forcing Boleth to retreat or be trampled. Jarviq met my eyes briefly before closing the door behind them, leaving me alone with Analor in my office.

      I stared down at the Lady in contemplation. Lady Analor was popular in the Upper Court and could make a determined enemy for Kara should she choose to do so. Her honour had taken a beating, this morning; she would find it difficult to hold her head up in front of her peers now. I wanted to avoid that outcome if I could, but I did not know how successful I would be.

      "My Queen will need ladies-in-waiting," I said. She stiffened in her seat. "A position that will hold much sway in Court."

      "You do not understand the intricacies of the Upper Court, my King," she said.

      "I was not always King, Analor," I reminded her.

      "But you were always royalty."

      She had me there.

      I reached down to the document that sat on my desk and picked it up. Analor followed my motion with her eyes. Hope blossomed on the air briefly, but she was too good at this game to let it take hold for long.

      "I do not love you," I murmured, tearing the document up.

      "And what of your duty?" she asked, forgoing the Dark Dance. Perhaps it was desperation, but I thought it more a ploy to get me to lower my guard.

      "I have discovered something recently," I said instead of answering. "I can do both, it seems. Love and duty. One is not exempt from the other. Oh, I know my Court requires stability. War is upon us, Lady Analor, and the demands it brings will be very grave indeed. I could sacrifice my love for the Kingdom. It is what you expect of me. But I will not sacrifice her."

      Analor lifted her eyes to my face and stared at me.

      I tasted horror, confusion, incomprehension and, lastly, derision.

      "My Court may not be ready for Lady Kara to become my Queen," I said, "but that does not mean I will compromise myself or this realm by appointing another."

      "An heir..."

      "...is required," I completed for her. "I am aware of the need. But an heir would not be produced in the short amount of time we have before war is upon us. So, I believe, delaying until things are settled with Ljósálfar is not such a grave thing."

      Analor shook her head slowly. She didn't understand what I was saying. She didn't see things as I saw things. But then, I was King, and she was only an aristocrat.

      "I have cousins," I said. Explaining myself should have been beneath me, but I could sense something dark and dangerous brewing inside the Lady and I was futilely trying to behead it before it became an unwieldy beast. "They escaped imprisonment in the castle. I have sent an emissary out to search for them. Until it has been confirmed they did not survive the Ljósálfar culling, I will wait to announce my heir."

      "A thousand years and you believe they would be suitable to sit upon Dökkálfa's throne."

      "A thousand, thousand years and I would believe them more suitable than a puppet designed by Lord Boleth, my Lady."

      She chewed on her bottom lip for a moment. The move would have been distracting in a previous life. Now, I just waited with barely contained impatience for her to get on with whatever she wished to convey to me.

      "I would have protected him or her," she said softly. "Boleth would not have got his hooks into my child, Your Majesty."

      I stared at her and then I sighed; it was weighty. I knew she would not like what I said next.

      "Ah, Analor," I whispered, "and what of your hooks, my dear?"

      She blinked up at me. The question was allowed because she'd asked one already of me. The message it conveyed, though, was not well received.

      Her anger swelled. Her hurt and defiance mixed in with it. She sniffed at me and stood from her seat. She did not bother to curtsy and I did not reprimand her for it. Perhaps I should have become the despotic ruler my aunt had been, but I was not that fairy.

      I wasn't sure I had ever been that fairy, but since Kara, I definitely was not.

      Kara believed in all of Dökkálfa. From the Lesser Fey right up to Royalty. I did not know if her view of the world could be replicated. Álfeimr had long been a twisted entity. Magic corrupted if left untended, and much of Álfeimr had been left untended for centuries.

      I watched as Lady Analor left my office without a backward glance, her head held high, her shoulders back, her anger and desire for revenge a bitter note on the air that I did not fail to notice.

      She did not bother to hide it from me.

      I had made an enemy of a powerful fairy. One who could well join forces with Boleth in truth now and not just in the play she had been acting. It would be a simple thing to throw them in the dungeon. To cut them off before they gathered too much steam.

      I would have them watched, of course, but I would let them walk freely. For now, in any case. I needed to show my Court that I was not scared of what they could scheme. And as long as I didn't make martyrs of them, it might be possible to avoid a full uprising.

      I wanted to rush to Kara. To tell her my decision. To gain her respect again. To show her my love. But the war called. I needed to be King.

      There would be time, I told myself, returning to my seat and desk. I would make the time eventually.

      For now, I was King, and I had not felt so like a King since I'd donned the crown.

      Finally, I was ruling as a King should rule; with strength and honour and a will that could not be bought or bent by anyone or thing.
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      It was the fourth such altercation that she had arbitrated this morning. Marik was used to being called in to punish wayward Fīfrildi, but she had never had the backing of the Hyrða like this before.

      The warrior caste had put its lot in with the servant caste, and in doing so, they had both become more powerful for it. Where in the past Marik had had to follow orders meekly and do as the Dómr or Smiðr insisted, trying in an oblique fashion to calm the waters and avoid punishment for her charge, now she could voice her objections and have a Hyrða suddenly appear at her back lending their weight to hers.

      It wasn't as if the Hyrða were following her about the castle, though. When she was called to one of these arbitrations, she was often alone, going about her business, doing what was expected of her to keep her Lady's household in order — despite her Lady not being in-house, at all.

      But, as if the Hyrða had a way of knowing when trouble was brewing, they appeared out of the ether and stood solemnly and silently at her back as she wrestled with a difficult Dómr or arrogant Smiðr. Their presence alone was often enough to confuse matters, allowing Marik to soothe ruffled feathers and extricate the recalcitrant — according to the upper castes — Fīfrildi from the situation they found themselves in.

      Sometimes, though, a Hyrða's surprise appearance was not enough. Such as this particular altercation.

      The Fīfrildi had been beaten, which angered Marik, but from the taste of emotions on the air had infuriated the Hyrða. But the Smiðr was insisting punishment be meted. Marik was at a loss on how to prevent the situation from escalating. The Fīfrildi was yet to speak and the Smiðr was determined to keep it so.

      "I simply wish to hear Darlith's side of the story, my Lord," Marik told the aristocratic fairy before her.

