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Reading Order
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From the Author...


Dear Reader,

A very quick word about the formatting of this book...
It is likely different from the previous book in the series. Some readers may not even notice. But for those who line up their books side by side, let me apologise here for the discrepancies.
My previous formatting programme was an Apple-only tool. As I've mothballed my iMac, I've had to purchase a new formatting programme that loves Windows.
And that's basically that. New formatting because of new formatting tool because I've broken free of the Apple tree and I'm branching out.
Okay, I'll end it here before I get carried away.
I hope you like the book.

❤ Nicola





Dedication


For: My Patrons.
Without whose support, this book would not have been written.






Description


May the Goddess guide you. And may the Champion protect you.

Kara Middleton didn't ask to become a fairy. She didn't ask to be made the Dark Fey's Champion, either. And she certainly didn't ask to be a general in a fairy war.
But sometimes life throws curve balls at you. 
The Light Fey are coming and their Queen has her mad gaze set on Kara. The lower castes of the Dark Fey Court are rebelling and Kara's maids are in the thick of the revolt. And then there's her lover, Aliath, King of Dökkálfa.
He wants Kara. He wants her to be his mate and queen. He wants it all.
But can Kara give in to her heart and be everything Aliath wants of her? Or will she have to fight to the death for the freedom of Dökkálfa? Faerie is her home now. The Dark Dance, her way of life. It's time for Kara to embrace what she has become and fight for what is hers.
The final battle is upon them. And so it must end now. But who will history say is the winner?
Dökkálfa or Ljósálfar? 







Definitions


Accord – A blood binding agreement; cannot be broken. 

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

Álfr – (Fey) Elf. A mixed-breed of dubious heritage. Neither Dökkálfa nor Ljósálfar.

Åsgårdsreien - (Fey) The Wild Hunt of Odin.

Bal Forad - (Fey) Dragon.

Barn - (Fey) Child.

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.

Móðir - (Fey) Mother.

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.

Prestr - (Fey) Priest.

Rekkr - (Fey) Warrior.

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.

Síðastr Portal – (Fey) A one-way portal that perpetually remains open despite the closure of other portals to Álfheimr. It allows access from Earth to Álfheimr.

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. Or General.





Epigraph


May the Goddess guide you.

And may the Champion protect you.
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Chapter one







Forbidden Love

Kara


It was the touch of his hand against my wrist more than any other touch he’d offered me before that let me know Aliath was beyond any hope of rescue. Ever since we’d beaten back the Bal Forad at the border, and freed the Lesser Fey from the Wild Magic prison they’d been subjected to, Aliath had been trying his hardest to make up for past mistakes.
But it wasn’t just his desire to correct the wrongs he’d done me; it was his near-constant need to touch, to reach out, to connect us physically, to reassure — either him or me, I wasn’t certain which yet — that had me worried the Dark Fey King was distracted beyond measure.
And now was not the time to be distracted. Dökkálfa was at war with their Lighter cousins, the Ljósálfar. A war which we’d unfortunately officially declared by crossing the border between the two lands with a battalion or more of Hyrða.
I wouldn’t have put it past the Mad Queen to have set those dragons on us for exactly this purpose. Oh, she wanted war as much as Aliath wanted me, but mad, Isoleth may be; stupid, she was not. In Faerie there are rules and Álfeimr insists we all obey them.
Dökkálfa had declared war on Ljósálfar, and therefore the next move was theirs to make.
It seemed a ridiculous way to fight a battle but Faeries are old and magic rules them, and the magic in Álfeimr is a little twisted on its best day.
So, here I was sitting in the Dark Fey King’s office, trying to help him organise a defence that would work against a mad queen and a twisted land and magic that still surprised me. 
We weren’t alone. Dagar was here with us; as Herra of the Hár Lords, it was his job to lead the Hyrða on behalf of his king. I was here as an advisor, as Dökkálfa’s Champion, and as Aliath’s Archilles heel, I was beginning to think.
He reached out a hand and touched my shoulder, leaning in closer to the map Dagar had laid out on the table between us. Dagar’s eyes caught mine briefly and then flicked away again.
“We are sure they’re camped here?” Aliath asked. A question, which under normal circumstances I thought he wouldn’t have asked, despite Dagar being a trusted acquaintance and this meeting being a duty of war.
During times of war, the Dark Dance of Canon could be overlooked, and a debt not incurred for such a transgression. Dark Fey were still such sticklers for the rules, but then they had reason to believe them sacrosanct.
For one thousand years they’d been cut off from the land and its magic, imprisoned behind glass walls inside their castle, Dökkálfa itself sleeping. They’d had to create rules in order to survive those dark and desolate days. Those rules had then followed them out of their prison and were still very much a part of everyday life.
The Light Fey had a lot to answer for. Isoleth had even more.
My back ached and I rolled my shoulders to ease the pain a little. Aliath noticed of course and ran a hand down my spine; his touch was a balm, an elixir my body craved. Golden Light spilt out across the table, making shadows of the topography that was depicted on the parchment; highlighting the exact location on the diagram that Dagar had just indicated was Isoleth’s encampment.
Maybe Aliath was not the only one distracted by this need to touch and be touched; this need to mate.
Dagar cleared his throat and purposefully did not look at either of us.
Aliath stepped closer to me, ignoring his Herra, the heat of his body brushing down my side comfortingly. His hand cupped the back of my neck; large fingers warm against skin covered in delicious goosebumps.
“Minn elska,” Aliath murmured, his lips close to my ear. “What do you need?”
I needed space to breathe and I needed Aliath to breathe that air with me. I needed clarity of thought and I needed to constantly think of Dökkálfa’s King. I needed this war with Isoleth finished and the Mad Queen dealt with. I needed to mate with my beloved and make lots of fairy babies.
The castle rumbled beneath our feet.
There must be balance, it said inside my mind. Its voice was ancient and powerful; it invigorated me. Dark to balance the Light. There must be balance, it repeated as the stones beneath our feet settled; their message delivered and received.
The castle did not speak without meaning. It didn’t rouse itself to communicate in such a way unless it felt it necessary. Upon hearing those words, my head cleared, my body cooled, and I was able to take a step away from Aliath and breathe more freely.
I felt the pull, I felt the need, I scented his desire; it matched the scent of mine. But I was able to break free.
Licking my lips, I adjusted my skirts, feeling like the heavy fabric was suffocating me.
Aliath was looking down at his hands as they gripped the edge of the table, his knuckles white, his cheeks flushed, his eyes a vibrant green that illuminated the space around us. Dagar kept his head down and his neck bared, his body held rigidly.
“The mating call is strong,” Aliath muttered.
“Perhaps it is better if I leave,” I suggested.
Aliath had taken a step toward me before he even realised his action, I think. “No,” he said and then noticed how close he’d brought himself. He huffed out a breath of air and then smiled, disarmingly. “We could mate, minn elska, and then the desire to do so would be tempered with the knowledge we were mated.”
Being mated and mating was not always the same thing to a fairy. Being mated, as in fated mates — which we were to each other — was a bond sealed in love and sex under the Full Moon. Mating, on the other hand, was either sealing that bond sexually or simply bonking each other’s brains out because the sex was good.
Fairies were not shy when it came to the art of making love.
“You know we can’t,” I said, feeling an ache unfurl inside my chest.
“Can’t is such a strong word, my love,” Aliath replied silkily. “Won’t is another thing.”
“Then I won’t. We’re at war.”
“And would I not be that much stronger if we were mated?”
“You may be,” I conceded, “but your Court would not.”
And therein lay the rub. We would both be stronger should we mate, but Dökkálfa was not yet ready for a Skilja fairy to mate with their King. Not to mention, the heir that could well be produced from such a mating.
They all knew Aliath needed an heir badly. But half of the Court wholeheartedly believed any heir produced by me would be a travesty to Fey bloodlines. And the other half supported me wholeheartedly.
There was a lot of heart in Faerie. Shame none of it agreed.
“I can’t do this without you!” Aliath shouted.
“Can’t or won’t?” I threw back at him.
“My Liege,” Dagar started.
“Stay out of this, Herra!” Aliath snapped. “I will not have any caste dictate my reign for me.”
And yet they were. Each and every one of them.
I took the steps needed to reach Aliath’s side, not simply because I wished to calm him but also because I couldn’t help myself. We would mate; there was no denying it now. We would mate because we could no longer resist the call to mate and because it felt so very right. But we could not allow ourselves, right now and right here, to let that desire rule us.
Still, I cupped his cheeks, ran my thumbs across his firm jawline, stared into all that vibrant green.
“My King,” I said; the only thing I could say to reach Aliath right then. “Dökkálfa must come first.”
He stared at me for a long time and then slowly let his breath out; a wash of heat that wrapped around me and held me so very dear.
“How is it,” he murmured, hands raised and fingers trembling as they moved toward me, “that you are more Dökkálfa than the Dökkálfa are, my love?”
“I am Dökkálfa’s Champion, Aliath,” I told him simply. “Dark Fey blood runs through my veins even as Light Fey blood created me.”
I was a monster created to break Dökkálfa, to bring it to its knees, but Isoleth had overlooked one very important thing when she’d tampered with me. 
Faerie magic was not the only magic in Faerie. In toying with my makeup, in changing me so completely, Isoleth’s magic had called to another’s; hidden magic, forgotten magic, one that had lain in wait for just such a moment, just such a creature.
I didn’t know which Old God had slumbered beneath the Ljósálfar castle. I didn’t know how it had lain there for so long and not been awoken by the foul stench of Isoleth’s madness. And I didn’t know why it chose to wake for me.
But there was no denying I was touched by a god. My golden Light, my deep well of personal magic, my ethereal, gossamer wings. I was no longer human. I didn’t even think like a human anymore. The longer I stayed in Faerie, the less human I became.
At some stage, I’d embraced the change. Accepted it. Their fight was my fight. Their land was my land. Their hearts were mine to treasure, their lives mine to protect and nurture.
My name might well have still been Kara Middleton, but I was also Dökkálfa’s Champion, fated mate to Dökkálfa’s King, a member of the Skilja Fey, touched by an Old God, and one hundred percent pure magic.
I should have died in Ljósálfar. There is no way in hell I should have survived what Isoleth did to me. But when I kept on breathing, kept on screaming, kept on living, Isoleth had had to change her plans for me and in doing so, created what I was today.
And today, I was Isoleth’s potential downfall. I’d picked my side; a decision that was entirely too easy to make. And I would not fail in avenging what had been done to me.
”Isoleth must be dealt with,” I said with conviction that surprised both Aliath and Dagar, I think. “Her rule must be curtailed. Her fairies must be freed from her corrupt magic. Álfeimr wills it so and I am answering its call. Will you, Your Majesty?” I looked at Dagar next. “Will you, Herra of the Hár Lords? Will you both answer Álfeimr’s call?”
Aliath studied me for a moment; he seemed more himself, less the lovestruck fairy. I saw it in the line of his jaw, the steely glint in his eye, the way he carried himself. No longer swaying toward me as if I were a magnetic pull he could not deny. I still tasted his desire and longing on the air. I licked my lips and still tasted mine. But Aliath, Dökkálfa’s King was back.
He would do what was needed to protect Dökkálfa. And goddess willing, we would get through what was to come in one piece, and then be what we longed to be — no, needed to be — to each other afterwards.
First the war. Then the mating. 
Of course, we still had to convince the Dómr and the Smiðr that I wasn’t a monster or a Ljósálfar creation. Which, when you thought about it, was a lie and Dökkálfa don’t lie.
A rule they refused to relinquish. A rule that Faerie had backed with its magic and now made it impossible for them to lie, even if they wished it.
“We will mate, minn elska,” Aliath told me. Standing there, with that regal bearing of his, green eyes blazing, long silver hair flying out in a halo around his pointed ears, I believed him.
“And your Court?” I couldn’t help but press.
“Our Court, Kara,” he scolded gently. “And I have a plan to ease their fears, I believe. Besides,” he added, turning his attention back towards the map and Dagar finally, “once you’re crowned my Queen, there will be very little they can do about it.”
“Absolute monarchs rule absolutely,” I muttered.
“I’m so glad you understand, my love.”




Chapter two







Growing Pains

Marik


Things were better in the castle of late. Marik had longed for such an outcome but never dared to hope for it. Lady Kara had changed life in Dökkálfa for the better, but it had not been an easy change for everyone to bear.
Nor was it yet completed.
Marik feared for her Fīfrildi. Not as much as she had in the past, to be sure. They were no longer alone for one. Lady Kara was their Champion as she was Dökkálfa’s Champion. In a way, perhaps her Lady being the Champion was not a singular advantage to the Fīfrildi. But there was no denying that Lady Kara stood for the little people and the servant class was as little people as a fairy could get.
No, the Fīfrildi were no longer so alone because the Hyrða had sided with them. The warrior class of the Dark Fey had picked a side in the civil war that had brewed since the Lady Kara’s arrival. They had stepped across an invisible line and now stood, outcast like the Fīfrildi in the weak sunshine. 
Marik was sure that sunshine was getting warmer daily, but there were still storm clouds along the horizon. The Smiðr and the Dómr were on the warpath. The heightened level of disgruntlement was being fed by an unseen hand, but that did not mean Marik was not aware of whose arm that hand belonged to.
Fīfrildi saw things. Heard things. Knew things that other castes in the castle were not privy to. It also did not hurt them that the castle now spoke to Marik. It didn’t do so often. It, unlike the Hyrða, had not chosen a side as such. But with time, it had grown stronger, and as the castle strengthened, so did its personality.
And no one could deny the Dökkálfa castle was opinionated.
It just chose to keep its opinions mostly to itself.
The soft scuff of Hyrða boots sounded out behind Marik. They stepped lightly but in tandem. A uniformed march down the corridor at an old maid’s back. At one time, the thought of having so many warrior Fey at her back would have had her shoulders hunching and her heart palpitating right out of her ancient chest. 
But these guards were her squad; Marik’s personally appointed Hyrða. Not to guard her. But to help her. To, and it must be said here that Marik still found this unfathomable, follow her orders, to do her bidding, to aid her in seeking out Fīfrildi in danger.
Hyrða did not need the protection. Despite that well-known fact, though, they had taken to roaming the castle in twos or threes, if not in a squad of four like that at Marik’s back. A precaution, the Herra said. A wise one. But the Fīfrildi, on the other hand, despite moving in numbers, did require protection and assistance on occasion.
Things were better but not yet safe.
Emerging into the courtyard, the very heart of the Dökkálfa castle, Marik glanced around for her contact. There were a few Fīfrildi here, but not many. This was still very much the domain of the Smiðr Fey. The occasional courtier could be seen, hurrying to and fro, garnering the favour of an aristocrat where possible, delivering missives as per their remit.
The Fīfrildi on the other hand were mainly here in their capacity as servants. The odd yellow-skinned fairy, though, could be seen relaxing — at least, relaxing as much as they were able to surrounded by the enemy — under the blossoming trees.
It had been decided, and again Marik was still a little stunned to note it was her decision and the others followed her without question, that the Fīfrildi would brave the raging storm and make an appearance where once they would have hidden. The more often the Smiðr and Dómr witnessed the Fīfrildi in places they would not normally be seen, the more familiar that sight would become.
And Marik hoped, the more accepted the yellow fairies would be.
She was not blind, however, to the long and arduous road ahead of them. But Lady Kara had given the Fīfrildi much courage and Marik was determined to build on that gracious gift.
Marik’s eyes alighted on the one fairy she had come searching for, sitting alone on a stone bench under the shade of an orange tree. Sora read from a book, seemingly without a care in the world. Although Marik’s charge could not have been blind to the looks she was receiving from those Smiðr grouped closest to her.
Edging around the outside of the courtyard, and not simply storming across it, Marik made her way quietly to her target. Her Hyrða had melted into the shadows without a direction from her to do so. Four ominous-looking green-skinned fairies dressed in chain mail and sporting Bogi would have caused quite a stir, but Marik did not go anywhere without her escort these days.
She shook her head slightly at the unfamiliar thought. She, a Kerling, and granted a supervisor and Head of Household to the Champion, accompanied by a personal retinue of highly trained guards? It boggled the mind. She was only one of many. Any one of the fine Fīfrildi here could have fulfilled her role to Lady Kara and yet, Marik of the Fīfrildi had earned the respect of not just her kin, but of those strapping and deadly warriors who accompanied her daily.
Standing a little taller, Marik approached Sora and silently took the seat at her underling’s side. It was obvious they were being watched. Marik sensed the castle’s attention, but she also felt the eyes of her Hyrða, especially their lieutenant. He, of all of them, watched Marik the closest.
Brushing that particular thought aside, Marik catalogued the number of Smiðr and Dómr who watched them. It was hard to tell for sure as the aristocrat and courtier classes were the best at hiding their intentions, but Marik was fairly certain a goodly portion of those enjoying the autumnal sun was paying Sora and Marik undue attention.
Sora turned the page in the book she was reading. Marik glanced down and read a line or two. It was a romance story, a swashbuckling adventure story by the looks of it. One that cast a Ljósálfar as the villain and a Hyrða as the hero. The damsel in distress was of course a Fīfrildi. The author was new and wisely anonymous.
Times were changing but not by that much.
“What does your mate say of your reading preferences?” Marik asked her charge. A question she would never have considered offering in the past. Even now the ache to conform to the Dark Dance was inherent in her, but Sora was more than just a subordinate.
Sora was a friend. A trusted one.
“He believes the author is Fīfrildi,” Sora told her. “Because the Hyrða in the story is too perfect.”
“He does not think one of his kin would claim perfection?”
“A warrior should always strive for perfection but know he can never attain it.”
“That sounds like a quote.”
“My mate is very quote-worthy.”
Marik smiled. A quite unfamiliar feeling. Marik, herself, had never been mated. Her life had been dedicated to her role as supervisor among the Fīfrildi. As arbiter for her kin. She had devoted herself to that role, and when Lady Kara first appeared in Dökkálfa and Marik was assigned her household, Marik believed her dedication had been for nothing.
Now, she knew otherwise. Now, she knew all her efforts had been rewarded. For there was no greater honour than heading the household of the Champion of Dökkálfa. 
For all of that, however, Marik did envy Sora’s mating. On quiet, lonely evenings. When the pressure of her chosen path became too much. When she lost a battle and faced her responsibilities. Her guilt.
It would have been nice to share that with someone.
“You are very lucky, Sora,” Marik told her charge. “Treasure that luck.”
Sora glanced sideways at Marik, a furrow to her brow. No doubt, the little Fīfrildi tasted her superior’s loneliness. No doubt, she tasted her sorrow.
“What has transpired?” Sora asked in a low tone of voice.
“Only life, Sora,” Marik told her. “You have news for me?” she asked, changing the subject deftly.
Sora flicked a glance around the courtyard. They had not raised a silencing ward. To do so would be to invite too much attention. As it was, most of those who had been watching them had returned their attention to more frivolous actions. Some would no doubt be keeping an eye on Marik and Sora; the Champion’s maids. But their conversation was as private as they could make it without calling on magic to aid them.
“The west wing is experiencing a harsh and bitter draft,” Sora told Marik. “Not one but two cracks in the windows, we suspect. Perhaps a glazier would be effective in remedying the chill that invades the main corridor in those parts.”
The words were almost nonsensical, but Marik understood their intention. There was trouble for the Fīfrildi who worked the west wing of the castle. Two separate parties were involved. It could mean two separate Fīfrildi or two separate bullies. It didn’t matter. It was now Marik’s task to investigate and offer assistance to the Fīfrildi in trouble.
“I shall arrange a glazier then,” Marik replied. “Good day to you, Sora.”
“Good day, Marik,” Sora replied. Her attention was soon back on the Hyrða in the pages of her story. At least, part of it would be.
Another part of Sora’s attention would be on the courtyard at large.
Marik rose and walked sedately away from her charge; her liaison with the castle’s Fīfrildi. Marik now stood on the precipice of a vast canyon. Every step she took was watched by those who would as soon see her tumble as would push her to her doom. It was best if she were one step removed from the majority of those she sought to protect.
Sora was her conduit. A dangerous role to be sure, but one the little Fīfrildi gladly undertook. Marik could not be more proud of her underling.
And more worried for her safety.
Things had changed in the castle but some things seemed to always remain the same.
Smiðr and Dómr watched her depart. When the weight of their accusatory stares became almost too much to bear, her Hyrða escorts stepped out of the shadows and surrounded her. In the next breath, they had left the courtyard for the dimmer but not necessarily safer confines of the castle’s corridors.
In silence, they headed toward the west wing of the castle.
Well, the silence lasted several lengths but was eventually broken by the lieutenant of the squad.
“The west wing has been a problem before,” he remarked.
He stood taller than Marik by over a foot or more, his body wide enough to crowd her in the corridor. As uncomfortable as his nearness was, Marik had to admit she liked the size of him. His grizzled face, a face only a Móðir could love, conveyed experience and the type of age that Marik, herself, was intimately familiar with.
The lieutenant was not a commander, so his ambitions had not been cutthroat during his career. But his career had been a long one, Marik was certain. It took a lot of centuries for a fairy to show such age. And a certain perverse attitude to show such damage.
The lieutenant wore his scars proudly. It favoured him to Marik. She did not, of course, show that favour.
“Yes,” she said, eyes staring forward and not straying to the male at her side. “It is Lord Boleth’s domain.”
The lieutenant was not shy in studying her. He did that a lot, Marik realised. And not in a disparaging way. He stared at Marik as if she were a puzzle and he planned to work her out. She had not meant to intrigue him, but they had spent days and days in each other’s company now, it was inevitable that they would both become intrigued by the other eventually.
“I thought he had learned his lesson.”
“He is Smiðr, Lieutenant. I do not believe them capable of learning a damn thing.”
The lieutenant let out a short, sharp bark of laughter. It sounded rusty as if he did not have occasion often to laugh. Marik liked that about him. He was serious like her. He was dedicated like her. He did not often lower his guard as she did not often — or ever — lower hers.
It was why they both tensed at the same time, neither unaware of their surroundings despite the distraction of the other. Immediately, with a flick of his wrist, the lieutenant had his squad fanned out, their Sverðs in their hands, their feet positioned correctly, their magic swelling on the air.
Around the corner of the corridor they traversed, a group of six Dómr appeared. They wore similar clothes and carried themselves differently than a courtier normally would. Arrogance reached Marik’s tongue. She licked her lips, her eyes narrowing. An arrogant Dómr was not unusual, but a group of them arrogant all at once?
It did not take magic to know who these courtiers were. Or who they belonged to. No, Boleth had not learned his lesson. And neither had his Dómr.
“State your business in this section of the castle,” the leader said.
The words had been directed at Marik, but it was the lieutenant who stepped forward to face the brunt of the Caste Police’s glare.
“Hyrða business. Step aside.”
“There is no reason for the Hyrða to be here. This section of the castle is well in hand.” The leader stared down at Marik. “No Fīfrildi walks these corridors without a pass. Show me yours, Kerling.”
So, this was the draft from the cracks in the window. But why two cracks and not just one? They had no right to do this, of course. The Caste Police had been deemed unlawful. Their actions here were illegal as per orders of the Monarch.
“Well, Fīfrildi?” the leader asked.
“You owe her a boon,” the lieutenant pointed out.
The leader jerked where he stood. The Dark Dance of Canon still existed, even if Marik and Sora had eased their adherence to it. To most Dökkálfa, however, it was still the cornerstone of their beliefs. Even those breaking the law adhered to the Dark Dance.
The group of Dómr all took a step back as one. The Hyrða, of course, took a step forward.
The standoff had already been won.
But that did not mean the Caste Police could not deliver a final message.
“You will be watched, Kerling. Be sure your business here is worth the effort.”
“Oh, trust me, Dómr,” Marik spat back. “It is far more worthy than you are.”
He almost stepped forward again, but the lieutenant let out a low growl of warning, bunching his muscles and raising the tip of his Sverð.
In one quick breath, the group of Dómr turned on their heels and made haste their escape.
“May the goddess guide you,” Marik couldn’t help but call out to their backs.
They did not offer the obligatory reply, but Marik was certain they thought it.
May the Champion protect you.
The lieutenant turned to look at Marik. “And you, Marik,” he said with a beguiling smile.
What in all of Álfeimr was Marik to do with that?




Chapter three







The False King

Boleth


The whispers were getting louder. He tried to ignore them but they were persistent. Sometimes, in their eagerness, they whispered over each other, and their voices melded into a truly divine sound. Lord Boleth thought, then, that he was hearing the urgings of the Old Gods.
Divinity ran through his veins.
And only his veins, because no one else seemed to hear the divine beings.
He’d been gods-touched, he was sure. His path had been consecrated with their blessing. His goals had been blessed with their favour. Only he could return Dökkálfa to its former glory.
Not the false king. Not the pretender. The usurper.
But Lord Boleth, a Smiðr of worth. 
He hadn’t sought the throne for himself, but in the end, who could he place there? Who could do what needed to be done? He’d always operated from the shadows, from behind the fairy that ruled. He’d been an oft-used advisor to Queen Sofiq. Even in the last stages of her madness, he’d done what he could from behind the scenes to mitigate the damage to his treasured Álfeimr.
He was a Warrior of Nut. The goddess’ chosen. It was time to step out of the shadows and rule.
He of all fairies would rule wisely; he knew this. Because he of all fairies had never sought the crown until he had no choice but to don it. It was not greed that fuelled his desires. It was righteousness and worthiness and his unadulterated love of Dökkálfa.
He would make a fine king.
But first, he must deal with the usurper.
He crossed his private chambers, ignoring the looks his mate gave him. She did not hear the voices either. She was inferior and had been a mistake. She hadn’t provided him with an heir and a king required an heir.
It was then that he knew the time had come.
He didn’t hesitate. He turned and smiled down at his wife. For a moment, she was nonplussed and then she offered a tentative smile in return. Simple being that she was thought he, a chosen of their goddess, favoured her. He cupped her cheek, stared into her green eyes.
She’d been of fine blood. A good family. But she was barren of womb and barren of mind. She did not understand what he had been called to do. She did not understand him.
He could not trust another to this task. As he reached into his jacket pocket, his eyes holding his mate’s prisoner, he realised he’d been contemplating this action for weeks. He’d taken steps to ensure it could not be traced to him. He’d also preemptively contained the mate-bond link, almost severed it in fact. That had hurt. But he was chosen and the goddess gave him the strength to accomplish such a feat.
His mate must have noticed, but the dim-witted being that she was, she had ignored the signs.
Until it was too late.
He gripped her chin, lifted her lips towards his as if to kiss them, watched as her pupils dilated. She didn’t see the Taufr. She didn’t see his free hand raise it to the side of her head. She didn’t see anything she didn’t want to see. He’d trained her well, but she was not a chosen.
The charm did what it had been designed to do. It stole her will to live, it took her courage. He did not bother to taste it. He had tasted enough of this creature. He watched as the light dimmed in her eyes. Then he removed the charm, placing it inside his pocket and withdrawing a blade.
He handed the dagger to his mate and stepped back.
“You know what to do,” he told her and then turned on his heel and left the room.
He closed the door to their chambers with a soft click. He didn’t wait to hear her cry of pain or the sound of her body slumping to the floor. He didn’t wait because it was better if he were seen elsewhere.
He met a Fīfrildi in the grand hallway.
“The Lady Boleth is feeling unwell this morning,” he told the little fairy. “Leave her be until luncheon.”
“Yes, my Lord,” the fairy replied, head bowed, eyes on the floor as they should be.
“I trust my guest has arrived,” he said levelly, careful not to ask a question.
“The Lady Analor awaits you in the sitting room, my Lord.”
Boleth nodded; a way to thank the fairy for her service without actually saying the words. This particular Fīfrildi was new to the household, as much of his staff was these days. But so far, she had given him no reason to punish her.
There would be refreshments waiting in the parlour. The fire would have been fed. The room would be exactly how he would expect it to be, and the Fīfrildi would not enter it again unless he called for her. This one might even last a month at the rate she was going.
Feeling inordinately pleased with the way the morning was progressing, he made his way into the front sitting room to begin phase two of his plan.
Lady Analor did not rise as he entered, which was fitting. He offered a bow to her, accepted her hand, placed a kiss on the back of it, and then took the seat just off to her side. The fire was warm and the room welcoming, the fairy sitting before him was a vision in the deepest of purples; almost black. 
It was a colour the Umskipti wore and one now in popular demand with the fashionable Dökkálfa fairies. Boleth did not approve of it. They had always worn black; this was just one example of the many changes the changeling had brought to Court. He had not expected Analor of all fairies to don the colour, but then, she had a knack for showing a face fairies would expect to see while hiding her true emotions.
He liked that about her. He liked the way the dress cupped her curves more.
With a lascivious lick of his lips and sweep of his eyes over her bosom, he crossed his leg over his knee and sat back in his chair, a soft smile on his face he knew the ladies liked.
“My Lord Boleth,” Analor intoned in greeting.
“My dearest Lady Analor,” he replied.
If she was surprised at the familiarity, she did not show it. Analor was a consummate actress. A perfect partner in crime.
Not that Boleth believed himself committing a crime, of course. But he did fancy himself the star of his own production and what better character to portray to this young female than one of daring, dashing and perhaps just a little naughty.
Analor studied him for a moment and then started to pour the tea. Already she had taken on the role of the female of the house. It stirred something possessive inside of him. It stirred something hungry.
He licked his lips again and tasted his own desire. Analor would taste it too. He was not hiding it in the slightest.
Her eyes met his as she handed him his cup and saucer. Their fingers touched and in that brief connection, Boleth could have sworn a spark ignited.
He wanted her badly. But he had never let his base desires rule him. There was more at stake here than a tumble on the sitting room floor.
Although he would have that too before the day was out.
“You have news for me,” he said, taking a sip of the tea. “I have news also to impart.”
“Then by all means, my Lord,” Analor encouraged. Her attention was all for him. Her eagerness to hear what he had to say was apparent. She fed that hunger inside him. She made him hunger more for her.
She was a clever fairy, Lady Analor. Well schooled in all the forms of seduction. Perhaps this encounter would not be as difficult as he had feared. Perhaps, she too saw the benefit of their union.
Of course, she did. She was gods-chosen as well.
“The Caste Police have secured this wing of the castle,” he told her. “One or two minor incidents have occurred. One, in particular, that may need further attention.”
“Further attention,” Analor repeated. Not a question. But nearly so.
She lured him in. If he allowed her too free a rein, she might entrap him. He could not have that. Clever and blessed she may be, but she would never be in charge of this operation.
“Tell me what you have heard,” he instructed.
She took the instruction well, even if she recognised the tactic for what it was. Analor allowed him his control and in that instance, he could not have wanted her more.
Was that her plan? Was this still the manipulation? Or the capitulation? She was a delightful puzzle that thrilled him to the core.
“The Umskipti’s maids are at the centre of the rebellion,” she told him. And even though he knew she hated the changeling with a bitter hatred, she did not let that hatred show in her tone. A consummate performer. A perfect mate.
His eyes darted toward the ceiling where he knew his own mate had passed away. The mate-bond was completely gone now and he had barely felt a thing, so inured to its absence he had become. That shouldn’t have been possible, but the goddess had given Boleth much, and one such thing had been the ability to shut off emotions, reactions, the body’s natural response to stimuli of any description.
He was master of his own body now. He could choose to feel the loss or choose to feel his hunger for the fairy before him.
He chose Analor as he had chosen her for the usurper’s mate.
It was fortuitous that Aliath had not accepted the offering. His loss and Boleth’s gain.
“We always knew the Umskipti would prove troublesome,” he told his soon-to-be new mate. “Her maids are doing her bidding. I wonder what would hurt the changeling more? Killing them or simply maiming them?”
“We are to forgo the Dark Dance, then?” Analor asked. She did not wait for a reply. “I foresee two problems, my Lord. Killing them could create martyrs of them. Maiming them could simply give them better focus. Either option carries great risk.”
“But great reward also,” Boleth replied.
Analor nodded and took a sip of her tea.
“For now, we simply watch them,” Boleth decided. There was no point asking for trouble. His Caste Police could contain them for a time, at least.
“I have a suggestion,” Analor announced.
“Do tell, my dear,” Boleth encouraged.
“For what we — you — plan, we must discredit the King.”
“The usurper,” Boleth corrected.
Analor did not hesitate. “The usurper,” she agreed. “I suggest we run a propaganda campaign. I have access to a printing press, one hidden away in a dark corner of the castle.” Placing her teacup on the table between them, neither Analor nor Boleth saw the liquid tremble as the castle rumbled beneath their feet. “A smear campaign,” she said with a devilish grin that almost had Boleth panting.
“I like it.”
“Upset the Court and you upset the King.”
He did not bother to correct her again, but his lightning-quick anger at her for not using the correct term for Aliath made the voices inside his head louder, suddenly. It was jarring.
“My Caste Police will assist as well,” he told her, blocking the incessant whispers out, valiantly. “Perhaps guarding this wing is not enough any longer. I will have them run campaigns of their own; hit and run campaigns, so to speak, into other areas of the castle. If they harass the Fīfrildi then the Hyrða will be kept busy the castle over. With them out of the way, no one will see what your little propaganda campaign is doing to the Smiðr and Dómr.”
He thought, perhaps, that Analor did not approve of him calling her campaign little, but she did not show the emotion he briefly tasted on the air and she simply said, “A brilliant plan, my Lord.”
She’d learn to contain those reactions. He’d take great delight in training her to his satisfaction. He had failed with his former mate but also learned much in the failure. He’d been too soft-hearted. Too enamoured with their mate-bond. That would not happen again.
Now he could control how his body reacted to stimuli, he could ignore any bond formed between himself and Analor, and twist her mind to better suit his needs. She would not be malleable, he knew this. She would not be easy to manipulate. But therein lay the challenge.
And Boleth did so enjoy a good challenge.
He considered mentioning his latest report from his spies informing him of Lord Martik’s betrayal. Of the meeting, the Head of the Church of the Old Gods had had with the Herra of the Hár Lords. The betrayal cut deep. It incensed him. Martik had offered unconditional support to the Herra, which meant he had sided with the usurper king.
But there would be time to discuss the entirety of his intelligence with his new mate after they mated. For now, he wished to progress this meeting to a more desirable conclusion.
Licking his lips again, he placed his empty teacup on the table, and lounged back in his chair, studying her.
“I believe we have an enactable plan,” he said.
“Yes, my Lord. I believe we do.” Vengeance was her fuel; he tasted her desire for it. Perhaps her desire for him would have been better, but he could use her desire to gain revenge on the usurper to suit his needs.
“My circumstances are changing,” he told her, cryptically. “Our circumstances could change together, my Lady.”
She cocked her head to the side in a coquettish fashion that had him hardening.
Then her eyes flicked up to the ceiling, flicked up to where Boleth’s former mate lay deceased.
“I think I understand,” she told him, green eyes blazing.
“You and I could achieve so much together, Lady Analor.”
“We could.”
“We will.”
She smiled encouragingly.
He spread his legs, settled into his seat more comfortably, and then crooked a finger at her.
“First, I must know of our compatibility,” he murmured, running a palm over his erection in blatant invitation.
“Oh,” she said, smirking. She slid off her seat and onto her knees. “I am sure you will have no complaints in that regard, my Lord.”
For the next wee while, he did not hear the voices, he did not hear his servants’ discovery of his mate’s inert form in their boudoir overhead. All he heard were his rough breaths as Analor did his bidding and the sweet sound of her capitulation as he forced her to do it in a fashion that fed his hunger, again and again, and again.  




Chapter four







Last Stand

Lorec


It was the twentieth time the Valkyries had attacked. Prince Lorec did not know why they had only attacked twenty times so far when he and his battalion of Hyrða had been here many more days than that. He could only put it down to the enchantments that chained them to Valhalla.
Isoleth had clearly increased the charms that bound Odin to this place and in doing so, tightened the bonds on her daughters also.
The Valkyrjur were not happy with their mother. They were also not happy with him, but then, he could hardly blame them. He was attempting to break into their castle. His sole purpose for being here in this gods-forsaken realm was to contain the God of War; to prevent his wife and mate from releasing him.
Dökkálfa could not stand against both Isoleth and Odin together. Even though rot consumed Ljósálfar daily, if the Mad Queen and the Forgotten King were reunited, Dökkálfa’s chances of winning the war would be greatly diminished.
That was why he was here after all. That was the task the castle had set him. Redemption, Dökkálfa believed. For Lorec, though, it was much clearer than that.
He loved Dökkálfa, perhaps the only true love he had ever had. He would die defending it. And if his path was one of treachery and lies, then so be it. He would walk it willingly.
The soft scuff of booted feet approached him, the only sound the sub-commander made on the rocky path Lorec stood on. And even then, Lorec was fairly sure, Shabir had made the sound so as to warn him of her approach.
Everything the female did was calculated and, it must be said, militant. Goran had trained her well.
He pushed thoughts of Third Battalion’s commander aside and turned to face the fairy’s replacement. None of the Hyrða here called Lorec Commander. They awaited Goran’s return or theirs to him. In the meantime, they followed Shabir’s command, who in turn took direction from Lorec.
It was not how Lorec would have liked their relationship to go, but the fact they had not killed him yet was promising.
He checked the last vestiges of the enchantment he’d laid on the battalion as Shabir drew closer. It still doggedly clung to her aura, but no one could control Hyrða for long. It required too much magic, and although Lorec had a deep well of Dökkálfa magic to call on now, it had reached the point where he could not sustain both the enchantment of the battalion and ward them all from Odin’s daughters’ efforts.
Green flashed brilliantly in Shabir’s eyes. She’d sensed the enchantment by now. She knew he’d duped them in some fashion, but as yet, she had not worked out how.
He smiled ruefully to himself and offered a nod of greeting to the sub-commander. She slowed her approach, her eyes darting all over the pathway and cliff face around them. The Valkyrjur would not reach him here. His wards were too good. Dökkálfa’s wards were too good, he reluctantly corrected.
The Valkyries were simply stabbing in the dark.
“They have not grown stronger,” Shabir said in way of greeting, which was not a greeting at all. “But their anger increases.”
“They know we’re here, but cannot find us,” Lorec replied, forcing his gaze away from the striking image of elemental beauty beside him.
They watched the Valkyries’ futile attempts silently for a while.
“My scout has found what he believes is a hidden access into the castle.” Her scout, not his, not even theirs.
It irked him but not as much as her proximity to his body did.
“It will be another well-warded accessway,” he told her.
“Yet, you will insist we attempt to use it.”
”Isoleth may not be here yet, Shabir, but she will be coming. Her plan is to free Odin and gain his support by offering him Dökkálfa. We have no choice but to prepare as best we can to contain him and thwart her. Any chance to gain access to the castle, we must take.”
“He is the God of War. He will not fall for his wife’s madness again.”
“But therein lies the rub, sub-commander. God of War. Not just a fallen god, but a fallen god who thrives on battle. What better enticement could his mate give him than the freedom to fight again?”
Shabir stilled and turned her regal face toward him. He did not notice the green skin anymore. He did not notice the chain mail or the Bogi and Sverð. All he saw was the most intriguing female he had ever had the pleasure of meeting. A strength of character unparalleled by any, an athletic form he longed to touch, a sharp mind that could cut his in half if she desired it.
He shifted on his feet as his arousal became more obvious.
Shabir inhaled, licked her lips, and then flicked an arched brow at him. The strike felt as keen as a blade.
“You owe me a boon, Prince Lorec.”
“At times of war...” he began.
She offered a smirk. His cock thickened. He took a step toward her. She didn’t draw her sword, so he took courage in the fact his advances might this time be welcomed.
A light tinkling of laughter filled the air around them, then. They both stilled.
Ah, there was the Sverð. Thankfully, not held to his throat, but at the ready for the Valkyrja who had laughed at them. She must have been close. Unexpected.
“We need to move,” he said.
“No,” Shabir countered. “The path back is too treacherous. It is better if we hold our ground.”
“Oh yes, please do hold your ground,” the Valkyrie sang.
“Hold your ground.”
“Hold your ground.”
“Hold your ground.”
They had found them.
“Easy,” Shabir whispered, activating a charm on her sleeve that would call the battalion to them.
“The more the merrier, Hyrða. There may be only twelve of us and many more of you, but this is our backyard you have wandered into.”
“You know why we are here,” Lorec said loudly.
“The prince who is not a prince speaks,” the Valkyrie taunted.
“Oh, dear cousin,” Lorec murmured. “I am very much still a Prince of Dökkálfa.”
He felt her touch then. Not a physical touch, the Valkyrie was still some distance away. But Lorec felt the magical touch of one of the Light Fey. It made his skin crawl; so familiar was it; so similar to this fairy’s mother. It did not promise endless release and pleasure, but the taste of it was too close to that of Isoleth’s for him to be able to breathe freely.
A green-skinned hand landed on his shoulder and grounded him. He reached for it automatically. Perhaps under different circumstances, Shabir would have sliced his hand off at the wrist for such impertinence. But the Third’s sub-commander was very astute and she had made connections as to Lorec’s treatment at the hands of Isoleth that he did not feel comfortable with.
Shabir allowed Lorec the luxury of gripping her hand, of centring himself with her touch.
“He speaks the truth,” the Valkyrie said.
“The truth.”
“The truth.”
“The truth.”
“He is Dökkálfa’s chosen.”
Shabir’s eyes met his; a question there, he was not prepared to answer. Yes, Aliath had cast him out of the castle and the Dark Fey lands. But the castle had welcomed him back again.
Only if he succeeded in this.
He saw the understanding there in those glowing green orbs that sucked him in. He saw the comprehension in her very sharp mind. She did not remove her hand from his shoulder, nor from his own hand that gripped it like a lifeline.
“It does not matter, little princeling,” the Valkyrie said in her singsong voice. “You trespass in Valhöll.”
“The Mad Queen comes,” he said. “I will not allow her to release your father from his imprisonment.”
“We trade one jailer for another, then?” The Ljósálfar did not care for the Dark Dance of Canon. They were free to ask questions without the threat of incurring debt. It had been a harsh lesson for Lorec to learn whilst confined to Isoleth’s tent. But learn it, he did.
Among other things.
“There is no need for us to fight, cousin,” Lorec told the Valkyrie. “My battle does not have to be with Valhalla.”
“And yet you wish to enter our domain and chain us just as surely as our mother.”
She was not wrong. But having access to the castle proper would ensure Isoleth could not break Odin free. It was one thing to stand guard on the outside, an entirely different thing to be in command of the castle’s protections from within.
“I merely wish to thwart your mother,” Lorec supplied.
The Valkyrie laughed and Lorec felt the fairy’s magic stir. It rose on the desolate winds of this place, it crept through the crevices in the rocks, it whispered sweet nothings in his ear, it stroked his arm, his chest, his cock.
He gritted his teeth, fisted his hands; realised he’d let go of Shabir.
Shabir, however, had not let go of him. Her body pressed against him, the curves and dips so enticing. Her hot breath coated the side of his neck. Her powerful arms wrapped around him. One hand made its merry way down his torso toward his crotch.
Oh, how he wanted with every fibre in his body to let her continue her discoveries of him. To let her hand reach its goal and fondle him. Fondling would surely lead to something more. Something more was all he could think about for one brief, excruciating yet perfect moment.
He almost succumbed to the moment. He almost gave in to his baser needs. He was rock hard, shaking with want. He could taste Shabir’s desire on his lips. Goddess, she tasted good.
But underneath that desire was the taint of Ljósálfar. Thankfully, none of the rot of their Queen. The Valkyries hadn’t been poisoned by their mother yet. But the taint of Ljósálfar cleared Lorec’s mind enough for him to pull on the castle’s magic deep within him, and shatter the enchantment the Valkyrjur were weaving.
He gently pushed Shabir aside, coating her with a small fraction of some of the magic at his command. She sucked in a breath of air, shook her head, and then murder rolled over her stunning eyes.
“Hold that thought,” he told her. 
Then he stepped forward; not that the Valkyries had reached them yet. They were still chained to the castle, only their magic wandered the bleak mountainside of Valhalla. But the distance, the symbolism of taking that step, helped Dökkálfa’s magic sever the Valkyries’ hold on them. It freed them both to fight back.
“Send a squad down that hidden access,” he murmured, his eyes for the mountainside before him and not the beautiful Hyrða at his back. “I’ll distract them.”
“Yes, my Lord,” Shabir replied; a title she had not used for days. She sent her orders to her battalion but stayed at his back. Stayed to support him? To protect him?
It didn’t matter. He liked having her near.
“Your magic is clean, little sisters,” Lorec called out to the darkness. “I taste Ljósálfar and only Ljósálfar. You are to be commended.”
Silence met his words, but he could almost feel the weight of their attention, hear the whirring of their thoughts.
“Perhaps your mother has done you a favour,” he went on, assessing the shadows, keeping an eye on the dark. “Although, I doubt that was her plan at all.”
Nothing, but he sensed them there; just out of reach; waiting, watching.
“You should not be so eager to leave the sanctity of your castle,” he told Odin’s daughters. “But when she comes, can you hold her back? Do you even know what she has become?”
The silence thickened, took on a weight that felt indescribable to him. A presence that could mean only one thing.
“I offer an accord,” he said, swallowing dryly. Magic hung in the air, thick and magnificent and daunting. “I will help protect you from your mother.”
He held his breath. In the ringing silence, he heard Shabir’s heartbeat. Slightly elevated, but still a steadying rhythm he could set his own heartbeat to.
“WHAT DO YOU SPEAK OF, PRINCELING?” a thunderous voice rang out in the dark.
Lorec fell to one knee; he had little choice in the matter. He had never met Odin, of course. For millennia the Forgotten King had been imprisoned in Valhalla. But he heard stories of his might, of his magic. Many assumed his title of God of War was a false one. No one doubted the Light Fey King’s prowess in battle, but to be called a god?
None believed him such, and yet, right then, faced with the unimaginable weight of such power, Lorec knew instinctively that Odin had at one time been a god.
How had Isoleth trapped him? How had he allowed himself to be trapped? It could have been as simple as holding the lives of his daughters over his head. Or it could be that he had been diminished somehow by taking the form of a fairy.
It didn’t matter in the end, not to Lorec. Right then, he knew what he was up against. What he fought to contain, to prevent from escaping Isoleth’s imprisonment.
He had no choice. He would make his stand here. He would not let Odin pass.
“They have breached the tunnel’s barrier,” Shabir whispered behind him. “They enter the hidden access now.”
Lorec nodded his head but kept his attention on the power that promised his death.
“I speak of your wife, Odin, God of War, Forgotten King of the Ljósálfar. I speak of Queen Isoleth.”
“YOU SPEAK LIES.”
Lorec pulled himself to his feet, lifted his chin and squared his shoulders. “I am Dökkálfa! I do not lie!”
Silence. Chilling and filled with threat.
Then it was gone. Simply gone. Vanished as if it were never there. Lorec searched the immediate vicinity but saw none of Isoleth’s creatures, none of those he thought might once have belonged to Odin, the King.
For all intents and purposes, Prince Lorec and Third Battalion were alone.
Then Shabir grunted.
Lorec spun toward her, but she had not been attacked. Not that he could see, anyway. He reached for her, grasping her shoulder, grounding her as she had only just been grounding him.
“They did not make it,” she murmured on a groan of despair. “The tunnel collapsed.”
Odin’s doing? A trap laid long ago by Isoleth?
Lorec stared up at the castle, at Valhalla just there. So close and yet so far away; just out of reach.
They couldn’t breach it. The more Hyrða he threw at the wards, the more fairies he would condemn to death. Lorec, Prince of Dökkálfa was many things but callous with life was not one of them.
He sucked in a breath of air and then let it out slowly.
“So be it,” he said. “We make our stand here.”
“So be it,” Shabir repeated, the taste of her relief and gratitude on the air.
“Make camp, sub-commander,” he told her. “Fortify our position.”
“Yes, Commander,” she said.




