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        To my readers.

        There are a million books you could read.

        You honor me by choosing mine.
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      I’ve done my very best to make each book in my series capable of being read alone, but now that we’re on the sixth book, I thought I’d give a summary of the previous books. I’ll also include a character list and short dictionary in the back (handy for all these new Unseelie curse words). If you’re new to the series, only read the rest of this section if you’re okay with spoilers!

      

      In SOULBOUND, half-blood Arlyn confronts her elven father, Lyr, after traveling to his world. He’s surprised to find that the woman he left on Earth bore him a child, but he welcomes his daughter. But things are far from easy. Not only is Arlyn drawn into a soulbond with her father’s friend, Kai, but her arrival prompts Kai’s father, Allafon, to hasten his plot against Lyr. Arlyn only has time for a little training with new magic teacher, Selia, before she, Lyr, and Kai are taken captive. In the end, Allafon is defeated, but Lyr is injured, and Arlyn’s grandmother almost dies.

      

      SUNDERED continues the story from Lyr’s point of view. Though Allafon was defeated, the person behind his actions was not. Banished Prince Kien is creating havoc amongst the fae with poisoned energy, and the Neorans, vassals of the Seelie Sidhe, petition Lyr for aid when their city is overrun by disease and madness. As Lyr struggles to help them, another faction of fae, the Ljósálfar, arrive from Alfheim—brought by Meli, his potential soulbonded. Lyr sends Kai to help evacuate the Neorans, but when he arrives, the inhabitants have been massacred. Eventually, Arlyn and Kai manage to destroy the spell causing the poison, but they are captured by a Seelie lord, Naomh, who turns out to be Kai’s true father.

      

      The novella EXILED features Delbin, a young elf who was sent from Moranaia to Earth when he was a teenager in order to escape Allafon. The scout Inona is sent to check on Delbin. Soon after her arrival, Prince Kien tries to recruit Delbin to join his group of half-bloods. Delbin refuses, and he and Inona eventually track down and capture Kien. Kien escapes, but Delbin is allowed to return to Moranaia and becomes the student of Prince Ralan, a powerful seer.

      

      In SEARED, Ralan leaves his daughter Eri on Moranaia and returns to Earth to track down his brother Kien. Plagued by visions foretelling his death, Ralan is nevertheless determined to stop Kien for good. In the process, he meets his soulbonded, Cora, who owns a shop where fae can trade gold or jewels for human clothes. Her friend and employee, Maddy, is kidnapped by Kien’s minions, leading Cora to join Ralan in the quest to defeat Kien. With the help of Vek of the Unseelie and his nephew, Fen, Kien is found, although he ultimately escapes to Moranaia. Ralan and Cora confront Kien at the palace. Kien nearly kills Ralan, but Cora manages to save him. The king beheads Kien, but in the process, a mysterious surge of power is released.

      

      Though Kien was defeated, he used his death to release poison into a barrier that withheld magic from Earth. In ABYSS, the dragon Kezari senses that poison through her link to Earth and goes to retrieve her rider, Aris, only to find him being tortured by his potential soulbonded. After she saves him, Aris agrees to accompany the dragon to Braelyn, the estate of Lord Lyr. Aris doesn’t know that his wife Selia, who believes him to be dead, accepted a position there a few months before. He struggles to deal with his trauma as he longs to reunite with his wife. Although a mind healer helps, Aris must overcome his darkness in time to prevent the barrier from shattering, releasing a catastrophic amount of energy at once. He, Kezari, Selia, and Kai manage to prevent disaster, but in the process, a direct portal is created between Moranaia and Earth, one that will need guarding in the future.
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      As soon as Dria stepped through the portal, guards surrounded her. Gods, she hated being home. She forced her fingers to remain lax, though they wanted to curl around a fireball she could lob at the drec around her. She’d spent too many years during her youth dodging the loreln, bodyguards turned spies. They’d reported her every deed to her father, and at least one of them had shared information with those at court who’d loved to mock and torment her.

      Now when she left the palace for the Citadel where she trained, she dismissed the loreln upon arrival. Little was likely to happen to her there, the stronghold of the highest-ranking battle mages. But in the palace? Safety here was sadly less certain after the dark deeds of her brother Kien.

      A great deal was less certain after Kien.

      Head high, Dria gritted her teeth and ignored the trailing bodyguards as she strode into the vast entryway that led to the throne room. Clusters of nobles gathered in gossiping knots down the entire expanse, waiting for her father to begin receiving petitions, but she ignored them, too. It was safer that way. If one of them taunted her now, she’d zap them with a bolt of lightning, and then there’d be an uproar. Again.

      Voices cut off mid-sentence as she passed, only to swell into frenzied whispers at her back. No change there. Yes, it was better not to listen, something she had learned during her teen years. There was no peace for a princess whose brothers had created the greatest court scandal in millennia. She might have few friends at the Citadel, but at least no one there treated her with suspicion or scorn.

      Not anymore.

      Why had her father summoned her? There would be no funeral rites for the disgraced Kien, and Teyark, her oldest brother, had bonded quietly and without ceremony months before. Perhaps the king was planning some fete for Ralan, her third and last brother. Everyone was surely thrilled by his return from his three-hundred-year snit on Earth.

      Everyone but her. She had no desire to see Ralan, now or possibly ever.

      As Dria ascended the pair of steps leading to the double doors, she gave no indication that she saw the nobles who shuffled off the tiny landing between her and her destination. Only the weak or the desperate waited on the platform right by the entrance. Those wanting to appear important pretended carelessness in the long hall behind her.

      A pair of guards stood in front of the doors. Neyes and…someone new? The woman seemed familiar, but it didn’t matter. Why bother learning her name? With luck, Dria would be gone within a mark’s time. She barely resisted tapping her foot as Neyes pushed one of the great doors open.

      As soon as she could manage without appearing hurried, Dria strode through the gap. Her steps slowed as she entered the throne room, but a quick glance revealed that her father wasn’t there. The room was empty, and the tables from the morning meal had been cleared away despite the early hour.

      She sent out a tendril of energy and found her father was in his study. She headed toward the door in the corner, but a hint of something off—something dark—brought her to a halt. Frowning, she swept her energy out in a more detailed scan. A chill trickled through her at the echo of death magic, the barest hint that someone less familiar with the place, and someone less skilled, might miss. Strongest in one spot…there.

      Dria glanced down at the place her magic had carried her, and the ice inside her grew. In the smooth floor, a single flaw stood out. A chip in the stone.

      The place where Kien had been beheaded by their father.

      “Feraien?” one of the loreln whispered softly from behind her.

      Dria stiffened, hating the title but unable to refute it. Until she worked her way up the ranks at the Citadel, “daughter of the king” was the best she was going to get. But it was a good reminder. Her older brother’s death—and life—had marked their family, but she didn’t have to let it rule her future. She would meet with her father quickly and return to her work.

      If she worked hard, she might be promoted to third-in-command of her mage group within the next decade.

      “I’m going,” Dria said as she resumed her march toward the door in the back corner.

      Let the loreln believe her to be rude and haughty. Everyone else here did, and she’d grown to appreciate the benefits of that opinion. They might whisper about her, it was true, but now that she was an adult who’d passed her mage test with ease, they also tended to leave her alone so long as she ignored them.

      Dria entered the study without bothering to knock. Her father would have sensed the surge of power from the portal, and the guards would have notified him that she was here, particularly since she was late already. Sure enough, he was in the process of standing as the door closed behind her, leaving the loreln in the throne room. Her brows rose as she glanced around, confirming what her magic scan had already told her.

      They were alone.

      This must be something momentous if neither Teyark nor her mother were present. Enielle hated to miss anything concerning her children, and Teyark often acted as their father’s assistant despite no longer being heir. The king’s posture held a defensive, uncomfortable edge, but that wasn’t new. He hadn’t quite known what to do with her for centuries.

      Dria stopped on the other side of his desk. The broad expanse of wood wasn’t the only thing separating them, but it was easier to consider than the three hundred years of missed holidays and forgotten mirror communications. Not that it mattered. The father who had carried her on his shoulders around the throne room was long gone.

      She inclined her head in a formal gesture and then waited as they studied each other in silence. The lines around King Alianar’s eyes had deepened, and his once-black hair was now mostly gray. Her heart lurched at the change despite her less-than-charitable thoughts. The toll of grief hadn’t been as obvious when they’d spoken through the mirror.

      Or was it more than grief? Had anything else happened to effect such rapid change? Perhaps she should come home more often.

      “Good morning, Dria,” her father said tersely. “I am gratified that you have finally deigned to answer my summons.”

      She drew her shoulders back. “I had a mission to complete.”

      “According to Lady Fenae, you were reinforcing the cooling spell set into a minor lord’s cellar. Hardly life or death, and not something you are suited to, besides.”

      He had her there. She’d hated that mission, which had taken her away from her combat practice, but they weren’t exactly at war. Sometimes her group ended up doing less…urgent tasks. Work was work.

      “Fire might be one of my strongest elements, but that doesn’t mean I can’t use others. I do have a little proficiency with water,” she said. “And the task was important. The food stores were at risk, and if you must know—”

      “Dria.” Alianar sighed, and a touch of sadness darkened his expression. “I did not ask you here to start an argument, nor did I mean to insult what you do. However, it is obvious that you were avoiding me. We both know that the rest of your troop could have handled the task.”

      “You have been content to ignore me since my eighteenth birthday.” Dria’s nostrils flared at the memory of that ill-fated day. She’d expected a celebration. Instead, she’d been sent off to the Citadel. “I didn’t think you would mind a delay.”

      “I made more than one mistake after Ralan fled and Kien’s insanity was discovered. I should have believed Ralan when he told me that Kien was planning to murder him. I might have prevented years of grief for many.” The king averted his gaze. “And I shouldn’t have sent you away. I thought it best, considering how you were being treated, but if I could go back…”

      “Save it,” she snapped, though his words caught her by surprise. But, no. She would not settle her emotions on his favor again. “Just tell me why you wanted to meet with me so I can be gone.”

      Her father ran his hand through his hair in an uncharacteristic show of agitation. Uneasiness climbed her throat like bile, but she ignored it. He deserved to be upset by the past. And perhaps he agreed, for he didn’t push the point.

      “I have a mission for you,” he finally said.

      Dria’s forehead wrinkled. That was the last thing she’d expected. “Excuse me?”

      “You might have heard rumors that Ralan is constructing a secondary palace near the portal to the Veil, though few know the reasons why.” The king’s lips twisted. “I’ll leave it to him to explain the bulk of it. Suffice it to say that there was a major incident on Earth two weeks ago.”

      Earth? Yes, she’d heard rumors, and some of them had concerned that distant world. Her friend Gessen had told her the bulk of the stories, since most avoided speaking about her family in her presence. According to the whispers, Kien had released some type of poison into the energy field—the vital well of power from which elves and other races of fae drew their magic. Some had heard that the poison was gone, but others contested that the palace was being built to deal with the situation.

      But no one had mentioned an event two weeks ago.

      “I’ve heard nothing reliable,” she said. “What does it have to do with me?”

      Her father gripped the edge of his desk and leaned forward. “A new portal was created, Dria. A direct gate between Earth and Moranaia, no Veil involved. In the process, one of our citizens and his dragon companion created a cavern system capable of holding a small outpost of guards. Between that and the new palace, we should be able to protect the portal.”

      “Dragon compan—no, never mind.” If what her father said was true, dragons were the least of their problems. The Veil acted as a safeguard for their world, as those unable to navigate the relentless, endless mists would wander forever without finding their way to Moranaia. “A direct portal could be dangerous. I can see why you’d need guards, though I can’t imagine the humans are thrilled with a fae settlement. I thought they didn’t even believe in our kind.”

      His expression hardened. “The humans don’t know. They can’t know, regardless of what they believe. And that’s where you come in.”

      Dria lifted her brows. “Me?”

      “I need a mage who can set up the proper shielding and provide protection, and it needs to be someone I can trust.”

      She wanted to laugh. He’d spent too little time with her to be certain of her loyalties, so his claim of trust seemed foolhardy. Even if he was right—she wouldn’t betray her people or her family—he had no solid reason to be positive of that. Besides, she was far from experienced enough for this kind of task, and there were plenty of trustworthy mages in his service.

      “The best mages in the realm are at the Citadel,” Dria said. “Including the Ogefa of the Taian branch, the Mage General. And you’re going to assign this to me? I’ve only been out of training for a little under a century, and I’ve barely moved my way up the ranks of my own troop. If you think giving me a task like this will go over well, you’ve lost your mind.”

      “Miaran, Dria,” her father cursed, his fingers going white on the edge of his desk. “I have to have someone I know will not talk. A single step can take us between worlds. Most are content here, but we both know our people are far from perfect. If anyone unscrupulous should hear of this before we protect it, they could create havoc on Earth. My own son—”

      The king’s lips pressed closed, but Dria didn’t have to guess what he was thinking. Kien would have been the first to use the portal for evil. “Beyond that danger, you are still a member of the royal family,” her father finally continued. “Your word holds more weight than even the Ogefa.”

      Her fists clenched. “No one would accept me as a leader at my age.”

      “You won’t have to be in charge.” Alianar shrugged. “Ralan is the nominal leader in my place. You have only to direct the mages if needed.”

      Ralan. Of course her other brother would be presiding over this potential disaster. Messing up her life once clearly wasn’t enough for him. “Do I have a choice?”

      The king sighed again, and she had to give him credit for looking regretful. “Not this time, Dria. Not this time.”
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      Huddled in the corner of the booth, Vek spun the beer bottle absently between his fingers and glared at his nephew as he wove his way through the crowd, a tray balanced in his hands. Be social, Fen had said. Learn to integrate. Vek snorted. As though he would ever manage either of those things in a human eating establishment. He’d received a fair number of wary glances since the moment they’d arrived. It was an inevitable reaction to his predator’s energy.

      His nephew plunked the tray down on the table and slid into his place on the other side of the booth. A mischievous glint in his light blue eyes, Fen gestured toward a plate containing a pile of food in various shades of brown. “Chicken tenders and fries, Your Highness.”

      “Shove off,” Vek muttered out of habit as he took his plate, but he couldn’t get too angry at his nephew’s sarcastic tone. They definitely shared a sense of humor.

      The thick, breaded slices seemed most likely to be chicken. Vek lifted a piece and sniffed. A hint of pepper, but mostly bland. Ah well. He’d eaten worse. Shrugging, he took a bite, and…damn, it was actually good. He downed the whole piece before realizing that Fen was staring at him. Silently laughing, too, the ass.

      “This world has its—”

      “City,” Fen interrupted, shooting a pointed look at the full table not too far from their booth. “Or town. Your English is slipping.”

      Vek’s lips twitched. “Indeed. Sorry. This city has its advantages.”

      “This is why you need to get out more.” Fen lifted his burger from his plate. “I mean, we’ve made a good start on the tan, but you’ll enjoy your vacation more if you explore. Meet people.”

      Vacation, huh? It hadn’t even been two weeks since the wall withholding most of Earth’s energy had failed, releasing magic back into the world, but the effects were making themselves increasingly known. It was no pleasure for Vek to wander the human city of Chattanooga in search of those whose power was finally awakening. Well, he’d been looking for Unseelie descendants, at least. He had no interest in the trouble any other races might experience.

      “I have become acquainted with three already,” Vek said in a low voice. “But there was no need to form a friendship.”

      Thankfully. The three with latent Unseelie blood had been powerless enough that he had no cause for concern. None of them would be strong enough to do much more than light a candle with their new magic, provided they figured out how. If they felt an uncomfortable hum in the blood from the growing energy, that wasn’t his problem, either.

      So far, the awakening he’d worried about was a terrible disappointment—or it would be if he wanted humans performing magic. The increased energy had done little except create random blackouts and other technological failures around the globe, a phenomenon that human scientists were struggling to explain.

      Oh, and it had empowered the fae who did know how to use magic. So far, they’d been smart enough to stay out of his way.

      “Yo, Vek, the ladies by the bar are checking you out.”

      Why had he agreed to let his nephew stay with him? Not only would the Unseelie king be furious when he found out, but Fen was perpetually annoying. “So? Human women either stare or run, and I’m not in the mood to enjoy either.”

      Fen chuckled. “Not searching for love, then?”

      “Absolutely not,” Vek snapped. “I can find lovers whenever I wish, but I have no desire for love or mate bonds. Especially not with a human.”

      Fen lifted a brow. “I said they were checking you out, not putting on wedding dresses.”

      “Do I look like I have time for sex?” Vek waved his hand, and he scowled harder when his nephew smirked. But he could shut Fen up. “Besides, I’m babysitting. Were you older and not related to me, perhaps we could share. Alas, there are some kinks not even I enjoy.”

      That wiped away much of Fen’s smug expression. “I’m twenty-three. A bit beyond babysitting age. And I never suggested sharing.”

      Was it the lighting, or had Fen’s face reddened? Thanks to his half-human heritage, Fen wasn’t quite as pale as Vek, but his blush showed just as spectacularly. “Have I embarrassed you, nephew?”

      “It would serve you right if they were about to ambush you into a wedding,” Fen muttered. “Maybe if you got married, you’d mellow out. Be less of an asshole.”

      Vek snorted. “Not likely.”

      The last thing Vek wanted to do was bring a mate into his life. He lived on the edge, never certain of his father’s whims or the machinations of his power-hungry relatives, and it would not be fair to ask a woman to weather the maelstrom. The Unseelie Court was a brutal place for the weak and the unprepared. Besides, the desire to take blood from one’s mate was strong for a Felshreh, and Vek’s unique ability would make that…complicated.

      And he doubted anything would improve his disposition.

      Overhead, the lights flickered. A woman’s yelp sounded from the bar area, and one of the men at the nearby table laughed nervously. “Gotta love those solar flares, right?” the human ventured.

      Vek frowned. He hadn’t detected a fluctuation in the energy fields, the true reason that electronic devices had become less reliable. Most people appeared to blame solar activity like Earth’s scientists, but… A scan of the room revealed more than one uneasy glance being exchanged.

      As the tart smell of fear hit his nose, Vek pushed his plate away and leaned back. “Sense anything?” he asked Fen, careful to keep his voice low.

      His nephew shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Perhaps we should take a walk,” Vek said carefully, hoping his tone would convey meaning. “Do some…sightseeing.”

      With a sigh, Fen dropped his half-eaten burger. “Probably.”

      Vek slid across the cracked leather seat, only to freeze when the electricity cut off with a soft pop and distant whine. He blinked, his eyes adjusting rapidly to the darkness. Beside them, the people at the closest table murmured amongst themselves, fear lifting their voices more with each passing moment.

      “This ain’t no solar storm,” a human muttered. “Has to be a cyberattack.”

      The woman beside him shoved at his shoulder. “You’re not reading conspiracy theories again, are you? The Earth is round, aliens aren’t—”

      “I know the Earth’s not flat, and I don’t care about aliens.” The man’s voice grew louder. “Y’all know this ain’t normal.”

      Vek scanned the human with his magic. The man had fae blood, enough that it might bloom into something useful if he learned how to tap into it, but he wasn’t Unseelie. Therefore? No one of consequence.

      Dismissing the human from his thoughts, Vek braced his hand on the table to push himself out of the ancient booth. But before he could rise, two figures filled the space at the end of the seat. He glanced up, cursing to himself as soon as he recognized them.

      “Quaea. Kethen,” Vek said, keeping his expression as blank as possible. Quaea’s presence he understood, as she was his father’s preferred messenger, but not his cousin Kethen, who was in mourning. Were they here about Fen? “An interesting place to meet you.”

      “Not so.” Kethen’s shadowed gaze fastened on his face, his normal friendliness absent. But of course, he hadn’t acted quite the same since Kien’s energy poisoning claimed his son’s life. That death had resulted in the king ordering Vek to capture Fen, a sentence Vek hadn’t quite carried out. “We were searching for you. Your father requests your presence.”

      Request? Hah. But at least they hadn’t mentioned his nephew. If Vek didn’t make a fuss, they might ignore Fen entirely. Seeming to sense what was at stake, Fen shrank into the shadows of the booth.

      “He will tolerate no delay,” Quaea added, her hand slipping to the hilt of her knife.

      Vek gave a sharp nod, though inside, he seethed. “Of course.”
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      Dria slammed the lid of her trunk closed without a care for the noise. Her displeasure was hardly a secret, unlike the scope of her mission. All her fellow mages knew was that the king had ordered her to work with her brother in the construction of the new palace. As far as she could tell, not even the Ogefa had been told the truth of the assignment.

      With a huff, Dria spun away from the trunk to scan her room. No sign of her time here remained, save the still-rumpled covers on the bed. Such an infernal load of drec that she had to leave. Her gaze caught on the window, and she walked over to take in the view one last time before she had to depart. Better than staring at her barren room.

      Tall grass waved as far as the eye could see, only the occasional golden stone building or odd tree interrupting the view. Gods, she was going to miss this. She’d fallen in love with the plains almost at once, and for a time, the rippling grass had been her only friend. The others had been hesitant about the princess in their midst. The whispers that had surrounded her family so soon after Kien’s exile had only made it worse.

      Even after three centuries, many of her colleagues were polite but distant. Did they still fear she’d turn out to be a homicidal criminal like her brother? Usually, she preferred to confront problems head on. In this case, though, she’d held back. Tangling with the others would prevent her from advancing up the ranks.

      At a soft knock, Dria turned. “Enter.”

      Gessen slipped through the door, his familiar face pinched with worry. “Dree, are you unwell? You were supposed to meet me at the portal almost half a mark ago.”

      “Sorry,” she said, a slight smile breaking free. With a flick of power, Dria levitated her trunk in front of her and started forward. “I must have lost track of time.”

      Though he quirked an eyebrow in disbelief, Gessen held the door open without comment as she crossed into the hallway. As usual, the quiet didn’t last long. “I know there’s something you’re not telling me.”

      “Good guess, Gess,” Dria answered with a smirk at the customary joke. “Truthfully, there’s a great deal I can’t tell you and even more that I don’t know myself. Ralan is supposed to give me more details.”

      Gessen frowned, clearly not missing the bitterness in her tone. “Are you really that angry with your brother after all these years?”

      “He broke his promise to me, and that’s just the beginning.” Her hands clenched. “Do you know he hasn’t even contacted me since he returned to Moranaia? Even Teyark, busy as he tends to be, has made the effort to keep in touch. But the brother who’d claimed to be my best friend? No.”

      “That’s—”

      “I don’t want to talk about him anymore. It will only make me angrier.” They turned a corner in the sprawling complex, and she spent more time than strictly necessary ensuring that her trunk was situated properly. Anything for a distraction. “Any idea who the Ogefa will appoint to replace me?”

      At his silence, Dria glanced his way. He winced—actually winced—as he answered. “Maybe…maybe me.”

      “Gess, that’s wonderful!” A hint of happiness lightened her dark mood. “Did you think I would be upset? You’ve been hoping to find an opening for a year. If I can’t be here, I’d rather my place in the troop be taken by a friend.”

      The tension eased from his expression. “Thanks.”

      After a few more steps, Dria directed her trunk through an archway and into the small portal chamber beyond. The Ogefa had wanted to send her to Braelyn through the formal gate situated by Eafere, the sacred tree of the deity Ea, but Dria had refused. She might be a princess, but she didn’t need or want a send-off fit for royalty. She’d quietly bid farewell to Eafere and said a prayer to Ea, They of the Elements, before packing her things.

      As the gate attendant activated the link, Dria turned to give Gessen a quick hug. He returned the embrace but let her go when she pushed back. “I don’t know if my father will allow me to return to the Citadel or not,” she said softly. “Perhaps the mage division of the army will have to do without me.”

      Gessen squeezed her upper arm. Gods, she was going to miss him. Only with him could she be herself and not what everyone expected her to be. “Let us hope not. You’ll try to let me know when you arrive safely?”

      “Yes,” she answered. This time, her smile felt hollow. “Goodbye, Gess.”

      “Until next time.”

      Dria didn’t bother to refute him, despite the sick feeling in her stomach that whispered that there wouldn’t be a next time. She might not be a seer like her brother, but she knew when change was coming. And this had the taste of something monumental.

      With a wave for Gessen, Dria directed her trunk through the portal and followed.

      No use delaying the inevitable.
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      The cool dimness of the underhill both soothed and irritated Vek’s skin as he followed Kethen and Quaea from the portal antechamber into the main hall of the palace. He’d been raised in the city at the base of the castle, not here, but the sameness of the environment gave comfort. Still, he’d grown accustomed to the heat and power of the sun, much superior to the massive crystal casting its dim light from the top of the cave.

      No petitioners lined the hall to the throne room, a foreboding sign. The king was either dangerously furious or planning something he didn’t want overheard. If Vek had to gamble, he’d pick both. It was probably why the king hadn’t summoned him immediately after the wall restricting Earth’s energy had shattered. Considering the Unseelie had worked with the dragons to seal away that energy thousands of years ago, the king’s silence on the matter had been ominous.

      At least Vek had made it out of the restaurant without either messenger noticing Fen, or he would have been dragged here, too. A fine mess that would have been, and a waste of months of strategizing, besides. Vek had fought hard to keep his nephew alive, and if the king found out that he’d helped Fen instead of delivering his death sentence, there’d be trouble. When it came to revelations like that, timing was everything.

      A point that was all too clear as he eyed his cousin. Kethen’s son Dereck had only been forty-seven when he’d fallen victim to the energy poisoning. The lad had tried to pull in power from one of the most afflicted areas, and the results had been disastrous. If Kethen knew that Vek hadn’t killed Fen, he would be furious. But there was far more to Fen’s actions than Kethen understood, information that Vek would share when the time was right.

      “My kindest regards to your mate,” Vek said in a low voice to Kethen. He might not want to tell his cousin the truth about Fen, but he still had great respect for his normally genial cousin. “And Divine be with you both.”

      “And with you,” Kethen murmured.

      “If you’re quite finished?” Quaea opened the door to the throne room and, sneering, gestured Vek inside. He smiled at her as he passed, but it wasn’t out of friendliness or pleasure. It was a promise. Though he had accompanied them willingly, mostly to keep Fen clear of Kethen’s regard, they all knew Quaea would have forced him—or at least tried. And he would pay her back for her temerity one day.

      Even if it took centuries to get around to it.

      Both Quaea and Kethen remained outside as the door closed at his back. Without hesitation, Vek strode down the long purple carpet up to the dais where his father and his sister waited, their faces impassive as they stared down from their seats. Slelen, he cursed. If Ara was here, there was a good chance this was about Fen, after all. His sister periodically tried to claim parental rights, though she’d forfeited them before her baby’s first cry had finished echoing.

      At the foot of the dais, Vek knelt, but as a royal son, he kept his gaze on his father. It was easy to see their relation, since he had inherited the king’s pale coloring. But his father wore his white hair long, the strands twisted into elaborate designs to suit his moods. The pattern was curiously sedate today considering the volatility Vek had expected from this meeting.

      “I’m told you requested my presence, my liege?”

      “Stand, Vekenayeth anh Torekthayed,” the king intoned.

      Vek complied, though he was careful to keep his posture on the relaxed side of formal. His father would pounce on any sign of tension or weakness. “Thank you for the honor.”

      And it was an honor that the king didn’t leave him kneeling during the audience. Unusual. What was he planning?

      “I appreciate your quick compliance to my request for your attendance,” King Torek said, a slight smile crossing his pale lips. “It has been too long since I have seen you, my son.”

      Vek barely resisted the urge to point out that it had only been a couple of months. “Indeed.”

      “Your mother fares well?”

      Damn him, why was his father asking that? The man had barely given Retha a moment’s regard in millennia, and Vek had had to be circumspect about his closeness to her to keep it that way. “She is, my king. She and my stepfather will soon welcome their fourth child.”

      “Stepfather?” King Torek’s lips tightened. “I didn’t realize you were so close.”

      Shit.

      “Not at all,” Vek answered, hoping his tone revealed nothing. “I fear I have spent too long around humans of late and have adopted some of their strange classifications. It did seem a concise word to describe the unrelated husband of one’s mother.”

      The explanation seemed to work, for the king’s expression turned mild once more. “I suppose. Now, I imagine you expected me to demand an explanation, not to mention a bit of your blood, over the collapse of the wall our people helped build so long ago.”

      Vek nodded. “I confess that I did.”

      A hint of slyness entered his father’s gaze. “I considered it. Not only did you ignore my directive to bring my grandson, Fen, here for judgment, but you allowed a group of Moranaians and a dragon to shatter a shield that prevented humans from accessing the bulk of Earth’s magic. Now here we are, half-bloods stirring and Moranaia gaining power. Of course, if young Fen had not aided Prince Kien of Moranaia in damaging that magic, much of this might have been prevented. Interesting that you haven’t presented my grandson for his punishment yet.”

      This…did not bode well, not with his father’s apparent calm. Perhaps Kethen’s role as messenger had been intended as a pointed statement. “My nephew helped defeat Kien and clean up his mess before I captured him. I held him in my home, but Fen had been injured in the conflict with Kien. I thought it best not to bring sickness here, so he remains my prisoner.”

      Had his father flinched? Vek peered at the king, but Ara’s deceptively sweet voice broke his concentration. “I do hope my son is doing better.”

      “I believe he is completely recovered, but I was waiting a few days longer to be sure,” Vek said, though he wanted to strangle his sister where she sat. Not for a moment did he believe that the concern lining her face was authentic. “I would have consulted the king within the week.”

      He wouldn’t have brought Fen for punishment, nor had he confined his nephew on the king’s behalf. But they didn’t need to know that. Vek had always been loyal to his father—in his own way—but he was no fool.

      “I should like to meet him,” Ara said.

      “Really?” Vek lifted a brow. “You’ve said quite the opposite for years.”

      Ara leaned forward. “I’ve heard rumors that he is a Felshreh. I hadn’t thought it possible with his high percentage of human blood, but a son with our rare talent? You must bring him home, of course.”

      Gods above and below, his sister truly was vile. She’d known that Fen was a blood elf from the moment of his birth but had still cast him aside on Earth without regard for his well-being. She wanted something, and it wasn’t a relationship with her son. But he had no time to uncover her current scheme.

      “That will be up to our lord father to decide,” Vek said, returning his attention to the king. “I would request to know if my nephew is to be treated as family and released from his punishment or if he is to be brought here a prisoner.”

      “I will grant him his freedom.” King Torek smiled. “Provided he agrees to submit himself to your authority and tutelage. Ensure that he knows his place and can fit into our culture.”

      Relief and dread coursed through Vek in equal measure. It could have been far, far worse, but there was no guarantee that Fen would agree. “I will try, my liege.”

      “See that you do,” his father said. But before Vek could request dismissal, the king’s grin turned sly. “Oh, and I have one other task you must complete.”

      Not good. “Yes, lord father?”

      “Kill the leader of this new Moranaian colony and wrest back the power they have stolen.” The king’s eyes narrowed. “And do it carefully, or you’ll find more than one family member in peril.”

      Vek swallowed hard. So that was why the king had mentioned Vek’s mother. “You want me to kill a high ranking Moranaian? We are not currently at war with their people, and I have heard no rumors any serious misdeeds.”

      King Torek’s breath hissed out, and magic rippled around him, distorting his face for a heartbeat’s time. “You question my orders?”

      “I merely wanted clarification,” Vek was quick to say. If his father was losing control of the shields he layered around himself, his mood was less stable than Vek had thought. “I had not heard of any stolen power and wanted to understand the ramifications. Their crime must be severe to court war with them.”

      “When they shattered the wall, they hoarded a large amount of the stored power for themselves.” Resolve and fury lit the king’s pale eyes. “You will return that energy to my control and ensure that the Moranaians pay for their crime. Do not skirt this duty, or many will suffer for it. Now go.”

      Vek bowed low and spun away to comply, though inside he seethed.

      Yep. Not good at all.
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      Although Dria had feared a large group would be on the other side of the portal to greet her, only four people waited. Ralan, of course, but also a dark-haired woman, a child, and another man wearing the circlet of the Myern. Well, and a pair of guards on each side of the portal archway, but with all the rumors that had swirled about upheaval at Braelyn, that wasn’t a surprise.

      Her brother took a deep breath as though bracing himself and stepped forward. “It is good to see you, Dree. It is difficult to believe you’re old enough to be out of training. Last time I—” His words cut off as he studied her. “What have you done with your hair?”

      Resisting the urge to brush a dark red strand behind her ear, Dria lifted a brow. “What have you done with your manners?”

      The woman snorted, and the Myern’s lips twitched. Ralan had the grace to wince, at least, as the child giggled. “Forgive me,” her brother said. “We’ve always shared the same hair color, so…”

      “It was one of the first modifications I learned during my training,” Dria said with a shrug. He didn’t need to know that the switch from black to red had been intentional, a way to separate herself from her brothers. “I don’t suppose you will introduce those who have been so kind as to greet me?”

      “Of course. May I present—” The little girl darted forward, and Ralan muttered an oath she probably wasn’t supposed to hear. “Eri, you promised to behave.”

      Dria braced for impact just in time as Eri launched herself against her, wrapping her small arms around Dria’s waist. Stunned, she glanced down at the child hugging her with surprising strength. Who was she, and why was she reacting to Dria so strongly? Then Eri met Dria’s eyes, and she knew. Few outside the royal family possessed irises in that shade of gold.

      “This is Erinalia,” Ralan said gruffly. “My daughter. Seems pointless to provide her full title while she’s wrapped around you like a vine.”

      Gods. This sweet little girl was her niece. Thanks to a decree the king had made based on their aunt’s prophecy, the first of his children to produce offspring was the official heir. Since Ralan had replaced Teyark in that role, it had been obvious that he’d returned from Earth with a child. But Dria had avoided any more details.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you,” Dria said, patting the child’s back awkwardly.

      But the girl didn’t appear bothered by Dria’s uncertainty. “I was hoping it wouldn’t be much longer before I met you. If you had—”

      “Enough, Eri,” Ralan said. “Leave your aunt alone so I can complete the introductions.”

      Dria frowned. Her brother’s tone had been sharper than necessary. What harm could one little girl cause? “Children are never a disruption.”

      The Myern stifled a cough behind his hand, and Ralan groaned. Taken aback by the odd reaction, Dria barely noticed when the girl darted to her father’s side. Ralan had lived on Earth for a few centuries, so his poor manners made sense. But the Myern? Clearly, her brother was a bad influence.

      Ralan shook his head, but he didn’t bother to explain his behavior. Instead, he launched directly into the introductions. The woman’s name was Cora, and apparently, she was her brother’s soulbonded, though not the mother of the child. And Dria found she had been correct—the other man was the Myern of Braelyn.

      “Thank you for hosting me in your home, Lord Lyrnis,” Dria said politely. “Despite the brevity of my visit.”

      “Please, call me Lyr,” the Myern said. “Our acquaintance might not be as brief as you assume if recent events are anything to go by.”

      That sounded problematic. Dria resisted the urge to shuffle her feet. “I assume I am only passing through. Setting up the shielding on the new colony is high priority, so I’d intended to go there directly.”

      The Myern shot Ralan a look, but her brother only shrugged. “Sort of true,” Ralan said. “But the expedition leaves tomorrow, not right now. You’ll go with the warriors Lyr has loaned me for the initial settlement.”

      A night spent near her brother? She would never be able to keep up the guise of civility for that long. “I mean no slight, for I am certain the Myern’s hospitality is excellent, but I would rather go now. It will be easier to place the groundwork for the shielding when there are few others present to interfere with the energy.”

      “It may not be safe,” Ralan argued. “There are only a handful of guards in place to prevent incursion on the portal. You would be virtually alone.”

      Pulling her shoulders back, Dria caught her brother’s gaze and held it. “I’m a battle mage here under the king’s command. Take me to the colony.”
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      Vek leaned against the corner of his house and stared down at the city of Chattanooga nestled in the valley below. Inside, Fen played one of his video games—if Vek stretched his senses, he could hear the details of the cut-scene currently interrupting the action. A role-playing game, his nephew had called it. He spent hours killing fake monsters and rescuing artificial women. As if there wasn’t enough mayhem in the real world.

      His senses tingled as a wave of energy swept through him. A few moments later, the electricity wavered, and Fen’s curse echoed through the wall as his game cut off. Despite the situation, Vek chuckled. Hope he’s saved recently.

      Vek needed to face Fen and explain the situation, but he couldn’t. Not until he decided what to do. He had never outright defied the king, though he’d done his fair share of skirting the rules. But this? This was a tangled web he might not be able to unsnarl. The leader of the Moranaian colony would either be Ralan, a prince of Moranaia, or Aris, the man who’d subverted part of the wall holding back Earth’s energy into something else—though what, Vek hadn’t yet been able to divine.

      And Vek owed a debt to both men.

      Ralan had spared Fen even though his nephew had helped poison Earth’s energy field, and Aris had healed the wound Fen had sustained while atoning for that error. Saving his nephew’s life was a blood debt, and Vek never failed to repay those. There was no way he could bring himself to kill Ralan or Aris.

      Aside from that, they’d acted in no way against the Unseelie. On the rare times Vek had used his talents against another on behalf of the king, it had been to prevent harm to his own people. He gained new abilities through taking others’ blood, though there were limits. But if he wished, he could steal the darkest, most wicked magic and turn it to his own use. Vek refused to wield such a dangerous ability lightly—and never against allies.

      But perhaps “allies” was a stretch when it came to the Moranaians.

      They had destroyed the barrier restraining the bulk of Earth’s magical energy, a necessary safeguard. Once ancient humans had learned to use magic, they’d torn their societies apart with power so intense it still echoed in their myths. If Vek’s ancestors and the dragons hadn’t stopped them, they would eventually have annihilated their entire race. The Moranaians had disregarded that protection recklessly.

      But they were all about to learn if modern human society was more capable of handling the magic that had exploded into their world. It was only a matter of time until people began to use that power openly, and if they couldn’t cope with that new truth, there would be panic and discord. Many of the fae races might suffer, including the Unseelie, and the wise would hasten to prepare. His father was right to be concerned about the results of the Moranaians’ hasty actions.

      Even so, not even Vek had expected an assassination order over the matter.

      Behind him, the door clicked open. “Are you going to stop brooding and get your ass in here?”

      Vek allowed himself a brief smile where his nephew couldn’t see. Fen was getting better at detecting those of his bloodline. Good. But he hid his satisfaction before he turned. “How much progress did you lose?”

      “It wouldn’t let me save after the boss battle,” Fen grumbled. “We’ll see if there was an autosave after the power is back on. Seriously, though, what are you doing out here? Was the meeting that bad?”

      Only when he’d brushed past his nephew and closed the door behind them, sealing the protective shielding on the house, did Vek speak. “It is wise not to discuss such business out in the open.”

      Fen waved a hand, and the mage lights lining the walls brightened, dispelling the gloom. “Fine. We’re out of the open. Now tell me what happened. Are you supposed to take me back for execution or something?”

      Vek strolled over to the large, L-shaped couch on the other side of the room and sat. “Not yet. If you cooperate.”

      “If I…” Eyebrows raised, Fen stared at him. “What else could I possibly do? I’ve tried my best to fix all of my mistakes.”

      Vek draped his arm over the back of the couch. “Well, if you want to be pardoned by the king, you’ll have to work with me. Become my student and learn our ways.”

      Fen went so long without blinking that Vek feared he’d expired from shock. “Does that mean I would be accepted at court as one of your people? My people?”

      “An eventual possibility.”

      “That’s—”

      “Not as great as you’re imagining,” Vek interjected. “Don’t think of this with a child’s hope when you make this decision. If your mother accepts you, it will be for her own agenda, and our way of life is not easy or pleasant.”

      Fen’s lips twisted wryly. “I used to work for a guy who turned out to be a depraved torturer. You might like to appear dark and mysterious, but you’re not evil.”

      “You’ve been around humans too long.” Vek tried to tamp down the anger that association always caused, but he could tell from Fen’s expression that he wasn’t entirely successful. “The Unseelie aren’t evil, at least no more than any other race. But there are things that must be done in the darkness. We take that on and are villainized for it. Do you think anyone was grateful when we worked with the dragons to wall off so much of Earth’s energy? No. But it was necessary to stop countless wars.”

      Fen lifted his hands. “Okay, okay. Sorry.”

      “What I meant was that other fae races will look at you differently, seeing only that you linger in the dark and missing the reason why. Your—” Mates, Vek almost said, but he stopped himself in time. Some things Fen had to discover on his own. Maddy and Anna were as young and unprepared as Fen, so hopefully it wouldn’t be anytime soon. “You must learn to accept that.”

      Fen fell silent as he considered those words. “It wouldn’t be much different,” he finally said, his voice soft. “I’ll always be remembered for my mistake in working with Kien. Might as well be true to myself in the process.”

      “Good.” Vek leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “Your first mission? Drive me over to the cave where the wall cracked. We need to figure out what the Moranaians are up to.”
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      Though Ralan kept frowning at her over his shoulder, he led Dria through the portal to Earth with less argument than she’d expected. She barely got a glance at the new palace, a relatively humble building taking shape around the trees. She was too focused on the shock of cold that bit into her skin after they passed through the gate from Braelyn. This was far from the pleasant heat of the plains.

      But she’d barely had time to wrap her cloak more tightly around herself before they crossed through another gateway and into the relative warmth of the cave. As they halted on a small platform, wide stairs leading down to the floor, Dria exerted a bit of power to keep her trunk in the air until she could find a level place to set it.

      With the addition of the guards flanking the gate, the platform was cramped enough that Dria didn’t argue when Ralan strode down the steps without preamble. Curious, she peered around as she followed. They hadn’t been joking about this being a large cavern. Stalagmites speared up around the outer edges, though the center had been smoothed. Magic hummed inside the floor, a sign that the flatness wasn’t quite natural, and the stairs spiraling up and around the cylindrical chamber were likewise marked by the energy.