      "This fairy is blackmailing me," the Smiðr snarled. "I will not have such betrayal within my walls and I demand recompense!"

      "I must know of the blackmail that is being asserted, Lord Pulark," Marik told the Smiðr.

      "I will not have her words uttered here in the presence of one such as you, Kerling, where it can then be passed on to anyone and become a flame in the wind, devouring my good honour."

      Marik doubted the fairy before her had honour at all, let alone it being any good.

      She bit her tongue and studied the bruises on Darlith's upper arms. The girl had been held, Marik could tell. Perhaps, held down, she wasn't sure. The bruising was present in her eyes as well as on her body. An alarming ring of marks surrounded the young girl's neck, too. A large hand had wrapped around the delicate downy skin there, causing harm.

      Where else had the maid been abused?

      "My Lord," Marik tried, "the Book or Lore requires I ask for evidence in these matters."

      "You are here to do my bidding, Kerling. Nothing more!"

      "Punishment cannot be given without a crime having been proven and as yet, you have not proven a crime, Lord Pulark."

      The Smiðr stepped closer to Marik, his face a mask of rage. Marik held her ground but was certain she would receive a slap or perhaps a fist to the cheek. She would wear the bruise with pride, she decided, for she would not be browbeaten by the likes of this fairy. Strength suffused her veins and courage wafted on the air, blocking out all other emotions.

      The until-now silent Hyrða stepped forward, placing his Sverð's tip against Lord Pulark's chest, halting the fairy's advance.

      "No further, my Lord," he said in a gruff voice that meant all business.

      "You dare to assault me!" Pulark shouted.

      "I offer a warning and no more," the guard said. "Step back, my Lord. You will not strike an arbiter."

      "How dare you!" the Smiðr growled but did as the Hyrða asked.

      Marik looked up at the face of her rescuer, not recognising him from those of the warrior caste she was familiar with. Perhaps he was a friend of Goran's, Sora's mate. But she had not met the chain-mailed male before.

      Fully kitted in the castle guards' colours, the Hyrða was ready for battle. Perhaps he was on his way to the border. Word had reached the castle that battles were raging along its edge with Ljósálfar.

      Pushing those unwanted thoughts aside, Marik turned her attention back to Lord Pulark.

      "The Book of Lore," she started.

      "I have had it with your Book of Lore!" Pulark shouted. It was his Book of Lore, as well, Marik thought angrily. "This fairy must be punished!"

      "My Lord," a female fairy said, entering the room with the grace of one from the Upper Court.

      Marik thought perhaps she was Lord Pulark's mate. She was dressed finely and wore all the hallmarks of a Lady of worth. She sniffed at Marik and the Hyrða and ran a familiar hand across Darlith's cheek in passing.

      "What is all this fuss?" the Smiðr female asked, proving her close relationship with Lord Pulark with the use of a freely offered question.

      "Nothing, minn elska," Pulark assured his mate. "A mere misunderstanding."

      "I have been called here to arbitrate," Marik offered, curtsying as was expected of her. The Hyrða stood resolutely still at her back.

      "Such a show of force you bring to our door, Kerling. Truly this cannot be necessary." The female fairy looked at her mate again. "What trifling injury has Darlith caused you, my Lord?"

      "Nothing for you to worry about, my love," he rushed to say, trying his hardest to direct the Lady from the room with a well-placed hand between her shoulder blades.

      She resisted and narrowed her eyes at him, and then she looked more closely at Darlith.

      "What is this?" she muttered, moving away from her mate toward the cowering Fīfrildi. She reached out a hand as if to touch the ring of marks around the young maid's neck. Her head whipped back around to stare at her husband. "My Lord," she snapped, "you will explain!"

      "Now, now, my love, the girl simply hurt herself during our party yesterday and the bruises have only now begun to show. There is nothing to it but to reprimand our guests next time we see them, yes?"

      The Lady Pulark stared with narrowed eyes at her mate and then turned slowly to stare at Darlith.

      "Explain, girl!" she growled.

      "My Lady," Darlith said, curtsying. And then she said nothing. Her lips parted, her mouth opened as if to say the words that the Lady wished to hear, and yet no sound emerged from within her.

      Dökkálfa cannot lie and Darlith was simply too scared to obfuscate.

      "The truth is too bitter a pill to swallow, I see," Lady Pulark said slowly. "Someone will tell me what has happened here," she added, her green-eyed gaze sweeping the room. "Right now or I will have payment."

      A whip suddenly appeared in her hand. Marik could see it had been well-used in the past. Lady Pulark stepped toward Darlith, brandishing the weapon with ill-concealed delight.

      The Hyrða cleared his throat. "We'll have none of that, my Lady," he said levelly.

      "Stay out of this, guard," she snapped.

      The Hyrða stepped between the Lady and Darlith. "I must insist Marik of the Fīfrildi finish her arbitration as per the Dark Dance of Canon Book of Lore."

      "You dare!" Lady Pulark hissed.

      She raised the whip as if to strike the Hyrða. The Hyrða's Sverð swiped down in a flash of silver, cutting the whip in half. The move had been so sudden and so swift, that Marik was unsure for a moment that it had happened at all. But evidence of the Hyrða's actions lay on the floor between the guard and the aristocrat for all to see.

      Marik sucked in a breath of air.

      "That's it!" Lord Pulark shouted. "You shall all be thrown in the dungeon before the end of the day. A Hyrða does not strike at a Smiðr in Dökkálfa. You have crossed the wrong fairies today!"

      The castle began to rumble beneath their feet.

      "The Book of Lore," Marik began for what felt like the hundredth time that day, "must be respected, my Lord."

      "The Book of Lore can go to Hel," Pulark shouted. "This Hyrða unsheathed his sword at my Lady, and this Fīfrildi has disobeyed me. You, old woman, have failed in your duty to mete out punishment and so shall be punished along with them for your lack of respect on this day."

      "How has Darlith disobeyed you, Pulark?" Lady Pulark suddenly asked.

      "Well, she, that is to say..."