Chapter five







Old Friends

Kara


The smell of horse manure and well-worn leather met my nostrils. The scuff of booted feet and the clink of chain mail met my ears. A row of sun-dappled green-skinned Hyrða stood before me, lined up in perfect rows, covering the castle’s forecourt.
I walked along the front row of soldiers, my skirt hem swishing through fresh hay, a golden aura settling about me. Dagar, the Herra of the Hár Lords, walked one step behind me. This had been his idea, but Aliath had approved it. An inspection of the troops by their Champion. A morale booster, apparently.
Every Hyrða here stood to attention and awaited my approval. How had this happened? How had I become a general in Dökkálfa’s war?
The forecourt paving stones rumbled beneath my feet, the castle laughed at my naivety.
Fey-touched, it said in its raspy voice. Goddess-touched, it whispered, knowingly. Skilja Fairy, it said in a tone of voice that spoke of awe and respect, and not the usual Smiðr or Dómr disgust and derision.
Although, some of the Dómr had been less opinionated lately.
I stopped before a tall Hyrða and took in his regal bearing. He wore his warrior garb proudly, his spine straight, his broad shoulders back, his chin lifted. Sunlight glinted off his chain mail and Sverð. He had a small flower woven into his uniform; a gift from a lover maybe. A soldier’s token to help him remember better things when the ugliness of battle surrounded him.
How could this warrior not be considered an equal to a king? He fought with as much honour. He sacrificed as much as royalty. He loved his country, his people, their freedom. He, like Dökkálfa’s monarch, spent time — a millennium, perhaps or maybe he was born during Ljósálfar captivity like Aliath had been — devoid of magic, locked in a slumbering castle. 
There should be no caste system in Dökkálfa. There should be no stigma to being a Hyrða or a Fīfrildi. Dark Fey should honour these soldiers, treasure their housemaids, respect their courtiers. The aristocracy held them all in their rightful place and refused to relinquish any control over them. I despised them. I wanted to vilify them.
Instead, I settled my wings and let my magic touch each and every one of these brave soldiers before me; blessed them in the only way I could. Showed them the respect they deserved.
“What is your name, warrior?” I asked the Hyrða before me. A thrum of surprise swept through the ranks. Dagar shifted uncomfortably on his feet behind me.
Still, they refused to ask questions without incurring debt. But I would gladly owe this soldier a boon. I would owe them all a boon before this war was out. I could offer them no less honour than my debt.
“Karvith, my Lady,” the fairy finally said. 
“You are a fine representation of the Hyrða, Karvith,” I told him. “Walk proud, fight sure, and breathe freely.”
He fell to one knee, a hand fisted across his chest, head bowed. I leaned forward and touched his shoulder, my wings flaring out behind me. Golden light spilt across the soldier, flowing out over all of the fairies present in the courtyard.
They thought I offered them some divine blessing. They thought I touched them with divinity. But I am not a goddess, merely a human turned Fey. Magic stirred within me, certainly; the castle’s and my own. And yes, maybe, a little of the Old God who had helped make me.
As well as a touch of Ljósálfar. I disliked that I had Light Fey magic within me. But the castle assured me its presence was important. With war looming between the Dark Fey and the Light, I thought perhaps Dökkálfa had a point. How I would use this advantage was, so far, beyond me. But I would not ignore that small parcel of Ljósálfar.
I stepped back from the still kneeling fairy and assessed the rest of the ranks.
“You are ready,” I told them. “You are strong of mind and heart. May the goddess bless you.”
They all thumped an arm across their chest, their chain mail clanking, their gauntlets offering a loud, echoing boom as they met their chest plates in a resounding crash. A warrior’s show of respect in return.
I looked at Dagar and nodded my head, and then I swept from the forecourt, wishing I could wear a decent pair of pants and not copious folds of material making up a female-appropriate dress.
There were many things about Álfeimr that I loved. The magic for one. The land and its history; both good and bad. The fairies. I loved it all, but I could do without the archaic notion that females should be dressed in finery that impeded movement and men should be the only ones wearing anything practical.
I glanced over my shoulder as I exited the forecourt. There were female Hyrða in amongst those ranks and they didn’t have to dress in stupid frocks. They wore chain mail and carried swords. I smiled to myself and continued walking. Time to really put the cat amongst the pigeons. I was going to get Marik to make me warrior garb. Perhaps not quite like the Hyrða. They were very proud of being what they were and I didn’t want to step on any toes. But I was sure she could come up with something warrior/Champion/mate-to-the-King appropriate.
Thoughts of Aliath conjured him as if he’d been called by my heart from the ether. The Dökkálfa King slipped into step beside me. He wore his usual clothing; tight fitted tan pants tucked into knee-high leather boots, a Sverð belted at his narrow hips, a white blouse tucked into the pants. In a very Fey showing of flesh, his shirt was open at the collar, displaying a generous portion of his expansive chest. Light glinted off the jewellery that adorned his pointed ears, his long silver-blond hair hung down his back, green blazed from his eyes as he met my gaze.
“Do you see something you like, minn elska?”
“You know I do. Stop fishing for compliments.”
He smirked at that. “How find you the battalions?”
“I find them well. They are ready.”
“One is never quite ready for war, my love. But as Dökkálfa’s warriors, they are more ready than most.”
I nodded in understanding. The Fey fought battles in an unusual way. It involved challenges and feints, and a heck of a lot of sitting around waiting, all wrapped up in a ritualistically organised fashion.
Technically, we’d declared war on Ljósálfar by crossing the border with a battalion. But we only crossed the border because Isoleth stole our Lesser Fey and enticed us with dragons. Now that war had been declared, however, the next move belonged to the Ljósálfar. We simply had to sit around and wait to see what that was. If we struck next, we would be in breach of the rules.
And when it came to war, even the Ljósálfar liked rules.
I wasn’t entirely sure if they’d follow them, but Aliath and Dagar refused to attack without further provocation. I wanted to get on with this, to storm their battlements or whatever they call them, and wipe the evil bitch from the face of Álfeimr.
Balance, the castle warned me.
Yeah, yeah, I replied, rather petulantly it must be said.
“I have freed up some time this morning,” Aliath suddenly said, drawing me from my musings. A much more pleasant focus to have.
“What will you do with it, your Majesty?”
“I wondered if you’d care to join me for breakfast.”
I knew exactly what his idea of breakfast would be. And part of me was all on board with that particular plan. Even standing this close to him was doing strange and wonderful things to my body. We hadn’t made love in some time. Mainly that was due to me thinking that any sex might lead to the BIG sex, the one that mated us completely.
We would mate, I knew that now. I knew Aliath would settle for nothing less. But the Court was not ready. Not yet. Maybe never. I had to hope, though, that one day we could convince them I was a worthy Queen to Aliath’s King. He’d indicated he’d make me Queen regardless, but despite that bravado, I knew he’d put Dökkálfa first.
Still, I missed the sex. The sex was so damn good. Even thinking about the sex had my body tingling and my breaths coming in shallow gasps. Aliath picked up on the signals, of course. He’s a freaking fairy; they smell desire, they can drink it down and dish it out in equal measure.
He rounded on me, then, just as we reached the royal wing of the castle. My rooms had been moved here; an action that had not gone unnoticed by the Court, but because I hadn’t actually moved into Aliath’s chambers themselves, it had been accepted if a little warily by some. I was the Champion of Dökkálfa. On its own, that role made me as much royalty as Aliath’s long lost cousins. I had every right to reside in the royal wing. And thankfully, the Court had finally accepted that I was the Champion.
The wings helped. The golden glow of immense power that surrounded me helped, too. There were still some hold-outs, but most of Dökkálfa had woken to the fact I was its chosen Champion.
Pressing me up against the cool surface of the castle wall, Aliath crowded me in the most delicious fashion. One hand pressed to the bricks beside my head, the other cupping my hip and pulling my body against his. He leaned down and ran his nose along the length of my neck, inhaling.
Then he nibbled on my ear.
That was it. I was done. Mating or not mating, I had denied myself this man’s body long enough. The war could wait. My responsibilities as a new general in the King’s army could wait. Even my role as Champion could bloody well wait for all I cared.
I wanted my man. My fairy. I wanted him so damn much.
Aliath was right there with me, I could tell. Fired up and ready to go. All tightly coiled passion and desire and need and yes, please. Take me now!
Someone cleared their throat behind Aliath.
He stilled. I just about blasted whoever the fairy was with all of my divine-given power.
And then I tasted the amusement and not quite shock but maybe surprise and some measure of happiness mixed in, too, and all of it was familiar to me.
I pushed against Aliath’s chest and he let out a frustrated growl.
“Your timing is atrocious, Hundr,” he said, turning on the interloper.
“Gigi,” I said, seeing my best friend in what felt like years but had probably only been months. I knew Georgia had visited since I’d been exiled here. But she hadn’t been able to visit with me.
This was the first time I’d seen Gigi since she’d left me in Aliath’s care and the first time she would have seen me with my wings.
Georgia’s eyes flashed red briefly and then settled back into a brilliant blue. She smirked at Aliath, but her attention, I could tell, was all on me. Did I glow? Of course, I did. Were my wings extended? I glanced over my shoulder. Yep. Much like Aliath’s inability to keep his reaction to my desire in check, my wings seemed to be up and out in a show of goddess knows what.
Gigi wasn’t an enemy, so maybe it was just a need to show off.
I offered my BFF a self-deprecating smile. She snorted and then turned to the King.
“Funny thing happened,” she said. “Got a telepathic message to come quickly. Sounded like the sky was falling. And what do you know, my portal to Álfeimr activated after being shut down for weeks. But the sky’s not falling that I can see. So, tell me, your Kingliness, why did your castle rush me through customs so quickly and land me right next to you two necking?”
“Watch yourself, Nothus,” Aliath growled threateningly.
“Hey, not my fault Dökkálfa doesn’t want you two to get it on. Take it up with the damn castle, not me.”
“Gigi,” I said again. And then finally crossed the distance between us and wrapped my friend up in a hug.
“Hey, babe,” she said and hugged me back fiercely. “Long time no see. Looks like you’ve been busy. What’s with the golden glow and those freaky wings?”
“They are not freaky!”
Georgia laughed and it loosened something I hadn’t realised was tied in knots inside me.
I remembered Aliath, then, and turned to face him.
“Rain check?” I asked.
“What is a rain check?” he inquired politely. He’d got himself under control again. I loved that about him. Such awesome control but when he let it go, boy, he was stunning. “Minn elska,” he murmured, eyes blazing.
Ooops.
Gigi snorted again. “It means she’ll get down and dirty with you later, dude. Mark it on your calendar and let me and my girl catch up.”
“You do not give orders here,” Aliath said imperiously. I really couldn’t blame him. Georgia was being facetious.
“Cut it out, Gigs,” I said, whacking her on the arm. She rubbed at it, frowning. Maybe I’d hit her harder than I thought. “We’re at war. Things are dicey.”
“Tell her all our secrets, my love,” Aliath muttered, but he didn’t really mean it.
“Oh, come on,” I teased. “I know you two have an accord. I also know that Gigi’s Dark Shadow has promised to help Dökkálfa in this war. Give us an hour to catch up and then you two can hold a super-secret war council meeting or whatever it is you do. And you know, Aliath, that Isoleth could attack at any time, so there’s no point alienating resources.”
“I’m a resource?” Georgia asked as Aliath said, “Of course, my Queen. You speak rationally as always.”
I rolled my eyes at him. He offered a smirk and bow, and then turned on his heel, leaving me alone with Gigi. I stared at my friend as she stared just as blatantly back at me.
“You’ve changed, Kar,” she said softly.
So had she. Her power had grown and there was something my divine-given gift was telling me but I didn’t quite understand. Something that melded Georgia’s aura with someone else’s. But not just someone, someones. It was very confusing. But there was more. She was hiding something, something she didn’t want me to discern.
I didn’t think she realised I could see even that much, and the fact she thought she had to hide something from me hurt. I pushed it all aside, though, because this was Gigi.
“I’ve got wings,” I said, shaking my tail feathers. Well, shaking my wing feathers, at least.
She chortled. But she didn’t expand on what she had acquired. What was it? I felt like I should know what it was I was seeing, but the two auras mixed with her aura messed things up for me. She also didn’t reveal any secrets. Not really surprising, this was Gigi. But if she wasn’t going to tell me, then I wouldn’t push it.
I knew Gigi. My mum always used to say, ‘You can lead a horse to water but you can’t make it drink.’ She was talking about Georgia Deverell when she said that.
If Gigi knew my mum thought of her like a horse, there would be all hell to pay.
“Come on,” I said to my BFF, mixed auras or not, secrets or not. “Let’s go stuff ourselves full of Fey delicacies and catch up.”
“Thought you’d never ask,” Gigs said.




Chapter six







History Repeats

Aliath


My eyes kept straying toward the vase of flowers sitting on the windowsill. Jarviq had never failed to replace the flowers daily. A fresh vase every morning before I even made it out of my chambers. The sweet and familiar scent of honeysuckle met my nose as soon as I walked into my office each day.
At one time, I would have scolded my aide for such impertinence. But with Kara being so reticent to complete the mate-bond before the Court was ready, I had taken solace in the welcoming scent of the blossoms every time I walked in here.
Right now, having had what had appeared a very promising moment interrupted by Georgia, I was grateful for the scent; it soothed me as it relieved a part of me that had grown more and more persistent of late.
Oh, I understood what my mate was trying to do and I applauded her loyalty to Dökkálfa, but goddess, I missed her body, I missed her touch, I missed her. Not that I hadn’t seen my fair share of Kara during the preparations for the next battle. But it wasn’t the same. 
Definitely not the same. One could hardly call it intimate when Dagar was at every bloody meeting.
Still, if this morning was any indication, Kara was just as ready as I was to end this standoff and to Hel with our Court.
The castle grumbled beneath my feet. Not alarmingly, but enough to garner my attention.
“I know,” I said aloud. “Balance in all things. You don’t have to keep saying it.”
The floor settled and the castle gave off a smug sense of satisfaction that I really did wish to smack right off whatever metaphysical face it might possess right then.
I let a long breath out and sat down to read some papers Jarviq had brought in. My mind, however, had other ideas it seemed. I kept thinking back to that embrace, that ... moment in the hallway, the promise it had held. The feel of Kara, the scent of her enhanced by the accompanying scent of the honeysuckle flowers by the window.
Oh, I was a lost cause where it came to my mate, I knew it. I had never thought of myself as a lovestruck fairy. But I had never felt the kind of deep love I had for Kara. The strength of my emotions surprised me even to this day. Álfeimr is a harsh mistress. She demands loyalty.
There have always been changelings, of course, but for millennia the portals to Earth had been well guarded. Only the Síðastr portal remained open for centuries. Long enough for the taking of mortals as Álfeimr demanded. For a fairy to declare themselves in love with a mortal was, therefore, unheard of.
And yet, I neither questioned my love for Kara nor condemned it. And stranger still, neither did Álfeimr.
Returning my attention to the minutiae of running a realm, I managed a good hour of work with only a small and understandable amount of distraction when thoughts of Kara entered my brain. A soft knock sounded out on the door, interrupting my reading. I welcomed the interruption even if the documents before me really did deserve my attention.
“Come,” I intoned.
Jarviq entered and held the door open for Georgia. Usually, he’d give me fair warning, but I had told him I was expecting the Hundr earlier and to show her in immediately upon arrival to my offices.
I stood. Normally, I wouldn’t offer such a concession, but it was not only Georgia I greeted. I was acutely aware that our impending discussion would involve a far older creature than I.
“Aliath,” Georgia greeted.
“Georgia,” I returned. “Please, take a seat. I trust you enjoyed your breakfast.” Not a question, even if we had come to an agreement. I was still very much a Dökkálfa fairy, despite my heart belonging to a Skilja with a blood heritage that rivalled any mix-breed imagined.
“Kara has wings,” Georgia said, taking the offered seat and throwing a leg over the armrest irreverently.
I sat also, well aware that I had placed my desk between us. Not unheard of; I am the King. But also not necessary when meeting with a foreign dignitary. And it must be said, that Georgia Deverell was a foreign dignitary. She represented Earth in a fashion no other could. Lucinda could perhaps, but my connection with the Champion’s Kindred was not the same as my connection with the Nothus.
The Nothus who, until right then, I hadn’t realised carried far more power than she had the last time we had met. She was containing it. Or trying to. But I am the King of Dökkálfa and we were on my land, in my castle. Not much could be hidden from me here.
“Kara is gods-touched,” I told the half-Vampyre/half-Nosferatin. “I’m sure you noted the golden aura.”
“Yep. Christmas baubles got nothing on my girl.”
“You, too, appear to have risen in power,” I ventured. There was no advantage to letting her believe she could dupe me. And maybe she needed a reminder that duping me was a waste of time.
“Caught that, did you?”
“You have Kindred-joined.”
“Yep.”
“The Dark Dream Weaver?”
“Aha.” She did not like me reading her so clearly.
I cocked my head to the side and studied her further. “There is more,” I murmured. “A triumvirate. Ohhh,” I added, “the Master of the City. Well done, little sparrow. Well done indeed.”
“You done?”
“For now.”
“Great. Kara doesn’t know.”
“If you believe Kara cannot see the power gain, then you do not comprehend her own increase in power. Of course, she saw it. She simply waited for you to share the details on your own terms.”
“Not like her lover, though, eh? You just had to show off.”
“You are in my Court, Nothus. What did you expect?”
“Maybe a little respect? But who was I kidding? You’re the fairy I asked to protect my best friend, to offer her asylum from Ljósálfar. But not only did you leave her to flounder amongst the sharks on her own, but you took advantage of the situation and seduced her.”
“Maybe she seduced me.”
“Aliath,” Georgia growled.
I held up my hand, infusing the physical action with magic. Georgia’s teeth clicked shut, her lips pressed into a firm line, her eyes blazed red; the Dark Shadow just as put-out as the Nosferatin.
“She is my mate,” I said succinctly. “You understand the mate-bond, yes? You understand that I had no say in its forming. That neither did Kara. That simple attraction between us sparked an eternal flame and from that ember came everything else. We are in Álfeimr, Georgia. The most magical realm that exists. Nut made us in her image, but she made Álfeimr for all gods to play in. How should I have prevented this from happening?
“How could you ask me to deny myself this beauty, this completion to my soul?”
She stared at me for a long time, but eventually the red in her eyes dimmed and finally, she relaxed again. I wasn’t entirely sure how close I had come to a stake to the heart, but for now, the danger had passed.
The danger that I would have had to retaliate and ruin any chance of gaining vital intelligence for the war from this accord.
“Satisfied?” I forced myself to ask. Asking a question was not easy, but it showed her I was in command again. I was unafraid of owing her a debt.
“Reluctantly,” she mumbled. “But I warn you, Aliath; hurt her and I will hurt you harder.”
“Understood.”
She looked away first. Despite the power she now possessed, in my home, on my land, I possessed more and she wisely recognised it.
“We have much to discuss, I believe,” I said.
“The First Fairy Wars.”
“Yes. The Dark Shadow remembers.”
“She remembers everything.” Said with a Hel of a lot of respect for those memories.
It could not have been easy being Georgia.
“What can the Dark Shadow tell me that will aid me in this war?”
Georgia met my eyes, aware the question cost me. No magic geas activated to bind me to the creature before me, no gong sounded announcing a debt owed. But we both knew the answer to the question was worth a boon on its own.
Especially if it aided us in this war with Isoleth.
“I’ll let her explain,” Georgia said, and then I was facing the Dark Shadow herself.
It is no easy thing to go eye-to-eye with a Warrior of Nut. The vampire-within possessed its own magic, magic I thought might be separate from her vampire-host. Georgia and the Dark Shadow had an unusual relationship. The fact Georgia was half-Nosferatin complicated matters. And I did not think the incomprehensible age of the Dark Shadow helped either.
She had forgotten so much and only recently remembered her experiences. I was sure a turbulent time had been had by all concerned.
“I remember,” the Dark Shadow told me. “But some memories are better left forgotten, young King.”
“I may be young, Warrior, but I am still King.”
She nodded her head, her ancient eyes staring out of the window.
“The clouds, they mask their coming. Thunder rolls when they ride side by side. Rain falls when the God of War weeps. She drinks it down and becomes.”
“What does she become?” I understood the reference to the Valkyrjur. And to Odin, the God of War. It was my belief — unfounded though it might be — that the god fell during the First Fairy Wars. But what did Isoleth become?
What had she become during the First Fairy wars that trapped a god such as Odin in Fey form? And how could knowing this help me?
The Ljósálfar create. And Isoleth is one of its masters. We all knew this. Kara, perhaps, most of all. But how did knowing this change things? I was at a loss. I needed the Dark Shadow to say more.
But like any ancient being, she’d impart knowledge sparingly. Perhaps it was because they saw more possible futures than any other creature. They knew from experience how historical information could be misused. I did not doubt that the Dark Shadow, even now, was attempting to contain things.
That, however, would not help Dökkálfa.
“Tell me something I can use,” I demanded the ancient creature before me. “What did Isoleth become?”
“Frightening,” the vampire-within replied steadily. “Monstrous.”
“How does this help me?”
She blinked and then laughed. The sound of her laughter was chilling. I did not chill easily, but this creature was ancient, older than even my aunt, Sofiq, had been. Older than Isoleth, her sister.
Would that I could instil such fear with laughter. I could simply guffaw at Isoleth and be done with all of this.
“It is obvious, is it not, young King?” the Dark Shadow told me. “Do not let the Mad Queen anywhere near the Fallen God.”
“She is his jailer,” I said, ridiculously. Of course, she was. He’d found a way to break the chains, and had attempted to ascend. But Isoleth could not give up that kind of power, and so she imprisoned him. But simply imprisoning him was not enough; she used divine power to achieve the imprisonment of a god.
She placed Valhöll half in Ljósálfar and half in Elysium. And Nut, for some reason, had allowed it. But that did not detract from the fact that Isoleth held the prison’s key.
The castle rumbled beneath our seats then, but the Dark Shadow did not seem perturbed by Dökkálfa’s interest. In fact, the shell that was Georgia, possessed by a Warrior of Nut, smiled that chilling smile at me, arching a platinum blonde eyebrow in silent question.
What have you done? I enquired of Dökkálfa silently.
What needed to be done, my King.
The castle would not tell me. Would the Dark Shadow?
“Something is already afoot in Valhöll,” I said.
”As Georgia would say, ‘Give the man a gold star.’”
“Facetiousness does not suit you, Warrior.”
“Perhaps, but she does have a way with words.”
I couldn’t help laughing at that. Which was an unusual situation to find myself in. Laughing with the Dark Shadow. Laughing with the last living Warrior of Nut.
I didn’t bother to press any further, Dökkálfa was aware of the situation — possibly responsible for it — and would tell me in due course.
“Without Odin, she will not be as powerful,” I surmised instead.
“The clouds will hide them,” she said cryptically.
If I had hoped to get intelligent intelligence from this ancient creature, I was — as Georgia would say — shit out of luck. I drummed my fingers on the desk before me, the show of frustration interrupted by a soft knock on the door.
Jarviq entered and crossed the space to my side of the desk. Bending down, he placed a pamphlet of some description on the surface before me and said, “These have appeared throughout the castle this morning, my Liege.”
And he brought them to me right now? I glanced up at him, but his eyes were on the Dark Shadow. He did not trust her; I tasted his distrust on the air. Georgia, as an empath, would taste the emotion, too. But Georgia was not here; the Dark Shadow was.
I didn’t completely trust the Dark Shadow either, but Jarviq’s insistence on interrupting the meeting for a trivial matter in order to keep an eye on her did make me want to laugh. As if he could do anything to stop the warrior if she chose to attack.
As if I couldn’t protect myself from such.
I shook my head and glanced down at the pamphlet. Maybe the interruption was not such a bad thing. My show of frustration had been too telling. At least now, I could get myself under control again.
The pamphlet was pure propaganda. Persuasive rhetoric and false promises. All aimed to divide the Court.
“You have business to attend,” the Dark Shadow said.
“I had hoped you had more to supply,” I countered.
“I have said enough.” She stood. “Watch the clouds. Keep Isoleth away from Odin.” Her eyes flickered; red then blue then red again. Georgia was trying to get out. “Our accord has been met, King.”
I wasn’t sure if it had, but Álfeimr clearly did not feel the same way. I felt the magical binds between us sever. As far as Faerie was concerned, the Dark Shadow had held up her end of the bargain.
How disappointing.
“You return to Earth, then,” I said.
“Not quite yet. Georgia, too, has business to attend.”
“Good. She should come clean to Kara.”
The Dark Shadow smiled that chilling smile, and then left the room, not allowing Georgia an opportunity to snark back.
It was only after the ancient warrior had left that I wondered if I had assumed incorrectly. Perhaps Georgia’s business wasn’t with her best friend. But then who would it have been with?
You’ll keep an eye on her? I asked the castle.
She goes nowhere in Dökkálfa I do not watch.
I’m not sure why that answer seemed lacking. I pushed my misgivings aside and concentrated on the pamphlet before me. Jarviq had returned after seeing the Dark Shadow out.
“Delivered the castle over, you say,” I murmured.
“Yes, your Majesty. To every Smiðr and Dómr.”
“They didn’t bother with the Hyrða or Fīfrildi.”
“No point, sire. It is not the Hyrða or Fīfrildi they fear losing, for they never truly had them, did they?”
A question. I glanced up at my aide, but he acted as if he hadn’t just made a monumental blunder. More and more Kara influenced Dökkálfa. And was it so bad? The currency of debt had never been a pleasant undertaking.
Much like the twisting of the caste system; another of my mate’s conquests.
“It seems,” I told my aide, “that Lord Boleth and Lady Analor have not learned their lesson.”
“No, your Majesty. Your orders?”
I grimaced. Was it not bad enough we waged a war? Kara had been right. The Court was not ready. I had to pick my battles. Dökkálfa must come first.
“We watch and we wait.” Jarviq seemed disappointed. I could hardly blame him. “But this is not over,” I promised my aide.
His grin was as chilling as the Dark Shadow’s had been. Almost, anyway.




Chapter seven







Pit Of Vipers

Kara


It had been a long and arduous day. I wasn’t used to this type of work. When I’d been human, I’d made coffee for a living. And okay, so churning out Grande Soy-Milk Cappuccinos and Venti Non-Fat No-Whip Caramel Macchiatos by the dozen wasn’t exactly a walk in the park. But it wasn’t like this, either.
The decisions I made here mattered. The consequences could be dire. I didn’t miss my cafe apron or the scent of roasted coffee beans being ground anymore. But I did kind of miss the no responsibility part of the equation.
My boss back on Earth had been a bit of a tyrant. But I would have given anything right now for Gary to be yelling at me to clean up the spilt oat milk or return the vanilla syrup to the right spot on the flavour tray so everyone could find it. Or even the annoying way he tapped his watch whenever I took too long to get an order out.
Goddess, I missed Gary and his twitchy features. I missed that coffee shop.
My gaze surveyed the Hyrða marching in precision lines across the forecourt before me. This was Sixth Battalion and they’d just completed their inspection. All of them, to a number, had been puffed up and brimming with anticipation for my blessing. Nothing beats a stagnant day in the castle’s legion staging area, standing at attention and waiting for a once-human-now-fairy to inspect your uniform or Bogi and give you words of encouragement.
Somehow, though, it worked. And all because these fairies, these Dark Fey, believed in what I was, what I represented.
And that’s what it boiled down to in the end, I thought. I was a figurehead. And Aliath, as King, was determined to use me as one. A rallying point by which to focus the regiments. It worked. These Hyrða were focused. They’d stood here, upon my arrival, with barely contained fervour; a need to face the enemy, an enemy which we had to wait on.
Now, they left the forecourt, marching in straight lines, not a beat out of step, their faces set, their magic contained, their minds focused. Their time would come and miraculously, from a simple word of encouragement, a moment spent inspecting them, they had received that focus from me.
You are the Champion of Dökkálfa, the castle told me. You are its voice, its banner, its Sverð.
Don’t you mean your voice, your banner, and your Sverð?
The castle was Dökkálfa, Dökkálfa was the castle. But it didn’t bother to reply.
I let out a sigh as the last of Sixth Battalion left the forecourt and headed off to do whatever it was warrior Fey did at night.
“My Lady,” Goran said at my side. “I am at your service.” Which was a Dark Fey way of asking if I needed anything by not asking the question at all.
“I’m fine, Goran,” I told my guard. Goran was more than just one of my guards. He was a Hár Lord. A secret one. One Dagar could use without anyone knowing that he was using him. Right now, the Herra was using him to keep an eye on me.
It seemed a tad beneath a Hár Lord but I wasn’t going to challenge Dagar while he was helping Aliath prepare for war. We all had our part to play.  Dagar’s was to offer advice to the King, Goran’s was to keep me safe, and mine was to rally the forces, help channel their pent-up eagerness into a laser focus that made them ready for whatever Isoleth threw at them.
At us.
Any time now, I kept telling myself.
“These days can be tedious,” Goran said quietly, his voice had lowered to match the silence in the forecourt that had come with the sudden absence of so many soldiers.
“I don’t like sitting around and waiting for her to act,” I told him.
“That, too, but I meant the inspections. They probably seem monotonous to you.”
I turned to look at the green-skinned Hyrða. Hár Lord he may be, but by remaining a Hyrða, his identity was well disguised.
“I don’t mind them,” I lied.
Goran looked directly at me and challenged me on the lie the only way he could. I snorted softly.
“Okay, okay, maybe just a little,” I admitted.
“You do not realise how important your presence means to them. How grateful they are for your time.”
“I am only one fairy among many.”
“You speak for Dökkálfa.”
I wasn’t sure I did. But the castle chose that moment to rumble beneath our feet; not in warning, but in agreement.
Its voice, its banner, its Sverð.
And there you have it. There was no argument to be had for that kind of thinking. Dökkálfa had chosen me to be its Champion. Me, a Skilja. Not quite Fey enough, but no longer human either. How could the Hyrða — and the Fīfrildi — accept me as Champion?
Because the castle did. Because Dökkálfa did.
There was no point lamenting my past. I’d never been one to look back, anyway. And there was no point questioning my present. It was what it was and I couldn’t change it. My future, though, might still be up for grabs.
Not that I thought I could simply choose to stop being the Champion. But I could choose what sort of Champion I was.
I straightened my posture and lifted my chin. This was my job now. And I would be damn good at it.
The castle let out a sigh of contentment; an unusual emotion to have when war loomed ever closer.
Turning my back on the now-empty forecourt, I headed into the castle proper, making my way toward my chambers. Having quarters in the royal wing of the castle had leant weight to my position as Champion. Even some of the Dómr in that part of the castle lowered their eyes respectfully as I passed.
When had that started, I wondered.
Goran kept pace at my back, just to the side, behind my right shoulder. He could leap forward and block a blow from that position if needed. Or pull me out of the way of an attack and draw his sword without fear of the movement harming me. I was used to it by now.
But it was certainly strange to be me.
We made it to my chambers without encountering any villainous courtiers and entered the office part of the quarters Aliath had given me. My rooms were large and many, well-appointed and within easy walking distance of his. He could call on me and not have the entire castle be aware of it. Propriety still made it so, if he did call on me, he tended to do it late at night when there were fewer fairies around to see it. But still, I was as close to Aliath as I could physically get without sharing his boudoir with him.
“I shall remain in the anteroom, my Lady,” Goran announced.
I was almost at my desk, but he hadn’t entered the office itself.
“Don’t be silly. Come share respite with me.”
He nodded his head and stepped over the threshold. I’d had tea with Goran several times now. Often his mate, Sora, one of my most trusted maids, served us. I pulled on a bell cord on the wall and sat down, skim-reading the missives Jarviq had left for me.
Jarviq was Aliath’s aide, and the goddess knew how he found the time to organise me, but find it he did. He kept me in the loop and also kept me busy. I loved that blue-skinned fairy.
Sora entered the room with a tray, then. Her eyes found her mate’s first; which I approved of. Then she offered me a curtsey and placed the tray on the table between the Hyrða and myself. She didn’t stay. Sometimes, I insisted that she join us. But although Sora had come a long way since I arrived in Dökkálfa, she was still very much a Fīfrildi.
I poured the tea and handed a cup and saucer to Goran. Grabbing a pretty cupcake from the plate provided, I sat down heavily in my chair again and took a deep drink. Way better than a Starbucks coffee and I used to pride myself on making the best Starbucks had to offer in my previous life.
“Something has been on your mind all morning,” I said into my tea. “Would you care to share it?”
Goran rolled his eyes at me, which was slightly funny. I smirked but didn’t comment on it, just as he didn’t comment on me asking another question so freely.
It wasn’t just Sora who had come a long way, it seemed.
“Very well,” the Hyrða murmured. “I shall share my thoughts with you, my Lady.” And okay, we’d come a long way but not far enough for him to call me by name. “Watching the battalions this morning has me thinking of my own battalion.”
I shouldn’t have been surprised. Just because we’d all given up hope of ever seeing Goran’s battalion again didn’t mean their commander had.
“I’m sorry, Goran. I should have anticipated this morning being hard for you.”
“It is not your role to look out for me, Lady Kara.”
“But it is, my friend. You said it yourself, I am Dökkálfa’s Champion. Looking out for all Dark Fey is what I was created to do.”
Chosen, the castle said. Chosen to do.
Yes, well, I hardly thought Isoleth had made me what I was with the intention of helping her enemy.
Slip of the tongue, I replied silently.
“Be that as it may,” Goran said, unaware of the conversation I’d been having with Dökkálfa. “I should not be your priority.”
“You’re my friend. My friends will always be a priority to me.” That made me think of Georgia, who’d visited for one day, and then disappeared without saying a thing to me.
She’d said something to Aliath, though, because when I’d mentioned her disappearing act to him one evening, he’d simply said, “Our Hundr has other obligations to meet.”
Whatever that meant.
Returning my attention to Goran’s heartache, I said, “You believe them still out there, don’t you?”
“Yes. I cannot think otherwise. To think otherwise is disloyal to their ability and Third Battalion is the best battalion. I will not doubt them.” The unsaid was again. Because, at one time, Goran had thought them traitors.
Until he’d found evidence of Prince Lorec’s involvement.
I leaned back in my chair and studied my friend. He was a friend, I realised. This wasn’t the first time we’d shared tea and shared thoughts. We’d been doing it more and more lately. At first, Goran had been uncomfortable with the familiarity. But time had a way of getting away from you here in Álfeimr. What was only a week sometimes felt like a year and vice versa.
I felt like I knew him now, maybe he felt the same way about me.
It was good to have a friend in this pit of vipers. I had allies, I knew that. Only this morning, Lord Martik had stepped between me and Lady Analor in the courtyard, taking the brunt of her frustration and hatred that had clearly been aimed at me. I could count the Deacon of the Church of the Old Gods as an ally. Jarviq and Dagar as well, I mentally added. Marik and Sora, too, although they were both becoming more friends than simply allies.
Aliath, of course, was something entirely else. I trusted Aliath as I trusted no other.
But sitting here, sharing tea and thoughts with Goran, it felt good to have a friend I could speak relatively freely with. So I did. I opened up. I shared my own misgivings.
“It concerns me that we don’t know what Lorec is up to,” I said. Goran nodded in agreement. “Why did he take them?”
“I do not know, my Lady. But it worries me.”
“They were trained by you, Goran. Even if he duped them, I can’t believe he would have been able to dupe them for long.”
“But we do not know, Lady Kara. That is what keeps me awake at night.”
I leaned forward and looked my friend in the eye. “But you do know, Goran. You said it yourself. They are the best battalion. Who takes command if you’re not there?” I asked.
“Shabir. My second.”
“And do you think Lorec of all fairies could pull the wool over Shabir’s eyes for long?”
He scowled at me. “Pull the wool...”
“Fool her,” I clarified, shaking my head at the language barrier that still existed sometimes between us.
“Ah.” He frowned down at the floor. “Not Shabir,” he finally said. “She is very smart and very untrusting. It took me a long time to gain her loyalty, but once gained, it is also very hard to lose such loyalty.”
I sat back in my chair. “So, to sum up: Shabir is in charge and she’s wicked clever, doesn’t suffer fools lightly, and wouldn’t believe a word out of Lorec’s treacherous mouth about you. Is that about right?”
Goran sighed but held my gaze. “Yes, my Lady,” he reluctantly acquiesced.
“Well, then,” I offered, taking another sip of my tea. “I pity the prince for he has bitten off far more than he can chew.”
I could tell Goran wanted to believe me. I could tell he was desperate to do so.
But I could also tell there was a ‘but’ coming.
“But,” Goran said, not disappointing me, “Lorec is a prince, my Lady. Exiled or not, he has royal blood in his veins. That is a lot for Shabir to counter.”
I shrugged my shoulders as if it were nothing. “You know her better than I do, Goran. But I do know you. And if this Shabir thinks half as much of you as I do, you’ve got absolutely nothing to worry about.”
It was just words, but in this instance, I fully believed them. Dökkálfa can’t lie. I can. And Goran knew that.
But there was definitely something to this Champion schtick because right then, he took my words at face value. His shoulders relaxed, his body posture became less rigid and he finally took a sip of his tea.
Reaching forward, he helped himself to a sweetmeat.
“I wish she’d attack,” he said around a mouthful. “Then we could cross the border again.”
And Goran could find his battalion.
But if Isoleth attacked, we’d be at war, and I wasn’t sure if there would be time to find his battalion then. When the Ljósálfar Queen finally attacked, we’d have our hands full.
And Third Battalion would be on their own in enemy territory, possibly with a Judas prince keeping them captive.
Just what was Lorec up to?