      “So,” Dria said. “We’re setting up a colony in a cave like the Seelie and Unseelie. Nice.”

      He lifted a brow at her sarcastic tone. “It was your choice to come alone, Dree.”

      Dria scowled. “Don’t call me that.”

      “I knew this would likely be your reaction to me, but I had hoped a softer strand was still possible,” Ralan answered, his shoulders slumping.

      “I don’t care what you See in the future strands, Ralan,” she snapped. “You should have paid more attention in the past.”

      “I know.” Her brother’s gaze lowered. “It was unforgiveable that I didn’t say goodbye. I was so angry at Father that—”

      “You think a mere goodbye is at the heart of this?” Dria wanted to punch him. How could he be so oblivious? So self-centered? “You abandoned me without a thought. Did it never occur to you what life would be like for a fifteen-year-old at court when half her family creates such a horrific scandal? When one brother is caught dismembering the woman the other brother wanted to marry, the rest of the family doesn’t go unscathed. Especially since you fled to Earth before the worst of it was discovered. That left Teyark, who was already overburdened as our father’s heir…and me.”

      Ralan grimaced. “I never considered—”

      “Of course you didn’t,” she interrupted. “Once you do, you can get back to me. I’m certain it will take a few decades to get through your selfish, stubborn brain.”

      His gaze shot to hers. “We shouldn’t delay talking about this.”

      He’d once used his Sight to protect her, but he appeared blind to her life now. “How about you examine your precious strands and see how successful that would be, brother dear? You couldn’t be bothered to do so before you deserted me.”

      Dria spun away, frustrated with herself for losing her temper. If he wanted to continue the conversation, he could do so by himself. She didn’t owe him anything after the pain he’d put her through. Instead, she collected her trunk with a tendril of magic and marched up the staircase that curled up the side of the cavern. She would find an antechamber to stash her belongings in while she worked.

      Eventually, Ralan’s footsteps thudded along the stone behind her, but she didn’t look back. She focused her attention on the hallway that led away from the first landing. The glow of the mage light hanging by the opening barely penetrated the darkness, but the entire structure was too regularly shaped to be anything but intentional.

      Dria summoned light into her hand and cast it in front of her, pushing it down the hallway to illuminate the path. Doors of stone lined the tunnel at regular intervals, along with empty stone sconces shaped to hold mage globes. Whoever had used magic to create this complex didn’t do much work in wood.

      “There’s a large room for you at the end of the hallway,” Ralan said, his voice gruff with an emotion she didn’t care to examine. “When the other mages arrive, they can stay in these rooms. It’ll be easier for you to give them their orders that way.”

      She froze. “Orders?”

      “You’ll be the one in charge,” Ralan answered, but this time, he sounded almost cheerful. “I’m technically the leader, but you’re going to be the one running the place. I can’t leave Cora and Eri for long periods of time.”

      Fury filled her so completely that she had to count the striations of color in the stone beneath her feet to calm down. Twice. “Father specifically stated that I would not be in charge, only responsible for helping the mages as needed.”

      “I’m delegating.” Curse him, he was enjoying this. “You wanted to rise up the ranks, didn’t you? Well, here you go.”

      Dria spun to face him, her tenuous hold on her temper snapping as she advanced on her brother. She barely resisted the urge to shove him. “No one is going to listen to me, and you know it. Your bonded and daughter will be fine for a few weeks, or you could bring them here. It should be safe enough once the shielding is solidified.”

      Though he’d been smiling, his humor fled. “No, I can’t. Cora is pregnant, and her magic is bound to Moranaia. It could harm our child to leave with such a bond in place.”

      “With the portal, they’re only a short distance away. Just step through from time to time and—”

      “No,” Ralan said firmly. “You are the leader here. Get used to it.”

      Dria huffed. “Why not Teyark? No one would dare to question him.”

      “He and his bonded, Corath, have finally found a surrogate to bear their child,” Ralan said, shrugging. “I’m surprised you didn’t know. It’s not like you have a grudge that keeps you from contacting him. They’ll have to remain close during the process.”

      Her cheeks heated. “I have not called home as often in the last couple of months, and I forgot to answer the message he left on my mirror.”

      The reason why hung in the air between them like her mage light—she’d been avoiding even the mention of Ralan.

      “I need to go,” her brother said abruptly. “Eri is about to talk her friend Iren into a jaunt to the fairy pond, and that is not something either of them is ready for.”

      “But—”

      “If you follow the stairs to the top, you’ll find a small, cloaked exit leading out to the surface. I wouldn’t recommend you use it, however.” Ralan grinned. “It’s another planet out there, after all. But it’s safe enough in here for a battle mage. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      Dria opened her mouth, either to argue with him or call him a few choice names, but he rushed down the hallway before she had a chance. Baffled, she stared after him even after he’d disappeared from view. After all that, he’d left her here so he could rush back to keep his child from going to a fairy pond? Seriously? She hadn’t wanted to linger at Braelyn, but she’d expected to have the current situation explained in full.

      At last, she shook her head and headed toward the door at the end of the hallway. This was going to be a disaster. By the gods, her brother was a seer. Had he not bothered to Look? Did he want her to fail?

      Though maybe, just maybe, he knew she would pull this off.
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      Lord Naomh of the Seelie stared out the window at the verdant forest growing beneath an artificial sky. He’d been born here and was bound here, his magic layered into the spells that gave the underhill cavern life. His older brother, Meren, often bragged about inheriting the properties adjacent to the palace, as well as their father’s place at court, but Naomh had received the best of their father’s holdings. There was far more to this estate than his proud, ambitious brother knew.

      But Meren had never been content to live beneath the surface, anyway.

      Unfortunately, the sons of Míl, ancient predecessors of the modern Irish, had been clever at the end of their final war with the fae. In the treaty that ended the hostilities, they’d chosen to enforce the literal meaning of fei talef—underground— instead of the figurative “other dimension” that the fae had intended. After much negotiation, they had settled on a compromise: the fae would settle in closely connected dimensions beneath the surface of Earth while the humans ruled the surface.

      The Milesians had no doubt feared what would happen if Naomh’s ancestors had found another sunlit world as the Moranaians had. They would have regrouped and strengthened until they could return to demolish every trace of human civilization. Instead, the fae had poured the energy of centuries into creating underground domains like this one. And fighting amongst themselves, of course. The Seelie and Unseelie had become true enemies not long after, both sides blaming the other for the poor negotiation with the humans.

      The Seelie had kept to their word not to set foot upon the surface, though it cost them. Over and over, it cost them. Naomh’s price had been his Moranaian mate, who hadn’t been bound by that oath—and Kai, the son he hadn’t known about. If he could have touched the ground, he might have found his lover, for his connection to earth magic was strengthened by contact. Perhaps for once, he should have copied the Unseelie, the oath-breaking scum. They’d long ago decided that the treaty with the humans was useless and now roamed Earth’s surface as they wished.

      No wonder Meren was plotting something with them.

      Naomh detected Caolte’s energy before his younger brother entered the room. Quiet and seething, an ember waiting for its chance to flare. Born of an affair between Naomh’s and Meren’s father and an Unseelie woman, Caolte had long endured suspicion and scorn from many at court—including Meren. Naomh was only a few years older, so he and Caolte had grown close when the younger man had come here to train with their father as a child. They’d been inseparable ever since.

      “Well?” Naomh asked as his brother halted behind him.

      “As suspected, he was there,” Caolte answered. “My sister trailed Meren all the way to a tavern on the outskirts of the main Unseelie settlement.”

      Naomh shook his head. Caolte’s precocious half-sister was far too good at spying. “I’m surprised your mother allows Vren to take such risks at fifteen, though I confess I am grateful. Did she recognize his contact?”

      “No, the person was well-cloaked,” Caolte said, his voice rough with frustration. “But Vren heard enough to prove that Meren is negotiating with someone in the Unseelie court to circumvent our queen’s orders. He wants to destroy the new Moranaian outpost and use that as a stepping stone to reclaim surface Earth.”

      Naomh spun away from the window, wanting for all the world to slam his fist into something. Anything. Caolte took a step back. “You are certain?” Naomh demanded.

      “Positive.” Caolte’s lips thinned. “Whatever the Moranaians have unleashed under that mountain, Meren and the Unseelie are going to try to subvert it.”

      Naomh’s chest tightened, and he shoved his long, pale hair back with an irritated flick. Would his son be at the outpost? With Kai’s soulbonded pregnant, perhaps not. Naomh could inquire, but their relationship was…tenuous. Something that tended to happen when one was mistakenly captured by one’s own father. But how could Naomh have known that Kai and his mate weren’t Kien’s allies, considering they’d been found in the madman’s camp amidst countless severed body parts?

      “Why would Meren not avoid the Moranaians entirely if all he wants is to return to Earth?” Naomh asked.

      Caolte shrugged. “I assume because Lord Lyr slighted him, and that won’t be easily forgiven.”

      “It’s personal.”

      “Partially,” Caolte said. “I believe Meren also hopes to gain power by taking control of whatever the Moranaians have. With Earth’s magic growing, he only needs a little more influence to convince some of our people to return. The queen would have to yield if he gains enough power and support to overthrow her. Meren will hurt anyone who gets in his way.”

      “That he will.” Naomh’s hands fisted. He should have disposed of his brother years ago, but Meren had never quite given him a justifiable reason—at least not one that would satisfy the queen. But the bastard was treading on dangerous ground now. With Naomh’s son and future grandchild among the Moranaians, a threat to their holdings would not be allowed.

      “Should we warn Lyr or continue to observe?” Caolte asked.

      “Until we learn more about Meren’s plans, we wait.” Naomh smiled as his brother tossed his flame-red hair out of his eyes with a scowl. Caolte never had been the patient type. “Wait and guard.”
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      Night had already fallen by the time Vek and Fen arrived at the base of the mountain. As he stared toward the blessedly people-free summit, Vek shuddered at the memory of the countless cars Fen had woven their own vehicle around. How could the humans abide living and travelling in such numbers? Though this world was fascinating, he didn’t foresee enduring such conditions for long.

      “You’re not still upset, are you?” Fen asked. “We didn’t crash.”

      Vek lifted a brow. “You cut across three lanes of traffic.”

      Grinning, Fen shrugged. “I didn’t want to miss the exit.”

      “If you had—”

      “You can’t even drive a car.” Fen laughed. “Seriously, dude. Just admit when you don’t know something.”

      Vek’s teeth ground together at the unwelcome reminder. If he did decide to stay, he would have to learn to drive, and he would never live it down if he had to ask Fen to teach him. But that was a worry for later. With a rude gesture at his nephew, Vek started the long climb up. Better to get this over with.

      The soles of his feet tingled with the energy emanating from below. Unlike the surges that still reverberated, this was power contained in the mountain itself. Fortunately, the increased energy was harder to detect without physically touching the ground, so it didn’t appear to have been discovered by other fae yet. But once the surges settled down, it would no doubt be more obvious that this mountain held a massive amount of natural magic.

      At the small clearing where the cave entrance had been, Vek halted. The Moranaians had closed it. Only a slight impression remained in the stone where the gap had once been. Though he was grateful to Ralan and Aris for their help with Fen, anger at their high-handedness began to overtake appreciation. That barrier had been built by the Unseelie, and the Moranaians had no right to shut him away from the remnants of it.

      “I should have left you with the Moranaians and sealed that damn wall,” Vek muttered.

      Fen’s brow furrowed. “Why do you care that they moved the entrance?”

      “Moved?”

      “Sure.” Fen waved toward the summit. “It’s up there now. Heavily shielded but easy enough for an earth mage to find. Double for me, considering how familiar I am with the area.”

      Yes, his nephew would know. Fen had worked with Kien setting up a web of poisoned energy in this region. Still, Vek hated being bested in knowledge by the younger man—practically a child, at that. If he’d stopped to think instead of reacting, he would have detected the entrance on his own.

      Eventually.

      “Let’s go break in,” Vek said, heading up the slope.

      Though he chuckled beneath his breath, Fen followed without argument. Vek could sense the small shielded gap now that he was looking for it, but it was more of a strain than he liked. It had been far too many years since he’d taken blood from a powerful earth mage, and that lack was beginning to show. Too bad his ability to duplicate others’ powers when he took their blood wasn’t permanent, and asking his nephew for a refresh was out of the question.

      After an annoyingly steep hike, they finally reached the hidden gap, just large enough for a single person to descend through. Vek paused, lifting an eyebrow at Fen. Breaths coming sharp and fast, his nephew bent with his hands resting against his knees. The lad was barely in his twenties, a solid millennium younger than Vek, and he couldn’t handle a little hike?

      “Perhaps I should have left you in the car,” Vek said.

      Fen shoved himself upright. “Hey, I was almost dead a week or so ago.”

      He peered at his nephew’s pale face. “And you were fully healed. Or so I thought. Have you been hiding something from me?”

      “No,” Fen said. He even sounded sincere. “But I haven’t been climbing in a while, and I haven’t thought to feed in a few days.”

      “Dammit, why—”

      “I haven’t been low on energy.” Fen raised his hands. “Promise. Maybe it’s just this place.”

      Vek held out his wrist. “You should take some of my blood.”

      Grimacing, Fen shook his head. “That would overload me. Anyway, I haven’t noticed you going out at night to feed, either. You sure you don’t need some of mine?”

      For a moment, Vek debated saying yes, but he resisted. He already possessed the dark, corrosive power of the Unseelie, an inborn magic that could eat through shields. He could drain energy from any whose blood he’d tasted or use his magic to seal and bind, and that didn’t include the assortment of spells he’d picked up from his more unusual talent of mimicry. But Fen was powerful, unlike the last earth mage Vek had taken blood from, and an infusion like that could cause Vek more trouble than it was worth. Besides, his nephew’s pallor suggested he couldn’t afford to lose more energy.

      “I am well enough,” Vek said.

      He focused on the shielding around the entrance before Fen could waste more time arguing. The intricate piece of work had the dragon’s energy signature all through it, but he could tell from the frequency of the hum that she’d used Earth’s power and not just her own. It would take hours to unravel, if he bothered with such a fool’s errand. But he had a better idea.

      “Fen,” he mused. “Think you could create another small entrance a few paces away from this one? The shielding doesn’t extend far into the surrounding stone.”

      His nephew paced the area, and relief filled Vek to see that his color had already returned to normal. Finally, Fen stopped an arm’s span away and nodded. “Here. I should have plenty of energy for something that simple. I feel fine, really. Guess I’ve been sitting around playing video games too much.”

      Though doubt twisted Vek’s stomach, there wasn’t time to explore the problem further. They needed to get in and out quickly. “Do it. Quietly.”

      “I know how to break in to a place, Uncle.”

      Grinning, Fen extended a faint tendril of his power into the ground beneath them. After a few heartbeats’ time, another gap opened in the earth.

      They were in.
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      Dria ran her finger along the edge of the tall, freestanding mirror someone had placed on the far side of her room. Magic prickled against her skin and thrummed in her blood from the contact, and she smiled. This was a powerful artifact, the glass and frame imbued with multiple connections. After a quick probe, she discovered communication links to a wide array of places on Moranaia, a few here on Earth, and several more to various fae realms. Had Ralan enchanted this? One of the links led to Gessen’s mirror, something far too specific to be random.

      Perhaps her brother had some lingering care for her feelings, though how he knew about her friendship with Gessen, she had no idea. His visions? Court gossip?

      It didn’t matter. She would take it.

      Her smile widened as she activated the connection and waited for Gessen to answer. She’d told her friend she would let him know when she was safely settled, but she hadn’t expected it to be this easy. Maybe this assignment wouldn’t be too bad. If nothing else, at least she wasn’t completely disconnected from the only world she knew.

      Her reflection disappeared, replaced by the image of Gessen’s tense form. But his shoulders relaxed, and the confusion on his face morphed into pleasure as he realized who was calling. “Dria! I’d hoped you would find a way to send me a message. How did you set up a link already?”

      She shrugged. “It was imbued into the mirror in my room.”

      “But how did—”

      “My brother is a seer,” Dria said with a snicker. “You never know what random stuff will happen when he’s involved.”

      Gessen squinted. “Are you in a cave?”

      “I can’t tell you where I am, but I can say that you have always been the perceptive type.” She quirked her brow, and he grinned. “I made it to the secret location safely, as you can see, and will probably be here for some time. But you can attempt to call through the mirror when…”

      Dria’s words trailed off when her attention was snagged by a faint but somehow familiar energy signature elsewhere in the cave network. Someone was intruding. But how? She’d keyed herself into the spell guarding the entrance, and that hadn’t been disturbed. No, it was as if the ground itself heralded something momentous. Or maybe the air. The fine hair on her arms prickled with the unusual sensation of a foreign presence.

      “I have to go,” she said, careful to keep her tone steady. “Something needs my attention.”

      Gessen frowned. “Something dangerous?”

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” Dria answered with a confidence she absolutely felt.

      This was not the day to annoy her.

      After Gessen bid farewell, Dria cut the connection and darted out the door. Quickly, she sent her magic ahead of her, sweeping her senses along the tunnel and into the central portal chamber. Nothing but the guards at the bottom. She directed a warning into their minds to be on alert and turned her attention toward the top.

      This place had too many blasted rooms. Dria jogged up the long spiral staircase, examining each corridor and chamber that branched off along the way. At the end of the stairs, she navigated a large room intended for crop-growing that was situated before the entryway chamber.

      Once beyond the tilled soil and mage lights, Dria halted as her seeking spell detected two men through the door on the far end. She probed the shielding around the hidden entrance once more. Undisturbed. After a bracing breath, she drew power into herself and reinforced her own protections. Then she sidled out of sight, ducking behind a column as she readied a containment spell.

      Voices echoed into the room. “They couldn’t have done that.”

      “It bears closer examination,” another man said. “But I believe we will find I am correct.”

      As the grumbling timbre of the second voice flowed around her, Dria stiffened. An odd tickle, like the dance of leaves caught in an air spell, tumbled through her stomach, and her heart began to drum. She shook her head, trying to dispel the suspicion taking root in her core. Not now.

      Not. Now.

      “Wouldn’t it take a lot of planning to make a portal between worlds? You’d need someone to manipulate the threads of the Veil, someone who could channel that much power, and…I don’t even know what else.”

      “A god, probably,” the other man muttered.

      Footsteps echoed closer. “Vek, that’s—”

      Dria spun around the column and released her containment spell at the approaching men. The one nearest froze, still as a statue, but the man to the right and just behind kept advancing as the spell shattered against his shielding.

      Miaran.

      Fury flushed color into his pale skin, and he snarled, revealing a hint of fang. A blood elf.

      Shock hit her as the dancing in her stomach morphed into a tornado, but she was trained for shock. She grabbed for more power, manipulating it into a clear, solid wall in front of her. The blood elf must have detected the spell, for he halted a breath away from her impromptu shield.

      Electricity crackled in her palms as she met his light brown eyes. “You will cease this intrusion at once,” she demanded.

      Gods, Dria hoped her voice didn’t tremble. It was him. She’d suspected when she heard him speak, but feeling his energy brush against hers confirmed it. His power thrummed in time with hers, his very spirit a thread that could weave into her soul.

      Her potential soulbonded.

      Of course he would be a criminal. A threat. Did she have any other kind of luck?

      If his snarl was anything to go by, he didn’t feel the connection. “Release my nephew or suffer the consequences. Your hold on him goes beyond the bounds of politeness.”

      Dria laughed. “Politeness? You’re jesting. You have entered Moranaian territory uninvited. Surely you didn’t expect that to go unchallenged.”

      “Have I?” One pale eyebrow lifted. “Entered Moranaian lands? I thought I was in a cave on Earth. There was no shielding to prevent the creation of any tunnels. Seems a valid invitation to any earth mage exploring the area.”

      As a blood elf, he was most likely Unseelie. And she knew just how to needle him. “I’ve always heard that your kind prides itself on giving the harsh, blunt truth. Such prevarication is unworthy of your people.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Watch yourself.”

      “I could say the same to you.” Dria analyzed his shield and adjusted the lightning’s current slightly. Only then did she let the wall between them drop. “Who are you, and what is your purpose here?”

      The stranger drew in a sharp breath. “Neither is your concern. I’ll speak with the person in charge or no one.”

      What had the other man called him? Vek? The name sounded familiar, but she didn’t have time to tease out the memory. “You won’t have to go far. I’m the leader of this outpost.”

      Unfortunately—but he didn’t need to know her reluctance.

      A dubious frown pinched his forehead. “Really? Prince Ralan ceded control so readily? I don’t believe you. The leader would have guards or some other retinue.”

      She allowed no sign her annoyance to show, though inside she seethed at the slight. “I am Princess Dria Moreln, Ralan’s sister. He was happy enough to place me in charge, but you’ll have to speak to him about his reasons. And as you can see, I do not require a retinue.”

      He fell silent, studying her face with an intensity that would have made a lesser woman squirm. Dria resisted the urge to do just that—but not because of intimidation. He was gorgeous in a way she couldn’t describe. His unusually pale skin, white hair, and light, almost-taupe eyes combined with his dangerous predatory energy to send an unusual frisson of heat straight through her. But he wasn’t her type at all.

      Not that she’d encountered many blood elves to test that attraction.

      The stranger eased closer. Their personal shields bumped, an almost-visible spark crackling between them. He sucked in a breath, and if possible, his skin grew paler. He jerked away, stumbling back a few steps. Sheer panic lit his eyes for a single heartbeat, a panic she empathized with all too well.

      He recognized her. Their connection.

      Vek opened his mouth as if to speak, but it was a moment before he managed words. “Forgive me, Princess Dria. I am Prince Vek of the Unseelie, here on behalf of my father. I sought to investigate the unusual energy I detected around this mountain.”

      Forthcoming of him, but it didn’t answer the thing she most wanted to know. What did he think about their possible bond? From his fearful glance, it hadn’t been welcome news.

      “I invite you to come back tomorrow morning if you wish to speak with me about the matter,” she said, her voice chill. “Make an appointment.”

      His lips turned down. “Tomorrow? I am here now.”

      “I am not prepared for an audience, Prince Vek of the Unseelie. Return politely and formally. Unless your mission isn’t diplomatic?”

      Though his nostrils flared, he didn’t protest. “Release my nephew, and we will go.”

      She undid the spell, more than anxious for them to be gone. And more than ready for this awful day to be over. “There.”

      The other man stumbled forward, but he caught his balance quickly. “What—”

      “Come, Fen.” The blood elf turned his back on Dria and strode to his nephew. “I know you heard what we said. We’ll return tomorrow.”

      “You’re just going to…” Fen glanced between them, and his forehead wrinkled for a moment before smoothing once more. “Right. Tomorrow.”

      After one last enigmatic glance over his shoulder, Vek returned the way they had come. But the feel of his heavy gaze lingered after the two had disappeared from sight. Dria tracked them with her energy until they’d returned through the short tunnel they had created and sealed the hole behind them.

      Only then could she take a deep breath again.
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      Vek stomped down the side of the hill, ignoring Fen’s questioning glances as best he could. He didn’t have any answers—not for himself, and not for his nephew. The insanity of the king’s decree had just magnified tenfold, and Fen didn’t know a thing about it. His nephew wouldn’t approve of killing the leader of the Moranaian colony, no matter who it was.

      The leader who happened to be Vek’s mate.

      There weren’t enough curse words in any language to cover this scenario. If he didn’t comply with orders, or if he simply failed, there was no telling what would happen to his mother and siblings. Under normal circumstances, it would be a bit of honor lost, more jostling in the ranks of siblings and cousins and uncles and aunts as they used his misfortune for their benefit, but the king’s pointed mention of his mother had been no coincidence. King Torek wanted the new energy source badly, only Divine knew why, and there was a chance he would be willing to hurt or even kill to obtain it.

      Vek had killed for the king on a few occasions, but those had been for the greater good. Like the Unseelie lord who’d begun enslaving and abusing his people and hiding the evidence with magic. The man had been a powerful mage, and if he’d gone unchecked, he would have soon outpaced the most depraved dictators in history.

      But the deed weighed heavily on Vek’s heart. It wasn’t regret, precisely, but it wasn’t satisfaction, either.

      He’d already doubted his ability to kill Ralan or Aris. Assassinating his mate, a woman who appeared innocent of any wrongdoing? He could never bear that. Yet he also couldn’t stand the thought of harm befalling the rest of his family. Could he watch his pregnant mother be imprisoned? Beaten? And while Vek had remained distant from his three half-siblings to keep them from catching the king’s attention, he couldn’t abide them receiving any injury on his behalf.

      Vek ground his teeth and picked up his pace.

      “What’s the hurry? Do you think the woman is going to chase us down the mountain?” Fen called, laughter in his tone. “She seemed happy to get rid of us, honestly.”

      “Not now, Fen.”

      For several more paces, Fen seemed to let the subject drop, but it turned out to be a momentary reprieve. “You’re going to have to tell me what’s going on. Especially if I’m supposed to be learning from you.”

      Vek slowed until his nephew walked beside him, but he didn’t stop. Didn’t look to see Fen’s expression. The boy was correct, much as it galled him. This was too big to keep secret, since his nephew was at risk, too. The king would not grant his nephew leniency without Vek’s cooperation with the assassination.

      “We will speak at home,” Vek answered.

      It would undoubtedly affect the tentative if unusual friendship that had begun to form between them, but there was nothing to be done for it.

      He should have known not to get attached.
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      Dria stopped in front of the trunk she’d placed only a half mark or so before, though it felt more like years. Decades. Even knowing how abruptly life could change, she wasn’t certain how to process this shift. A soulbonded. It wasn’t supposed to happen now. Ralan had sworn he’d had a vision of introducing them, but that hadn’t occurred at all.

      Had the future strands changed so much over the centuries? She’d assumed her chance was lost once her brother had fled, vowing never to return. She’d believed many opportunities gone with each broken promise. I told you I’d find your bonded, Dree. I’ll even introduce you, Ralan had vowed. I’ll see you with the most ideal teacher. The most favorable assignments for your skills. And I’ll protect you from the court intrigue you hate so much. You won’t have to worry about the future with me around.

      Instead, his departure had dropped her straight into misery. Three years of torment at court and decades of cold loneliness at the Citadel.

      Now there was her potential soulbonded. Prince Vek of the Unseelie. No wonder his name had sounded familiar. He’d visited their court a couple of times, but she’d been too young to meet him on his last trip. She’d heard plenty from Ralan, though. Her brother hadn’t trusted Vek from their first meeting. Was it because he’d seen that Vek was a terrible soulbonded?

      He definitely wasn’t someone she could imagine her brother introducing her to. Had it all been a lie? Or had Ralan foreseen something else about her and Vek? Perhaps a dire future awaited them. After all, her brother hadn’t said what would happen after the introduction. What if she had more than one soulbonded and Vek wasn’t who he’d Seen at all? It was rare to have more than one chance but not impossible.

      Sighing, Dria lifted the lid of the trunk and carefully shifted aside the formal overrobe folded on top. She’d created indentions in the stone to stack her belongings, but she wasn’t enough of an artisan to make a hanging rack for the elaborately embroidered robe. Perhaps someone with that talent would be included on her team. Or she could ask the person who’d created these rooms in the first place. They clearly had skill and power aplenty.

      She grabbed several of her simple working robes from the trunk and deposited the bundle on the nearest shelf. But as she turned back toward her trunk, her stomach rumbled. Oh, clechtan. Food. She’d used enough energy fixing the gap in the cavern’s shielding to accelerate her hunger. Too bad she’d forgotten something so basic as nourishment. The group bringing the provisions wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow, and her useless brother hadn’t seen fit to remind her of that fact.

      She would ask the guards beside the portal if they had extra food. If not, she would have to return to Moranaia. What a ridiculous situation. Ralan would mock her once she returned to Braelyn, and Lord Lyr would surely find her rude and indecisive. But it couldn’t be helped.

      Dria was almost to the bottom of the circular stairs when her cursed brother appeared. She stopped an arm’s length away and glared. “Something you forgot to tell me?”

      Ralan lifted a shoulder. “Quite a few things, I imagine. Come on. Surely you can bear my company long enough to have dinner at Braelyn?”

      “Don’t you already know my answer?” she demanded.

      “I would if I bothered to Look.” His expression took on a somber cast. “I’ve learned not to examine every detail, Dria. I try to stick to the major threads, and dinner isn’t one of them.”

      She smiled sweetly. “I hope Father doesn’t rely on you to plan formal feasts anymore, then.”

      Ralan made a rude face at her, but his eyes twinkled with humor. “Not as yet.”

      Her breath caught at the bit of banter, so reminiscent of earlier times. Happier ones. She marched down the remaining stairs and pushed past him, heading for the portal. His footsteps echoed behind her, but she forced herself to ignore him—if only for a moment. She couldn’t fall back into their friendship, not after what he’d done.

      Ralan loved Kenaren so much that he left his dear sister behind. Guess you’re no better than the rest of us, after all.

      You must be a freak like Kien. No wonder Prince Ralan ran away.

      Everyone knows the king loves Ralan the most. Now he’s stuck with a whiny, useless daughter. And Teyark, but he’s too honorable to hate.

      I hope your teacher isn’t showing you any blood magic. Oh, maybe Ralan Saw you turning your fire on him. Kien liked to torture with his magic, so perhaps the royal mages all bear that flaw.

      What’s the matter, Dria? Your big brother not here to stand guard anymore?

      Dria shook her head to clear her mind of the voices. Yes, she’d borne far too many years of mockery on her brothers’ behalf.

      “Dria?”

      She smoothed her expression before she glanced back at her brother. “Yes?”

      “You never said if you are joining me and the others for dinner.”

      Dria nodded, hiding her clenched fists in the folds of her robe. She rarely allowed herself to think of the past, but being around her brother dredged it up. “So long as the Myern doesn’t mind. I would not wish to impose upon him after my refusal.”

      Ralan surprised her by chuckling. “Trust me when I say that a slight change in dinner plans is one of the least odd things Lyr has had to deal with lately. And be warned. You may end up dining with a dragon.”

      She blinked. Then the mental image of a dragon crammed into an average dining room popped into her mind, and she laughed. “You’re jesting.”

      He shook his head. “Believe it or not, no. No joke here. Her name is Kezari, and from all I’ve heard, she is the one largely responsible for reforming this cavern. But she will shift into elven form if she joins us.”

      Well. That explained Ralan’s comment about strange happenings at the Myern’s estate. If Lord Lyrnis had a dragon as guest, Dria’s presence would be of little note. What was it about this day? First an Unseelie prince and now a dragon.

      “Fine,” she said. “Let’s go.”
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      The Myern’s dining room was smaller than Dria had expected, but she hadn’t visited many estates in this region. Instead of the larger stone structures of the palace or the Citadel, this building had been constructed around and between the massive trees. As such, the oval dining room with its walls full of windows was more intimate than she was accustomed to. Only a single long table filled the center.

      Most of the chairs were taken already. Since dinner was about to be served, Ralan made quick work of introducing her to Lady Meli, the Myern’s bonded, and his daughter, Arlyn. Beside Arlyn was her bonded, Kai, and then the mage teacher Selia and her husband, Aris. Dria had already met Cora and Eri, but there was also a boy named Iren next to Eri. The mage’s son? She barely had time to make note before Ralan introduced Lord Lyr’s mother, Lady Lynia, and the dragon, Kezari.

      As she took her seat between Meli and Ralan, Dria tried not to stare at the dragon in the guise of an elf. Dark golden-blond hair streamed around the woman’s thinly clad body, and she tilted her head at an odd, almost birdlike angle as she studied Dria in return. Even after Dria had shifted her attention to her empty plate, she could still sense Kezari’s gaze pinning her from the far end of the table.

      Hopefully, the dragon wasn’t considering her for a snack.

      Ralan leaned close. “Relax,” he whispered.

      His words had the opposite effect, but she refused to show it. Though tension coiled in her stomach until her hunger evaporated, she relaxed her hands in her lap and loosened her hunched shoulders. Instead of answering Ralan, she turned to the Myern’s bonded as several members of the household streamed in with platters.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Meli,” Dria said. “I appreciate your warm welcome on such short notice. I do hope my eagerness to get started on my work was not interpreted as a slight on your hospitality.”

      “Not at all,” the lady answered with a smile. “I more than understand wishing to complete an errand with all speed. And please, call me Meli, Princess. That is correct since your rank is higher, is it not? I’m still learning about your hierarchy.”

      Meli wasn’t from Moranaia? Dria almost scanned the other woman to read her energy signature, but she resisted. It would be quite rude under these circumstances. “Technically, yes. But I would rather be called Dria.”

      “Very well,” Meli said.

      The Myern passed a platter to Meli, who stared down at the contents with a slight frown. Once she grabbed a piece and passed it down, Dria saw why. The oblong, golden brown lump looked like bread, but it smelled savory, like meat and spice. Curious. Meat pies were typically served in a dish, not in a loaf. Despite her confusion, Dria placed one on her plate anyway.

      She passed the platter on to Ralan and received the next one from Meli. This one held…toasted nesel cuttings? She’d never had these any way except mashed and sweetened. Had cuisine shifted so much in this region? The plains elves had a few dishes that varied from those she’d had at court, but nothing quite this different. Who in the world would think to toast nesel?

      But Dria dutifully took a serving and gave the plate to her brother. Never let it be said that she, unlike Ralan, had forgotten her manners. She might not want to be a princess, but she would act like one. No rude comments, even if the food was unusual—and some of her table companions even more so.

      A princess could certainly dine with a dragon with aplomb.

      As the others served themselves, the Myern caught Dria’s gaze. “You will find that we are far less formal at our meal than you may be used to. I hope it does not cause you alarm.”

      Alarm? No. But it was disconcerting to be unceremonious with so many strangers. Still, Dria shook her head politely. “Of course not.”

      “We are quite blended here,” Lyr continued. “My daughter is part human and only arrived a few months ago. Meli traveled from Alfheim not long after, Cora is from Galare, and of course Kezari is from the Isle of Dragons. Not to mention Ralan’s long sojourn on Earth. But we manage to find a ready peace.”

      A part human woman, a Galaren, and one of the rare Ljósálfar, all at one table? Dria fought for composure at that revelation. “I will endeavor to keep that in mind.”

      Once the last of the food was served, Dria glanced around, trying to determine what she was supposed to eat first, but everyone else appeared equally confused. Finally, the Myern’s daughter lifted a strip of nesel and took a bite. Her expression shifted from curious to exasperated, but at least she didn’t look disgusted.

      A strange, uncertain silence fell as the others followed Arlyn’s lead. The toasted nesel wasn’t horrible, exactly, but it was bland. And the meat bread might be edible, but the inside wasn’t nearly as juicy as a pie. At least the flavor was good, if less spicy than she was accustomed to.

      After a few bites, Arlyn set her bread down, her shoulders slumping. “It was a good attempt, but it isn’t quite the same.”

      Her bonded, Kai, groaned. “That’s it. I’m going through the portal.”

      “You can’t bring Earth food back here,” Lyr said calmly, though his expression was pained. “The time shift in the Veil does strange things to it, and there’s a risk of contamination.”

      “We can use the new portal.”

      Dria’s eyebrows lifted at that. He wanted to use the portal in the outpost to fetch food, of all things? “That is not advisable,” she found herself saying.

      Kai’s nostrils flared. “Forgive me, Princess Dria, but—”

      “I placed her in charge,” Ralan interrupted. “If you haven’t yet heard.”

      “And she’s right,” Arlyn said, giving Kai a sharp glance. “Pregnancy cravings are awful, but they don’t justify the risk of exposing the outpost. I do appreciate your attempt to get me a hamburger and fries, though.”

      Comprehension flooded Dria. The woman was pregnant, and they’d tried to create Earth food for her. She found herself smiling at the sweetness of the gesture. “I’m sorry,” Dria said.

      “It’s okay,” the other woman answered. “It’s not like you have the same ingredients to work with here.”

      On Ralan’s other side, Cora murmured, “A burger would have been nice.”

      Ralan chuckled, and his bonded elbowed him in the side. “Sorry, love,” he said, though he didn’t sound particularly repentant.

      Did he ever?

      Finally, as the plates were being cleared, the dragon spoke to Dria. “You will want my aid in fortifying the outpost, yes?”

      Despite the inquiry, Dria had the feeling it wasn’t a question. “I am more than capable of building defenses against attack. I am a trained battle mage, and that includes a significant knowledge of shielding.”

      “I do not speak of that.” Kezari tapped her fingers against the table. “There is more than magic needed. I am rested now. I would like to refine my work.”

      Her work. Of course. The dragon must have carved out the rooms in the cavern. “If you are volunteering to make the rooms more comfortable, I would be more than happy to accept.”

      Kezari inclined her head. “Yes. My skizik and his wife will aid also.”

      Dria blinked, uncertain what a skizik was or who they might be married to. On the other side of the table, Lady Selia chuckled. “She means my husband. The word refers to a dragon’s rider or helper.”

      “I see,” Dria answered. Even though she didn’t. “It would be an honor to have a mage and teacher of your skill present.”

      Selia smiled gently. “I was there when the portal was created, so I might be able to provide insight. And my husband is a life mage. He helped Kezari construct the outpost.”

      A life mage? The ability to sense and manipulate the essence of life was a rare thing indeed.

      “Oh!” a small voice called from the end of the table, and Dria peeked around Ralan and Cora to see young Eri dancing in her seat. “I helped make the portal. Can I go, too?”

      “No,” Ralan said, his tone somehow hard, exasperated, and affectionate at the same time. A curious blend. “You are fortunate enough to be allowed at this dinner. Do not test your luck.”

      “It was a small strand, anyway,” the girl muttered, returning her attention to her food.

      Dria snapped her mouth closed before anyone noticed her gaping. Her niece was a seer like Ralan…and the child had helped establish a portal between dimensions. Good gods. Well, it explained the odd reaction Dria had received when she’d claimed that children were never a distraction. If Eri took after Ralan, she no doubt left a swath of trouble in her wake.

      “We will go in the morning,” the dragon said.

      “I will return to the cavern after dinner,” Dria answered. “There was already one incursion, and—”

      “Vek will not return until tomorrow.” Ralan waved his hand. “And I See no hint of any other trouble. You should rest here.”

      Dria ground her teeth together. If anyone else had suggested it, she might have cooperated. But she couldn’t give him the satisfaction. “No. Your Sight is not infallible, and I have work to do at my assigned post.”

      Was it her imagination, or did he wince? But he merely nodded. “Very well. We’ll go in waves. You tonight, Kezari, Selia, and Aris along with a few helpers in the morning, and then the guards and mages later in the day.”

      His capitulation was a small victory, but somehow, she didn’t feel like she’d won.
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      Vek slumped onto the couch. Dread pervaded his senses, but he wasn’t sure if it heralded doom or was a sign of his turmoil. Fen plopped down on the other section of the L-shaped couch, but he appeared more quizzical than upset.

      “What in the hell is going on?” Fen asked.

      “A great deal, unfortunately.” Vek hated having to explain this. “My father demanded more than I take you on as a student when I spoke to him.”

      The room grew quiet as Vek tried to formulate the best explanation. Finally, Fen’s brow quirked. “I don’t suppose you’re going to, you know, tell me? Sometime this millennium? You’re likely to die of old age before I am, but I don’t want to push it.”

      “Shut up,” Vek said, glaring for good measure. Not that his nephew would care. “You aren’t going to like this, but I suppose I should explain quickly. I’m supposed to infiltrate the new Moranaian enclave, kill the leader, and wrest the power they’ve gathered away from them.”

      “What?” Fen shook his head and then rubbed at his face. “That doesn’t… Why?”

      Vek’s brow furrowed. “I…”

      “It doesn’t make sense,” Fen said. “Why would the king of the Unseelie want to antagonize the Moranaians? There would be a war for sure. Damn, I can’t believe you’re even considering it. They saved my ass twice at least. Is that why you didn’t want to tell me? Because I’d try to stop you?”

      “Fen.” Vek lifted his hands, palms outward. “Calm down. I know you wouldn’t cooperate. And I can’t…there are many reasons I can’t complete this mission. If the Moranaians have done what I think with that energy and created a portal, there’s no power to take, and the woman in charge of the colony…she’s my mate.”

      That shut Fen up. Alas, though, not for long. “Unseelie mate? You mean like the Moranaian soulbonds? No one told me that was a thing. Not that any of you bastards, no offense, cared to teach me much of anything about our people.”

      “It hardly seemed relevant, considering your age,” Vek said. Dammit, he’d hoped to put this discussion off for even longer. “Haven’t you ever felt an inexplicable pull toward another? A strong connection, mind you, not mere interest.”

      “I…” Fen’s voice trailed off, and his skin went pale. “You knew.”

      Vek smiled. “That Maddy and Anna could be mates to you? Yes. Snobbery wasn’t the reason I wouldn’t let you take Maddy’s blood. Do not do so unless you are certain you wish to bind yourself to her. Or both of them. Whatever you choose.”

      “Shit.”

      “Pretty much all around,” Vek agreed. “But you can worry about your love life later. I have to figure out how to tell my father that I can’t complete this task without doom befalling my mother’s family. You did ask a valuable question, Fen. Why does he want this? I knew he would be furious about the wall being destroyed, but it isn’t cause for such a drastic move.”

      Fen snorted. “Yet you were going to do it until you realized the leader was your mate.”

      “I wasn’t.” Suddenly weary, Vek rubbed at his temples. “I didn’t go there tonight with the intent to harm. It was reconnaissance only.”

      “If you say so.”

      Vek stood, unwilling to debate the matter. “I have much to think about. Tomorrow, we will meet with Princess Dria as planned, and then we will consider what to do next. For now, we should rest.”

      Before Fen could argue, Vek spun away and left the room, heading for the sanctuary of his sleeping chamber. It would be hours before he slept, but he did need to think. Something was going on, and he needed to figure out what.