      "I refused to go to his bed, my Lady," Darlith said, her voice trembling, but her back straight. "When he threw me down on the floor of my room, holding me beneath him for his pleasure, I threatened to tell you, my Lady, that this was not the first time he had taken such liberty without your knowledge. He tried to strangle me, then, but the castle was not happy. Marik was called to arbitrate."

      "And I," the Hyrða added, "was called to assist the Fīfrildi arbiter."

      "Called," Marik repeated, confused, as Lady Pulark said, "How long has this been going on, Pulark?"

      "Well, now, my Lady, the Fīfrildi of course is lying."

      Lady Pulark laughed. It was not pretty. "She is Dökkálfa, you dim-witted sex fiend. And a pathetic Fīfrildi at that. She cannot lie, nor can she talk her way out of this. You, on the other hand, are more than capable of misbehaving and keeping your misdeeds hidden from your mate."

      Lady Pulark turned to look at Darlith. "How many times?" she said softly.

      "Don't answer that!" Pulark shouted.

      "How. Many. Times?" Lady Pulark said, backing the command up with her magic.

      She was a strong one. Most Smiðr were, Marik lamented. Darlith did not stand a chance.

      The Fīfrildi fell to her knees, tears streaming down her pale yellow cheeks. "Dozens," she croaked, and Lady Pulark struck out a hand.

      The sound of her fist hitting Darlith's cheek was loud in the silence. And then the castle floor rolled beneath their feet, sending everyone flying.

      Marik of the Fīfrildi, an ancient, powerful voice said in all of their heads. Perhaps the voice was everywhere in the castle right then, Marik did not know, and she did not care. The power it called on was familiar and yet so enormous it made her feel so very small by comparison.

      "I am she," she said, trembling in the face of such might.

      What say you, arbiter? the voice said.

      "Ah." Marik licked her lips, nervously. "The Fīfrildi has done no wrong in the eyes of the Dark Dance of Canon Book of Lore," she rushed to say. "She has been abused by her masters and has tried to defend herself in the only way available to her. Her immediate removal from the situation and their service would ensure her safety."

      She wanted to say more. To condemn the Smiðr who had treated her charge so horrifically in their games. She glanced at Lord and Lady Pulark now, who were clinging to each other in the face of that ancient, powerful magic that spoke to them as if it were the very castle.

      Marik realised, then, that it was the castle. That voice that spoke to her as if she were worthy was Dökkálfa's voice. She glanced at the Hyrða who had helped Darlith stand again, and who watched the Pularks with wary attention, ready to intervene should it be needed.

      Had the castle called him here? Like Marik had been called here? No voice had spoken to her until this very minute, but something had compelled her this morning to go to a Fīfrildi in need; to arbitrate. She had not questioned the magic behind it. She had not had time to do so. From one altercation to another, she had been compelled to run and arbitrate.

      She glanced around the room, her eyes landing on the Pularks again.

      "That is my arbitration," she said with conviction.

      The arbiter has spoken according to the Book of Lore," the castle told them. "Her words are backed by the Dark Dance of Canon; no-one shall question them.

      And then the castle stopped rolling beneath their feet and quiet stole back into their shattered world again.

      "That was Dökkálfa," Lord Pulark said, stunned.

      "No," Lady Pulark replied, shaking her head. "It can't be. The castle does not converse with Fīfrildi."

      They both stared at Marik, at the Hyrða who now stood at her side. Fear wafted on the air. Fear and a dawning comprehension made up of incredulity and wonder.

      Dökkálfa had spoken. And it had spoken to a Fīfrildi in front of everyone.

      This would change everything for the lower castes, Marik thought giddily. The Upper Court could now be held responsible for their actions against the Fīfrildi and the Hyrða.

      Division certainly still existed in the castle's Court, but the divide was now more evenly placed. Dökkálfa was fully awake again and willing to participate.
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      The day had been long and arduous. News of the castle, of Dökkálfa's awakening, as the lower castes were calling it, had reached my office. Jarviq had been most jocular this afternoon when bringing me the gossip. How that Dómr managed to retain his sense of humour when surrounded by the rest, I did not know.

      But I was pleased to hear that Dökkálfa had chosen a side at last.

      Perhaps saying it had chosen a side was wrong. Perhaps it was more akin to an awakening than anything else. I did not know. All I did know was that justice was being served and the Smiðr and Dómr who lorded themselves above all the rest were finally feeling a little insecure and fearful on their lofty perches.

      It would have been nice to have been the instigator of such a change in circumstances, but even as King, I could not change my Court in such a fashion without there being repercussions.

      Of course, there would be repercussions of a sort for the lower castes, I was sure. But there would also be far less maltreatment from their masters. It was a step in the right direction and I wished beyond anything that I could celebrate the victory with Kara in my chambers.

      I resolved to find my mate later that day and at the very least steal a kiss from her when I congratulated her on a successful undertaking.

      Dökkálfa had changed, and for an entity that seldom changed over long millennia, it could only be attributed to Kara's arrival in Álfeimr. It was ironic that Isoleth had made us stronger by tampering with Kara's makeup. I was sure her goal had not been that, at all.

      I shuffled papers on my desk with the intention of calling it a day. But fate had other ideas, it seemed.

      Jarviq entered to announce the arrival of the Herra. I waved my old friend in and resigned myself to matters of the state before matters of the heart. We were at war, at least in the early stages of what would undoubtedly be declared war at some later date, so I wasn't too put out by the interruption to my plans for the evening.

      "Dagar," I said, greeting the Hár Lord warmly.

      He did a double-take but then took the seat across from me that I had indicated, adjusting his clothing and smoothing out his chain-mail. He did not usually come to my offices fully kitted and it was then that I realised this unscheduled meeting was likely to be upsetting in some regard.

      "Proceed," I instructed, sweeping aside the niceties we usually performed when with one another.

      "Your Majesty," he began in a solemn tone of voice, "there has been news from the border."

      I had expected him to mention the castle's awakening, or maybe pass comment on some altercation between the lower and upper castes. The border had been an ongoing issue, to be sure, but it had stagnated to some degree, and I had lowered my guard.

      I chided myself now and sat up straighter.

      "Tell me," I urged.