Chapter eight







Lost And Found

The Emissary


Smoke curled from the quaint beachside homes. Children laughed in the schoolhouse playground. Boats clanked at anchor in the harbour. The scent of freshly baked bread reached his nose. Cheerful conversation floated across backyards as housewives hung out their washing in the early morning sunshine. A fishmonger called out a price down at the docks; an eager customer answered.
And then the vision was gone and all the Emissary saw was a dead coastal village; long forgotten.
He crouched on a hillside overlooking the bay, his green skin blending into the grasses that ran along the cliff face. He carried a Bogi in one hand, his Sverð belted at his waist. He’d forgone the chain mail as it made too much noise and the silence in this place had him sneaking around the edges, hiding behind outcroppings of ancient stone, making sure his boots didn’t scuff when he took a step, however lightly.
There was magic here. He could feel it. But the type of magic to hide a village such as the one he suspected was hidden here was phenomenal. The Emissary could not comprehend the power required to do so.
His Konungr had power. Perhaps as much as this, he did not know. And questioning the monarch’s power was not something any Hyrða would do. But something told him that the type of power required for this was far greater than King Aliath’s.
As great as the castle’s maybe? He shook his head.
The scent of cinnamon met his nose. His stomach grumbled. He’d not eaten breakfast this morning. Making camp last night, he’d heard a sound and come to investigate what it might be. For days he’d searched this part of the Dökkálfa coastline and not found a hint of the lost Dark Fey. But the sound that carried on a moonlit night had caught his attention.
It had not sounded natural. But upon reaching this overhang, he’d seen nothing, heard nothing. The clouds had rolled in and what little light the moon had provided had been stolen. He’d felt a tingle of magic then, and thought it wise to retreat to his camp for the evening.
He hadn’t slept well, and then when the sun rose, he’d broken camp without eating. The scents he could smell wafting up to him above the long-abandoned village now had his mouth salivating and his stomach grumbling in hunger.
Fishing a stick of dried meat from his pack, he gnawed on the unsatisfying repast and stared down at the dead village in consternation.
For weeks he’d been searching. Not just here, but farther along the coastline, and back inland at the edge of the Dökkálfa forest. He’d search anywhere he considered remotely possible for displaced Fey to hide.
If it were true, and Dark Fey had been trapped outside of the castle when Queen Isoleth imprisoned the Dökkálfa, then they would have been running for their lives, terrified of capture, and eager to take any measures necessary to stay out of sight.
He’d searched the mountains. He’d searched the plains, although he’d doubted any would find solace there. He’d finally come to the coast where King Aliath had suspected some survivors of his own line were hidden.
The Emissary knew why he was here. Not just to unite Dökkálfa. But to find an heir to the throne. There must be an heir. The Court demanded it. Peace demanded it. Their King was a good king. He knew what was required of him.
But their King had fallen in love with the Champion of Dökkálfa and the Champion of Dökkálfa was not a born fairy.
It complicated things. So, here he was, having traversed most of Dökkálfa’s land, climbed the mountains, navigated their jagged peaks, descended into the deep ravines and crossed the raging waters to reach the coast. For what? A dead village that smelled of life and sounded like laughter and tingled with the type of magic only the castle could muster.
But if the castle, if Dökkálfa, knew of this place, it would have told the Konungr. And it had not.
So who or what hid this village?
Sighing quietly, the Emissary turned from the false scene of a dead village and came face to face with an elf.
He almost stumbled backwards and over the edge of the cliff, so surprised by its appearance. He hadn’t heard anyone approach. He hadn’t scented or felt a thing. The wizened old elf had simply materialised behind him and waited for the Emissary to face it.
“Ho,” said the Emissary. “You risk life and limb startling a Hyrða, Álfr.”
“Don’t see many of your kind round ’ere,” the elf grumbled.
He was poorly dressed. Ragged and torn trousers, a dirty shirt missing two buttons that might have been white at one stage but was now a forlorn brown. Bare feet and a holey straw hat that did nothing to hide the extremely pointed ears beneath the brim. He smoked a pipe as most elves did. His eyes were green, much like the Emissary’s, what little tufts of hair remained was snow white. His skin was tanned and leathery.
“I am an Emissary to the King,” the Emissary told the elf.
“What King?”
The elf asked a question with such ease that it unsettled the Emissary. Álfr could be either Dökkálfa or Ljósálfar. They were descendants of both types of fairies. Not a fairy themselves, per se, but a mix of many different types of Fey. An elf was the representation of cross-breeding, and more often than not, considered runts by many.
This elf made the Emissary wary and no runt had ever accomplished such.
“King Aliath of Dökkálfa,” the Emissary replied steadily.
He wanted to leave this place. He wanted to turn tail and run. The quicker he left, the quicker he could put this unsettling experience behind him. There was nothing here. If at one stage there had been, it was all dead and long gone by now. Only the ghost of what had once been remained.
He’d failed his King. It was time to go home and face the music.
Dökkálfa’s magic surged within him and the compulsion was banished, making it easier to breathe.
“You overstep yourself, Álfr,” he growled, threateningly.
The elf ignored the threat completely. “King Aliath, you say. What of the Queen?”
“There is no Queen.”
“No Queen? How strange.” The elf continued to mutter to itself. Most of what it said, the Emissary could not decipher, but he was sure something was mentioned of ‘a long time’ and ‘should have checked sooner.’
Shaking itself out of its musings, the elf studied the Emissary. Its piercing green eyes looked like they might see through to the Hyrða’s soul.
“Why have you come?” the elf asked. And before the Emissary could answer, it added, “And be very careful how you answer, Warrior of the King, for I can taste a falsehood just as easily as I can cull it.”
“I cannot speak a falsehood, Álfr. I am Dökkálfa.”
“What nonsense is this?” the elf demanded.
At that moment, at that strange juncture in time, the Emissary realised something. Something significant and monumental. Something that changed everything.
Abstractly, he’d known it. Now, intellectually, he’d had it proven.
Only those Dökkálfa outside of the castle at the time of being imprisoned by Isoleth would be able to tell a falsehood. Would be able to ask questions freely. Those who escaped imprisonment may have run for their very lives, but they had retained something the imprisoned Dökkálfa had lost.
Their freedom in all things, including language and social interaction.
Forcing himself to do it, pushing the compulsion aside and embracing the Champion’s courage, the Emissary asked, “Who are you, Álfr?”
The elf looked at him. Studied him. Saw right through him.
“I am the Watcher,” the elf replied. “I am that which watches and stands guard. I keep the balance. I protect the magic. I hold sacred all that is good in Álfeimr.”
It was neither male nor female, fairy nor monster, Light nor Dark. With dawning awe, the Emissary realised just what this elf was.
“You are Álfeimr,” he whispered, and almost fell to one knee before the manifestation of his entire world.
“I am but a small part,” the elf admitted.
A small part, cut off from the rest. Why? To safeguard this village?
To safeguard many of them?
To safeguard those Dark Fey who had escaped Isoleth’s wrath.
Álfeimr didn’t pick sides. Álfeimr only picked Álfeimr. This elf worked for Faerie and no other. But in doing so, had it also worked for those displaced and forgotten Dökkálfa?
The castle is Dökkálfa. Dökkálfa is the castle.
When the Light Fey Queen imprisoned Queen Sofiq and the bulk of the Dark Fey in their castle, she had cut them off from their magic. It was why so many rules now existed. It was how they had survived the barren centuries.
But Álfeimr must have balance. And that magic had to go somewhere. Isoleth clearly had not retained it. Had these villages? And if so, the awakening of the castle must have seen that magic wane.
But until then, the villages had needed protection. The balance had to be maintained. Álfeimr had therefore cut a piece of itself off and left it to guard the Free Dökkálfa.
So now what?
The Emissary stared at the elf. Álfeimr — a small part of it, anyway — stared back at him.
“I am an Emissary to the King,” the Emissary repeated. “I seek what was lost of Dökkálfa.”
“Why?” the elf asked.
Why? What sort of question was that?
“To reunite them, of course,” the Emissary answered.
The ancient creature before him let out a cackling chuckle.
“Now, why would I want that?” it finally asked.
The Emissary spoke before he could stop himself. “Because Dökkálfa must be one.”
The elf slowly shook his head. The Emissary knew, then, that he had lost any chance of fulfilling his orders, of seeing his mission completed. He could not battle even a sliver of Álfeimr and hope to win. King Aliath should have sent a battalion. A legion. The entire army.
The elf blinked. Something shifted behind those piercing green eyes. The Emissary could not fathom what had happened. This magic was beyond him. Beyond any ordinary fairy.
“There must be balance,” the elf intoned. “Prove your worth, Emissary to the King in the Castle, and I will introduce you to the King on the Coast.”
Oh, that didn’t sound good, did it?
The Emissary could do nothing but acquiesce. His Konungr was counting on him.
Dökkálfa was counting on him.
The elf gave him his back, bade him follow, and cackled loudly.
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Chapter nine







Pillow Talk

Kara


The invitation said dinner. The magic imbued in the parchment said something else entirely. Try as I might, I couldn’t help the upturn of my lips, the thrill that rushed through my body, and the increase in my heartbeat.
Anticipation and other delicious things thrummed in the air, thick and inviting. My anticipation mixed with Aliath’s promise of so much more that was magically woven into the invitation to dinner.
The Dark Fey King was not playing fair in the slightest.
Today had started out as any other day in the castle might. Marik and Sora fluttered into the room on silent wings, opening drapes, adjusting pillows, bringing me an early cup of tea. Once Sora had helped bathe me and Marik had laid out my new clothes for my inspection, breakfast was served in my sitting room.
It was there my maids updated me with household issues that needed my attention and then brought me up to speed on any pertinent happenings that might have occurred during the night in their other duties.
Sora was Marik’s liaison in the Fīfrildi rebellion. Marik was the leader of that rebellion, working alongside the servant class’s counterparts, the Hyrða. Together, the two castes made a formidable pair. The yellow-skinned Fīfrildi, who could go almost anywhere and not be seen as a threat, and the green-skinned Hyrða, who protected the castle and Dökkálfa with a fierceness none could deny, and now protected the Fīfrildi.
I pitied anyone who took on the pair.
Nothing of note had happened during the night, other than more of the propaganda pamphlets being found in various public spaces. Marik and her squads made quick work of the flyers, but Sora reported more had been seen by the earliest-to-rise Fīfrildi. It was a never ending battle of wills between our side and the Caste Police.
Neither fairy asked why Aliath had not dealt with Lord Boleth’s illegal so-called police force yet. They knew as well as I that the King was busy with war preparations. This was their battle to wage, not his.
I’d yawned into the last slice of toast I was attempting to eat. I’d had a strange night, full of dreams and whispers, full of restless sleep. I’d thought perhaps the castle had been trying to tell me something, but these whispers had been higher pitched and many-voiced. Not the deep thrum I associated with Dökkálfa when it chose to speak.
Dressing in my newly designed warrior-like clothing, I’d attempted to see the King first thing, but he’d been tied up with pressing matters relating to the war, so I’d gone about my usual duties.
I inspected the troops, I visited the barracks and boosted morale with a few carefully chosen words. I even tempted fate and walked the courtyard, displaying my new outfit to the Dómr and Smiðr, receiving the obligatory looks of disdain and Fey-feigned shock at what Marik had designed for me.
I’d asked the Head of my Household for clothing appropriate for a Warrior Queen. I was done with the thick and heavy dresses, the multitude of folds in the skirts, the inability to kick and run and do anything athletic. At first, Marik had baulked, and then she’d surprised me by actually coming up with something.
But no one could say the old Fīfrildi was not cunning. She’d designed something warrior-like for sure. But she’d also made it uniquely me. It was in a pale green. Not black, like the black all Dark fairies wore. Or even the dark purple I had been forced to wear upon seeking asylum here.
A pale green that could marginally be called army green, that is if you viewed it in low light and through the filter of a dust storm, maybe. The pauldrons and gauntlets did help army-up the outfit, as did the tight-fitting bodice made of a lightweight but impenetrable Fey metal I was not familiar with.
There were matching knee-high boots. Supple around the feet, unforgiving around the shins. My thighs were bare, a mere slip of material hanging down between them, covering underwear that was practically on display. Around my hips was more of that Fey metal, and attached to that a belt with a dagger on one side and the sheath or scabbard for my sword on the other.
“It’s time to stop hiding your sword, my Lady,” Marik had told me when I’d just stood there and stared in stunned silence at the outfit she had made me. “It’s also time for you to embrace your Feyness.”
I’m not a born fairy. We all knew this. But the gods had touched me, blessed me, some might say. And when you boiled it all down, weren’t the Fey simply constructs created by the gods, touched or blessed by them with magic?
I was as much Fey now as any of them, so I’d donned the outfit, cringed at the amount of skin on display, and then withdrawn my sword from the pocket of unreality it usually remained in and sheathed it in the scabbard for all to see.
I looked like a warrior. I looked like a fierce fairy. I looked completely and utterly Fey.
Marik was making a statement with this outfit, but I was the one who had to wear it; own it. Well, I could do that. I could pretend my butt wasn’t hanging out and with every freedom-taking step, I wasn’t flashing enough leg to sink a battleship.
I just had to envisage Isoleth as the battleship and my steps became thunderous booms as I walked the courtyard.
There’d been no way for me to not hear the remarks. Some had been scathing, some had been salacious, and some had been strangely encouraging. Those had been from the Dómr. More and more of the courtiers had been meeting my eye lately, offering a nod of their head in passing, and in some instances, even a semi-bow of respect.
I hadn’t done anything in particular to gain that respect, I thought; just shown my face, smiled benignly at the ridicule, and worked my butt off helping Aliath and Dagar prepare the Hyrða for the upcoming battle.
Of course, the Smiðr would never frequent the barracks or the forecourt where the battalion inspections happened. But the Dómr did. Maybe I had been doing something to earn their respect after all.
Much like any other day, I’d faced challenges and moments of victory and long drawn out hours of not much at all. And now night was falling, the castle was settling, and I held an invitation to dinner in my hand that promised so much more.
I almost ignored the pull toward him. I almost pretended I hadn’t read — felt, scented, tasted — the magic in the parchment. But my dreams last night had been plaguing me and sometime around mid-afternoon, I’d realised the dreams had not been dreams but fairy magic.
There’s so much magic in the castle, sometimes it’s hard to sift through it all and find a kernel of truth. But as I’d walked the courtyard earlier, I’d spotted one of the Lesser Fey and suddenly, everything made sense.
And the dreams became intelligence we desperately needed and not the realm of fantasy as I slept.
I folded the parchment and placed it in-between the pages of a book I was reading, and then without changing out of my warrior garb — with the intention of sending a message to the King that tonight’s dinner was to be all business — I left my quarters, walked down the long corridor, my guard trailing quietly at my back, and knocked on the door to the King’s chambers.
Aliath answered. Not Jarviq, his aide. And not one of his personal guards. The King himself answered my knock as if he knew it were me, as if he’d known all along that I could not deny him my attendance, as if he’d believed the magic in the invitation had been impossible to counter.
“I could have ignored it,” I told him as he stared down at me. “I am not one of your frivolous courtesans.”
“I do not have courtesans,” he told me. “Frivolous or otherwise.”
His eyes had not left me. His gaze lazily took in the knee-high boots, the form-fitting bodice, the slips of fabric between my hips, the upper curve of my breasts as they peeked out from behind my armour. He skipped over the pauldrons and gauntlets and only momentarily touched on the sword in its sheath. Every inch of bare skin on display, however, was given loving attention as the King casually leaned against the doorframe before me and devoured me with his eyes and with his magic.
I could feel exactly where he looked at me, as if he reached out and touched the skin there with a finger. The heat of his gaze seared me. The desire that swelled higher and higher in his emerald-hued eyes fuelled a desire in me.
It was then, I realised, I’d fucked up. I should have changed. I should have worn a dress with all its copious folds of fabric, floor-length hem, high neckline and long sleeves. Maybe a paper bag over my head would have helped.
“Well,” Aliath said, “don’t you look tasty?”
I rolled my eyes at him and owned it. Pushing past the King of the Dark Fey, I walked into his chambers and spotted the candles, and the rose petals, and the table set with finger food and dipping sauces, which I was pretty certain had other uses intended for them this evening.
“Well,” I said in an imitation of his earlier drawl, “doesn’t this look tasty?”
He chuckled behind me, closing the door, shutting the guards out. Crossing the space between us, he stopped mere inches from my already quite flushed body, and then reached out and touched my cheek, my jaw, my neck, and then on down to the curve of my breasts, plumped up for all to see.
“Did you wear this for me?” he asked.
“No,” I told him, breathing too quickly. “This is what my Head of Household created for me when I asked her for more warrior-like garments to wear.”
Aliath let out a breath of air in a snort. “Marik designed this?”
“Apparently.”
“And she believes this is warrior-like clothing?”
“I can move in it, at least.”
“Maybe she intends for you to distract the Ljósálfar?”
“Am I distracting you, my Liege?”
“Yes.”
“Then I do not believe that was her intention.”
His eyes met mine. Laughter and love shone down at me.
“She means to distract me,” he guessed.
I shrugged a shoulder, then forced myself to move away from all that delicious heat in Aliath’s body, taking a seat at the table. At least if there was a table between us, I might be able to think.
“I believe Marik is making a statement to more than just the Light Fey,” I told him, helping myself to a morsel of food from the platters before me. 
Aliath joined me, but not before I saw the look in his eyes, the one that said, challenge accepted.
“It is quite a statement,” he replied, taking up a small sweetmeat and dipping it into decadent sauce.
He offered it to me.
My eyes met his. “Aliath,” I started.
“Not tonight, minn elska. We need this.”
It was inevitable that we’d come together again, despite my strong belief that the Court was not ready for me to be their Queen. I might be slowly winning the majority of the castes over, but I hadn’t won them all yet. And the most powerful, the aristocrats, were outrightly against me.
“We can’t mate,” I told the King.
“It’s not a full moon, my love. Be at ease.”
You needed a full moon to form a mate bond during a mating. If we had sex tonight, under a crescent moon, then the mate bond could not be completed.
And suddenly, I wanted very much to get down and dirty with the King.
Goddess, I’d been a fool to deny us this for so long. What had I been thinking?
But then I remembered the war and Isoleth. I remembered my not-dreams last night and the intelligence the Lesser Fey had imparted. I remembered why I spent my days bolstering the morale of our Hyrða, walking the halls of the castle with a sword at my hip. 
I remembered why Marik and Sora risked their lives. And I remembered for what.
For Dökkálfa.
“The Lesser Fey came to me last night,” I told him. Our ardour hadn’t lessened, but reality did encroach a little.
“Oh?” Aliath murmured, dipping another sweetmeat into a new sauce and offering it to me.
I leaned forward and took the offering off the tip of his fingers, licking my lips at the taste that hit my tongue. My eyes widened, and Aliath grinned unrepentantly.
So, this was how we’d prepare for war. So be it.
“I know where Lorec is,” I said, returning the favour and dipping a small cake into what I thought might be chocolate sauce but smelled like so much more. I offered the dripping treat to Aliath who took his sweet time licking the entire thing off my fingers.
Still leaning across the table toward me, he said, “Where is my traitorous cousin, then?”
Another sweetmeat was coated in something intoxicating and offered to me.
I licked the sauce clean off Aliath’s fingers in return and said, while still licking the divine taste of the offering from my lips, “Valhalla.”
Aliath’s eyebrows arched, but he didn’t stop feeding me.
“And what is he doing in Valhalla?”
I closed my eyes on the next offering; so delicious, so addictive, so much. When I opened them again, Aliath was closer, his eyes blazing green, his chest rising and falling too quickly. I had to end this conversation now or it would never get completed.
“He’s stopping Isoleth from freeing Odin, using Goran’s battalion to keep the Mad Queen from releasing the Lost King and thereby combining her forces with a fallen god against us.”
That was it. I was done.
I stood from the table, making Aliath almost fall off his chair from the sudden movement. Reaching out my hand to him, I said, “Take me to bed or lose me forever.”
He didn’t get the movie reference, but he got the hint, thank the Goddess.
In seconds, we were in his boudoir. A heartbeat later, his lips were on mine. Many delightful minutes after that, I was stripped of my armour — in a fashion that told me Marik knew a thing or two about making clothing easy to remove by a horny king — and we were skin on skin, heart to heart, soul entwined with soul. Complete.
It had been too long. I’d been so stupid to deny us this beauty. We needed it. We needed each other. And as long as we did this on any other night than a full moon, we couldn’t form a mate bond.
But as Aliath made love to me, his eyes never leaving mine, his large body hovering over my smaller frame, thick arms holding him aloft above me, I knew I was lying to myself. The mate bond had been formed already. Mating only strengthened it until the inevitable happened and we could no longer deny the need to mate under the moon at its fullest.
The more we made love, the more the outcome was inescapable. One day, and one day soon, I feared, we’d give in to the desire and make love under a full moon, sealing the mate bond forever. Regardless of whether our Court was ready for a Skilja fairy to be Queen, Aliath and I would do the deed, and seal all our fates together.
It didn’t scare me when I thought perhaps it should, and I didn’t pull away from our lovemaking when I thought that might have been wise. I rolled us, rising above him, settling my knees at his hips and then making my fairy king lose his ever-loving mind. Fairies are free and easy when it comes to love and sex. They aren’t shy. But as a former human, I had a few tricks up my sleeve, I was pretty sure the Dark Fey King was not expecting.
I had him begging for more. I had him desperate to please me in return. The night became one long, delicious sharing of bodies and hearts and, in some cases, tantric positions a sexy fairy had never even thought of before.
“How did you know to do that?” Aliath asked at some ungodly hour of the morning.
Our bodies were coated in sweat, our heartbeats were gradually slowing, our limbs were too heavy to move and still entwined.
“Read about it in a book,” I murmured, my head on his chest, my eyelids drooping.
“You have not done that before?”
“Nope.”
“Never?”
“Nah-uh.”
“I do not have to kill a man who knows this of your body?”
I snorted out a laugh and then realised he was deadly serious.
“No, Aliath. You do not. A book, okay? Just a book.”
“What is the name of this book and who wrote it?”
“The author’s long dead, don’t worry.”
“I merely wish to own a copy for myself.”
I didn’t believe him.
“Fairies don’t do tantric sex?” I asked.
“I do not know what this means.”
“Sex like we just had.”
“That is called tantric?”
“Yep.”
“I liked it.”
“I know. You’ll like some of the other positions, too, I reckon.”
“There are other positions?” He was already stirring.
Holy freaking sex fiends. This guy could last all night long.
“Show me,” he commanded in his kingly voice.
“You have got to be kidding me,” I muttered, feeling exhausted.
He started tickling me, pestering me, warning me he wouldn’t stop until I rocked his world with a new tantric position. I was so going to get Georgia to bring me a tantric sex book and gift it to him on a plinth to sit on display in his boudoir.
I was just about to give in to his — admittedly irresistible — demands, when a soft knock sounded out on the door.
“It is unlike Jarviq to attend me at such an early hour,” Aliath muttered, pulling the covers up over my body, but not necessarily worried about covering his own completely naked form. “Enter,” he called, the King back in his tone of voice.
The lover still cupped my hip with a big, warm hand under the covers.
“My Liege,” Jarviq said, keeping his eyes slightly to the side of the bed and not directly on Aliath, or in particular, on me. “My Lady. Apologies for the interruption.”
Good choice of words there, sport, I thought, blushing. He knew exactly what we’d been up to, and that we hadn’t quite finished yet.
“Tell me,” Aliath instructed.
“The Ljósálfar have made their move, your Majesty,” Jarviq said, making all thought of seduction and tantric sex disappear in a heartbeat. “Small skirmishes along the border, but word has reached us; they advance on Dökkálfa tomorrow evening.”
The ball was in our court, finally.




Chapter ten







Cookie Jar

Aliath


I wore an idiotic grin on my face as I made my way to my office. I knew I did, but for the life of me, I could not remove the smile. Memories of Kara in my bed, her skin soft beneath my fingers, her sighs of delight and moans of release still ringing in my ear distracted me from my purpose.
War.
Isoleth had crossed the border in what had to be said were pathetic attempts to engage my battalions. My Hyrða stood strong and defended their land and people, but the move by Ljósálfar had turned the battle.
Kara had questioned Isoleth’s plan. So much of what was human remained in my mate. Outwardly, she looked Fey. Inwardly, she thought differently than us. She was changing, I knew that. Stronger of mind and heart than the broken shell that had arrived in Dökkálfa. But this she did not understand.
Why wait for Isoleth to attack? Why not take the bull by the horns — her words, not mine — and attack first? The bitch deserved it, as far as Kara was concerned.
But that was not how the Fey fought. Not how they had fought for millennia. I wondered, then, where Georgia and her ancient vampire-within had gone. I knew she was still in Álfeimr — I had all portals being watched — but she had somehow shielded her presence from me. A trick which left me feeling concerned.
No one should be able to hide themselves from me in Dökkálfa. Which meant she was no longer in Dökkálfa. 
I trusted Georgia to a certain degree; we had an accord. But I was not entirely sure of the Dark Shadow’s motives. Perhaps, I was being naïve and it was Georgia I should be concerned about. But Georgia was Kara’s best friend, and I could not see her doing anything to harm that friendship.
The Dark Shadow, however, was only concerned with one thing. Nut. Our goddess. Just what did she have planned? And why would Georgia acquiesce to it so readily?
Thoughts such as these tumbled through my mind, mixed up with thoughts of what must now be arranged for the next phase of the battle, and then thoughts of Kara in my chambers, beautiful pale skin glinting in the light of the moon through the window swept all of those thoughts away.
The moon had not been full; far from it, in fact. And although everything in me wanted to claim my mate under the watchful eye of a full moon, I had decided that the only way to get Kara into my bed again was if I approached her on any other night than that.
It had worked. My stunning mate had seen reason. And now my body felt more invigorated than it had ever felt before and my mind, consequently, was distracted.
Perhaps that was why she succeeded. That was why I did not see the trap before it closed.
I had stepped out of the royal passages to cross the courtyard to my office. A move that had not been necessary but one I had made many times before to allow my Court to see their King. I could have made it to my office unhindered by such things if I had stayed within the hidden passages. But with my mind wandering and distracted by such wonderful memories of last night, I had simply taken the exit near the courtyard without thinking.
A king at war does not have the luxury of distraction, of not thinking, of acting by rote.
In the quiet hallway that led to the courtyard, I came face to face with Lady Analor of all fairies. In a heartbeat, I realised my possibly fatal mistake. I would not have put it past the Lady to attempt an assassination, and as I had been in the royal chambers when I left them, my guards had not followed me.
A strange oversight and one I thought briefly would anger Lord Dagar, the Herra of the Hár Lords. Had Boleth managed to subvert my personal guards?
“Lady Analor,” I said neutrally. I did not feel in the slightest neutral, right then. The female before me had caused my mate unimaginable strife. I wanted nothing more than to swat her away, inflict a similar fate.
But there were no witnesses here; the corridor we were in was bereft of a single fairy other than the two of us.
This was to be a private confrontation, then.
“My King,” Analor replied, curtseying.
“I am still your King, then,” I offered, ensuring a question was not asked inadvertently.
“Of course,” the female said simply. She took a step closer to me. In all my long life, I have never had such an urge to flee.
I stood my ground, reluctantly, but regally. I was King.
Her hand landed on my arm, her fingers delicately tracing a pattern there. I felt the magic swell. It was an easy thing to sweep it aside and frown at her.
“Such clumsiness, my Lady,” I growled. “I would have expected more.”
“Oh, Aliath,” she said, sounding contrite. “I am merely desperate for a fraction of your affection. I had so set my hopes on you and I. To have them dashed, I will admit, was a blow that has taken some time to recover from. Clearly, I am not fully recovered, as evidenced by my clumsy — as you say — attempt to illicit a favourable response from you. I would offer an apology, but I fear you do not respect weak females.” She moved closer still and, for some reason, I could not step back. “Let me make it up to you.”
Before I knew what she was doing, she kissed me. It was not a simple peck on the cheek, nor a soft brush of her lips over mine, either. Her limbs wrapped around me as if she were climbing a tree, and in the next heartbeat, her hands had fisted in my hair, her tongue was halfway down my throat, and magic swept through my entire body.
The castle rumbled beneath our feet, but Analor did not notice. I stumbled, losing my balance, somehow ending up cradling her rear with my hands to ensure she did not fall to the stone floor and injure herself. Perhaps it had been reflex. Perhaps it was the potion she’d laced her tongue with. Whatever the case, I ended up crushing her body against the wall, my arms holding her aloft as her legs wrapped around my waist, her hands fisted in my hair, and her lips compressed against mine, tongue invading.
She moaned. And, whether or not that was planned, it broke part of the spell I was under. Dökkálfa and my rage did the rest.
I swung away from the wall, the castle floor still rumbling beneath us but no longer affecting me, and thrust Analor away from me. My previous attempt to curtail any chance of her gaining an injury was forgotten as I drew on Dökkálfa itself and infused my muscles with magic. 
The Lady went flying and crumpled against the far wall.
Breathing heavily, I glared down at her shaken form and in a low, threatening voice, said, “If you attempt to assault me like that again, Lady Analor, I will have you in shackles. For your own safety, I suggest you vacate the castle forthwith. If I see you again before I leave for battle, I will exact punishment for your insolence on this day.”
I turned without waiting for the Lady to reply and re–entered the hidden passageways. Certainly, the Lady was aware of this exit to them, but she could not follow me. No one but Kara could.
I had been stupid, being so distracted. But at the very least, the strange encounter had forced my mind to clear and my resolve to strengthen. I had a war to win, a battle to prepare for, and any pathetic attempts by Lady Analor to seduce me were pushed from my mind so I could focus on what really mattered.
Jarviq did not ask what had me storming into the outer chamber moments later, nor did my personal guard question the delay in me reaching my office. I checked them for magical traces, but found none. Deciding I’d let Dagar investigate further, I crossed Jarviq’s reception area and marched into my domain.
I felt slightly out of sorts; the residue of Analor’s magic. The initial attempt had been a feint, a distraction, I realised. An obvious ruse. The true spell had been in the kiss and intricately woven. No one could ever say Lady Analor was not adept at wielding magic.
Pushing that uncomfortable thought aside, I washed my face in the attached bathroom, rinsed out my mouth, straightened my jacket, having found it had been in slight disarray, and then returned to my office, sitting behind my desk and beginning the task of mobilising the battalions.
Dagar joined me not long afterwards, and work progressed at a speed that meant we would be leaving for the border not long after midday. I did mention the guards and was relieved to see Dagar take the threat seriously. He issued commands to his fairies, and then we returned to preparations for the war.
Not long before our departure was to occur, Jarviq entered the room, a strange look on his face. Rather than ask him what was wrong, I inhaled and tasted his emotions.
Shock and disappointment rolled over my tongue.
“Jarviq,” I said, levelly. Dagar must have tasted the emotions too, because he had stilled, his hand on the scabbard I knew was hidden by magic at his hip.
“My Liege,” Jarviq said and simply placed one of those ridiculous propaganda pamphlets in front of me.
“Not this again,” I grumbled, almost throwing the damn thing away without reading it. But the taint of magic on the pamphlet was familiar, and the images portrayed on the front of the paper were, unfortunately, familiar, too.
Although I had seen them from a very different angle.
Dagar made a disgruntled sound. Jarviq remained still, waiting for an explanation he could accept of his king.
I stared at the moving pictures, the story they told which was not at all complete. My hand in the cookie jar. Or, more precisely, Analor crushed against the wall in what appeared a passionate embrace, the King — me — kissing her desperately.
The pamphlet was crushed in my hand slowly, shielding everyone from the sight of my duplicity.
“I take it, that this is out across the castle,” I said, my voice sounding strange to me.
“Yes, your Majesty. It is everywhere.”
Everywhere. I sucked in a breath of air and then let the anger I felt dissipate slowly. I would not give Analor — or Boleth, it must be said, because I was sure he was behind this too — the satisfaction of feeling my rage.
“Aliath,” Dagar murmured, so close to a question and yet not. He thought I would react badly to a breach of the Canon.
“I was a fool and got caught in her trap.” I looked up, my eyes meeting his; he believed me. His faith was bracing. But then I looked at Jarviq. He did not. 
Jarviq was a fine aide. An exemplary one. But he favoured Kara above all others and would not countenance the betrayal of her love.
I opened my mouth to explain; something a king did not often do. And then, there she was. Kara. My mate. A sheet of parchment was crumpled in her hand. One of the pamphlets, obviously — given the thunderous look on her face.
She strode across the room, her wings extended, a golden aura encasing her beautiful body. Jarviq went to one knee as she passed. Dagar bared his throat in submission.
I stood frozen on the spot, heart beating mercilessly inside my chest, love, fear, awe tainting the air around me.
Good goddess, she was magnificent.
“Minn elska,” I murmured as she came alongside me.
She took a deep breath in, preparing to blast me into the next century, I was sure. And then she stopped, leaned forward, and sniffed.
“Argh!” she spluttered. “You reek of her foul magic. What an absolute bitch! Did she think this would work? Seriously?! What a cockwomble!”
With a sweep of her hand, the enchantment that somehow still clung to me was washed away. But not simply banished. It rushed over Dagar, and then Jarviq; ensuring they understood what had happened.
And then, with exquisite control and a mastery of Fey magic I had not seen in many centuries, I felt the residue of Analor’s touch wash out over the entire Court.
It wouldn’t convince everyone who had read the pamphlet, I knew. There would be a political fallout of some fashion. But most would question the veracity of the paper so recently delivered unto them. They would also question Analor and, by extension, Boleth.
When had Kara become more adept at manipulating Fey magic than the King? She’d seen through the ruse immediately upon scenting me. She’d thrown the barb right back in Lady Analor’s face. A slap in any other name.
“Well now,” Kara said. “That should hold us until the war is dealt with.” She looked us all in the eye, one by one, and then said, “Shall we? We’ve another bitch to face slap, after all.”
“Was that a practice run, my love?” I asked.
She smirked at me, the golden glow to her aura slowly diminishing as she got her anger under control.
“That, my dear King, was a warning. Let’s pray the Lady, and anyone else who needs the reminder, heeds it.”
I was fairly certain Analor would not, but the rest of the castle?
Like me, they would follow this female anywhere and follow her gladly.
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Of Two Minds

Goran


The pamphlets had been everywhere, and then suddenly they hadn’t. Even now, as he strode toward the forecourt where his King’s entourage awaited, Goran could feel Lady Kara’s magic on the air, as if Dökkálfa itself wanted everyone to witness it.
Such mastery, such beauty. It did not go unnoticed by Goran that he was not the only one to think this. He heard snippets of conversations as he strode past groupings of Dark Fey. The Fīfrildi were a given; they had long ago chosen to follow the Champion. The Hyrða did not gossip, at least not out in the open, but he knew their heart. It was the Dómr, however, that surprised him.
To a one, they spoke of Lady Kara as if she were a gift from the gods and truly Dökkálfa’s saviour.
It was an ironic twist of fate that Lady Analor’s trap had failed to ensnare Aliath and instead elevated Lady Kara’s standing within the Dark Fey.
Fairies could be such contrary creatures. It required a show of faith, often a death defying one, to win them over. Before this day was out, perhaps the Champion would face such steep odds. But here and now, within the castle walls, as they prepared to ride out to battle, Lady Kara had won the hearts of three quarters of Dökkálfa.
It pleased him, but it was not the only thought that occupied his mind this day.
Battle awaited. Finally, Isoleth had made her move. Goran could not wait to face the Mad Queen, but more importantly, personally, he could wait to see his battalion again.
The Lady Kara had told him what the Lesser Fey had witnessed during their time imprisoned by the Wild Magic in Ljósálfar. She’d told him of where his battalion could be found and, in doing so, condemned Prince Lorec to his judgement.
It was true. Lorec had stolen them. Perhaps fooled them with his magic or simply told them lies of their commander and convinced them to act in a fashion Goran had not thought his battalion capable of. Lady Kara assured him that it was indeed magic; a certain type of devious magic only Prince Lorec was capable of.
It did please him that his Lady thought so little of the prince, but it was not enough to stifle his doubt at what his battalion thought of their commander. Goran was not used to doubting himself. He was Hyrða through and through. Honour bound to defend Dökkálfa and the King. For the King is Dökkálfa and Dökkálfa is the King.
He had thought he’d taught his battalion well, but they had left Dökkálfa for Ljósálfar with little more direction than that given by the traitor.
A small part of Goran reminded him that Aliath, the Konungr himself, had just been duped by the magic of a Smiðr. And a Smiðr of no great note, it must be said. How then could his battalion have fought the efforts of a prince?
It made sense that they could not have, and that just made Goran angrier.
He was full of rage these days.
The only time the fury abated was when he was with his mate. She grounded him, soothed him, focused him. She was his lodestone, his north star, the embodiment of a goddess in his eyes. Sora gave him the peace he so desperately sought, and made him so very, very proud of her.
How could he not be? Even though he worried that she faced unimaginable danger within the walls of the castle. For he knew what his mate did for the rebellion. He knew how she placed herself in dangerous situations. And he wanted with every fibre of his body to protect her, keep her safe, but Sora was Dark Fey, a Fīfrildi yes, but a Fīfrildi that had learned to truly fly.
He could not — would not — clip her wings. To be Dökkálfa was to face adversity. Had they not faced such for a millennium while trapped inside Isoleth’s crystal prison?
No, as much as he feared for his mate, he would not chain her. It confused him, tore at his heart, threatened to engulf him, but in the end, the two sides of his conscience found a way to coexist because to love her was to allow Sora her freedom.
Emerging into the forecourt, he found organised chaos. Horses shifted on their feet, eager to be going. Squires helped their Hyrða prepare for battle. Dómr rushed around with last minute instructions. Fīfrildi flittered between them all, tending to everyone’s needs.
Goran even spotted the odd Smiðr watching from the shadows, some going so far as to step out into the open and show their support of the King. Or maybe it was the Champion they wished to show support of. It was hard to tell, but even amongst the hubbub of a preparing army, Goran could sense a change in the air. A shift in the way of things.
Yes, Analor and her patron had made a grave mistake and had been revealed for what they truly were. Not everyone would be convinced, of course, but many here had been. It was telling. It was invigorating. It gave him hope and made him proud of his Dökkálfa.
He approached Aliath and Dagar, then, noting Lady Kara, with her pet vampire on a leash at her side, was speaking quietly with a group of Hyrða, giving them last-minute blessings. A golden glow shone out from her impressive wings, bathing the entire forecourt and all those who came to see off the King.
“My Liege,” Goran said as he approached Aliath.
Aliath turned and faced him, placing a hand on his shoulder and drawing him near. “Goran,” he said, squeezing slightly. “I know you do not have a battalion to lead, my friend, but that does not mean your leadership is not required.” He lowered his voice, using an enchantment to make their conversation private; a not unheard of thing in such a situation. “I am reluctant to reveal your role as a Hár Lord. There may come a time when that secret saves us. But I will have you at my side aiding me. And to that end, my friend, I am promoting you to Vísi.”
Magic swirled around them, swelling up for all to see and then settling down on Goran’s shoulders in a soft touch that showcased the King’s deft abilities. It was both a performance designed to remind those who had seen the pamphlet this morning that the King was more than capable of matching Lady Analor’s — and it must be said, his mate’s — magical mastery.
But it was also a genuine gift and a truly unexpected promotion. Vísi were almost always royalty. One definition of the word was ‘prince’. Another was ‘general’. In either case, it was a position of responsibility and a demonstration of trust.
The King had just announced to all those present that he trusted Goran above all others save the Herra and the Champion. It gave Goran power, responsibility, and a level of respect that he could never have gained for himself in a hundred years or a thousand or even a million should he have tried.
Goran stood stunned as the silencing charm dissipated and the celebratory stomping of the boots of those Hyrða present reached him. He looked around the courtyard, searching for the one face he wanted to see above all others.
And there she was. In the back, staying out of harm’s way, bearing witness to this most glorious moment, this gift and honour from his King. Sora’s smile encompassed her entire face, her wings lifted her feet off the cobblestones in her elation. He wished to run to her, to kiss her, laugh with her, hold her.
But he was Hyrða. He was now Vísi.
He went to one knee before his King, accepting the honour and honouring him in return.
Aliath touched his shoulder, bidding him rise, and then smiled. 
“You have been like a brother to me,” he said aloud for all to hear. “Stand at my side, brother, and end this war with me.”
Cheers rose all around them and Goran felt the King’s magic on the air, intertwined with the Champion’s. No, it was Lady Kara’s magic. A magic subtly different than Dökkálfa’s magic. One could almost think it more, but that was not quite right. Different, yes. Powerful, certainly. But more? Never.
And yet, she had been touched by an Old God; much like the power Odin had at one time wielded, Lady Kara now wielded. For a moment, that shocked Goran. And then it had him thinking of his battalion, even now, standing guard at Valhalla, trying to keep Odin and his god-magic out of Isoleth’s reach.
For once, he did not wish Prince Lorec dead. For once, since the traitorous prince had stolen his battalion, Goran only wished for the prince’s magic to be enough to protect them.
But how could it be? Odin was a fallen god. Isoleth was a mad queen. Sooner or later, she would prevail, and that would mean the end of his battalion.
He had to help them, but Aliath had hamstrung him completely. He could not leave the King’s side now. He was his general, much like Lady Kara had become. He answered to Aliath and no other, not even the Herra, and yet all he wanted to do was rush to Valhalla and save his battalion from an evil queen.
He stared at his King now as orders were given to ride out, to prepare for battle. The forecourt swirled around him with Hyrða mounting their horses, squires running to and fro, Fīfrildi flittering between them all, courtiers and aristocrats baring witness to the mayhem.
Had the King known Goran would take the first opportunity to leave the battlefield and go to his battalion? Had Aliath known this and sought to circumvent his actions, his imminent betrayal?
Goran climbed woodenly aboard his own horse, barely registering the encouraging words of his squire. His eyes left his King, too unsure of his own desires, and naturally sought out his mate. She knew something was wrong, of course. She knew him too well not to see his internal struggle. She took a step toward him, but if Sora reached his side, he may not be able to leave her.
He took one last look at his beautiful, fearless mate, and turned his horse, riding out to the beat of drums and the sound of horns in the wake of his King. The Herra rode beside him, the Champion in front, at Aliath’s right hand. Hyrða in their regalia, brought up the rear.
None knew the battle that waged within him. None knew the traitorous thoughts he was having; thoughts that threatened to consume him.
His King had honoured him, and yet, all Goran could think was the chains that bound him to Aliath’s side had become thicker, stronger, and more unwieldy.
It was not becoming of a Hyrða, let alone a Vísi.
It took all of Goran’s willpower to hide his emotions, to still his heartbeat, to quiet the turmoil inside his head. In the end, he told himself; it did not matter. What would be would be.
Either he had been trained well by his Herra.
Or, like his battalion, his training would crumble under adversity.