      Sooner rather than later.
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      Dria circled the portal in the middle of the cavern once more as she waited for her first visitors to arrive. She was tired enough that if she stood still, she might doze on her feet. She’d only realized after walking into her room that the stone beds hadn’t been fitted with mattresses, so she’d spent an uncomfortable night tossing and turning atop a pile of her robes. Every time she had managed to drift to sleep, she’d been awakened by some strange sound or another. Why had she insisted on returning last night?

      Because she was a prideful idiot, that was why.

      She had dressed in her least wrinkled gown and an overrobe depicting the Citadel at sunset, and she had even coiled her shoulder-length hair into a court-worthy braid topped with a circlet. She looked the part of a princess, albeit a slightly rumpled one, but inside, she felt like an imposter. A hungry, grumpy, tired imposter.

      The portal’s light shifted, and she tamped down her frustration so she could greet her brother and the others. By the time she’d circled around to the base of the dais, Ralan, Selia, Aris, and Kezari had already stepped through. Her brother lifted a brow and then smirked at the sight of Dria’s formal wear, but she pinched her lips tight and resisted making a comment. If he wanted to dress as though he were spending his day in his rooms instead of greeting a prince of a foreign nation, that was his choice.

      Her own selection had nothing to do with Vek being her potential soulbonded.

      Much.

      Dria shifted out of the way as the group descended, allowing more people to stream in behind them. Several people levitated trunks full of supplies through, and she directed them to the appropriate rooms as quickly as she could. All the while, she was annoyingly aware of the initial group that watched her every move. Particularly her brother.

      He’d placed her in charge. Was he surprised that she’d taken initiative? Before trying to sleep, she’d toured the entire complex, deciding where to set everything up. She’d made note of storehouses and sleeping quarters, dining rooms and refreshing rooms. Ralan might have dumped the responsibility on her, but she would own it as though it was granted by the king himself.

      Finally, she turned back to the others. “Forgive me for not giving a proper welcome. I’d like to get things set up right away.”

      Ralan’s grin widened. “I knew you were the correct choice.”

      Dria chose to ignore those words lest she end up pummeling her brother in front of everyone. “How long until the mages and the rest of the warriors arrive?”

      “The first of the guards should arrive around midday. The mages were supposed to be with them, but there has been a slight delay. They should be here by evening,” Ralan answered.

      “And I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what I’m supposed to have them do?” Dria curled her toes inside her boots, a handy outlet for frustration that the others couldn’t see. “Father wasn’t specific.”

      Ralan shrugged. “Later. We should head up to greet Vek.”

      “How…” She shook her head. “Never mind.”

      Selia stepped forward. “If you’ll forgive my interruption? We would be pleased to help organize while you are otherwise occupied.”

      It took effort for Dria not to bristle at the offer. Nothing but sincerity filled the other mage’s eyes, but Dria couldn’t help feeling intimidated. Selia was a well-respected teacher with several centuries more experience than Dria. A couple of Dria’s peers had trained with her before coming to the Citadel.

      “Unless you would rather we wait?” Selia asked softly.

      Dria shoved aside that tiny thread of insecurity. “Of course not. We could use things like shelving, clothing racks, tables and other furniture, and decent mattresses. I formed a few shelves in my room with my limited earth magic, but I can’t manipulate stone well enough to do more.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have the required talents to manufacture much of what you need,” Selia admitted, no sign of embarrassment on her face. “But I will do what I can.”

      Kezari tipped her head back and peered at the staircase above as though she could see through to the chambers. Maybe she could. “I can form such things. I have seen them in your elven habitations. Soft things, though, I cannot do.”

      Selia smiled. “We will figure it out.”

      The mage’s husband shifted on his feet with a considering frown. He seemed like a somber man, dark in a way Dria couldn’t place. Haunted, maybe. He shoved his fingers through his brown and green hair in a restless motion, but his gaze was steady when it met hers.

      “I will see about coaxing forth a garden in the space we created,” he said.

      “Come on,” Ralan interrupted. “Or they’ll be through the entrance before we are there to greet them.”

      “Then they’ll wait,” Dria snapped.

      But she made haste to thank the others and head toward the stairs. She had a duty to greet her visitors, after all.
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      Vek wiped his palms surreptitiously against his pants as he stared at the entrance formed in the ground. It was foolish to be nervous, but his heart refused to heed reason. And Fen’s curious glances did nothing to help. His nephew had asked more than once what Vek intended to do after this meeting, but he’d refused to answer. Namely because he didn’t know.

      He’d barely slept the night before, and none of his pacing or worrying had helped. Fen’s question kept ringing through his head. Why? Why such a drastic measure? In all the centuries that Vek had worked for his father, the king had never threatened Vek’s other family members. He’d never resorted to anything resembling bribery, and he hadn’t needed to. The reason for the action had always been incentive enough.

      What didn’t the king want Vek to know?

      “Something wrong?” Fen asked.

      An army’s worth of things were wrong, but Vek had no intention of discussing any of them. Not right now. “Just doing a final check of the shield. It should be clear.”

      Fen had to know he was lying, but for once, he didn’t try to call him on it. Vek brushed past his nephew and lowered himself through the hole, bracing for the short drop. But the entrance’s spell caught at him slightly, and he landed gently on his feet. More comfortable than their improvised entrance had been.

      Vek shifted aside as Fen dropped through. Then they advanced through the small room and into the larger entry chamber where they’d encountered his mate. Ah, she’d been beautiful. Fiery, too. She might have caught him in that paralyzing spell if it hadn’t been so similar to the one Selia had used on him not long ago. He’d been certain to perfect a counter spell to avoid the same scenario.

      It was almost too bad. He could always go for a bit of friendly bondage. Well, without his nephew present, of course—that would be too strange even for him. Perhaps he should have left Fen at home this time, since it would be far easier for Vek to find out how amenable Dria might be to such things when he wasn’t babysitting.

      But no. Then he might be tempted to truly mate with her, and that would only compound their issues. Better to keep his distance entirely.

      “Uncle?”

      At Fen’s soft question, Vek realized that his steps had slowed. Curse it. Ignoring his nephew’s knowing look, he picked up the pace once more. He needed to focus. Instead of letting his thoughts drift to sex, he should be scanning the area for any threat. He might have been invited, but that didn’t mean he’d be welcomed.

      This time, the princess strode through the door rather than darting from around a column, and she wasn’t alone—her brother was with her. But Vek barely acknowledged Ralan. Instead, he stopped in the center of the room and stared at Dria. Gods above and below. She’d worn court garb. He’d never been able to resist a powerful woman in formal clothing.

      He was in so much trouble.

      Beside him, Fen snickered, but Vek couldn’t be bothered to tell him off. He was too enchanted by the glint of mage light on the princess’s dark red hair and the shift and flow of her dress over her beautifully curved form. Her overrobe trailed behind her, and the golds and browns of the embroidery almost blended in against the cave floor. The garment seemed to be emblazoned with a nature scene. He’d love to see the design—once he’d peeled the robe from her delectable body.

      And the way she held herself, so tall and proud. Princess Dria would take shit from no one, including him. Damn, that was sexy. He enjoyed women when he pleased—but more importantly, when they pleased. Far too many had been drawn to his darkness only to run away when given a chance to explore it. But Dria…she was a woman who would never flee.

      As Dria and Ralan halted in front of them, Vek sent out a prayer of thanks for his years at the Unseelie court. Fen might have guessed why he’d stopped, but no one else would. Vek had long learned to keep his expression neutral and his body relaxed but confident. And above all? He’d mastered hiding his desires.

      “We meet again,” Ralan said, a hint of…something in his tone. Not quite anger, but Vek couldn’t place it. “I’m given to understand that you were introduced to my sister yesterday?”

      A curiously abrupt greeting from a Moranaian, but Ralan had always been an odd one. “Not formally.”

      Ralan’s smile was tight but not exactly strained. “Then allow me to do the honors.”

      There was no mistaking the startled tilt of Dria’s brows at those words, but she smoothed her expression quickly. Even so, there was tension in the hands she gripped in front of her waist. There was something going on between these two, some subtext that Vek couldn’t define. Interesting…and possibly useful.

      “Vek,” Ralan said. “Allow me to introduce Moranai Feraien i Driathen Moreln nai Moranaia.”

      “A certain pleasure,” Vek murmured.

      He could have sworn she shivered.

      Irritation flashed in Ralan’s eyes for a moment, but he continued. “Dria, this is Prince Vekenayeth anh Torekthayed of the Unseelie.”

      She smiled. “I am gratified to meet you. Properly.”

      Ah, the politely worded rebuke of the Moranaian. He had a feeling she was a master. There was no censure on her face, but he had no doubt that she referred to his incursion the evening before. As well she should. He’d tried to defer the wrongdoing yesterday, but she had been correct in her assessment. Manipulating the truth was beneath him.

      “Perhaps this might herald a new start between us,” Vek said. He could use one after bungling their first meeting. “I am not an enemy of your people. Generally speaking.”

      She lifted a brow. “Sounds promising.”

      Though a litany of curses streamed through his head at his fumbling, Vek forced himself to smile. “I meant only that we are not formal allies. I’m afraid my Moranaian is not flawless.”

      Ralan frowned. “If you are here to—”

      “You should go.” Dria’s lips thinned into a line as she scowled at her brother. “Since you’ve completed the introduction.”

      Pain flickered briefly across Ralan’s face, but he nodded. Oh yes, Vek decided. There was absolutely some conflict between these two. An interesting development. When Vek had visited Moranaia a few centuries before, Ralan had spoken of his sister with affection and an ease that implied no disagreement. Not one like this.

      “Fine,” Ralan said. “But know that the strands are murky in this. Tread carefully.”

      Dria’s eyes widened at that pronouncement, but she didn’t call her brother back for further explanation when he departed. Vek might have been fascinated by that bit of foretelling himself if a cold wash of unease hadn’t trickled down his spine at the words. He couldn’t know for sure, but he didn’t think the prince had been referring specifically to this meeting. There was more in play than that.

      What a surprise.

      Once Ralan was gone, Dria glanced between him and Fen. “Now. You stated yesterday that you are here on behalf of your father.”

      Vek could have sworn that he’d seen a spark of attraction in her eyes at their last meeting, but she was currently all business. Just as well—or so he tried to tell himself. “We detected an unusual concentration of energy in this location. I was in this cave before the wall restraining Earth’s magic shattered, but I was not privy to the outcome.”

      “And why not?” Dria asked, a hint of chill to her tone. “If you were not entrusted to our secrets at the time, I’d say there was good cause.”

      Vek ground his teeth together. “I have worked with Ralan, Cora, Selia, and Aris. In fact, I owe them a debt of honor.”

      Before she could answer, Fen spoke up. “It’s my fault. Poisoned energy made me ill, and my uncle was too concerned for my health to risk staying here. If not for me, he would have his answers already.”

      Her expression softened at that. “I see. Nevertheless, there’s no reason why the Unseelie should be given access to our secrets.”

      “This is not Moranaia.” Vek leaned closer. A mistake, as her sweet honeyed scent reached him again. Just like before, his traitorous body hardened, but he managed to hide his reaction. “Whether it is truly your domain is up for debate.”

      “Well, it isn’t yours. The Unseelie have no claim here.” Dria’s throat worked, and her voice went breathy. “You have no claim.”

      Had interest flickered in her eyes? By force of will, he kept himself from taking a step back. Or forward. “Are you planning some action against me? I assure you I am more than prepared for any type of assault.”

      Vek could have sworn he heard Fen snort at the double meaning.

      Dria’s lips parted, her cheeks going pink. “I—”

      “By the gods, Dree.” Ralan’s voice cut across the room from the direction of the doorway. “Bring him down to the portal. I wouldn’t have introduced him if I found him untrustworthy.”

      At that, her skin filled with more color until her face almost matched her hair. But it wasn’t entirely embarrassment. Oh, no. The bulk of it was fury, and that was more than warranted. Couldn’t Ralan see how he undercut his sister’s authority, or was he simply too blind to notice?

      Dria glared over her shoulder at Ralan. “Interrupt me one more time, and I swear to all that is holy that I will suspend you over the central chamber in a week-long holding spell. I’m sure your bonded will understand. After all, she has to live with you.”

      Vek’s lips twitched. “Don’t be so hard on him, princess. He must have grown soft living amongst the humans.”

      Ralan’s eyes narrowed, but it was worth it to see humor on Dria’s face. “This is none of your business, Vek,” Ralan said.

      “He’s the one I was talking to, not you.” Dria huffed as she turned her back on her brother. “Tell me, Prince Vek. Can you give me any reason why I should trust you?”

      “Honestly?” Vek shrugged, unwilling to lie even if he didn’t volunteer the entire truth. “Not really.”

      Her brows rose. “Your negotiation tactics could use some work.”

      “Though there is one thing,” he found himself saying. “You are mine.” He captured her gaze and held it. “And I am yours.”

      Damn, he hadn’t intended to say that.

      Could the situation get any worse?
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      A maelstrom of emotions froze Dria in place. Surely to all the gods he hadn’t just laid claim to her in the middle of a cave on the second day they’d met. Not in any binding way, but… She shook her head, but the motion didn’t clear her confusion. Even Vek himself appeared stunned, his mouth hanging open as though she had been the one to drop that little blast spell between them.

      “Have you lost your senses?” she hissed.

      Vek twisted his fingers in his short white hair. “It is entirely possible.”

      His nephew laughed, his chuckles echoing around the large chamber until she wanted to scream. Dria refused to look back to see how her brother was reacting. Miaran. What was she supposed to do now? Whether he’d intended to or not, Vek’s claim complicated matters. If she admitted their potential bond, she would have far less reason to openly mistrust him.

      Soulbonds happened between people who were perfect complements, didn’t they? To question his character would be to cast aspersions on her own. After all, how often did such links go wrong? She’d never heard of a bond being broken or denied, although she’d always been taught it was possible.

      She could reject his words, but it would be a great dishonor to lie about such a thing—not to mention hurt any chance of a future relationship.

      “You aren’t Moranaian,” she finally muttered, stalling.

      A sardonic smile twisted his lips. “I believe we have indeed established that.”

      Gods, she wanted to hit him. “I’ve not heard of the Unseelie practicing the soulbond.”

      “We don’t,” he said, and her heart lurched. Then Vek eased closer, so near she could almost feel his body heat. “But we blood elves mate. Not many outside of our people know. You see? I’ve shown you a bit of trust by sharing a secret.”

      A lump formed in her throat as she stared into his pale eyes. His energy brushed against hers until she trembled, and there was no mistaking the edge of desire humming through his aura. “If you attempt to force some kind of link between us, I will not be pleased,” she whispered.

      Quick as thought, he traced a finger softly down her cheek. “Ah, dearest, my kind has no need of trickery. Our mates are willing participants in the process.”

      Though her mouth went dry, Dria brushed his hand away. She wouldn’t be mesmerized. “A fine coincidence. So are ours. Shall I recite the bonding words to begin?”

      He took a hasty step back at that, and she almost laughed. Vek might recognize the truth, but that didn’t mean he intended to act on it. He was using the link to get past her defenses. Well, she could end that little game. Ralan obviously wanted her to show him the portal, and Vek was desperate enough to see it that he would flirt with her. She might as well guide him to the main chamber so he could satisfy his curiosity and then send him on his way.

      Hopefully for good.
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      Still stunned, Vek trailed behind Dria through another empty room. What in the infinite hells of darkest creation had he been thinking? He didn’t want a mate, even one as magnificent as Dria, but he’d almost called her bluff and told her to begin. She’d been visibly angry at his silence, but he hadn’t been able to say a word lest he somehow end up begging.

      Fen gave him a mental prod, and when Vek established the connection, he winced at the humor suffusing his nephew’s surface thoughts. “You’re a fucking idiot,” Fen sent.

      “I am aware,” Vek answered dryly. “But I suppose your mind is always clear around your potential mates?”

      That certainly ended Fen’s taunting. He cut off the connection with a snap so sharp Vek almost found himself chuckling despite the situation. The truth hurt—or so he’d always heard. But it was usually what the listener most needed to hear. Why else would it cause such pain and chaos?

      In silence, Vek followed Dria as she marched along a short corridor and started down a flight of steps. If one could call the massive spiral to the floor of the cavern a mere flight. His mouth went dry as he peered over the side to examine the glowing archway below, but he couldn’t bear to study the structure from this height. Instead, he eased closer to the wall and glanced down the corridors that branched off at each level.

      Despite that, his unease grew with each step, although he wasn’t typically afraid of heights. He lived in the underrealms, his very home built into a cave much like this one. And while the absence of railing here seemed a reckless oversight, it shouldn’t account for his current state. He could always use a suspending spell if he tumbled over the side.

      At the base of the staircase, Dria didn’t so much as pause. But Vek’s body seized so suddenly that Fen crashed into his back with an oomph.

      “What the hell?” his nephew muttered.

      Vek couldn’t answer. He could barely even breathe. Panic and fury surged through him as his magic and his body were frozen, the hold so complete no simple spell could be to blame. Neither Selia nor Dria had done this.

      Then his magic began to drain away, the power sucked from his blood until his very veins burned and his muscles chilled and spasmed.

      They’d brought him down to kill him.

      Someone cried out, but he couldn’t move his eyes to see who. All he could focus on was Dria. She spun around, and surprise wiped away any traces of her anger. She stared for a moment before rushing forward, magic glowing in her hands. He wanted to tell her not to touch him. To back away. But he couldn’t.

      “Dria, stop,” Ralan called from across the cavern. “That spell is not of Moranaian design.”

      She halted an arm’s length away. Her forehead furrowed as she scanned his body, but she didn’t try to use the magic gathered in her palms. “What is this?”

      Another figure came into view—the dragon in her elven form. Vek would have scowled if it were possible. Of course she was involved in this. He should have known. But even as he had the thought, he noticed the confusion pulling down her brows. Could she be innocent of this treachery?

      A furious hiss sounded from behind him. Fen. Fortunately, his nephew was wise enough not to step down beside him. “Release my uncle,” Fen snapped. “You have broken the peace of this meeting. After I defended you all to him, too.”

      “Have we?” Aris stepped forward, a glowing green sword in hand. “There must be a reason Vek triggered this spell. Selia, did you—”

      “This isn’t something I set up,” the woman in question said.

      Vek’s vision began to waver as the pain picked up in intensity. Fuck, it felt like his veins were being ripped out. He tried to shout. Scream. Beg. Anything to make it end.

      Then it did.
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      Before Dria could decide what to do, Vek crumpled. His nephew managed to catch him in time to keep him from hitting his head on the stairs, but just barely. Grunting, Fen hauled Vek to safety, stretching him out beside the staircase before turning to face Dria. She’d never seen the younger man as anything but affable, but he was far from that now.

      Not with fangs bared and earth magic rumbling around him like an earthquake threatening to break.

      “What did you do?” he snarled.

      Dria opened her mouth to explain, but she had no explanation for this. She’d probed the spell as best she could, searching for some hint on how to break it, but it hadn’t been like anything she’d seen before. Similar in parts, but the power of the spell itself had been blinding, too intense to allow close scrutiny. “This isn’t my fault.”

      A small army of stones rose to circle around Fen’s head as he glared at her. “If my uncle dies—”

      “Stand down, boy.”

      The rough, sardonic voice sliced through the air out of nowhere, and the rocks spinning around Fen dropped to the ground in a small skittering avalanche. Dria whipped around, widening her defenses to include the helpless Vek out of instinct, in time to see a man step out of the shadows near the cavern wall. She knew two things at once—he hadn’t been there a moment before, and he was not one of the elves.

      Flames crackled through his hair and glinted like suggestions in his eyes as he glided closer. He paused to nod at Aris and Selia, who stared in shocked recognition, and then smirked at Ralan before continuing in Dria’s direction. Her skin prickled as his focus landed on her. Absolutely not an elf.

      “You are correct. Although…” The stranger lifted a shoulder. “Well, we could spend hours detailing my lineage.”

      Dria swallowed against a mouth gone dry. “Who…?”

      He laughed. “I am Loki, god of a great deal of shit. Doesn’t matter.”

      “Is this your fault?” Fen called from behind Dria.

      She wanted to advise him to remain silent, but she couldn’t manage to form words herself.

      “When Vekenayeth anh Torekthayed approaches the portal, it will be with pure intent or not at all,” the god said. “Take him from this place until he knows the entire truth.”

      None of this made sense. She was on Earth. She’d always heard that human gods no longer walked amongst their people, at least not openly. Even Moranaian deities rarely did so.

      “I don’t know if I’d call myself a god of anyone in particular, including humans,” Loki said as though she’d spoken aloud. “But that’s not important. There is a great deal awakening, and not all of it is good. There’s only so much crazy even I can deal with.”

      Vek’s groan echoed from the staircase.

      “Don’t let him back in here until he has learned the truth from his father.” The twin flames of Loki’s gaze enthralled her, freezing her answer before it could form. “Beyond that, well…don’t offer him blood until you’ve started the bond. And try not to wait too long.”

      No amount of training could peel her tongue from the roof of her mouth. The power pouring from the god before her was staggering, and she got the impression from his relaxed demeanor that he was toning it down. Unbelievable.

      Then it was over.

      He spun away, nodding at the others as he strolled toward the edge of the cavern—and disappeared. Staring at the spot, Dria sucked in a deep breath. That was… She clenched her hands until her nails bit into her palm. Intense didn’t cover it.

      And that wasn’t even considering the questions the god’s words had raised.

      Finally, she was able to turn back to Vek and Fen, who sat on the stairs beside his uncle with a dazed look on his face. Fen blinked several times, though it was a moment before he appeared able to focus. It was almost as though he’d been physically stunned, but she hadn’t sensed any form of attack magic.

      “Guess I’d better haul his ass home somehow,” Fen muttered. “I knew this was a bad idea.”

      Suspicion trickled into the wake of the god’s passing. “Vek was here to cause trouble,” Dria said.

      “No,” Fen insisted. But then he winced. “Not this time, anyway. The Unseelie King isn’t happy about whatever you have going on down here.”

      Their earlier conversation flicked through her mind.

      “Tell me, Prince Vek. Can you give me any reason why I should trust you?”

      “Honestly?” Vek shrugged. “Not really.”

      He’d all but told her he had bad intentions, then distracted her with talk of their bond. Gods, she was a fool. Vek had been sent here to spy—at the least. There was doubtless more than that if a god had interfered, but she had a feeling Fen wouldn’t give her more information. He’d probably said more than he should have already.

      “Get out of here,” Dria said through gritted teeth. “And tell him to stay away this time.”
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      Naomh didn’t wait for his brother to answer the knock. Meren deserved no courtesy for his treachery, and in any case, Naomh had done far worse than a bit of rudeness. Both of them had. Naomh shut the door as quietly as his ill temper allowed before marching toward Meren. The useless eltor. He sat draped in his favorite chair without a sign of concern on his face.

      “Here without Caolte?” Meren asked in a mocking lilt. “I thought the bastard did nothing but follow at your heels and search for imaginary threats.”

      Though the words rankled, Naomh refused to be distracted. “You may speak to our brother about his activities later. You know perfectly well why I’m here. First, you worked with the Unseelie to murder perfectly innocent Neorans who could have been cured of the energy poisoning. Now, you think to strike the Moranaians?”

      Meren waved a hand. “They’ll stand in the way of any reasonable action we seek to take. If they retreat to their own domain, they’ll remain unharmed.”

      “Have you grown so dishonorable that you’ll fight against your own blood?” Naomh took a step forward, his hands clenching. If his brother couldn’t see reason in this, he was beyond hope. “I have a son among the Moranaians. Your nephew—”

      “I heard the rumors.” Meren straightened in his seat. “But I wasn’t certain you’d be fool enough to claim him. Bad enough that our father dishonored our mother by sleeping with that Unseelie woman, disgracing our blood with Caolte. Now you further weaken our heritage by breeding with a Moranaian. We are a noble house, Naomh. Not that you seem to remember.”

      Naomh kept his grip on his temper and his magic, but it wasn’t a sure thing. Not for long. “Do you want our people to return to the surface badly enough to resort to this darkness?”

      Meren shoved to his feet. “And are you a fool? Have you seen the queen recently? No, of course not. Very few have since she has been near death for months. In the meantime, her daughter botches every decision she attempts to make. Now, there are rumors of true power on Earth. Magic like the old days, and bloodlines awakening. Why should we remain here, our people withering and dying? Our queen dying?”

      The vehemence in his brother’s voice caught Naomh off guard, and for a moment, it almost swayed him. But the matter wasn’t as simple as Meren made it seem. “There are honorable methods we might use to meet that goal.”

      “If you care to wait a few decades. Or centuries.” Meren lifted a brow. “Haven’t you enjoyed your little jaunts to the surface, after all? You might not have physically touched the ground, but you haven’t exactly been innocent.”

      He wasn’t wrong, much to Naomh’s regret. Naomh had believed he could use the disgraced Prince Kien of the Moranaians to stop what he’d sensed was coming—the humans’ discovery of the fae races. He’d hoped that he could find his missing soulbonded so long as he was free to roam without human interference, but the plot had spiraled out of control, threatening the existence of all Naomh had hoped to protect.

      That was why he had to stop this.

      “Leave off with the Unseelie,” Naomh said. “They have no care with their methods.”

      Meren laughed. “And you do?”

      Naomh winced. Yes, he’d helped Kien with the initial energy poisoning. It had been intended to keep the fae in the underhill, not harm them. But few could work with darkness to create good, not without getting caught in the miasma. How well he had learned.

      “Harm Kai and you will regret it.”

      His brother only smirked. “Stand in my way, and you will, as well.”
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      Pain was a worse alarm clock than the shrill device Fen insisted on using, though it pierced through Vek’s head just the same. Groaning, he shoved his forearm against his eyes and took note of his condition. He was partially sitting, slumped against something soft. And his body felt as though it had been beaten by an entire family of angry cave trolls.

      “Hey, don’t move,” Fen shouted from somewhere above.

      Vek grunted some attempt at a reply.

      He reached for his magic so that he could scan the room, but agony ripped through him, drawing out a curse. Drained. He was drained. How long had it been since he’d fed? Deepest depths, but he needed energy. Fast.

      “Blood,” he gasped.

      Muttered curses rang out from above. Then he smelled the tinny scent of blood, but just before the blessed nourishment reached him, another odor clarified.

      Illness.

      “No,” Vek mumbled. “You’re sick.”

      His body shrieked in denial as the blood disappeared, but it was for the best. He was too weak to process disease. Voices tangled around him, but he didn’t try to grasp the meaning. Elves didn’t get sick. Why had Fen brought some human here instead of offering his own blood? And how many humans were there? There were three or four different people speaking.

      The discussion subsided, and a few moments later, Vek smelled blood again. Not human, surely, not with that rich scent. Something nudged against his mouth, and he opened his lips to let the blood trickle through. It only took a few drops for clarity to return. A wrist. Leaning forward, Vek took a few long pulls until the power exploded through him.

      With a groan, he closed the cut with his newly replenished magic and dropped his head back against the couch, only to wince at the feel of the frame through the cushion. But the poorly designed couch was the least of his problems. His muscles twitched and burned as energy poured into his starved body, and his head ached as new senses began to take shape.

      Who had offered him the blood?

      Feck. He was careful—very careful—of his sources. For good reason. He shoved his palms against his temples in a vain attempt to stem the flow of information. Three other people were in the room with him. Fen, Selia, and Aris. Outside, five birds perched on the nearest tree, multiple squirrels darted through the branches, and countless insects skittered through the underbrush. Flies. Mosquitoes. Dear gods, he could count them if he wished.

      “Vek?” Fen asked tentatively.

      With his new talent, Vek scanned his nephew and as feared, found a shadow of something wrong. But it was faint. Nothing like the illness he could have sworn he’d smelled. Had that been an illusion? Like most elves and fae, the magic in a Felshreh’s body wiped out any diseases that tried to take hold. Fen might have had a human father, but he had more than enough power to keep from getting sick.

      “What happened?” Vek asked, his voice sounding rough even to his own ears.

      “The spell that god used on you fucked you up, that’s what,” Fen answered. “Selia was nice enough to make us a portal home so I didn’t have to haul you down the mountain, and Aris gave you blood since you refused mine.”

      “That last part I figured out.” Vek directed a grateful nod to Aris, though the other elf might regret giving aid if he discovered that Vek had gained his talent from the exchange. “But…a god?”

      Selia answered. “Loki, he is called. He helped us set up the portal, and it appears he is protective of it. He forbade us to let you approach.”

      Vek frowned. He’d heard of Loki, of course. There were even rumors that some of the Unseelie might be descendants. But why would a god connected to Earth help the Moranaians against those who might be kin? Even if the tales were wrong, Loki seemed the type to side with the Unseelie over elves from another world.

      “Did he say why?”

      Fen lifted a shoulder. “Something about only letting you approach when your intentions are pure. Oh, and that your father hasn’t told you everything you need to know.”

      Vek let out a long breath. No wonder he’d been escorted here by Selia and Aris. A kindness, sure, but also a guarantee that he was far from their little colony. Loki had apparently told them he wasn’t trustworthy. And who knew what Fen had done or said? If—

      Head snapping up, Vek connected with his nephew. “You didn’t tell Dria I’m supposed to kill her, did you?”

      “Hell, no,” Fen answered, glaring. “I’m not an idiot like you. I told them the Unseelie king was unhappy, but that’s it. Give me some credit.”

      “Perhaps we should go,” Aris said quietly. “There is surely much these two must discuss, and I suspect we don’t want to know the details.”

      Rude though it was, Vek nodded. “I am in your debt once more, but I’m afraid I must agree. This latest event has given me a great deal to consider. But know that I will not forget your assistance.”

      And he wouldn’t. Despite their lack of trust in Vek, the Moranaians had offered aid at every turn. Whereas his own father had deceived him. It was one thing for his relatives to resort to trickery as they competed for influence, but another for the king himself to do it. King Torek had sent him into danger without full knowledge of the situation, a perilous lapse. But a Moranaian had saved him.

      For the first time in Vek’s life, he wanted to kill—or at least soundly throttle—his king.
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      “Yes, here,” Dria directed as Kezari shifted rock like potter’s clay. A pair of body-sized columns rose from the floor, as smooth as a time-worn stalagmite. “You’re good. I’ve rarely seen a master earth mage work with such ease.”

      The dragon woman tilted her head. “They might if they lived in dens like ours. Even air dragons are handy at forming caves, though their work is less elegant.”

      If Dria hadn’t been holding back anger, she might have laughed at the haughty arrogance of the dragon’s tone. Kezari was an interesting one, that was for sure. Her facial expressions and body language didn’t quite match her elven form, and even in the chilly cave, she wore the barest of dresses. On the climb up, Dria had figured out why, though. In close proximity, the dragon emitted an impressive amount of heat.

      Kezari gestured at the columns. “Adequate?”

      After a quick study, Dria nodded. “Perfect. Would it be too much trouble to place more of these in the other rooms while you are creating shelves?”

      “I will do this while I wait for Aris and Selia,” the dragon answered. “It is no trouble to be in this place where the energy still sings.”

      Now, that was an apt description. Dria hadn’t known what to expect from Earth’s energy, but not only had it been abundant, it also possessed both a deeply nuanced and yet buoyant air. Perhaps it was a result of the power being allowed freedom after so long behind a wall? Whatever the reason, it did very much seem to sing.

      “Thank you, Kezari,” Dria said. “I appreciate your help on such a menial task.”

      The dragon shrugged. “With the crisis over, I am not occupied with other duties.”

      Crisis over.

      As Kezari departed, Dria considered those words. Perhaps the dragon’s troubles were finished, but Dria couldn’t say the same. Anger surged to the forefront again. She tried to ignore it, focusing on removing her formal overrobe instead. She hefted the garment over the first of the new columns and smoothed the fabric with trembling fingers.

      She’d been a fool to bother wearing it.

      Dria had told herself it would boost her confidence, but the choice had been more than that. Deep inside, she’d wanted to impress Vek. Gods, how pathetic. He’d been coming here to spy, and he would have used anything, including their potential bond, to ensure he met his goal. And somehow, some way, her brother had been in on it.

      As though summoned, Ralan poked his head around the door. “The first of the guard contingent will be here shortly.”

      She gestured for him to enter. Though his brows rose, he complied, shutting the door behind him. “What are you really doing, Ralan? Is all of this some kind of test? A joke? Or has your allegiance changed in the centuries you’ve been gone?”

      The friendly ease left his expression. “That is unwarranted. You’ve made it clear you are angry at me, but you have no right to call my loyalty into question.”

      “Don’t I?” Dria stepped closer. “You told me Vek was trustworthy. Either you lied, or you’re involved in whatever he is plotting.”

      Her brother didn’t bother to look repentant. “If Loki hadn’t stopped him, one of us would have. It was necessary. I had a vision, and—”

      “Iron take your thrice-cursed visions,” Dria shouted, her hold on her temper snapping. “They’re just so convenient, aren’t they? But they never work as promised. Oh, sure, Dree, I’ll introduce you to your soulbonded. I promise. I’ll tell father which teacher to pick for you. I promise. I’ll direct you to an appointment that won’t make you as miserable as you are here at court. I. Promise. Well, you can shove your promises in a hole and bury them like the dead, disgraced things they are.”

      His expression went slack with shock. “Dree…”

      “Did you expect me to be happy that you abandoned me?” Her hands clenched. “Some protector you were. Once the strength of my gift became apparent, everyone assumed I’d turn out to be as twisted as our brother. People even said I’d driven you off with my perversity. You swore to look after me, but instead, you left me with that. At least until Father sent me away on my eighteenth birthday.”

      “Sent you away?” Ralan’s brows lowered. “He was supposed to wait.”

      “What?” Dria asked.

      “I didn’t forget you,” Ralan said softly. “I told Father before I left that he was to send you to the Citadel when you turned twenty-five. You were to continue working with your regular teacher until then.”

      Her shoulders hunched. “You mean the teacher who fled the rumors a few months after Kien was caught? I had a series of tutors after that, but none would stay for long.”

      Cursing, Ralan speared his fingers into his hair. “I’m sorry. The events surrounding my leaving must have changed the future strands. I didn’t know. I…stopped using my Sight once I was on Earth, unless I had a vision. And I admit I did forget about introducing you to your soulbonded. I’d only had the vaguest idea of it, for the strand was so far in the future it could have been millennia. That promise was buried beneath my pain.”

      “You stopped using your Sight?” The idea seemed impossible considering how much he’d relied on his gift. “That can’t be true.”

      His gaze met hers, and his eyes held so much agony and regret that her own heart ached with it. “Oh, but it is. If Father hadn’t trapped me into spying on the strands concerning Kien and Kenaren, I never would have discovered their treachery. I wouldn’t have argued with Father when he refused to believe me, and I wouldn’t have fled. When I reached Earth, I swore to forego my talent, lest I See something else that would bring ruin. I’ve only resumed using my Sight in the last month or two.”

      Dria took a deep breath as she processed his words, and a new understanding awoke in her, one born of adult logic rather than childish hurts. Ralan might have forgotten his promises to her, but his world had been torn apart, too. He had loved Kenaren. Gods, he’d spent hours talking about the woman, and then he’d found out that she’d planned to murder him to be with Kien. But what had his leaving solved?

      “You shouldn’t have run away,” she whispered.

      “Ah, Dree.” Ralan gripped her hand in his. “It was my only choice. Father couldn’t accept the truth about Kien, and I didn’t want to be murdered to prove him wrong. Now that I have Eri and another child on the way, I can even sympathize. Who wants to believe their own flesh and blood could be capable of such evil? Leaving was meant to be. If I hadn’t gone, I wouldn’t have Eri, and I might not have met Cora. But I am sorry you were hurt in the process.”

      Part of her wanted to let go of her anger—another wanted to cherish it. “I need time to think about this.”

      He tapped his finger on her nose, much as he had when she was a child. “You always do.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize for being yourself,” Ralan answered, smiling. “About Vek…”

      Hah. That was guaranteed to erase any hint of humor. “You were going to tell me why you wanted me to take him to the portal?”

      “No.” His smile widened into a grin. “I already did.”

      She poked him. “Saying you had a vision isn’t exactly descriptive.”

      “You know very well I won’t give the details,” he said. “But it was important for his agenda to be found out now. Other strands are far more complex and dangerous.”

      “Sounds fabulous.”

      “Someday it might be,” Ralan answered, a wealth of meaning in his words. But was he talking about her life or the world in general?

      There were some things she knew better than to ask.
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      Vek tapped his fingers against his leg in time with the heartbeats nudging at his senses. “How did Aris come to be the one who gave me blood?”

      Fen turned from his perusal of the Chattanooga skyline. “Instead of Selia? She offered first, and there was a bit of an argument about it. Something about Aris’s past and how a cut might affect him. But he was determined. Turned paler than you’d believe, though.”

      “Did I dream the part about your offer of blood?”

      Eyebrows drawing together, Fen shook his head. “No. I think you were delusional. I’m not sick. I’m as immune to human ailments as you are, and the energy poisoning was eradicated.”

      Vek heaved himself to his feet with a tired sigh, though his physical weaknesses had disappeared with his renewed energy. But there were more types of exhaustion than those of the body, as he’d had ample cause to learn.

      Striding over to his nephew, Vek scanned him with every spell he knew, including his newfound life magic. Nothing obvious was wrong. Not a thing beyond that shadow he’d detected earlier. A nuanced darkness easily missed. It wasn’t like the poison that Kien had lodged in Fen’s heart, though, the evil that had caused illness and death among so many, including Kethen’s son. This had a different tone.

      “Mind cutting yourself again?” Vek asked. “I’d like to see if I can catch the scent now that I’m awake.”

      With a shrug, Fen slid the tip of one fang along his forearm and offered the small wound to Vek without visible signs of pain. Vek bent close and sniffed, letting each scent process through his senses. Adequate iron, vitamin, and magic levels, though perhaps a bit low on the latter. Nothing that… No. There.

      The barest suggestion of illness—a physical one.

      “You are sick.”

      Fen jerked back, closing the wound before glaring at Vek. “Can’t be.”

      Vek frowned at his nephew. “Perhaps you should have smelled for yourself.”

      Fen flushed. “Is detecting diseases an acquired skill? Because I’ve never noticed anything like that in blood before. I just feed.”

      That gave Vek pause. When had he learned such a thing? It had been second nature for so many centuries that he honestly couldn’t remember if he’d been taught or if he’d picked it up from someone’s blood along the way. His kind might not drink blood as their sole nourishment like traditional vampires, but they did have to ingest it to gain magical energy. And since the body used energy to purge disease, taking in tainted blood would net less power.

      “Hey, do you think it could be left over from drinking from a sick human?” Fen asked hopefully.

      “I’m not sure,” Vek answered. “I can’t recall having checked another blood elf after they’d fed from the ill. How long did you say it had been since you last fed?”

      His nephew’s lips turned down. “Three or four days, I guess.”

      “Your body should have purged anything by now.”

      “Even with my human nature?” Fen rubbed at the spot on his arm where he’d made the cut. “Maybe it was a serious disease and my body is sluggish after the energy poisoning. I feel fine.”

      Though it was tempting to accept that explanation, his nephew’s exhaustion after their climb up the mountain suggested otherwise. “You should see a healer just in case.”

      Fen shot him a dry look. “Like who? We don’t need to give your father another excuse to kill me by showing up in the Unseelie court with a mystery illness to treat. Oh, and you just alienated the Moranaians. There’s Maddy, but…”

      “Her gift is not honed.”

      “Not just that.” Fen blanched. “After what you told me about the whole mate thing, I don’t know if… Maybe I should avoid her. If she and Anna could both be my mate, things could get awkward fast. Not a choice I want to make any time soon.”

      Vek chuckled softly. “You must be young if you’ve never been with more than one lover at a time. In the last couple of centuries alone, I’ve—”

      “I didn’t say that,” Fen grumbled. “But we’re talking mating. Isn’t that usually two people?”

      “Sweet, innocent child,” Vek said. Mostly to see the annoyance on his nephew’s face. “I’ve heard of matings between four people before, though it’s rare.”

      “Damn.”

      Under different circumstances, Vek might have enjoyed Fen’s shock enough to draw the moment out. Not today. “Perhaps we should ensure that you live to decide? Maddy might be inadequately trained, but she will be discreet. If nothing else, she might be able to identify the disease.”

      Fen’s mouth settled into a thin, determined line. But finally, he nodded. “You win. I’ll go see Maddy.”
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      Dria and Ralan barely reached the portal in time to greet the guards arriving from Moranaia, but at least there was a new sense of peace between her and her brother. She wasn’t sure if their past friendship would reform or if she could forgive him, but it was a start. Certainly more than she had thought possible before their argument.

      The portal flickered, and then the warriors stepped through. There weren’t mages among them; based on their armor, this group was more scout than soldier. In the close confines of the cave, the troop’s composition was wise, something she might have suggested herself. But who had decided who would be stationed here? Ralan as prince and heir or Lyr as a general of the army? Either way, no one had bothered to consult her.

      “How were these people chosen?” Dria whispered before the group descended the stairs.

      Ralan gave her a knowing look. “Lyr decided before you were brought in to lead. Feel free to reassign anyone if you need to. But really, Lyr is an important ally in this. He’s willing to provide this troop and knows his warriors well enough to choose the best. I wouldn’t have debated him on the matter.”

      “I feel superfluous,” she murmured.

      “Don’t,” Ralan insisted. “Leaders delegate. Even Father would consult the nearest general for a mission like this. He’ll certainly speak with the Mage General at the Citadel to pick the best mages.”

      Dria’s heart thumped. “You’ve…you’ve put me in charge of a troop from the Citadel? Are you insane? I have no rank there.”