      Dagar hesitated, which worried me. Dagar was not a hesitant fairy. Could Isoleth have defeated my armies? Could she even now be advancing on the castle? Perhaps I should have sent more Hyrða to the border. But any more and the castle would have been undefended and the Fīfrildi would not have had such stalwart support when they had needed it most.

      "It is the Lady Kara," Dagar suddenly said, confusing me for a moment.

      "Kara? What has she to do with the border?"

      "Well, my Liege." He shrugged his shoulders, much like Kara did on occasion. It was very much a human thing, not a fairy behaviour. "She is at the border," he finally added.

      "What?" I said, standing. "How is that possible? When did she leave?"

      "I believe she left when the Mating Game was nearing completion."

      When it had been announced — unofficially — that I had accepted Analor as the future mother to my heir.

      I had done this, I realised. I had chased Kara from the castle as surely as if I had drawn a sword and waved it in her face.

      I sat down abruptly in my seat and stared at nothing.

      "My King," Dagar said, drawing my attention again. "I believe the reason for the Lady's departure was due to more than simply the Mating Game. My spies tell me that Lord Boleth had a hand in routing her from the castle. Clearing the way, I presume, to you. Lady Kara was an impediment that Boleth believed could better be dealt with by removal rather than any other form of manipulation."

      I sat in my seat and fumed all over again at Boleth's manipulation. That fairy had a lot to answer for, but first, I needed to know.

      "Is she safe?"

      "No, Your Majesty, she is not."

      And that was it. It didn't matter why she had fled, or who had made her. Or why, of all the places in Álfeimr, she had chosen the border with Ljósálfar. All that mattered was getting to her, saving her, protecting her … loving her.

      Nothing else even came close to my need to reach Kara.

      "You can tell me more on the way," I instructed and led the way out of my office at a run.

      The stable was already prepared for my departure. The horses were saddled, and a contingent of my personal guard was armed and sitting astride their beasts. I glanced at Dagar. He did not seem surprised by this fortuitous development, which led me to believe he had planned it.

      I mounted my stallion and took the reins from my squire, and then with no more than a nod to Jarviq who had accompanied us thus far, I spun my horse around and started galloping.

      It took longer than I wanted to reach the border, although it did give Dagar enough time to bring me up to speed. I knew about the dragons and the number of Hyrða we had stationed in the villages. I also knew of the Wild Magic and that it had been trying to cross the border since the beginning. But I had not been aware of the fact the Wild Magic now seemed to be aiding us in trying to keep the dragons out.

      "It seems the Lady's sudden appearance at the border has put them into a frenzy," Dagar was saying. "The Bál Forað are determined to reach her and the Wild Magic, for some reason, is determined to prevent them from achieving such."

      I spurred my mount on, using what Dökkálfa gave me to aid our passage. We did not stop. We did not rest. What should have taken days to cover, took mere hours instead. The countryside swept past us in a dazzling array of colours, and then the sun dipped behind the horizon and a billion stars came out overhead.

      I could hear the battle raging well before we got there. I could see flames licking the skyline, spewing from the open maws of gigantic scaled beasts. I could hear the clang of metal on hide, the roar of raging dragons, the shouts of fairies as they battled most valiantly.

      I saw her on a ridge, then, overlooking the battle, directing the fight, yelling at the Hyrða and lending them her Light. A golden hue coated every warrior. Her wings were extended and blazed with ethereal Light. Magic coated the scene and yet the Bál Forað were gaining.

      I searched the border for the Wild Magic, but although I could feel it, in amongst the maelstrom of various magic present, I could not see it. It had caused this, I thought angrily. It had been trying to cross the border for weeks. And the dragons had been hunting it. The Wild Magic had led them directly here and Boleth had pushed my love out to meet them.

      He would pay, but first I had to deal with this.

      Stunned, I watched while we thundered ever closer, as Kara directed the battalions with the commanders' consent. She acted like a general rather than a changeling, but then, she hadn't been a changeling to me for months.

      Dökkálfa's Champion fought beside its soldiers and was as much a warrior as any of them.

      Our horses stormed into the centre of the battle, Sverðs flashing, Bogi loosing arrows. The dragons screamed; they had obviously scented me. I reached deep down into the centre of Dökkálfa and thrust them back. I felt Kara's special kind of magic wrap around mine, then, and lend its strength to my efforts; together we marched them back from the edge of our border, but still, it was not enough.

      They rallied time and again.

      She glowed, I noted. My Kara glowed with wings outstretched and silver hair flying. She was magnificent and frightening, such power wrapped up in such a small package. With infinite care, I entwined my magic with hers. It was an exquisite feeling.

      Álfeimr shuddered.

      Her eyes met mine. So green, so vibrant, so full of love and honour and conviction. I nodded my head and then we both faced the border, faced the enraged creations of a Mad Queen who wanted my realm to add to hers.

      I would not let her. And Dökkálfa's Champion refused to back down. Together, we sent the Bál Forað flying back to their mistress, tails between their legs, their fiery breath snuffed out, their pitiful roars no more now than rasping hisses in the end.

      It had been a magnificent show of magic and might.

      Panting, sweating, realising that we'd been battling for quite some hours now, I turned to face Kara. She looked all around at where we stood, at the battalions, my guard, her and I, and that was when I realised we'd crossed the border at some time during the mad clash, and were well on Ljósálfar's side now.

      Álfeimr continued to roll beneath us. I lowered my sword but did not sheath it. Gripping Kara's upper arm, I marched her back across the border, knowing it was already too late.

      The border buzzed as we crossed it; I did not remember the buzz as we'd crossed into Ljósálfar earlier, but it would have been there; a warning; an alarm; a last chance to turn back before we did something we could not take back.

      Dagar came panting up to our side, his face pale and sweaty. Beside him was none other than Goran and Kara's personal Hyrða, Farloc, both a little worse for wear. Their presence here did not surprise me, however. Kara could be quite convincing. I looked back at her now. My hand was still wrapped around Kara's upper arm; I couldn't seem to let go of her. We all stared at the border, at the retreating dragons in the distance, and felt Álfeimr as it watched us.

      "This will mean war," Dagar said, breathlessly.

      "Yes," I agreed, my eyes drawn inexplicably back to Kara. "We crossed with a battalion and more. It means war."