Chapter twelve







Smoke And Mirrors

Kara


Smoke was the first thing we could see as our entourage approached the border. Something was burning, and I wondered if it was due to the Bal Forad; the dragons Isoleth had used on the Lesser Fey. I couldn’t see their shimmering scales in the overcast sky, nor could I spot any flames rushing out to greet us from the low cloud cover, but I felt an itch between my shoulder blades, which I took as a warning.
We needed to keep our eyes peeled above, as well as to all sides of us.
As the battalions came into view, I could tell they’d taken a hammering, but the line was still strong, and despite evidence of injury, the Hyrða were formed up, armed and following orders. For now, though, I couldn’t see the Ljósálfar. 
It was a strange sensation to want something so very dangerous so very much and still be relieved not to see it. If the Light Fey weren’t visible, then Isoleth wasn’t visible. And although I wanted nothing more than to confront the bitch who had tortured me for so long and show her exactly what she had made in me — to her detriment — I was inordinately relieved that the moment was clearly delayed.
My emotions were in turmoil, and it didn’t get any better, because as we drew closer to the main encampment, I spotted someone else I hadn’t expected to see again.
Georgia was slinking through the Hyrða making them — to a one — a little jumpy. As a vampire — or half-vampire, at least — she couldn’t feed off fairies without making herself sick. So those Hyrða she passed were quite safe in that regard.
But no one could ever call Gigi friendly, and there were other ways she could employ to dispatch them forever.
Xavier strained against the leash Dagar had suggested I use to control him. I didn’t think the vampire could be controlled in that way, but to avoid an argument, I’d acquiesced and then told Xavier he could break the leash when the battle started as long as he only hunted Light Fey.
Like Gigi, her sire couldn’t feed off the Fey, but that didn’t mean he didn’t get a kick out of hunting them.
With whimpering sounds and a puppy dog look in his eyes when he glanced up at me, I reached down and unhooked his leash from the collar he was wearing. The collar was just a collar and had no magical properties whatsoever. Although Dagar had suggested the possibility of controlling the rogue vampire via that means as well. 
The leash I had agreed to for everyone’s peace of mind, but a magical collar was too close to what Isoleth had done to me and was definitely out. In the end, I knew Xavier would do what I asked of him. We’d established a strange relationship, but one I trusted.
No matter what I had attempted, however, I had not been able to counter whatever it was Isoleth had done to him to make him rogue. Despite my deep well of power, my magic was not enough — or not the right type of magic, I’m not sure — to reverse the Mad Queen’s work.
It was a thought that terrified me if I let it.
Xavier darted off through the throng of Hyrða without them even being aware he was amongst them. His ability to blend into his surroundings was impressive. Georgia turned at his approach, but how she could see him, I didn’t know. Maybe her blood called to his blood or vice versa.
Like a happy puppy, he bounded around his vampire-daughter, pouncing around on all fours, bowing his head and sticking his vampire butt up into the air as if he wanted to play with her. I slid off my horse, handing the reins to a nearby squire, and made my way to my best friend’s side.
“Cut that out!” Gigi snapped at Xavier. “Keep your rogue germs to yourself, you freak of nature!”
“Hey!” I said, offering a smile to soften the reprimand. “Go easy. He’s just happy to see you.”
“Kara, I swear, if he doesn’t calm the fuck down, I will stake his undead heart and be done with him.”
“He’s your sire.”
“And? How does that endear him to me? He made me what I am now.”
It was an argument I should have known better to start. I didn’t really have a leg to stand on, considering how much I wanted to see Isoleth pay. So, I changed the topic, and thankfully, Xavier grew bored with being ignored and scampered off, leaving just Gigi and me in a sea of warrior Fey.
“Where have you been?” I asked my BFF.
“Here and there.”
“You just vanished without so much as a goodbye, but Aliath said you hadn’t used a portal.”
“Maybe I have a portal he doesn’t know about.”
“Yeah, right. And I don’t have wings or anything.”
“Ooh, you have got snarky since I left you here.”
“Only way to be around fairies.”
“All fairies must die,” the Dark Shadow told me. And I knew it was the Dark Shadow who had butted into our conversation and not Gigi. It was a little creepy.
“Okay, but I’m a fairy, too, you know. Just saying.”
“You are more than a fairy, little one,” she countered.
“Good to know.”
“She’s feeling a little out of sorts,” Gigi told me. “All this brings back memories of the last fairy war.”
“The one you talked to Aliath about?”
Gigi nodded. “The Dark Shadow is not much for conversation, but I feel what she feels, and the last time a big fairy battle was fought, Isoleth was frightening.”
“What does that mean?”
“You need to be careful, Kara. Isoleth does something, somehow — even the Dark Shadow doesn’t quite know how — but it makes her into a monster or something.”
“Not very helpful, Gigi.”
“And that’s why we’re here,” she told me. “Holding up our end of the bargain. The DS might not be able to put into words what she knows about that war, but if we’re here, maybe we can intervene. Give Aliath a few on-the-ground pointers, so to speak.”
“Thanks,” I said simply. “But that doesn’t tell me where you’ve been.”
She snorted, not making eye contact. “You’re persistent, aren’t you? I bet Aliath loves that.”
“Stop trying to change the subject. And yes, he does like the challenge.”
“I bet he does.”
“Gigi,” I said with a sigh. She was hiding something, and I’d given her enough time to come clean. “What are you really up to in Faerie?”
“What do you mean? I had an accord with Aliath that is now all paid up. I’m back because the Dark Shadow can’t communicate what she’s feeling about the last fairy wars and I didn’t want to leave you all in a bind.”
“Really?”
“Fuck a duck, suspicious much?”
“Yep.”
She snorted again, looking out across the Hyrða towards the border. “Can you feel her?”
I knew who she meant, immediately. “No. Can you?”
“The Dark Shadow can.”
“I wonder if Aliath can.” I looked toward where Aliath was talking to several fairies; Goran and Dagar were amongst them, as well as Vibalt who had been commanding the border battalions until our arrival. As if he knew I was looking at him, Aliath’s head came up and his vibrant green eyes met mine.
For a brief moment in time, nothing else existed but us.
Then Georgia snorted again and my attention was drawn back to my best bud.
“What does the Dark Shadow feel?” I asked her.
“Vileness and contamination and rot,” Georgia’s vampire-within replied, snarling.
“Okay,” I murmured. I stared out across the border with Gigs. “I wonder why I can’t feel her yet.”
“Maybe it has something to do with my kindred joining,” Gigi offered.
I looked at her. “So, you’re prepared to talk about that now, are you?”
She offered a half-hearted glare. “Aliath said you would have noticed the power boost.”
“I did. I was waiting for you to tell me about it.”
Georgia let out a breath of air. “You know Samson is my mate, right?”
“Of course.”
“And Jett is the Master of the City and my boss.”
“Oh.”
“Yeah, somehow it all worked, and we created a triumvirate.”
“That’s amazing. Right?” I studied her. I wasn’t sure if Gigi thought it was amazing or not.
“Oh, yeah,” she said in an almost too-upbeat tone of voice. “Absolutely,” she added.
“You don’t sound convincing, Gigi.” I reached out and touched her arm. Gold sparkles spread out from my hand to the sleeve of the top she was wearing. We both looked down at them and said nothing.
“Do you remember Mark Anderson?” she asked, staring at the manifestation of my god-given magic.
“The police detective?”
“Yeah. He died saving Auckland City. Saved my father, too.”
Gigi didn’t have a good relationship with her father. I thought he was a bit of tool, too. I couldn’t imagine what she’d been through lately.
“Freakin’ hell, Gigs. I’m sorry.”
“The triumvirate has helped in the aftermath — I’ve not felt so alone — but it’s also been a bit of a pain in the butt, to be honest. No one can remember a three-way kindred joining before, but Luce reckons ours is not the first. I guess Michel knows something we don’t. Anyway, it’s been an adjustment and I feel guilty about Mark.”
I bet she did. Georgia always took on the guilt for everyone else. Prickly, she might be, but her heart was in the right place and she felt things keenly.
“Bring it in,” I said, holding my arms out for a hug. I curled my fingers, indicating she needed to step forward into my embrace. Gigi just stared at me. “Come on, you know you want to,” I encouraged. “FHT. Fey Hug Time. Get your golden sparkles here! Free to a good home. Going. Going. Oh, sod it!” I stepped forward and wrapped my friend up in a massive hug.
Golden light spilled out across the battlefield.
“How the hell do the Dökkálfa put up with you?” she asked as she returned my hug, finally.
“I’m growing on them. Like mould.”
“You’re fungi,” she said as if she were saying ‘you’re funny’.
“I’m a fun-girl, actually,” I shot back at her.
“Idiot,” she whispered and ended the hug.
We both stared at the border. Where was Isoleth? Waiting for us? Fairies fought their battles strangely.
“You need to watch the clouds,” Georgia suddenly told me.
“The clouds?”
“They hide the valkyries.”
“The valkyries are trapped in Valhalla.”
She nodded her head but said nothing.
Aliath waved me over, then. I could never tell afterwards if that was just a coincidence or if Georgia had somehow arranged it. How she could get Aliath to do her bidding was beyond me, though. Manipulation, of course, was not out of the question.
Especially when I looked back on the conversation later.
For now, though, we parted ways. Her to prowl the battalions, the Dark Shadow glancing up at the clouds a little too often for my liking, and me to go to Aliath because, let’s face it, I couldn’t deny my need to be near him if I tried.
It was only when I reached his side that I realised Georgia hadn’t told me where she’d been or what she’d been doing in Álfeimr.
With a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, I turned my attention to my mate and the coming battle. We had more immediate problems to deal with.
It was time to advance.




Chapter thirteen







Present Arms

Marik


It was the third group of Dómr they had challenged that day. At a time when everyone needed to be on guard for a Ljósálfar attack, the Caste Police were rounding up ‘recalcitrant’ Fīfrildi and bullying them into submission; staking their claim on the castle’s corridors in as public a way as they possibly could.
Marik could not believe the hubris of them. If it were not for her Smiðr companion, she might well have told this latest group just what she thought of them. As it was, the words were on the tip of her tongue, barbed and poisonous, when Lord Matrik stepped forward and broke her eye contact.
It was bad enough that Marik had a squad of Hyrða trying to protect her. Now she had to contend with the Cleric of the Church of the Old Gods, as well.
“It is not wise to provoke such inner turmoil when we are at war with our enemies,” Matrik told the four defiant Dómr before them. “The wolf is at the door, my friends. We must protect those weaker than us, not belittle them. Now is the time to come together for the greater good.”
The Dómr, who had clearly been the group’s leader, spat on the ground at the clergy—fairy’s feet.
“You can take your weak words and shove them where the sun don’t shine,” the Dómr said in an affected lower caste accent. “We don’t answer to you, Prestr.”
“You answer to His Majesty and the law,” Marik snapped. 
“What law, Kerling? Whose law? Not ours!” The repeated questions were an insult in themselves, just as calling her a Kerling was.
“You are Dökkálfa,” she said, straightening her spine. “The law of our land applies to you as much as it does me. As does the Dark Dance of Canon.”
The Dómr spat again, this time the spittle landed on the lower hem of Marik’s dress.
A sword appeared from out of nowhere. The tip of the very sharp weapon was placed beneath the chin of the spitting Dómr. A low growl emitted from the throat of the Hyrða who wielded it.
“You will show some respect or I shall make you show it,” the lieutenant said.
Marik blushed slightly. This particular Hyrða had shown a personal interest in his charge beyond that which a guard should have. He had not hidden his interest in her, either, nor curtailed it in the slightest.
Lord Matrik was right, though. Now was not the time to be distracted; the wolf was at the door. Marik’s Lady had left that very afternoon for the border. For battle. Worry weighed heavily on her Head of Household’s shoulders. The Lady Kara was powerful, no doubt. But that did not mean Marik was unconcerned for her Lady’s survival.
The Mad Queen had a history of winning against all odds. Most viciously.
Enough, Marik thought. The castle needed to be made ready for possible invasion. Just because the Champion and the King had ridden to battle, did not guarantee their success.
“Your short-sightedness will be your downfall,” Marik told the Dómr. “But it will not be ours.” 
She turned to the lieutenant and lifted her chin; a habit borne from a lifetime of being discounted and ignored. But those days were over and the lieutenant simply bowed his head, awaiting her instructions.
Not for the first time, Marik marvelled at her change in circumstances, at the way the castle had changed and those within it. This was her Lady’s legacy; a thought that warmed Marik as it conversely chilled her.
A legacy implied the death of the one who made it. Lady Kara could not die in battle. She was mate to the King. She was their rightful Queen. Marik was unsure she could survive such a tragedy.
Pulling her mind away from those maudlin thoughts, she met the lieutenant’s eyes. “Arrest them and have them thrown in the dungeon with the others.”
“Your wish is my command,” the lieutenant replied formally.
Marik would have rolled her eyes, but the Dómr chose that moment to attack her. She should not have been surprised he picked her as his target. Lord Matrik for all his ‘weak words’ was a Smiðr. And the rest of Marik’s entourage were armed and extremely lethal Hyrða. That left Marik, the pathetic Fīfrildi in the Dómr’s eyes. Almost as inconsequential as the Lesser Fey to fairies like him, she acknowledged.
Not this time, Marik thought indignantly. Where she got the courage from in the face of such hatred and vitriol, she was not certain. She could only lay that particular gift at her Lady’s feet.
Pulling a dagger from the folds of her dress, she swiped out at the approaching Dómr, slicing a gouge in his cheek. He screamed. The Hyrða moved forward to intercept as one. Lord Matrik was pulled to safety. The rest of the Dómr’s Caste Police colleagues chose the moment of distraction to mount their own attack.
The air was fraught with much noise and danger, heightened emotions swirling like eddies and making Marik giddy. The Dómr reached her side, batting the dagger away. His fingers wrapped around her throat, squeezing. But then the lieutenant was there, his sword thrusting up through the Dómr’s chest, just missing Marik. The rest of the Dómr went crazy in an indignant-fuelled rage.
Chaos bloomed. The Dómr trying to kill Marik released her and fell to his knees. Struggling for air through a passageway raw with injury, Marik whispered, “Stop! Stop this madness!”
The castle let out a single, ear-piercing wail. The ground beneath their feet shuddered, dust rained down from the rafters above their head, windows shattered, the glass tinkling to the stone floor in a high-pitched musical wave. And then silence.
The rest of the Dómr had been thrown to the floor. The lieutenant’s sword had come free of the attacking Dómr’s chest; there was no way a Hyrða would release his weapon willingly. His fairies recovered themselves and surrounded the downed Dómr. For their part, what was left of this particular squad of Caste Police was done; their will shaken; their fear, bittersweet.
Clearing her throat, Marik knelt beside the Dómr who had just experienced a sword thrust unceremoniously through his body. He still breathed. His eyes flickered open, and he stared up at her.
“Your world is changing, Kerling,” he murmured; blood coating his lips, pooling in his mouth.
“Our world has already changed, Dómr,” she told him. “And if you cannot change with it, then perhaps it is best you leave.”
“Others will fight in my place.” He coughed, blood splattering his fine clothing.
“Then they, too, shall fight in vain.”
He reached out and gripped her arm. “From where do you get your courage, Fīfrildi?”
As he was dying, she answered him.
“From within me.”
He shook his head. “It is not right,” he mumbled, his eyes glazing.
“Be at peace, Fairy,” she told him; a moment of compassion for a fairy who wished her to remain beaten. To remain his lesser.
Marik was no longer beaten, no longer kowtowed. No longer a member of the servant caste, this courtier believed her to be.
“Be at peace,” she whispered again.
His last breath left him slowly. A wail began from one of the Dómr he had been leading. Another shouted at the lieutenant. “You shall pay for this,” he snarled. “An unjust killing! You shall pay! Mark my words.”
Marik closed the deceased fairy’s eyes and said a silent prayer to their goddess for forgiveness. His or hers or the lieutenant’s, she wasn’t entirely certain. And then she climbed to her feet. Before she could say a word, give an order to clean up the corridor, the castle rolled beneath them, the stones of the floor miraculously parting, and the dead Dómr slid down out of sight completely.
“That’s handy,” a Hyrða remarked.
The lieutenant offered him a glare, and the Hyrða shut up. Turning to Marik, the lieutenant bowed low.
“We await your orders, Marik of the Fīfrildi.”
When had she become a leader of Hyrða, a leader of her people? When had this shift happened in their psyche? After Lady Kara’s arrival, to be sure. And, Marik admitted, after her own change in beliefs.
She would never again be browbeaten by another, never again be subject to abuse from the unworthy. Marik may not be able to choose her battles, but by Nut, she would face each one with courage and with dignity.
One of the Dómr scoffed. Another swatted him across the back of the head. That second Dómr looked directly at Marik and then lowered his head in submission.
It had been a slow battle and one they had not yet won completely, but Marik could see a light at the end of the long tunnel, a dawn that promised to be the most beautiful sunrise ever seen.
She turned back to the lieutenant and placed a hand on his arm; a move she would not have contemplated previously. 
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” she said simply. A boon and an acknowledgement of his interest in one forthright move.
“My name is Karlvor,” he told her.
“Karlvor,” she said slowly, allowing his name to roll off her tongue. She liked it. He offered her a smile; his squad remained steadfast in their duties, witness to the exchange but unmoved by it.
Or, perhaps, they hid their amusement well.
“We are at war,” Marik said; her words for all of them. “Our people fight on the border even as we stand here, squabbling with our own kind within our castle’s walls. No more.”
“No more,” the Hyrða said as one. The Dómr were slower and quieter in their agreement, but it was an agreement, Marik was sure.
“We have work to do,” Marik announced. A lot of work; these would not be the last Caste Police holdouts they encountered.
And if her Lady was unsuccessful — a thought Marik did not wish to countenance at all — then perhaps they would have more than just squabbles to deal with within the castle walls.
“Move out!” the lieutenant ordered, his men jumping to do his bidding. He offered Marik an arm. 
She stared at it and then raised an eyebrow when she looked him in the face.
“It is not my sword arm, minn elska,” he whispered.
“Well, then,” she said, and placed her hand on his arm in return.
Their world was changing. The Dómr had been right. But it was changing in ways the old castes could not dream of, and also, it must be said, in ways Marik herself had never dared hope.




Chapter fourteen







Soldier Of Fortune

Sora


She’d followed Lady Analor here. It had been an extremely dangerous thing to do. Not only was this a part of the castle reserved for the upper echelons of Smiðr and their servants alone, it was also a sparsely used area, and therefore, her presence would be easily noted.
Sora did have one thing on her side, however. The castle was aiding her.
When she had been certain she was about to be discovered in the shadows of a giant vase, the castle had opened a hidden compartment in the wall, and Sora had been able to slip out of sight completely.
She didn’t wish to rely on the castle’s help, however. There were limits to what it could do. And no fairy ever trusted another’s magic entirely. It was just not a wise thing to do. The castle was Dökkálfa of course, and Dökkálfa was the castle. Even so, it went against the grain to place one’s trust in anyone other than their mate to such a degree.
But Lady Analor had looked like she was trying not to be seen herself and that had caught Sora’s attention. It was not her purview to investigate the goings on of the Smiðr. Sora’s role in the rebellion was as a liaison to Marik. A conduit, so to speak, between the leader of the rebellion and the average Fīfrildi. Sora did not know how the Hyrða communicated with Marik, but the Hyrða weren’t as mistreated as the average Fīfrildi, so perhaps it was moot.
In any case, Sora’s own mate, Goran, a commander in the King’s army, had never had a need to contact Marik in that fashion. He had, therefore, not imparted any wisdom on the matter.
Thinking of her mate had Sora biting her lip and fluttering her wings madly. She was so worried about his wellbeing. He had received an honour from Aliath; an honour Sora could not have ever believed possible. To name her mate a Vísi was unheard of.
But Sora knew of the unique and close relationship the King and her mate shared. In a way, it made sense. In reality, it was unconscionable.
Such an honour. And such a responsibility. If Sora had not already been so worried for her mate’s safety, she would now be inconsolable with angst.
As it was, she was distracted enough to almost get caught again.
The castle obliged with another hidden alcove, perhaps made especially for her at that precise moment. It was hard to say with the castle. It spoke more freely with the lower castes now, but it still did not have an awful lot to say.
“Thank you,” she whispered; something a Dökkálfa would not normally offer another, but Sora felt if she did not acknowledge the castle’s assistance, it would think her ungrateful and cease its aid.
The closer she got to whatever place this was, the more the stakes were raised.
Lady Analor had been in the room for an hour already, and Sora had only made it several feet closer than where she had been when she’d watched the Lady enter. Perhaps she was having an illicit meeting with someone. But Sora had not seen anyone else enter the room, and although they could well have been inside waiting prior to the Lady’s arrival, Sora had a feeling that this was about something else.
There had been rumours. Whispered in the shadows. Spoken of behind raised hands. Rumours that were hard to believe, but one thing was a fact. Lady Boleth had killed herself; her Fīfrildi had found her body. That could not be denied. And so, Sora thought the veracity of the rumours could perhaps be believed.
Lady Analor had mated with Lord Boleth.
Sora couldn’t quite see the two together. Both were Smiðr, of course. And not just any Smiðr, but high-ranking aristocrats. Their positions within the Smiðr ranks were appropriate for a mating. But Boleth was an old fairy and Analor was young. Not unheard of, but still Sora shuddered.
And the rumours that had come out of that household. The disgusting, degrading things the Lord of the house had forced on his Fīfrildi. No fairy in their right mind would agree to work for him, but there were, unfortunately, fairies who had fallen through the cracks in their society, who, for one reason or another, had nowhere else to go.
At last count, Lord Boleth had three Fīfrildi in his employ. One housemaid, one kitchenmaid, and one maid for his wife. The latter had found the former Lady Boleth, dagger in hand, blood soaking the carpet.
And perhaps that story, told in the shadows and behind raised hands, was the reason why Sora had followed Lady Analor when she had seen her acting strangely. There could be no other grounds for Sora to take such an open risk, and yet, here she was, hidden in the shadows, relying on the castle to help, creeping ever closer to a room in a lesser used but no less upper caste section of the castle.
Finally, after what felt like many hours, but had probably only been the one at the most, Sora was close enough to press her ear to the door and listen for clues. Doing so would expose her completely, but the hallway had been empty for some time, and she could not hear the sound of approaching feet.
Taking a fortifying breath of air, Sora crossed the short distance from her latest hiding place to the door and pressed her ear against the wood.
At first, she could not decipher what it was she was hearing — feeling — through the wood. The door vibrated slightly, in a rhythmic fashion, accompanied by the rattle-thump of something possibly mechanical. What in Álfeimr could that be?
The castle grumbled; a warning. Sora did not have to think twice about heeding it. In a split second, she was flying back across the space to her hiding place, her wings extended, her feet improperly hovering above the stone floor, her heart beating mercilessly inside her chest.
She just made it into the shadows as the door to the room opened, revealing Lady Analor. The Lady hesitated on the threshold of the room, staring out into the corridor. Her green eyes blazed, and she inhaled deeply. Pressing herself up against the castle wall and holding her breath, Sora worked on shielding her emotions.
It required skill far greater than what Sora had. But if the Lady sensed her there, she did not act on that knowledge. Hefting a bundle of something Sora could not immediately identify under her arm, the Lady shut the door behind her and locked it, and then made her way toward the centre of the castle.
The courtyard, perhaps?
It did not matter. For the moment, Sora was safe and she took the time necessary to still her heartbeat, to slow her respirations, and to calm herself to some degree. That had been close. Too close. She could not afford to be so reckless again.
But what had the Lady been holding? Sora tried to work it out. The vibration through the door. The rhythmic mechanical thumping. The parcel of...
It had not been big, but it had definitely been unwieldy. In the shape of a loaf of bread, maybe. No, that was not quite right. More like the shape of a shoebox.
And then it clicked. Sora knew what the Lady had been carrying. More of those insipid pamphlets that spread their nasty rot around the castle. Lady Analor was the distributor of the disinformation. And inside that very room had to be the printing press.
Printing presses were large machines, as far as Sora knew. But Álfeimr was full of magic to negate such inconvenient things. It could be moved. In her heart, Sora knew she needed help. That she should go fetch that help to ensure her safety. Alone, this was too dangerous, but the thought of the printing press being moved before she returned was too great.
She had to act now and damn the consequences.
“Please, forgive me,” she whispered to her mate. “I have no choice.”
Touching the wall at her back for comfort, she checked the corridor was empty, and then fluttered on silent wings across the space to the doorway. Analor had locked the door, but Sora was a Fīfrildi. In order for her kind to survive, they had acquired skills the upper castes were not aware of. One of which was lock-breaking spells made quietly.
Sora muttered under her breath, drawing on her small well of Dökkálfa magic. Perhaps the castle helped her. Perhaps she was just that good at getting into places she should not. For whatever reason, the door gave up its secrets in record time, and the pin quietly released the lock.
Sora sucked in a breath of air and pushed the door open, slipping in, out of sight, as soon as the gap was big enough.
There was little light in the room to see by; the window had been covered. The scent of an oil lamp filled the air, along with the distinctive scent of wet ink and machine oil. Sora followed the scent of the lamp and, with another muttered word, lit it. She did not fear the light would be seen from the corridor; she had not been able to see Lady Analor’s light, so it stood to reason, hers would be equally as well hidden.
The illumination did make it possible to clear the room of any enemies. For a second or two, Sora froze, aware she’d entered without considering Analor had an accomplice. At first, she’d contemplated the Lady meeting with a paramour, but somehow she had forgotten that notion when she’d heard the press working. It was a stupid mistake and one that could have cost her life.
Thankfully, in this instance, there was no paramour, and the mistake did not exact a price.
Letting out a stress-filled breath of air, Sora sagged against the door, her eyes flitting about the room, taking in the sheaves of blank parchment, the bottles of ink, the rubbish bin full of discarded pamphlets, and the odd one that had dropped and been left on the floor. The printing press, of course, was hard to miss.
Ignoring the elephant in the room, Sora stooped and picked up a pamphlet. This one had not made it to the bin and appeared in order. No obvious spelling mistakes that Sora could see. Perhaps it was simply dropped and being a Smiðr, the Lady had not deemed it her duty to retrieve.
There were magically enhanced images of the King and Lady Analor on the front of the pamphlet. Sora had seen similar ones that morning. Those pamphlets had disappeared quickly. Countering the propaganda of late had become a full-time job for some of the rebellion’s fairies. This pamphlet repeated what had been disseminated in the earlier version, with one notable exception.
An image of Analor crumpled on the floor at the King’s feet had been added with a caption that read, He discards his conquests so easily. But he cannot discard the truth of his duplicity.
To what duplicity the caption referred was left to the reader’s discretion. But it was obvious to Sora that failing to reach her audience this morning, Lady Analor was again attempting to besmirch her King.
Her small hands fisted in anger on her Monarch’s behalf. There was no way Aliath had been unfaithful to Sora’s Lady. Sora could never believe that. They were fated mates. Destined to be together. And unlike most of the Court, Sora had seen how Aliath behaved around her Lady. How besotted he was. How completely enamoured he had become with Lady Kara. How in love they were with each other.
It was a love story that would be spoken of for centuries. The odds stacked against them. The battles they’d had to wage to reach their paradise. Sora believed in that story wholeheartedly. She, too, had had an epic love affair with her mate.
Her gaze came up from the pamphlet to land on the printing press. Such an ugly thing. Such a vile machine.
Sora was Fīfrildi. The servants of the castle, the artisans of their realm. They created, they tended, they cared for their fellow beings. Destruction was not in their psyche.
But Sora was also mated to a Hyrða. She knew him better than anyone else. She knew his loves, his hates, his worries. She knew what motivated his rage.
Drawing on her mate, she channelled her magic into something a Fīfrildi would not naturally contemplate. It wasn’t perfect. But it was enough.
And perhaps the castle did aid her on this occasion, because the printing press collapsed in on itself in a fashion that spoke of far more power than Sora could claim.
In the end, all that was left was a molten lump of metal and spilled ink.
Nodding to herself, Sora left the room, checking the corridor was clear before stepping out into the open. Her nerves were shot, her heart was missing the odd beat, her pulse thundered in her ears. Swiping the sweat from her brow, she did not register the low rumble from the castle walls in her discombobulated state.
And she did not see the shadows shift and what had lurked within them steadfastly follow in her wake.




Chapter fifteen







Unwinnable War

Aliath


It was time.
I had faced battle before, of course. But this was different. This carried the weight of the crown on my head and the responsibility for my people. It carried the concern for my mate facing her own demons again. It carried so much, my shoulders ached. 
This time I faced my aunt herself and not her minions. This time I could see Isoleth and taste the rot that invaded every pore throughout her body.
Arrayed around me were my best — almost all of — my Hyrða. Chainmail clanked, horses huffed out steaming air, Sverðs beat against gauntlets, Bogi at the ready. A sea of hardened and determined green-skinned faces stood tall at my sides and back, ready to go to battle at my signal.
To my left, sitting upon his own horse, was Dagar, the Herra of the Hár Lords. To my right, glowing softly, golden wings extended, rising high above her shoulders, was Kara. A woman born human, made fairy. Made fairy by the Mad Queen we faced.
Just to Kara’s side, green eyes blazing, a look I couldn’t quite decipher on his harsh features, was Goran. A fairy I had known since not long after birth. Like me, he had been born in captivity. Like me, all he had known until recently were the glass walls of our prison and the inside of our castle.
Isoleth had a lot to answer for and now it was time to make her pay.
I raised my sword in the air above my head, my horse aware the moment was upon us and shifting anxiously, eagerly, on his feet. The air stilled. Álfeimr waited. When we crossed that border, Dökkálfa would wane and Ljósálfar would wax.
Any last words of wisdom, I thought toward where the castle lay.
I did not expect an answer, but as usual, of late, Dökkálfa surprised me.
There must be balance in all things.
It was not exactly what I wanted to hear. It left a lot to the imagination and I could not afford doubt right then. I gritted my teeth, tightened my grip on my upheld sword, and then brought the blade down with a roar of defiance.
My battalions let out their own roar as we advanced, the thunderous sound of hundreds of horses’ hooves beating into the packed earth along the edge of the border. The buzz of the border itself as we approached its translucent shield reached my ears, the hum of magic from deep down inside the earth beneath us joined it, and the rapidly increasing beat of my heart inside my chest drowned everything out. It was all I could hear. All I could feel.
That and rage.
Rage at Isoleth for imprisoning us. Rage at Isoleth for harming Kara. Rage at Isoleth for treating her own with such disdain. Rage at Isoleth for befouling Álfeimr. 
I took that rage and moulded it into purpose, sharpening my awareness, fuelling my magic, making the sounds I could hear become a background beat and my awareness to spread out farther around me.
Despite the poor condition of her army, they met us with ferocious intent. Swords clanged, horses clashed, arrows shot through the air designed to maim. My Hyrða wore armour. In fact, we all did, even Kara. But we also had healthy pools of magic to call on. Shields sprang to life all around me, the Light Fey arrows bouncing off them without inflicting harm.
It would have been easy at this point to think we would prevail, but the farther away from the border we got, the farther into Ljósálfar we invaded, the weaker our link to Dökkálfa would become. 
I’d known this would happen. The battle had started before we even left the castle, a battle I’d had with myself. Should I have lured her onto Dökkálfa land? Should I have waited?
In the end, as it does more often than it should of late, it had boiled down to politics. My Court was still recovering. There were snakes in the grass. Allowing Isoleth even one step closer to the castle would have been to invite a dagger in my back when I turned to face her.
I could not fight a battle on two fronts. Not this battle. Not this reckoning. And so, I had brought us to the border, taken that fateful step across it, and left Dökkálfa in the dark.
At some point, the battle changed, as all battles do at some stage. My intent had been to get to Isoleth. No one should have to face her but me. I was our King, she their Queen. The magic we possessed far outstripped any other. It would always be Isoleth and me in the end.
But Isoleth knew that would be my purpose and so she threw every able — or not so able — body in my path. Eventually, one of the fairies she thrust in my way managed to dismount me. If I had not dismounted, my horse would have received a fatal blow. I’m not sure why I chose its life over my superior position — none of the Ljósálfar had horses of their own; perhaps they had been forced to eat them — but even in battle, one must have standards.
Especially then.
My booted feet hit the ground, slipping in the mud and blood. I righted myself quickly enough to parry the blow from the Light Fey before me. Metal clanged as shouts of “To the King!” surrounded. But the fairy before me was weak and quickly dealt with.
Another soon took its place.
For a time, all I saw were the haggard and empty-eyed look of Isoleth’s fairies before me; one after another, after another. Throwing themselves against a wall of strength and determination. Falling on our swords, to our arrows, to the odd burst of magic.
Isoleth had the numbers, I’d give her that. But her army was frail. Still, though, they kept coming. Relentless. Merciless. Obdurate. Powered by their Queen’s fury. By simple madness. By the land’s magic. 
Ljósálfar ran through their veins, beneath their boots, in their hearts. I admired that about them. But I still fought to kill, to cull the rot, to reach the virus itself that had infected them.
I lost sight of Dagar. He had tried to remain at my side, but Isoleth was directing the battle from a vantage point I did not have. One quick look above our heads and I knew how. The Bal Forad were back. Not attacking, but watching. Conveying what they could see to the Mad Queen from their superior advantage high above the battlefield.
It was a sound tactical move. If the dragons did not attack, we would be inclined to forget them, dismiss them as not an immediate problem. But their flight overhead provided Isoleth with knowledge that gave her the advantage. She managed to separate me from the Herra and was working hard to separate me from Kara, as well.
I watched as my mate stood in the middle of a dozen Light Fey warriors, blithely smiting them one by one, using her god-like magic. If she chose, I believed she could have killed them all in an instant. But she held back, giving them a chance to flee, trying desperately to convince them of their folly.
I did not worry for her safety at that point. Isoleth was concentrating on me.
I admired Kara’s restraint, her love of all living creatures. But I also knew before the night was through, she would have to kill each and every Ljósálfar who came against her.
Between the sparks of metal on metal and through the splatters of spilled blood, I spotted Georgia. She was in her Dark Shadow form, and she culled a path through the throng of madness as if the fairies before her were made of butter. At her back lurched the rogue vampire; her sire. She did not need the protection, but he covered her rear, ensured no one snuck up on her.
The Dark Shadow, for her part, simply ignored him.
The battle raged all around me and still I could not reach my goal. Hyrða were dying. I could feel their life force soaking into the wet and mucky soil at our feet. Light Fey fell far swifter than our side, but their numbers were unfathomable. Where had Isoleth got so many soldiers? How had she built an army of this size without my spies being made aware of it? Where had she hidden them from me?
All questions I would demand answers to once I reached her. If I reached her. At this rate, it was uncertain if I could reach her before the next season, let alone the next day.
The battle raged all around me, and then the number of Light Fey throwing themselves on my blade doubled, tripled. I could not count the number and I could not see through the madness before me. Blood coated my arms, splashed on my face, into my eyes. Mud and viscera squelched at my boots, splashed up my thighs, hot and still sizzling. Crazed-faced monsters surrounded me, and for a moment, I saw my death; I saw my defeat. I saw her victory.
And then, somehow — Goddess alone knows how — Goran was there, between me and a blade, fighting with economical movements, conserving his energy, a look, the look I’d seen on his face earlier, marring his features. In the chaos and relief of his arrival, I could not immediately decipher what that look meant.
But as the numbers returned more to our favour, I had the time to glance at my friend between slashes of my blade and see just what graced his features.
Determination, to be sure. Perhaps a smattering of desperation. Those I would have expected, but the turmoil, the conflict upon his face, I did not.
There was not time to work it out, however; he’d granted me a reprieve, but Isoleth had more than just a ragged army at her disposal. She had her creations.
Out of the Ljósálfar forest behind her ragtag army stepped the grotesque forms of creatures who should not exist. Some I recognised from her earlier creations, but many were new to me, and therefore, recent additions. Recent horrific experimentations.
Scales and hides and leathery skins; horns and tusks and clawed appendages; two heads, one, many; wings, giants, ferocious beasts without meaning. She drew them all to her, whispering words of love and sicker things, magic swirling around her, buffeting her nearest guards, sending them flying.
I had to reach her side. I had to stop this before it became an unwinnable war. Fatigue momentarily assuaged me, and then a golden glow of god-like magic swept across the battlefield, touching every single Dökkálfa still standing. 
The irony was that Isoleth had created Kara, and in her creation, she had handed us a means to end her mad reign.
“Form up!” I yelled, magnifying my voice to reach all corners of the battlefield. “On me!” A visceral roar of approval resounded. “Advance!” I shouted.
And the thunderous sound of a thousand boots marching drowned out the Mad Queen’s frustrated screams.