      Ralan grinned. “You have one now.”

      If the warriors hadn’t neared, Dria would have cursed at her brother. Instead, she settled for a withering glare. Didn’t he care what mayhem this could cause? She wasn’t disliked at the Citadel, not in particular, but she hadn’t earned a position of power, either. And among the mages, rank was deserved, not granted. When dealing with powerful magic, it had to be.

      But Dria would worry about that later. Now, she fixed a neutral smile on her face and greeted the leader of the warriors in front of her. One of three in the group with Dökkálfar heritage, the woman’s midnight skin blended well with the dim cave, as did the brown of her leather armor.

      The woman tapped her chest and inclined her head. “Good evening, Feraien. I am Kera, Commander of this troop during the mission. Though I usually report to Lord Lyrnis as his third in command, I am to defer to you while I am here.”

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Kera,” Dria answered. “Since we will be working together closely, I invite you to call me Dria. I am leader first and princess last.”

      Kera nodded. “Very well. I will endeavor to remember.”

      Dria gestured toward the grand staircase curling up the cavern. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to your quarters. Some of the rooms are still being prepared, but you should be able to choose according to preference.”

      “Thank you,” Kera said.

      Though the warrior’s expression held nothing but politeness, Dria sensed a measuring weight to her gaze. No surprise there. Everyone knew the ages of the royal children, at least generally, and the woman had to be wondering why a mage who hadn’t neared her fourth century would be giving the orders. But it could have been worse. Dria had half expected hostility, so a silent examination was nothing.

      Stifling a sigh, she led the group toward the stairs. She’d get more than enough hostility when mages from the Citadel arrived.

      So it began.
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      By the time Fen made it to The Magic Touch, the shop that Maddy was buying from Cora, it was almost lunch time. Though his stomach rumbled, he didn’t duck into one of the restaurants near the shop. He’d promised Vek that he would go straight there if he was allowed to go alone, and he suspected his uncle would somehow know if he deviated.

      The guy was as bad as any father. Not that Fen could remember his.

      But Fen’s promise meant Vek was able to return to the Unseelie realm right away. Fen had an uneasy feeling that whatever secret the king held would change everything. A germ of some sort was nothing next to that, not if Loki was concerned enough to interfere. Apparently, his uncle had agreed.

      Fen peeked in the shop window before he approached the door. A couple of customers browsed inside, and a thin blond man rang up a purchase behind the back counter. No sign of Maddy. She had to be there, though. He’d texted her to ensure she was at work before driving to downtown Chattanooga.

      Despite the seriousness of the situation, he almost wished she’d been busy. Maddy had a girlfriend—Anna. Fen would never in a million years be worthy of either of them, but knowing they could mate would make it much more difficult to resist flirting with her despite his shortcomings. But only a jerk would do that. She was in a committed, monogamous relationship. She might not even be bisexual like he was.

      It would be just his luck to have a mating bond where the other people would never be interested.

      “You okay, man?”

      Fen turned at the seemingly concerned voice, but the human’s eyes were filled with more than a little suspicion. Damn, he probably looked like a creep lingering by the store window. He forced himself to relax and let out a short chuckle.

      “Yeah,” Fen answered. “Trying to remember which of these display dresses my girlfriend was talking about. Don’t want to screw up her birthday present.”

      The man laughed, most of the wariness fading. “Good luck.”

      “I think I’ve got it figured out.”

      Before the stranger could give him more grief, Fen strolled into the store and approached the counter without haste. A customer had just gathered his bag to leave, so it was only a short wait until the cashier was free.

      Jase, his name tag read.

      “Hey,” Fen said, keeping his voice low. “I’m here to see Maddy.”

      “Yeah?” Jase’s eyebrows lifted. “Does she know that?”

      Fen couldn’t blame the guy for being distrustful. Only a few weeks before, Maddy had been kidnapped by two of Kien’s men. And Fen’s former partners-in-crime, but Jase didn’t know that. Probably. Fen had no idea what Maddy might have told him.

      The door behind the counter swung open, and the woman in question hustled out, a dress held high in her hand so it wouldn’t drag on the ground. She wore her long red hair pulled back with a loose clip, and she must have been in the sun lately since her freckles stood out sharply on her pale face.

      Fuck, she was beautiful.

      As soon as she caught sight of Fen, she smiled. Actually smiled as though she was pleased to see him. He couldn’t fathom it. They’d first met when he’d pretended to rejoin Kien’s group—at the same time she’d been held hostage. She knew he’d done terrible stuff. She had to. Why was she always so happy to see him? She’d even attempted to heal him after Kien’s poison had taken root in his heart.

      “Jase, would you show my friend to the break room?” Maddy asked softly. “I’ll be in once I’ve finished helping this customer.”

      “Sure,” the man answered, his earlier coldness gone.

      Fen tried not to stare after Maddy as he followed Jase toward another door tucked into the wall. She practically glowed with light and life as she held the dress out for her customer to see. Had she always been this enchanting, or had the effect grown along with the magic available on Earth? Or perhaps he was seeing her differently now that he knew about their link.

      Almost reluctantly, Fen trailed the other man into the small room. It held only a table and a small counter with a microwave on top. There was another door on that wall, probably leading to the stockroom. To all appearances, this was nothing more than a break room for the employees.

      If you couldn’t feel the multiple layers of heavy shielding.

      Fen dropped into a chair, slumping against the back. Jase studied him from the door, and a tendril of energy brushed across Fen’s magical protections. He smiled at the other man in acknowledgement and let him detect what he wanted him to know. He was no expert on the various fae races—yet another thing he needed to learn from his uncle—but he was fairly positive Jase had Ellyllon ancestry. The Welsh elves could be a persistent sort.

      “Like what you see?” Fen asked, smirking.

      He could already read the answer in the other man’s scowl.

      “Maddy is not an energy source, blood elf,” Jase said. “Hurt her and I’ll finish whatever scraps of you she leaves behind.”

      Ah, good. Jase was fully aware of Maddy’s power. “I doubt she would leave scraps.”

      That teased out a reluctant grin from the other man. “That she wouldn’t.”

      The door clicked open, and Maddy entered, sending Jase a pointed look. He nodded at Fen and left before she reached the table. Fen barely noticed. Maddy glimmered with power, her spirit so vibrant he was surprised it wasn’t visible. Then he frowned. It was almost too vivid. How could she contain so much energy?

      “What’s up, Fen?” she asked.

      Maddy took the seat beside him, and his thoughts fled as her scent washed over him. Honey and rain and plants newly budded. Fen clenched his fingers around the edge of the table to keep himself from reaching for her. It wouldn’t do either of them any good.

      “Fen?”

      He scrubbed his hand through his hair. “Sorry. Look, I won’t waste your time.” More like let’s get this over with before I jump you. “I need your help.”

      Her forehead furrowed as she scanned him with her gaze. And her energy. He shivered as it caressed him. “You’re sick,” she whispered.

      “You can tell?” Fen peered at her, noticing again how dark her freckles appeared. Maybe she hadn’t been in the sun. No, they only stood out because her already fair skin was so pale. “You are, too.”

      “No.” Maddy’s shoulders slumped. “Not now. But I was.”

      His heart squeezed. Hadn’t it only been a couple of weeks since he’d seen her? “What are you talking about? You can’t get sick. You’re half Seelie Sidhe.”

      Maddy shrugged. “And you’re half Unseelie blood elf. Yet here you are.”

      Silence landed like a bomb between them as they processed that truth. The fae didn’t worry about physical sickness since their bodies cleared viruses before symptoms could be felt. Hell, most germs never made it past the heightened energy surrounding them. Their healers didn’t even spend much time studying such things since illness was a non-issue.

      If a virus had evolved to bypass their natural defenses…

      “Did it clear on its own, or did you purge it with your gift?” Fen asked.

      Maddy’s jaw clenched. “Mostly on its own. I didn’t have many symptoms, except for muscle aches and extreme exhaustion. My healing gift was unreliable as usual. But pulling in an uncomfortable amount of energy finally helped. That or my body cleared it like a human’s would.”

      So that was why she glowed like an overcharged mage light. “I could—” His mouth snapped closed on the offer he’d almost made. Fuck. He couldn’t take her blood to drain away some of the energy, not if Vek was to be believed. “That is, I should see what my uncle thinks. Once he returns from the Unseelie realm.”

      “Fen.” Maddy arched an eyebrow. “I know you must have come here for me to heal you. No use pretending otherwise.”

      At least she hadn’t noticed his almost-offer. “I did. You said it didn’t work, though.”

      “Increased energy did,” she pointed out. “Which I happen to have an excess of at the moment.”

      Damn. Fen took a deep breath as he tried to think of a reasonable explanation for refusing. Something besides the truth. “Vek said not to take your blood.”

      He winced as she shoved away from the table. Okay, that hadn’t been the best choice. “To hell with your racist uncle, Fen. Who cares if I’m Seelie? I’m not poison.”

      “It’s not that.” Fen grabbed her wrist before she could march from the room. A mistake, he realized, as desire shot through him. “Some blood might affect me…differently. It’s nothing personal, I promise. Vek wouldn’t have asked you to heal me last time if he had anything against you.”

      Maddy’s eyes narrowed. “I might be young for a Sidhe, but I’m a grown woman. Tell me what you’re hiding, Fen, or you can walk out that door and never come back. I mean it.”

      She did, too. Resolve poured from her like the energy she barely managed to contain. Ah, he might as well reveal the truth. She would tell him to take a hike either way. “According to Vek, we could be mates. And taking your blood would seal the bond.”
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      Head held high, Vek traversed the long hallway leading to his father’s private sanctum. He wouldn’t be in the throne room at this time of day, and Vek wouldn’t request a formal meeting regardless. If there was subterfuge at play, it was better confronted away from all others. Especially Ara.

      As Vek neared the door to his father’s chamber, he slowed. Quaea stood guard, a sneer already on her face as she studied him. She forgot her place, and he was in no mood to argue.

      “The king is not receiving visitors,” Quaea said as Vek stopped in front of her. “You may not enter.”

      “Move,” he said. “That’s an order from your prince.”

      Her smile only widened. “The king’s command supersedes yours. Begone, or I will be forced to protect him.”

      Vek’s patience shattered. Time to fulfill the unspoken promise he’d made when she’d brought him to his father the day before. Quick as thought, Vek grabbed command of her muscles with a single thrust of magic. His hand snapped out, his fingers digging into the side of her neck. Though it was reckless considering the painful cost he bore if he took blood too often, he had no time to do otherwise.

      With a smile that revealed his fangs, he leaned close to her face. Unable to fight, she trembled in his grip.

      “Dearest Quaea, shall I take your essence?” he asked. “By right, as a prince of the blood, I can do so without permission. Then you’ll know the truth of the rumors, won’t you?”

      Her pulse raced beneath his hand. Few knew the extent of Vek’s talent, the ability to glean another’s magical ability by taking their blood, and in the vacuum of knowledge, tales abounded. He never bothered to disabuse anyone of their false impressions. In the Unseelie court, fear was a powerful influence.

      Quaea’s mind brushed his. “I won’t yield.”

      Vek struck, sinking his fangs into her neck between one breath and the next. He only needed a sip to grab her energy and pull, but he let her blood flow into his mouth as he intentionally drained her of most of her power. Though it was more of either than he needed, he would leave no doubts about her place in this court. Only when she slipped into unconsciousness did he finally stop, closing the wound with his magic and dropping her body on the ground.

      Perhaps she would learn not to defy him.

      A tendril of pain flowed between his temples and through his skull as his mind sought to process his reforming channels. But as the ache faded, he took a moment to study what he had gained. He never received every talent his donor possessed, and sometimes he already knew the same skills. So it was with Quaea, save for two useful abilities: a spell for creating transportation gates and the key to unlock the door to his father’s study.

      Perfect. Without a backward glance, he cast the spell and shoved the door open.

      “I don’t know what to do, my king,” the healer said before she registered Vek’s intrusion.

      Shocked, Vek halted in the center of the room. The ancient healer, older even than his father, bent over the king where he lay on a long sofa. But her wide, startled eyes were on Vek now. Fear clouded her gaze before she jerked to her feet and backed away.

      “I will leave you,” she whispered.

      He barely noticed her as she shuffled away. His attention was on King Torek, the father he would have called immortal before today. The father whose skin was an ashen gray and whose face was lined with countless wrinkles. Vek knew the king wore a glamour, as many of their kind did, but enough to cover this? His father was so gaunt he could be near death.

      “What is going on here?” Vek demanded, his voice harsher than he’d intended.

      Just as well. The king would expect no concern from him.

      His father pushed to a sitting position, though he slumped against the back of the sofa after the effort. “You shouldn’t be here. I gave you a task, and it is not yet complete.”

      “I was stopped by a god.” Vek swallowed against the lump in his throat. “Loki. He said you’ve been hiding things from me. Appears he was correct.”

      The king cursed. “You must find a way around him. The rest is not your concern.”

      Vek stared at his father. “That’s it? You sent me off unprepared and expect me not to question?”

      “Where’s Quaea?”

      “Likely being helped to her room by the healer,” Vek said, unrepentant despite the alarm that pinched his father’s face. “I claimed her blood, as the law allows. Perhaps I was too enthusiastic.”

      With a sharp inhale, the king leaned forward. “Sun’s glare, Vek, you approach treason. You know very well she was ordered to let no one through.”

      Vek crossed his arms. “Did you tell her to bar me specifically?”

      King Torek’s lips thinned. “You weren’t supposed to be here.”

      “But I am.” Hidden from sight by his arm, Vek dug his left hand into a fist until his nails nearly broke the skin of his palm. Damn, his father was pale. With the new skill he’d gained from Aris, Vek followed the trail of life magic—and found a miasma of sickness. “Does Ara know? Is that why she was with you in the throne room?”

      He didn’t expect to receive an answer, but suddenly, the king let out a deep breath and fell back against the sofa again. “No one knows.”

      “This doesn’t make sense. I have seen no signs of your weakness prior to today, and this level of illness seems unlikely to be sudden.” Vek resisted the urge to rush forward. His father had never been the affectionate sort, and that was unlikely to have changed. “Besides, you’re a full-blooded Unseelie Felshreh. You don’t get sick.”

      “It has to be those Moranaians,” King Torek muttered.

      Vek frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “First, there was the energy poisoning that made it impossible for some to properly regenerate magic. Caused by a rogue Moranaian.” The king’s brows drew down in a glare. “Then they shattered the barrier we created to hold back Earth’s energy and to prevent the humans from annihilating themselves and us. They sent something dark out with that power, and I’m probably not the only one affected.”

      Wait. His father thought this illness was deliberate? It couldn’t possibly have taken root in him so rapidly. “The two can’t be related.”

      King Torek’s scowl only deepened. “I held a pillar of that wall, Vekenayeth. And the dragons the other. What coincidence that I should fall ill days after that pillar was shattered.”

      “I believe a life mage purified—”

      “You’ll side against me?” the king snapped.

      “I did not intend to suggest such,” Vek answered carefully. And hoped his father didn’t notice the evasion. “I am merely sharing information. Earth’s energy had been poisoned by Kien, it is true, but the initial spell was destroyed. Unfortunately, Kien used his death to cause a breach in the wall and imbued the weak point with a new poison. Perhaps it affected you before the Moranaians cleansed the energy as they allowed the barrier to fail.”

      His father’s expression didn’t soften. “The energy they stole? They hoard that power even as mine wanes. I used to be able to draw from that pillar at will instead of relying on blood donors. I could have purged this illness if I still had control.”

      The king had been able to pull from Earth’s energy through the wall? Impossible. Blood elves couldn’t take from the world around them—or so he’d always been told. In fact, the closest his kind had come was to link to the Unseelie realm through blood spells, but that didn’t allow a Felshreh to pull in energy. It aided in shielding and with transportation at best.

      “That’s why you want me to wrest control of the energy store away from them,” Vek said.

      “It should be mine by right,” his father snarled. “For millennia, I have kept that power safe. Without it, our people will weaken. Our dimension is not as magic-rich as some, but the wall ensured that I could keep it adequate. We have to have it, Vek. You must find a way.”

      For a moment, Vek couldn’t move. He could only stare at his father in shock. He was one of the strongest princes in the realm, considered by some to be next in line for the throne. He’d done countless tasks for his father. Endured quite a few challenges from rivals. And never—never—had the king given a single hint about any of this.

      “Why are you telling me this now?” Vek finally asked.

      “You must understand why your mission is vital.” The king’s gaze grew sly. “I know you’ve befriended the Moranaians. I’m no fool. But our realm is at stake. There’s not enough energy to purge this disease from my body and maintain my life. If this spreads, many will die, because not even the healers know what to do. Just like poor Dereck. Do you want that to be the fate of everyone in our realm? I have no choice but to ensure that things are set right.”

      Vek’s blood ran cold at the memory of what he’d seen in the Moranaians’ cave—a portal, not a power source at all. It wouldn’t be a matter of untethering an energy reserve and transporting it to the Unseelie realm. No, he would have to shatter a major portal between dimensions, and even if he managed it, there was no guarantee the remaining energy would be useable.

      But something had gone wrong here. Terribly wrong.

      He thought of his mother and his siblings—even Ara, as little as they got along. They were all at risk. Already Fen was ill, and he’d never even been to this realm. But he’d had contact with the poisoned energy. A great many fae had touched upon that same power. And if what his father said about their realm’s lack of natural magic was true, it threatened their entire civilization.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Vek said.

      Then he turned and left before the king could give any further commands. Vek would have to break enough of the orders he’d already received. He couldn’t kill Dria or return a power source that didn’t exist, but he would figure something out.

      He always did.
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      Fen had to be seriously pissed. Or worse—hurt.

      But still Maddy hovered in front of the safe, the mirror she’d grabbed from inside bundled against her chest. She’d rushed out with barely a word, mumbling something about the communication mirror. Ugh. She was a freaking coward. What was she supposed to say to a declaration like that, though?

      Mates echoed in her head like an alarm.

      Was that why she’d felt so drawn to Fen from the first moment she’d seen him? Guilt and wonder and fear twisted her stomach until she worried she might vomit. She couldn’t betray her girlfriend. In fact, Maddy would swear she felt a deep pull to Anna, too. But Fen hadn’t mentioned a connection to Anna. It might not even be possible.

      Jase strode through the door, only to skid to a halt at the sight of her. “What’s wrong?”

      Swallowing bile, Maddy forced a smile to her lips and jiggled the mirror. “Nothing. Just grabbing this.”

      “And then staring at the safe?” he asked doubtfully.

      “Sorry.” Her chuckle had to sound off, but she wasn’t going to attempt to explain. “I’ll be out in a bit. I need to get back to Fen.”

      Maddy ignored Jase’s worried stare as she ducked through the door to the break room. But when she entered, her heart thundered for a different reason. Fen slumped forward across the table, and a groan sounded from his direction. She rushed forward, but before she could react, he lifted his head slightly and smacked it against the surface.

      “Stupid.” Thunk. “Stupid.” Thunk. “Stupid.”

      “Umm. Fen?”

      She reached out a hand to nudge his shoulder, but he jerked upright before she could. Color rushed into his face, blending with the red mark from where he’d hit his head. Her lips twitched as she tried to hold back a grin. At least she wasn’t the only one screwed up by the situation.

      “I…ah…I didn’t hear you come in.”

      Maddy did smile then. “I figured.”

      “Look, I wasn’t trying to pressure you,” Fen said, his words coming in a rush. “I wouldn’t have said anything if you hadn’t insisted. It’s a mess. I’m a mess. But you deserve to know. I don’t want you to think there’s anything wrong with your blood. I’m sure it’s phenomenal. I would love to… Well, that wouldn’t be a good idea, but—”

      “Fen.” Maddy settled her finger against his lips and tried to ignore the zing of desire that shot through her. “Just stop before you hyperventilate.”

      He froze, and she noticed a fang peeking out over his lower lip. Hastily, she tugged her hand back. Well, why didn’t she just wave temptation right under his nose? Bad enough that she’d run out of the room after his news. Now she was tormenting him.

      “Sorry.” With a wince, she rounded the table and resumed her earlier seat. “You caught me by surprise. I did want to get the mirror, but I shouldn’t have left like that.”

      Fen glanced down at his hands. “I didn’t exactly tell you gracefully.”

      “I honestly don’t know what to do about it,” Maddy said. “No clue. But I would hate to lose you as a friend.”

      His gaze darted to hers. “You consider me a friend?”

      If not for the tension between them, she might have poked him. “Yeah. Somehow in the middle of all the insanity, I befriended you. And I have few enough of those to ditch one easily.”

      Fen stared at her. “I…”

      “Why don’t we figure out the rest of it later?” Maddy settled the bundle she held on the table and pulled the mirror from its velvety bag. “I want to call Cora. She can consult with the healer there.”

      “Might not want to mention me,” Fen muttered. “Vek and I aren’t exactly BFFs with them after trying to break into their outpost.”

      Maddy’s mouth dropped open. “What?”

      “It’s a long story.” Fen sighed. “How about I explain? Then you can decide if you’re going to call Cora.”

      Maddy studied Fen’s face for a moment and then nodded.

      This she had to hear.
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      Dria paused beside Kera in the broad chamber where she’d first met Vek. The miserable lout. Stuffing those memories down, she turned to the warrior. “I would concentrate the bulk of the guards here. However, I’d like to have patrols all through the caverns at regular intervals. Kezari said that she hadn’t had time to seal every offshoot tunnel, and those could connect to other cave systems in these mountains. It’s unlikely that anyone would widen those tiny tunnels to get through, but we shouldn’t become complacent.”

      Kera nodded. “Indeed, Feraien—Dria.”

      Though the woman treated her with deference, Dria had a feeling there was something she wanted to say. Hopefully something besides how did you get this assignment, but there were no guarantees. “Did you have a suggestion, Kera?”

      “I believe the area above the entrance is forest,” the warrior answered, no emotion on her face. “Depending on how abandoned it is, I’m wondering if we might have someone camp above.”

      Dria’s brows lowered in thought. It was an excellent idea, but it would be risky if they didn’t do it right. “Does the Myern have any scouts well-acquainted with the human world?”

      Kera smiled at that. “Several.”

      “I’ll consult with him, then,” Dria said. “It would do no good to have warriors stationed above if it turns out to be land claimed by hostile humans. That would draw too much attention. But if any of our people could blend in, it would be perfect.”

      “True.” Kera nibbled on her lower lip. Then she snapped her fingers. “Ask about Delbin and Inona. If any pair would be perfect for the job, it’s them.”

      Dria turned back toward the exit. “Thank you, Kera. I appreciate your input.”

      The warrior paced beside her in silence for a moment. “I admit you aren’t what I expected.”

      “How so?” Dria asked evenly, though her steps slowed.

      “Ralan is, well, Ralan, and when Teyark visited, he kept to himself a great deal. I wondered if you’d be like either of them.” Kera lifted a shoulder. “But no one knows much about you. There were rumors centuries ago when you were at court, but few fare well in the tales told of childhood. Even so, I admit I worried you might be…difficult.”

      Dria smiled. “You feared I’d gained my position by way of royal tantrum.”

      “One might say that,” Kera answered with a low chuckle.

      Dria met the other’s gaze squarely. “You have Ralan to thank for this. I was supposed to keep the mages on track for my father, and I was doubtful enough about that. Then when I arrived, my darling brother placed me in charge. I am well aware that I am young for this position. Not that I think I can’t do it. I’ve worked most of my life for this.”

      “I understand.” Something shifted on the warrior’s face. A lessening of tension, perhaps, and maybe a bit of respect creeping in. “The Myern promoted me to third in command beneath the Captain of the Guard after the previous captain’s death. Before that, I was the primary guard assigned to protect his formal study. A respected position but not next in line behind captain.”

      “Really?” Dria asked in surprise. “I’m guessing you received a fair amount of grief over that.”

      Kera grinned. “Some, but it wasn’t my fault the others didn’t prove to be as trustworthy.”

      Dria found herself returning the grin. Her brother’s assessment of the Myern was correct—he had chosen perfectly. Unless something changed, it seemed she would work well with Kera. As they descended the staircase, they planned out the patrols with much more ease.

      But she had a feeling things would not go so well with the mages.
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      Vek shoved through the door of the shop with barely a glance for the man at the counter. The half-fae whelp squawked some kind of protest, but Vek headed straight toward the room in the back. Energy built around the man, an admirably strong spell, in truth. Unfortunately for the half-fae, a human customer stepped between them, blocking his view.

      Or perhaps fortunately. Vek wasn’t in the mood to play.

      The room’s magical protections vibrated along his shields as he stormed in, but Vek was so full of energy after his encounter with Quaea that he could have diffused just about anything. But it wasn’t necessary. As soon as Maddy glanced over from the table and recognized him, she altered the magic to accept his presence.

      “Sorry, Maddy,” the man from the front said from the doorway.

      She shook her head. “Don’t stress it, Jase. Vek is welcome here.”

      Vek came to a halt, staring at Maddy as the other man left. She actually sounded sincere about that. Odd. The Unseelie were more tolerated than welcomed by her kind. Double that for the royal blood elves. Didn’t she know the power behind the honor she granted? He could use that in so many complex, political ways with her Seelie family, not to mention the danger that association with him could bring, and yet she tossed the words out casually.

      Kids these days.

      “Time to go home, Fen,” Vek said. He would not take advantage of Maddy’s offer.

      His nephew straightened in his seat. “Don’t you want to know what I found out?”

      “Not now.” Urgency gripped Vek’s insides. He had to get to Dria. If the king was this upset, there was no telling what he would do. But Vek couldn’t abandon Fen. “We need to go.”

      Maddy tucked a mirror into a shielded bag, but not before Vek scanned it. A communication mirror linked to Moranaia. His sense of urgency kicked up a notch. He’d sent Fen here to be healed. Why would Fen and Maddy have needed to contact Moranaia at the same time his king had accused their people of wrongdoing?

      “The situation is more complicated than you know,” his nephew said. “You should sit—”

      “You’re fucking right it’s more complicated,” Vek snapped. “Come.”

      Fen shoved to his feet. “I may be your apprentice, but I’m not your child. I’m not a child. Listen, I’m not healed, and you need to know why.”

      Vek’s teeth ground together. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Stop it.” Her chair scraping the ground, Maddy stood. “You know, Fen claimed that you don’t have anything against me personally, but I’m not sure I believe it. There’s no need to be an asshole every time I’m around.”

      Fen snorted. “He’s always an asshole.”

      Probably true, but now wasn’t the time.

      “I need to get back to Dria,” Vek finally admitted. “Something is building. If you want to ride with us, Maddy, that’s fine. But we’re leaving.”

      Surprisingly, she nodded. Perhaps the little healer had more mettle than he gave her credit for. “Give me a second to put this in the safe. It can’t sit out unguarded.”

      “Of course,” Vek agreed. “Fen can pull the car around front to save time. I give my word not to leave without you.”

      Maddy looked over her shoulder as she headed toward another side door. “Nothing will save time in this traffic. Unless you have a spell for that?”

      As she disappeared into the other room, Fen glared at him. “What the hell? You don’t have to be so rude to her.”

      “What’s the matter, Fen?” Vek drawled. “Getting protective? And she doesn’t even know she’s your…” His words trailed off as color flooded his nephew’s face. “Fucking hell. You told her. Have you lost your mind?”

      “I had to explain why I couldn’t take her blood.” Fen’s shoulders hunched defensively. “Though I suppose I could have let her continue believing you’re racist.”

      Vek shrugged. “I don’t care what others think of me.”

      Absolutely true—for the most part.

      “I’ll keep that in mind next time,” Fen grumbled.

      With a smirk, Vek headed back to the main room. The half-fae glared at him over a customer’s head, but Vek merely tipped his own head in acknowledgement and continued to the front door. As soon as Maddy joined them, they were off, rushing through the crowds wandering the charming downtown streets.

      Unlike the first time Vek had traveled here, there was an almost frantic energy behind the tourists’ steps. An uneasiness, like the proverbial calm before the storm. Even as he had the thought, a gentle wave of energy lapped around him, a reverberation as power ebbed and flowed around the planet like water displaced. The lights nearest them flickered, and nervous laughter sounded as half the block lost power for a moment. Oh yes, the humans sensed the changes.

      It was only a matter of time before some began to take advantage.

      By the time they reached Fen’s car, the energy had smoothed out once more. Vek slipped into the passenger seat, barely noticing when Maddy climbed into the back. His nerves twisted taut until he feared the slightest thing might make him snap. Was there truly danger to Dria, or did he need to dispel some of his energy? Either could bring its own problem.

      “Okay,” Fen said as he put the car in reverse and backed out. “So Maddy said she was sick with the same illness I have.”

      Vek spun in his seat to stare at Maddy. “What?”

      She nodded. “Felt the way humans describe the flu, minus the sneezing and coughing. I could barely move. My healing gift wouldn’t work, but increasing my energy input eventually wiped it out. I think.”

      Vek truly scanned her, then. Her energy levels were high, but the sight he’d gleaned from Aris revealed the physical weakness she still suffered. But the illness itself appeared to be gone. “You’re certain it’s the same? Fen hasn’t shown any symptoms, aside from getting winded while mountain climbing.”

      “That’s something we need to study,” Maddy said. “But yes. I’m sure it’s the same. I contacted Cora through the mirror, and she’s going to send a message to the healer there. She’d already spoken to him about…”

      Her gaze dropped as her voice trailed off. He shouldn’t ask. He shouldn’t care. But somehow, he did. “About what?”

      Maddy lifted her chin. “None of the Seelie healers will train a half-blood like me, at least none that I’ve managed to speak with. Cora asked her healer if he would, but as far as I know, he hasn’t decided yet.”

      Vek peered at her. “I suspect your gift isn’t as simple as it seems. Perhaps the Seelie are afraid of revealing their lack of knowledge.”

      “Thank you,” she said, her cheeks reddening.

      “Hey,” Fen interjected. “Maybe meeting your own mate shook loose some kindness, Vek.”

      As Maddy lifted her brows, Vek turned a glare on his nephew. “That was not to be general knowledge.”

      “Sometimes you have to trust,” Fen said softly. “Maddy has helped us more than once. She deserves to be in on our secrets.”

      Vek tapped his fingers against the car door as he considered his nephew’s words. They’d be easy enough to dismiss from one so young, but as much as Vek liked to needle him, he was the first to admit that Fen was hardly innocent. Far from it. He’d spent years working with a madman in an environment that relied on secrets, and that was after he’d been abandoned by his parents. Fen wasn’t the trusting type.

      Yet he trusted Maddy.

      Truth was freedom, but there were layers upon layers that were best left undisturbed. Information should never be volunteered lightly, and Vek held his truths more tightly than most. He had to. Too many of his relatives vied for power, and the higher-ranking nobles at court weren’t far behind. But in this case, his nephew was correct.

      Gods knew Vek was short on ideas of how to solve this mess.

      He twisted in his seat, draping his arm behind the headrest so he could see Maddy. “If you tell anyone else what I’m about to share, I’ll drain you dry and incinerate your corpse, one of Fen’s mates or not.”

      Maddy’s mouth dropped open, and Fen cursed. “Shit, Vek, was that necessary?”

      “This is serious,” Vek answered, unwilling to yield on the matter. “I’m not being dramatic to say life-or-death. What I learned today…in the wrong hands, it would spell disaster. If you can’t swear to your silence, Maddy, then Fen can drop you off somewhere else.”

      Vek ignored the hostility radiating off his nephew, his focus on Maddy. Face pale, she stared at him with wide eyes. But his earlier supposition proved correct—she had mettle. She sat up straighter, squared her shoulders, and nodded.

      “I won’t tell anyone,” she said.

      “Really?” Vek quirked a brow. “Even Anna?”

      Maddy grimaced at that. “I don’t keep secrets from my girlfriend. Not usually. But she’s struggling enough with her newly awakened fae blood. If it’s really that important, I swear I won’t say anything.”

      “If?” Vek insisted.

      She rolled her eyes. “I promise I will not reveal what you are about to tell me during this car ride unless you give me permission.”

      Energy flowed from her with the vow. Vek smiled grimly in acknowledgement before twisting back around in his seat. “Very well. My father, king of the Unseelie, is dying. Whatever this illness is, he has contracted it, too.”

      The car jerked as Fen took a curve too fast. Cursing, Vek glared at his nephew and gripped the small bar inlaid in the door. What did Fen care if the king was dying? He didn’t know his grandfather. But his nephew’s face was practically gray from the news.

      “That’s what he was hiding from you?” Fen asked, his voice sounding strangled.

      “Yes,” Vek answered, his own words sharp and clipped. “He was holding part of the wall. When it shattered, something happened to him. That’s why he wanted me to kill the leader of the Moranaian colony and claim their power source. He thinks he needs it.”

      Maddy gasped. “Wait. Kill the leader?”

      Tired despite the energy burning through his blood, Vek let his head drop back against the headrest and closed his eyes. “I’m not going to do it.”

      Fen’s snicker lacked its usual verve. “Because she’s his mate.”

      “No,” Vek ground out. “Because it’s wrong. And useless besides.”

      “But if the king didn’t rescind the order, what are you going to do?” Fen asked. “Turn rebel?”

      “I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do.” Vek sighed. “It would be a useless, foolish action in any case. There would be war, and for what? There is no energy source there. It’s a gods-be-damned portal. Or maybe gods-be-caused.”

      “Loki,” Fen said.

      “Yes.” Vek cast a glance back at Maddy. “The Norse god Loki seems to have an unusually strong interest in protecting the Moranaians, so my assumption is that he helped them. Creating a direct portal that bypasses the Veil is a major working. I have no better guess as to how they managed it.”

      “You weren’t joking about this being serious,” Maddy said.

      One corner of Vek’s mouth tipped up. “Jesting isn’t my strong suit in any situation.”

      “You’ve got that right.” Fen let out a short huff of laughter. “So why are we heading back to the cave if you don’t even have a plan?”

      An excellent question that Vek couldn’t quite answer. He scraped his fingers against his scalp, the only outlet he had for the frustration and anxiety surging within him. There was no logical reason to think that Dria was in immediate danger, and she appeared to be capable of handling it in any case. But the desperation in his father’s eyes—the hatred. There was every possibility he would send someone else in case Vek wasn’t speedy enough doing the job.

      “I’m not sure,” Vek admitted. “But we’re going.”

      He barely knew Dria, but he didn’t have to. They belonged to one another, and he’d be drained before he allowed another to harm her.

      Anyone who tried would find their own swift death.
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      Dria had just managed to sit down for a quick meal after bidding Selia, Aris, and Kezari farewell when she detected an energy surge at the portal. The mages? She’d received word that they would be arriving the next morning due to an unexpected delay, but there could have been yet another change. Sighing, she settled the cheese back beside her bread and stood.

      No rest for the wicked.

      As she headed to the portal, Dria checked the shields at the entrance and then the ones embedded into the walls of the cavern. No sign of disturbance there. She’d done several sweeps earlier, adding new layers to the shielding each time. One of her first additions had been designed to identify a shift in the earth, natural or otherwise, and that hadn’t been triggered either.

      Not that she wanted it to be. She’d meant it when she’d told Fen to take his uncle out of here and never return. She had no time for useless, betraying drec intent on causing her grief. Her fingers curled into her palms as she stomped down the stairs. Especially not if that drec was supposed to be her soulbonded.

      As she neared the portal, an auburn-haired elf in a simple tunic and pants descended the stairs. The guards’ lack of alarm told her they knew him, but Dria still scanned him as he neared. A hint of peace—and crankiness—greeted her seeking magic. A healer’s energy, though the sense of aggravation wasn’t generally so pronounced.

      He halted in front of her and inclined his head. “Please forgive my intrusion, princess. I am Lial, the healer at Braelyn. Lyr urged me to wait until tomorrow, but I…disagreed with his assessment.”

      Lial. The name sounded familiar, but she couldn’t pull forth why. The least of her concerns, really. “I’m afraid I was not expecting your arrival at all. I did not request a healer to be assigned here, although that might be a good idea.”

      “You misunderstand,” Lial answered. “I’m not staying. But I received word from a couple of our allies that there might be a new illness developing among the elves.”

      Dria stared at him. “Elves don’t get sick.”

      A scowl pinched his face. “Have you spent centuries learning every nuance of how our bodies function? No? Don’t tell me what is possible. Only a few weeks ago, I spent hours treating Neorans who’d fallen ill from energy poisoning. I would in no way be surprised if some other form of the same problem has evolved.”

      “I see.” She didn’t, but she had a feeling that arguing with him would be useless. Was he naturally antagonistic, or had someone else caused this terrible mood? Either way, she didn’t appreciate being the recipient of his bad humor. “If you would be so kind, could you explain what you are seeking from me regarding this matter?”

      His eyes narrowed ever so slightly at her politely worded what do you want? but he answered the request. “I am here to check for any sign of disease among those at the outpost.”

      Simple enough. He would have saved them both time by saying so initially. “Fine,” she said. “You can begin with me.”
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      Half a mark later, the healer had cleared a good portion of the scouts who’d been near the bottom of the cavern. At least, Dria thought that was all the time that had passed. There were no water clocks here, and honestly, she had no clue if such devices would work the same on this world.

      Earth. She’d been too busy to consider that she wasn’t on Moranaia anymore. Beyond this cave, there were entire civilizations she knew little about. She might have learned about humans during her studies, but that had been three hundred years ago. Selia and Fen had described moving conveyances and other technologies before Selia had created a gate for him to carry Vek to his home. What other wonders would she not get the chance to see?

      Suddenly, a nudge pinged against her senses, followed almost immediately by a tremble along the cavern’s shields. Dria connected herself more deeply to the defenses she’d placed, only to bite back a curse. Vek, Fen, and a stranger. Wasn’t it enough that she’d kicked him out twice already? Now he had to bring reinforcements?

      Dria eyed the healer, but he appeared intent on his work. Even so, she sent a mental warning to Kera to have someone explain her disappearance if he asked. Then she darted toward the stairs, muttering to herself with every step up. She was a fit woman, but all this climbing had her legs and backside burning.

      Another annoyance to place on her potential bonded’s shoulders.

      As she reached the top of the stairs, Dria released the spell barring entry to the top chamber. She knew Vek would sense it, and the shudder that went through her as his energy made contact with the shielding confirmed the suspicion. Cursing at her traitorous body, she strode with more determination toward her destination.

      Not that she was eager to see him. The sooner she could get rid of him, the better. Maybe then she wouldn’t do something foolish like attempt to bond with him. He might be the most attractive man she’d ever seen, but he was also one of the most lethal. Danger streamed from him as readily as the promise of sex.

      Which was something she really shouldn’t think about.

      Dria braced herself against his pull before she entered the entry chamber, but it didn’t help. His white hair settled in disarray around his harsh face as though he’d run his fingers through it, and his thin shirt clung to his defined chest, dampened with sweat. She couldn’t stop herself from following the line of moisture down his shirt until it reached the waist of his pants, but she managed to tear her gaze away before she made a complete fool of herself ogling him.

      Great gods of Arneen. Dria focused on his face and groaned inside at the slight smirk twisting his lips. Of course he’d noticed her lapse. Well, the bond was a powerful draw. That was all there was between them, and she had no intentions of cementing it. He was the type to break promises—and hearts. She’d had more than enough of that already.

      Guards ringed the room, and Vek’s companions stood beside him. But it was the prince himself she addressed. “I told your nephew that you weren’t to return.”

      His smirk widened. “Do I seem the type to blindly obey?”

      “I suppose not.” No, he didn’t. And gods help her, but that was one of the most attractive things about him. “Why are you here?”

      The humor fled his expression. “We have…a situation. One I will only discuss in private. Though tell me, have there been any disturbances since I left?”

      Left. Sure. No need to remind him that he’d been hauled out of here by his nephew, she supposed. “It would be none of your concern if I had.”

      Irritation flickered in his eyes. “There is more at stake than your opinion of me.”

      “You speak as though I have reason to listen to you,” Dria snapped. “In case you’ve forgotten, a god told me you weren’t to be trusted. I don’t care what reinforcements you’ve brought. Continue to bother us, and I will transport you back to the Unseelie court myself. In pieces.”

      A choked laugh caught her attention, and she finally glanced over at Fen. “Holy hell, you two are a perfect pair,” the younger man said. “But could you flirt later? He found out the truth from his father. Isn’t that what you were told to wait for?”

      Dria froze as the god’s words played through her mind. Don’t let him back in until he has learned the truth from his father. Beyond that, well…don’t offer him blood until you’ve started the bond. And try not to wait too long. Heat flooded her face, and she prayed they’d assume it was from anger. It wouldn’t even be untrue.

      Not entirely.

      That said, she might have to ignore a god on this one. Vek was the last man she would want to bond with, and she had no intention of giving him a single drop of her blood. Forever wasn’t too long to wait, was it?

      “Fine,” Dria finally said. “Tell me what you discovered and then go.”

      It was Vek’s turn to chuckle. “I think not.”

      For the briefest moment, Dria almost wished Ralan would rush in. Not to save her. No, she very much feared she might kill a prince of the Unseelie court in front of an entire room full of witnesses. To distract herself from murder, Dria studied the stranger standing next to Fen. Thin, tall, pale, red hair—and definite Seelie Sidhe energy.

      “You didn’t introduce me to your guest,” Dria said.

      “I’m Maddy.” The woman took a step forward, a hesitant smile on her face. “I work for Cora, Prince Ralan’s bonded. Well, I did. Jase and I are buying the shop from her now that she’s staying on Moranaia.”

      Dria had no clue what Maddy meant. Perhaps if she’d spent more time talking to her brother and less time arguing, then she would have some idea if the woman’s claim of friendship had merit.

      “Maybe you should take us down to the portal,” Vek said. “At this point, I’m certain nothing we say will convince you. But if I make it to the floor of the cavern without coming to harm, you’ll know I’m now trustworthy.”