      Álfeimr stopped rumbling as if it agreed. The border buzzed. The night grew quiet. Wild Magic danced and cavorted as Kara watched, her head cocked to the side, intrigued.

      "My Lady," I said. She looked back at me. She was stunning.

      "My King," she said, her cool eyes studying me.

      I fell to one knee before her and bowed my head, her hands clasped in both of mine between us.

      We were at war officially, Álfeimr would ensure the battle would come to be now. The magic had spoken. But there would be time to prepare, for Isoleth to gather her soldiers and march on Dökkálfa.

      I looked up at Kara's face. She kept her emotions locked down. I did not blame her. She thought I had spurned her.

      "Minn elska," I said with feeling.

      Her head suddenly swivelled to look back at the border, breaking the moment.

      "Son of a gun," she said. "I know you."

      And then she pulled her hands free, leaving me kneeling in the dirt like some peasant, and walked toward the border. I stared after her, feeling rather piqued.

      And then I got myself in order and followed behind the female fairy who held my heart so completely.

      Clearly, I had a lot of work to do to make up for past failures. A lot of grovelling. I grimaced. I was a Fey King, but for Kara, I could almost see myself grovelling.
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      I walked toward the border, aware Aliath was muttering indistinctly behind me. I'd been surprised he'd fallen to one knee in front of everyone, but then, he had a lot of forgiveness to be begging from me. I pushed those unwanted thoughts aside. He'd made his bed, he could lie in it for all I cared.

      What had got me excited was the Wild Magic that had appeared right across the border from us and now sat very still and patiently, as if it were waiting for me to do something. The dragons had been scared off, of course. Aliath's appearance and his added magic at the right time had been just enough to kick their collective butts.

      Without his timely arrival, though, I wasn't entirely sure we would have won that battle. Even my well of Champion magic had been pushed to its limit; I'd had to dig deep into that pit of strange golden Light I had at my disposal. Light, I was beginning to see, that was slightly different from the average fairy's.

      I rolled my shoulders and stretched my back. From the corner of my eye, I caught the ruffling of shimmering, gossamer feathers in my wing. That was a little freaky.

      I couldn't wait to show Georgia!

      Concentrating on the Wild Magic as it watched me approach, I reached out with a tendril of power, testing the border ward. It welcomed my touch, recognising the part of me that had clearly become Dökkálfa. It also recognised the Ljósálfar inside of me, and I thought it might have shuddered.

      Isoleth had lent a lot of her power to the dragons in order for them to test the border and come after me. Until then, I thought, the Bál Forað had been toying with the Wild Magic, hunting it for sport. I realised now, that the fire-breathing beasts had been using the Wild Magic as a way to cross the border, combining their efforts with Isoleth's might. The border was consequently a bit shy of Ljósálfar, right now, I thought.

      The Wild Magic, of course, had cottoned onto the dragons' ruse and turned against the enemy.

      "I know you," I murmured softly. The Wild Magic fluttered, rising as if on unseen wings, and then settling down again and waiting. "You've caused us a lot of trouble," I remonstrated gently. If ephemeral magic constructs could look contrite, the Wild Magic did right then.

      "My Lady," Goran cautioned me. He hadn't left my side, and I was glad to see both he and Farloc were alive and well. Not all the Hyrða had survived the fight. Bloody bodies lay everywhere. Vibalt and other battalion commanders were in the process of gathering them up, preparing them for an appropriate send-off into the afterlife. I was glad someone was doing the dirty and hard job.

      I glanced at Goran and then noted I had quite a following. Along with him and my personal guard were Aliath and Dagar. They both looked exhausted and wary. Everyone was staring at the Wild Magic as if they couldn't see what it was.

      "You don't see them," I said, surprised.

      "See what, minn elska?" Aliath asked, using his pet endearment for me for the second time that day. I narrowed my eyes at him. He met my gaze with a credible calm, but I tasted his sorrow, his regret and his desperate love.

      I forgave him his question and looked back at the Wild Magic.

      "Show yourselves," I instructed.

      The Wild Magic fluctuated and swelled, retracted and shuddered. It couldn't free itself from the binds that held it.

      "Very well," I said and raised my hand, opening a gap in the border ward, just big enough for the Wild Magic to cross. "Hurry now," I urged.

      "My Lady!" Dagar shouted.

      Goran and Farloc had drawn their swords. Aliath simply watched me with an amused look on his face. I realised, then, that he trusted me. His trust made my heart beat a little harder, but I refused to be so easily swayed.

      He deserved a cold shoulder now more than ever.

      The Wild Magic surged through the opening and I closed the gap I'd created in the border ward behind it. The border buzzed. Álfeimr rolled beneath our feet and then settled again as if it were happy with the outcome.

      Everyone watched the Wild Magic with hands on swords, or arrows nocked. Aliath kept watching me.

      I circled the Wild Magic and checked for cracks in the spell. They'd been placed in there, trapped in unending confusion and a maelstrom of their own magic. Isoleth's hand was all over the cage she'd created.

      Finding no crack that I could see, I decided the ripping off of a plaster was the preferable approach. I slammed my golden Light into the construct and shattered the binds that held the little fairies.

      A horde of Lesser Fey took flight; sprites and pixies, dryads and brownies, and many more I hadn't had the chance yet to name. They flitted around us, lighting up the dark sky with their own special blend of Light, dancing and cavorting, chattering away merrily.

      I laughed as they landed on my hands, swept in to kiss my cheeks, dusted my hair in pixie dust and generally thanked me in their uniquely fey way. Twirling around, I held out my arms, my wings outstretched and fluttering, and then lifted off the ground and hovered where the Lesser Fey capered about me.

      It occurred to me sometime later that every fairy on the battlefield had stopped what they were doing and were watching us. No, I thought as I studied them through the flapping wings of sprites and pixies, they watched me.

      A smile formed on many of their lips, but most looked stunned, maybe even a little in awe. I lowered myself down until my feet touched the ground again and then turned to face the King.

      "The Lesser Fey have been returned, Your Majesty," I announced and then curtsied. It might have been a little mocking, but I was too full of joy at the Lesser Fey's recovery to regret the slightly spiteful act.