Chapter sixteen







Breaking Faith

Kara


There are things they don’t tell you about war. Oh, they speak of the blood and of the screams. They tell you it is horrific, but necessary. But they don’t mention the mud that sucks the soles of your boots into the uneven soil, threatening to topple you. They don’t say a thing about the smell of viscera and the sharp tang of sparks upon metal. They don’t warn you of how exhausted you’ll become, of how every movement hurts, of how your head pounds with the rapid beat of your pulse and your chest aches with every laboured breath in.
My arms felt too heavy for my body. It took everything in me to keep the tip of my sword held up; en garde. Sweat kept dribbling into my eyes and stinging them, affecting my vision. My butt hurt; you know, right where your thighs met the cheeks because lifting my feet over the dead and sliding around in the muck stretched muscles and tendons to snapping in places that should not be stretched in that fashion.
Fairies were dying all around me. Some of them cleanly, most of them not. There was nothing I could do for them but keep going, keep fighting to stop the fight. Keep trying to reach Isoleth. Cut off the head and all that.
Swipe. Parry. Thrust. Repeat.
On and on it went, but no matter what we tried, we couldn’t take the next step. More and more dull-eyed Light Fey swarmed toward us. I could smell their rot. I could taste their desperation. If they failed their Queen, what would she do to them?
If they failed their Queen, what would that mean for us?
I lost sight of Aliath. Initially, that worried me. But I had enough in front of me to worry about in short order. 
Swipe. Parry. Thrust. Repeat.
My arms shook with the effort, my jaw ached with how I gritted my teeth for extra strength. A sound emitted with each swing of the blade; I knew what gut-wrenching actually meant, finally. My magic could bolster me, but the Hyrða needed it more. I healed where I could heal. I encouraged when I had the breath to speak. I sent my magic out in waves to soothe, to fortify, to invigorate. Every ounce of my power was spent to keep the Dökkálfa moving, fighting, advancing.
Swipe. Parry. Thrust. Repeat.
The Bal Forad flew overhead, advising their mistress where best to send her rotten army. She corralled us. She guided us. And then, when we’d had no choice but to go where she led us, her creatures, her monsters, stepped out of the Ljósálfar forest to greet us.
I almost stumbled then. My foot did slip in the mud and blood and viscera. I parried a sword strike down on one knee. Then thrust my dagger into the leg of a Light fairy who managed to get under my guard during the distraction. I screamed with the effort of pulling the blade free.
The fairy fell, clutching his leg, the blood pulsing free, mixing with the muddy morass beneath him. The sword wielder struck again — I was still down on one knee — I parried, but could not strike back. Purely on the defensive now.
A Hyrða fell to the side of me, trying to offer aid. I recognised his harsh features. His fixed green eyes stared at the night sky, condemning me.
I wanted to close my eyes. I wanted to mourn his death and those of every other. I didn’t have time for self-indulgence. I silently said a prayer to Nut to accept their souls into Elysium, to give them the honour and gratitude I could not right then.
I would mourn Farloc privately later. My guard who spoke little but saw so much. Who died trying to protect me.
Swords clashed. Sparks flew.
Swipe. Parry. Thrust. Repeat.
I was on my feet again. I couldn’t remember how I managed it. I thought perhaps Farloc’s sacrifice had allowed it. A painful sob escaped my chest.
Swipe. Parry. Thrust. Repeat.
The monsters were amongst us now. They stank of rot. More so than the dead-eyed army around us. I could see pus oozing from open sores. Yellow and viscous. I gagged when one got too close to me. I threw up in my mouth a little when my sword sliced through a sore and the pus burst out all over me.
My wings were a hinderance in such close quarters. I folded them in, absorbing them into my body. Desperate times and all that. Somehow, my intent worked, and I avoided a nicked wing or lost feather. Or Goddess forbid, an amputation.
Swipe. Parry. Thrust. Repeat.
I used my magic to push a monster back, making him trip on the uneven ground. The Hyrða nearest me pounced on his fallen form, giving no quarter. I covered their backs as best I could, but still one received a sword between the shoulder blades for his efforts.
I wasn’t enough.
In my anger and despair, I pulsed a wave of magic across the battlefield. The Dökkálfa battalions roared with renewed vigour, but the magic had taken it out of me. I staggered, using the tip of my sword in the soil to steady me. I didn’t fall, but a Ljósálfar soldier noticed my unguarded stance and took the opportunity.
My shield held, but barely. I felt the draw on my magic like a pull from deep within me, a tug on a line that was threatening to break. I screamed as the shield flared, and then, suddenly, Georgia was there; slicing, striking, snapping her fangs into faces, spitting out whatever she managed to take.
Can’t swallow that shit here, I thought, and almost giggled.
“Ground yourself, little one,” the Dark Shadow told me. “Dig deep beneath the roots.”
There were no roots here for me to dig deep beneath, just mud and guts and blood and vomit and piss and shit and gore and ... Goddess save me. Save us all.
Swipe. Parry. Thrust. Repeat. I kept saying the words to myself, putting them to action, again and again and again. It helped to centre me. I could hear yelling; a type of screaming with each action and realised detachedly that it was me.
But I wasn’t the only one to yell while fighting. Shouts and grunts and bursts of cursing sounded out across the grotesque battlefield. I’d got used to the smell now, I realised. How was that possible? It scared me as much as Isoleth did. As much as losing another fairy did. Almost as much as Aliath dying.
This could not become normal for me. This was not who I was. And yet, I pulsed my magic; I bolstered my Hyrða; I fought for Dökkálfa and freedom. I fought to cull the rot even as the scent of rot became familiar.
Swipe. Parry. Thrust. Repeat.
My tears had dried. My breaths were sawing out of me. My heartbeat was so fast, I couldn’t count the beats. My body felt numb, beyond the pain of stretched muscles and tendons now, into the realm of floating freely. That place you go to when you’re running a marathon and the blood is pumping and your body is working and you’re about to collapse from sheer exhaustion but don’t yet know it.
At least, it had always been that way for me.
Swipe. Parry. Thrust. Repeat.
Clawed hands and fanged maws, scales and leather, rot and faeces. Mud. Blood. Someone’s intestines. A sword thrust. A pulse of magic. Red. Brown. Gold. Black. A shout. A yell. A scream. A sigh. 
Swipe. Parry. Thrust. Repeat.
Somehow, some unimaginably long time from when it all began, we reached the edge of the forest where Isoleth had stood and watched the battle, directing her automatons and not breaking a nail in the effort. She’d moved, of course, by the time we got there. Taken herself away from the danger. Her dragons flew with wings outstretched above us, watching, guiding, offering her a view of the battle we could not counter.
The moment we stepped under those trees, they’d strike. I knew it. I glanced up, wondering if I had enough magic to do something. And then the trees themselves came alive, like creaking, ancient treemen from the Lord of the Rings, and started swatting the forward line of Hyrða aside.
It was one thing after another, after another.
I heard Aliath rally his men. I heard Dagar add his voice to his. I heard Goran backup both of them. I heard the Hyrða shout their reply. I pulsed my magic, adding what I could to the moment; a moment that felt bigger than it should; a suspension of time.
And then I felt it. A call. A pull. Something. It felt familiar to me and not; powerful and not; far away and close at the same time. I stilled. The battle raged all around me. Fairies fought and fairies died and monsters tried to eat them.
I spotted Goran near Aliath and Dagar. I spotted Vibalt farther away with his soldiers. I spotted Georgia who was Georgia again and not the Dark Shadow. And I felt that power, that call, as if it were for me and not her, and I watched as she answered it.
Vibalt was far to the left of the line. Goran, Dagar and Aliath were in the centre. I’d fallen back, seeking an answer to the Bal Forad, an answer I thought we’d need shortly. Georgia — the Dark Shadow — had been holding the right of the line. It had worked until it hadn’t.
Gigi raised her head and sniffed the air like a hound. And that magic called, and she answered. I watched, and the world slowed around me until I could see the individual beat of a hummingbird’s wings should one have been stupid enough to fly here, right now. Gigi stopped fighting, stopped holding her end of the line, and then she was gone.
Despite the slowing of the world around me, I couldn’t see her move, didn’t see the Ljósálfar before her part, didn’t see the treemen stumble as she took flight between them, moving too fast for the eye to see, deeper into Isoleth’s realm.
The only reason I saw what direction she moved in at all was because Xavier tried to follow her. The rogue vampire was far slower than that. But he tried. Dear Goddess, Xavier tried to follow his daughter and all he got for his efforts was a treeman swatting him away, over the heads of the nearest Hyrða.
I didn’t see what happened to him. Georgia leaving right then was the worst possible thing she could have done. The line broke. The Ljósálfar advanced. Hyrða fell. The walls closed in. 
Aliath was in the middle and destined to be crushed.
Everything was happening too quickly again. Time sped up, my heartbeat with it. I knew that power that had called Gigi away. I knew it as if it were mine, but it was not.
Odin, I thought. The God of War who had been imprisoned in Valhalla by his wife. Odin had called Georgia to him and, for some unfathomable reason, she had answered that call and left us in the lurch.
I knew from the Lesser Fey that Lorec was at Valhalla with Third Battalion. I didn’t know why he was trying to keep Odin in, why he was acting against Isoleth and defending Dökkálfa. It wasn’t what I’d come to think of Lorec. He was the Betrayer. The Traitor. The fairy who had tried to kill Aliath. He wanted Dökkálfa′s crown, and Isoleth was his means to get it.
But he guarded Valhalla and kept Isoleth out and now Georgia, with all the power of the Dark Shadow at her command, was coming.
I didn’t have time to worry about Lorec, a fairy I had not cared for in some time. I didn’t have time to worry about Georgia, either. Confused as I was by her actions.
The line had broken, and we were about to lose the war.
It was then the Bal Forad struck. At our weakest. In disorder and disarray. Crumbling. Isoleth sent in her dragons to raise the ground and turn us all — Ljósálfar and Dökkálfa both — into ashes.
Well, not today.
Pushing Georgia and Lorec from my mind. Forgetting about Odin’s magic feeling like my magic. Letting go of Farloc and all those who had already died. I concentrated on the living. I pulled on my own personal pool of magic, on the magic gifted to Dökkálfa’s Champion, on the part of me that is still Ljósálfar.
Isoleth had created a monster in me, but a monster that had turned.
Power rushed through me, my wings snapped out and lifted me off the ground, a golden glow spread out across the battlefield, into the forest, and up toward the Bal Forad.
They banked away at the last second, saving me from striking them from the sky. Perhaps that would come back to bite us in the butt at a later date, but for now, all that unimaginable amount of power I’d dragged from deep within the ground could be channelled toward something else.
The moment hung suspended. I searched the battlefield, my eyes alighting on Aliath. Green blazed back at me. Green and love and trust and, maybe just a little, awe.
I found Isoleth next. Cowering. Fuming. Fighting to pull the magic back to her.
And with the dead beneath my feet and the living under my care, I released the magic, mine and Dökkálfa’s and Ljósálfar’s. 
The monster became a butterfly with wings of gold and magic to rival the gods.
Every single Ljósálfar before me crumpled to the ground, leaving the battered, bruised and so nearly broken Dökkálfa standing.
In the quiet that followed, I heard her retreat. She was too frantic to be quiet. And she was not alone. Somehow, she had saved her monsters by sacrificing her pawns.
Death lay beneath me.
But, then, so did life.
I lowered myself to the mud and blood splattered ground, and the Hyrða let out a triumphant roar.
The war was not over. But we were still alive to fight some more.




Episode Three
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Judgement Day

Kara


We'd gained a reprieve. Time enough to tend to our wounded and dying. The war was not over, but this part of the battle had been won. But at what cost? Too steep a cost, I thought wearily.
My boots sunk into the mud, blood and viscera around me. My back ached where my wings had lifted me off the battleground and suspended me above the melee. My chest hurt from breathing too swiftly and from seeing so many fairies cut down in their prime.
War was not glorious. War was not impressive. War sucked. Those who sought it were monsters, far worse than the monsters they unleashed on their foes through their wars.
Isoleth had escaped. Her fairies were dead. Her monsters called from the battlefield for her own protection. We had no choice but to follow her. If we left the Mad Queen alone for too long, she'd create another battalion of creatures to thwart us.
I made my way through the throng of recovering Dökkálfa, feeling an itch between my shoulder blades that had nothing to do with my wings. I felt scoured out, weak like a wet noodle, numb inside my head; my thoughts bouncing around and touching on nothing.
Aliath was heading toward me, his strides long, his powerful legs eating up the distance between us. I stopped moving, because moving hurt too much. I turned in a circle and surveyed the carnage, trying to see why I felt like I was being watched.
"Minn elska," he said as he made my side. His big, strong arms wrapped me up and made me somehow feel better. If only briefly. 
The scents and sights surrounding us wouldn't allow me a long respite. What lay ahead of us was a heavy weight above my head, waiting for the right moment to fall and crush me.
"What happened?" he asked, his face buried in my neck, my hair. "We saw the right flank break. Where is Georgia?"
And just like that, the one thought I'd successfully pushed from my mind because it made no sense and hurt too much came flooding back in and I almost doubled up with the pain in my stomach. The gut punch that her desertion meant.
I shook my head. "Gone," I said, my voice raw from shouting. 
I swallowed thickly and someone handed me a water skin. It wasn't my personal guard. Farloc was dead and lying somewhere in this massive mound of broken fairies beneath us. I realised, as I chugged the water back, that it was Goran. Goran, who was on Ljósálfar land and could have taken the opportunity the chaos of battle provided to find his battalion.
But he chose to stand by his King. By Dökkálfa. What had that decision cost him?
I reached out and gripped his arm. His green eyes met mine. I let him see my understanding. I let him pull on my magic to bolster him. He lowered his head, fisted his hand over his chest and then went to help a wounded Hyrða.
"Have I missed something?" Aliath asked.
"No doubt many somethings, my King," I said.
He clutched me to him, but didn't comment further on the exchange. Surveying the battlefield, he said, "Georgia's desertion cost us dearly."
The words hurt like knives thrust into my body.
"I felt something calling," I told him.
"I did not."
"I don't think I was meant to feel it. But like calls to like and all that."
Aliath peered down at me, studying my features. After a long moment, he simply nodded his head. His trust in me was humbling.
"We must advance before she gains too much ground," he said, looking toward the forest, worry etched on his features.
"Push now to save lives later," I agreed. Although, looking at the state of our battalions, we could use a little time for recovery.
"Are you ready, my love?"
"No," I said simply. "But this has to end and if she will not back down, then we must step up."
"We cannot allow her time to rebuild," Aliath agreed. The unsaid being, we would not survive another battle like the last.
For now, Isoleth was diminished. Her soldiers fallen in battle. All that was left to her were her monsters. But even as grotesque and powerful as they were, they were not as mobile and practiced in the art of war as her fairies. It wasn't much, but it might be enough to end this once and for all.
The thought of venturing into the Ljósálfar forest to track her down and face her creatures, however, repulsed me. I did not want to step foot in there. But as my mum used to say, if wishes were horses, beggars would ride.
Aliath gave my hand a squeeze and then moved off to issue orders through Dagar to the battalions. I was pleased to see Vibalt yelling at his warriors, bolstering them and preparing them for what came next. Other battalions hadn't been as lucky, I noted. Some had lost enough soldiers to be little more than a couple of squadrons in size. Two had lost their commanders. One had lost the commander and sub-commander. They looked lost. They looked broken.
It only made sense that Goran take command of what was left of them, combining what was the leaderless battalion with the squadrons from the decimated one. It was a Hodge-Podge looking grouping of warrior Fey that stood before their temporary commander. A commander who wanted his own battalion at his command, and who had done the right thing and stayed with the army.
I couldn't think about what Lorec was up to with the Third Battalion at Valhalla. And I didn't want to think about Gigi and the call that she answered that I was pretty sure had come from deep inside Ljósálfar and also from somewhere else completely. 
There could only be one place that felt like that. A place straddling both Ljósálfar and Elysium. I'm not sure why I felt his god-like call, but as no one else had, I had to believe it was because of what I was. What his wife and mate had made me.
I looked down at the muddy, murky ground at my feet, seeing nothing but knowing what could lie beneath us. No one knew where they lay exactly, but it was thought they lay beneath a goodly portion of Álfeimr. Fallen gods and sleeping gods and gods alone knew what else.
Álfeimr is magic. It's full of it. It seeps out of the trees and ground and swirls in the air around us. Dead magic. Old magic. God magic. I'd received my fair share because Isoleth had woken a god when she made me. Which god, I did not know. But he'd given me wings. Given me magic. Magic of my own and not just Light or Dark Fey in origin.
Skilja that was me. Separate.
I sighed. Something watched me.
"I know you're there," I whispered, like I did when I spoke to Dökkálfa. 
This wasn't the castle. We were too far away for that, and also in Ljósálfar. I could still feel Dökkálfa, though. Whatever I'd done during that moment in battle had left my link open to the Dark Fey magic. Being here on Light Fey land linked me to Ljósálfar. But this was neither of those two wells of magic.
This was other.
"I don't know what you want from me," I told it. "But I'm trying my best here. You saw what she did to her fairies. You can smell the rot in her land. She has to be stopped."
Whatever it was that watched stayed silent. I knew it was still there. I knew it was waiting for something. Maybe, waiting to pass judgement. It felt heavy enough.
I had an inkling what it was, but even then, it felt different than Álfeimr had felt before. More awake. More aware. More present, if that were possible. More threatening in its presence, that was for sure.
The battalions had formed up again. The wounded had been left in the care of Hyrða, who were trained to care for such. They'd either recover and follow on behind us, or be sent back to the castle when the wagons arrived to ferry them there.
I walked amongst those who barely moved and touched them, murmured encouraging words to them, promised them retribution and that their sacrifice had not been made in vain. Magic swirled around me, golden and vibrant. I did nothing to stop it. I let my warriors see their general, see their would-be queen, and hear the promise I made to them.
I was the Champion of Dökkálfa. They could no longer stand and fight, but I would stand and fight for them. It was my job. My calling. And for the first time since I'd sought asylum in Dökkálfa, I realised it felt right.
Spreading my wings, I made my way toward Aliath. He saw me coming, of course. His eyes flashed, a green so bright it would have blinded a human. But I was no longer human, was I? I was Fey. I was more than Fey. I was theirs and they were mine.
"My queen," Aliath said as I made his side. I shook my head, but didn't admonish him for his assumption. He and I both knew that I would be his queen in some fashion before I died.
He was mine, as they all were mine, too.
"We are ready," he said.
"Yes," I agreed. "We are ready."
Our voices carried to each and every soldier. Our magic combined and swirled around their tired bodies and focused minds. What awaited us inside the Ljósálfar forest would be horrendous, but we would face it with inner strength and dignity.
"This ends here," I said.
"This ends here!" the King shouted.
The Hyrða roared their agreement to the darkening sky. Isoleth waited. Her monsters waited. Georgia was gone. I thought gone to do Odin's bidding. Lorec was either going to help her or fight her, and the outcome of that left me reeling. But King Aliath's army would march to face their enemy.
No matter what awaited them.
Dökkálfa boots thudded on Ljósálfar soil while Álfeimr watched and waited to pass judgement on us all. As the trees, now lifeless again, enveloped us, and the air became thick with anticipation, I thought of words the castle had told me in the past.
There must be balance.
But how could there be balance in war? And how could we deliver it? Because I knew, just as I knew Isoleth waited for us, that this was bigger than winning a war against Ljósálfar. This was Álfeimr deciding whether we deserved to live here, to remain here, drawing on its magic, feeding off its soil.
This was Álfeimr preparing to judge.
Our future, the future of both Dökkálfa and Ljósálfar would be forged through blood. The spilling of it and the saving of it. But how did we do that? How did we end this without tipping the scale and ending everything for all?
How?
There was no answer to my unspoken thought. Only a deep-seated worry and a steely determination to end this.
No matter the sword that hung above our heads, threatening to fall.
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It's A Trap!

Sora


She could not believe she had succeeded. It had not been what she'd intended to do this morning, but circumstances had aligned and an opportunity had presented itself. Sora had simply done what any Fīfrildi would have done, given the chance to land a blow against the Smiðr.
There would be no more propaganda pamphlets, as Sora had destroyed the printing press.
Her wings fluttered in agitation, but the thrill of her success drowned out the worry. It had been close. Too close. But she'd avoided detection and witnessed Lady Analor entering the room with the press inside of it. The Lady had then, some time later, exited the room with a bundle under her arm.
A bundle of newly printed pamphlets.
The intelligence alone was worth its weight in gold, but to have destroyed the press … that was the true victory.
For months, they had been subjected to the lies and disinformation printed in those pamphlets. The rebellion had done its best to remove the pamphlets from circulation as soon as they'd been spotted each time. But there was no way to avoid those few that made it out before the rebellion was aware of them.
Lady Analor had been very busy.
And now Sora, Fīfrildi of that same rebellion, had destroyed the pamphlets once and for all. She could not wait to tell Marik, the head of the rebellion and her own Head of Household. Perhaps she would be spoken of for many years to come, her efforts lauded. Perhaps the King would award her a medal, one she could hang on the wall where her mate's appointment as Vísi could hang on his return from the war.
What would Goran think of Sora's efforts? What would he suggest they do in celebration? Goran was far more experienced than Sora could ever be, but her husband had been dutifully training his mate in the more exquisite ways to reward one's lover.
She missed him. She was worried about him. And part of her knew that her brazen acts of rebellion were to keep her mind off what dangers he was facing. The risks. The horrors. The dread.
The possibility he would not return at all.
Sora could feel their bond still. She knew he lived. But Goran had locked down most of it to avoid sharing with his mate what terrors he faced at the border with their enemy. For a while now, he'd been preparing for when he left to do battle with Ljósálfar. It's why she could not tell what he had felt when the King had appointed him Vísi. But Sora knew her mate, and there were other ways to tell what he had been feeling.
And it had not been honour. She was sure of it. It should have been, though. The appointment was an honour. But Goran had dark thoughts assuaging him of late. Dark thoughts of Prince Lorec's betrayal and the loss of his battalion to the traitor. Sora hoped, she prayed, that he would find his way free of the Darkness. That he would stay close to his King and do his duty, but most of all, that he would take care.
War, she knew, was not in the slightest safe. Which made her think of the battle the rebellion fought with the upper castes of the castle. Lately, it had been a battle fought with only the Smiðr. The Dómr had taken a step back from their upper caste compatriots and, although they no longer antagonised the lower castes, they hadn't yet to throw their lot in with the Hyrða and Fīfrildi. 
Still, progress was being made. But that did not mean the way forward was devoid of risks and danger. Sora had almost been caught by Lady Analor this morning. If the castle had not provided suitable cover for her, she would not have escaped. And it did not bear thinking what Lady Analor would have done if she'd discovered Sora spying on her.
Let alone what she would do when she found out that Sora had destroyed her vile printing press.
With a renewed sense of accomplishment thrumming through her, Sora flittered around the corner of the corridor and came face to face with a group of Hyrða escorting a Fīfrildi. It was not unheard of for the warrior caste to move in groups and to have a servant or two within their protection.
Sora herself should not have been moving around the castle on her own, but Lady Analor had been acting so strangely and there had not been time to call for another to accompany her. So, Sora, alone and distracted by her courageous success this morning, ran full on into the lead Hyrða's chainmail covered chest, rebounding with an unbecoming flutter of wings and a gasp of surprised breath.
The grizzled Hyrða reached out and steadied her automatically, and then, not removing his grip from her upper arm, he turned to the Fīfrildi in their midst and said, "I believe this is one of yours."
He handed her off to none other than Marik, Head of Lady Kara's Household, Sora's immediate supervisor and leader of the rebellion.
"Sora!" Marik cried, rushing forward and retrieving her charge from the over-sized Hyrða. "What in all of Álfeimr are you up to, tearing around corners like the Hundr of Hel are upon you?" Marik looked over Sora's shoulder and then, in a quieter tone of voice, asked, "They aren't, are they?"
Sora's heart was still trying to still its rapid beat, and the questions asked so freely did not make that any easier to achieve, but she couldn't help but be impressed with her mentor's change in beliefs. Marik had been the staunchest of all Dökkálfa regarding the Dark Dance of Canon. To ask a question was to owe a boon, and Marik of the Fīfrildi was very careful to whom she owed a single thing.
"Marik," Sora said, clutching the older fairy's shoulders. "You will not believe what I have just done!"
"So, no Hundr?" the Kerling asked, a little piqued.
Sora shook her head, but she noticed the look Marik shared with the elder Hyrða. Was she not listening to her?
"Marik! I did it!" Sora said, giving her friend a little shake. "I broke the printing press!"
Marik blinked at that declaration, but the Hyrða spread out, their backs to the Fīfrildi, their Sverðs drawn. It was clear they were on high alert, but nothing jumped out of the shadows to challenge them.
"From the beginning, Sora," Marik instructed.
Sora sucked in a deep breath of air, suddenly aware of how breathless she actually was. The excitement of the morning, the near capture by her prey, the exhilaration of destroying the foul machine. It all culminated in a breathlessness that shook her. She watched as her fingers trembled, but then Marik gripped them in her firm hands and pulled Sora closer to her lined face.
"From the beginning," she repeated. Marik's calmness helped calm Sora.
Nodding, Sora told the Fīfrildi what had happened. How she'd come upon Lady Analor behaving strangely. How she'd taken the opportunity to follow her, sure she was up to no good. Sora stressed that she had been careful, but the narrowing of Marik's eyes and the shifting of the Hyrða on their feet told her they were still concerned.
"And inside the room was the printing press and copies of the pamphlets the Lady has used in her campaign to besmirch the King," Sora said. "I did the only thing I could do. I destroyed the press."
"A printing press is no small thing," the leader of the squad murmured, his attention still for the corridor, but his words confirming that he was listening to everything Sora said.
"The castle may have aided me," Sora admitted. "It did offer several hiding places when I needed them most."
"You were almost caught," Marik guessed.
"But I wasn't in the end."
Marik shook her head. "Sora, you must take more care. With the loss of the Dómr's support, the Smiðr have become more vicious in their attacks. They lay traps. They work together in a fashion they have never succeeded in doing before. They grow desperate."
"They are losing," Sora insisted. "And without the press, they have lost their voice of dissention."
"The destruction of the press is a boon," Marik admitted, making Sora's wings flutter in delight at the praise. Marik speared her with a look. "But so very dangerous to have undertaken on your own. You did not even have a lookout."
"It was not needed," Sora said softly, but despite knowing the castle had been looking out for her, Sora had to agree with her mentor that another fairy would have been a wise precaution to take.
Suddenly, Sora felt weak in the knees at what she had done.
Marik must have noticed, because her face softened and she rubbed her hand up and down Sora's arm.
"Well, there is nothing for it now," she said. "What's done is done."
"I suggest we move on from here, minn elska," the leader of the Hyrða said. Sora blinked at the term of endearment. "It would be wise to return to a safer part of the castle."
"You're right, Karlvor," Marik said. "Best not to tempt fate."
The Hyrða smiled down at Marik in a fashion that was alarming to Sora. She had not once in the long years of service under the older Fīfrildi ever seen Marik entertain a suitor. It was a shock and another example of how things had changed.
Sora did not mind change. Change had brought her to Goran, her mate. Change had clearly brought equally precious things into Marik's life. Sora fluttered her wings and clasped her mentor's hand, offering an arched brow when Marik turned to look at her.
Marik huffed out a breath of air that previously Sora would have thought full of anger but now knew it to only be exasperation. Marik was not as cold as she had once led Sora to believe.
With a giggle and another flutter of her wings, the Hyrða surrounded Sora and Marik, and then they all moved out.
The morning had been quite eventful and Sora was now coming down from a high she rarely ever experienced, away from her mate. She'd accomplished a solid blow to the enemy. A victory of sorts for the rebellion. She was more than satisfied with her efforts and her part in their little caste war.
Thoughts of her mate assailed her, then. Was he safe? Was he alright? Was he finding the Light in amongst the Darkness? She sent him her love down the mate bond, but did not receive a reply. She had not expected one. He was far away, doing unthinkable things, facing insurmountable odds. He had protected himself and her, the only way he knew how.
Goddess, keep him safe, she thought.
But perhaps she should have been thinking of her own safety. For as the group turned the next corner, heading toward the Hyrðas' barracks and the most secure place inside the castle for them, they came face to face with an angry mob.
Sora could not think of another name for them. For they were incensed with rage, dressed in a militant uniform, and calling for her blood.
"The Caste Police," Marik said, an anger of her own gracing her voice, even as she took a step back in alarm.
"An ambush," Karlvor offered, his tone grim but determined. 
Sora knew, though, the ambush existed only because of her. She had been followed. And she'd led them right back to the leader of the rebellion.
The thrill of her accomplishments this morning was drowned out by her failures.
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Love B(Sm)ite

Aliath


It was cold in the Ljósálfar forest. Colder than it should have been. The branches overhead blocked out the darkening sky, but they also blocked out the Bal Forad. That was at least one thing that had gone in our favour since we'd crossed the border.
I didn't dare think of the number of Dökkálfa fairies dead on the battlefield behind us. They were far outnumbered by the number of dead Ljósálfar. But that was hardly saying anything. Isoleth had thrown more fairies at us than I had thought lived in the whole of Álfeimr. 
She had been very busy creating things.
And not just more Fey, which would have been created the old-fashioned way. But more monsters. We hadn't come across any so far, so either Isoleth was keeping them close for protection, or we hadn't found her traps yet. I expected we'd stumble upon one before long.
Her rot was everywhere on this land, though. The only thing saving Dökkálfa from its taint was the border. I shuddered to think what would have happened if that magical construct had not been as powerful as it was. The border wall drew its strength from Álfeimr. It was a gift granted us when it was obvious Light and Dark Fey could not exist in harmony anymore. The castle helped fuel it, adding what it could to the well of magic the border drew on. I had assumed Ljósálfar did the same. But now, I wasn't so certain.
Isoleth would have needed much magic to make her creatures. I didn't think she would have had enough to spare to bolster the border wall with Dökkálfa. The number of fairies she threw at us alone was unfathomable. And they had been fairies and not her monsters. Isoleth could meddle with the fairy form — or, in Kara's case, the human form — but she could not make a fairy from scratch like she did some of her monsters.
Not all of them had been made from scratch, however. And those were the creatures I pitied the most. Did they remember what they had once been? Were they trapped, like we'd been trapped in our castle, inside their own bodies? How could one person do such a thing to another?
I knew I would live with the guilt of sending so many Dökkálfa to their grave for this war. And I also knew Isoleth wouldn't spare a moment's thought for the fairies she sacrificed or the monsters she created.
There was something terribly wrong with the Queen of Ljósálfar.
The only sounds inside the forest were the steady forward march of my soldiers. If any animals lived here, they'd scattered at the sight of Isoleth and hadn't dared to return. Darkness made the shadows hard to see inside of, but every single Dökkálfa used magic to sense a hidden foe.
It was unnecessary, though, because we smelled them well before we saw them.
I shouldn't have been surprised that she had chosen this place of all places to await us. The Huldufólk who had at one time lived here was dead and gone now, as was his crooked cottage. The space where his gingerbread house had stood was still open. The forest hadn't dared encroach. Above, the Bal Forad circled, giving their mistress a bird's-eye view.
Waiting in the middle of her monsters was Queen Isoleth. My aunt. And the source of rot that invaded Ljósálfar.
Dagar gave the signal for all to halt. She knew we were there, of course. Our approach had not been silent in the slightest. But we did not reveal ourselves by stepping out of the forest's shadows. My eyes tracked the space where the Huldufólk had once kept Kara and I imprisoned. The irony of our capture by one such as he had not been lost on us. The Huldufólk disagreed with Ljósálfar politics. But that didn't mean they were friends to the Dökkálfa.
It didn't matter. He was dead. But Isoleth was using the memory of his actions against us as another arrow in her quiver.
"Son of a gun," Kara muttered from beside me. "Does she want to make me angry?"
"Yes," I said. "She wants you to make a mistake. And she wants me to demand retribution and forget battle strategy."
"Well," my beloved said, "ain't she a peach?"
I had no idea what Kara meant by that, but the tone of her voice was dry and somewhat humorous. Kara would not be drawn in by petty games and old slights.
I signalled Dagar to move his battalions around the circle of open space, using the forest as cover. It would take time for them to get into place. Time, I wasn't certain we had. But if Isoleth allowed herself to be surrounded with this trifling game she played, then I would take advantage.
"Come out, come out, wherever you are!" Isoleth sang. The cackle that followed would have served any witch well.
I didn't bother replying, just waited for the signal from Dagar.
When it came, I was momentarily surprised. What game was Isoleth really playing?
With Dagar on one side of me, Kara on the other and Goran at our backs, I stepped out of the forest to face the Mad Queen. Her monsters stood in various states of undress and consciousness around her, reeking of foul magic and rot, staining the soil beneath them. Black veins of necrotic magic in the ground snaked out from Isoleth, reaching toward the edges of the forest, but not quite committing.
I studied them, but could not see what damage they would do. Still, they worried me. A physical manifestation of her rot, reaching out with skeletal-like fingers towards every opening into the surrounding forest. 
The forest our Hyrða were still inside of.
"Advance!" I shouted, not because I was ready to advance on my poisonous aunt, but because I suddenly realised what she was doing. 
But before more than a dozen Hyrða could cross the threshold of the forest, Isoleth's veins of rotten magic surged and cut off the rest. The wall that surrounded us, keeping the last of my army away, was similar to the border wall. Translucent, buzzing, and powerful. How had she created such a thing without Álfeimr's help?
For a frozen moment, I did nothing. So full of fear that Álfeimr had picked a side that I didn't draw my sword fast enough. Dagar took the blow that had been aimed at me and Isoleth laughed.
"Do you like my magic, nephew?" she cackled. "I have grown stronger than you could possibly conceive. Here, let me show you."
Another pulse of fetid magic through those necrotic-looking veins. The ground beneath our feet buckled, and several of my fairies fell. Only to be pounced on by the closest of Isoleth's monsters. Some rallied. Two were not fast enough. The crunch of their bones as the creatures before us ate them was accompanied by their final screams.
I let out a roar of rage that shook the nearby trees, despite her magic wall encasing us.
"Oh, you wish to play, little Darkling?" Isoleth taunted. "I welcome the battle. Come forth and meet your death with the courage you so favour."
Kara lifted off the ground, her wings outstretched, the golden glow of her magic floating across the clearing and probing at Isoleth's wards. A monster swung a club at the golden motes that floated past it. The club disintegrated into tiny splinters of wood, piercing his hide and making him cry out in pain.
Such a small thing. Such delicate and precise magic. So stunning.
Isoleth let out a scream at seeing my mate.
"She is mine!" she snarled.
"No," I said, my voice carrying despite my not having raised it. "Kara is mine."
"You think to steal what I created?" The veins pulsed again and again and again. The ground was impossible to stand upright on.
I fell to one knee. Dagar staggered backward, held up by one of his Hyrða. Goran landed on his back in a vulnerable position. I saw the moment the nearest monster noticed his weakened state.
"Distract it!" I shouted at Kara, while I dived to cover Goran with my Sverð. Perhaps Isoleth's creatures had been ordered to stand back until I made my move, directed one at a time at an opportunity. But not given free rein.
In any case, the moment I moved, so did the throng of rotten meat around the Mad Queen. Isoleth cackled and pulsed her foul necrotic magic through those blackened veins. The ground heaved. Metal clanged. Claws drew blood. And Kara started picking off monsters, one by one.
I reached out a hand to Goran. Our eyes connected. Earlier, I'd been aware of an internal struggle my closest friend had been waging, but not of what that struggle entailed. I was still not privy to his thoughts, but in that moment, when my hand reached for his and my mate provided the distraction that allowed me to save him, I saw in Goran's eyes his commitment to me, to both of us; his loyalty to Dökkálfa. Whatever had assailed him had been assuaged.
Coming to his feet, his sword met the arm of a monster, and then we were fighting back to back, parrying attacks, deflecting lethal blows, covering the other. Dagar roared his rage, accompanied by the few Hyrða left for him to command. And Kara sent out spears of golden Light at any monster who engaged with us.
Without Kara, it would have been a rout, I think. Not that we could escape Isoleth's necrotic prison. As it was, I was not certain her magic would be enough to turn this battle in our favour.
Golden Light spread across the clearing, forcing the Bal Forad back when they tried to dive and add their flames to the melee beneath them. Kara protected us from an attack from above, while picking off monsters one by one. She could have flattened the field. She could have simply screamed and had every single being around her obliterated.
I'd seen Kara angry. I'd seen her react in a rage. Evidence of what my mate could do when so incensed with anger lay all around us. Where once a quaint cottage had stood, now stood nothing. The Huldufólk who used his abode to capture unwary travellers was gone from this realm and from all others. Because of Kara when in a rage.
In his place stood a mad queen and her foul creations.
I almost shouted for Kara to end this. But Kara was not born Fey, and I could not place the weight of such an action on her slender shoulders. Not that I believed her incapable of such, and not that I deemed it unnecessary. But this was Kara. This was my mate.
And as she channelled the power of an Old God through her fingers and picked her targets with a conscience, I was ashamed to say I could not match, I realised that I wanted her no other way.
And Goddess, I wanted Kara Middleton. I wanted to mate with her. To love her. To live up to her example. To protect her. To encourage her. To spend the rest of my life proving to her how much she meant to me. My Queen. Minn elska. My saviour. I wanted it all. Right then and right there. In the middle of a battle with wretched creatures that should never have existed and a Light Fey Queen that was blackened by Darkness. 
I wanted Kara with every fibre of my being. I wanted her with my very soul.
But the battle raged all around us. Unable to tear my eyes away, I watched my mate smite only those who tried to kill us. I watched as she chose her targets with a moral compass I could never hope to possess, but longed for. I watched as she tried again and again to convince the creatures of their folly, to force them to abandon their evil queen.
It cost her. It is far easier to smite with a sweep of a broad broom than to select targets and omit others. It cost her. But still, she chose a path of goodness over a path of death and destruction.
Ljósálfar create. Dökkálfa destroy. It is in our natures. But Kara is both. And more. She is Fey, and she is Human, and she is the vessel of an Old God's magic.
Golden Light spread across the clearing, the battle still raging. But for a moment out of time, I watched my mate and could not have been prouder of who she had become. Finally, far later than I should have, I tore my eyes away from the miraculous female before me and searched for Isoleth.
Our gazes met. I saw the Queen's rage. I saw her fear and understanding.
"This ends now," I whispered, but my words carried.
The Queen of the Light Fey screamed her defiance to the stars, even as my Sverð arm raised, and then fell in a swift arc before me.
Dökkálfa advanced, under the careful protection of a golden goddess.
This ends now, I thought grimly, a golden-hued determination infusing me. This ends now.




Chapter twenty







Uninvited Guest

Lorec


Valhöll should be called Hel, he believed. So hellish was the bleak mountainside the Great Hall of the Slain stood upon that Lorec could imagine it in a different but no less dire place. Inside, it was said to be comfortable. Or as comfortable as an ancient castle made of stone could be. But outside it was pure hell.
The sky swirled with pregnant clouds, so dark and foreboding that Lorec had found himself hunching his shoulders to avoid brushing them on occasion. It rained constantly, the droplets more like icy sleet, sometimes actual icicles that drew blood and made it impossible to move out from the pitiful shelters Third Battalion had managed to make for themselves.
Lorec wasn't sure if they were actually accomplishing anything by being here, but he knew, just as he knew deep in his soul, that he was Dark Fey and not Light, that Queen Isoleth would come, eventually.
For weeks, they'd been guarding the castle. Not to keep the prisoners within it inside their stone cell. Although, that was a consideration. But to prevent any attempt by the Mad Queen to free her mate, Odin.
Odin, as God of War, would lay waste to Dökkálfa. And Lorec, as an exiled Dark Prince, could not have that on his conscience. He'd been sent to Ljósálfar to spy. To redeem himself in the eyes of the castle. He had a lot to gain forgiveness for, much of which he would not have done differently.
Other than succeed in his endeavours, of course.
But that did not mean he was disloyal to his realm. Through the dark, bleak nights on Valhalla Mountain, he admitted, if only to himself, that he was loyal to the King as well now. He did not know how Aliath fared in Court these days, but he was certain with Dökkálfa's Champion at his side, his cousin would overcome any opposition thrown at him.
He'd overcome Lorec's assassination attempt, hadn't he?
Lorec hadn't thought of that for some time, so wrapped up in his present task was he. He'd done unconscionable things in the past, and yet, he'd only acted as any Dökkálfa fairy would given the opportunity. Theirs was not an easy Court. In-fighting and caste clashes and backstabbing and brown-nosing were par for the course in the castle.
Hadn't Lorec merely engaged in the politics as any fairy would have?
He believed that wholeheartedly, and yet a recalcitrant part of him, felt guilty. It was that guilt that had led him here, to this hellish place and the incessant hail and sleet. That and his love of Dökkálfa.
Lorec was never going to be a trustworthy fairy. It was not in his make-up. Given an opportunity to improve his circumstances, he would take it. Always. And yet, here he crouched, under a makeshift cover, trying to stay dry when every inch of him was already dripping, guarding a hellhole from a Mad Queen who had forced him to do unthinkable things to his own body.
His magic stirred, and that was perhaps what brought her to him. Third Battalion's sub-commander had been more free in her conversations with him lately, but she still left him to his own devices more often than not. And yet, when his magic flared, as it did often when he thought of Isoleth, she came to him. Soothed him. Comforted him with her presence.
Shabir's lithe, athletic form appeared through the sheets of rain and darkness, covered in leather and chainmail, a Sverð at her hip and a Bogi poking out above her tightly braided hair. A fierce warrior that stirred his loins far quicker than Isoleth's foul magic could ever accomplish.
He fisted his hands at his sides, the knuckles white. His quickened breath misted on the air in front of him.
"The fire is warm, Commander," she said, crouching down at his side, taking cover under his lean-to. Too close. "You should take advantage of it."
She had only just started to call him Commander. It was a progression in their relationship Lorec welcomed and strangely, unexpectedly despised. Shabir would never lay with her commanding officer. She would probably never lay with a prince either, and an exiled one at that. He wished them to be equals. He wished them to be elsewhere. 
He wished for much and only received indifference from his goddess.
And yet, nothing would pull him away from here. From her.
"This access road needs to be watched," he told her.
"You have been here six hours. It is time for another to share the load."
"I'm fine."
"You are not. Your magic is leaking. I can taste your emotions." She could taste his desire and frustration.
He met her steady gaze with challenging eyes.
"There are other ways to get warm, Sub-Commander," he said, because he was Prince Lorec of Dökkálfa and salacious comments were his go-to when he felt threatened.
Did Shabir threaten him? With every beat of his heart, she did.
She arched a single brow at him and said nothing. She could slay him with her silence. Imagine what she could do to him if she said yes.
He looked back out into the darkness, not really seeing anything with her body so near to his. The choices he had made had brought him here, to this moment, to her. So close he could smell her natural perfume, yet so far she might as well have been in Elysium and he in Hel.
"She's coming," he said into the silence.
"Now?" A question. He did not think she realised she'd asked. It warmed him that she felt — even subconsciously — comfortable enough to do so.
Of course, one could argue the question was acceptable at times of battle or when at war.
He cocked his head to the side and tried to decipher what Dökkálfa was saying. This far from the castle, behind the border wall that separated the Dark lands from the Light, the words were indistinct. More sensation than conversation. Images and feelings, flashes of light and sound.
He shook his head.
"There is trouble coming," he corrected. He glanced up at the looming silhouette of Valhalla above them. No, it wasn't Odin. The magic would be blunter; hammer and not stealth.
"The God of War?" Shabir asked. She didn't sound convinced, and well she might not be. Shabir could sense the magic in the castle just as well as he did. It stirred, but it did not gather itself to pounce.
Not yet, at any rate.
Lorec continued to stare at the castle. It wasn't the Valkyries, either. Their magic was too much like their father's. Harsh, powerful, brutal. Thunder echoed across the mountainside, then, as if called forth by thinking of the horsewomen. Thunder was said to hide the sound of their horses' hooves. When lightning struck, it announced their arrival.
No lightning followed the boom of thunder. A warning then. To Lorec and Third Battalion, or to whatever was coming?
"Not Odin or his daughters," he said to Shabir. "But they stir. They sense it as well."
"I sense nothing," Shabir said in challenge.
"Dökkálfa warns me," Lorec said simply.
"You talk to Dökkálfa?" 
"I would not call it a conversation as such, but it is in communication with me."
She stared at him for a long moment, her lips slightly parted as she tasted the air.
"The truth," she said.
"I am Dökkálfa, Sub-Commander. I speak only truths."
"You are a snake in the grass, my Prince. Do not think your charm on my battalion has gone unnoticed."
He offered her a shark's smile; all teeth in the darkness. "I was operating under orders, Sub-Commander. Surely, you understand those."
She studied him for a moment longer and then said, "Dökkálfa."
"Dökkálfa," he agreed.
"You are an Agent of Dökkálfa," she clarified, her voice sounding just the slightest bit in awe.
Lorec preened under the reaction, but his attention was soon dragged back to Dökkálfa's warning.
"It must be Isoleth," he decided.
"I taste none of the rot." 
He didn't either. But who else could it be?
"If she approaches, then Aliath has failed."
"The King cannot be dead," Shabir said with conviction.
"Isoleth is a Queen in her own right, Shabir. An ancient one who has meddled in her magic in ways that should not be possible. It may have infected her with rot, but it also allowed her to create unimaginable things. Things with power. She created Dökkálfa's Champion, after all."
"She may have made her Fey, but it is not the Mad Queen's magic that has made the Lady Kara who she is today."
"You know her well?" He purposely asked a question; testing the waters of their newfound relationship. Inordinately pleased when Shabir accepted the question without demanding a boon.
"Our commander tasked us with her protection."
"And then I stole you away."
"And then you stole us away," she agreed simply. A wave of her hand dismissed that transgression. Lorec almost crowed with delight at that. "Our commander would have seen to her protection after we vanished."
"The King would have," Lorec corrected a little bitterly.
"You are jealous."
He couldn't deny it. Shabir would have tasted the emotion in the air. He shrugged a shoulder instead.
"You wanted her for yourself," she pressed.
"She is a worthy trophy."
"Spoken like a fairy who is used to possessing many things."
"I know I do not possess you, Sub-Commander."
"And yet you desire it."
He couldn't deny that either, so he owned it. "I would possess you right here if you let me."
She snorted in dismissal at that.
"In the rain," Lorec murmured. "Steam rising off our bodies as we come together, again and again and again. I would take your mind away from this place. I would make you believe yourself to be in a luxurious bed, fit for a queen. I would create a beautiful picture of our bodies twined together, our passions ignited, the heat of our lovemaking the only warmth we ever needed."
"You would create a fantasy."
"Oh, but what a delicious fantasy it would be, Shabir."
Her eyes met his, the green in them flashing. "I am no queen."
"You could be mine."
"I seek no throne."
He reached out and gripped her hand, then pressed it against his erection. "The throne you seek is right here. Come sit upon it."
She grinned, her eyes shining. A bubble of laughter left her lips. "You would not know what to do with me if I accepted the invitation."
He chuckled. She hadn't removed her hand yet. Hope blossomed inside him. It was cold on the mountain and he could so do with some warmth.
"I'm sure you would teach me, minn elska. I promise to be an exemplary student."
She snorted again, squeezing his cock almost affectionately and then removing her hand.
Dökkálfa surged. This close to him, Shabir felt the magic as well as he did. They both stood up.
"The Mad Queen?" Shabir asked.
"Wake the battalion."
Shabir activated the alarm sewn into her leathers.
Whatever was coming was powerful and trying to stay out of sight. Without Dökkálfa's help, they would not have felt its approach. A stealthy predator. Lorec did not think Isoleth would behave as such.
He drew his sword. Flames rushed along the edges. Shabir's own sword was in her hands before he'd taken another breath. A fierce light shone in her eyes, her focus laser-sharp and ready.
Expecting the Mad Queen, or at the very least, one of her foul constructs, Lorec stepped out of the cover of the lean-to, letting the rain pelt down upon him. He would not let her pass. Their line in the sand had been drawn here, and Lorec, Prince of Dökkálfa, would guard it.
He did not have time to be surprised. A dark shadow flashed toward him and Shabir; fangs down, red glowing in its eyes.
His last thought before the creature hit them was Valhöll was indeed Hel, and the Hundr were here. 