      She wouldn’t wager a single energy crystal that he’d ever prove to be that, not completely, but it was the only reasonable test that made sense. He’d been stopped by a god before. If Vek had the same intentions, he would surely be halted again. And if he wasn’t, there was still the possibility of killing him.

      Honestly, she wasn’t sure which result she most hoped for.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Vek might have loved the sight of Dria in formal wear, but he had to admit there was a definite advantage to being able to see the way her gown hugged her curves now that she’d ditched the overrobe. Too bad she hated him. Vehemently. Even if she’d done her own share of ogling when she’d entered the room. It erased any guilt he might have felt about staring at her ass as he followed her to the base of the stairs. Not that he was likely to have experienced much remorse. Life wasn’t for regretting—it was for experiencing.

      Ah, the experiences he’d love to have with Dria. Multiple, multiple experiences.

      At least he managed to remove his gaze from her delectably rounded backside by the time they reached the cavern floor. Dria went first, striding forward and then spinning to watch as Vek followed. He didn’t hesitate, nor did he brace himself in expectation. If the god found him unworthy again, so be it.

      But though a low, taunting laugh echoed around him, nothing impeded his progress. Fen’s loud sigh of relief sounded behind him, but Vek only smiled at a wide-eyed Dria. She had clearly expected Loki’s interference again. It seemed Vek was forever disappointing her, and they’d only known each other for a day. He would without doubt do so again.

      “I still don’t trust you,” Dria muttered as he neared.

      Vek chuckled. “You’re a wise woman. Though you’re one of the least likely to receive harm by my hand.”

      The doubt on her face didn’t ease—and he didn’t blame her.

      From the other side of the cavern, a man approached. Vek’s attention shifted to the stranger, and he tensed as he scanned the man’s energy. Healer. A powerful one, too. Ah, slelen, he’d wanted to taste a healer’s blood for more years than he could count, but he’d never had cause enough to take the risk. If he did, he might feel obligated to take on others’ pain, and he had more than enough of his own to deal with. But healers were always a temptation.

      The man tossed a strand of red hair out of his eyes with an irritated flick, and his expression was pinched with annoyance as he stopped beside Dria. “Everyone below is clear.”

      A bit more gruff than healers tended to be. Vek approved.

      “You’re more than welcome to climb to the top to check the others.” A slight grimace crossed Dria’s face as she glanced upward. “It’s a long way. Also, you might want to examine Kezari, Aris, and Selia if you haven’t already. They were working here earlier.”

      “I did so before I left, and they are well.” Then the healer pierced Vek with his gaze. “Vekenayeth anh Torekthayed. I did not expect to find you here.”

      Vek studied the man. “I’m afraid I do not recall our past meeting.”

      “We didn’t meet,” the healer answered. “I was visiting a friend at court during one of your trips to Moranaia. A prince of the Unseelie strays far to be here at such a time.”

      “At court,” Dria whispered, and if Vek wasn’t mistaken, that was embarrassment coloring her face. “Your name sounded familiar, but I should have recognized your face, as well. I can’t believe I didn’t know you at once, Lial.”

      The healer chuckled. “I’m not surprised, young cousin. We both so rarely journey to court. Possibly for similar reasons.”

      Despite his reassurance, Dria grimaced. “It was still a terrible lapse. I hope you’ll forgive me for the insult.”

      Vek wanted to groan. Moranaians were worse than the Unseelie at worrying over slights. He had more cousins than he could identify without searching for a blood affinity. And even if he did recognize the relationship, he wouldn’t know half of their names. His ancestors hadn’t been known for their abstinence—in much of anything.

      “I’ve had far worse,” Lial said, shrugging.

      Seemed likely considering the healer’s disposition. The friendliness had already left his expression as he peered at first Vek and then the others in the group. Only a heartbeat passed before Lial’s gaze narrowed on Fen, and the healer advanced on Vek’s nephew with a muffled curse. Before Vek had time to do more than blink, a blue glow darted from the healer’s hands to surround Fen.

      Vek shuddered at the force of the power as the edge of it touched upon his senses. Peace. Life. If he could grasp that for himself, perhaps the world would turn aright. Or maybe not. Attempting to wield a healer’s magic without adequate knowledge of the body was pure folly. Talents used without understanding were dangerous, something he’d experienced more than once as he’d tried to make sense of new abilities. He might risk himself to experiment, but he wouldn’t wish to harm another in the process. It was yet another reason Vek had never tried to take a healer’s blood.

      He averted his gaze as the glow intensified. Maddy stood a bit behind Fen, her mouth slack at the display. Had she never watched a fully trained healer work? She might not have found someone to teach her, but surely she’d had a chance to observe. Then again, maybe not. The Seelie Sidhe were pretentious little fucks when they wanted to be—so, always.

      When the light cut off, Vek’s attention snapped back to the healer. “Well?”

      Lial cast him an exasperated glance. “You are not my patient.”

      “He is my nephew and my apprentice,” Vek ground out. “Do not test me.”

      “I don’t care.” Lial’s expression turned so withering that even Vek gave pause. “Without my patient’s permission, I will not—”

      “Go ahead and tell him,” Fen said. “He already knows I’m sick. If you have insight, I’d like to hear it. We all would.”

      Lial’s lips thinned, but he nodded. “It’s similar in flavor to the energy poisoning, but it isn’t affecting your energy. It seems as though it has latched onto a virus. Maybe. Such things survive such a short time in our bodies that I’ve rarely encountered them long enough for deep study, unlike the bacteria I learned to purge from things like food. But with the poison augmenting it, the virus isn’t being swept away as usual.”

      “I had it, too,” Maddy said suddenly. “I tried to heal myself, but my gift… Well, the only thing that worked was pulling in a lot of power. But I haven’t had much physical contact with Fen, not since I tried to heal him a while back. The virus would practically have to be airborne.”

      “But it isn’t.” The healer studied her for so long that Vek almost felt sorry for her. “We need to speak about your gift, Maddy. You are Cora’s Maddy, correct?”

      The Sidhe woman nodded.

      “You should come back to Moranaia with me. You need to untangle your talents before you kill yourself or someone else.”

      Vek expected Maddy to blush, but instead she turned so pale her freckles stood out in stark relief. Still, she shook her head. “I have a business. A girlfriend. I can’t just leave without a word.”

      Lial’s lips twisted. “I didn’t mean this instant. But if you value the lives around you, you’ll make arrangements. In the meantime, I expect you to notify me through Cora if you discover anything else about this illness.”

      “What about me?” Fen asked. “Can you heal me?”

      “I won’t attempt it,” Lial answered. “Not yet. You’re a carrier, and as such, you could be useful to examine.”

      Anger surged through Vek at those words, and his every instinct screamed at him to grab the healer and force him to act. But logic won out over predator before he foolishly attempted the action. From the healer’s sharp gaze, the man knew it, too. Bastard probably would have enjoyed turning Vek’s insides liquid.

      “Unacceptable,” Vek said instead, a poor outlet for the rage making his over-full energy stores surge painfully inside of him.

      Scowling, Lial waved a hand. “You’re old enough to understand the sense in this. Keep him contained in this cave, and if he starts to show symptoms, we’ll try to purge the virus. This may be something that only affects those with some human blood, but I would still prefer he be quarantined.”

      Vek almost told the healer about his father at that. The Unseelie king wasn’t a half-blood, and he appeared to share the same illness. But that wasn’t certain, and he didn’t trust Lial enough to provide such sensitive information. He might be Dria’s cousin, but he had no other reason not to betray the Unseelie at the first opportunity. Besides, he didn’t know that Vek and Dria might become mates.

      No. Not might. Could. Mating would be folly with a woman who hated him.

      “I need to consult with Lyn—Lyr’s mother,” Lial said, his tone turning even sharper. “I’ll see if she’ll search the archives in case this has happened before. After I examine the others, in any case. Do not let your nephew leave, Vek, not unless you want to risk an outbreak. It might not be airborne, but I would not bet on that remaining the case. I’ll advise the others not to travel through the portal until I know more.”

      The healer didn’t bother to wait for agreement, spinning away and marching toward the stairs before Vek could formulate a reply. Reluctant admiration pulled a slight smile from Vek. The man was a serious force. It wasn’t often he was out-assholed.

      “He’s kidding, right?” Fen asked.

      Dria, curiously silent through the exchange, shook her head. “You’re staying.”

      Vek caught her gaze. “That means I’m staying, too.”

      “Fine, so long as you keep out of my way,” Dria said, though her nostrils flared. “I’m not going to have a plague on my watch, not if I can help it.”

      “I don’t think that’s a risk.”

      “You’re not a healer,” Dria snapped.

      Great Divine. Would passion put that fluster in her face as readily as anger? Swallowing hard, he shoved the question aside. “I’m not, but I have…information. I’ll not share it with Lial, but it’s something you should know.”

      Dria frowned. “It had better not be another innuendo,” she muttered.

      “It isn’t,” Vek answered with a chuckle. “Though it is best delivered alone.”

      He could have sworn she bit back a smile at his quip.

      “There’s a room above where we can speak,” she said. “We’ll talk after I find a place for you both to sleep.”

      “What about me?” Maddy asked softly.

      Dria shrugged. “Lial didn’t say you had to stay, but I’m honestly not sure. If you’d like, you can wait down here until he returns so you can ask.”

      Maddy’s forehead furrowed, and she bit her lower lip as her gaze drifted to Fen. “I…”

      Fen caught her eyes and smiled. “Go. You can’t disappear on Anna. Not again. I’ll text you if I start to feel sick.”

      It was clear she didn’t want to leave under these circumstances, but she was just as obviously torn. Though he didn’t customarily concern himself with such things, Vek found himself wanting to help. An odd thing, that.

      “I vow to collect you at once if you are needed,” Vek said. “Provided the healer lets you go.”

      Finally, Maddy nodded. “Okay.”

      With a gesture for Fen, Vek headed toward the stairs. Dria studied him, a hint of surprise in her eyes before she covered it up, but then she drew her shoulders back and rushed ahead so she could lead the way. He had a feeling she would put his room as far from hers as she could, and the thought made him smile.

      If they couldn’t resist each other’s pull, it wouldn’t do any good.
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      Meyanen protect her, but she was about to be alone with Vek. Unfortunately, Dria feared it would take more than the god of love to stop the force that drew her to the contrary Unseelie. As she closed the door on the large chamber they’d set up for dining, she had the sudden urge to flee. But she stiffened her spine instead. Running would be cowardly, and she refused to be that.

      Not to mention the smug satisfaction it would give Vek.

      She headed for an empty table, but she didn’t sit down on the long bench beside it. Instead, she leaned back against the edge and lifted a brow. “So, what’s the great secret?”

      Vek stopped an arm’s length away. Uncomfortably close, but only because of her attraction to him. “You must promise—”

      “To tell no one,” she interrupted. “Yes, I guessed that. The only person I need to report to is Ralan, and if it’s important enough, he’ll already know. Just tell me.”

      A small smile crossed his lips, but only for a moment. “Very well.” Despite his agreement, he hesitated, the silence stretching until annoyance curled within her. “It’s my father. The king.”

      Dria blinked as he went quiet again. “If you don’t think you can trust me…”

      “It’s not that.” Vek rubbed his hand across his hair, and the lost look that flickered in his eyes had her heart twisting. “He’s sick, too. Deathly so. When I returned to confront him about his plan, I discovered it. But he is no half-blood. He is a full-blooded Felshreh who has led the Unseelie for millennia, but now… I don’t know what to make of this.”

      Miaran. No wonder he hadn’t wanted to mention this to anyone else. Come to think of it, she wasn’t sure why he was telling her. They had the potential to bond, but that nebulous link was the only thing between them. As a princess of another realm, the damage she could do with such knowledge was immense. Why was he trusting her?

      He read the question on her face before she could speak it. “You are the leader here, and this affects your people more than you know.” He paused. “But more than either of those things… You’re in danger.”

      Dria straightened, drawing in energy with a thought. “Explain.”

      Vek didn’t so much as twitch. “I was sent here to kill you.”

      Her own bonded. Naturally. Did she have any other kind of luck? With a flick of her fingers, she hovered a ball of flame above her palm. “I recommend explaining faster.”

      “I didn’t say I was going to do it,” Vek said, his tone so calm she found her own ire increasing. “I’m not now, and I wasn’t on my last excursion. I might act the occasional assassin, but I am not a murderer.”

      Dria snorted. “What’s the difference?”

      Vek edged a little closer, his voice dropping low. “There’s a great deal of difference. In this world, there is evil so profound that nothing short of death will stop it. Those like me who live in the shadows? Sometimes, we are that justice.”

      Dria’s breath caught. “And who decides who must die?”

      “I do.” His jaw clenched. “Sometimes my father gives orders, but I’ve found my way around eliminating the undeserving.”

      Dria wasn’t certain she believed him. He was too powerful, too assured, too… Too everything. He probably cut down whomever he wished and then celebrated at their funeral pyre. Scowling, she drew in more power until her hair crackled with it.

      “Why does your father want me dead?”

      Vek lifted his hands. “Not you specifically. The leader of the colony. He blames the Moranaians for his illness, and he demanded I return the energy you’re hoarding here. He believes you’ve kept some of what was stored behind the wall for yourselves. Unfortunately, he doesn’t realize there’s a portal that would have to be destroyed to regain that magic.”

      No wonder her brother had been eager to drop this responsibility on her. But had he been eager to avoid this tangled conflict, or did he believe in her enough to be positive she could handle it? If the latter, he was correct—she would.

      Dria leaned closer, letting the force of her magic slip along Vek’s shields.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” she said. “Fen can stay, but you need to leave.”

      Vek’s brows rose. “You think to force me away from my nephew?”

      “You were ordered to assassinate me and steal our energy.” She danced a flame between her fingers. “Even if you don’t intend to do it, I can’t risk the threat. You’ll have to take your games elsewhere.”

      Eyes narrowing, he tipped his head toward hers, so close his breath fanned across her lips. “I. Am. Not. Leaving.”

      “Why should I let you stay?” she asked.

      Or, rather, whispered. She cursed at herself for the breathless hitch to her voice, but his nearness dug into her resolve. Even so, she wouldn’t retreat. She couldn’t. If she yielded to him now, they would never have respect between them again.

      “I need you,” he answered, and her chest squeezed tight at the words. “It will be much more difficult to thwart my father without your help. You know, there’s a risk to my people from this illness, as well. I have to find another method to solve the problem, and I’m not sure I can do it unless Moranaia stands with me.”

      Foolish heart. Of course he’d been talking about her as a leader, not a woman. It was better that way. Dria had no doubt he’d be phenomenal in bed, but he would be terrible as a bonded. He was too harsh.

      Unfeeling.

      “Fine. You may remain with Fen, though it isn’t because I trust you,” Dria said. “I’ll do my best to help you deal with the illness. Then I want you to leave me alone. I know what you are now, and I’ll have no part of it.”

      The hiss of his breath cut between them. “You have no idea what I am.”

      “I have no desire to.”

      Dria shoved past him, ready to be done with the conversation. With him. She let the fire in her hand wink out as she neared the door, though she kept her magic at the ready as she stomped away. Let him attack her from behind if that was his intent. She would relish a reason to strike his arrogant ass down.

      But it wasn’t his magic that caught her, and it wasn’t an attack.

      Vek reached her so swiftly that she almost couldn’t track the movement, and his hand wrapped around her wrist before she could raise any defenses. He spun her around, shoving her against the wall beside the door. His odd, taupe eyes pinned her in place as he crowded her, and she didn’t bother to struggle as he gathered both wrists above her head.

      “You won’t be done with me so easily.”

      Dria knew what he was going to do—and she let him.

      His mouth crashed onto hers with such force her lip almost pinched against her teeth. Almost. Then he plundered, no gentle kisses to ease the way. Fire. She thought she’d held it before, but it was nothing next to this. Moaning, she strained against him, wanting her hands free so she could tug at him.

      Vek shifted so close she could feel every bit of his hardness against her. Only then, when his body trapped hers, did he release her hands. She dug her fingers into his hair, pulling until she could meet him in the kiss. In that moment, it didn’t matter if she liked him—she wanted him.

      His breath came ragged as he pulled his mouth away from hers. “Dria…”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she said on a gasp. “You’re wasting your time trying to intimidate me this way.”

      “You would know if I wanted you to fear me,” Vek murmured. “Though you have every reason to.” He nipped at her bottom lip, letting the flat side of his fang slide across the delicate skin. “The slightest taste of your blood, and you would be mine.”

      Dria ran her finger along his ear, and he shivered. Smiling as he fell for the distraction, she found the weakness in his shielding. And pounced. Before he could blink, she cast the immobilization spell, and his muscles seized. But his eyes. Ah, his eyes promised such sweet retribution.

      After she wiggled from his hold, she shifted him until he leaned against the wall. It would be no good to have the prince fall and break something, even if he did deserve it. Then she would have to explain to Lial what had happened, and that would be worse than any torture Vek could devise. Healers weren’t the easily amused sort.

      “Don’t worry,” Dria said before she opened the door. “It won’t last long. Though I recommend you not threaten me like that again.”

      Her body was aflame with thwarted desire, but Dria couldn’t help but grin all the way to her room. She had no idea how he’d get back at her.

      But gods, she hoped it was spectacular.
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      The door had barely snapped closed before Vek had the spell untangled. With as much energy as he had stored and the experience he’d had with such spells of late, it would have been a simple matter. But instead of rushing after her, he slid down the wall and leaned his head against the stone.

      He. Was. So. Fucked.

      Not literally, unfortunately. His aching body reminded him quite strongly of that fact. Metaphorically? That was something else. He’d sworn not to mate, not with the insanity of his life. But how could he resist Dria? She had a fire that drew him, a confidence that ignited him. What other person would dare cast a spell like that against him during an intimate moment?

      She probably assumed he’d be enraged. Offended. Little did she know. Vek would never be happy with a woman who submitted without question. No, their mating would be a battle, and he’d never been able to resist a fight. He may not have wanted a link with another, but now he had found the right one. Provided he could figure out a way to keep her.

      Despite what he’d said, he would never force a mating without permission. Vek wanted her, not an endless lifetime of anger and misery. Which meant he would have to avoid kissing her again. He was careful of his fangs, but accidents happened. She would be his by choice or not at all.

      Dria might have believed he was kissing her for intimidation’s sake, but she’d been wrong. Her confident authority did things to him, and her brush-off had erased his good sense. Not anymore. He would have to be on guard and control himself better. Because he had a feeling he would break before she did.

      With a groan, Vek shoved himself to his feet and started back to the room she’d grudgingly granted him before their discussion. She might not have placed him as far away as absolutely possible, but he and Fen were still several levels removed from her chamber and from this one as well. He would check on his nephew and then… Well, he didn’t know what he’d do then.

      Vek wouldn’t be able to sleep, not with so much energy coursing through him. He rubbed at the ache in his temples as he considered the problem. There was a reason he rarely fed twice in one day. Not only did he have more power than he could comfortably contain, but his mind felt stretched from the introduction of new talents. He would need to avoid taking blood for a couple of days, at the very least, or he’d suffer the effects.

      Too much too soon would cause crippling pain.

      Sensing that his nephew was alone, Vek gave the barest knock before pushing into the room. Fen sat cross-legged on his bed, his back against the cave wall, and nodded at Vek as he entered. His nephew didn’t show any symptoms of illness, but if his expression was any indication, his spirits had suffered.

      “There’s always a cost,” Fen said abruptly.

      Vek sat on a stone bench formed from the cave floor, though the lingering hum of dragon magic prickled his skin even through his clothes. “Translation?”

      “For the things we do. There’s always a cost.” Fen rubbed his palm across his pants leg. “I thought that if I worked with Kien and got my payback on the Unseelie family who’d abandoned me that I’d make the world better. Eventually. But that darkness tainted everything. It won’t leave me no matter how much I change.”

      Vek leaned forward. “So you’ve given up already?”

      “I don’t know.” Fen sighed. “You’ve gotta admit it’s ironic. Kien pierced my heart with the same poison I helped him create, and now I’m sick with yet another version of it. Maybe my mother was right to ditch my sorry ass on Earth. Imagine the trouble I would cause with real training.”

      It was tempting to brush aside his nephew’s words with half-true reassurances, but that wasn’t what Fen needed. “It’s fair that you have to deal with what you helped create. That is justice. Do not, however, mistake the echoes of the past as an indication of the future.”

      His nephew opened his mouth to protest, but Vek cut him off with a sharp gesture. “Fen, our natures are darker than many of the other fae, but there is reason for it. Some light can only be born in darkness. A fine line. You were left to process that on your own, far from any semblance of context. That you weren’t irredeemably evil when I found you is a sign of your promise. And be assured that if I believed otherwise, I would kill you. That’s my job.”

      Fen let out a choked laugh. “Damn. If you ever have kids, I hope you’re not the one who has to comfort them.”

      Vek froze. Children. He’d never wanted a child, not after experiencing the way his father treated his various offspring. But if Vek joined with Dria, that concept was no longer an unpleasant one. How would she feel about the matter? How did he feel about it? He’d have to decide before they spoke more seriously about linking.

      “I was joking,” Fen said, humor returning to his eyes.

      “It’s no matter,” Vek responded. “Though I fear you are correct in that regard. I suppose I’ll be the one to chase away the threats. I’m rather good at it.”

      And he was. He had a lifetime of experience with scaring others away—friend and foe. Generally speaking, it was for the best. Now, here he was, cultivating allies and considering a mate. He really had lived long enough to see everything.

      “If your kid is anything like you, it’ll actually help.” Fen grinned. “I think it somehow made me feel better. Guess I’m messed up in the head.”

      Vek stood, suddenly ready to be alone with his thoughts. “No more than I, little comfort though that may be. Stay on your guard, Fen. I’m going to attempt to create a gate to the house to gather a few things for us. Try not to get in trouble while I’m gone.”

      “Wait.” Fen’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve been able to create portals all this time? Then why have you—”

      It was Vek who smirked this time. “Let’s just say it’s a newly acquired talent.” Thanks to Quaea, but his nephew needn’t know that. “I’ll contact you telepathically once I return. Shouldn’t take long.”

      Vek didn’t give Fen time to argue. It would take a fair amount of energy mastering the transportation spell, but he’d be able to retrieve clean clothing for both of them. What else could he do with the excess energy that wouldn’t annoy the Moranaians? Other than manipulating the stone furniture in his room, and he had no desire to do that.

      They would simply have to deal with his portal experiment.
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      Dria spun the piece of dried-out cheese another half-turn along her plate and attempted to summon the urge to eat it. Satisfaction with besting Vek had faded into frustration, and no small amount of that was worry over the situation. Once her thoughts had settled, the news he’d delivered sank in. The king of the Unseelie was dangerously ill, possibly with the same thing afflicting Fen. The potential for catastrophe was immense.

      And she’d sworn not to tell.

      Miaran.

      Well, she’d been granted leadership over this outpost, and that meant it was her duty to handle the problem. Fine. Dria might have been shocked by her abrupt placement into the role, but it was time to stop wallowing in any lingering doubt. She’d been trained to lead a troop of mages—this wasn’t a great deal different.

      So what was her next step? Dria gave the cheese another turn as her thoughts made their own circle. They needed to find out if others were ill. From what she’d been told, Fen had been connected to the poisoned energy at one time, and Maddy might have picked up a bit of that from him. Neither had been near the Unseelie king, to her knowledge, but the king had touched the energy bound behind the wall before the wall fell.

      Had anyone else been connected? And when had the power behind the barrier become tainted?

      At that thought, she hurried over to the communication mirror. She activated the link, and it was a blessedly brief amount of time before the Myern’s image filled the surface.

      If he was surprised to be contacted by her, he was too experienced to show it. “Princess Dria,” Lyr said smoothly. “It is a pleasure to see you. I hope my people were able to bring comfort to your accommodations.”

      “Yes, of course,” Dria answered automatically, though urgency gripped her. “I appreciate your consideration.”

      “More will arrive with the mages,” he said. “Is there anything in particular you would like to request?”

      By rights, she should continue their polite banter before truly getting to her request, but she couldn’t take the time. Hopefully Lord Lyr was familiar enough with Ralan that her lack of social niceties wouldn’t disturb him. “As a matter of fact, yes. Several things.”

      Lyr nodded. “Of course. Please feel free to speak freely. My daughter is part-human, and your brother pesters me incessantly. I’ve even found accommodations for a dragon. I’ll not be bothered, I assure you.”

      “I hope that is the case.” Dria met his gaze through the glass. “I need a scout or two who can move with ease through the human world and is willing to risk exposure to the affliction that has befallen Fen. I trust Lial shared that information with you?”

      “Yes.” Lyr did frown then. “A concerning development.”

      “I would like to suggest that Selia and Lial work together to create something capable of detecting the presence of the illness. An object that can be carried, perhaps?” Dria pressed her lips together to avoid mentioning Vek. “I would prefer to rely upon our own people in this endeavor, and I am uncertain who besides Lial can identify the sickness. As for the scouts, Kera mentioned a pair named Delbin and Inona that might suit.”

      “An excellent suggestion. I’ll consult them to see if they are willing to risk exposure to the illness for this mission. Once I know for sure, I’ll send word,” Lyr said. “And I will check with Selia and Lial, as well.”

      Dria smiled. “Thank you, Myern. I appreciate your haste in this matter.”

      As soon as Lyr bid her farewell, Dria cut the link. Only then did she allow the sigh to slip free. Her request might prove impossible, but if anyone could come up with a way to detect the disease, it would be Lial and Selia. Only if they failed would she ask Vek to assist her. Gods forbid.

      Suddenly, his energy brushed against hers in an attempt to communicate telepathically. Surprised, her shield slipped, and he didn’t hesitate to complete the connection.  She cursed aloud as a shiver traced down her spine at the contact. With her luck, he knew it, too.

      “I’m porting back to my house for some clothes,” Vek said. “Don’t stride in here to kill me when you feel the power surge.”

      “You’re what?” Her lips thinned. “You are supposed to stay here. Fen—”

      “Isn’t going anywhere. Relax, Dria. I’m not leaving you.” His laughter tickled the edges of her mind. “I fear I have no talent for creating cloth, much less garments. You’ll just have to survive without me for a while.”

      Dria sent a shock of annoyance through the connection. “I’ll manage.”

      Then he was gone, and the promised surge of power shivered across her skin.

      She stared at the wall for more than a few drips of time. Not because she missed him—or was waiting for him to come back. Absolutely not. Besides, he would return soon enough. There was no way he was done annoying her.

      If only she could decide whether she wanted him to be.
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      A chime from the communication mirror woke Dria, and with a groan, she sat up. It couldn’t be dawn yet. She’d attuned a spell in the entrance at the top of the cave to alert her when the sun rose, since she didn’t have another method of measuring time, and the simple alarm hadn’t yet shrieked in her mind. But there was no telling how long had passed since she’d left Moranaia.

      Another ring sounded from the mirror. Resigned, Dria swiped her fingers through her hair, smoothing the tangles with an enchantment, and rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. Then she stood, brushed the wrinkles from the robe she’d fallen asleep in, and marched over to the mirror to answer the summons.

      The Myern’s serious face filled the glass, erasing her reflection. “Good morning, Dria. Please forgive me for calling at such an early hour.”

      “These circumstances aren’t precisely normal,” Dria said. “Is something amiss?”

      Lyr shook his head. “Not exactly. However, I would like to send my scout and her partner through in advance of the mages. Since the mages are arriving fairly early, I wanted to notify you now.”

      “Did Delbin and Inona agree?” Dria asked.

      “They did.” Lyr smiled. “You’ll find them perfect, I believe. Inona is a scout of some experience who has traveled on Earth a great deal, and Delbin was exiled there for about a century. Mistakenly, of course. He knows Earth better than Moranaia. Lial and Selia haven’t yet devised a method to detect the illness, but I thought you might appreciate the ability to have eyes on the surface sooner rather than later.”

      Dria had a feeling there was a great deal more unsaid about this pair, but she was willing to find out for herself. “You are correct.”

      “Very well, then. I’ll send them through in…” A line formed between his brows. “Half a mark here, but I’m uncertain how you measure that there.”

      It was Dria’s turn to smile. “It’s no matter. I will be prepared.”

      Once they’d severed the connection, Dria sprang into action. In moments, she’d donned a new robe, braided her hair, and grabbed the loaf of bread still on the table before striding out the door. She ate as she walked, her thoughts on anything but food.

      She had first considered having someone familiar with Earth camp near the hidden entrance, but it might be better to have the incoming pair scout the nearby cities instead. Some of that decision would depend on what she gleaned of their talents. Would the couple have any ability to discover more about the illness? And if Vek’s father did indeed send forth others to attack the outpost, perhaps Inona and Delbin would catch word of their arrival in the area.

      From what she’d seen of the Myern’s previous choices, there was a fair chance that Inona and Delbin would have just the skills needed.

      The cavern was quiet, although the lights ringing the walls hadn’t been dimmed. Guards stood at their places beside the platform, but Dria didn’t spot Kera. Or Fen and Vek. Even a traitorous potential bonded and his nephew had to sleep, it seemed. Thank the gods. If good fortune held, they would remain absent for her meeting with the mages. There was a chance that wouldn’t go well, and she’d rather not have an audience.

      Dria had just managed to swallow her last bite of bread when two figures stepped through the portal. The guards tensed for a heartbeat before they got a look at the pair. Then they gestured the newcomers forward.

      The male had lightly tanned skin and blond hair a few shades darker than Vek’s, but the woman’s deeper gold tone and honey tresses looked more typical of plains elves. Dria guessed she wasn’t a mage, though. Her Earth garb and wary, searching gaze marked her as a scout.

      “Welcome,” Dria said as they halted at the base of the steps.

      “Thank you, princess,” the woman answered. “I am Callian iy’dianore sonal i Inona Eman nai Braelyn, and this is…”

      At her hesitation, the man smiled. “Delbin Rayac. I honestly don’t know if I have a formal title at this point.”

      Yes, there had to be quite a story about these two. “I suppose it doesn’t matter so much while we are on Earth,” Dria said.

      His smile widened. “The humans won’t know the difference.”

      Dria couldn’t hold back a chuckle. “Indeed.”

      “Hey, Vek,” Delbin said as his gaze shifted to something behind Dria. Or someone.

      The annoying man in question stepped up to Dria’s side. So much for good fortune. “What are you two doing here?”

      Inona’s eyes narrowed. “We could ask the same.”

      “I assumed your leader told you about Fen,” Vek said.

      Sadness crossed Inona’s face. “Yes. I was sorry to hear of the infection.”

      “I take it you no longer mistrust my nephew?” Vek smirked. “Though you have no such confidence in me.”

      Seemed reasonable to Dria.

      “You have done nothing to earn my trust.” Inona tipped up her chin. “But Fen faced death at Kien’s hand to ensure the rest of our group escaped that cave. Cora might have been the one to close the gash on my throat, but I have not forgotten all who contributed to our survival. You weren’t one of them.”

      Vek shrugged. “I didn’t kill Fen as I’d been ordered to. See? I helped.”

      Inona scowled, but Dria found herself fighting back an unexpected smile. No. Do not enjoy his dry sense of humor. Delbin had no such inhibitions. Laughing, he clapped his hand on Vek’s shoulder as though sharing a joke with an old friend.

      “It’s obvious you and Fen are related,” Delbin said. “Tell him I’m hoping for the best for him if I don’t get a chance to say so in person.”

      To his credit, Vek merely nodded, despite the way he’d tensed at Delbin’s closeness. “I will do so.”

      Light surged from the portal, and the first of the mages stepped through. Dria wanted to curse. She’d thought she would have time to consult with Inona and Delbin on their coming mission before her next wave of duties, but apparently not.

      Then she managed to identify the people who had already come out of the portal. “Miaran.”

      Ah, well. At least they were too far away to have heard the curse.

      “Why, princess,” Vek whispered, his head tipped near enough for his breath to tickle her ear. “Am I mistaken, or did you neglect to address that to me for once?”

      “Not now,” Dria muttered. “I don’t know who is responsible for this, but it can only mean trouble.”

      “What can?”

      She shivered at the brush of air that came with the words and twisted her head to avoid the sensation. “That’s my former troop.”

      Vek caught her gaze. “And?”

      “I was in the lowest tier. I’d hoped to advance soon, but…” Dria swallowed. “Now I’m supposed to be their leader. Gods give me strength for this firestorm.”

      For a moment, she could have sworn that his eyes pinched in concern, but any hint of that emotion was buried in a dangerous, devious gleam. “Want me to drain them for you?”

      Dria’s mouth dropped open. Beside them, Inona let out a choked gasp, and Delbin’s sudden cough sounded suspiciously like a laugh. But Dria couldn’t take her eyes off Vek. Love of the gods. Was he serious? She honestly couldn’t tell, and that reality sent twin bolts of fear and excitement straight through her heart.

      “Careful,” she murmured. “Or I might think you’re being nice to me.”

      “I would be happy to be nice to you in many ways, dearest Dria.”

      Her breath hitched. Clechtan, she didn’t have time for this. The final mage in the troop had just exited the portal, and Fedah, their troop’s leader, was gesturing them to take formation behind her. Dria would not begin this meeting flushed and flustered because of an insufferable Unseelie prince.

      “Did you eat before leaving Moranaia?” Dria asked Inona.

      The scout shook her head. “We skipped the evening meal to make haste.”

      “Then perhaps Vek would be kind enough to escort you to the dining room.” Dria gave him a sweet smile. “I’m certain he remembers it.”

      His voice dropped to a low rumble. “Quite well.”

      Far from the anger she’d hoped the reminder would bring, desire lined his face. Her body heated as his gaze locked with hers, and she spun away from him. His laughter followed her as she approached the portal.

      Dria didn’t look back, but she could feel when he moved away. His absence bothered her almost as much as his presence, a sudden void where his warmth had been. Silly sentiment. He needled her constantly, not gave her comfort.

      Didn’t he?

      Fedah and five other mages had already descended from the platform by the time Dria reached them. At the back of the initial group, Gessen sent her an encouraging smile, but it did nothing to ease the tension sending little sparks of anxiety tumbling in her gut. Not that any of these people would know. She’d faced far worse.

      “Good day, Dria,” Fedah said, her tone polite enough—if the listener hadn’t trained with her long enough to detect the bite. “It is an…unexpected pleasure to see you again so soon.”

      Dria inclined her head. “Did the Ogefa not explain your mission?”

      “Not as adequately as she could have.” Fedah’s lips thinned. “I learned upon our arrival at Braelyn that you are in charge here, not Prince Ralan. Well, I suppose it explains why you left my command so quickly despite our years of working together.”

      Ah, a hint of challenge already, reminding Dria of her previous appointment. But although Dria was nervous about potential conflicts, she had ceased being intimidated by Fedah a century or so prior. “This is not the Citadel. However, if my reassignment troubles you so deeply that you’re grieved, you are more than welcome to return there.”

      The other woman’s skin blotched red. “I did not claim grief.”

      “Good,” Dria said, ignoring the insult. “Then after you get settled in your new room, you’ll be prepared to join me to discuss the needed increase in protections for the outpost as well as improvements to our living conditions.”

      From the stormy expression on her former captain’s face, Dria half expected to have her shields struck by lightning at any moment. But Fedah finally gave the barest nod. “Of course.”

      Dria scanned the expressions of the five mages at the front. Gessen appeared largely amused, although she caught a hint of worry in his eyes, and one of the other fairly new recruits, Bete, had a slight smile. Fedah’s seconds, Pethan and Miria, were unreadable, and a third-tier mage, Kedep, had a frown that could have been confusion.

      Any one of them could bring their own brand of trouble, intentionally or not.

      “If you will follow me, I will show you to your rooms,” Dria said.

      At Fedah’s reluctant consent, Dria ascended the base of the stairs. Hostility radiated from the woman behind her, an unwelcome reminder of the terrible situation. She’d likely made an enemy of her former captain, but she didn’t let it bother her. In fact, after dealing with Vek, Dria had found this confrontation easier than she might have a few days ago.

      Want me to drain them for you?

      Dria smiled at the memory of his words. He probably had been joking, but the idea held more temptation now that she’d spoken to Fedah. But no. If it came down to it, Dria would challenge the woman to combat herself. There might be no other way to ease the resentment her sudden advancement had caused—not that it would disappear, no matter what Dria did. She would always be known as a rank-hopping princess at the Citadel now.
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      Vek had intended to ditch Delbin and Inona in the dining room and sneak back down to listen in on Dria’s discussion with the mages, but Fen had walked in just behind them. His nephew had corralled him into staying, so now Vek sat a table with the other three and tried to conceal how much he wanted to be somewhere else. Specifically at the bottom of the cavern admiring how his future mate handled her former colleagues.

      He hated to miss a good set-down.

      “You’re sure you want to get near me?” Fen asked for the third time.

      Delbin shrugged. “I’ve risked worse. Chill.”

      “I’m not certain that cold would help the situation,” Vek said.

      Fen and Delbin broke out in laughter, but Inona appeared equally confused. “Probably Earth slang,” she muttered.

      “Yeah,” Fen said as his laughter trailed off. “Sort of like telling someone to calm down.”

      “Reminds me of the way Vek lost his chill with Dria.” Delbin smirked. “But I guess that was less about calm and more about—”

      Inona nudged her shoulder into Delbin’s.

      But Vek stunned them all into silence by chuckling. “You’re a brave man, Delbin Rayac.”

      The man in question grimaced. “Something like that.”

      “I’ll end your speculation now,” Vek said, concluding that truth would be to his benefit here. “Dria is my potential mate, and I have decided to claim her. Provided she agrees, of course.”

      Fen froze, his hand hovering over his bread. Then he gave his head a slow shake. “Good luck with that.”

      “She didn’t seem particularly interested,” Delbin said.

      It was Vek’s turn to wince. “I concede it may take a great deal of time.”

      Eyebrows drawing together, Inona studied Vek as she passed him a platter of cheese. “Do you know nothing about Princess Dria?”

      He accepted the plate automatically, but he couldn’t have said what he selected. His eyes were on Inona even as he handed the dish to Fen. “You sound as though you have crucial knowledge about my potential mate.”

      “Crucial might be overstating things.” Inona smiled. “I’ve heard it rumored that she is cool and reserved…unless a person manages to bring out strong emotions. At court, she was either heralded as a frigid monster like Kien or an arrogant hothead like Ralan. Then again, the drama surrounding her brothers did her no favors during her teen years. She was fifteen when Ralan left and Kien was found torturing his brother’s former lover.”

      “Fuck,” Fen whispered.

      Vek had to concur. Life at a royal at court was fraught with enough trouble without including two such tense events. He should know. His mother had been thrown out of court quite publicly after giving birth to one of Vek’s siblings, a child who hadn’t inherited the Felshreh traits from either her or the king. His father had been considering her for a marriage alliance based on Vek’s strength, so the rumors spawned on that day had been vicious.

      Of course, no one had been brave enough to repeat them in Vek’s hearing after he’d almost ripped the throat out of the man who’d started the worst of them. His mother would never have tried to claim another man’s child was the king’s. She was no fool, and no spell on any world could trick a blood elf into misidentifying his own offspring.

      The rumors at the Moranaian court after Ralan had fled to Earth must have been spectacular. And after Kien was revealed to be such a sick bastard? Brutal. Well, it did explain why Dria was all fight. If she’d cowered, she would have been eaten alive—both at court and later at the Citadel.

      “Prince Vek?”

      He startled, blinking as Inona came back into focus. Quickly, Vek grabbed the pitcher she’d been holding out for him. “Please forgive my inattention.”

      Surprise crossed her face. “It’s…no matter.”

      “Hey, you do have manners,” Fen quipped.

      Vek shrugged. “When it pleases me.”

      It was more complicated than that, but they wouldn’t appreciate hearing that he didn’t waste civilities on people who served no greater purpose. Only the worthy earned the effort of courtesy, and Inona had proved herself to be such by offering him essential information about Dria. Divine knew her reasons, but Vek would accept the gift, nonetheless.

      Now he had to figure out what to do with it.
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      Dria made certain to settle Gessen in his room last.

      As soon as the door closed behind them, Dria spun to face her friend. “Nice warning you gave.”

      Gessen flushed. “I’m sorry. Our group wasn’t the Ogefa’s first choice, but the second-in-command of the other troop shattered his elbow. We were rushed out rather quickly to take their place.”

      “Fedah could have mentioned that,” Dria grumbled. “It might have smoothed the situation for all of us to acknowledge that only an accident had placed her under my command.”

      “She has always had too much pride,” Gessen said. Then he winced. “But don’t tell her I said that.”

      Dria laughed, though she was grateful as much as amused. Few would speak bluntly in her presence, most too concerned with their own standing to risk it. A friendship like this was one to be treasured. “You know I won’t.”

      His grin returned. “That I do. So are you going to tell me what’s happening here?”

      “Before I notify your captain?” Dria tapped her finger against her chin and then smiled. “Absolutely.”
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      By lunch, Dria wanted nothing more than to curl up in bed and sleep, but she had far too much to do. She’d already chatted with Gessen, spent a couple of marks consulting with Delbin and Inona before sending them out on a mission, and then assigned the mages to their first tasks. There hadn’t been any complaints about reinforcing the protections on the various tunnels that connected to neighboring cave systems, but it was only a matter of time until the grumbling began. Fedah wouldn’t hold her tongue for long.

      A worry for later. Dria had her own task to complete, one she’d sworn to her aching thighs that she’d accomplish. The staircase spiraling around the cavern served its purpose, but it was an unwieldly way to travel. For one thing, it wasn’t wide enough to accommodate more than two people side by side. Worse, it took forever to reach the top.