      "I can see that," Aliath said imperiously. "You saved them, Champion." He bowed to me; his bow was delivered with an appropriate amount of decorum. He was thanking me the only way a Dark Fairy could thank another without incurring a debt. And then he stepped forward and bowed his head, placing his lips close to my ear and said, "Thank you, my love."

      He pulled back and studied me, then looked around at the Lesser Fey as they danced.

      "My aunt has a lot to answer for," he murmured.

      "Yes," Goran said in absolute agreement.

      I wondered if the Hyrða commander was thinking of his missing battalion. I knew that was what had kept Goran so focused on crossing the border into Ljósálfar of late. There was no way we could cross unseen now, though, so his hunt — like mine — had come to an end.

      I reached out and clasped his arm, squeezing lightly, then let go. There wasn't much I could say to soothe his heartache. I, too, had lost the chance to chase down any more clues as to what Lorec had been up to. Who had the Prince met in the library? Had he met anyone, or was that another ruse?

      His or someone — some thing — else's ruse?

      I shook my head to clear it of those thoughts. I wasn't one to look back with regret. Keep moving forward, that was a good motto. That and never trust a freaking fairy.

      Dagar issued orders to the Hyrða, then, to shore up defences and clean up the battlefield's mess. The warrior fairies got on with their job, while Goran stared across the border with longing, and Farloc stood resolutely solid and silent at my back.

      Aliath watched them all for a moment and then turned his attention to me.

      I met his gaze as coolly as I could manage.

      "Walk with me, my Lady," he said. No, ordered.

      I scowled at him, but he smelled so nice and his emotions tasted so sweet, and I couldn't deny that the stupid kingly fairy did still love me. I tasted it. I devoured it. That love he threw toward me with such easy abandon.

      He knew what he was doing, the creep.

      "You are angry with me," he said as we walked. Goran and Farloc and several of Aliath's own personal guards followed behind us, but out of earshot. I was pleased to see he trusted the castle guards again. That had been a long road to recovery. I also felt like we were Mother and Father Duck leading our little ducklings in a row.

      I snorted to myself, which, of course, Aliath thought was directed at him.

      "You have every right to be mad at me," he offered.

      "Damn straight," I said, coining a Gigi-phrase.

      He shot me a look but didn't pass comment. We walked silently together for some distance until I realised he was leading me away from the border and the chaos of the battle clean-up, directing me to a place he deemed safe.

      "Still trying to protect me, Aliath?" I asked.

      "Always," he said softly from beside me.

      He turned to look at me. I stopped walking because I couldn't make myself walk on without him. I physically could not walk away. Oh, this was bad, I thought. This was a tragedy. He'd made his choice, he'd turned me away, spurned me.

      I didn't blame him. Not really. He had a realm to rule and a division in his Court that was treacherous to navigate and a war with his aunt to prepare for, leaving him little room for what was in his heart.

      Intellectually, I didn't blame him. Emotionally, on the other hand, I wanted to slap him six ways to Sunday.

      "Although," he added before I could say — or do — anything, "you do not require such protection any longer, do you, my Lady? You truly are Dökkálfa's Champion now."

      He looked pointedly at my wings, which for some reason hadn't disappeared again. Maybe they were pissed off at the King, too.

      I sighed and crossed my arms over my chest.

      "I ripped up the agreement," he suddenly said. "I turned her down and sent Boleth away. He has much to answer for, but his continued existence is necessary. While you've been gone, the Court has been in turmoil. Much of which was instigated by that fairy. I know he forced your hand, Kara, but I also know I have a measure of blame on that front, as well. Please forgive me, my love. I could no further bed another than I could cut out my beating heart."

      I was momentarily speechless. Aliath had chosen love over Dökkálfa. Oh, this would cause him such problems, I thought desperately. The Upper Court would be aggrieved, they would demand recompense. He had to produce an heir and an heir borne of any fairy outside of the caste of Smiðr would never be enough.

      "I see," I said, noncommittally.

      "Do you?" he asked. "Perhaps you do." He shook his head. "I am searching for relatives who escaped Isoleth's imprisonment. I may yet find a suitable heir down by the coast, hidden in a pocket of Dökkálfa she did not manage to touch."

      I doubted that. But Faerie could be quite contrary when it wanted to be, so maybe it could have helped Dökkálfa out.

      "Okay," I said, unsure what he wanted me to say.

      "In any case, war is upon us," he continued as if I hadn't spoken; such an Aliath thing to do, I thought, "and I can easily defer the demand of producing an heir for the duration of the battle. The Upper Court will have other things to be concerned with before long. All of us will."

      He looked worried, then, but all I tasted was his contentment at being at my side again.

      "There is time," he murmured.

      We watched the clean-up in progress for a while. It was a strange kind of limbo, one filled with worry for the future, but also a little hope.

      "You are my fated mate," Aliath finally said. "I cannot do this without you."

      "I'm here," I told him. "I'm not going anywhere."

      "You tried to cross into Ljósálfar land," he said, drily.

      "I was searching for clues. Lorec puzzles me."

      A flare of jealousy wafted on the air, but Aliath snuffed it out in short order.

      "Mate with me," he suddenly said.

      I blinked at him. "What? Here? Right now?"

      He shook his head, desperately clutched at my hands, and looked me directly in the eyes.

      "A mating is a serious affair. One must prepare appropriately. We shall mate in the castle. Under the full moon as is required of us. Before  Álfeimr and no other."

      It sounded like he was repeating rules or something, but his sentiment was clear. He was serious, deadly serious. He wanted to go against his Upper Court and tempt fate by mating with me.

      I almost said yes. I almost took him in my arms and flew us away from all our worries, hoping it was the full moon tonight and that we could seal this deal finally.

      But I looked back at the border, back at the Hyrða piling up the dead for a funeral pyre. Many more would die before this war with Ljósálfar was at an end.

      "We're at war, Your Majesty," I reminded him. "I am your Champion and always will be."

      "You are my fated mate," he interjected.

      I nodded. I was his fated mate and he mine. Nothing would change that. Not even the machinations of an aristocrat like Boleth. Not even the charms of a well-bred lady like Analor. I knew that now, and so did he.

      But that did not mean we should mate yet.