Chapter twenty-one







Hard Choices

Marik


This was it. This was the moment she had feared but had known would come, eventually. For months, they had circled each other; the Caste Police and the Rebel Army. Marik had known that one day they would face off. And here she was, surrounded by Hyrða, in the company of a Fīfrildi that had just destroyed Smiðr property.
Did they know who Marik was? Did they suspect they had the leader of the rebellion before them? Or was this just a coincidence, happenstance? They had clearly followed Sora, and Sora had brought them to her. They had no way of knowing where Sora would go after sabotaging the printing press, but they could guess she'd go to someone she trusted.
It didn't matter, Marik decided. Sora was here now, and Marik would do what needed to be done to keep her charge safe. Her eyes met the Hyrða lieutenant beside her. Karlvor had come to mean more to her over the past week than she had ever thought possible. Maybe that feeling had been growing for months, but it was a new feeling for Marik. So, she had trod carefully. Slowly.
She wished now she had thrown caution to the wind and jumped when he first opened his arms to her.
He nodded his head slightly. A signal that he would follow her lead; do what she asked. Whatever that was. It was a heady amount of trust to receive from one so experienced and well-regarded. Marik was not used to the feeling, but she had improved upon her reaction to it with time and familiarity. She simply nodded her head back.
Looking toward the grouping of fairies before her again, she noted that there were more of the Caste Police than Marik had Hyrða with her. They couldn't all have been following Sora, or Sora would have heard them, the castle warning her. To have this many at once could only mean they meant to confront the Hyrða. You do not form a group of twenty armed fairies to chase down one saboteur.
As they warily watched each other, Marik studied the members of their squad. They were all Smiðr, a recent change to their make-up. Where before the Smiðr had commanded the Dómr to do their Caste Police business, the courtiers of the castle had now sided with Marik's Lady Kara, Dökkálfa's Champion, and abandoned Lord Boleth's cause to the aristocrats themselves.
There was not a single Dómr in the lot of them. Marik smirked.
"She laughs at us, the Kerling," one of the Caste Police growled. "See how she smirks."
Karlvor shifted on his feet in anticipation of an attack.
"You are in breach of Dökkálfa law," Marik said.
"I will not take legal advice from a Fīfrildi."
"Then take it from a Hyrða," Karlvor said, drawing the fairy's attention away from Marik, she thought. "The Caste Police have been deemed unlawful by order of the King."
"The King who is not here." The Smiðr had not stopped looking at Marik as he spoke. He suspected she was an important Fīfrildi, if he didn't already know who exactly she was.
"And who is still our King despite his absence as he fights a war," Karlvor pointed out. The barb was intended. While the Smiðr played at being castle thugs, the bulk of the Hyrða and the King fought for Dökkálfa.
The Smiðr spat on the castle floor. Dökkálfa shuddered. None of the fairies in front of Marik acknowledged the warning.
"Then you have no back-up, Hyrða."
"Lieutenant Karlvor," Karlvor growled. "Of His Majesty's personal guard."
Marik wanted to look at Karlvor to see his face and determine if he was lying. But Karlvor was Dökkálfa and Dökkálfa don't lie. She had not realised the King had appointed one of his own as her personal protector.
Aliath was not a loud King. Unlike his aunt, Sofiq, the Monarch before him. He did not telegraph his thoughts; he did not force his beliefs on others. He worked more subtly than that. He showed his support of the rebellion not in words written in decrees and posted around the courtyard, but in providing the rebellion's leader one of his own personal guards.
It was a moment in time where Marik was left speechless at the fine touch of an exemplary leader. To show his support openly would have been to incite a riot from the upper castes. But things had changed, and the Dómr no longer supported the Smiðr. Karlvor was at liberty to announce his King's blessing. To draw a line in the sand and say no more.
Marik squared her shoulders, for did she not have an equally telling order from her King?
"Oh, ho, ho!" the Caste Police leader said. He had to be their leader, for he was the only one to have spoken yet. "One of the King's and he guards a Kerling. It makes one wonder just who you are, Fīfrildi."
It wasn't a question; he was too well-educated for that. But it deserved an answer. And if the board had changed, the pieces upon it shifted, then it was time for Marik to do her King's bidding.
"I am Marik of the Fīfrildi. Supervisor of House Law. Head of Household for the Lady Kara, Dökkálfa's Champion. And you are in breach of the Dark Dance of Canon, Smiðr." Marik was many things, but stupid was not one of them. Her last title of Leader of the Rebellion was one they would have to work for.
"The Lady Kara," the fairy said, and spat upon the floor again. The castle let out a wail that sounded like wind through the walls. Maybe the Smiðr thought it wind for he did not react. The Hyrða around Marik, however, had heard. They readied their stance.
The Caste Police saw their change in positions and readied themselves for battle, too.
"It comes to this, then," the leader of their squad said.
"Stand down," Marik warned.
"As if I would listen to a Fīfrildi." He looked at Karlvor. "Or a Hyrða, for that matter. Even one turfed out of the King's personal guard."
"Once a King's Guard; always a King's Guard," Karlvor said.
The Smiðr stared at Karlvor and then slowly turned his gaze to Marik. The question was there. Unsaid, but clearly heard. Then who are you to deserve such?
"Enough!" a fresh voice shouted. "There are fewer of them than you. And I know who this Fīfrildi is. She is wanted. Arrest them all or, failing that, kill them. I don't care. One less upstart fairy leading an irksome rebellion is for the better of all of Dökkálfa."
Marik recognised the voice. The emotions rolling off the fairy were also telling. Self-righteous indignation and fury mixed up with a madness that stole Marik's breath. The Caste Police jumped to do Lord Boleth's bidding, while the Smiðr Lord himself leaned against the wall of the corridor and watched.
"Make it hurt," he said, and withdrew a pipe from his breast pocket. He lit it as his police force advanced.
This was it. The moment of truth. Backed into a corner and forced to fight for what she believed in and loved. Marik had good fairies on her side; well-trained and loyal Hyrða and a Fīfrildi who had become a fierce rebel fighter. She was proud to be standing at their sides.
Marik drew a long dagger from the folds of her skirt. Karlvor offered her an arched brow and a sensual smirk.
"I love it when you do that, minn elska," he murmured, and then they clashed. Two sides of two great opposing forces. One backed by royal decree, the other backed by a false belief in their superiority.
It was always going to come down to this.
Sverðs clanged, metal rang, the castle rumbled beneath their feet, aiding them. The Caste Police were thrown off balance, but they had their leader watching and could not show weakness. They gathered themselves and attacked again, and again, and again. Marik watched as Sora flittered this way and that, unashamed to use her wings when needed. She ducked and dived, her skill at evading her opponents clearly learnt at the elbow of her mate, a battalion commander.
In one swift move, she sliced through the Achilles tendon of a Smiðr. The fairy shouted out as he crumbled, but Sora had moved on to the next. Marik lost sight of her charge in the melee. She had her own battle to win.
Her dagger felt a little clumsy in her hand. She had not been raised a warrior, but then, neither had the Smiðr before her. They both staggered about with their haphazard movements until Karlvor streaked in and took the Smiðr out.
"Stop toying with your dinner, my love," he told Marik and offered her a wink.
"I'm not!" she replied, but he'd already gone.
Even twenty Smiðr against four Hyrða had to work for a win. But when the win did come, and there was no way it wouldn't with the odds so stacked against them, it shook Marik to her core. Through the chest of the closest Hyrða to her, came the thrusted tip of a sword.
"No!" Marik cried, certain the chest belonged to Karlvor. But the Hyrða when he looked up at her in shock and confusion was not her love. Her heart broke just as soundly as if it had been, she was sure.
She reached forward and grasped his broad shoulders, helping him to the floor so the sword was not jostled any further than it already was. Around her blood sprayed, metal clanged, men grunted, and yellow wings flittered between the horrendous scene, so close to being carved up.
The world swirled about her as Marik held the dying soldier in her arms. Blood splattered against her cheek as the Hyrða in her embrace coughed.
"Fīfrildi," he gasped. "It has been an honour."
"No," she murmured, as tears ran down her downy cheeks and splashed against the green skin beneath her. "You will not die, Hyrða."
"Death comes to us all, Lady Marik," he said, struggling for every word. "It is how we greet it that truly matters."
"Then you greet it with courage and dignity, Rekkr. For you are a true Dökkálfa warrior."
As the fairy took his last breath, the battle raged around her. Beneath her knees where she knelt, still holding the body of a loyal soldier, she felt Dökkálfa mourn. She mourned with the castle.
It is time, Dökkálfa said. The castle rolled beneath her. Balance, it told her.
Looking around at the harm being done to Dökkálfa fairies by Dökkálfa fairies, Marik wondered how balance could be found in such an imperfect world. Where one caste sees itself above another. That fairy more important than that one. Greed and lust and power perverted. It shamed Marik to be kin to any of them, but kin she was.
Once, we were one people, she thought, despairingly. One Álfeimr.
Balance, the castle reminded her.
Her eyes alighted on Lord Boleth. She could see the avarice in his twisted features. His eagerness for the Caste Police to finish them. To take their lives. But one life was one life too many. Could she do what she needed to do to end this once and for all?
Marik looked down at the dead fairy in her arms. She cradled him to her bosom. His name had been Darlin. He had joked with Karlvor just last night, making her love laugh.
Giving the deceased fairy one last squeeze of her arms, she lowered him to the castle floor reverently, and stood up. Her arms felt heavy, her heart even more so. She was a Fīfrildi; a carer, a creator, an artist. She was not a soldier.
Balance, the castle told her. Why must one be something the other is not?
Dökkálfa asking a question was alarming enough. Knowing what she must do almost broke her.
One last glance around the melee and she saw the outcome as if she'd envisaged it like the Lady Kara sometimes sees the future while in a trance. But it was more likely the ticking of a mental clock that had Marik seeing things she could not. There wasn't much time left and no one to give the order to; they were all too busy fighting for their lives.
Somehow, the Caste Police ignored Marik as she flittered through the throng of heaving bodies. Or maybe it was Fate intervening and clearing her a path. In any case, before she had any more time to rethink her actions, she had made it to Lord Boleth where he leaned against the castle wall.
"By Royal Order of King Aliath," she announced in a ringing tone of voice, "I hereby condemn you, Lord Boleth of the Smiðr, for acts of war against Dökkálfa."
Her blade glinted in the light of a nearby sconce. The castle stilled as the sharpened edge met Boleth's neck. Sound rushed back in as blood splattered across Marik's face. Boleth hadn't managed to say a word. She hadn't let him. Judgement had already been served.
Raising a shaking hand to wipe the droplets away, she turned to the stunned assemblage of fairies behind her. With the hand not holding the dagger, she withdrew a piece of parchment from inside her dress's corset and shook it open.
Karlvor appeared at her side, relieving her of her weapon. He glanced at the parchment, then glanced at her face.
"A Royal Decree," he said, loud enough for all to hear. "It has the King's seal upon it."
He cocked his head and arched a brow at her. Grasping his hand and offering a shaky squeeze as a promise of explanation later, she looked at the stunned Caste Police arrayed before her.
"I am Marik of the Fīfrildi," she announced. Her words gained strength the longer she spoke. "Supervisor of House Law. Head of Household to the Lady Kara, Dökkálfa's Champion. Leader of the Rebellion. The King's Sword. I am a free fairy and represent the will of others. Stand down by order of Dökkálfa."
And thinking about what the castle had told her, she added and felt the words were right, "There must be balance. That balance starts here. We are all Dökkálfa's fairies. We will, again, be One Álfeimr."
The Hyrða fell to one knee, hands fisted across their chests. The Smiðr glanced around at each other, unsure of what to do next. Some lowered their heads. All of them dropped their swords.
It was a start. Or the end. Marik was uncertain of which.
The castle, however, was appeased. It stopped moving beneath them, and the absence of movement made its action that much more noticeable by all.
Balance, Marik of the Fīfrildi, it told her. Marik of Álfeimr, it added. Balance.
Marik let out a sigh and fell into the waiting arms of her Hyrða. Karlvor held her as if he'd never let her go again. 
Finally, Marik was home. It had been a hard and long day at work, with tough choices. But Marik had done what had been asked of her. She'd culled an imbalance in Dökkálfa.
Because no one had expected a Fīfrildi to be the King's Sword.




Chapter twenty-two







Prodigal Son

The Emissary


Cherubic faces watched him as he passed by. Yellow-skinned Fīfrildi and green-skinned Hyrða. The occasional blue-skinned Dómr and red-skinned Smiðr, but this was a fishing village and most of those children watching the Emissary were of the lower castes, as to be expected this far from the castle.
"So many Barns," he said in wonder. "Why so many children?" The question was out before he could stop it, but his wonder at the sight before him overrode his fear at owing an Álfr a boon.
"Why not?" the elf replied without caution. Álfeimr did not live by the Dark Dance of Canon, even this small portion of it.
"I have never seen so many Barns in one location before."
"How old are you, Hyrða?"
The Emissary bristled. "Old enough to wear the skin." 
The elf merely grunted in reply.
Green eyes stared at the Emissary from behind well-fed faces. A Fīfrildi held the small hand of a Smiðr. A tiny Hyrða mock-battled a Dómr. The schoolhouse behind them was guarded by a Kerling. In any coloured skin, the Emissary could see the fairy was far older than the children. She watched him with unveiled wariness.
"I mean you no harm," he said in the ancient tongue. She slowly nodded her head toward him, accepting his words as a vow, as ancient magic backed them.
"You have not forgotten our ways, then," the elf remarked.
"No. But have you forgotten us?"
The elf cackled at that, making the hairs on the Emissary's arms lift, sending a shudder down his spine. He wished to reach for his Sverð, but he knew now was not the time to show aggression. He'd been invited into a place that had not been seen by an outsider for over one thousand years.
The wards alone had been tremendous. Without the aid of the Álfr, the Emissary would not have been able to breach them. But then, it was the Álfr who had made them, he thought. 
Chancing a glance at his guide, the Emissary tried to decide whose side this small portion of Álfeimr was on. It had clearly protected the Free Dökkálfa from Isoleth's rage at the time of the last war. Balance, the elf had said, right before it had agreed to introduce the Emissary to the King on the Coast. There must be balance.
But how did keeping them hidden now the portals were open and the castle awake help Álfeimr?
"The castle is awake," the Emissary said, testing the waters.
"Is it now?" the elf murmured, but added nothing.
"You must have felt it waken."
"Must I?"
It was no use. The elf, like all elves, was a contrary creature. This one was even more so being cut off from Álfeimr for so many centuries.
The Emissary turned his attention to the village, then. They passed a bakery, a fishery and a fresh produce shop. Thick glass covered the windows, but did not hide the products for sale inside. Solid fare, decent fare. The type of food a village cut off from higher society might prize. The clothes the fairies wore were well-maintained but colourful. Something that was not seen inside the castle. On closer inspection, the Emissary noticed the clothes were worn, not ripped, but cared for, despite their obvious age. 
They did not waste things out by the coast, he thought. They ate from the land, they looked after their possessions, and they had more children in this tiny settlement than were in all of the castle.
The Emissary's heart ached for Dökkálfa. If the elf tasted his emotions, it did not comment. But then, that particular skill would be unique to those Dark Fey imprisoned by Queen Isoleth.
What might life have been like out here under the protection of Álfeimr?
They approached a large log-walled building then. It was the largest building the Emissary had seen since he'd arrived here. In front of the double doors was a paved square. Some stalls had been erected on the edges, a freshwater well was located in the middle and receiving good patronage. Fairies of all colours stopped to watch the elf and the Emissary cross toward the stairs that led into the log house.
They did not seem surprised to see the elf, their green-eyed gazes watched the Emissary, their emotions hard to decipher. He licked his lips, tasted what he could. It was not enough to draw an accurate picture. He thought perhaps they were wary, but not overly curious.
Who did they think he was?
"There are other villages along the coast you protect," he said; an announcement, not a question. In the castle, he would expect an answer. If the fairy were polite. From the Álfr, he was not sure what he'd get.
"There is much you do not know," the elf said, and pushed opened the double doors into a darkened space.
The Emissary followed behind the small wizened creature because he had no choice but to follow. His orders were clear, and they had led him here, to this moment in time.
Feeling the weight of what he must do and unsure of what exactly he would face, he stepped across the threshold into a vast room with arched ceilings and exposed beams. An enormous fireplace was lit at one end, animal skins were scattered across the floor and a solid wooden table with long benches down the sides was set in the middle of it all.
Sitting at one end of the table was a pale-skinned fairy with pointed-tipped ears. His silver hair glowed in the low light of the meeting room. For it had to be the village's meeting room. It resembled a meeting room from an old maid's tale. The Emissary could envisage such a room in the picture-book his Móðir had read to him as a Barn.
The elf made no sound as it crossed the wooden floor, but the Emissary's boots thudded, making him think there was a hollow space beneath them. He could have stepped lightly. He was Hyrða and trained to do such. But he felt the need to announce his arrival.
The elf cackled as it bowed to the pale-skinned fairy. The fairy nodded his head in return; a show of respect and honour from one with such royal blood as he had.
Only those fairies with royal blood could manifest pale skin and pointed ears. Pointed ears, in particular, could not be magicked into existence. They and they alone denoted a Royal Fairy. This was indeed one of King Aliath's line.
The Emissary went to one knee before the prince and fisted his hand to his chest, head bowed.
"What have you brought me, Álfr?" the fairy asked.
The Emissary risked raising his head again without permission to do so. This fairy might have royal blood, but he was not his King.
"A trespasser, Konungr," the elf said plainly.
"From one of the other villages?"
"No. From the castle, Konungr."
The Emissary saw the spark in the fairy prince's eye, a flash of brighter green soon snuffed out.
"The castle is closed," he said finally.
The Emissary looked toward the elf and then back to the fairy. So far the Álfr had told the truth. But he was not sure if that would last.
"I am an Emissary to the King," the Emissary declared, standing up.
The fairy arched his brow and leaned back.
"King Aliath of Dökkálfa," the Emissary added.
"I do not know of any such as he," the fairy said. He looked at the elf again. "Is it true? Is the castle free?"
"You have felt it," the elf said, and no more.
"I felt something. I did not dare hope. Why didn't you say anything?"
The elf stared back blankly.
"I see," the fairy murmured. The Emissary was glad he did, for it was unclear to him what was happening.
"King Aliath is in search of the Free Dökkálfa," the Emissary told the fairy. "He seeks to reunite them."
"Really?"
"You are the leader of the Free Dökkálfa?" the Emissary forced himself to ask. Questions were still so foreign to him, but the prince had asked many of the elf and not baulked. So could, then, Aliath's Emissary.
"I am their King."
"Aliath is their King," the Emissary told him.
The prince stared at him. "State his lineage."
The elf shifted on his feet. The prince spared him a glance but was soon looking back at the Emissary.
"Son of Jarmal and Analith of Dökkálfa."
Silence met the words. The elf stopped shifting on his feet.
"Is it true?" the prince asked.
"He cannot lie," the elf said.
"What do you mean?" the prince demanded of it.
"Those imprisoned have been altered. They cannot speak an untruth."
"Altered? Altered by the Queen of the Ljósálfar?"
"In a way, yes."
"No!" the Emissary shouted. "Isoleth had no hand in the Dark Dance of Canon."
"Dark Dance of Canon?" the prince pressed. "I am not familiar with this." He looked at the elf, who only shrugged. The shrug was so unlike a Fey creature that the Emissary stared.
Only the Dökkálfa's Champion, a human-born fairy, shrugged like that. The elf winked at the Emissary.
"The Dark Dance of Canon," the Emissary said, forcing his attention back to the prince, "was created to ensure our survival."
"Your survival," the prince spat. "You were in the castle. You were safe. We were not. We were hunted." His eyes flicked to the elf; their saviour.
The Emissary lowered his head in respect of their history. "You were hunted," he agreed. "While we were trapped, cut off from our magic, withering."
The prince said nothing.
"Your lineage, Prince of Dökkálfa?" the Emissary asked. It was still difficult to form the questions, but they came smoother the more he did it.
He was not sure if he liked that or not.
"Son of Sarlin and Yarliq."
Jarmal was closer to the crown. They both knew it. He was not King.
"And where is Sarlin?" The words were spoken softly, with care, for the Emissary knew the answer already. How could he not if this fairy, Sarlin's son, was King out here?
"Isoleth's hunters caught him outside the wards. He is dead."
"May the Goddess guide his soul."
"Thank you."
The Emissary shuddered.
"They do not thank a fairy, either," the elf said.
"Why not?"
"Something about owing a favour, a boon."
"That is ridiculous."
"And you still wish to return to the castle, Parviq?"
"The castle is our home," the prince said.
"Why did you not come back?" the Emissary asked.
"We could not leave the wards. After my parents were caught and tortured to death for the location of our villages, we agreed with the Álfr that to remain behind its wards was all that would save us. And we had to protect the magic."
"The magic."
"Dökkálfa's magic."
"The castle's magic."
"The castle is Dökkálfa and Dökkálfa the castle."
"Yes," the Emissary said. "And the castle is now free of Isoleth."
He looked at the elf.
"What?" the elf grumbled.
"The castle took a long time to wake once free," the Emissary said.
"These things can take time."
"Álfr," the prince said. "You told us it was Isoleth stealing our magic. You bade us to help you protect it. You, a piece of Álfeimr."
That, at least, was one question the Emissary did not have to ask. They knew who or what the elf was.
"I could not be sure it wasn't," the elf muttered.
"And now, Álfr?"
The silence stretched. The Emissary licked his lips and tasted the Álfr's emotions. Perhaps it let him. An explanation of what it had done and why.
Guilt. Pride. Greed. The type of greed that denoted ownership; possession of something.
"You do not wish to reunite with Álfeimr," the Emissary said.
"There must be balance," the elf replied. Reluctance salted the air.
"And Álfeimr is bigger than you."
The prince laughed at that. "Álfr," he said, "change should not be feared. If Dökkálfa is free, we can go home. Do you not wish to go home, Álfr?"
Here the elf was an individual, a self-aware being. Returned to Greater Álfeimr, it would be part of the whole.
The land rumbled beneath their feet. Not Dökkálfa, but Álfeimr agreeing.
"Faerie has spoken," Prince Parviq said. "May the Goddess guide us."
"And may the Champion protect us," the Emissary said automatically.
"There is a Champion?" Parviq asked.
The Emissary laughed. "There is much to tell you, Prince of Dökkálfa."
"There is much we have missed." His glance at the elf did not go unseen by the Emissary.
Thankfully, the elf that was part of Faerie did not resist. Dökkálfa needed to be whole again. Parviq clearly agreed. He didn't know it yet, but the Prince would play a bigger role in the reunification than he expected.
A suitable heir had been found. The Emissary's task was complete. He activated the Taufr he carried, letting his King know of his success.
All that remained was bringing the heir home.
Balance, Álfeimr whispered. But only the Álfr heard it. And only it knew if it agreed.




Chapter twenty-three







The Ties That Bind

Lorec


Thunder boomed and lightning struck. Rain gushed down from the dark clouds to soak them. The stark facade of Valhöll loomed above. Lorec was thrown back several body lengths, coming to land in an undignified and painful heap against the base of the mountain.
Through the fog of a cracked skull and the staccato of flickering lightning, Lorec blearily watched as Shabir fought tooth and nail with a vampire that looked borderline Rogue. But no rogue vampire was cognisant enough to fight as this one did.
Metal met metal. The sound of super-sharpened blades slicing through the air whistled in between the booms of thunder. Shabir's Sverð was lit with Fey fire. The vampire's was glowing an unnatural colour, fuelled by its own foul magic.
The blade it wielded was Fey, Lorec recognised. But how Aliath's Hundr had obtained it, he did not know. Could his King have been so careless as to give a Fey artifact to a vampire so close to going crazy?
Struggling to his feet, Lorec searched the rocky ground for his own sword. The blade's flames had been extinguished by the rain, but the metal glinted when lightning struck. Electricity sizzled in the wet air, magic stirred in Valhalla. Lorec swept up his sword and joined the melee.
Shabir did not thank him for his intervention, but Lorec had not expected such. Until he joined the battle, however, she had been fighting for her life against a superior opponent. That said something about the vampire's skill, as Shabir was a sub-commander in the Third Battalion. Not many could best her.
But now, with two against one, they had a chance. And Lorec could hear the clatter of chainmail as it approached. The battalion was answering Shabir's call. For a moment, there was nothing else to do but strike and parry and thrust. He managed to nick the vampire, but the scent of its own blood made it go berserk. 
Red eyes glowed in a hard face that had at one time been beautiful. Lorec had met Aliath's Hundr before and knew her to be strangely attractive. Her platinum blonde hair shone in the light of the Valkyries' lightning as brightly as his own silver hair did. There was something very Fey about this vampire.
The castle above them rattled as Odin and his daughters tried to get out. For a moment, Lorec silently thanked Isoleth for her powerful warding. The magic that held her mate and daughters imprisoned was not something they could break from the inside of the castle itself.
The vampire flashed, and then the streak of its white-blonde hair was all he could see as it spun around them. Where had he seen that type of spinning technique before? Silver flashed, and he watched as a Nosferatin's stake flipped through the air toward Shabir.
Silver would not kill her, but the stake was sharp and well-aimed. That was where he had seen the spinning movement in battle before, he realised. Against vampire hunters. The nature of Aliath's Hundr was even more bizarre than some of the creatures Isoleth created.
Shabir saw the stake coming and flipped backwards, her body bending in ways it shouldn't. The stake skinned her right cheek, but it would have entered her heart had she not been able to contort herself so quickly.
Lorec let out a rage-filled roar at seeing the sub-commander's blood trickle down her face. He thrashed his sword left and right, down and up, again and again. The frantic movements forced the vampire back. Her face stretched into a wide grin, her fangs so long they created shadows on her chin when lightning struck.
Through the flickering light provided by the Valkyries, Lorec watched the macabre features of the Nosferatu as it sprang high to avoid a sweep of his blade, landing on the side of the mountain. Long nails like claws dug into the rock face, holding the creature there. It hissed, red eyes glowing, and then it started climbing the sheer cliff face like a spider climbing a wall.
Lorec tried to jump up to grab a booted foot, but the creature moved too quickly for him and he landed awkwardly on the uneven ground when he came back down again. Swearing profusely, he staggered upright. Shabir aided his balance by gripping his chainmail before he tumbled over the side of the narrow path they were on.
Both he and the sub-commander were breathing heavily. The fight had lasted no more than a couple of minutes, but they had used every ounce of their strength to hold the vampire off.
Once Shabir was certain Lorec was not going to topple over the edge of a thousand foot high mountain path, she sheathed her Sverð and pulled her Bogi free, nocking an arrow.
As the rain pelted down on her austere features, her green eyes narrowed and she let a long, slow breath of air out; loosing the arrow.
The sound of it slicing through wind and rain was music to Lorec's ear.
And then lightning struck the arrow, breaking it in half. They watched as it tumbled from the sky, the vampire still climbing; either oblivious to the danger or uncaring of it.
"The Valkyries help it," Lorec said.
"Why?"
Why indeed? This was Aliath's Hundr. They had an accord. Had the King sent it here to ensure Odin remained imprisoned? But surely the castle had told the King what his exiled cousin was up to by now. And even if it hadn't, why had the vampire not stopped to find out why Lorec and Third Battalion were here?
Something didn't add up.
Out of sheer dogged determination, Shabir nocked another arrow and let it fly. With predictable ease, the Valkyries' lightning struck it down. Shabir lowered her Bogi, frustration marring her features.
"How many times can they strike at once?" Lorec asked.
"There are twelve of them," Shabir offered.
"And many more of us." Shabir's smile lit up the night.
In terse words, some of which Lorec did not even understand, Shabir delivered her orders to the Battalion. In moments, they were ready, the vampire already two hundred feet above their heads. Before long, the distance between them would be in the creature's favour.
Lorec unslung his Bogi, nocking an arrow of his own, in consort with the rest of the Battalion.
"Steady," Shabir commanded. "Fire!"
Over a hundred arrows, from various directions along the mountain path, flew through the sleet and shadows, homing in on the vampire as it crawled up the cliff above them. There was no way the Valkyries could stop each one.
Thunder boomed, shaking the ground so much that Lorec was forced to one knee, his free hand gripping the cliff face in front of him for balance. One of the Hyrða let out a scream as they toppled over the side of the mountain. A gnawing pit opened inside Lorec's stomach at the fairy's fate. He was thankful only one warrior lost their footing.
Behind the thunder, lightning struck. The arrows weren't all at the same elevation. Some had farther to travel from. But the lighting zipped across the sky, taking out at least half. And then the rest went the way of the others as multiple streaks of lightning lit up the stormy sky.
The distant rumble of thunder was a low counterpoint to the awesome sight of over a hundred arrows being turned to dust.
The vampire stopped climbing and turned to look back down at Lorec. Red glowed in its eyes, but an intelligence was obvious there as well. With one hand holding it immobile, it offered a salute to Lorec, and then turned its back on Third Battalion and continued climbing.
"I really hate her," Shabir said.
"It," he corrected. "It is nothing more than a creature."
"Oh, no," the sub-commander argued. "Only a female could be so dismissive of a prince's efforts to stop her."
Lorec stared at Shabir until she noticed him looking and then she simply offered a shrug. 
"Worth remembering, Commander," she told him.
Lorec shook his head, looking back up at the cliff face. But the vampire had long gone.
"We can't follow her," he said.
"Given time, perhaps we could come up with something," Shabir offered. "But every alternate route into the castle is closed to us."
He'd failed. Dökkálfa would deny him absolution. Everything he had been through, everything he had suffered, was for nothing. Odin would escape and join Isoleth in battle. Aliath was doomed. Dökkálfa was doomed.
Lorec threw back his head and screamed his rage at the dark and unmoving sky.
A thunderous crack broke the night apart, interrupting the prince's self-indulgent moment. He'd hoped, prayed, that she couldn't do it. That the vampire couldn't break Isoleth's wards. There had been a chance that the creature would be thwarted by the Mad Queen's paranoia. But whatever magic the vampire possessed, it was far more than a normal vampire should.
"How?" Shabir asked.
"I don't know," Lorec admitted. He felt hollow. He felt weak. He felt useless.
Shabir spun to face him. "The wards are broken, the God of War and his daughters are free. What are your orders, my Lord?"
Lorec stared at her as thunder boomed overhead and lightning danced across the sky, illuminating every shadow. It went on and on and on; a celebration; a signal; a portent of what was to come.
Lorec placed his hand against the cliff face, let the magic within him swell, allowed Dökkálfa to use him. Lowering his head and closing his eyes, he felt along the pathways the castle created and searched Valhöll.
Odin and his daughters were gone.
His failure almost consumed him. But Lorec was a Prince of Dökkálfa. For a millennium, his people had been imprisoned inside their own castle. Cut-off from their magic. Forced to create alternate ways to feed themselves; to survive. The Dark Dance of Canon was created to ensure Dökkálfa, in some form, lived on. It was restrictive, and it provided a way to endure.
But it was no way to live, either. The Champion was right. They needed to change. But first, they needed to win an unwinnable war.
It was futile. Odin was a god of war. Fallen, yes. But still mighty. Together with his mate and daughters, they would be unstoppable. It made sense to escape now, through a portal to Earth. To leave this realm to the madness of others.
But Lorec couldn't. He wouldn't. This was his home. His roots were deeply grounded here. These were his fairies. Finally, Lorec, son of Larliq and Davin of Dökkálfa, perverted prince, playful prince, prideful prince, had found a cause.
His own people.
Opening his eyes and raising his head, his vibrant green gaze met Shabir's.
"We ride for the King," he announced. There was nothing left to guard here. "We add our weight to his and fight for the freedom of all Dökkálfa."
"Dökkálfa! Dökkálfa! Dökkálfa!" the Battalion shouted, Sverðs raised above their heads, their voices echoing off the mountainside.
It was probably futile. But it felt so right, so incredibly essential, that Lorec didn't baulk. He didn't cower. He stood tall, checked his blade, settled his bow across his shoulders, and started walking.
Through the darkness that surrounded, entwined with the courage and determination of a battalion of worth, Lorec heard the words as if they were spoken into his ear.
Welcome home, Prince of Dökkálfa. 
Tears obscured his vision, but still Lorec walked. A hundred-strong battalion at his back. Death and doom before him.
He smiled. He was ready. He was Dökkálfa.




Chapter twenty-four







Balancing Act

Kara


This was the real battle. Right here and now in a place I never thought I'd return to. The Huldufólk was gone, his cottage destroyed, his bones now returned to the earth beneath us. What he'd forced Aliath and me to endure, what he'd forced us to become, was a memory I tried to forget. But Isoleth wouldn't let me.
If she thought it would disable me, or distract me from my purpose, though, she didn't know what made a Middleton a Middleton.
I let loose a bolt of golden Light that crashed against her personal ward, bringing her attention back to me as I hovered over the melee.
Yeah, beotch. It's me and I'm still fighting.
I speared one of her creatures through the heart. Swift and humane, even if my stomach turned at having had to kill at all. That particular monster had been doing some real damage and although I'd warned it several times to back the heck off, it had ignored me.
As Aliath would say, needs must.
There were more on Isoleth's side than ours. She'd cut us off from our battalions. Dagar and a Hyrða were fighting back to back. Goran and Aliath had teamed up. Two more Hyrða worked the edges of the battle, but they were separated from each other. The rest had already been culled.
The Mad Queen cackled and chortled and generally made a right arse of herself. I could taste the Dökkálfa's impotent rage and burgeoning despair. Their King was in this circle, defended by too few warriors. The odds were stacked against them, and there was little they could do about it.
I sent out bolts of Light into the throng, forcing the opposition back, occasionally having to take out a monster or risk losing one of our fairies. My Light helped, but it wouldn't be enough in the long run. I could read the writing on the wall as much as the next girl. We were outnumbered, outgunned, and cut-off from reinforcements.
Blood spilled onto the packed earth beneath us. Those blackened veins of Isoleth's magic pulsed as if fed by it; reinforcing the shield wall she'd built around us. The pulses made the ground uneven, a Hyrða staggered. A monster pounced. Claws tore open flesh down the right side of his body. I watched as his intestines spilled out.
The monster received a bolt of Light that exploded into a shower of blood and guts, raining down on Isoleth and her creatures. Anger and frustration consumed me, making me blind to Isoleth's attack. I'm not sure if she planned it that way, or just took the opportunity when it presented. But a black whip of magic struck out and tore through one of my wings.
The pain was unimaginable. I forced myself to swallow the scream, but I couldn't stop my plummet toward the ground. With only one wing working, I did manage to make my landing less a crash and more a controlled tumble. I rolled head over feet, tucking my injured wing in as best as I could and absorbing the other one, and then came upright again, sword in hand.
The creature before me lost its head before I could suck in a breath and swallow another scream. I ached. It made me stumble. I felt lopsided and off balance, and every sweep of my blade made pain tear through my wing. Sweating, panting, silently crying, I pushed the pain to the back of my mind and absorbed the broken wing back into my body.
Holy agony on a graham cracker! I couldn't hold back the scream on that one. Golden Light spilled out all around me, sweeping across the clearing and taking out several monsters all at once.
"Kara!" Aliath yelled.
"Protect the Champion!" Dagar ordered the nearest Hyrða.
Isoleth's laugh drowned out anything more.
"I made you," she yelled at me. "And I can unmake you."
Her whip sliced across my cheek. Blood welled and then the pain hit me. I gasped, doubling over, tears spilling from under my tightly closed eyelids. The salt in the tears stung the slice in my cheek, just compounding my misery.
Get a grip, Middleton! I growled silently. Get a freaking grip.
Standing upright again, I waved the Hyrða off and searched out Isoleth.
"You wanna play, lady?" I whispered, but knew she heard every word. "Then let's play."
I glanced up at the top of her shield, where it ended and my own began. Isoleth had tried to leave the top of her ward open to her dragons, but I'd been holding them back. I wasn't about to change that, but where my golden ward hit her translucent one, I felt something familiar to me.
I wasn't sure what it was. Maybe it was part Álfeimr. The same part of Álfeimr that made up the border ward. Or maybe it was all Ljósálfar and I am part Light Fey, so it spoke to me. Or maybe it had the taint of an Old God to it and what made me sparkle with golden Light was all Old God in nature.
It didn't really matter though, because I thought I could work with it.
"Distract her," I said to the nearest Dökkálfa to me.
Dagar must have heard, because he let out a shout that rallied those that were left and suddenly our side went all berserker. I tried to ignore what was happening, tried to stop myself from helping them when blood began to spill, tainting the air with a metallic scent. But if I didn't do this now while they created this distraction for me, I might never get the chance again.
As a Hyrða fell and our numbers dwindled, and the odds tipped out of our favour, I cut myself off from the near helplessness of it all and concentrated on the ward Isoleth had constructed around us.
My body shook from the pain of my torn wing. My cheek felt like it was on fire, so I suspected a poison on Isoleth's whip. My heart thudded painfully inside my chest as cries of agony sounded out all around me.
And then I had it and my magic surged, Dökkálfa somehow aiding me. Isoleth's ward fell and the sounds of fighting in the forest reached me. Of course, she'd have had monsters ready to keep our battalions busy. But now there was nothing stopping those very same battalions joining forces with us.
"To the King!" I shouted, reinforcing my ward above us. The Bal Forad roared, raining down fiery death on the forest but unable to reach us in the clearing. The call to the King was taken up by those Hyrða closest, and soon we had hundreds more inside the clearing.
Isoleth screamed, gathering her most lethal monsters to her. And then she tried to retreat. So predictable. A coward is always a coward. We'd had our battalions surrounding the clearing, but while we'd been trapped inside Isoleth's ward, she'd instructed her dragons and monsters to clear a path behind her for just such a moment.
I don't think she believed she'd fail and have to retreat, but you don't get to her ripe old age without having escape plans, even if they aren't needed.
For a frozen moment, I couldn't see how we could cut off her escape route. The battalions outside the clearing had been fighting for their lives, much like we had inside of it. But there was a wide swath of forest unguarded, and Isoleth had every intention of taking flight through it.
If she escaped now, this battle would go on and on, and I didn't think that would be to our advantage. Give Isoleth a free moment to create something new and grotesque and the crazy fairy would take it. We'd done damage today. We'd also taken some nasty hits. But if we didn't stop this now, all those deaths would be meaningless.
If I could fly, I'd be able to cover her retreat. I tentatively tried to unfurl my wings, but the agony that elicited sent me to my knees. Breathing through the fire down my back, I blinked back tears as I watched Isoleth make her escape.
I felt impotent. I felt frustrated. But more than anything, I felt despair creep into me.
Would this woman ever yield? Didn't she realise what she was doing to Álfeimr? The very land she wished to rule over.
I shook my head, struggled to my feet, gathered my magic and prepared to strike at everything. I had no choice. This had to end now. It made me feel sick to my stomach, but I could end this. I just had to take out every single creature Isoleth created, whether they were of sound mind or not.
There must be balance, a ringing voice said. A booming voice. An ancient one. Balance, Champion.
I stood immobile, realising that it wasn't Dökkálfa talking to me, but Álfeimr itself.
"Er," I managed.
And then Isoleth screeched. It didn't sound happy at all. Metal clanged in the forest, near where I thought she might be. Shouts sounded out. Orders. Not mindless monster mutterings. Light flashed. A curdling cry reached me. And then her creatures who had stayed behind to detain us suddenly turned tail and ran directly toward where all that madness was.
"What the…?" I said.
"Another battalion," Dagar offered. "I recognise the orders."
"What battalion?"
"Mine," Goran said, and started running.
Oh, Goddess. Third Battalion, the Lost Battalion, was back.
I wasn't sure whether I should be ecstatic for Goran or worried. As far as we knew, Third Battalion had been under Lorec's control, doing something in Valhalla. Valhalla was where Odin was being held prisoner by Isoleth. Him and his twelve daughters, the Valkyries.
Oh, son of a gun. Had Lorec freed him? Them? We were so screwed if he had.
I ran with the others, stumbling over downed branches and dead bodies. The reek of rot grew stronger and stronger the closer to Isoleth we got. In between the trees, I could see Hyrða fighting her monsters. I recognised some of them from when Third Battalion had been my shadows in the castle. Watching me or protecting me, at the time I wasn't sure what.
They were really back. They were really fighting Isoleth and her monsters, cutting off the Mad Queen's escape. I spotted Lorec, fighting beside a stunning green-skinned female warrior. I spotted Goran as he raced through the mayhem, ignoring every monster that tried to touch him, a heat-seeking missile homing in on that female Hyrða.
I saw the moment she spotted him, her austere features breaking into a surprised and then relieved visage. And then Goran cold-cocked Lorec with a single blow to the side of his head.
"Huzzah!" I muttered, spilling golden Light out all around me. It helped illuminate the forest, aiding the Hyrða and making their job easier. Monsters fell. Creatures screeched in their death throes. Warriors yelled.
Goran stood over Lorec and panted, the female Hyrða staring at him, a frown marring her striking features.
I couldn't spare them any more of my attention. Aliath had reached Isoleth. Somehow Third Battalion had tipped the scales, and Isoleth had found herself cut-off from her escape route. Maybe the shock of their arrival had proved too great. Isoleth usually had backup plans on top of backup plans. Or maybe she expected Odin to save her.
While Dagar and his men covered Aliath, my mate pressed his sword into Isoleth's neck, her body held rigid by some form of magic I hadn't seen Aliath perform. Clearly, he needed to be right at her side to achieve it, because otherwise he would have done it back in the clearing.
I held my breath as I searched the forest for Odin and his Valkyries. What had the Dark Shadow said? Watch the skies?
Watch the clouds, as they hide the Valkyries. Thunder for Odin and lightning for his daughters.
I couldn't see the sky. We were inside the forest. I needed to get above the treetop. I needed to see what was coming.
Aliath was talking to Isoleth. Demanding answers. Where had she got so many soldiers? How had she built an army of this size without his spies realising it? Where had she hidden them from him?
All good questions, but they were mere distractions. Odin was coming, I was sure of it.
There was only one thing to do. And it was going to suck.
Channelling every ounce of magic I possessed into my body to heal it, I pulled the plaster off in one swift move; snapping out my wings and surging upward, through the treetops.
Everyone stopped what they were doing and watched. Even Isoleth stopped her snivelling.
It hurt, but the more I stretched my muscles, the easier it got. Even my cheek had stopped stinging. Golden Light bathed everything, healing while it illuminated. Above the canopy of the trees, I searched the clouds.
There was no thunder and no lightning. I stretched my senses out. Not in all of Álfeimr could I sense a god-like power. I did sense Gigi. Slowly making her way back from where I thought I could just about feel Valhalla. Valhalla was half in Ljósálfar and half in Elysium. If it existed at all anymore, I couldn't feel it — only a shadow of what it had been — and I should have been able to feel half of it, at least.
It was gone.
What had my BFF done?
I shook my head and lowered myself through the trees of the forest again, coming to stand beside Aliath.
"Valhalla's gone," I said. "There's no sign of Odin and his Valkyries."
Isoleth let out an ear-piercing scream.
"It's over," Aliath told his aunt. "Your creatures are dead or dying, your army is gone. Odin is not coming to save you."
"He'll come! He'll come!"
"Why should he? You have nothing to offer him. In a moment, you, too, will be gone."
Aliath shifted his sword, placing it on the side of her neck. I knew what he intended to do. I knew he had longed for this moment. I couldn't blame him. I wanted it too.
What she had done to me. What she continued to do to others. It was cruel and vile and deserved the death penalty.
Balance, a voice said. That same voice as before. Balance. Light cannot exist without the Dark. Dark cannot survive without the Light. Balance.
Son of a…
My hand reached out and stilled Aliath's sword.
"Minn elska?" he asked.
My eyes met his. This sucked. But Faerie needed to change. This war had repeated itself time and again. It had to stop.
"You can't kill her," I said, and Isoleth cackled with laughter. I glared at her.
"She is mad. Evil," Aliath argued.
"Yes. But she balances Álfeimr."
"Impossible."
"Do you trust me?"
"Of course."
"Am I your Champion?"
"In this life and all others."
I nodded my head. I'd expected no other answer. When Aliath loves, he loves completely. "Álfeimr talks," I told him.
Aliath stared at me.
"It has spoken," I added. "There must be balance."
I watched as Aliath put the pieces together. I watched as my mate and lover realised he couldn't exact revenge for all the wrongs Isoleth had committed. I watched as something dark slithered over his face and disappeared inside of him. I watched, my heart breaking.
I wanted to tell him that I wanted her dead, too. But what would that achieve other than to make him more determined to do it? I had to let him come to this decision himself. Let him be the King he had to be.
I took a step back, lowered my head as I fell to one knee, hand fisted over my chest.
"Kara," he whispered, making me look up. Our eyes met. The moment stretched. Then he turned to look back at the Mad Queen. "You deserve death, but will not receive it. Remember this moment, Aunt. Remember that death was yours and my mate denied you it. You will beg me for death before your sentence is served. You will wish my mate was not so kind-hearted, so full of love for all. You will wish she was the monster you thought you created, but she is not. It is I who you will come to fear. Your jailer."
That Darkness I had seen in him surfaced again. I wanted to cry out in frustration and fear. Had I let him kill her, the Darkness may not have manifested. This is what Álfeimr demanded of its people, I realised. Blood and sweat and tears and their very soul.
No, I thought. I would not let Faerie exact that price. I would bring Aliath back to the Light if it killed me.
For now, though, I let him be the King he needed to be to end this endless war.
It damn near broke me. But needs must.