      Dria settled her fist against her hip as she stared upward, trying to decide how to proceed. A direct local portal from the bottom to the upper chambers would be easy, but it wouldn’t help anyone who wanted to access the rooms along the middle. She also needed to consider children, the elderly, and the injured. The outpost was inhabited by warriors now, but that might not always be the case. Better to prepare in advance for those unable to make such a climb.

      A tingle of awareness shivered through her. Vek. His energy brushed against hers a moment before he spoke. “Analyzing the composition of Earth’s caves?”

      Dria released an exasperated sigh. “I wouldn’t know how to identify the types of rocks and minerals available on Moranaia, much less this world.”

      “Then might I ask why you are staring at the cavern wall as though it holds life’s mysteries?” he asked, humor coloring his tone.

      She deigned to glare at him. “If you must know, I’m trying to decide how to improve transportation to the top. A direct portal wouldn’t help anyone in the middle. I could make an entire portal system, but that would require the user to be able to connect with and control the spell to choose the proper destination. The best choice would be to create a moving platform. I’ll have to wait for Kezari to return, though. It’s not something I have the ability to create.”

      “I see, he answered. “When is she supposed to return?”

      “I’m not sure. Selia is working with Lial on a project, and I gather that Aris and Kezari are unlikely to return without her,” she answered. Vek peered upward, much as she had earlier, and Dria grinned at the look of concentration he now wore. “Are you examining the composition of the cavern?”

      Instead of getting annoyed, he smiled. “Yes, actually. I believe I could create a platform for you. I haven’t used earth magic in a long time, so it’s a little faded, but I should be able to manage the trick. It would be better than asking Fen, considering his illness, and then you won’t have to wait for the dragon to return.”

      Dria studied Vek’s face. There was something different about him. An openness that hadn’t been there yesterday. But why? Was it some further trap? Some way to catch her unaware? He should have been furious after she’d used that spell on him in the dining room. He had to be planning some kind of retribution. After all, he didn’t seem the type to ignore a dare, spoken or otherwise.

      And what did it say about her that she felt a sliver of disappointment at his lack of response?

      “Of course, I understand if you would prefer to wait.” Ah, there it was. That hint of mischief and challenge in his eyes. “If you’re afraid to spend too much time in my presence.”

      Gods. The cursed man did this kind of thing on purpose. He had to know how she would react. “Go ahead,” Dria said. “If you’re up to the challenge.”

      Truthfully, though, he needn’t have pestered her into it. She’d never seen him perform any magic, nor had she been able to pinpoint his talents when she’d scanned him. In fact, Dria had never heard of him using magic openly like this. And what had he meant by the talent being faded? One could need refreshing on certain techniques, but an innate skill didn’t simply go away when it wasn’t used.

      Vek stepped forward, moving closer to the wall, and her focus shifted to the flex of the muscles in his back as he lifted his arms, fingers splayed. Dria extended her own senses to watch how he performed the spell, even though her stomach twisted at the disorienting energy building around him. Instead of pulling from his environment, he uncurled his power from within like a rope unwinding.

      No tether to the natural world. None.

      She shuddered, withdrawing her awareness. Vek stood so motionless he could have been one of the stalagmites spearing up from the floor, a cave formation that moved worlds. But the tail of his power shifted the rock as his hands could not. From the wall in front of them, bits of stone separated from various places, small sections that wouldn’t destabilize any one place, and began to warp and congeal. Then his magic shaped them into a platform, complete with handrails.

      Before Dria could blink, the power was gone, gathered back behind his shielding as though it had never existed. Gods, her mouth was hanging open. Dria closed her jaw with a snap and struggled not to show her amazement. What was he, exactly? She’d never seen magic work that way.

      He spun to face her, and she gasped. His skin was so pale it was truly as white as his hair, and as he neared, Dria caught sight of his fangs. He couldn’t replenish power from the environment. He’d used a great deal of magic and surely needed blood.

      Her own blood surged—and heated. Suddenly, she wanted to be the one to offer it.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Vek said, his voice low and rough. “Don’t.”

      “I wasn’t…” She let out a long breath. She totally had been. “I’m sorry.”

      Vek trailed his knuckle along her cheek. “You’ll offer the bonding pendant before I take your blood. That I vow.”

      Then the drec walked away.
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      Vek was going to pay for that display.

      By the time he made it to Fen’s room, his legs were shaking from lack of energy and from the long climb. Stupidity at its finest. He’d had to pour more power into creating the platform than intended, but he hadn’t used that particular talent in so long that he’d almost lost his grip on the spell. Maintaining control had cost a great deal of energy. Too bad he hadn’t kept hold of some of the excess he’d gained from nearly draining Quaea.

      Fen lowered the book he held as Vek stumbled in. Dropping into a chair on the other side of the table from his nephew, Vek struggled to control his need. Not that it would do any good. In this state, he would have to take blood, or he would grow ill.

      Closing the book with a snap, Fen’s gaze focused on Vek. “What in the ever-loving hell happened to you?”

      Vek grimaced. “I helped Dria with her work.”

      “Did you create another cave system or something?” Fen demanded. “You need blood. Now.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” Vek said. His nephew set his book on the table and started to lift his wrist toward his mouth, but Vek halted the motion with a snort. “You’re sick, remember? But I couldn’t take from you right now even if you weren’t.”

      Fen lowered his arm to his lap. “What? Why?”

      Vek took a deep breath. He’d never told anyone this. Never. In fact, only his mother and father knew, and they only because they’d had to help him learn how to handle the unusual gift. But he needed an ally, and Fen had proved his worth. They were kindred spirits, alike in more ways than Fen realized. This was a trust he wouldn’t betray.

      “There is more to my talent than people know,” Vek said, each word dropping like a weight. “It is a benefit but also a great danger.”

      Fen’s brows rose. “This isn’t one of those ‘now that I’ve told you, I’m going to have to kill you’ scenarios, is it?”

      That surprised a chuckle out of Vek. “No. Not unless you make the mistake of breaking my trust. If you are uncertain of my regard for you, being given this truth should clarify matters. You will be one of three besides myself to know.”

      “I’m not sure what to say to that,” Fen mumbled.

      “Just listen.” Vek leaned his head against the seat as exhaustion washed over him. Yes, he was going to pay for this folly. “Most have an innate talent, like your earth magic. Sometimes multiple abilities. And I suppose you could say that I’m the same. I possess many of the basic Felshreh spells, it is true, but the bulk of my talent is…unorthodox. Malleable, like clay. It is formed by the blood I take in.”

      Fen shook his head. “I’m not following you.”

      “Do you know how many bats there are in this cave system?”

      “Uhh…”

      “Of course not,” Vek said. “But I could count their heartbeats if I wished. Because Aris gave me blood.”

      It only took a moment for Fen to puzzle it out. “You can use life magic now? Holy shit.”

      “Not as completely as Aris.” Vek let his eyes drift closed. “But somewhat. My brain forms the channels based on the echoes in the blood.”

      “How are you not the most powerful man on any of the worlds?”

      Vek cracked one eye open. “Who says I’m not?”

      “Logic.” Fen leaned closer, resting an elbow on the table. “If you could possess all of the talents of any fae in existence, none of this stuff would be a problem.”

      “That would be because I can’t. Only echoes in the blood, remember? I get bits and pieces.” Vek sighed. “The talent is far from limitless, and I have to be extremely careful who I take blood from. For one thing, the skills can jumble together in unpleasant ways if they are added too close together. If I’d taken too many types of earth magic, for instance, I would have made Dria a column of mud instead of a platform. And what I gain fades over time. A boon and a curse, depending. But the worst? If I take blood from those with strong talents too closely together, I’ll suffer. Crippling pain, actually, as my mind struggles to incorporate it all. Which brings us to my current problem.”

      Fen frowned. “Which is?”

      Vek caught his nephew’s gaze. “Not only did I get Aris’s blood, but I also took from Quaea when I confronted my father yesterday. If I don’t find someone weak to take from this time, I’m going to be incapacitated for hours.”

      “Damn,” Fen said. “How do you manage to keep yourself fed on a regular basis?”

      “I can go a month or more without blood if I take plenty and then conserve my energy.” Vek rubbed his fingers against the ache building at his temples. “Though after a week, my channels tend to settle well enough to prevent harm if I need blood again. It also helps if I feed from those with similar talents, so long as they won’t muddle. I might still get new abilities that way, but they are more likely to reinforce or overlap with old skills.”

      “Glad I’m not you. That’s far too much trouble to go to for a meal.” Fen snickered. “Why did you use all of your energy, then?”

      A good question—and one he had no intention of fully answering. He’d known very well it was a terrible idea to help Dria. But for once, just once, it had been nice to have a problem he could fix without having to hurt or kill anyone. Not to mention the opportunity to surprise his mate…and show off.

      “I was rustier with my earth magic than I’d realized,” Vek conceded.

      “Do you have enough power to teleport to the surface so you can find a human?” Fen asked. Then he snapped his fingers. “Wait, did you get that ability from Quaea? Lucky bastard.”

      “Didn’t feel lucky when I struggled to use it. The first time I tried to cast the spell, I almost made a gate to the edge of the cliff outside my house, and even when I had it right, I nearly lost control of it mid-crossing. Ability doesn’t equal knowledge of use.” With a groan, Vek shoved himself to his feet. “I don’t think I can get to the surface, so I’ll have to do my best to find the weakest of the warriors here who will consent. I suspect it won’t help, since Lyr sent only his best. Be prepared to guard my room until I emerge.”

      Fen’s eyes widened. “That bad?”

      “I suppose you glossed over the crippling pain part.” Vek waved a hand before Fen could comment. “Don’t worry about it. It won’t be the first time I’ve made a mistake, nor will it be the last.”

      Then Vek strode from the room to amend his folly.
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      Her stomach rumbled with hunger and her muscles were lax with exhaustion by the time Dria directed the platform to the top of the cavern with a nudge of energy. Finally, the blasted thing lifted smoothly, not lurching or tilting as it had the previous five times. Thank the gods. She would have to show newcomers how to activate the spell, but it only required a press of energy rather than intimate knowledge of teleportation magic. Should be simple enough.

      Smiling, Dria stepped off the platform onto the upper level. Then she froze. In the shadows beside the door to the dining room, Vek bent over one of the guards’ wrists. A guard whose glazed eyes didn’t focus on her as she jerked into action. Vek had beguiled one of her warriors without her permission—and possibly without the man in question’s consent, either.

      “Vek!”

      Her wretched bonded didn’t lift his head at once, but when he did, there was no sign of a wound on the wrist he held. The guard shook his head, reclaimed his arm, and nodded politely at Vek before ambling away. Vek merely lifted a brow.

      “I can’t believe you dared to feed on one of my people,” Dria snarled as she halted a short distance away. Just enough to be able to resist shoving him. “My warriors are not—”

      “I asked him first,” Vek stated mildly. “Do you expect me to starve for energy?”

      Dria sucked in a deep breath. “No. But you could go elsewhere. You made a portal last night.”

      “And could not today.” Vek pressed his palm against his temple as his face pinched with a hint of…pain? “I must go. You’ll have to deride me later.”

      Dria gaped as Vek stumbled past her. What was his problem? She stared at his departing back as he jogged down the stairs toward his room. Could he be coming down with Fen’s illness? Taking the warrior’s blood hadn’t eased his pallor, and he’d acted as though his head hurt.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Dria headed after him. Not that she was likely to catch him at the speed he was moving. Her worry increased as Vek reached the landing to his floor and took off at a run down the hallway. She descended the stairs as rapidly as she dared. Something was absolutely wrong. She’d never seen him move with anything but deliberation.

      Dria had just reached the landing when she sensed Fedah’s presence at the edge of her mind. Stifling a curse, she opened a line of communication. “What is it?”

      “One of these tubes opens into a chamber with a natural pool,” the mage said. “We’d thought to have Gessen purify it for bathing, but…”

      Dria’s steps slowed. “But what?”

      “Miria was able to shimmy through to check out the chamber in more detail. And she found footprints.”

      “Clechtan.” Dria cast one last look down the hallway to Vek’s room. He’d already disappeared inside, and she no longer had time to figure out his problem. It couldn’t be worse than a potential intruder. “I’ll be right there.”
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      Vek barely managed to make it to his room and put a safeguard on the door before the full force of the pain hit. He didn’t even try to reach the bed. He stumbled a couple of steps forward and dropped to his knees. As his muscles began to seize, he crumpled to his side.

      He’d long ago trained himself to remain silent. Contained. Not even the slightest tendril of his pain would escape to alert any who might take advantage of his vulnerable state. In a royal court, it paid to be fanatical about safety. His pride trapped the agony until it magnified a hundredfold, reverberating through his mind and body.

      Vek shoved his trembling hands against his head, though no amount of pressure would ease this. Nothing but time. Channels of power fought in his mind, but only he would be the loser.

      As always, he prayed for an oblivion that would never come.
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      The tunnel Fedah had been checking was near the middle of the cavern, a small offshoot at the end of the hallway where the warriors slept. Dria had made note of it during her first exploration, even placing an extra shield across the waist-high gap. Now as she crawled through the narrow tunnel, she reconsidered the decision to leave it until later.

      Unease teased at her belly, twisting her stomach and making her muscles ache. Behind her eyes, a dull throbbing pounded an anxious beat. Was this merely her concern over the footprints that had been found? Dria wasn’t the prescient type, unlike her seer brother, so she doubted she detected some future doom.

      But the sensation wouldn’t leave.

      By the time she pulled herself upright at the other end of the tube, nausea had crept up her throat, and her hands shook. Dria rubbed her palms against her robes and forced herself to focus on the small cavern. The chamber was just large enough for a broad pool of water, Fedah, Miria, a pair of mage lights, and a jungle of stalagmites, stalactites, and columns. Beneath her feet, the uneven stone was smeared with muck—as was she at this point.

      This section clearly hadn’t been altered by the dragon. It was too wild and natural. Carefully, Dria picked her way across the floor without touching any of the cave formations. The stalagmites she passed would be living here, and the oil from her hands would ruin them forever if she grabbed hold of them. It would take an earth mage of some skill to alter this area for their use without marring its wild perfection.

      “Finally,” Fedah said. “I was about to give up hope you’d get here.”

      Dria didn’t bother to remind the other mage of the length of the tunnel. Doing so would acknowledge the barb, and there was nothing to be gained in doing that. “Where’s the footprint Miria discovered?”

      Miria gestured at the ground between herself and Fedah. “It’s only half of one, but I believe it to be recent. Have any of the warriors ventured here?”

      Studying the floor, Dria eased her way closer. She found no marks until she reached the place Miria had indicated. As the mage had stated, it wasn’t a complete footprint, only one side of the foot. Smooth and easy to miss, save the indentions where the shoe had been stitched together. This wasn’t the heavier, thicker leather of a soldier. Only a scout or a mage would wear this style.

      “I doubt it,” Dria finally said. “Kera might have sent a scout through here, but I’m sure she would have told me.”

      “Maybe,” Fedah said.

      Dria cut her with a glance. “I have nothing but faith in Kera to follow the chain of command.”

      Fedah gasped. “I did contact you about this discovery.”

      “At your leisure, I imagine.” Dria scanned the ground once more, evaluating the probable direction of their intruder’s movements. “What else did you find?”

      “Nothing of concern,” Fedah said.

      But there was a sharpness to her tone that implied a definite to you.

      With a quick thought, Dria activated her only tracking spell. Unlike Gessen, she was barely proficient with water or air-based spells, but she didn’t want to take the time to call her friend down here. She directed the faint yellow glow to wrap around the footprint, and as soon as it had latched on, she sent it drifting across the cavern floor, seeking anything with a similar shape or energy signature. Once the magic had swept across everything in sight, it faded.

      Except for a few minute traces of yellow leading between a pair of columns near the upper back corner.

      “Have you investigated that far?” Dria asked.

      Fedah shrugged. “Some things are better left for the leader.”

      Yes, Dria was going to have to deal with the captain soon. But not now. Rolling her shoulders, she shoved past Fedah and ascended the rocky floor toward the corner. Here and there, her magic illuminated hints of footprints in the muck. Suspicion built inside her as tautly as the ache between her shoulder blades.

      Scouts wore soft leather shoes, the soles hardened but supple, but no scout would leave such visible marks. Any warrior worth their station would erase all signs, physically or with magic, before moving on. That meant this was either a trap or the person who had passed through here was inexperienced.

      Dria swallowed the sharp taste of bile and increased the power in her shields before scanning the cavern with her magic. Nothing. No hint of power. No spells designed to entrap.

      Nothing.

      Perhaps a human had explored this cave system in the recent past? Dria had no clue what kind of footwear they used. She paused a few steps from the dark gap visible between the columns. The light from the mage globes in the main chamber didn’t reach into the shadows, so she cast a small ball above her head and directed it forward.

      A wall. There was nothing there but a cave wall. How could that be possible?

      “Did you fare better than I?” Fedah called, her taunt echoing through the chamber.

      Dria wanted to tell the woman exactly how she was going to fare if she didn’t cease, but now wasn’t the time. And in any case, Fedah had a right to her frustration. She never should have been placed as subordinate to someone who’d been her underling a few days before. Dria couldn’t allow it to continue, but she did understand it.

      Instead of answering, Dria approached the columns. A hint of yellow glowed softly at the base of the left one. She probed the area with her magic, analyzing the floor and the wall behind it. Only…there. A blank space, a gap easy to miss in the dim light. Before her magic reached the end of its range, she detected a widening in the fissure as though it opened into a larger space. It had to be where the intruder had slipped through.

      She glanced back at Fedah and Miria. “I found something. Remain on guard, and if I do not return soon, sound the alarm.”

      Fedah’s eyes widened. “There was nothing but a wall.”

      “I take it you don’t have a great deal of experience with caves,” Dria said.

      “I was born and raised on the plains,” the other mage snapped.

      “Well, I wasn’t.” Dria smiled. “In case you’ve forgotten, the palace sits atop a mountain. And do you know what mountains have?”

      “But as a royal—”

      Dria laughed. “As a royal, I shouldn’t have been in a cave. I did my share of exploring regardless. You can never count on a wall being just a wall.”

      She didn’t wait for a rebuttal. The sad truth was she’d gone into the caves to avoid the more malicious gossips at court, and she’d been fascinated enough to return until her bodyguards told her father. If she hadn’t been forbidden from endangering herself, she might have gained more experience. Caves had their own unique beauty that was difficult to resist.

      Carefully, Dria eased around the column and into the fissure. Darkness closed around her, the tunnel ahead nearly black as her body blocked the light from her mage globe. She’d need to rely on her other senses to guide her. If there was someone in the room on the other side, she would rather they not see her coming.

      With each slow slide into the narrow space, her breath came more shallowly. Even so, Dria sent her magic ahead of her, feeling out the dimensions and possible inhabitants of the space beyond. Another small room, this one large enough for one person to stand—maybe two if the people in question were close friends.

      Was that another narrow fissure beyond the room? She probed as best she could, but this type of magic wasn’t her specialty. She could tell that there was no one living inside. No energy signature, no shielding, no huddled form. Perhaps she could send her mage globe ahead after all. Then she could examine the chamber visually before determining her next move.

      Crack.

      Dria froze at the ominous sound. Her heart slammed in her chest, but she brought up her best shield—the kind used to repel physical attacks in battle. Silence. She let out a relieved sigh and eased herself back the way she’d come. If this cave was unstable, it would be better to explore with an earth mage and a scout.

      When the ceiling above the fissure gave, there was no other warning.

      Instinctively, Dria crouched as stones tumbled around her. Stalactites pinged against her shield, and she threw more energy into it to repel them. But this shield was designed for large blows, not small ones. Cursing, she grabbed more energy from the environment as dust and tiny stones peppered through, scratching her hands and face.

      Dria modified the solidity of the shield, but her energy began to drain beneath the force of stone on top of her. Finally, she gave up on stopping the small incursions and focused on something far more important—survival.

      If she lost control now, she’d be crushed.

      Not exactly how she wanted to spend the rest of her day.

      She needed help. But who… Vek. He could manipulate earth.

      Before she could second guess herself, Dria reached for Vek’s mind. He might be angry at her for some reason, but he wouldn’t let her die. Probably. It took a moment’s effort to find him, despite their bond.

      Doing so proved to be a mistake.

      Dria connected. Pain flooded her mind and senses, the source of her earlier discomfort becoming clear before rational thought was crushed beneath the maelstrom. Her shield wavered as she tried to pull away from him, and one section gave.

      Help.

      But her own pain saved her as a stone crashed through, pinning her ankle with a force that shoved a scream from her lips. Her mind jerked free of Vek’s, and she used every ounce of her will to push the tumbling rocks away from her upper body as her shield failed.

      Silence descended.

      But so did darkness.
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      Help.

      The desperate cry echoed through Vek’s mind, shattering his control. His cry rang through the room. A new pain, one not his own, slammed through his consciousness a heartbeat before Dria’s mind disconnected from his, but he was already moving. Every muscle in his body shrieked in protest as he pushed himself to his knees.

      Dria needed him. Now.

      Vek wobbled to his feet and almost vomited from the effort. No. He couldn’t be sick. He had to get to her. If she’d reached for him, there was a dire reason. The pain wouldn’t kill him, but her loss would.

      For a moment, he opened his mind to Fen and pushed in one word. “Follow.”

      Hopefully, Fen hadn’t been too stunned by the pain that must have accompanied the thought. No time for shielding. No time for much of anything.

      The cave swirled around Vek as he stumbled from his room and started down the stairs. His magic uncoiled in restless tendrils, providing information—but not always anything useful. He tripped on the next landing and almost tumbled as his energy snagged on a handful of bats nesting in a small hollow several levels above.

      Where was Fen?

      Vek tried—and almost failed—to focus his senses on Dria. Finally, he caught her energy. This level. He changed course, shuffling down the hallway until his left calf muscle seized and he dropped to his knees.

      Dria’s energy wavered, and fear propelled Vek to his feet. As he weaved down the corridor, a frenzied cry rushed to meet him. A woman’s voice. But not his woman. He squinted, trying to get his eyes to cooperate well enough to identify her.

      “Warriors, to the ready!”

      What warriors? Ah, it didn’t matter. He would kill anyone who kept him from reaching Dria, and Divine help the person who had hurt her. He would suffer a month’s worth of agony to drain them dry and rip out their throat for good measure.

      By the time he reached the end of the hallway, a woman was squirming free of a hole at the end. He almost grabbed her and sank his fangs in deep, but her panicked energy gave him pause. Friend or foe? Vek pressed his hands against his aching skull, trying to concentrate well enough to communicate.

      “Dria,” he managed.

      “She’s trapped,” the woman answered. One of the mages by the cut of her robes. “Fedah is trying to move the rocks, but she has no talent for earth. My mental range is low, so I’m searching…”

      Her words trailed off as Vek flexed his magic toward the stone wall. Pain cleaved his body like an axe, but the hole widened until he could slip through to the next chamber. He’d never make it if he had to crawl.

      “Miaran,” the woman breathed.

      “Find. My. Nephew.” The muscles in Vek’s back spasmed, but he kept himself upright by force of will. “Fen. Now.”

      He could spare no more energy for words. The mage would obey or she wouldn’t. Vek shoved his feet into motion, propelling himself through the tunnel as quickly as he could. Almost there. He would not lose her.

      Dust floated on the air of the chamber, the worst of it in the back corner. Light flashed around another mage, though Vek couldn’t tell if he was seeing the glow with his eyes or his senses. Everything was jumbled. But he staggered forward anyway.

      The woman turned fearful eyes his way as he approached. “I don’t know what happened.”

      Was this the former leader who had vexed Dria? “You.”

      She paled. “No, I swear it. I was angry, but I like Dria. I don’t know what… She slipped through a crack behind the column that…that was here. There was a loud rumble, and then rocks began to fall. I can’t get through.”

      Vek examined the tumbled stone as pain surged through him. Couldn’t just move it. More might crash. Hell. He needed Fen. But the wavering flicker of Dria’s energy drove Vek forward anyway. If he was careful, he could tunnel through and reach her.

      More voices echoed behind him. One male, but not Fen.

      “Stay back, Gessen,” the woman beside him called.

      Vek ignored them all as he sank to his knees. He was too busy fighting through the agonizing tempest of his mind as he sought control over his earth magic once more. His muscles spasmed, but he sent his uncertain power outward.

      Forever. That was how long it took to shift one rock and crawl to the next. Reshape. Slither forward. Shift. Wriggle. A few stones crashed behind him, but it didn’t matter. He wasn’t going back. Not without Dria.

      Finally, he spotted the tip of her shoe between two rocks. Panic gave new life to his energy as he eased the stones from her lower body. Blood pooled beneath her, the scent twisting like a taunt within him, but he ignored his own discomfort. Only when he’d cleared the rocks that buried her to mid-thigh did he dare to glance up her body.

      Alive.

      Vek almost collapsed with relief to see her steady breathing. A pair of stones had wedged together above her head, blocking her from getting crushed, but a quick probe of magic revealed their unsteadiness. He had to get her out of here.

      A small chamber lay not far beyond them. Could he pull her there? Should he? A trickle of dust and stone rained down on him, answering that question. Her spine hadn’t been crushed, but even if it had, she’d have to be moved.

      Vek crawled beyond her, shifting stones as he went. The tunnel was more intact on this end, so it didn’t take long before he could turn and stretch out on his stomach. He reached forward and gripped Dria beneath her arms, tugging her with him as he wiggled backwards. Despite the cool air, sweat beaded on his brows and dampened his shirt, but still he drew her with him.

      Slowly but surely.

      By the time he settled them in the tiny chamber, his mind had gone fuzzy with exhaustion and pain. But he’d gotten her out. Now to determine the damage. His eyes had already adjusted to the darkness, so he cast the dimmest of mage globes, the light so faint it would barely be perceptible to many outside his race. Enough for him to see detail, though.

      Abrasions lined Dria’s face and arms, but the blood there was superficial. Not so for the blood coating her ankle. Her right leg had taken the worst of it, and Vek had a feeling more than one bone was broken. He had no talent to help that. But he could seal the gashes letting her life drip onto the rough stone floor.

      If he could get his magic to operate properly.

      His head pounded, and her sweet scent prodded him to drink. To replenish himself. But he would not do it. He would have her by choice or not at all. Vek lifted his hand toward her leg and grimaced when he noticed the dirt coating it. With a painful flex of earth magic, he forced the mud from his skin.

      Then he gathered his power and got to work on her wounds.

      It took forever, since the spell was intended for the small cuts he made during feeding. By the time he finished closing the worst of her gashes, his shoulders and arms were as hard as the stones he’d shifted. With a groan, he dropped to his side facing Dria. Spots danced in front of his eyes as he studied her pale face. He’d done his best.

      Fen had better get his ass moving.
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      Pain was not one of Fen’s favorite things, and he’d had more than his fair share of late. But that shock from Vek…that had been something else entirely. When Fen had returned to awareness after his uncle’s message, he’d found himself slumped on the floor a few paces away from the chair where he’d been sitting.

      Had he tried to obey the command? Follow. He must have, but the pain had overtaken him. Now, he ducked his head into Vek’s room, but it was empty. Fuck. Where could his uncle have gone? A wealth of agony and fear had been embedded in the single word he’d sent.

      Fen darted down the stairs, almost crashing into one of the mages rushing up from the opposite direction. He grabbed her shoulders to steady them both before releasing her. “Sorry. Have you seen—”

      “Are you Fen?” the woman demanded. “I’m searching for the blood elf’s nephew.”

      Fen’s heartbeat thundered in his ears. “Yeah.”

      “Come with me. There was an accident.”

      The mage fled down the stairs before he could ask a single question. Though Fen wanted information, her haste prompted his feet into action. There was only one thing that he needed to know.

      “Is my uncle injured?”

      She tossed a look over her shoulder. “I do not know. He appeared ill when I encountered him, but he was not involved in the accident.”

      If his uncle had left his room while nearly incapacitated from taking that excess energy, the reason would have to be catastrophic—and only one thing came to mind. Dria. Vek’s mate must have been hurt.

      As Fen followed the mage down a corridor, three Moranaian warriors led by their captain, Kera, rushed up behind them. “There was some kind of cave-in,” Kera explained. “Dria is trapped.”

      “Vek?”

      Kera paused, a distant look in her eyes as though she spoke to another. “According to Fedah, he burrowed his way through to Dria, but the path collapsed behind him.”

      The mage turned into a tunnel carved unevenly into the wall. Sloppily done, but it held his uncle’s energy signature. He must not have full control of himself, which meant he might have made the cave-in worse while reaching Dria. Not that Fen could blame him. He would do the same if it was his mate.

      There wasn’t much to the chamber where the tunnel emerged, only a small pool of water and a raw path curling to the left through an army of stalagmites. At the end of the trail, two mages worked to clear the pile of stones blocking their way. Fen hurried his steps before they caused a greater catastrophe.

      “Step back,” Fen urged once he’d reached the ruins of the stone wall. “Leave this type of work to an earth mage.”

      As they complied, Fen scanned the area with his magic and cursed. Vek’s energy signature tunneled near the base, but near the ceiling, another person’s power marred the stone. This hadn’t been an accident, and it hadn’t been set up by the mages who’d been trying to clear the area. This was an earth mage’s trick.

      It was a clever trap. One he’d used himself, in fact. Use the barest bit of energy to destabilize the ceiling, hold it steady with a spell, and enchant a trigger below. But who would have done such a thing, and why here, in a room that wasn’t even part of the Moranaians’ outpost?

      “What were you doing in this area?” Fen asked the mage as he sent his magic in search of his uncle. Alive with Dria somewhere beyond. Safe for the moment, thankfully. “This isn’t in the main cavern.”

      She bit her lip. “There were footprints. Dria traced them to a fissure in the wall.”

      “This is going to take me time to fix,” Fen said. “There might be more traps. And I suspect I’ll need energy before this is done.”

      “There’s plenty to pull from on Earth now.” Then her gaze shifted to his mouth where his fangs poked out. “Oh. Umm.”

      “I’ll do it,” the male mage said, stepping forward. “Dria is my friend.”

      The woman shook her head. “I’ve heard whispers that he is ill, Gessen. You can’t possibly—”

      “I can.” Without hesitation, Gessen met Fen’s gaze. “It is a personal choice, and it is one I make freely. I will provide if necessary.”

      Fen nodded, though he hoped he wouldn’t have to accept the offer. “Thanks, man.”

      Damned illness. He didn’t feel sick, precisely, but as he began the methodical work of repairing the cave, exhaustion already tugged at him.

      He had to admit he wasn’t exactly well, either.
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      Dria woke to the sound of her own sob. So much pain. Where was she? What…?

      She shoved her hand against her mouth, but her palm slipped against her skin. She opened her eyes. Only the slightest glow lightened the darkness, not even enough for her to make out the source of the moisture on her palm. But with the flashes of memory that hit one after the other, her suspicions grew.

      Blood.

      Dria shifted her legs. Then screamed. Gods, had they been crushed? She couldn’t feel her feet, but that might be the cold. No. No, something had crashed onto her ankle. Probably more rock had fallen after she’d lost consciousness. She might have held the shield if not for Vek’s…

      His agony. She could sense more to her physical pain. Something deeper, almost as though they were mentally connected. Or in close proximity. But that couldn’t be right.

      With gritted teeth, Dria gathered a bit of energy, though the effort had her shaking. No choice. Her breath hissed out as she bundled the power into a mage light and cast it above her. She barely maintained enough control to keep it aloft, but a muffled groan sounded from beside her at the glow.

      A masculine groan.

      Slowly, Dria turned her head to the side. Vek. His pale face twisted in pain, and his eyes were pinched closed. He lay curled on his side, knees drawn up. How had he gotten here? Had he been injured? But no. She’d felt his pain before that. What was wrong with him?

      “Vek,” she whispered.

      His eyes popped open, though he squinted against the light. “Rest. I sense Fen near.”

      Dria licked her dry lips. “What…?”

      “Cave-in. You called for me, so I came.”

      Words fled as she stared at him. She’d taunted him, teased him, argued with and confronted him. She’d all but told him he would make a terrible bonded. But at a single thought, he’d come for her. At great cost, too. The price was etched into every pained line creasing his face. It trembled in his hand as he reached forward to tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear.

      But why?

      Dria shifted against the cold stone, and her vision wavered as pain crashed through her. Vek flinched as she stifled another cry. Almost as though… Her blood chilled like the floor beneath her. Had he taken her blood? Had he bound them? Their pain blended, and…

      “No,” Vek said softly. “I used my magic to keep you from bleeding out, but I didn’t taste your blood. We aren’t joined. But…”

      Pain echoed between them. Proximity might account for some of it—not all. “We don’t even like each other.”

      Vek chuckled. “Speak for yourself.”

      He actually liked her? That was nonsense considering how much they argued, but she was too tired to debate the matter. Her eyelids grew heavy until she could barely keep them open. She had to admit, if only to herself, that seeing him beside her had brought relief.

      Perhaps something more.

      Only she would have to almost die in a cave-in to realize she might like someone.

      Rock skittered against rock, the clatter striking Dria like the stones. Her whole body tensed, and another wave of agony ripped through her at the motion until she screamed. The scrape of moving rock resounded in her head until she was nothing but pain and panic.

      Then Vek’s hand settled against her cheek. “It’s Fen. Be still, ahmeeren.”

      Ahh what? The odd word caught her attention. Was it Unseelie? As a princess and mage, she’d learned quite a few fae languages, but that one hadn’t been offered. “What does that mean?”

      “A simple endearment.”

      More pebbles rained down beside their feet, followed by the groan of shifting rock. Although the movement sent pain through her legs until Dria thought she would faint, she slid closer to Vek. Without a word, he rolled to his back and shifted his arm in invitation. One that she took.

      The physical contact joined them into one giant bundle of agony as their individual problems became shared, but Dria settled her head against his chest. Somehow, he kept the panic at bay. Vek was a protector, but more than that, he was a fixer. He wouldn’t rest until this situation was solved, even if he wasn’t the one to repair it.

      “What’s another word in your language?” she asked to distract herself.

      “Felshreh.” His lips brushed against her hair as he spoke. “Means blood elf. It’s what we call ourselves.”

      “Sounds almost Seelie.” Warmth eased into her muscles, and she burrowed her face against his chest to breathe in his spicy-sweet scent. For the moment, she could forget he was dangerous. “Feels like I should be able to understand it.”

      His shoulder moved slightly beneath her head. “Similar base language.”

      Dust filled the room as one of the larger stones shifted. Dria yelped, and with a pained grunt, Vek wrapped his arms around her. Air flowed over her body, and the light brightened beyond her closed eyelids. But she didn’t want to look. Didn’t want to know if it was rescue or further danger.

      “Shit.”

      Fen’s voice.

      “You sure you’re both alive?”

      Vek’s breath ruffled her hair as he snorted. “Something resembling.”

      “I have no idea how I’m getting you out of here,” Fen said.

      “Gessen and I will levitate them.” That was Fedah, and she even sounded concerned. “I’ll take Dria to her room, and Gessen will return the blood elf to his.”

      “No,” Vek snapped, his arms tightening. “Take us both to mine.”

      Dria cracked open her eyelids. “Bossy.”

      “Fen will guard us.” Vek’s mind brushed hers. “I trust no other in this state.”

      This time, she barely noticed the pain that echoed through his thoughts. But the vulnerability? That caught her. He’d actually let her see his fear of being helpless. At another’s mercy. Had he insisted on having his way, she would have refused. His comfort and safety? She couldn’t deny that.

      “To his room,” she whispered.

      It was going to be a long way up.
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      Lial leaned against a bookshelf and watched Lynia work. Gods, she was beautiful, with her brow scrunched in concentration and her magic flowing around the tomes stacked on the table. If anyone could find answers for him, it would be her.

      In more ways than one.

      Almost a mark had passed before she slumped against the back of the chair and rubbed at her forehead. “I found passing mention of disease in our ancient history, but there’s nothing here to help you understand it.”

      On the other end of the table, Selia tapped an energy crystal against the table. “Maybe the illness afflicting Maddy and Fen isn’t something that has struck the fae before.”

      “Anything is possible,” Lynia said. “But I have my doubts. All of this began with Kien, and I did find record of his first spell being used before. Beyond that, history tends to circle. What we think of as new often isn’t.”

      Lial almost slammed his fist against the side of the bookshelf but stopped himself in time. He had far too much to do to heal a broken hand. “If we can’t find adequate information, I am uncertain we’ll be able to create a tracking stone for the disease. I’d hoped the archives might give me something.”

      Lynia grimaced. “I’m sorry. I’ll keep searching, but it could take time.”

      “Too bad I can’t go with you when you heal Fen,” Selia said. “I could shadow you as you work and create the stone then.”

      “If I can heal Fen.” Lial took a deep breath in a useless attempt to calm down. “I’ve never faced anything like this, and as such, I will not risk putting you in such close proximity. If you caught the illness, too, then you would have to stay there.”

      Selia’s shoulders slumped. “Away from Iren and Aris. I know.”

      “I’ll do my best to— Oh, what now?”

      Lial fell silent as he detected Ralan’s mind shoving against his. Almost intruding but not quite. “Your manners are still lacking,” Lial sent as Selia and Lynia regarded him curiously.

      “Kera just came through the gate to Earth,” Ralan answered, ignoring the barb. “Dria was injured, her legs pinned by stone. I know you’re busy, but they need a skilled healer immediately.”

      Lial sighed. “On my way.”

      “It appears I must be the one to leave,” Lial explained to the women. “There is an emergency at the outpost.”

      Lynia’s eyebrows rose. “How bad?”

      “Not the disease, thank the gods.” Lial tugged his long hair back and tied it firmly. “A leg injury, but one that requires immediate action.”

      “Be safe,” she said softly.

      Lial nodded. “I’ll endeavor to do so.”
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      By the time they reached his room, Vek thought his brain might turn in on itself, and now the beginnings of hunger stirred to join the turmoil. Surprisingly, Dria had managed to remain conscious, but it was no mercy. She moaned as the mage, Fedah, eased her body onto the bed. An echoing ache burned down his own legs until he wanted to scratch at them, but it would do no good. He should have let them take her to her own room as planned.

      But he couldn’t bear having her out of his sight.

      “Be careful,” the mage levitating Vek snapped. “You’re hurting her.”

      “It’s not like I can avoid it, Gessen,” the other woman answered.

      Vek studied the man’s pale face as he worked. Although Gessen kept flicking glances at Dria, his hold on the levitation spell never wavered. With a gentle rush of magic, Vek was settled on the bed beside Dria. His mate whimpered as the mattress shifted, but she surprised him by gathering his hand in hers.

      “Thank you,” Dria whispered, though it was unclear who her gratitude was for.

      The door opened, and the healer, Lial, rushed in. “Leave,” he commanded the other occupants of the room. “Family or potential family only.”

      Gessen opened his mouth as if to argue, but Fedah gripped his upper arm and tugged. “She needs healing more than she needs us.”

      Vek twisted his head, intent on ordering Fen to go with them, but his stomach heaved with the motion. Then the healer blocked his view, and the expression he turned on Vek held a hard, almost scornful, anger. If Lial didn’t mind that Fen had settled into a chair by the corner, Vek wasn’t going to argue the point.

      “Your folly hurts her,” Lial said.

      Vek scowled at the harsh words. “You know nothing about—”

      “I know exactly what you are.” The healer settled a finger between Vek’s brows. “This is a pain that can easily be soothed by a competent healer. How many years have you suffered for pride?”

      “Survival, not pride.” The only healer his father had directed to help had been unable to fix the damage to Vek’s channels, and he’d been unwilling to risk others learning of the weakness. “I could never open myself up to—”

      “Ah, yes, the Unseelie code. Hide vulnerabilities and guard against betrayal.” Lial snorted. “Spare me. You’ll let me heal you now, or I will have you removed from this room. I can numb my cousin’s nerves while I repair her bones, but it is not as easy to block what transfers through the beginnings of a bond. You will not distract either of us during this healing with your own stupidity.”

      Vek snarled, baring his teeth, but the healer merely lifted a brow. If he weren’t in so much pain, he would rend Lial’s arm from his body for daring to touch him. But then Dria’s moan deepened, and Vek was forced to concede that the man had a point. The longer he waited, the more she suffered.

      “Do not think to take advantage of what you find in my mind,” Vek said.

      “I have enough problems within my own,” the healer muttered.

      Then his power flooded through Vek’s body in a rush.

      Damn. Unseelie healers worked very differently than Lial. As the pain in Vek’s head disappeared and his muscles loosened, Vek floated on an ocean of peace. The raw channels of his mind settled, their war of supremacy ended by the healer’s hand. Incredible. He would never have dreamed it was possible.

      But a discordant note slipped through as the power was withdrawn. Dria. A slow sting built in Vek’s legs, but he was able to open his eyes and focus on Lial as the healer shifted his attention to Dria. This time, Vek could see the blue emanating from the healer’s hands as he ran them across her legs. Then the light cut off, and Lial cursed.

      “How bad?” Dria whispered.

      “The left leg has a few breaks, but they are a simple fix.” Lial frowned. “Your right ankle and foot…let’s just say we are going to be here for a while. You may remain awake with the pain blocked, or I can use a sedation spell. Your choice.”

      Her eyebrows pinched together, but then she shook her head. “Awake.”

      “If that’s what you prefer,” Lial said, though his tone said he thought her daft.

      Vek understood, though. She was the leader here, and he couldn’t imagine choosing unconsciousness under those circumstances. He would never try to convince her otherwise. Instead, he shifted to the head of the bed so he could offer comfort while staying out of the healer’s way. Even with the pain blocked, the procedure would be uncomfortable.

      Lial pressed his hand against Dria’s forehead, and the tension drained from her body as her pain eased. When the healer began work on her legs, Vek caught her gaze. “Want a distraction?”

      Her lips twisted. “Dare I ask what you have in mind?”