      There was time, I thought grimly. Time enough if we won the war with Isoleth first.

      "Your Court is divided, Aliath," I said.

      "Not as much as it was, but yes, it is still divided," he agreed.

      I wasn't sure what he was getting at, but I gathered a lot had happened while I'd been away. It didn't change anything, though. We were at war with a divided Court. We had to tread carefully.

      "The mating should wait," I said; the words felt like they were being ripped from deep inside of me.

      "No," he said with all the imperiousness of a royal fairy. "I need you. I love you. We must mate."

      I held his hands in mine and looked up into his earnest, handsome face. He was glowing, being this close to me. His eyes blazed a vibrant green, which I knew would have blinded me if I were still human.

      But I wasn't. I was all Fey. And the Fey do not live by the rule of their hearts. They do not shirk their responsibilities nor do they cower from the hard tasks.

      "We fight the war. We win. We deal with that Bitch Queen Isoleth," I said with conviction, "and then we convince our Court through deeds and actions that a mating between us is in everyone's best interest."

      "You wish to manage the Dökkálfa, my Lady?" he inquired politely.

      "Oh, honey," I drawled, "I wish to manage the heck out of Faerie, and you're coming along for the ride."

      Aliath looked at me, stunned for a moment, and then he threw back his head and laughed, garnering the attention of every single fairy on that battlefield.

      Hand in a fist across his heart, he bowed his head to me and said, voice husky, "I am yours to lead, my Lady Kara. Anywhere and for always."
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      The blade sliced through the fairy's neck without resistance. Lorec lowered the agent to the ground and looked around at the trees that surrounded them. No sounds emitted from the dense foliage; the insects that had been making a racket as the sun set over Ljósálfar had all gone silent when Lorec dispatched the first agent. It would be some time before they picked up their evening song again.

      Wiping the blade on the fallen fairy's tunic, Lorec sheathed the knife and stood up. On quiet feet, he moved off through the forest, his destination only a few hundred yards ahead of him.

      It took time and finesse to free himself of the Mad Queen's manacles, but Lorec was certain she had not noticed his absence yet. If Isoleth had uncovered his battalion of Hyrða, however, things could be about to unravel all around him. It was bad enough that Lorec had overheard the Mad Queen planning to release her mate from his Valhalla prison.

      Worse still, Isoleth had spoken of bribing Odin with the gift of Dökkálfa.

      Lorec didn't consider himself a naive fairy. He had always known her promise to him of the Dark Fey crown was a hollow one. That wasn't why he was here, in the foul lands of his Light Fey cousins, but he had to admit, even if only to himself, he had been tempted by the deal the Mad Queen had offered.

      Now, things were afoot, it seemed. The border attempt Isoleth had been undertaking had failed. Lorec did not know the particulars, but the Queen's rage had been fatal. More than one adviser had lost their head that day.

      When she had spoken of Dökkálfa and Odin in the same sentence, Lorec knew it was time to do something. He would not be able to return from this, he was certain, but his allegiance was to the castle, not to Queen Isoleth. And those magical manacles had chafed, even if the pleasures she'd afford him had become a treat he lusted after daily. If she'd thought him a loyal turncoat, though, then she wasn't as astute as she led everyone to believe.

      Lorec huffed out an amused breath at that. He was sure the Queen had been playing him. No matter, he had his intel. He knew what he had to do now.

      Checking that he had not been followed, he was relieved to hear the sound of the forest's insects starting up behind him again. It could have been a Ljósálfar trick, but he did not think the agents who had been tasked with following his every move to be that clever.

      Whispering words under his breath that the ward recognised, he stepped through a shimmering barrier into a hidden cavern in a natural formation deep within the forest itself.

      "Who goes there?" a gruff voice demanded; the only time a question such as this could be asked by one of his kin without incurring a debt of some kind.

      "It is I, Prince Lorec."

      A flame flared to life and the haggard but harsh features of a Hyrða fairy were illuminated in the gloom of the cavern.

      "Good tidings, my Lord," the Hyrða greeted, bowing his head, but not sheathing his Sverð.

      "We don't have much time," Lorec told him. "Gather the battalion. We march within the next half hour."

      If the Hyrða was surprised, he did not show it. He let out a soft whistle which was answered a second later by another soft whistle farther into the gloom. Lorec heard a series of whistles taper off into the distance; the sound they made would not have been heard outside of the cavern and past the wards.

      In short order, the battalion sub-commander arrived and greeted Lorec. She was tall and willowy, her green skin a little paler than it had been when Lorec first led Third Battalion across the border. It had been months since they had been secluded in the caves beneath the Ljósálfar forest. What monsters lived down here, Lorec could only hazard a guess at.

      But no fairy ever said Commander Goran's battalion was not one of the finest.

      "My Lord," she said, bowing her head. In one hand she carried a staff. In the other her sword. She wore her chain-mail, and Lorec noted, although conditions were not the best in the caverns, she had somehow maintained it, so the delicate but indestructible metal did not clink when she walked. Shabir was a fine-looking fairy, one Lorec had attempted to seduce on more than one occasion to little success.

      He had to wonder if the fairy had lost her heart to someone else. Perhaps her commander? She spoke of Goran with fierce protection and longing lacing her voice. Lorec didn't bring up the former commander's name very often.

      "It is time," he said.

      "You have a target," she stated in a carefully flat voice.

      "I do." She stared at him as he allowed a little drama to enter their byplay. "We march on Valhöll."

      A small arch of her brow was the only surprise reaction he received. Nodding her head, she issued commands to a Hyrða who had accompanied her from deeper within the caverns; who Lorec had not even seen until that very moment. Half the commands were delivered in silent hand signals, their voices when used at all were barely audible even at his close proximity.

      This unit really was remarkably well-trained. Lorec mentally praised his foresight in having acquired them. Perhaps a little subterfuge had been used in gaining their trust initially, but the final convincing argument had come from the castle.

      They were all agents of Dökkálfa now, it would seem.

      Within the allotted half-hour, the camp had been dismantled and the battalion was ready to move out. Lorec had expected them to exit the caves through the warded entrance he had used to reach them. But Shabir indicated he should follow her and her soldiers farther into the cavern complex itself.