Episode Four
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Chapter twenty-five







Loose Ends

Kara


The castle was celebrating. Dökkálfa rejoiced, its fairies partying up large as only the Fey could. Pennants flew from the highest towers, streamers trailed out of every window. The trees in the orchard were all decorated; little lights blinking like diamonds; shining on the path towards home. Fairies danced and sang, music wafted out of the courtyard. Glasses tinkled, tankards clanked. Yellow-skinned and blue-skinned Fey intermingled. Green-skinned and even the odd red-skinned fairy laughed at each other's jokes.
It was a jubilant atmosphere, but more than that, it was an inclusive one. Dökkálfa, almost to a one, was united.
Maybe there weren't as many Smiðr as I would have liked waiting to greet us. But there were some, and there were all the Dómr mixed in with the Fīfrildi and those of the Hyrða who'd remained to defend the castle.
It brought tears to my eyes. A lump formed in my throat. My heart felt too big for my body.
"Aliath! Aliath! Aliath!" they sang as the Mad Queen was escorted to the dungeon. 
I didn't think she'd remain there for long. Her rot tainted the surrounding air, infected the ground she walked on. We couldn't risk the castle getting sick from the virus that was Isoleth, former Queen of Ljósálfar. She was chained, a metal collar around her neck like a dog. The collar was attached to the chains that bounded her wrists and shackled her ankles, and then to a longer length tied to the rear of Aliath's horse. Running in a lope beside her on all fours was Xavier, Gigi's sire. The rogue vampire had taken it upon himself to guard Isoleth personally on the return march to Dökkálfa.
The fact that he hadn't been with Gigi at Valhalla had me worried. In some ways, Xavier kept Gigi honest. I knew my friend well. I knew the demons that haunted her. Whatever she'd done at Valhalla, she hadn't done it with Xavier keeping her on the straight and narrow.
I was worried about my friend, but the last time I'd looked, she'd been alive and slowly making her way to Dökkálfa. The portals to Earth were closed across Álfeimr. Even those in Dökkálfa were under the control of Dagar, Herra of the Hár Lords. No one was getting out of Faerie any time soon. So, if Gigi wanted back in her own realm, she was going to have to negotiate with Aliath.
Aliath, the last remaining monarch in Álfeimr.
While the partying continued on our return to the castle, I left Aliath to his kingly duties, pushing thoughts of Gigi out of my mind and seeking out my fairy friends. I found Sora celebrating with her closest Fīfrildi cohorts. Those fairies who had come together and offered support to any who needed it under the abusive reign of the upper castes. They were all talking over each other, jabbering away in rapid-fire conversation, the odd question thrown in without so much as a raised eyebrow, let alone a boon owed as payment.
I gave her a hug, smiled at her awestruck companions and went in search of Marik, Head of my Household. And if the rumours could be believed, also Leader of the Rebellion. I caught snippets of conversations as I wended through the throng of partying fairies in the courtyard. Talk of Lord Boleth's death. Something about the King's Sword being a Fīfrildi. A Hyrða telling everyone his commanding officer was dating the most courageous fairy of the servant class.
Shaking my head at the confusing reports, I found my quarry at last; sequestered in an alcove, making out with a Hyrða.
"Holy necking in the back row of the cinema, Marik!" I announced, shielding my eyes dramatically. "But don't you know there're impressionable fairies about?"
They sprang apart, and I noticed the Hyrða stepped in front of Marik to protect her … honour? No, that couldn't be it, because seconds ago he'd had his hand up her skirt and his tongue down her throat. Honour had been left out in the courtyard.
I coughed discretely.
"So, everything good here?" I asked, waggling my eyebrows at the pair.
The Hyrða just stared at me, nonplussed. Marik squeezed past his bulk and curtsied.
"My Lady Kara," she exclaimed. "It is gratifying to see you unharmed."
I had been harmed. It had hurt a lot. But my magic was way better than any aspirin ever was. I didn't tell her that, though.
"You've been busy," I told my friend. A shadow crossed her face, then. One I recognised because I'd not long ago seen it cross my mate's. Dark regret. So, Marik was the King's Sword and had killed Lord Boleth.
I stepped forward and gripped my maid's hands in mine.
"Marik of the Fīfrildi," I said. "Thank you for all you have done."
Dökkálfa don't thank one another. They don't ask questions and they can't lie. Things were changing, but even with change, societal constraints die hard. I looked Marik in the eye, making sure she understood what I was saying. It was more than a thank you. It was absolution.
I'm no god. I have god-like powers, but I don't confess to being a god. What I am, though, is Dökkálfa's Champion.
A sigh escaped my friend's lips and her body relaxed, almost collapsing into the arms of her Hyrða. He gripped her tightly, laying a kiss against her temple. I liked him.
"That's one special lady you've got there," I told the guard.
"I am aware, Champion," he said, formally, lowering his head to me in a show of respect at last.
"Hurt her," I added, steel in my voice, "and I will gut you. Understood?"
He stared at me. A threat and a question in one sentence were almost too much. I smiled, winked at Marik, and then left them to their canoodling. Marik would be okay. That Hyrða had been a lieutenant, by the looks of it. Old enough to know what he was doing, high enough in the battalions to demand respect.
Things were changing in Dökkálfa, and I couldn't have been happier.
I made my way to the closest secret tunnel access, slipping out of sight when the castle told me no one was watching. My fingers ran along the stone walls of the corridor I was in, reading the mood of the castle and its fairies through that simple touch. The castle talked more than it used to, but it was still not overly loquacious. The reassurance it gave me through the touch, however, settled my nerves.
I did not like having Isoleth in the dungeon.
She is being moved, it told me.
"Where to?"
Somewhere safe. Somewhere secure. Somewhere secret.
"The triple S's, eh? And will she make it to this safe, secure, and secret place without escaping?"
Yes. It was resolute. That meant, however she was being transported, Dökkálfa was overseeing it. Isoleth would reach her destination, with no one else being the wiser of her movements.
I wasn't sure if that was because the castle had taken on the responsibility for her imprisonment or not. It was more likely that Aliath had organised it and was using his best asset to ensure it went off without a hitch.
Suddenly, the need to check on my mate was overpowering.
I found him in his office with Dagar, deep in conversation about the state of things. That Darkness I'd seen back in the Ljósálfar forest was still there, but when he raised his head as I stepped out of the secret passageway, it Lightened.
A smile spread across his tired features, his eyes blazing green upon meeting mine. For a moment, there was no war clean-up, no counting of the dead, no prisoner to keep locked up, no Dagar watching. There was just us.
He crossed the space to me and wrapped me up in his strong arms. His lips against my forehead were soft and warm and full of love.
"Minn elska," he said. "Where have you been?"
"Checking on my maids," I told him. "And making sure the masses saw me."
"A wise move, my Lady," Dagar said, approvingly. "We should also have the King make an appearance in Court."
"Later," Aliath told his High Lord. "There is much to organise before we can lock this war away once and for all. Come," he said to me, leading me by the hand to the collection of comfortable chairs the two males had been using. 
A coffee table in the centre of the grouping was covered in parchment and ink wells. They'd been busy, but Jarviq had brought a tray of refreshments in, I saw.
On thinking of Aliath's aide, the blue-skinned fairy entered with a fresh pot of coffee and my favourite sweetmeats.
"Oh, yes!" I said, helping myself to one off the plate before he'd relinquished it. "You're a lifesaver, Jarviq."
"Of course, my Lady." He silently took the cold pot of coffee away and closed the door to the office behind him.
"How'd he know I was here?" I asked around a mouthful of goodies.
"He is an exemplary aide," Dagar said.
"He also has the tunnels monitored," Aliath explained. "Who else would use them but you, my love?"
"No secret lover?" I enquired, gulping down coffee.
"My love for you is no longer a secret." I grinned at him. With one smouldering look, he promised he'd prove his love the moment we were alone together.
Dagar cleared his throat.
"What's all this?" I asked, indicating the mess on the coffee table with a wave of my free hand.
"We are discussing my cousin," Aliath told me.
"Lorec?"
"That one, yes." Aliath looked at Dagar.
The Hár Lord took up where his King left off. "Was he working for Dökkálfa or against it?" Dagar explained.
"Where is he now?" I asked.
"In the dungeon."
"With Isoleth?" I blurted, standing up.
Aliath reached out and gripped my hand, stroking his thumb over the back of it to soothe me. "Isoleth is separated from the rest. Lorec is next to the vampire."
"You put Xavier back in a cell?"
"It's his home, Kara. He has turned his cell into a nest of sorts. The door is unlocked and he can come and go as he pleases in the dungeon itself. He is still rogue, however. So, freedom outside the dungeon is not something I can allow unsupervised." Aliath looked directly at me, a challenge but also a plea for understanding.
"Yeah, well," I said, sitting again. "He is still kinda batshit crazy, I'll give you that."
"Yes," Aliath said simply, a little more Light entering his aura. I kept hold of his hand and he let me. The connection, I thought, helped.
"In any case," Dagar went on as if I hadn't just thrown a minor hissy fit. "Prince Lorec stole Third Battalion. That is not in question. But according to the sub-commander, he was not the one to free Odin and his daughters. Lorec was trying to prevent Isoleth from freeing them. He used the battalion to guard Valhalla."
"Is that so?" I murmured.
"There's more," Aliath said softly.
I didn't like the tone of his voice. His hand had also tightened on mine.
"Odin and the Valkyries were broken out by Georgia." One thing to say for Aliath, he didn't sugarcoat things for me.
"Oh," I said, my heartbeat thundering. That's what she'd been doing at Valhalla! "Why?"
"We do not know," Dagar offered. "We also do not know where Odin and his daughters currently are or what they have planned."
"Not good," I muttered.
"We're keeping an eye out for them," Aliath assured me. "If they choose to act on Isoleth's behalf, we're ready."
Odin was the God of War. There was no way we were ready to face him; fallen god or not.
"All we can do is wait, minn elska." Aliath pressed. I nodded my head slowly. But dread had settled in my stomach. "Lorec, on the other hand, needs addressing," my mate went on. Trying to turn the conversation to something he did have power over, I thought. "Is he ours or not? Can I afford to let him live?"
No, please no. Aliath would only Darken further if he had to kill his cousin.
Tell me, I thought desperately at Dökkálfa. Tell me what to do!
The castle rumbled beneath our feet, the cups rattling in their saucers on the coffee table. Dagar reached for his sword. Aliath looked toward me as if he knew I had been conversing with Dökkálfa, or simply knew Dökkálfa reacted like this to me.
Ours, the castle said. I knew both Dagar and Aliath had heard it. They stilled, looking at the walls and ceiling, waiting expectantly for more. Mine, the castle added.
"Your what?" I asked it, and to heck with questioning Dökkálfa and owing it a boon.
My agent. Agent? Spy, it added.
Aliath let out a breath of air that sounded relieved.
"Agent of Dökkálfa," he said. "I can work with that."




Chapter twenty-six







Existential Crisis

Sora


The sun shone through parted curtains and woke her. The shaft of light was too bright that early in the morning, but the lateness of the night before was also to blame for Sora's intolerance. She groaned, rolling over and trying to bury her face in her mate's neck. He was warm and hard in all the right places, his arm and a leg draped over her body as he softly snored.
Blinking open gritty eyelids, Sora tried to determine the hour by the shadows the sun created. Still early, but early was when work began for a Fīfrildi of a household. Marik would be waiting for her before too much longer.
Extricating herself from her mate's embrace, she paused at the edge of their bed and looked down upon him. He'd come back from the war changed. But that was not necessarily a bad thing. He'd faced Prince Lorec. Knocked him out cold if the rumours from his battalion were to be believed. Revenge may not have been exacted, but Goran had made his anger known and somehow it had cleared his conscience.
Last night, he had made love to her as if it were their first time together and their passion overruled all decorum. That mixed in with the Mungát they'd consumed with his battalion meant Sora was not quite as nimble of body and mind as she usually was in the morning.
She quietly washed, dressed, and whispered a charm to dispel the effects of the ale. Hers was not a powerful magic like the Hyrða's battle magic. Nor was it of a standard of the Dómr. And there was no comparison to be had with the Smiðr's ability to wield their magic so purposefully. If the power of one's magic were the only thing by which all fairies were judged, Sora would indeed be judged unworthy.
That was why the caste system had worked for so long. That was why the intermingling of the castes was frowned upon. If Goran and Sora were blessed with children one day, they would have less powerful magic than their father. It should have made her second guess their mating. It should have made her feel guilt at trapping him in such a situation.
It did not.
Sora's magic was Fīfrildi magic. Of all the castes, it was the Fīfrildi who could create such wonders through their art. It was the Fīfrildi who could blend flavours in their food to masterchef standards. It was the Fīfrildi who could heal with a simple touch. Theirs was not a strong magic when pitted against a Hyrða. But then, a Hyrða could do none of things a Fīfrildi could.
Imagine what their Barns could do when both types of magic were combined in one. Imagine.
She smiled softly at her sleeping mate and kissed him on the lips.
"Sora," Goran murmured. "Don't go."
"I have work," she told him. "Sleep, minn elska."
He settled again and was soon snoring softly.
Leaving her mate to dream the exhaustion of the past few months away, Sora exited their rooms and headed toward the Lady Kara's chambers. She passed several Fīfrildi going about their morning duties. There was a general cheerfulness to their demeanours. A smile on every face. Laughter could be heard down the corridor. A couple were kissing openly as they parted outside their room.
The castle was happy. Sora's wings fluttered in exhilaration. This was a different Dökkálfa than the one she had grown up in. This was a truly free Dökkálfa.
Outside her Lady's quarters were two of the King's guards. They recognised her, but still took the time to check her for weapons or charms. Once satisfied she was who she presented to be, they quietly opened the door to the sitting-room and allowed her entry.
It was no surprise to Sora, then, that the King was in the Lady Kara's bedchamber. The door was pulled to, but Marik was already in the bathroom next door, filling the bath with steaming water. Sora heard her Head of Household quietly moving about the room, lighting candles and sweet smelling incense.
"Good morning, Marik," Sora greeted her supervisor quietly.
Marik looked up and, in that moment, Sora knew her friend was carrying something heavy in her heart. Opening her mouth to question her superior — something she would never have considered doing in the past — Marik spoke over her.
"The King is to be included in our morning preparations, Sora. This will be good practice for when they mate. Our roles will be expanded at that time to include the Konungr should they share the same boudoir on occasion."
"They will share the same boudoir every night, I should think," Sora said automatically.
"It is different for the royal caste. Not that Queen Sofiq had a consort as such. But it is generally thought that royals have separate boudoirs and only come together when they mate."
Sora knew that Marik was not a naturally positive fairy. Often, in the past, she had been harsh in her judgements and strict in her teachings. But this was something new.
"Marik," Sora said, trying to get her supervisor's attention. "What troubles you?"
Marik tsked at the question and did not supply an answer. But Sora was not the same fairy who had come to Marik as a youngling, requesting to learn the trade of household care. Sora was courageous, just like her Lady Kara.
Reaching out a hand as the Kerling fluttered past, she stilled her.
"What ails you this fine morning, my friend?" she pressed.
"Nothing."
"I know you, Marik of the Fīfrildi. You cannot hide from me."
Marik finally met Sora's eyes, and there was such emotion there that, for a moment, Sora couldn't breathe. And then she was tasting the air, scenting the guilt and shame, the self-loathing.
"Is it Karlvor?" Sora asked.
Marik shook her head. "He has been a wonder to me."
"As he should be," Sora said stoutly. "Then what? Please tell me. I am worried."
Marik sank onto a stool beside the bathtub. The running water hid their conversation from the attached bed chamber. Even so, they both spoke quietly.
"I killed a Smiðr," Marik whispered. "Me, a Fīfrildi. It is not right."
Sora's heart plummeted. She'd known what Marik had done, but being mated to a Hyrða who had seen and done far worse, she hadn't thought of the crisis such an act would have on her mentor.
She should have.
"It must have been very frightful," she said carefully.
Marik shook her head, staring off into the distance. "The confusion of the fight was frightening. And," she added in a lower tone of voice, "that I was able to do it at all."
For millennia, they had been told they had one role in society and that stepping outside that role was forbidden. That a Fīfrildi made art, cooked fine meals, tended to household chores, and healed the sick or injured. Inside their caste, they believed those tasks were worthy. Outside of it, they were condemned for being perceived as weak.
But Fīfrildi were not weak. Even if Sora had only just been thinking their magic weaker, she knew in her heart that Fīfrildi themselves were not weak. 
"Listen to me, Marik," Sora said, gripping her superior's hands in her own. "We may be the servant caste, but we are no lesser than any other. We are all Dökkálfa, all Álfeimr's fairies. And all of us have a duty to our realm. When called upon to perform that duty, it is not the strength of our magic that enables us, but our own self-worth and sense of honour. One can have the weakest of magic and still wield the mightiest of swords. It makes no difference to Álfeimr. When called upon to perform our duty, we must rise to the challenge. Regardless of our caste. Do you understand? You have not failed. You have not acted as a Fīfrildi should not. You have met the challenge and done your duty. You are a fairy of worth."
"He was a Smiðr," Marik insisted.
"And, by order of the King, he had been condemned to a swift death for acts of treason."
Marik didn't look convinced.
Sora tightened her grip on her mentor's hands. She had to make her see reason on this.
"Should it have been me appointed the King's Sword? Would you condemn me for doing my duty?"
Marik shook her head, but her facial features were still twisted in conflict.
"Would it have been better if Karlvor, a Hyrða, had carried out the sentence? Simply because he was born a warrior? He has a heart, has he not? He must feel things when performing his duty to the realm at the tip of his Sverð. Why should it always be his caste that keeps the realm safe? Why can we not do our part when called upon?"
Marik stared at her for a long moment and then huffed out a breath of air.
"You speak sense." She didn't sound happy about it. "I would not have Karlvor carry this weight, despite his training and his being a soldier."
"We are stronger than our magic attests. We are the Fey of Álfeimr."
"Enough! You sound like one of Lady Analor's propaganda pamphlets."
Sora giggled. "Not anymore. I saw to that."
Marik gave her underling a hard glare as she stood. "That was reckless. What I did was weighed and deemed appropriate."
"In the middle of a clash with the Caste Police? Outgunned and outnumbered?"
"Lord Boleth should not have shown his hand."
"For the King had ruled him complicit if he did so?"
"Of course! Any connection to the Caste Police was to be treated as an act against Dökkálfa."
"So, he was guilty?"
"Yes. Didn't I just say that?"
"And your orders as the King's Sword?"
"Was to pass sentence." Marik paused. Then chuckled. "Alright, Sora. Your point has been made. I am a dutiful Dökkálfa fairy."
"Aren't we all?" Sora said, fluttering about the bathroom and laying out the last preparations for their Lady and the King.
A knock on the sitting-room door announced the arrival of breakfast, then. Sora hustled out to take the dome-covered tray and set it on the table, ready for their charges. Marik checked all was in order and then hesitated at the boudoir door before opening it.
Quietly, without looking back toward where Sora stood waiting, she said, "Thank you, my friend."
Dökkálfa don't thank. But then Fīfrildi don't wield daggers in the middle of a brawl, either.
Things were changing in Álfeimr.
"You are welcome, Marik," Sora told her mentor.
Marik nodded, the conversation at an end, and then opened the door to the boudoir. The two Fīfrildi fluttered in on silent wings and quietly parted the heavy curtains. The sun shone brightly, casting a golden glow across a rumpled bed. The occupants were still sound asleep, wrapped up in each other's arms.
With a soft touch, Marik swept a lock of silver hair off her lady's face.
"Good morning, my Lady," she murmured. "Your Majesty," she added, when the King stretched and yawned himself awake.
"Marik," he mumbled. "Good morning."
Sora watched the weight lift. She watched the Kerling's back straighten.
"It is a good morning," her friend told their King.
And Sora knew, then, that it finally was.




Chapter twenty-seven







Challenge Accepted

Aliath


The cave was well hidden by natural topography. But it was also well hidden by the magic of Álfeimr. It surprised me that Faerie had spoken so forcefully about Isoleth's imprisonment. Intellectually, I understood it was protecting the balance of magic in our realm by keeping Isoleth alive. But experience had taught me that Álfeimr could be a fickle mistress.
For one thousand years, it had done nothing to free the Dökkálfa. It had left us to wallow inside the castle walls, cut off from our magic, living in stasis. It had allowed the atrocity to continue without so much as a twitch of its magical fingers. By not acting, it had supported Ljósálfar.
There was a lesson to be learned there, I was sure. But for the life of me, I was too exhausted to recognise it. No doubt it was that the punishment fitted the crime or some such thing. And it must be said my predecessor, Queen Sofiq, had not been the sanest of fairies. Her brand of crazy wasn't quite as vile as Isoleth's, but it had been bad enough.
It didn't matter, I told myself. Sofiq was dead. Dökkálfa was free. And Isoleth had tipped the scales in our favour by creating heinous monsters and befouling Álfeimr. Despite its talk of balance, Faerie had chosen a side again. Isoleth, the Mad Queen, was trapped in a cave; impenetrable magic her jailer.
I took one last look over my shoulder to ensure I hadn't been followed, and then stepped through the first of many wards. This one did little more than taste my magic, scent my purpose, and identify me. For a moment, I thought it wouldn't let me pass, and then I felt as if it were spitting me out, thankfully on the far side of the ward; that much closer to my goal.
Despite what faced me now, the day had started well. Breakfast in bed with my mate. A few delicious moments alone together in the bath her maids had prepared for us. A brief meeting with Dagar to ascertain the status of the battalions. Morning tea with Goran to sound him out for a new role. It had all gone well and passed way too swiftly. 
Pushing those thoughts aside and preparing myself for what was coming, I entered the final ward at the cave. Using magic Dökkálfa had given me for just such a moment, I pierced the last shield and with a grunt, forced my way through it. I did not see myself coming here often in the future. But I could also see the need to have the ability to do so should something unexpected reveal itself as we healed Ljósálfar.
We expected traps. Every step we took in Isoleth's land was taken with one eye out for potential disaster. It was bad enough her monsters were surprising us every now and then. At least without their creator, though, it was easy to dispatch them. And a mercy.
But Isoleth was full of tricks, and Ljósálfar was so very damaged.
At last, I appeared inside the antechamber of the vast cave system created to hold my aunt. It was dank and dark, but my appearance automatically lit several sconces around the space, casting long shadows and curling smokey tendrils up into the rafters.
I kept a shield about my body in case she surprised me, but Isoleth was not waiting. I could smell her rot, however. A rot that the magic in this place was containing. I wondered if Álfeimr would heal her, eventually. There certainly was no balance in keeping Isoleth so corrupted that I could see. For now, though, she still reeked of foulness. It was growing stronger the longer I stood there, so I assumed she knew I was here and was coming to greet me.
I casually leaned back against the antechamber's cool wall and waited.
Part of me felt sick to the stomach facing her. What she had done to Kara. What she had done to others, to her own fairies, was unconscionable. There were no words strong enough to describe my distaste. I despised her. A Dark part of me wanted to end her forever. To excise the rot and be done with it. But Faerie whispered of balance in my ear. A constant refrain. 
I did not need the reminder. All I had to do was think of Kara and the Darkness eased enough to stay my hand. It shook slightly when I glanced down and studied it. But that could have been the bone weariness I was feeling after all we had been through, or simply the lack of sleep I was working with.
The memory of why I lacked sleep last night made me smile, and that was the first thing Isoleth saw when she strode into the antechamber as if it were part of her castle and I was an uninvited guest.
I was uninvited, I was sure, but this was no castle. Isoleth had no magical reach in here.
"Aunt," I said, not moving from my lean on the cave's wall.
"Nephew. How nice of you to visit me in my new home." She waved a clawed hand around the space. "Do you like what I've done with the place?"
I didn't bother answering. I needed no boon from this fairy.
"I am pleased to hear you are adjusting to your new circumstances," I told her. "There is no escape. I'm sure you've already tried. It is futile."
"I must admit to some surprise when I could not crack your wards." She arched a brow, pacing before me. No doubt she could feel the ward that separated us. She was already trying to find a weakness. "Álfeimr helps you. What did you promise it?"
"Must I have promised it something to gain its support?"
"Nothing is for free, nephew. You, of all fairies, must know this. Your mate, for one, is priceless. Had I not done what I did, she would not suit you."
My heart kicked brutally inside my chest, but I refused to let her bait me. Drawing on my love for Kara, I banished the fervent need to strike out.
"You made a mistake, Aunt," I murmured; the force of my control made my voice thrum with unleashed anger. "The biggest mistake of your long life. You thought you were creating a weapon to use against us, but in truth, Dokkalfa's Champion will be your eternal downfall. And every day you exist in Hel is a day you brought about yourself by making Kara Alfeimir's greatest fairy."
She threw herself at the ward, then. There was no telegraphing of her attack. But the ward held, and I held. I would not show weakness in front of this fairy.
"Now we've got the pleasantries out of the way," I said, staring down at her. 
She reminded me of the rogue vampire in my dungeon. Another of her twisted creations. Crouched, now, on the dirty floor of the cave on all fours, saliva dripping from between her grotesque lips and a snarl rumbling from deep within her chest. All that was missing were the fangs; she already had passable claws.
What a creature. Had she not done such horrific things, I might have felt pity for her. As it was, I realised I felt nothing. No sympathy. No empathy. And in that moment, no hatred, either.
It would take years, decades even, to correct the ill she had done Álfeimr. My reign was likely to be dominated by her foul deeds for many centuries to come. It would mould the type of Konungr I would have to be. In a way, even now, impotent as she was, Isoleth still attacked me.
My rule was not my own because of this fairy.
But, on the flip side, as Georgia would say, I would not have Kara without this despicable being.
I smiled, stepping away from my lean against the wall. Then I crouched down to her eye level and met her crazed gaze. And she was completely crazy. It was probably a waste of time coming here, but needs must.
"Tell me," I said, cocking my head to the side and ignoring the urge to avoid questioning this monster before me. "Where are Odin and his Valkyries?"
"Mine. They are mine. Not his."
"And yet you imprisoned your daughters with your mate in Valhöll. You could not contain them. They always answered to Odin first."
"You know nothing, whelp!"
"I know he has escaped, and he hasn't come for you. Where would he go, Aunt? He knows not Earth. I cannot feel him in Álfeimr. What is left to a fallen God of War?"
Her attitude changed abruptly. Cackling, her clawed fingers scraped down the ward between us, setting sparks of Light to rain down on the cave's floor.
"I could break this ward," she told me, laughing hysterically. "It is made of Light."
I shook my head, sadly. "Ah, but Aunt, you are Ljósálfar not Dökkálfa. You create. It is we who destroy." I stood up. If Isoleth knew of an ability Odin possessed that could hide him from me in Álfeimr, then she would have shown her hand.
She'd said nothing. Her face, a bleak mask of despair. He wasn't coming for her. I could hardly blame him, but I wanted to know where exactly he was. I hadn't opened the portals to Earth. Even a fallen god would have had to use one to reach it. But there were ways to hide in Faerie, and alternate egresses to places I knew of not.
But Isoleth, even if she knew of any fallback position her mate may have, was not telling.
It wasn't a complete waste of time coming here, though. I'd tested the wards, and they'd held. I'd face her and not flinched. I was stronger for visiting her jail cell, surer of myself and her lack of magic. For the thousand years she had imprisoned us, I would, in turn, imprison her. Not quite an eye for an eye, but certainly a millennium for a millennium.
I turned my back on my crazy aunt, certain her punishment fitted the crime. She screamed at me to come back and face her. She screeched like a banshee and railed against her chains, making the cave rattle all around us. I ignored it all. 
Despite my Dark heritage, despite the Darkness that had stolen into my soul when I had not taken her head in that clearing, my steps felt light as I retraced them past every ward.
Ljósálfar would need help to recover, I told myself as thoughts of my aunt sloughed off me. It could not be absorbed into Dökkálfa. As much as my beautiful mate wanted to unite every single fairy, first there must be a time of healing. And Ljósálfar needed to be separate to heal at all.
I would appoint a regent, I decided. Odin could conceivably claim the throne — if he were still around — but if I claimed it first, placing a proxy there in my stead, Álfeimr would have no choice but to back the move.
But who could I appoint as regent?
I grimaced as a name came to me. The ground beneath my feet rumbled as Dökkálfa heard my thought.
A good choice, it told me.
Does it have to be him? I asked, the question surprisingly easy to muster.
Balance, Dökkálfa said. A Dark prince on a Light throne. A Lightened King on a Dark one. Balance.
He doesn't get to wear a crown, I grumbled. And the throne is only temporary.
All things are only ever temporary, my King, it ominously told me.
I decided to cut my losses then and there, and stopped the conversation from progressing.
The ground rumbled in laughter as I made my way home.




Chapter twenty-eight







Double Up

Goran


Her skin under his fingers was soft and downy. Only the Fīfrildi had a soft layer of fine hair on their bodies like this. Hyrða, although green in colour, did not have such an adornment. Theirs was a body bred for war. It surprised Goran that he did not have scales as armour. His little mate, however, was bred for comfort and care.
He could not get enough of touching her.
She purred under his ministrations. Her lithe body stretched out beneath him on their bed for his taking. The early morning sun did not quite reach their window. Birdsong, however, and the scent of the orchard reached them in their cocoon.
They'd made love all night, and still, Goran was hard for this female. He entered her again, languidly thrusting, making her sigh and moan and reach for him. She had not fully woken, but she knew what was happening and begged him for more. A fairy could get used to this kind of adoration, this kind of addiction.
She wanted him as much as he wanted her.
It was heady. They were made for each other. Fated mates, despite a caste system that would have kept them apart had Goran not been the fairy he is. His determination, his fixation with the little Fīfrildi that sometimes cleaned the King's rooms, was all-consuming. In the early stages of their illicit relationship, Goran had often thought he was going mad.
Nothing and no one could have kept him away from Sora.
His pace picked up as her eyes fluttered open. Vibrant green shone up at him as her lips parted in a sensual O. His tongue wasted no time taking advantage of her gasp of delight. His cock was eager to keep pace with the kiss. He moaned. She sighed as a climax stole through her.
With a few more thrusts, his body joined her in tumbling over that abyss, unable to let his mate fall without him at her side. In this and all things, he was hers.
"Good morning," he said, as they both caught their breaths, bodies entwined, still connected. It would take very little for him to harden again, and yet, he was in no hurry to disconnect from his Sora.
"Good morning," she said in a sleep roughened voice that made him throb. "You are insatiable, my mate," she told him.
"Only for you, minn elska."
"Of course," she said impishly.
He kissed her again. He couldn't help it. His desperation to be with her — consume her or meld with her, he was uncertain — was no trivial thing. It ruled him. She sensed it.
Her calming touch, her worried eyes, cooled his ardour. He rolled off her and stared at the ceiling of their boudoir. She would not let him pull away completely, however. Her warm, soft, downy body followed him, wrapping around his side, her head pillowed in his chest, her arms holding him together.
"What woke you?" she asked as only mated couples could ask so freely.
"You," he said simply.
"I was the result of being woken, but not the cause."
"I am Dökkálfa," he reminded her. "I cannot speak a falsehood."
"We speak the truth as we know it, Goran. That does not mean it isn't a falsehood. What worries you?"
He sighed. For a Fīfrildi, she was lethal. So fierce, his little rebel fairy. His chest filled with pride. She had grown so much in the time he had known her. Not just in their shared bed, but in all of her life. Sora was the most fearless fairy he knew of now. She humbled him with her courage.
"The battalion," he finally admitted. "I think I am losing them."
She said nothing for a long time, her fingers delicately tracing a pattern across his flat stomach.
"Tell me why," she eventually ordered.
He could deny her nothing. His mind had been waging this particular battle ever since they returned from Ljósálfar. It was not hard to find the words, but speaking them tore his body apart. It was only the soft touch of his mate that held his soul together.
"They answer to Lorec now," he murmured. "He stole them from me in every way they could be stolen. His betrayal knows no bounds."
"The King has spoken for him," Sora said, her fingers not stopping in their tender pursuit of touch, of connection. He reached down and gripped them in his palm, his thumb sweeping across her knuckles.
"Shabir spoke for Lorec," he said. "Aliath had no choice but to accept her word. As sub-commander, she is the highest ranked in the battalion who has had direct contact with the prince. It's a betrayal on top of a betrayal. I have lost them."
Sora let out a slow breath of air that teased his chest hairs. She shifted closer to him, warding off some of the chill that had invaded with the confession.
"Before he took them, would you have trusted anything Shabir said?" she asked.
"I would have trusted her with my life. With yours. But he charmed them, Sora. Could not the charm still be working?"
"The King is not naïve, Goran. He would have checked."
"He doesn't know Shabir as I do."
"And you, my love, do not know Lorec as she has come to know him. Is there not a chance Shabir speaks of her own free will?"
He held his tongue, lest he hurt her. He would not hurt his mate for all the gold and silver in Álfeimr.
Finally, he whispered, "I do not want that to be the truth."
Carefully, as if she did not wish to hurt him either, Sora said, "I heard the castle spoke for Lorec, too."
Goran sighed. There it was. The inexcusable truth. For the castle is Dökkálfa and Dökkálfa the castle. It had spoken. Even Aliath could not ignore the castle when it chose to speak.
"There is more," Goran said, instead of commenting on that. "Aliath has offered me a new role."
Sora sat up. Her silver hair tumbled down over her naked body, hiding her breasts from him. He did not like any part of her body being hidden from him, so he gripped the strands together and placed them over her shoulder, out of the way. His fingers trailed a path down to a breast, and his palm wrapped around the areola, massaging the pendulous orb, making his body tighten.
Even while speaking of such harrowing things, Sora managed to bring his body back to life.
"What role?" she demanded, ignoring his ministrations. It only made him want to try harder to elicit a response from her body.
"One more befitting my title as Vísi."
"The King does not see your role as commander of a battalion fitting for a Vísi?"
He loved that she felt outraged on his behalf. But the King was right. A Vísi, although quite capable of being a warrior, would be wasted on a single battalion. Perhaps the role of overseeing several would be more fitting. Something similar to what Dagar already did. But Aliath had not offered Goran such a role.
He'd offered him something more precious.
"It is not an insult," Goran assured his mate, leaning forward and wrapping his lips around a nipple. He sucked and nibbled, making her body melt beneath his touch. "The new role also comes with certain benefits," he added, switching to the neglected breast.
"What benefits?" Sora asked, then tried to stifle a moan lest the question be ignored. He was sure she'd wanted to demand an answer. But within moments, he had her body surrendered beneath him again.
He shifted his attention lower, making her cry out in need.
For a while, nothing was said, just felt. A shared need, a combined hunger. Goran assuaged both their desires, bringing his mate to climax again and again, before sating himself with her body.
Limp and breathless, they lay tangled together, his heart lighter, his decision made.
"What…?" Sora licked her lips. Goran reached for a glass of water and offered it to her. After drinking her fill, she handed it back. He replaced the glass on the bedside table as she said, "What benefits?"
Goran chuckled, making his chest rumble, bouncing Sora's cheek with the movement. She playfully and, it must be said, tiredly swatted his stomach. He reached down with the lightning speed of a Hyrða and stilled her hand in his.
"For one," he said, "more mornings like this."
"I can accept that," she told him.
He laughed. "I thought you might. You are the one who is insatiable."
"Can you blame me?" Her hand slipped free of his grip and made its way lower on his body.
Dear Goddess, he loved this fairy.
Concentrating, lest he not tell her all of it, he attempted to ignore her determined touch. He knew he would not last long, however.
"I would not have to travel with a battalion," he said. "Almost all of my time would be spent in the castle."
"Sounds promising," she told him, then her lips closed over the broad head of his weeping shaft.
He grunted as she sucked, his hips rolled of their own volition. While he threaded his fingers into her hair, he said, "Much of my day would coincide with yours."
Sora could not talk, but she made her approval known with a hum from the back of her throat that had Goran's balls tightening. He held her head still as he dominated the gift she was giving him. His free hand found her breast, a rumbling sound forced its way up from his chest, and then release found him and he panted through the moment as Sora licked him clean again.
Yes, his decision was made. Lorec could have Third Battalion. He had his mate. He had this. Nothing compared. Nothing ever would again.
"Sora," he said, lifting her up and draping her across his body. "I love you."
She stared into his eyes; must have seen something, because she smiled so beautifully. It nearly broken his heart, so full the organ became.
"What is the role, minn elska?" she asked.
"Commander of the Queen's Guard."
Sora smiled. He cupped her cheeks and kissed her deeply. When they surfaced for air, she said, "A promotion, then."
He chuckled, tucking her hair behind her ear. He noticed, then, that the tip of the yellow appendage was slightly pointed. He ran his finger over it. Reaching up, he touched his own, finding the same slight pointing where there had previously been only roundness.
"Vísi," Sora said.
"You knew?"
"I noticed them last night, but you distracted me."
"Are you complaining about the distraction?"
"Never."
"I should think not. I outdid myself last night."
"I see your arrogance has not waned in battle."
"My ego has only grown, my love." They grinned at each other. "Should I accept the role?"
It was possible to deny Aliath his wishes. Most wouldn't, he feared. But that's why Goran was a close friend to the King. He could stand up to him, and Aliath valued that most of all.
"Yes," she said simply. "I have all your mornings planned out inside my head. This was simply the audition."
"Did I pass the test?"
"With flying colours," she said, her lips against his in a barely-there kiss.
His arms wrapped around her, and in moments, he was ready to go again. But a knock on their door stilled him. Covering his mate with a sheet, he slipped on trousers and went to the door. It was still early. Too early for even Sora to be late for work.
A Fīfrildi fluttered nervously — no, agitatedly — outside the room.
"Master Hyrða," she said, curtseying. "I have urgent news to give your mate."
"Then enter," Goran said, standing aside. He crossed to their dressing room and began to don his clothes in earnest. His hackles were raised. He could hear what was spoken in the bedroom, and began to don his chainmail over his clothing.
"The riot failed," the Fīfrildi was saying. "Without the Dómr to support them, the Lady Analor is finding it harder to get the Smiðr to do her bidding. It has made her reckless and dangerous."
Goran was soon joined by his mate as she quickly dressed.
"Where is she now?" she asked through the opening to the main room. Her voice was steady, her movements controlled and swift. A little warrior he could not be more proud of. Her eyes darted to his chainmail as he clasped the last of it into position.
"That's just it, Sora," the Fīfrildi said. "She has gone to kill the King."
Goran sheathed his sword as Sora finished dressing.
"Then there is not much time," his fierce mate said. "You'll alert the Hyrða?" she asked him.
"Which route did the Lady take?" Goran asked the Fīfrildi, stepping out of the dressing room to join her. There was no time to heed the Dark Dance now. Dread had filled him.
"The tunnels," the little fairy said, wringing her hands in distress.
"The tunnels?" Sora repeated. "How?"
"It doesn't matter," Goran said. He met her steady gaze. "Are you ready?"
"You do not wish for me to stay behind?" she asked.
He smiled, showing teeth. "Are you not a rebel fighter, minn elska?"
"Yes," she said with conviction.
"Good," he replied simply, stepping toward the door to their rooms. "Then now you're a rebel fighter with a sidekick."
Sora's wings fluttered and then quickly settled again. She picked up a dagger from a side table and hid it within the folds of her dress. Goran tried very hard not to picture the copious amount of material in her skirt causing his mate to lose her grip.
Together, they marched out of their quarters and let the castle guide them. If they hurried, they might reach the Lady Analor before she did something she would regret.