      His low laugh came more easily than he would have expected considering the day they’d both had. “Nothing fun under the circumstances. What happened in the tunnel?”

      “I don’t know,” Dria said. “I was investigating footprints when a seemingly solid tunnel gave. My shield helped, but then I connected to you and…”

      “You lost focus.”

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      Vek cursed beneath his breath. “Then I am partly to blame. If I’d had better control, I wouldn’t have opened communication. But the way—” He snapped his mouth closed. They weren’t alone, and although Fen and the healer knew something of his talent, it was something he would rather not explain to Dria with an audience. “There is much to discuss about that later.”

      Dria quirked a brow, but she obviously took the hint. “I understand.”

      Fen’s chair squeaked as he stood and approached the bed. “You realize that was no accident, right? Someone set a trap.”

      That caught Vek’s attention. “Explain.”

      “It’s an interesting little trick,” Fen said. “Make a weak spot in the cave ceiling, hold it up with a tiny bit of earth magic, and set a trigger somewhere unavoidable. It’s not easy to detect if you aren’t actively searching for it, especially if you aren’t an earth mage.”

      Dria’s lips pinched. “I don’t think either Miria or Fedah have the ability to do that, but they were the ones who found the footprints first.”

      “It wasn’t any of the mages who were down there,” Fen said. “Energy signature didn’t match.”

      Although it was good to narrow down the list of potential traitors, it left a crucial question. Who could have entered the heavily guarded cave system, and why had they set the trap outside the outpost? It didn’t seem like a strategy his father would use. The king might send another assassin in through side tunnels, but he wouldn’t have them create a snare that might never be triggered. There had to be a reason that spot had been chosen. Could there be a threat beyond that small chamber?

      Dria must have been thinking something similar. “Did you seal what remained of the tunnel, Fen?”

      His nephew’s expression went blank. “I… Shit, no, I didn’t. I was too focused on getting you both out of there.”

      “Go do that now,” Dria ordered. “We can search it later. Do you have a shield that will detect if another earth mage tampers with your work?”

      “Sure.” Fen grimaced. “But I don’t think I have the energy to cast it.”

      Vek held out his arm at once. “You shouldn’t need much of my blood.”

      “But the contagion…”

      “I’ll risk it.” Vek pinned his nephew with a look. “In fact, take enough to purge the disease if you’d like. Maddy said it worked for her.”

      The healer’s voice trailed up from the end of the bed. “No.”

      Vek glared at him, but the effort was wasted. The other man’s eyes were closed, his glowing hands wrapped around Dria’s right foot. “There is too much at risk here already,” Vek said. “I will not allow my nephew’s health to suffer just to satisfy your research goals.”

      “I agree,” Lial murmured. “But wait until I can monitor the process.”

      Well, that was an unexpected concession, one that made a fair amount of sense. “Fine. Take only a little, Fen.”

      Once his nephew had obeyed, Dria ordered him to meet the Moranaian mages beside the cave-in. Abruptly, they were alone—well, as alone as they could be with the healer a body’s length away. Dria averted her eyes, her restless fingers twisting at the blanket beneath her hand. Occasionally, the blue light would flare, and she would wince.

      “It feels so strange,” she whispered.

      Vek wanted to lean down and kiss her, but now that she was more aware, she surely wouldn’t welcome his touch. “It is never an easy process to have one’s bones rearranged.”

      A slight smile crossed her lips. “Had it happen often?”

      “I’ve had my fair share of scrapes and breaks.” Vek chuckled. “It must be difficult to believe, but some people aren’t fond of me.”

      Finally, a true laugh. “You don’t say?”

      “Not everyone likes having their problems solved,” Vek said. “Especially if they are the source of the trouble.”

      She surprised him by gripping his hand. “I’m usually one of them, but not today. Thank you for coming for me.”

      “We belong together,” Vek said simply. “Where you are trapped, so too will I be. You just haven’t accepted it yet.”

      Her fingers convulsed around his. “I barely know you.”

      Vek shrugged. “Not exactly true. Look in the mirror, ahmeeren. We are twins, you and I, at least in experience. Neglected royal children, always struggling to prove our worth.”

      “I never said—”

      “You didn’t have to,” Vek interrupted. “Don’t forget that I’ve met your family. I’m not certain if they are more or less dysfunctional than my own. Just perhaps more numerous.”

      A frown entered her golden eyes. “You never talk about them.”

      “It is generally safest not to.” Vek glanced at the healer. Lial didn’t appear to be paying attention, but his earlier interjection suggested otherwise. “Perhaps later.”

      “Fine.” Dria blinked rapidly and rubbed at her eyes. “I think…I think I want to sleep. Naturally, I mean, not forced unconsciousness. Wake me when Fen and the others return.”

      Vek nodded. “I give my word.”

      With that, she closed her eyes and drifted into slumber as the healer reconstructed her very bones. Vek should have watched, taking in Lial’s technique in case he ever had cause to drink a healer’s blood, but he couldn’t stop staring at Dria. She’d trusted him. She’d accepted his word and left herself vulnerable to his honesty.

      Maybe there was hope.
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      Delbin laced his fingers through Inona’s as they strolled down the street. The first thing he’d done after charging his cell phone was call Grunge, but the carnival where Delbin had hidden for the last few years of his exile had already moved farther east, beyond Knoxville. It was a shame, really. The fair was an excellent place to find the unexpected—like any fae displaying symptoms of disease.

      At least Grunge hadn’t yet noticed anyone falling ill, and he would now be on the lookout for any word of sickness. What he had seen, though, was an increasing oddness amongst the humans. As he walked through town, Delbin had to agree. He’d passed more than one person rubbing at their arms as though they had a rash. A few emanated a fair bit of power, though they appeared unaware of it.

      Someone was going to take advantage of this, and then all hell would break loose.

      All it would take was enough people using magic openly that it couldn’t be dismissed as special effects. Talk about viral videos. Then all those people trying to convince themselves that the tingle inside was just their imagination and that the pressure building in their bodies couldn’t be explained by any doctor… Yeah, shit would get real.

      “How can they not notice?” Inona sent.

      “Would you want to be the first person who insisted a myth was true?” Delbin asked. “If they notice, they’ll dismiss it so that others won’t call them crazy. Hell, pagans have been getting mocked for years for saying that will-based magic is real. The average person will take time to accept this kind of power, at least until it’s too obvious to ignore.”

      They’d only made it another block before a woman’s scream echoed from a nearby alley. As one, they broke into a jog and darted into the darkened alley without a second thought. Magic-based or not, this trouble would be resolved.

      At the end, beside a dumpster overflowing with boxes, a woman blocked another lady in the corner. Delbin scanned them both and almost stumbled in surprise. That was a full-blooded Sidhe trapping a young half-blood. Before he and Inona were halfway there, the Sidhe lifted a ball of flame in her palm.

      “Halt, or she will be the one to pay.”

      He and Inona skidded to a stop a few paces away. What the hell was going on here? The Sidhe woman wore the clothes of a high court Seelie, and they avoided the surface at all costs. They didn’t hang out in alleys in Chattanooga threatening half-bloods.

      “Not to butt in on an argument,” Delbin began, “But have you lost your mind?”

      The Sidhe’s glance could have scalded him. “Begone. Do it quickly, and I might forget you said that.”

      “You are a long way from home,” Inona remarked calmly.

      “None of your affair.”

      The half-blood sank against the wall. Delbin peered at her. Had that been a spark striking where her hand met brick? “I don’t know what’s going on,” the young woman said. “This lady said I had to go with her, but I’m not going anywhere with some weirdly dressed stranger.”

      Almost casually, the Sidhe tossed the ball of flame a few inches from the woman’s head. It splattered against the wall as the younger woman shrieked and ducked.

      Damn, she was serious. Inona must have thought so, too. As the Sidhe lifted another ball, his girlfriend’s knife thudded into the woman’s wrist.

      “I hate having to throw a weapon,” Inona muttered, tugging a second knife from her other pocket. “Good thing I have a spare.”

      The Sidhe woman screamed, and Delbin used the distraction to shove his power past her shielding. She was strong, so he only had a few moments. He wouldn’t be able to seize complete control of her mind—but he wouldn’t have to. After seeing the thoughts swirling through her head, he would be better served to wipe her memory of them entirely.

      “Run,” he shouted at the half-blood.

      But he couldn’t waste time seeing if she listened. All his concentration—and energy—was on erasing the Sidhe’s recollection of their presence. He barely registered Inona as she darted forward to retrieve her knife. With a grunt, he took enough control to turn the Sidhe woman to face the wall. Then he sifted through her memories, removing as many as he could before she struggled free of him.

      “Move it,” he told Inona, gripping her arm and tugging her toward the street. “We need to get out of her sight now.”

      Inona didn’t ask questions, thank the gods. They’d just exited the alley when he lost his hold on the woman’s mind. Her pained scream rang out as the impact of her wound hit her consciousness, but there was no way in hell he was offering help this time. She could figure out for herself how she’d ended up with a gaping wound in her wrist.

      As they rushed away, he scanned the area, but Delbin found no sign of the half-blood. Curse it all. He should have planted an order in her mind for her to stay close. A part-fae who’d just had a fireball lobbed at her head really shouldn’t be running around without an explanation—and she would remember what they looked like.

      “The girl headed to the right,” Inona sent.

      Delbin gave her a questioning look, but he turned left at the intersection. “Not sure how you know that, but it doesn’t matter. We have to get back to the outpost. Now.”

      “She saw us. That could cause trouble.”

      “Not as much as that Sidhe lady is about to bring down on our heads.” Delbin unlocked his new car with the click of a button. It was nice spending Ralan’s money. “They have their own cave network, and it isn’t too far from ours. Best I could tell, she was trying to find a local half-blood with Sidhe heritage to manipulate into helping her navigate the human world. I think they want to recruit those whose powers are waking.”

      Inona didn’t answer until the car was moving. “Why?”

      “I didn’t catch a name, but someone wants the Seelie Sidhe to return to Earth. Someone important.”

      “So you’re going to let the person they were trying to recruit go?”

      Delbin’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “If it means warning the outpost of an imminent attack? Damned straight.”
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      “That’s the most I can do right now,” the healer said. “I’ll have to return tomorrow after I’ve had some rest.”

      A hint of fear rushed through Dria. “Tomorrow? But once you remove the pain block…”

      Lial scowled. “You think I would leave you in agony? I localized the affected nerves and shut off the pain receptors until I release the hold. But do not mistake the lack of hurt for wellness. No walking. In fact, don’t put any pressure on your feet at all.”

      “You’re joking.” Dria leaned up on her elbows. “I can’t lie here in Vek’s bed with an outpost to run.”

      “Works for me,” Vek drawled.

      Dria tossed him an annoyed glance. “Shut up. This is serious.”

      “It is serious, dearest cousin. Overwork yourself and you could be crippled.”

      Would he leave her impaired? It didn’t seem in his nature. “But you healed the injury.”

      “Do you have any idea how much energy it takes to reconstruct shattered bone?” Lial demanded, and for the first time, she noticed how sallow his skin had become. “The fragments are in place and will begin to knit on their own. I will speed that healing in the morning, but I must have sleep. If you ruin the work I’ve already done, the cost will be yours.”

      After one last angry glare, Lial marched from the room. Dria stared after him. She’d unintentionally insulted him, but she honestly hadn’t known how much effort went into healing bone. In over three hundred years, she’d never broken one. Truthfully, she’d never had more than a singe here and there from a spell gone wrong.

      “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to anger the healer?” Vek joked.

      “I suppose I do owe him an apology.,” Dria said. “I just… What am I going to do? I can’t be stuck here.”

      “You’re sure?” Vek smirked. “I could find ways to entertain you.”

      Dria huffed. “Even if I was amenable, that kind of fun is difficult when you can’t use your legs. I’d rather not explain to my cousin what I was doing when I shoved my feet against the bed.”

      “Only takes a bit of creativity, ahmeeren.” Vek trailed a finger down her upper thigh. “If I tied your legs open from the knees and cushioned your calves with the right kind of spell…”

      Dria’s mouth went dry, and heat spread from her thigh to places much farther inland. “Sounds complicated.”

      He shrugged. “But worth it.”

      “I haven’t even decided if I want to bond with you,” Dria argued.

      “Progress, then.” His finger swept back toward her hip, and she almost moaned. “Yesterday, it would have been an automatic no.”

      Dria stared into his pale eyes. “You sound like you’d prefer a yes. I thought you didn’t want a mate.”

      “I didn’t.” A wicked smile tugged at his lips. “Past tense. I’ve decided I want to keep you.”

      Her mouth dropped open, and chill replaced the passion that had been building. A potential bond was not something to take lightly. “Stop teasing me.”

      “Do I seem like the kind of man who would joke about such a thing?” Vek leaned close until his breath mingled with hers. “Contrary, strong, unafraid to stand up to me. Perfect. I like you, Dria. You’ll have to learn to deal with it.”

      “Don’t worry,” Dria said, unable to hide the bitterness his words had invoked. A bitterness born of longing—and experience. “The feeling will pass. It always does.”

      “I am not your brother or your father.” Vek brushed his lips against hers, the touch as soft as the finest wind spell. But far more deadly. “Fortunate considering all the things I plan to do with you if you’ll give your consent. You restrained me with magic after our last kiss. Turnabout would only be fair.”

      Love of the gods. His draw was monumental, and it wasn’t just the potential soulbond or simple desire. His darkness called to her, the part of her nature that wanted to tell the world to go immolate itself. She had a feeling he would stand with her against anything. Miaran, he’d probably help spark the fire that destroyed every enemy she’d ever had—and smile while he did so.

      “I don’t know what to do about you,” Dria confessed.

      Vek laughed. “Not the first time I’ve heard that.”

      An unexpected presence nudged at her mind, and Dria reinforced her shields. Then she recognized Delbin’s energy signature and opened up enough to exchange words. “Is something wrong?”

      “Depends on how much you savor a Sidhe invasion,” Delbin answered. “We’re heading up the mountain now. Where should we meet you?”

      “Vek’s room,” she answered at once.

      There was a long moment of silence. “Okay, then.”

      Dria winced. Yeah, that hadn’t sounded good. “I was injured, and… Never mind. Just come straight down.”

      As soon as she disconnected from Delbin, Dria cringed down at herself. Impressions mattered. How could she be taken seriously as a leader while lying abed, her robe torn and mud-covered? Delbin and Inona didn’t seem the types to hold it against her, but they weren’t the only people who might need to speak with her. She didn’t relish the subconscious doubts about her that might form.

      “What is it?” Vek asked softly.

      “Delbin and Inona are reporting in, and I…” Dria gestured downward. “I’m lying here a mess.”

      “I can help with that.”

      Vek bent down and gathered her close, one arm behind her back and the other beneath her knees. After a startled oomph, Dria hesitantly draped her arm across his shoulders and settled close. Her body burned at the feel of his chest brushing her side, and her heart ached at the tenderness of his hold.

      “Why are you being so nice to me?” she whispered.

      One eyebrow lifted. “Should I be cruel?”

      “You’re renowned for your coldness,” Dria answered. “An enemy without mercy. You didn’t even sound repentant about the people you’ve killed.”

      His shoulder shifted beneath her arm. “That’s because I’m not. I only harm those who deserve the pain.”

      She dropped her head against him. “You never worry about being wrong?”

      “I suppose that thought has occurred once or twice,” Vek said, levity entering his tone. “Truthfully, though, I rarely kill without significant deliberation. I usually stick to maiming.”

      Dria surprised herself by laughing. “Lovely.”

      “You know very well that kindness doesn’t always get the job done.” Carefully, Vek settled her in a chair. With a burst of magic, he tugged over a stool to prop beneath her feet. “There are some people that no amount of benevolence will change.”

      “Like my brother,” she muttered.

      “Ralan?” Vek smirked. “Yeah, there’s no helping him.”

      Dria snorted. “You know very well I meant Kien.”

      Vek’s expression hardened, though his hands remained gentle as he tucked a blanket beneath her calves. “There’s one I should have drained to the dregs.”

      “Did you know about Kien’s madness?” Dria asked, studying his face.

      “I suspected.” Vek scowled. “But he was careful not to leave proof. It is no small matter to act against a prince of a powerful foreign nation.”

      “It’s not much easier when it’s a prince of your own land.” Dria sighed. “But it is finally over now.”

      After a solemn nod, Vek strode to a chest set against the wall. Her eyebrows lifted when he peeled his shirt over his head and dropped it to the side. Surely, he wasn’t going to strip in front of her? Then he lowered his hands to the button on his mud-coated, Earth-style pants.

      Oh, clechtan. He was.

      “What are you doing?”

      Vek grinned. “Removing these disgusting clothes. I didn’t think Moranaians were prudish.”

      “No, we aren’t.” Dria swallowed hard. “But it isn’t polite to ogle without permission, either. I can’t exactly leave.”

      “Feel free to stare, dearest Dria.” The scoundrel winked. Actually winked. “I’m all yours.”

      Even so, she averted her eyes from the gorgeous, muscular planes of his back. Mostly. Dria couldn’t resist flicking glances his way as he dropped his pants to the ground and kicked them off. Completely nude. Gods. He had a backside worthy of the finest painting. Her heart raced, and she wasn’t certain if she wanted him to turn around or not. She might not be able to stand it.

      The dratted man merely leaned over the trunk and grabbed out clean clothing. She almost drooled before she forced her attention resolutely to her own tattered robe. Unlike Vek, she couldn’t change clothes. A glamour it would have to be. Well, at least she had enough energy for that low-level enchantment.

      If she could keep her focus.

      Vek was going to be the death of her.
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      If Princess Ara of the Unseelie knew anything, it was how to calculate—and she’d considered all sides of this risk.

      Magic swathed her from head to toe, changing her appearance beneath the cloak she’d donned. She’d even underlaid several levels of glamour beneath the top layer in case any dared to look beneath. She could not be seen, not and survive.

      As soon as she stepped from the Veil into the Seelie lord’s underhill realm, Ara went still. He would no doubt have alarms, and she didn’t want to be viewed as an intruder. Lord Naomh’s cooperation was essential. According to her spies, he was at odds with Meren on a great many issues, and with Naomh’s connection to the Moranaians, he might be powerful enough to help her stop what was coming.

      It was too bad her father had gone mad.

      First, the king had allied with the Seelie lord, Meren, to exterminate a colony of sickened Neorans who had reached out to Lord Lyr for help instead of their Seelie overlords. Now her father planned to strike at Moranaia and return the Unseelie to surface Earth. Did he honestly think that the Seelie Sidhe would co-rule the humans with him? Meren would betray him at the first opportunity. The plan made no sense.

      She’d almost gone to her brother, Vek, but he hated her. Not without reason, in truth. Her mother had supplanted his in the king’s favor, and their father had held Ara above Vek quite publicly for centuries. Then there’d been Fen. Poor, sweet Fen.

      What they considered cold indifference to her son had actually been kindness. He might have exhibited some signs of Felshreh blood, but he’d still been half-human. Fen would have spent years being maligned, threatened, and challenged. He should have fared far better with his human father—if the human hadn’t betrayed them all.

      In the distance, Naomh and his brother Caolte appeared along the trail. If her father or Meren ever learned of this meeting, she would be a dead woman. Really, if her father had the slightest idea that she knew the truth behind his machinations, her life would be at risk. He hadn’t trusted her with his secrets, not the way he did Vek.

      How much did her brother know? He’d nearly drained Quaea, and Ara’s spies had reported that he’d stormed from their father’s room in a fury not long after. If they were closer, she might have asked him. His loyalty to the king was unquestioned, but they all knew Vek had his own methods of fulfilling his duties. She only hoped they didn’t end up at war. He appeared to like the Moranaians. Perhaps he wouldn’t work against them.

      Ara straightened her spine and levelled her gaze on Lord Naomh as he stopped at the base of the small platform where she waited. “Tarma,” she said softly.

      Caolte’s eyes narrowed, but Naomh showed no reaction as he answered the formal request. “Come with us.”

      In silence, Ara walked between the brothers all the way to a large house in the center of the forested cavern. She’d used the Seelie version of the request for a formal, private meeting in case any had been near enough to overhear, but from the sidelong glances, she had a feeling both men suspected she was not one of them.

      It didn’t matter.

      Once they’d directed her into a shielded room, Ara lowered the hood of the cloak she wore—along with the layers of glamour. Naomh remained impassive, but not Caolte. In a heartbeat, he had her pinned against the wall with an iron knife at her throat. She almost laughed. The Felshreh were immune to the effects of the metal, but perhaps it was all he’d had at hand.

      “Explain your presence at once,” Caolte demanded.

      Divine, but he was a delicious one. If she had more time… Ara shook her head at the errant thought. “I come here at great risk to myself. Before I continue, I request your sworn word that I will receive no harm so long as I act in no way against you. I must also know if you bear loyalty to Lord Meren.”

      “Step back, Caolte,” Naomh said. As soon as his brother obeyed, Naomh continued. “I give my word that I will deal you no harm so long as you act in peace. As for Meren…he has forfeited any loyalty from me.”

      She glanced at Caolte. Though he scowled, he also nodded. “I swear not to harm you…unless you threaten Naomh. Or myself. Meren can eat iron.”

      Ara had to admit that she admired his edge. “I’ll feed it to him,” Ara offered. “And once you hear what I have to tell you, that may be more than an idle threat.”

      Then she laid her father’s plans bare.
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      She’d thought she was being discreet, but Vek had sensed Dria’s every glance like a caress. With his back still to her, he smiled. She had to be aware of how much he loved to torment her. In fact, it might be the best way to claim her. Only when she confronted him with her needs would she finally own them.

      There was a knock at the door. Vek straightened his tunic—much more comfortable than Earth clothes—as Dria called for Inona and Delbin to enter. The appreciative gleam in Dria’s eyes disappeared as soon as she turned her attention to the door, but a hint of her desire drifted between them. The shadow of the bond they could have, provided they could overcome their obstacles.

      Delbin rushed through the door first, a somber Inona at his heels. She closed the door behind them as Delbin skidded to the halt in front of Dria. He gave the barest nod to Vek before tapping his fist against his chest twice and bowing to the princess. His eyes widened as he noticed Dria’s propped-up legs.

      “Sorry about the rush,” Delbin said. “The information I uncovered couldn’t wait. Was there an attack?”

      Dria grimaced. “Not precisely. There was a cave-in while I investigated footprints, but I’ll be fine. What did you mean by a Sidhe invasion?”

      “We caught a Seelie Sidhe threatening a half-blood.” Delbin ran his hand through his hair. “When I took control to wipe her memories of us, I found out more than I’d expected. There’s a high-ranking member of the Seelie court making his own little outpost in a connected cave system. They’re trying to figure out the best way to eliminate us before claiming Earth.”

      Vek’s forehead knotted. The Seelie were planning such a thing? They’d been the most stringent among the fae about holding to the old ways and living underhill. It seemed a rapid departure from the norm for their kind to be operating on the surface.

      “How soon?” Dria asked.

      “I don’t know. They are trying to recruit a few half-bloods so they can orient themselves in the modern world. Although…” Delbin’s gaze flicked to Vek. “I caught a stray thought about Unseelie impatience.”

      Dria’s posture stiffened. “Unseelie?”

      Fury rushed through Vek at that whispered question. So much for trust—and he wasn’t just referring to Dria’s suspicion. If others of his kind were involved in this, it meant the king had hidden a great deal more than his illness from Vek. Why would he order Vek to resolve this situation if he’d already been forming an alliance with the Seelie? The king must have been planning something with the Sidhe, for such a partnership could not have been created overnight.

      His father had claimed to want the energy he believed the Moranaians had stored to heal himself and ensure that no one else sickened. But if Delbin’s report was correct, the true goal held more sinister implications. The king might have grown dissatisfied with the amount of power he now possessed and decided to move against the humans.

      Vek pulled his energy tight around himself when he caught the others’ wary glances. He had no doubt what they must sense—the cold resolve of the predator. “I will take care of this.”

      He started toward the door, but Dria grabbed his wrist as he passed her chair. “Stop, Vek.”

      He halted at once. “You needn’t speak your accusations. I am aware of what you must think.”

      “But you’re probably wrong.” Dria’s fingers tightened. “I don’t believe you’re involved. Not this time.”

      Vek twisted to face her. Great divine, she meant it. His anger dulled beneath her steady regard. “After all that has passed between us? All that you know of me?”

      “Yes, after that.” Dria tipped her chin up. “You saved me in that tunnel at great cost to yourself. You’ve treated me with nothing but respect no matter how much I’ve pushed. I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t believe that you are involved.”

      He hadn’t thought his heart could be disarmed until that moment. Not many people trusted the shadows. “Thank you, Dria. Later, you will know without a doubt what that means to me. But right now, I need to confront my father.”

      The door popped open again, and Fen rushed through. “We secured the area, but I did some investigating. I’d bet your hoard of gold that the earth mage who sabotaged the tunnel was one of our kind. Maybe even related.”

      Vek froze. There weren’t many of his blood who could manipulate earth. He’d gained his ability by taking blood, but Fen had inherited his talent from Ara. “Your mother?” Vek snarled.

      Fen’s hands tightened into fists. “I wouldn’t know. I can’t remember meeting her, much less what her energy is like.”

      “Athan ah shols angarn,” Vek cursed. He was an ass for not having considered that before asking. “Sorry, Fen. I’ll go find out for myself.”

      Dria jerked at his arm. “I’d rather you remain close and search the caverns intrusions. We have no evidence that the person who left the footprints returned the way they came, since I only had a chance to cast the tracking magic in one direction before the accident. I’ve already directed Kera to scour every room, but you could scan for any familiar energy.”

      Frustration filled him as he stared down at her. “Dria…”

      She gestured at the door. “Fen, Inona, and Delbin, go ahead and begin your search. Please.”

      Vek didn’t have to look to see Fen’s smirk, but all three left without argument. As soon as the door closed, Vek lifted a brow. “What is it?”

      “Do you really think charging in and confronting the king will stop this?” Dria let out a humorless laugh. “And if I’m suggesting you avoid a confrontation, you know you should listen. It would be foolhardy.”

      She was right, tough though it was to admit. “I could challenge him. I never wanted to be king, but I’ll do it if it means stopping this insanity. We’ve never been the type to try to rule over humans. It has to be the illness.”

      “Let’s investigate first.” Dria released his wrist, but he didn’t step away. “Tomorrow, after I’ve been healed. If we can find their cavern, we might be able to glean more information.”

      Vek closed his eyes and tried to clear his thoughts of anger and betrayal. Yes, Dria was correct. Better results were usually achieved when more time was taken, and demanding answers from his father would yield nothing. But it could take a day or two, possibly longer, to locate their base. There were all kinds of problems with that.

      “You intend to send your scouts?” Vek asked carefully.

      Dria frowned. “No. We’ll go. Just us and a warrior or two. I’ll have to give it some thought.”

      “Why us?” He knelt beside her chair. “I assumed you would stay here since you’re in charge. What are you thinking?”

      “My father assigned me here because of my discretion,” Dria answered, her nostrils flaring. “If Unseelie and Seelie nobility are involved in this, possibly royalty, then I’d better keep it as secret as possible. You’re just as invested, and you can help with your earth powers.”

      Vek wanted to smooth the line from between her brows, but he was only going to add to her worries. “It’s more complicated than that. If I have to use too much energy exploring the caves…”

      “Why would—” Her mouth snapped closed, and her shoulders slumped. “Ah, right. You can’t take my blood without… Well, it’s something for me to think about along with the rest. Carry me to my room? I need to use my mirror to call my brother.”

      With a sigh, Vek lifted Dria gently from the chair and settled her close. He didn’t like that she was injured, but the opportunity to hold her was an unexpected boon. They simply fit. As he carried her down the steps, he began to wonder what he wouldn’t do for her.

      Alarmingly, he couldn’t think of an answer.
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      “I leave this up to your discretion,” Ralan said through their mirror link.

      Dria wanted to scream, but it would do no good. “That’s it? You’re a seer. You must have more guidance than that. Should I take more people to search for the Sidhe? Send someone else? My gut tells me to go with Vek, but it also led me into a cave-in. And I’ll need to speak with our father for further orders once I’ve determined the extent of the threat.”

      Ralan leaned forward, a slight smile on his face. “Breathe, Dria. When I said it is up to your discretion, I meant all of it. Read between the lines. You know I’m not going to tell you what to do based on the future strands, but I’m more than happy to hint. So here’s one. Follow your instincts, and don’t worry about contacting Father. If you choose poorly, I’ll bear the brunt. But I have every confidence that you won’t.”

      “You used to have no problem telling me what to do,” Dria grumbled.

      Her brother laughed. “I suppose I still manage to from time to time, but past experiences have taught me to curb the impulse if there are better choices.”

      Dria sighed. Considering how their father had treated him, she could imagine. “Fine. But if I mess this up…”

      “You won’t,” Ralan insisted. “I’ve always believed in you, Dree. Forgive me if I seem to have abandoned you there, but you’re the only one I knew I could trust. I dare not risk contagion with Cora pregnant.”

      She lifted her brows. “You think it’s going to start spreading.”

      Ralan averted his gaze. “There are many future strands at this time.”

      Dria had no problem catching the hint. “Miaran.”

      “Do your best, Dree. It’ll all become clear in the end.” This time, the smile he gave her was tinged with sadness. “I do love you, you know. Despite all the ways I have failed you.”

      “I…” Dria took a deep breath. “I love you, too.”

      And she did—she wouldn’t have been so angry otherwise.

      “You know what you want to do concerning Vek,” Ralan said as he lifted his hand toward the edge of his mirror. “Follow your gut.”

      Then he cut off the connection before she could argue. Probably wise. Despite his claim, she didn’t know what she wanted to do. Her heart longed to give Vek her necklace, her body craved him, but her mind… Yeah, she didn’t know anything. Logic told her a link between them would end in pain—but it also reminded her that Vek had cared for her better than anyone else before.

      Dria glared at her reflection in the mirror Vek had positioned to face her chair. Leave it to her brother to hit upon the heart of her turmoil. Her instinct screamed that she and Vek must be the ones to explore the caverns, and it needed to be soon. But Vek had been correct about the problems that could ensue. If he ran out of energy, she would have to offer him blood. She would be forced by circumstances into a bond instead of joining with him by choice.

      That wouldn’t end well.

      What had the god Loki said? Don’t offer him blood until you’ve started the bond. And try not to wait too long. Had this been what he meant? If so, she would need to begin the bond before they left or risk… Maybe she didn’t want to know what would happen if she ignored a god’s pointed advice.

      What would Vek be like as a bonded? She’d thought she’d had a good idea. Stubborn. Cold. Mocking. But there was more to him beneath the mask. An unwavering integrity, a belief in justice, and an innate goodness only a few ever saw. Some of his hardness was kindness, even if it was sometimes misguided.

      He would challenge and support her, and he wouldn’t back down from her darkest fears and secrets. He might never love her, but he would kill for her. And she…she might even do the same for him. Gods, would she kill for him? She’d trained for battle, but she hadn’t yet faced it. Could she step in front of a threat to defend him?

      A tiny voice inside whispered a terrifying yes.

      No. They would do better together without strong feelings in the way. The Unseelie weren’t known for their expressions of love, and her stomach churned at the thought of offering it herself. Family always disappointed, and a bonded would certainly be that.

      But they could create a political alliance. A necessary joining—that she could stand. Could she get Vek to agree? He claimed that he wanted her, but she had no idea about his expectations. How did an Unseelie’s mate act? Physical intimacy between them wouldn’t be a problem, but how much would he require from her otherwise? Perhaps he would desire her adoration. Hah!

      Dria would ask him later. It was well past dinner, a sad fact her stomach was beginning to make note of, and her body was heavy with exhaustion. Food and rest would help her heal, and recovery was of the utmost importance.

      If she decided to bond, it wouldn’t be from her bed.

      At least not like that.
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      Insistent chimes jerked Kai from slumber. Disoriented, he blinked his eyes open and tried to get his bearings. All was silent now. Had it been a dream? Arlyn nestled against him, their fingers laced over her slightly rounded belly. With a smile, he cuddled her closer. They couldn’t have been asleep long, but daybreak had to be near. She’d flay him if he woke her again for his own restless body’s sake. Pregnancy had turned her into even less of a morning person.

      Brinnnng.

      Kai flinched at the sound. Fuck it all, was that his mirror? Who would be trying to contact him before the sun had risen? His father was one of the few people who used the thing, so this didn’t bode well. Quickly, he eased away from Arlyn and hurried from the bed, grabbing his tunic and pants from the floor. As he tugged on his clothes, Arlyn shifted on the bed.

      “Kai?”

      “Mirror—” Brinnnng. “Chime.”

      “Better be someone bringing takeout,” she mumbled.

      Chuckling, he darted over to activate the mirror. At least he’d had the forethought to angle it away from the bed. Arlyn wouldn’t have been thrilled to have the caller see her naked. Then his father’s image filled the glass, and Kai was doubly grateful. Nudity might not be a big deal to him, but she’d been raised on Earth. She would have been embarrassed around Naomh for months if he’d seen.

      “Did you forget how to calculate time changes?” Kai asked.

      Naomh’s lips twitched. “A pleasure to see you, my son.”

      Kai glanced down. Yeah, he’d put his tunic on inside out. “Forgive my disarray, Lord Naomh. It is not yet dawn here.”

      “I am aware,” his father answered, his tone hardening. “You needn’t address me so formally. And in any case, there is no time for banter. I have received news of impending trouble from a credible, high-ranking source.”

      Kai rubbed at his temples. “Shouldn’t you be telling Lyr or Ralan this?”

      Naomh’s jaw clenched. “This involves family. Your uncle, Meren.”

      “Lord Meren of the Seelie court?”

      At Naomh’s nod, Kai cursed. He remembered all too well the interactions they’d had when Kai had been at their court on his last diplomatic mission. He wouldn’t be surprised if Meren was responsible for at least one assassination attempt on him.

      “It is best I don’t give my opinion of Lord Meren,” Kai said.

      Surprisingly, Naomh smiled. “On that we agree. My brother has caused his fair share of trouble, and it is time he receives his due for it. His thirst for power has shifted to the human world, and he has allied with the Unseelie to invade now that magic is returning there.”

      A choked sound echoed from the bed. “What?” Arlyn asked.

      “Is someone else there?” Naomh demanded, brows lowering.

      “Yeah, my soulbonded,” Kai said. “Who the hell else do you think would be in my bedroom in the middle of the night?”

      Naomh leaned toward the mirror. “She must not spread word of this. I will deal with Meren, but if he hears about it before I can—”

      “If this is a matter for family, then she should be included. As could Lyr, as you well know.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Kai saw Arlyn grab her dress from the floor and tug it on. Her face pinched with anger, she stomped to his side. “My father has cut off all ties to Meren after your brother supported the murder of innocent, sick Neorans. He would not support Meren,” Arlyn said.

      Naomh studied them for a moment. “Very well. I will tell you what I can. I’ll leave it to you to decide who needs to know.”
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      When Vek returned, he came bearing food. Dria could have kissed him for that alone. She’d been considering how long she could wait before her stomach consumed itself, for she didn’t want to disturb the sonal searching the caverns or the mages reinforcing the shielding. It was cursed inconvenient not to be able to walk.

      “Thank the gods,” Dria said as Vek lowered the plate of bread, cheese, and meat to her lap. Simple food, but it could have been a feast. “I was about to calculate how much energy a levitation spell would cost.”

      Vek laughed. “For the food or for yourself?”

      “Myself,” she answered. “I’m not particularly good at levitating objects I can’t see.”

      “What an interesting sight that would have been.”

      Dria took a bite of bread, savoring it before she answered. “Yes, indeed.”

      “The others should return soon.” His good humor fled as Vek settled into the chair beside hers. “I found nothing. Fen is doing a detailed sweep of any side tunnels he can find, and Inona and Delbin are searching the mountainside for other openings.”

      “Fedah and Kera have reported similar results.” Dria sighed. “I spoke with Ralan. He hinted that my earlier idea was the best one.”

      “Do you trust the others to follow your commands in your absence?”

      Dria shrugged. “It is to their benefit. And if not, I suppose we’ll know who to remove from the outpost.”

      His lips pursed. “We?”

      “Ah. Well.” Dria took her time nibbling a chunk of cheese. His narrowed gaze remained on her the entire time. “I’ve been considering our other problem, and… I think we should bond. Mate. However you want to phrase it.”

      Vek stared at her so long she almost squirmed in her seat. “Why?”

      “It would be a strong alliance. A powerful one.”

      He flinched. “No.”

      “But earlier, you said…” Heat rushed up her body and scalded her cheeks. “Never mind.”

      “You’ll not dismiss this so easily.” Vek wrapped his hand gently around her forearm. “I wouldn’t expect a declaration of love, but I won’t have a mate whose only motivation is a political alliance. I’m not even sure you like me. Binding yourself to me simply to take a trip through the caves? That’s intolerable. Fen can go with you if that’s your only reason. His earth magic is stronger than mine.”

      Was that hurt beneath the anger? She hadn’t intended that. “I can’t deny I want you. And somehow, I have started to like you. Gods know why, but I do.”

      One corner of his mouth lifted. “And yet?”

      “And yet, I don’t know what else I can offer you.” Dria nibbled her lower lip. “I love my family, but the hurt they have dealt… Sometimes, I think I’m broken. I can form friendships, but anything deeper, anything romantic, eludes me. I might never be able to bring more to our bond than affection. But I’ve thought of little else besides joining since I saw you.”

      “Ahmeeren,” Vek said, his expression softening. “I’m uncertain I can give anything better, myself. But you make me want to.”

      Dria almost offered her necklace then and there, but experience had embedded pragmatism in her heart. “Would I have duties as your mate? I will not abandon my post here, nor am I keen to live among the Unseelie for any length of time.”

      “I’m not keen on it, either, at this point.” Vek released her, only to dance his fingers along her forearm in a soft caress. “I’m done working for my father, and your duties will be what you make them. Rule this outpost. Take over Moranaia. Laze around my home on the surface. It’s your choice, not mine.”

      She lifted her brow. “What are you going to do, then?”

      “First, I have to find a way to solve this mess. And not just the invasion.” Vek rubbed the flat of his palm against his forehead. “He threatened my pregnant mother, Dria. Not overtly, but he didn’t have to. Even if he hadn’t, I fear the illness will spread. Beyond that crisis? Everything has shifted for me. Between finding you and losing all respect for my father… I have no idea.”

      Dria set her plate on the side table so she could tilt her body toward his. “You haven’t said much about your family. Are you close to your mother?”

      “I once was, but the more interest my father showed in me, the more distant I had to become.” Vek smiled sadly. “I dare not be close to my siblings, either, not with the work I do. But I watch over them nonetheless.”

      So many of his interactions with his nephew suddenly made sense. “Like you watched over Fen.”

      “I’ve obviously let him get closer than I have any others.” Vek’s gaze lowered. “What would I be if not a killer, Dria? A question I’ve long pondered.”

      She lowered her feet to the ground and almost stood, but a soft tsk from him reminded her that she couldn’t. Clechtan. She wanted to offer comfort, though he hadn’t asked for it. “Maybe it’s time you find out,” she said instead. “Bond with me, and we’ll both find our way.”

      Dria tugged her medallion from beneath her shirt and was about to lift it over her head when a knock clattered on the door. Cursing, she sent out a mental probe. Lial? Gods, could her cousin have worse timing? He wasn’t supposed to return until morning, and although it was getting late, it wasn’t even time for bed.

      “Enter,” she called out as she let the pendant drop between her breasts.

      When Lial strode through, she had to wonder if he’d slept at all. He was still pale, and twin shadows stood out beneath his eyes. His gaze flicked to her legs where they rested on the floor, and he scowled. “Dria—”

      “I didn’t put pressure on them,” she rushed to say. “What are you doing here? You said morning.”

      “It is barely that on Moranaia,” Lial grumbled. “Not what I’d had in mind, but Lyr told me of the pending invasion. I thought it best if you could walk.”

      Vek straightened in his seat. “Lyr warned you?”

      “We only discovered the plot a mark or two ago,” Dria said. “How would he know?”

      “Lord Naomh of the Seelie Sidhe contacted Kai at some point before dawn.” Lial knelt beside Dria and lifted her legs to the footstool. “His brother Meren is involved in the plot, and according to Naomh’s source, a relative of the Unseelie king has been acting on the king’s orders. They are determined to return to Earth no matter who stands in the way.”

      “Who is his source?” Vek demanded.

      Lial shrugged. “He refused to say. Sworn to secrecy, it seems.”

      Dria studied her cousin as he examined her legs. “As much as I would like to be healed, are you sure you’re up to this? You look like a drained mage who barely passed their final test.”

      “Yes, well, I’d already spent a fair amount of energy trying to create the disease-detecting device you requested, not to mention checking everyone in the cavern,” Lial groused. But then his expression softened. “Though I do thank you for the concern. I’ve worked under worse conditions, Dria. I will survive.”

      Had it been anyone else, she would have argued, but it would be a waste of effort with Lial. “If you say so.”

      Without bothering to comment, the healer closed his eyes and turned his power on her injured limbs. The peace of it filled her until her own eyelids grew heavy, but the anger radiating from Vek kept her from resting. She forced her attention to her potential bonded, who sat with his hands clenched around the bottom edge of his seat.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “A relative,” Vek murmured. “I can think of several who might have earth powers. Then again, there’s no way to know if our intruder is also the leader. It could be anyone, considering how prolific my family is. I’m a bit of an oddity for not having children yet.”

      A sudden worry consumed her. “Do you not want them?”

      “I do, but I long ago determined not to have them unless I mated.” His lips thinned. “I’ll not play my children and their mothers against one another the way my father does.”

      Well. For all of his faults, at least her own father hadn’t done that. “Good,” she said.