      "You have mapped these passageways," he said levelly.

      "We have not been idle, my Lord," she replied stiltedly.

      "You know, we are on the same side, Shabir," he commented drily.

      "I believe, Prince Lorec, you are never sure from one day to the next which side you actually favour."

      He laughed softly at that. Shabir was never afraid of saying what was on her mind. Perhaps, that was why he admired her. Other than for her stunning physique, of course. But she reminded him of another fairy. The most exquisite example of Fey prowess he had ever had the fortune to see.

      Lady Kara may well be a Skilja Fairy, but not all things separate were to be shunned. Was he, Lorec, Prince of Dökkálfa, not considered separate at this very moment by his closest kin?

      He did not regret his attempt on the throne. At the time, his cousin, Aliath, had been weak. It would have been a fair coup if it had succeeded. But Aliath had Lady Kara on his side, and Lorec firmly believed now, that no one could reach his cousin's head with that remarkable fairy keeping guard.

      He also had to consider Dökkálfa's stand. It had taken some time, but the castle had now chosen its King. Never one to look back on past mistakes, Lorec had turned his attention to survival. At first, he had thought Isoleth could provide that surcease. But in the end, it had been the castle itself.

      Many clandestine meetings later and they had come to an agreement. Dökkálfa would not judge him too harshly if he became its agent in Ljósálfar.

      Working from the shadows had always suited Lorec, so he had accepted the offer. On his way out of the castle and his homeland, he had acquired an army just in case they would be needed. Third Battalion had been wasted on Goran anyway and one final jab at his cousin in passing could not be passed up, in any case.

      He followed behind a silent battalion of fierce and loyal soldiers, taking the liberty to admire Shabir's shapely rear end on occasion. She wasn't immune to his perusal, but the Hyrða did not fluster easily. In a different world, at a different time, he would have tried a little harder to garner a response.

      But Lorec was not unaware of what they now attempted, and the consequences of their failure. Isoleth alone was a blight on Álfeimr. Isoleth and Odin united … well, that was a monstrous disaster to contemplate.

      They exited the caverns some distance from Valhalla's current location. It had taken some convincing to get its exact position; half in Ljósálfar and half in Fólkvangr. The Hall of the Slain constantly shifted locations. In obtaining the information, Lorec was sure he had tipped his hand at last.

      Isoleth's guards would find evidence of his betrayal any moment now. All his cards had been played with the Mad Queen. She would know a snake had been living in her home for the past few months and she would seek to cut off its head in short order.

      "It will be a difficult place to hold," he murmured, his words were more for himself than Shabir, but the Hyrða heard him.

      "We will be sufficient to the task, my Lord," she assured him.

      "Odin wants out as much as Isoleth now wants him out," Lorec said, deciding to confide further in the sub-commander.

      Shabir said nothing, merely surveyed their surroundings, and then she indicated a path for the vanguard to take. Finally, she looked directly at Prince Lorec.

      "You have risked much to uncover this plot, Prince Lorec," she told him. "We can do no less than spend our lives preventing its completion."

      He had to admire her conviction, but it was not a given they could hold Valhalla for themselves. One full battalion of Hyrða was no small thing. But Odin was imprisoned with his daughters, and the Valkyrjur were the most exquisite Light Fey warriors Lorec had ever seen.

      They were also distant cousins, but no matter. If he had to kill or bed one to succeed, he would gladly do so.

      Much rode on this mission. The fate of Dökkálfa, perhaps even of Álfeimr, was in his hands. He would do what he had to do to protect his homeland.

      Lorec had never seen himself as a hero. It was not in his makeup. He knew he was avaricious, desirous of power and magic, libidinous and not just a little sneaky. Perhaps that was why Dökkálfa had chosen him for this clandestine mission.

      He smiled to himself, taking a moment to admire Shabir's form again. But soon his mind was back on task, as Valhalla had appeared through the gloom, sitting upon a stark and rugged mountain, claiming dominion over this small parcel of land.

      The place was steeped in magic and wards of various kinds. Lorec knew monsters lurked in the shadows. Shabir did not hesitate, however; she let out a violent war cry and urged her warriors on.

      The approach was fraught with peril, precious blood was spilt, but Lorec revelled in the chaos and brutality of storming a stronghold that should not have been penetrable.

      In the end, it took hours not days. Third Battalion was unstoppable. Their anger and pent up rage was a bittersweet thing to taste and witness. It was not until after the battle was won, however, that Lorec realised the Valkyries had not shown themselves at all.

      Further investigation proved they had not been able to exit the castle itself. Isoleth had been too careful in caging her daughters and her caution had been her downfall. They had watched, however. And they had sent word to their mother.

      Dökkálfa had taken Valhöll and Third Battalion was now their jailer.

      Isoleth's rage could be felt all the way in Valhalla. Lorec could even taste her desire to kill him, her need to avenge her loss of Valhöll and take his life in exchange for his hubris.

      "It is done, my Lord," Shabir told him, appearing blood-stained and sweat-slicked at his side. "The castle is ours, but we have no way to enter it."

      Lorec looked up at the forbidding walls of Valhalla, at the warm light that shone from the crenellations and window frames. He nodded. Lorec knew Odin watched them. He knew the Forgotten King waited.

      Waited for something but Lorec did not know what.

      "It matters not," he said. "Valhöll can be held with a single battalion. It was designed so. The entrance from Ljósálfar is ours until we forfeit it."

      Shabir nodded. Turning away to make camp and issue orders, Lorec almost caught her hand in his, not wanting to be standing alone in the face of Isoleth's rage.

      But he was not alone, he told himself. He had Third Battalion under his command.

      And he had the small well of magic the castle had gifted him in exchange for his sacrifice in Dökkálfa's name.

      Lorec was many things — a scoundrel, a traitor, an attempted assassin of his own King — but he was no coward. He would stand fast and stand strong, or he would die trying.

      Odin's laughter could be heard through the now still-again night from Valhalla.

      Isoleth's mad rage could be felt from farther down the mountain in the Ljósálfar forest.

      Lorec stood between them; stoic, unbending.

      And Álfeimr shuddered beneath his boots in hungry anticipation.
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