Chapter twenty-nine







Good Example

Aliath


The sun had only just peeked above the horizon when I made it to my office. Even Jarviq had not risen and usually he beat me here. I'd left Kara asleep in her bed. The past few nights, I'd slept in her chambers, making it easier for her Fīfrildi to tend to her. I had my own staff, of course, but they were not as well known to me as Kara's were to her.
Mine tended to do what was needed but remain unseen. Kara's tended to have deep and meaningful conversations with her over breakfast. It was bemusing and yet I enjoyed my mornings in my beloved's quarters.
This morning, however, I had left before anyone had risen, not even Kara's Fīfrildi.
My mind was stuck on Odin, God of War, and his Valkyries. Where were they? Was he regaining his strength before he attacked? Was he amassing an army? Not that one was needed with his twelve daughters riding beside him. I'd had spies in Ljósálfar searching for them. I'd even had them searching for Valhalla, but the prison-castle had not been found again. As a last resort, I'd had spies searching Dökkálfa.
But we couldn't find them. I tested all the portals again and found them to be closed and undisturbed. Álfeimr, for all intents and purposes, was closed.
Part of me knew, though, as a fallen god, Odin had ways of moving through realms I didn't even know of. Perhaps my aunt knew of them and that's why Valhalla was half in Ljósálfar and half in Elysium. Our goddess Nut would have been involved in his imprisonment, for there was no way Isoleth could have impinged on Elysium without her consent and knowledge.
It takes a god to imprison a god. And now he was free to roam our lands. Let loose by a Warrior of Nut. A vampire-within, with powers gifted to her by a goddess. I made a disgruntled sound, and that's when I heard something unusual.
For a moment, I thought I was mistaken. My grunt had occurred at the exact moment the scrape against stone had sounded out from inside my secret tunnels. It could have been Kara, but it was still too early for my mate to rise.
I flicked a glance out of the window and noted the elevation of the sun. Yes, too early. But someone was in my tunnels and there was no one else who should have had reason to be there or knowledge of how to find them.
Of course, the castle had been getting a little egalitarian of late and could have told anyone about them. But my security was still foremost in its conversations, despite the changes Kara had brought to our realm.
I strained to hear anything else, but all was quiet. Returning my attention to the problem of Odin and his warrior daughters, I shuffled papers on my desk while my mind roamed. If one of my spies didn't find clues as to their whereabouts soon, I would go crazy with not knowing.
Sighing, I stood to make myself a cup of tea. I was quite capable of fending for myself when Jarviq was busy. My aide had left a tray of the necessary components in the office for just such moments. All it required was a splash of magic to heat the pot, and I could relax with a calming potion and some sweetmeats.
It was the fact that I had risen and was not still behind my desk that saved me.
The door to my secret tunnel burst open and a lightning bolt of magic speared the chair where I had only just been sitting. Smoke wafted up from the expensive fabric, filling the air in the room and making my vision murky. That too probably saved me, plus the fact that I had been trained as a boy by one of the best warriors in Dökkálfa.
I rolled across the room toward a weapon, shielding my body with a protection charm while I was at it, and stood with a Sverð in my hand. It had taken seconds since the assailant had entered the room for me to arm myself. The ward sizzled as another bolt of magic was hurled at my head.
The assassin was quick.
I didn't duck. I knew the ward was good. And any moment now, my personal guards would storm the room. I waited as the smoke thinned, the smouldering chair winning its battle with the flames. The fabric was fire retardant, as was much of the office itself. In moments, the smoke had been sucked out of the open window and the room was revealed in full again.
Lady Analor stood across from me, her green eyes blazing, her fists bunched, her shoulders up around her ears. Normally, well dressed and beautifully presented, the once aristocratic fairy looked a little worse for wear.
Where were my guards? Come to think of it, why was the castle not complaining?
I cocked my head to the side and studied her. This was fine magic indeed. Obfuscation magic, and so powerful. She really was a Smiðr of worth. A shame she was Hel bent on killing me.
Her clothes were the obligatory Dökkálfa black, but not any design I had seen a Smiðr wear previously. Tight pants and shirt, with a hood that covered her silver hair and black streaks under each eye, slashing across her aristocratic cheekbones. An assassin's outfit.
"Lady Analor," I said in greeting. "I see you have discovered the King's passages."
She sneered at me, her fingers crackling with smokey Light. She tested my ward then, as if I hadn't spoken and couldn't see what she was doing. The Light sizzled against my shield, not finding ingress, but I noted the ward shuddered as if it wasn't as stable as it felt.
Interesting.
"This is a hanging offense, my Lady," I told her.
"It is a Dökkálfa's right to challenge an unworthy Monarch."
I arched my brow. A challenge was a formal thing, not a secret tunnel, early morning, black-clad clandestine unannounced confrontation.
"Please elaborate," I ordered, testing the obfuscation magic she was using and trying to alert my guards to the intruder in my office. Nothing I did worked.
I couldn't even reach the castle. I placed my hand on my desk to my side; sometimes contact worked better. I could feel Dökkálfa, but it was as if it were sleeping.
How was that possible?
Analor didn't answer my question, but she did notice my touch and smirked. "That won't work," she said knowingly. "It sees only that which I show it."
"Clever magic," I told her.
"My mate taught me."
"Your mate." I frowned, and then it hit me. "Ah, Lord Boleth."
"You ordered his death," she spat at me.
"He was a traitor to Dökkálfa."
"He was not! His only goal was to strengthen Dökkálfa. Dökkálfa was all he lived for."
"I did not realise you loved him so."
"I respected him," she countered. "Admired him."
"And mated him after he killed his first mate."
She shook her head; a little unhinged in the motion. "His former mate killed herself."
"That is how it looked," I agreed. "And what would my guards see right now? Should they look for me?"
"Questions," she snarled. "I want no boon from you."
"Then answer them freely, if that is indeed how you feel."
A gobule of sputum fell to the floor between us. Very un-aristocratic.
"The truth hurts," I said, still testing her magic, still trying to reach my guards. It was no use, however, and the truth of my situation was revealed.
I would have to fight her.
Analor was a fine Smiðr. She wielded her magic beautifully. And as a respected family, her brand of magic was powerful. But she was no warrior. Magic or not, I would be able to kill her.
My mind briefly touched on Kara, asleep in the bed we'd just shared. Of the Light that threaded through my mate's aura. Of the way she Lightened mine by being near. I am a king. A warrior king. I have killed and will one day, no doubt, kill again. But the battle with Isoleth had left me Darkened. Even I could admit to that.
Killing a fairy who really had no hope of besting me would not help my Darkness.
I sighed, then tested her magic one more time, because Kara would never give up and so, neither would I.
"It doesn't have to be this way, Analor," I said.
"Lady Analor," she snapped, a crazy glint in her eye.
"Lady Analor," I acquiesced, then kept talking, "I hereby condemn you for the crime of attempted assassination of the King. Your sentence is..."
I didn't get to finish. Analor screamed and threw herself at me, her hands in the shape of claws, Lightning crackling between her bent fingers, murder in her wild green eyes. In a heartbeat, I had my Sverð raised, ready to take her head, my grip firm, my hold steady, my thoughts grim. But before she reached me, the door to the tunnels opened again and a bolt of yellow shot out, wings moving almost too fast to see them, and a petite body hit the Lady as if a wrecking ball; followed by a green-skinned streak of righteous fury.
It was over before it had really begun. The Lady Analor was bound in what I suspected were linens from the Royal closet, and my mate's maid sat triumphantly on her catch while Goran secured the room.
"Does anyone not know about my tunnels?" I asked.
"The castle guided us, Your Majesty," Sora told me.
"Ah, so it did know something was happening in here."
"Not exactly," Goran advised. "Sora's spies informed her of a failed riot led by the Lady Analor, and of the Lady's intentions to assassinate you. The castle could not raise you, and urged us through the tunnels as the quickest route to your last known location."
Is the magic still active? I asked the castle.
It rumbled beneath my feet and said an ominous, No.
I looked down at the Lady Analor, who was grinding her teeth and trying to free her hands. She needed them to wield her magic, I realised. She almost had one hand free.
"Knock her out, Goran," I instructed, suddenly feeling tired. Assassination attempts usually meant a public hanging. I was looking at a dead fairy.
Balance, the castle said, sounding a little more in control of its anger now. I said nothing to that. I admit to feeling a little jaded about balance right then.
Goran did the deed and helped his mate to her feet.
I studied them, a small quirk to my lips. "Sora has spies," I said, picking up on something Goran had just said.
"Of course she does, my Liege. She is a rebel fighter."
"Enough with the 'Liege' bit," I told him, clapping him on his shoulder and nodding my head in thanks to the Fīfrildi. "You both saved me from a fate worse than death."
Goran baulked at that, but I didn't bother explaining. Darkness, when given free rein, could be worse than death. I was still working on containing mine. I knew I'd succeed. Kara wouldn't countenance any other outcome, and neither would I. But killing Analor would not have helped me.
"You work well together," I told them. "An efficient team."
A knock on my door sounded, then, and one of my personal guards entered with a hand-wringing Jarviq at his back.
"Your Majesty," the Hyrða said, bowing low. "The castle has informed us of what has happened." He went to one knee. 
"Don't apologise, Darlvan," I said quickly. "Even the castle couldn't see past the Lady's magic. Please, have her escorted to the dungeon. I think a lengthy stay in a warded cell with her hands permanently gloved will set a fine example to the last of the Caste Police."
"Rot in Hel!" Analor mumbled, coming around again. Darlvan threw out a left fist to her temple and silenced her.
"Of course, Your Majesty," he said without missing a beat.
Analor was dragged away, then. The castle rumbled in satisfaction, and if I wasn't mistaken, in a promise to ward her cell well. The lady had made an enemy of Dökkálfa. I almost pitied her.
"You believe that will be enough to round up the rest?" Goran asked. In matters of war, questions could be asked. But Goran was also a close confidant. I appreciated that we had the freedom to speak as such.
But I also knew things needed to change in Dökkálfa. Starting with the Dark Dance.
"I do," I said, returning my sword to its resting place; within easy reach. "Interesting magic. She said Boleth taught her it."
"Then it died with him and will be imprisoned with her," Sora said.
I smiled at the little Fīfrildi.
"I mean it, you know," I said to them both. "You make an excellent team. Maybe Sora should have some training, Goran, if she is to also be part of the Queen's Guard."
"The Queen's Guard!" the yellow-skinned fairy squeaked.
"That is, of course, if you accept the position," I said, looking at Goran; a fairy I trusted.
He bowed his head to me, then looked at his mate with such love.
"I accept, Aliath," he said simply.
"We accept," Sora countered.
"Wonderful," I announced. "Now I just have to tell my mate that she is to be Queen." As well as mate with her, but that was a forgone conclusion. The Queen bit, not so much.
And by the look on Goran's and Sora's faces, they both agreed.
For some reason, that made me laugh; a Lightness stealing into my body. The castle rumbled beneath us, equally eager as me to get this done.
Kara wasn't just mine, she was Dökkálfa's. And the castle wanted all of Álfeimr to know just how special Kara Middleton was to both of us.
I wholeheartedly agreed. If only I could deal with Odin as quickly as Analor and the last of the Caste Police, then we could get on and do just that.
If only.




Chapter thirty







Standing Strong

Marik


The west wing was barely visible from where she was standing, but Marik knew the winds that blew were no longer seeking ingress through cracks in the windows there. Those cracks had finally been sealed. The first, Lord Boleth, had been dealt with by none other than herself. Acting as the King's Sword, Marik of the Fīfrildi had carried out the sentence.
Lord Boleth could cause no more harm to Dökkálfa.
The second crack Marik had been warned of had turned out to be someone the rebellion had overlooked. Lady Analor was a Smiðr of good repute. She neither treated her servants poorly, nor did she lord her standing over them. But something had changed for the Lady, for she had taken up with Lord Boleth.
Marik did not believe for one moment that the Lord's wealth and exalted position within the ranks of aristocrats was to blame. No, Lady Analor was simply jealous of the Lady Kara and sought revenge for being cast aside by the King.
Not that she had ever been in contention for the King's favour, as far as Marik was concerned. There was only one fairy who held his attention in that fashion, and it was not the now disgraced and imprisoned-in-the-dungeons Lady Analor.
It was a good day to be in the gardens, Marik thought. Much had been resolved. Much had been settled. The castle felt quiet; the type of quiet that spoke of contentment. Dökkálfa was healing. Truly healing. And in more ways than most were aware of.
This morning, a small group of fairies arrived from the coast. They were quickly taken away, hidden somewhere within the bowels of the castle. But not before Marik saw them through a window overlooking the forecourt. She had not recognised them. But the castle had.
Since then, the castle had given off a sense of ease and serenity. The gardens, in turn, looked particularly stunning this morning. When the castle was happy, all of Dökkálfa was happy. Marik was happy, she realised.
She had not expected to be happy again. Taking a life had not been easy. Rising to the challenge, however, had taken mere moments of time to achieve. Once the course had been laid, Marik had felt time slipping. And the result had been the end of a deranged fairy's crusade of disharmony with the weight of what she had done taking its place.
But only Marik had felt that weight. The castle had rejoiced. The King had been inordinately pleased. The rebels, ecstatic. It was only those closest to her who had seen what the act had done to her psyche. Sora and Karlvor. Without them, she would not have come through the ordeal in one piece.
Humming to herself, in direct counterpoint to those dark thoughts, Marik picked more herbs for her Lady's evening meal. There was a chance the King would be joining her Lady. But his staff were unsure, and so two meals were being prepared. Marik secretly hoped hers would be consumed by the King.
It warmed her old heart when she saw them together. The love. The rightness of the pairing. Karlvor teased her for her romantic leanings, something the Kerling had not been known for. But Karlvor could talk. He brought her a flower every single morning. Whether they had spent the night together or not, there was always a flower to brighten the start of her day.
Smiling wider at the thought of her lover, Marik turned to pick a sprig of rosemary.
Standing not ten feet away was the King's Hundr.
Marik's heart thudded painfully inside her chest. Her breaths ceased and her mouth became dry. Panic assuaged her. Sweat beaded her brow. Her wings fluttered in agitation. Her magic surged in fear. Adrenaline coursed through her body, making her tremble where she stood frozen.
"Fīfrildi," the creature said. "You will take me to the little one called Kara."
Its voice was strange. Marik had heard the Hundr speak before, but it had not sounded as ancient as this. For a moment, Marik could not think, and then something inside her snapped. Or maybe it clicked into place. Marik was unsure, but in the next moment, her chin rose, her back straightened, and her hand fisted around the rosemary she was carrying, scenting the air with its perfume.
"I will do no such thing, creature!" she growled.
The Hundr cocked its head to the side and studied her. Marik wished fervently that another fairy would approach this corner of the herb garden. But the gardens were large and this section remote. And besides, Marik did not wish another to face such a thing as she did.
The Hundr was still studying Marik. Its red glowing eyes reminded her of the rogue vampire her Lady kept. Using a small portion of her magic, the Fīfrildi tested the ties that bound this creature. As the lowest caste of fairy, it behove Fīfrildi to know to whom their betters were connected. A survival mechanism bred into them over millennia.
Fairies could be very adaptable, even as they were stubborn about change.
Marik recognised the tie that bound the Hundr to the King. She also sensed two powerful ties that bound the creature to two powerful beings back in Earth's realm. The ties that bound it here were more important, however, so she discarded the triumvirate and concentrated on the binds that tied it in Álfeimr.
The King. Lady Kara. And the rogue vampire, the Hundr's sire. The latter was weak, the former two strong.
"Have you seen enough, Kerling?" the creature asked.
Marik baulked at the question and then baulked again at having been found out. Not many could tell when a Fīfrildi tested the connections of a being.
Digging deep, her body quaking with fear, Marik stared the Hundr down and repeated with conviction, "I will not take you to my Lady."
The red glowed in the creature's eyes and then just as quickly disappeared again. Left behind was a vibrant blue, so stunning that Marik feared she'd been spelled by the sapphire hue.
"Ignore her," the creature said in a different sounding voice. "She's just cranky. We haven't eaten in a while."
If that was meant to ease Marik's worries, it had failed. Marik took a step back.
"Not you!" the creature rushed to say. "You taste disgusting. Um, not you in particular, of course. Just all fairies. Eck!"
Marik stared at the creature and said nothing.
"Listen," the creature said, lowering her voice as if to impart a secret. "I have grave news to tell Lady Kara. She'll want to hear what I have to say. It's important."
Pushing the Dark Dance aside, considering this was quite possibly a war-time confrontation, Marik asked, "What news?"
"Odin is free. The Valkyries are riding. They're on their way to Dökkálfa."
That was alarming news. But even though Marik could not taste a lie should a lie be spoken, so unused to hearing a lie at all, she did not wholly believe the Hundr.
"How much time have we got?" she asked; infusing her spine with courage, just as her friend Sora would have.
"Not long. We have to hurry. Kara must be warned."
The urgency felt wrong. The threat felt real. Marik was confused for a heartbeat. But just as the moment in the castle corridor unfolded where she chose to act and carry out Lord Boleth's sentence for her King, Marik felt time slip away as she made her decision now.
She was not the same Fīfrildi who'd greeted the Umskipti when she had arrived in Dökkálfa. She was not even the same fairy who'd learned the changeling had been chosen by the castle as Champion of all Dark Fey. She was a different female now. An older one, but also a wiser one. A female who loved and was loved, who was surrounded by friends and proud of her role in keeping Dökkálfa safe, making her realm a better place. She'd been the leader of the rebellion, the King's Sword, and was still Lady Kara's Head of Household. Of all her roles, she was most proud of that last one.
For without the Lady Kara, none of her other achievements would have come about.
Marik of the Fīfrildi had courage, and she would use that courage now.
Straightening her spine, throwing her shoulders back, she nodded her head and said, "I will lead you into the castle."
"You're not making a mistake, Fairy," the Hundr said. "I'm sure Kara will reward you or something. What do you yellow fairies accept as rewards? A day off?"
Marik didn't answer the creature, instead she thought to the castle, I need your help. Back routes to the King. Warn him we're coming. This creature is not to be trusted.
The castle rumbled around her as she entered through an old and barely used side door.
This way, it said, opening a hole in the corridor's wall that hadn't been there beforehand.
"Nifty," the Hundr said.
"Be quiet," Marik snapped. Her fear was all but gone, now the castle was behind her. "There are Hyrða in the shadows."
"Ooh, spooky," the creature muttered. "I like your style, Fīfrildi. All this cloak and dagger stuff; it's right up my alley."
"I said be quiet!"
The Hundr mimed sealing its lips with an invisible lock.
The castle rumbled all around them. Marik had the distinct impression it was laughing at her or maybe laughing at the Hundr. But if the castle was not worried, then Marik would try to not worry as well. She just hoped the King would forgive her for leading the Hundr to him and not to his mate.
And then she hoped her Lady would forgive her for not trusting the Hundr in the first place.
It was surprising in how many ways one could use their courage. Marik huffed out an amused breath of air.
It was surprising how good it felt to have any courage at all. She walked on through the barely lit tunnels toward the King, the Hundr prowling behind her. And not once did she tremble with fear of having the creature at her unprotected back.
No, her heart beat to a new drum these days. The drumbeat of a fairy of consequence; full of purpose and courage. Full of love.
Marik of the Fīfrildi had become. And her becoming was empowering. Her magic grew, she wore her courage like armour, and because she could, because no one would dare to judge her in this new world order she found herself in, Marik lifted off the tunnel's floor and soared on wings that fluttered.
She was strong, and she was free to be who she should be. 
A Fīfrildi of worth.




Chapter thirty-one







Thank You

Aliath


The castle was jittery. When I mentioned it to Jarviq as he brought in a new pot of tea, he said he felt a different emotion from Dökkálfa. For him, the castle felt serene. I wondered, then, if the castle conveyed its emotions in different ways to different fairies. It was a puzzle that could wait; I had more immediate concerns to be dealing with. As it was, there were many puzzles regarding Dökkálfa. My coastal kin were filling in some of the blanks, but even they did not have a complete picture.
Despite having had a portion of Álfeimr keeping them safe.
I hadn't announced their return to the castle as yet. I needed to be sure I could trust them. The castle seemed to think I could. But only once my heir and I had come to an agreement, would I introduce them to Kara. Certainly not before I was sure that she would be safe.
It was a strange thing for a fairy to accept another into their home who could challenge their right to rule. But my cousin was refreshingly modest. He knew nothing of court life or maintaining the security of the realm. He knew his limitations.
He also made no bones about my own shortfalls. 
For now, it was best if we just circled each other.
The castle rolled beneath my feet, but I didn't get the sense that it was in agreement with my thoughts.
What is it? I asked, getting more comfortable with asking questions, although I would never admit that out loud to anyone.
You have a guest.
I looked at the door to Jarviq's reception area, but it remained closed and I could sense the Dómr going about his business unperturbed.
Who? I queried.
The castle just laughed.
You're not as funny as you think, I scolded.
The castle didn't deign to reply.
After a moment's hesitation, I returned to the parchments I was reading. Battalion conditions, squadron reports, border status, Ljósálfar updates. I had two battalions stationed at the remains of the Light Fey Court. Isoleth's castle was in disarray, much of it destroyed when she left in such a hurry. Lorec had been providing valuable intelligence as to what happened in my Aunt's court before they marched for the border. Things had not been good for the Ljósálfar for many decades.
I felt a small amount of guilt at that, despite not having been King of Dökkálfa for long. We should have helped them. We should have seen what was happening. We should have paid more attention to our distant cousins.
Now many lives were lost, many were corrupted beyond reckoning, and many more had a long road to recovery before them. Lorec spoke passionately about the Light Fey. I could still taste his repulsion at what Isoleth had done; to them and to him, I was unsure. But I could also taste his empathy toward our Lighter brethren.
It was a surprise to taste that emotion on Lorec of all fairies, but a welcome one. I hadn't sounded him out yet for the position of Regent, but the longer I worked with him, the more changes I saw in him, the stronger I felt he would make a decent caretaker for the Light Court.
We couldn't absorb them. There were too many problems in Ljósálfar to make that achievable. As much as that would simplify matters, it would also bring too much disharmony to my Court. And my Court required a period of healing itself. One I desperately wished to give them.
No, the only solution was to help the Light Fey recover from afar. Having Lorec there to oversee their recovery would appease them and my Court. Having Third Battalion assist him and report to me would soothe my own worries.
I had already given the order to Dagar to have the sub-commander, Shabir, appointed as the new battalion commander of Third. Goran and I would be attending that ceremony in the next few days. But first I had work to do to prepare the castle for Odin and his daughters.
On that disturbing thought, the door to the secret tunnels opened, and a Fīfrildi stepped out. I froze, my hand already on the sword at my hip. Somehow I'd stood to meet the challenge and hadn't even realised it. Behind the Fīfrildi was Georgia.
Son of a gun, as my mate would say, I thought.
"Is there anyone who does not know of my secret passages?" I asked.
The Fīfrildi, Marik, I realised, fluttered in on yellow wings, rising off the floor in a manner Fīfrildi were not want to do in public. She did not seem to care one wit for decorum, however. But then, using my secret tunnels to reach me unannounced was rather rude in itself.
"Your Majesty," Marik said, curtseying in mid air. It would have amused me if I wasn't so put-out already.
"Sword," I said, watching as Georgia's brow arched. 
"She requested an audience with Lady Kara," Marik explained in a rush. When my eyes met hers, her back straightened. Such courage. I licked my lips and bowed my head to her.
"And you brought her to me instead," I offered.
"It seemed the wiser course of action," the Fīfrildi said.
"Indeed." My eyes met Georgia's. Cool blue stared back at me, but the irises were rimmed in red. My Hundr was hungry. Marik had no idea what danger she had courted. "You may leave us, Marik."
"My Liege." The little yellow fairy could not get out of there fast enough. I noticed she did not use the tunnels, but Jarviq's domain. Her fluttering yellow wings through the door were immediately replaced by a blue-skinned face. My aide took in the room in a swift glance and then looked directly at me for his orders.
I waved him — and no doubt the guards he'd activated — off, and he left me alone with the Nothus.
We stared at each other, and then I took a seat. Georgia did not scare me in the slightest.
"Report," I ordered. Georgia and I had an accord. How she had managed to free Odin while honouring that was beyond me. My anger simmered. I did not let it show.
"Odin and his daughters are free," she said, and then arched her brow again. "But you already know that."
"They ride for Dökkálfa."
"We'll get to that in a moment. First…"
"Tread very carefully, Hundr," I growled. "Your steps are dangerously close to a precipice."
"You shouldn't blame Lorec," she said instead of addressing that warning. "He and his Hyrða fought well."
"A battalion against one vampire seems hardly a fair fight, and yet you prevailed."
"Haven't you figured it out yet, Aliath? I am not the half-Nosferatin/half-Nosferatu you first met."
I stared at her and then felt her power. It was unlike any power I had felt before. It was unlike Georgia's power. It was immense and contained and I only knew of its potential because she let me feel it.
"What is this?" I demanded.
"The triumvirate," she said simply. "And maybe a little help from Nut."
For a moment, I said nothing, and then air filled my lungs again.
"Why?" I managed.
"Why did Nut kindred-join the three of us?" She shrugged.
"Not that!" I snapped. "Why did you betray our accord?"
She cocked her head to the side, studying me. "I didn't. And even if I did, wouldn't your fairy magic have smote me where I stood or something?"
"Or something," I muttered. "Georgia," I said, "you freed our enemy."
"I honoured an accord." She held up a hand to me. "Not ours, granted. But ours hasn't been betrayed, oh paranoid one. I honoured an accord I was forced to take with Odin when I last visited Valhalla."
I said nothing.
"Anyway, you should be thanking me. I did you a solid."
I wanted to kill her. I had never wanted to kill another being as much as I wanted to kill Georgia Deverell right then. And then I thought of Kara and my hand reluctantly released its death grip on the hilt of my Sverð.
"Explain," I hissed.
She leaned forward as if to impart a juicy bit of gossip to me. Did she take nothing seriously?!
"I broke him free, paid the price of the accord, and then used my powers of evil for good and convinced him it would be better if he left this realm with his daughters in tow and didn't look back."
"And how did you manage that?" Each word was spoken softly, slowly, carefully. I was on a knife's edge and I could already feel the cut of the blade.
Georgia must have sensed some of my fury, because she leaned back, red flashed in her eyes and then was gone again, and said, "I might have implied that our accord was for his freedom but not for his daughters'. And then I might have shown him some of the power I now have at my disposal and inferred I would use it to hunt down each and every one of his girls and make their lives a living hell should they stay in Álfeimr. I think we understood each other in the end."
I stared at her for a long, drawn out moment and then sat back in my seat, stunned. She was telling the truth. I could taste it. She had the power to back up the threat. I'd felt that too. And then there was Kara. I could see the ties that bound her to her best friend. They were immutable. There was no way Georgia would have left a threat, such as Odin and his daughters, unattended.
Odin and the Valkyrjur were truly gone.
I let out a huff of breath at the realisation. And then the implications of not having to face the God of War started to permeate my brain. No more war. Ljósálfar had been dealt with. Lorec was a changed fairy and would soon have a purpose that suited his needs. Lord Boleth was dead, Lady Analor imprisoned in the dungeon, and with that, the Caste Police was no more. 
And Kara, my darling beloved Kara, had brought the castes together, united the Court in a way I had never thought possible before I had met her.
I had an heir. I had a balanced realm. There were no immediate threats needing my attention. I checked the calendar on my desk. It was a full moon in less than two days' time.
My heart beat frantically inside my chest like the wings of a Fīfrildi who didn't care what anyone thought.
I looked up over my desk and met Georgia's steady gaze. She smiled, flashing a fang at me, but it was hardly a challenge. More of a reminder, really. Her brow arched again, waiting for something I would not usually have given.
Well, that was in a different world; in a different time. That was before all of this. Before Kara.
I stood up and bowed, hand fisted over my chest, and said, "Georgia Deverell, Nothus of Earth's realm, I thank you for your service to Dökkálfa."
"Fuck a duck," she muttered. "Who are you and what have you done with Aliath?"




Chapter thirty-two







At Last

Kara


It had been two days since I'd last seen Aliath. He hadn't come to me at night, which he had been doing more and more frequently lately. He had sent a message on the first night, though, to say he was tied up in matters of state, but what those matters were and why they kept him away in the middle of the night, the note didn't say.
Part of me knew loving a king would include not knowing everything there was to know about my lover. I may be his fated mate, I may be Dökkálfa's Champion, but even if I became Queen, I would only be Queen Consort, and Aliath would be the true ruler. Not me.
I had accepted that. I'm not one to seek power. I'm more than happy to be the woman behind the man. But his absence now was telling. He was up to something. I just had to wait him out.
I was good at that sort of thing.
I kept busy visiting various sections of the castle; checking on the Fīfrildi, spot inspecting the Hyrða, that sort of thing. With Jarviq's help, I also met with the Dómr and discussed their needs. Then the Smiðr caught wind of the meeting and demanded one of their own with me. I attended that one with a contingency of guards in tow. They didn't seem fazed by the green-skinned fairies' inclusion in the meeting. They just wanted their moment with the Champion.
They got it. So did the Lesser Fey. So did the prisoners in the dungeon. I spared no one from my rounds. I even confronted Lady Analor, although that meet and greet was a waste of time. She refused to look at me, let alone talk to me. I spoke. She ignored me. I left and spent some time with Xavier instead.
I'd kept busy, but I still missed my fairy king.
On the second night, after two days of not seeing him, he appeared at the door to my quarters. I knew it was him from the familiar rhythm of his knock on the door. I also knew it was him because I felt his presence and when I opened the door, I tasted his excitement, his anticipation. His love.
Love is an emotion like any other emotion. Aliath craves courage. I crave love.
I smiled at him, and he grinned back like a young man on his first date. Wide mouth and excited eyes and full of promise. There might have been a smattering of nervousness in amongst it all, too, but I didn't dwell too long on that.
"Hello," I said.
"Hello, minn elska," he purred back. 
"Come on in." I stepped aside, holding the door open to him. I expected him to wrap me up in his arms as soon as he crossed the threshold, but he held himself in check, walked some distance into the room, and then turned to face me.
Something was definitely up.
Taking my time closing the door behind me, I searched Aliath for any Dark. It momentarily surprised me to find none. Not a single piece of the Darkness that had encroached recently was obvious in amongst all the Light he bore. Isoleth had not broken him, then. Aliath is Dark Fey, of course, and Dark Fey have some Dark in them, regardless. But not all Dark is Dark, if you know what I mean. To be Dökkálfa does not mean you are full of Darkness. It just means there are some Dark ways you behave or think in. A set of rules, so to say, that as Dark Fey, you must live within.
The Light creates, the Dark destroys. But what Isoleth, a Light Fairy, created was monstrous, and what Aliath, a Dark Fairy, destroyed of Isoleth's was a mercy.
It was confusing, but it was home to me now.
I turned back around and there was Aliath down on one knee, waiting.
My heart missed an actual freaking beat.
"What's this?" I asked, hesitating beside the door as if I could use it for an escape route. Was I ready for this?
I took a slow step into the room and looked down at the most beautiful face I had ever seen in my life. Of course I was ready.
Aliath looked up at me with such love and adoration, my heart did a one-eighty and sped up.
"I love you," he said. Such simple words. Such truth to them. "I have loved you before I even met you, and when I met you, I loved you even more." 
Dökkálfa don't lie. They might have started asking more and more questions of late, but they are still incapable of outright lying.
"I love you too," I told him. I hadn't known he'd existed until I'd been abducted from Earth and tortured by the Mad Queen, so I couldn't give him the same promise of loving him before I met him. And, truth be told, who he was before we met was not exactly the nicest fairy out there.
Sure, he'd been recovering from a thousand years of imprisonment and from being cut off from his magic, but my first look at Aliath had shown me a haughty, spoilt brat who lived in ridiculous luxury and got whatever he wanted.
But now … But now, look at him. This was the Aliath I loved.
"My heart," he went on, "beats only for you, minn elska. My day starts when my eyes land on your face. My body is yours to command, my will yours to direct. I set myself to your standards. Failing them is no longer an option. You have shown me the fairy I need to be, but had not ever thought I could accomplish."
I was stunned silent by his naked honesty.
"The castes have reunited under your guidance," he continued. "Our beliefs are changing because you've shown us another way to live. One day Álfeimr will be one again, because through your eyes, we can see that possibility. It will take time, but the first step on that path has been taken."
His eyes shone with fervour, with conviction. I tasted the truth in the air. His belief in me and what we had accomplished. I hadn't done any of that alone. No man or fairy is ever alone. But he knew that, too. That wasn't what he was trying to say.
I knew this fairy before me as well as I knew myself. This was a declaration of love, of commitment. This was Aliath's magnum opus. I could no more interrupt him than I could destroy all he had achieved.
"Analor has been imprisoned," he said, something I had already been made aware of. In fact, I'd visited with her only that morning. I simply nodded my head for him to continue. "Her failed efforts at revenge have put the seal on quashing the remaining Smiðrs' holdout rebellion. The last push they needed to face up to reality. The other castes have changed, and with time, the Smiðr will have to change, too, or be left behind by their brethren.
"The Caste Police is no more."
He'd been very busy indeed. And he was laying it all out before me like a dowry of sorts, a show of his worthiness to mate with me.
Darling fairy, haven't you realised yet? I am yours for eternity. I am yours completely.
"I will not accept no as an answer," he said with all the privileged entitlement of a king. "If you think to deny me, I will walk away from it all and follow meekly in your wake."
I snorted then, unable to hold back my reaction to this ridiculous overture of dedication. Aliath smirked back at me because he also knew me too well, and I would never let him walk away from his obligations.
I was as Fey as he was. And I wore that weight freely and gladly. I embraced what I was.
Not nearly finished with this grand gesture, Aliath continued. Still down on one knee before me, but I was hardly going to make things easy, was I?
"Odin has left Álfeimr." That was news to me. "His daughters have gone with him." I shook my head, unable to comprehend, momentarily, just what that meant for Faerie. For us. "Courtesy of the Dark Shadow and Georgia," Aliath finished, softly.
I let out a breath of air, my hand on my chest, my mind reeling. Gigi hadn't betrayed us. Betrayed him. I didn't know what had caused her to break at the battle and leave us in the lurch, but I'd suspected the pull of a god had something to do with it. And then she'd freed Odin from Valhalla. A direct violation of our trust.
But things hadn't been what they'd appeared to be. I didn't need to hear the details. I just needed to know I could have my friend back. Hope blossomed inside me. 
Was this really it? Were our dreams coming true finally?
"Georgia is welcome in Dökkálfa," Aliath assured me. "I have sent her home to be with her Kindreds; she had spent too long apart from them and needed to reconnect and feed. She will return again, my love. You may have your reunion shortly."
All I could manage was a stupid grin.
"Lorec," he said, his tone altering. A hint of worry entered his aura now. Worry, I thought, about how I would react to his next words. "Lorec has been appointed Regent of Ljósálfar. He will be supported by Third Battalion, led by Commander Shabir. Reporting directly to me."
I couldn't care less about Lorec. But… "Goran?" I asked.
"Goran is Vísi. Commanding a single battalion is beneath him now. He has a new appointment more fitting his status. One that allows him more time with his mate so they may start a family should they wish."
"What position?"
Aliath stared hard at me as he said, "Head of the Queen's Guard." He rushed on as if I might baulk at that suggestion. "Relatives have been found on the coast. Lost Dökkálfa, now reunited with their brethren. With us. It will be a long road to recovery, but already they are showing much promise." He paused, then added, "An appropriate heir lives among them. He has agreed to train for such a responsibility. He is not Dökkálfa as we are Dökkálfa. His kin have not been subjected to what we were whilst cut off from our magic for a thousand years. But, Kara, I trust him. He speaks plainly. He does not hold back. I believe he has leadership qualities earned away from the brutality of Court life that would stand us in good stead. He does not covet the throne, but he does see the need for it. Should the time come for him to step aside for another, I believe he would do it."
He swallowed thickly, his eyes shining brightly; a vivid green that stole my breath.
"Should we produce an heir at a time when the Court is ready," he finally said.
The Court was ready now, I thought. He knew that. But he also knew that I had used that argument to stay his hand more than once. Perhaps Aliath saw the heir hurdle as the main impediment to mating me; to crowning me as his Queen. 
Silly fairy! Nothing could stop the inevitable now.
"You want a child with me, Aliath?" I asked, because he needed to say it, to get past it, to finish this knee-bending declaration of love.
"I want everything with you, minn elska. Everything."
My heart somersaulted, even though I had already determined the answer.
"Well," I murmured. "First you must ask the question, minn Konungr?"
He smiled. It was blinding. "Tonight is a full moon. Mate with me, Kara."
Hardly a question, but I let him get away with it. Because he was my king and still so very much Dökkálfa. And Dökkálfa don't ask questions lightly. Even now, even after everything.
But I'd work on that a little more, I thought.
I reached out to him then; gave him the signal to stand up. He rose gracefully, his eagerness only present in the light of his eyes and the wide, tooth-filled grin of delight on his face.
"Is that an answer, my love?" he asked. Now he asked a question!
"Come here, you big lug," I playfully scolded him.
We came together as the castle rumbled with joy beneath us. Magic swirled in the air. The bond we shared flared and grew stronger. I could even feel Álfeimr watching. I could feel it begin to heal, become whole again when I hadn't even realised it had been so torn asunder.
My wings spread out above us, golden Light engulfed the room. Aliath's strong arms surrounded me, grounded me, kept me safe and secure and loved. His acceptance of me, of everything I'd been through, of what I'd become, what I was, what I would be, soothed something inside me that I hadn't known needed soothing.
I'd been created by a madwoman to be a hideous monster at her command. And then I'd been condemned by broken fairies for being something I had not chosen to be at all. I'd been baptised by fire, forged in the heat of battle, moulded by loss and heartache. Put back together again by unconditional love. 
I embraced it all. The experiences, the hardships, the fight to get to where I was. I owned what I was, who I was, and where I was. No one could touch me here in this place of strength and support. In Aliath's arms, our bodies entwined, our souls connected, I was untouchable.
I was power personified.
This was my home now. Imperfect Álfeimr soothed my soul, challenged my mind, pushed me to be better. But the fairy in my arms, wrapped up in my body, melded to me in the most intimate of ways — under the glow of the full moon — held my heart and would do so for eternity.
That night, the ground shook in Álfeimr. And it wasn't just because Aliath is that darn good in bed. Magic had a way of doing that, I acknowledged. And there was a heck of a lot of magic when I finally mated — fate mated — with the King of Dökkálfa.
A new Fairy Queen was born. And she was part Human, part Fey, and a whole lot of moxie. Middleton Moxie.
Watch out, Faerie. Here I am. At last.
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