      Desire glinted in his eyes. “It would be a pleasure to see you grow with my child.”

      Her body heated. “I—”

      “Do not start,” Lial interrupted. “Elevate her heartbeat while I’m working again, and you’ll be leaving, Vek.”

      Her almost-bonded chuckled. “Sorry.”

      He didn’t sound particularly regretful, but he did behave. Dria settled her head against the back of her chair and closed her eyes, pushing her thoughts toward anything but Vek and all the ways they could begin creating that child. Preservation rooms—that was what she should consider. Ice magic, imbedding layer after layer into stone and then locking it in place. Perfect for storing perishable food and lustful mages.

      Lial’s magic cut off, and a soft thump had her eyelids popping open. Concern surged through her at the sight of her cousin sitting on the floor, his head resting against his palm. “Lial?”

      Fathomless exhaustion filled the glance he turned her way. “I only need a moment. The healing is complete, but I would appreciate it if you avoid crushing your bones again in the near future. At least it wasn’t the spine.”

      Dria flexed her foot and flinched at the slight ache. “Is it supposed to hurt?”

      “Trauma takes time to fully heal,” Lial said. “Your body remembers, though the injury is gone. I recommend stretching before strenuous activities.”

      “What about my nephew?” Vek asked.

      Lial didn’t even bother to glare. “Do I look like I can take on a complicated disease at this time?”

      “No.” Vek sighed. “But his recovery would make things easier. I could take his blood to reinforce my earth magic. Though speaking of blood…will your healing hold if I take some of Dria’s?”

      Brow furrowed, she glanced between them. “Why would my blood hurt you?”

      “I…” A vaguely guilty expression crossed Vek’s face, sending worry through her. Vek never showed guilt for anything. “Many of my abilities come from others when I feed from them. But it isn’t without cost. Too much at once causes extreme pain as my channels rearrange themselves.”

      Dria gaped at him. “You’ll be a mage if you drink from me?”

      Vek shook his head. “No, not exactly. Ability doesn’t equal knowledge, and I don’t receive every talent my donor has. Although the more I feed from you, the more I might pick up. If we bond, I hope you’re up to the task of training me to use what you give.”

      “Your channels should be the same as they’d be after a week between feedings,” Lial said before he stumbled to his feet. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going home to sleep.”

      “Would you like to stay here?” Dria asked.

      “No, thank you,” Lial answered. “I have too much to do on Moranaia. I’ll make it.”

      After her cousin departed, Dria stared at the door for several moments. Learning about Vek’s ability changed things, but not in the way he might fear. He’d trusted her, both with the knowledge and as a potential teacher. She turned to him, but his attention seemed focused on the water dripping from the stalactite in the corner. Did he expect rejection now that he’d revealed the truth? Did he expect fear? His gift was phenomenal, one she’d never heard of. She almost wanted to ask him to feed on her now so she could observe his channels rearranging.

      “Vek?”

      His expression held no clues to his thoughts when he glanced at her. “Yes?”

      “Tell your nephew to report to Kera unless he finds something significant.”

      Vek’s eyebrows rose. “Why?”

      Dria sent her own orders to Inona and Kera before dropping her feet to the ground. She braced her hands on the armrests and stood, but aside from a slight ache in her muscles, her legs felt surprisingly good. Perfect timing. Vek jerked to his feet as she took a step, his arm outstretched in case she fell. But when she took his hand, it wasn’t for balance.

      “I thought you were an intelligent man,” Dria said with a slight smile.

      His fingers tightened on hers. “I’ll need to hear you say it.”

      “Fine.” Dria lifted the necklace from her neck and held it between them. “I’ve decided to take you for my own. i’Tayah ay nac-mor kehy ler ehy anan taen.”

      Light flared from the heavy, round medallion that dangled from the chain, and a matching gleam mirrored in Vek’s eyes. For a moment, he remained so still that she worried he wouldn’t take it. Maybe he couldn’t accept her. She had little enough to offer, save herself, and she was the only one who’d ever been satisfied with that.

      But just as Dria was about to lower the necklace and step away, Vek’s free hand closed over hers. The glow from the pendant exploded around them until she could barely see him place the chain around his neck. A million tiny threads built between them until his wonder, desire, and hope beat inside her own chest. She knew he would kiss her before his lips brushed hers.

      She eased closer until her breasts brushed against him and lifted slightly to take the kiss deeper, but he pulled his mouth away. “What’s wrong?” she whispered.

      “I’ll not take your blood by accident,” Vek said, his expression intense. “Your style of bonding can be severed by priests, but I am not certain that is the case for the Felshreh mating link. I’ll have your word you are sure of this.”

      Dria blinked in surprise. “I expected you to be more forceful once the bond had begun.”

      “You’ll have all the force you want, ahmeeren, once you tell me what you want,” Vek whispered silkily.

      A shiver danced across her skin as she stared into his eyes. Gods, he was such a contradiction. He was as immovable as the Citadel, as dangerous as lightning, but he wouldn’t take advantage. Then again, he had no need. Vek didn’t have to lord his power over others to bolster his confidence, and that heated her blood more than anything.

      “I promise I am certain,” Dria said, her voice firm so he would have no doubt of her sincerity. “Now finish the bond before I go insane.”

      He wouldn’t have a necklace of his own to offer, but she didn’t care. Their second step would be sealed in blood, and she was more than ready to join bodies as the third. Now, preferably. Dria lifted her hand, extending her wrist for him, but Vek shook his head with a slow, wicked smile.

      “I never thought to mate,” he said. “So I’d rather savor the moment, if you don’t mind.”

      Suddenly, he tugged her against him until air couldn’t part their bodies. She expected his kiss, but once again, it didn’t come. Instead, Vek ran his hands down her arms and manacled her wrists with his fingers, anchoring them at the small of her back. Her heart thumped a restless, excited beat as he bent his head and ran his tongue along the side of her neck.

      She almost groaned when he didn’t bite. “Vek…”

      “Hush.”

      He nibbled kisses across her collarbone and then up her neck once more. Maddening man. Dria strained against him, but he only laughed. Before she could yell at him, he released her hands and lifted her by her bottom, his long strides carrying them quickly toward the bed.

      “You’d better know a spell to rid us of clothing,” he said.

      Blessed gods, so she did. It took her a moment to remember the trick, but her diligence was soon rewarded by the feel of his flesh against hers. They both groaned as he lowered her to the bed and trailed his hands down her body. But she frowned when he leaned back and grabbed her foot.

      “The healer said you’d want to stretch before strenuous exercise,” Vek said, grinning as he ran his broad palms up her aching calf muscles, rubbing out the knots.

      She gasped as heat surged inside her from the seemingly innocent contact. “I don’t think that’s what he meant.”

      Vek repeated the motion with her other leg. “Do you care?”

      “Stop tormenting me.”

      Still grinning, he settled her leg onto the bed and crawled up her body, kissing and nibbling his way to her breasts. Dria whimpered and shoved her hands into his short hair. With a tug, she brought his mouth close to hers. He stared into her eyes, and in that moment, a lifetime’s worth of understanding passed between them.

      This moment had always been meant.

      He brushed his lips against the corner of her mouth. “What’s your rush?”

      “We could be interrupted at any moment,” Dria said. “And I want this bond complete, not barely formed.”

      “Anyone who dares to interrupt us at this moment will pay dearly.” Balancing carefully above her, Vek lifted a hand and sent a bolt of power toward the door. She barely had time to admire his handiwork before he distracted her with another soft kiss. “But I’ll not have you worried about it.”

      Then he set about torturing her with his mouth.
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      Nothing sounded sweeter than Dria’s moans, not even the thrum of her pulse beneath his lips. Damn, but he wished he had more time than this. He’d asked why she hurried, but he was all too aware of the tasks that awaited them. So when she tugged at his hair again, he let her pull him up her body until he reached her breasts.

      Her golden eyes sparked at him for the delay, and her red hair tumbled around her flushed cheeks until his body hardened almost painfully. But he would take all the time he could. Slowly, he stretched her hands above her head and held them there. Excitement surged from her through their bond, eroding his restraint.

      Vek kept his eyes locked with hers as he lowered his head toward her breastbone. Her gaze shifted to his fangs, and she shivered. A thread of apprehension trembled between them. He licked the spot where her pulse throbbed in invitation and sucked softly on her skin until she gasped.

      “It won’t hurt,” he said. “I promise.”

      Her throat worked nervously, but she nodded. “Go ahead. Please.”

      Vek sent a tendril of numbing magic into her skin to reinforce the natural effects of his saliva. Then he sank his fangs softly into her flesh. Slelen. He hadn’t been certain there was a Divine until this moment, but he felt it in every pulse of her heart as her blood filled his mouth. He trembled as power flared between them, more strands linking them than he could have imagined. Startled, he released her wrists.

      Dria groaned and shifted restlessly beneath him, and her passion became his until he barely noticed the channels in his mind shifting and expanding. This. This was heaven. Then her hands gripped his back, the slight pain of her nails shocking him back to awareness. As her spirit filled all the blank places inside him, he forced himself to close the wound he’d made. She needed plenty of energy for what he had planned.

      Resting his forehead on her heaving chest, he did a scan of his newly acquired abilities. Some he didn’t understand, but…there. Vek smiled wickedly against her skin as he found the immobilization spell she’d used on him during their first kiss. Time for payback.

      Vek lifted himself until he hovered above Dria. Gently, he brushed a coil of hair from his mate’s face. Then he tugged her arms above her head again and locked them into place with the spell he’d gleaned from her blood. Her eyes widened as he spread her legs and lifted them, another touch of magic keeping her from wriggling free. But the rest of her body he left unconstrained.

      “What…”

      He tipped her chin up and kissed her softly. “Tell me if I need to stop. I’ll release you at a word.”

      “Gods, no,” Dria said. “But kiss me for real this time. No gentle—”

      With a growl, he followed her command, his mouth taking hers with all the passion he’d held back. The slight tang of blood hit his tongue as his fang caught her lip, but she strained against him, her breasts pressing against his chest. Thoughts blurred as he explored her body with his hands, their mouths locked together.

      Then he entered her, and his world imploded.
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      Dria’s scream was muffled against his mouth as his body joined with hers. She lifted her hips to meet him, and her hands itched to grip his waist with each thrust. It was maddening. Hot. She’d never been helpless like this, and it fired her blood.

      But she couldn’t yield to him so completely, not for long.

      He’d said she could ask him to release the spell—and she trusted that he would—but that was no fun. Deftly, she unwound the magic holding her still, and before Vek could react, she rolled them over until she was on top. With a smirk, she ran her hands up his hard chest and then leaned forward to kiss him.

      This time, his fang caught his own lip, and his sweet blood filled her mouth. Good gods. It shouldn’t have given her energy, but the force of it charged through her, strengthening their forming bond. His hands dug into her hips as she began to move.

      He tore his mouth away. “Fuck, Dria.”

      She let out a breathless chuckle. “That’s the idea.”

      Then they both gave up on speaking as their worlds—their souls—fully merged.
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      Vek trailed his fingers along Dria’s spine and marveled at the shiver of pleasure that tingled up his own back. Even knowing about mates, he’d never imagined being so closely bound to another person. Echoes of her thoughts hovered at the edge of his mind, and if he stretched, he could probably share some of her memories. Not that he would, at least not on purpose. She deserved her privacy.

      “That was…” Her soft chuckle tickled his chest. “I don’t have words for what that was.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and held her close. “Fortunately, we don’t seem to need words any longer. Perhaps that will save us from arguments.”

      Dria snorted, though he could sense her amusement. “I doubt it.”

      “Alas, you’re probably right.”

      They were alike enough in temperament that clashes were inevitable, but reconciliation would be delicious. Vek nuzzled the top of her hair until she slid down to rest against his side. For a moment, there was perfect peace, their bodies warm and content. No sounds except their steady breathing and the nearby drip of water filled the room. It seemed nothing would ever intrude.

      Until Fen’s presence tapped at the edge of Vek’s shields.

      Vek sighed. “Duty calls.”

      Dria tipped her head up to look at him. “How so?”

      “Fen wants to talk,” Vek answered. “Hold on.”

      Vek opened a link before his nephew became more insistent. “What?”

      “Sorry,” Fen sent. “Kinda important. We didn’t find anything in the cave, but I just got a text from Maddy.”

      Vek frowned. “A text?”

      “You know? A message on my phone?”

      “I’m aware of what a text is, Fen,” Vek snapped. “What did it say? I’m assuming it’s important if you’re bothering me now.”

      Fen hesitated. “Well. There’s someone on the Market Street Bridge threatening to electrocute anyone who comes near. Might be relevant to our interests since the person in question had lightning shooting from their hands.”

      Vek’s arm tightened around Dria’s back. “We’ll be right out.”

      “It seems there will be no mates’ retreat for us,” Vek said aloud. “Not even an hour’s worth.”

      Dria pushed herself up with one arm. “Mates’ retreat?”

      “A few weeks where no one bothers a newly formed pair.” Unable to resist, Vek ran one finger across her breast. “Maybe once the crisis has passed.”

      Dria swatted his hand away. “Don’t start what you can’t complete. What’s going on now, and why wasn’t I notified?”

      With a resigned sigh, Vek swung his legs over the side of the bed. “It’s not here. Fen received word from Maddy about an incident in the human city. It appears that someone is threatening people with lightning magic on one of their bridges.”

      “Iron in the heart,” Dria cursed. “Is there no one above who can take care of such a thing?”

      “Magical energy has increased, but magical knowledge hasn’t.” Vek scanned the empty floor. “Where did you send our clothes?”

      Dria slid to the side of the bed and darted over to the chairs on the other side of the room. Oh yes, the Divine was real. Nothing else could be responsible for the full, perfect globes of his mate’s ass. His body began to stir until he forced his attention away. Lightning. Innocent, clueless humans.

      “Here,” Dria called, right before she tossed his clothes at his head.

      Vek snatched them from the air and tugged them on with haste. Unfortunately, he’d have to run upstairs to change if they were going to the surface. He wore the tunic and pants he preferred, not Earth clothes. And Dria had nothing suitable, as far as he knew.

      “You’re not going to blend in,” he said.

      Dria settled the folds of her dress around her legs. “You think I should go personally?”

      He shrugged. “I plan to. This is the first time someone has overtly used magic where anyone can see. It may not be a coincidence if our adversaries are recruiting.”

      A line formed between her brows. “True. I… I haven’t given much thought to going above. Looks like I’ll just have to stand out.”

      After they pulled on their shoes and Dria retrieved a pouch from her trunk, they headed toward the door. Sensing Fen near his room, Vek started up the stairs, but he paused at Dria’s groan. She stopped beside him, bending down to rub at her calf. If she hadn’t been fond of the steps before, she certainly wouldn’t be after her injury.

      “I could carry you again,” Vek offered.

      “Tempting, but no,” Dria replied. “Just a cramp. I guess you didn’t do a good enough job earlier.”

      “Perhaps when we return, ahmeeren.”

      Dria grinned at him as she straightened, but the desire she sent along their bond was far from humorous. This time, he was the one who cursed. Laughing softly, Dria darted up the stairs while he was distracted, but he followed more slowly. Thanks to his mate, climbing was a bit more…difficult.

      He had a feeling that was going to be a persistent problem.
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      Fen, Inona, and Delbin were waiting in the hallway in front of Vek’s room. Dria motioned them inside as Vek caught up to her, and she couldn’t resist another smile at his aggrieved energy. Blasted man deserved to be tormented now and then. Maybe it would keep him humble.

      Or something resembling.

      As soon as Dria and Vek marched in, Delbin’s and Inona’s gazes landed almost instantly on the medallion visible on Vek’s chest. Inona’s eyes widened, and Delbin grinned. But neither of them mentioned it. Fen, on the other hand, was not so circumspect.

      “Thank the gods,” he said with a broad smile. “You’re lucky she decided to put up with you. I wouldn’t.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Fen, you’re my nephew.” Vek scowled. “I would hope you didn’t think of me that way.”

      Fen merely laughed. “You know what I meant. You’re not exactly easy to deal with when you’re annoyed. Which is a solid seventy-five percent of the time.”

      “That’s all?” Dria asked, smirking.

      Vek gave her a heated look. “I could adjust that ratio for you.”

      “Gag,” Fen said. Then he pulled a rectangular object from his pocket and pressed his finger against the side, causing it to light up. “Maddy says they have a news crew filming from a nearby bridge, but the woman isn’t budging despite the humans’ presence.”

      Dria’s brow furrowed. “How long will it take us to walk to this market bridge?”

      “Quite a while, even at our run speed,” Fen answered. “Probably more than an hour to drive, too. If we could even get through the traffic with one of the main bridges over the river blocked.”

      Inona tossed her long braid over her shoulder with a restless flick. “Selia could make a gate to Vek’s house. Maybe that gas station where we stopped, but I don’t think that was a great deal closer to the bridge.”

      “Not nearly close enough,” Delbin said.

      Dria tapped her fingers against her upper arm as she considered the problem. She could make a portal without too much difficulty, but she had to be familiar with the destination. Could she glean a proper image from one of the others’ minds? If they’d misremembered something important, it would spell disaster. Mages were trained to make careful note of gate locations—most people didn’t.

      “Wait,” Vek said suddenly. “What about The Magic Touch? The shop isn’t far from Market Street, is it?”

      Fen shook his head. “No, it’s an easy walk.”

      “I could form a portal to her shielded room.” Vek grimaced. “I’m not as fast at the spell as Dria or Selia, but I think I could manage.”

      Dria nodded. “If Maddy is amenable.”

      “Hang on,” Fen answered.

      He lifted the rectangle in front of his face, and a touch of energy flowed between his fingers and the small box. Then his thumbs tapped across the surface. Dria studied the shiny silver case beneath his fingers. It must be a communication device, but if she’d ever learned the name of it, she couldn’t recall. A curious invention, but wouldn’t a mirror be easier?

      “What the hell did you just do?” Delbin asked as soon as Fen lowered the device.

      Fen blinked. “I sent a text. The same way you’ve done on your own phone.”

      “No, that little surge. It wasn’t like the spell I use to charge my phone.” Delbin peeked over the other man’s shoulder. “You have a full signal. Did you amplify it?”

      “How else do you think I’ve been getting texts in a cave?” Fen asked, laughing. “I mean, it won’t work if we go much lower, but we’re pretty close to the top here. Just takes a little boost.”

      “Sonofa—”

      A chime rang from the device, and Fen tapped at it again. “We’re good to go. Maddy says you can cast the spell when you’re ready.”

      “When Dria gives the go-ahead,” Vek said.

      “Orders first.” Dria lowered her arms and straightened her spine. “Fen, you are not to leave. I want you to keep patrolling the outpost for more incursions involving earth magic, but try not to get too close to any of the guards. Just in case your illness worsens. Inona and Delbin, I want you to protect the surface entrance. I’ve already assigned the mages to scan the corridors and tunnels on a regular basis. Vek and I will do our own scouting of the tunnels once we’ve resolved this problem.”

      As the others scattered to their tasks, Vek rushed to change into Earth clothes, seemingly uncaring of any who might see. Dria didn’t mind, considering she was the primary one to benefit. No one else even bothered to look at the wonderful sight on their way out of the room. Too bad she didn’t have time to do more than ogle, but their troubles wouldn’t wait.

      When he rejoined her, she had to admit his soft, muscle-hugging shirt had its advantages. “Let me know if I start messing this spell up,” Vek said. “I almost lost control of it last night.”

      “Sure.” Dria wrinkled her nose. “Though I’m hoping you do better this time. Less work for me.”

      Laughing, Vek closed his eyes and lifted his arms. Dria switched to her mage sight, analyzing his power as it uncurled around him, the tail forming a door-shaped gash in the surrounding energy. He poured more magic in, but it was a rough attempt. The edges wavered as he struggled to transfer enough power from himself into the spell.

      Without hesitation, Dria linked her mind with his, reinforcing the portal with her own energy. It flared and would have exploded if not for her experience, though he still held the main link. Patiently, she guided his mental hand until the vision of the location he sought became as real as the cave around them. Then together, they completed the portal link.

      Dria blinked, and her vision returned to normal. Her hand was clasped in Vek’s, and light glowed steadily from the gate they’d created. Clechtan, she hadn’t meant to take over. But Vek only kissed her on the cheek with a whispered “thanks” and tugged her toward the room on the other side.

      A slight wrench as they crossed the threshold, and they were on the surface of Earth.

      Curious, Dria peered around the small room where they emerged. The table and chairs were fairly typical, if boring in design, but she didn’t recognize the large, metallic box on top of one shelf. Why would someone put a window and numbers on the side of a box? And although the floor of the room was made of normal-looking wood, the walls were plain. Utilitarian, truth be told. Was this how humans lived?

      Vek closed the portal a moment before the door in the wall opened. Maddy slipped through and closed it quickly behind her, fabric draped over her arm and a worry pinching her brow. Her odd, tall shoes clicked against the floor as she rushed over.

      “We’ve got the news streaming on the back computer,” Maddy said. “The reporter swears she spotted a fireball, but I didn’t see it on camera.”

      Dria huffed. “I didn’t understand much of that besides ‘fireball,’ but it sounds serious.”

      “It’s as though someone pointed a communication mirror at an event so you could see it, too.” Maddy held up the bundle of fabric, shaking the folds loose. “I brought an Earth-style dress. Fen said you might want a bit of camouflage.”

      Shrugging, Dria pulled her robe over her head and draped it over the back of a chair. Maddy, her skin as red as her hair, averted her eyes as she held the dress out at arm’s length. Vek chuckled, but Dria didn’t bother to ask why. She could find out what Earth rule she might have broken while they walked. Perhaps nudity was frowned upon?

      The fabric hugged her upper body and then fell in a loose drape from her waist to her knees. It was comfortable enough, if cut oddly. Maddy glanced back at her, but the brightness in her cheeks barely dimmed.

      “I take it Moranaians don’t believe in underwear,” Maddy muttered. “Well, at least it’s not cold outside.”

      Vek almost choked on his laugh. Dria elbowed him in the side and smiled at the half-Sidhe woman. “I’m sorry if I bothered you.”

      Maddy sighed. “Don’t worry about it. Just trying to remind myself that I have a girlfriend. Besides, I don’t think blood elves share their mates.”

      “It’s been known to happen,” Vek said lightly. “But not in this case.”

      The door opened, and a man stuck his head around the edge. “Whatever you’re going to do, get to it. I saw a fireball that time.”

      Dria didn’t stop to ask questions. She could find out what the others were talking about later. Right now, they had a battle to end.
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      Dria found it difficult to process her surroundings as she rushed with Vek down a tree-lined road. Countless points of light painted colors across the stone road they traversed, and windows glowed with yet more. Humans were everywhere—rushing along the walkway, sitting in self-propelled, wheeled conveyances, staring from the glass fronts of stores. And they were all peering fretfully toward the crackles of lightning flashing in the distance.

      There were more strange objects than Dria could absorb, so she stopped trying. On the horizon, where two triangles of light joined, she spotted several unusual flashes, but she couldn’t determine their origin. Vek hurried toward the odd sight without hesitation, so it must be relevant.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” Dria sent.

      Vek nodded. “The triangles in the distance are the aquarium. Two large buildings that house tanks full of sea creatures.”

      “Why would you…” Dria shook her head. “Never mind. The bridge is nearby?”

      “Just beyond,” Vek answered. “The flickering beams are probably spotlights set up by the humans. Difficult to tell. They also have devices that can record things and send the images to others. Their technology is worth exploring. I believe it could intersect in fascinating ways with magic, as Fen has begun to show me.”

      Fear and curiosity twined in her gut. This place was nothing like Moranaia—and she loved it. Though she couldn’t read the signs or understand the words the humans spoke, she hoped some day she could linger. To discover what the food tasted like in the restaurant they hurried past or to examine the inside of one of the moving conveyances. Even more, she would love to experiment with her magic on their technology. She’d enjoyed her training well enough, but it hadn’t involved a great deal of innovation.

      They dashed through a huge courtyard in front of the aquarium Vek had pointed out. Darting around decorative formations and the few humans who dared get this close to the trouble, Dria and Vek finally reached the main road to the bridge. Unfortunately, it was blocked by a line of conveyances and people wearing official-looking clothes. Metal flashed against their chests, and many of them pointed what might be weapons toward the bridge.

      Not that she could see much of the actual bridge—the view was blocked by a massive wall of swirling energy.

      A uniformed woman stopped them. She spoke, but Dria couldn’t understand the words. “What did she say?” Dria asked.

      Vek frowned. “She ordered us to turn back. You haven’t learned human languages?”

      “It wasn’t a pressing need in the heart of Moranaia. What do you suggest?”

      “Immobilization spell. I don’t have the ability to control this many minds at once, and the situation doesn’t warrant their deaths. They are doing their best to guard the city at great risk to themselves.”

      The woman’s hand dropped to something strapped to her side, and she barked out a command. Vek answered, his voice low and soothing, as Dria gathered energy. Then she threw the spell outward, capturing the uniformed officials in the immobilization spell’s grasp. Most of them were humans without command of magic, but a few must have had latent fae blood or natural magical talent. It would take more energy than she wanted to spare to hold them for long.

      “Hurry.”

      Together, she and Vek dashed up the short stretch of road between the conveyances and the shield blocking further progress. Dria analyzed the obstacle and created a counter, a bubble of energy that would allow them both to pass through safely. She didn’t know what weapons the humans held, but it seemed best to continue obscuring their vision in case they decided to use them. Once the magic started flying, the inexperienced wouldn’t be able to discern friend from foe.

      Dria pulled Vek through with her and immediately scanned the area visually and magically. She hadn’t been able to get a clear view of the river beyond the shield, so the sheer size of it stunned her almost as much as the crackle of magic in the center of the long bridge. She’d expected the river to be significantly smaller.

      Stone railings lined each side of the bridge, interspersed with columns gleaming with light. In the distance, lightning danced around something that looked like a large rock. “Have you been here?” she sent.

      “Fen has driven over this bridge often on our travels,” Vek said. “In the center, there’s a massive steel framework with concrete stones anchored on each side. I believe it’s for balance if they need to raise the bridge.”

      A flicker of fire streaked in a horizontal line near the stone, and lightning hit beside the origin point moments later. The glowing columns cast blotchy pools of light across the road beneath their feet and revealed a figure standing on one side of the bridge. A woman, Dria thought, but it was impossible to be sure at this distance.

      “Are you better with fire or lightning?” Dria asked.

      “I’ll take fire,” Vek answered. “The energy has the feel of a Seelie Sidhe.”

      “Can you mask your presence?”

      “Easily, ahmeeren. You get their attention, and I’ll sneak in behind.”

      At Dria’s nod, Vek crouched low and crept away. True to his word, his energy signature dulled until few who weren’t bonded with him could detect it, and his body blended into the shadows between street lights. Dria charged forward, pulling in as much energy as she could and casting her strongest shield around her body.

      The figure near the center structure spun at the surge of power. Yes, a female Sidhe, one dressed like she’d just stepped out of the Seelie court. Could this be the woman Delbin had mentioned? Dria scanned her and then smiled. A mage of average talent. Perfect.

      “Cease this madness,” Dria called, using magic to amplify her words.

      The woman jerked in surprise. “Stay out of this, Moranaian. Your time will come.”

      “You must know your actions are foolish. The humans are watching. Your magic has been revealed.”

      “That I doubt,” the Sidhe woman answered with a sneer.

      As Dria grew closer, another figure appeared at the top of the concrete slab that formed the top arch of the bridge’s frame. Lightning snarled and tangled around her body, and tendrils flicked recklessly against the stone. Even a novice would be able to tell that the woman had lost control—if she’d ever had it.

      The Sidhe mage lifted a ball of flame and tossed it toward Dria, but it was a wasted effort. With a flick of her hand, Dria gathered the abundant moisture in the air and solidified it into a globe before casting it toward the flame. She felt it hit, but she didn’t stop to watch, instead using the distraction as a cover for her levitation spell.

      She glanced down long enough to see Vek materialize behind the Sidhe woman, his fangs at her neck before she’d registered his presence. Dria had to trust he would handle the mage. Her attention was on the young woman shuddering at the top of the bridge. A half-blood, if she wasn’t mistaken.

      “Calm yourself,” Dria said.

      But the woman shook her head. Clechtan, she didn’t understand. Sighing, Dria shifted her shielding to create a ground, a conduit for the lightning when it struck. Then she propelled herself forward until her feet touched the large stone slab. The woman flinched, and a spark whipped across the space between them before being swept away by Dria’s shield.

      Then Dria darted forward and slapped her palm against the woman’s forehead.

      The language spell surged between them, spearing pain through Dria’s head. But she’d trained for pain. She let it wash over her until the bulk of it receded and her vision cleared. Just in time. With a cry, the woman began to crumple, and she might have fallen if Dria hadn’t been there to steady her.

      Lightning scattered around them as the half-blood gripped her temples and moaned. “What did you do to me?”

      “I needed to know your language,” Dria answered. The panic in the air was almost palpable. If the woman didn’t calm down, she might summon an actual storm. “What’s your name?”

      “Tamara,” she answered, wavering on her feet. “Are you with that bitch trying to kidnap me? I might be a freak, but I’m not going to be put on display.”

      “My soulbonded…husband, you might say? He is taking care of her.” Dria was no empath, but she tried her best to send calming energy toward the other woman. “But you…I heard you’re up here threatening people.”

      Tamara shuddered in Dria’s grasp. “I wanted to jump, but I couldn’t get up the nerve. Maybe it wouldn’t even kill me. Or I’d electrocute a bunch of innocent people. I didn’t know I could do this. I didn’t know.”

      “Nothing is wrong with you,” Dria said firmly. “Have you heard of elves?” The woman nodded. “Well, we’re real, and I’d say one of your parents was some type of fae.”

      The lightning flared but then settled a little. “What?”

      “Magic has come back to Earth, and many people with latent blood are awakening.” Dria gestured toward the sky. “And now it will be evident to everyone thanks to your lack of care. Calm down, get off this bridge, and learn how to control your gift. I have a feeling you’re going to need it.”

      A hint of anger crossed Tamara’s face. “Who do you think you are?”

      “Dria Moreln, Princess of Moranaia, and the mage who will knock you unconscious if you can’t be contained.” Despite her harsh words, Dria smiled. “But work with me, and I’ll keep you safe from the woman trying to kidnap you.”

      “Need help?” Vek sent.

      “Nope.”

      Forehead crinkling, Tamara studied her. “I don’t know how to get control.”

      Dria gave her shoulders a gentle squeeze. “Then let’s figure it out.”
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      Vek pressed his knee into the Sidhe woman’s back and tied her hands deftly with the silk cording he’d ripped from the sleeve of her fancy robe. He’d almost ripped her throat out after skimming the surface of her thoughts, but she was high ranking. A far better bargaining tool alive rather than dead.

      He slid his fang against the top of his arm until a small amount of blood welled up and then smeared the liquid along the rope. With a surge of power, he activated his most powerful holding spell into the binding, a trick almost all Felshreh knew. If she wanted to be free again, she would only earn it with another drop of his blood.

      He couldn’t believe what he’d seen in her mind.

      Kethen.

      It was Kethen’s face he’d discovered in her memory as he’d drained her to almost nothing. His cousin was the liaison between King Torek and the Seelie. Had Dereck’s death driven hm to this? He’d been one of the few who didn’t vie for power in the court. The amiable sort, always with a ready smile. Perhaps Vek had never understood Kethen—maybe his friendliness had hidden a deeper agenda. Still, he struggled to reconcile this plot with what he knew of his cousin’s nature.

      Dammit, he’d always liked Kethen. Now he’d probably have to kill him.

      The lightning ceased its flickering. Sensing a surge of power from Dria, Vek hefted the Sidhe woman over his shoulder. Just in time. Dria and the young half-blood floated down until their feet settled onto the road.

      “We need to go,” Vek said. “The shield keeping out the police…the authorities…started to falter as soon as I drained this one. What about the half-blood?”

      “Tamara is coming with us,” Dria answered. He quirked a brow, but his mate’s expression remained resolved. “She isn’t a threat. I’ll make a portal back to the shop, and we can figure it out from there.”

      Vek studied his mate. Something seemed off about the interaction, but he couldn’t… Wait. “When did you learn English?”

      “There’s a spell for everything, love.” Smirking, Dria patted his cheek. Then she tugged him under the concrete slab above them. “Maybe I’ll teach you someday.”

      He found himself smiling as she formed the portal in moments. Far better than his clumsy attempt. The other woman, Tamara, gaped when the image of the shop clarified, and she balked when Dria tried to pull her through. Always willing to help his mate, Vek flashed his fangs until the half-blood yelped and darted into the gate.

      The light of the shop was blinding after the dim glow of the bridge, but Vek’s eyes adjusted quickly. As Dria rushed through the portal and closed it behind her, he shrugged his captive from his shoulders and dropped her into one of the chairs. Her head lolled, but she didn’t wake. Probably wouldn’t for a while, considering how much energy he’d drained from her.

      Dria’s adoptee, Tamara, leaned her hands against the back of one of the other chairs. She was quite young, even by human standards, and her blood radiated with the power of a strong Seelie noble. Lightning, hmm? Vek could narrow down her parentage quite a lot based on that alone.

      Maddy hurried through a different door from the one she’d used earlier. “Well, this is going to start a riot.”

      The half-blood let out a squeak, and a charge built in the air. Dria settled her hand on the young woman’s shoulder. “English, please, Maddy. Tamara doesn’t understand Moranaian. Probably not any of the Sidhe dialects, either.”

      “Okay.” Maddy’s eyes narrowed. “Hey, you’re the girl from the bridge.” Then she noticed the Sidhe slumped at her table and paled. “Damn. Oh, damn. I know her. She’s one of my father’s contacts at court, Lady Egana.”

      Vek stiffened. “How well does he know her? Because her current plans include invading Earth, not buying jewelry from an exile.”

      “You’d better not be suggesting my father is a traitor,” Maddy said, color flooding her skin. “She purchases diamonds. That’s it.”

      “Lady? Court?” Tamara asked. “This is America, isn’t it?”

      Maddy studied the woman for a moment. “You didn’t know, did you? That you have Sidhe blood.”

      The woman lifted her hands helplessly. “No clue.”

      “Why don’t you two leave Tamara with me. I’ll explain things to her.” As fear lit the other woman’s face, Maddy pulled out one of the chairs and sat. “I promise I won’t hurt you. My name is Maddy. This store is called The Magic Touch, and we help any fae who need it. Mostly, we get them Earth clothes and convert gems into money, but I can hand out some explanations, too. Probably better than Vek and Dria can. After all, I’m also half-human.”

      Impatience scraped at Vek’s insides as they waited for the woman to decide. But finally, she nodded and sank into the seat she’d been gripping. “Okay.”

      Dria darted to the center of the room and began to form the portal. As Vek bent to lift Lady Egana, he speared Tamara with a glance. “Do not betray us if you enjoy living.”

      With that bit of solid life advice administered, Vek turned and carried his captive through the gate.
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      It was a terrible time to have no dungeon.

      Deciding to use one of the empty bedrooms along the warriors’ corridor, Dria stepped onto the lift she’d designed, Vek following behind her with the captive still slung over his shoulder. With a burst of energy, she sent them smoothly downward a few levels. It might be lazy, but she was cursed tired. Not to mention hungry. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had more than a few bites of food in a row.

      “Great job,” Vek said when the platform came to a stop. “This is a brilliant design.”

      Kera emerged from the hallway as they stepped off. “You may have Selia attempting to emulate it at Braelyn. Such a thing would have been useful when the Myernere shattered her spine a few months ago.”

      Dria blinked. “Shattered?”

      “There was an attack on her, and she suffered a serious fall,” Kera explained, keeping pace with Dria and Vek. “She wouldn’t have survived if not for Lial.”

      Interesting. That must have been the reason for her cousin’s pinched expression when he’d commented about repairing bone. Dria could only imagine how complicated such a healing must have been. No wonder he’d all but ordered her not to break anything else.

      Dria shoved open the door to a spare room, and Kera darted in to pull out a chair from the table so Vek had a place to put their captive. He dropped Lady Egana on the chair with a thud, and her head cracked against the high back so hard that Dria winced. But Vek didn’t even show that little bit of sympathy as he accepted a bundle of thin rope from Kera. With quick, jerky movements, he positioned their captive’s body upright enough to tie her bound arms to the wooden back and her legs to the base.

      Not only that, however. As soon as he straightened, he slid a fang along his arm and smeared blood across the ropes at every knot. What in the worlds? Then his power surged, and her heart thumped. Blood magic. Gods above and below. It wasn’t precisely forbidden, not entirely, but it wasn’t an art that was encouraged, either. She’d studied a few of the allowed spells during her training. This…this was like none of them.

      But she hadn’t exactly trained with any Unseelie.

      With her inner sight, she observed the magic as it took hold. Every fiber of the rope that had touched his blood tightened, clinging not just to its blood-soaked neighbors but also the untouched strands. They locked together, bound in a hold only Vek could break. A genius spell, one she’d have to see if she could reproduce. Hopefully, it didn’t require being one of his kind.

      The rope tightened across Lady Egana’s flesh, and the woman stirred, a low moan slipping from her lips. Vek leaned close to her ear. “Awaken, traitor.”

      Her eyelids popped open. Fear lit in her gaze before she began to thrash, and a weak tendril of her magic tried to emerge. Dria had a feeling it would have been a wasted effort even if the woman had been at full strength rather than drained to almost nothing. Vek’s bond wouldn’t be easy to escape.

      “I demand you release me at once,” Lady Egana said, her voice ringing with the authority of a fae noble.

      Dria lifted an eyebrow, and Vek laughed.

      “Fine words from a person caught trying to kidnap someone from Earth,” Dria said. “That has been illegal among the fae races for quite some time.”

      The woman sneered. “It was no abduction. I merely wanted to…encourage her to help us.”

      Vek pinned her with his gaze. “Don’t bother. I’ve gleaned much from your thoughts already. What do you have to gain by this madness? You had all the power you could need in your own realm.”

      “In the underhill,” Lady Egana snapped. “We might be in a dimension only slightly removed from Earth, but the surface there is far less hospitable. Some of your kind might enjoy being forced below into caves, but I do not. Many of the Seelie Sidhe agree with me. And no miniscule number of yours.”

      “So I have come to understand.” Vek’s expression darkened, and he circled the lady before stopping behind her right shoulder. “You’ll tell me your secrets, or I will finish extracting them from your blood.”

      Dria studied the woman closely as her bonded rested his hand on Lady Egana’s upper arm. She flinched, and the fear she’d tried to hide trembled in her lower lip. But still, she lifted her chin in defiance. “You break the will of your own king.”

      “I have no king,” Vek said coldly. “Not anymore.”

      Lady Egana gasped, and Dria stared at him in surprise. What was he talking about? With any other man, she might have thought it a bluff. But no. Vek would never jest about such a thing. If he said it, he’d meant it. Whatever information he’d already pulled from the woman’s mind must have been terrible for him to make such a bold statement.

      “And you call me a traitor?” the lady cried.

      “I am not the one breaking faith.” Vek’s fingers tightened on her arm. “My father forgets his place. We are meant to be the shadows that stand for the light, not the darkness itself. Perhaps it is time he learns what that means.”

      Lady Egana paled. “You’re rebelling for mere humans.”

      Vek bent low, his mouth near the woman’s neck. “Were the Neorans human, then? My Moranaian allies were helping them. Word is that the damage from the energy poisoning was largely reversed by their healer. Perhaps if you hadn’t gone through and slaughtered most of them before that help could arrive…?”

      The lady’s throat worked, and she tipped her head almost imperceptibly away from Vek. “Some losses are necessary. They should not have foregone the proper chain of command.”

      Dria pinched her lips together. This drec spoke of murder as if it was a right, not a travesty. “Queen Tatianella would not approve such an action.”

      “Perhaps not,” Egana conceded. “However, her daughter is in charge while Tatianella…takes a little break. Queen Lera gives the orders now.”

      “Is my father aware of that?” Dria asked. She hadn’t been, but she didn’t spend enough time at home to keep up with politics. “I cannot imagine she has mentioned her current plans to him if so.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” the lady answered with a shrug.

      “Does this plot go all the way to the queen?” Vek asked.

      Another shrug. “I’ve told you all I will. My mental defenses are strong enough to withstand one pitiful blood elf.”

      Vek’s chuckle held a cruel edge. “Too bad for you I’m not pitiful. I’ve tasted your blood and consumed your energy. I can slip into your thoughts as deeply as I wish. Might be painful for you, but so be it.”

      Lady Egana snorted. “Then why did you try to interrogate me?”

      “Saves energy.”

      Before Dria could blink, Vek sank his fangs into the lady’s neck once more. She jumped as Egana let out a choked screech—and then fell alarmingly silent. What was he doing? He’d said he could access the woman’s thoughts since he’d already had her blood. Why bite her again?

      His energy heightened until the room buzzed with it. Egana stared at nothing, her face going slack as a low, keening moan emerged. Dria reinforced her shields, even attempting to filter her bond with Vek to prevent being flooded with power. The woman’s defenses must be strong to warrant this much force.

      From her place by the door, Kera straightened. “What is he doing?” she whispered.

      The concern in the scout’s voice echoed Dria’s own worry. She’d never seen a spell quite like this one. It was… Invasive didn’t begin to cover it. “I don’t know.”

      Should she stop him? Dria twisted her fingers in the folds of her dress and considered the best action. This was something her people would never approve. Gods, the woman would be lucky to have a mind left after the power of this spell. But Lady Egana had spoken of slaughtering an entire colony as though it was of no consequence. Now, she was helping plan an attack on this outpost. They had to know how to stop another massacre.

      The woman’s moans increased in pitch. Dria gripped her dress so tightly her fingers ached. No, this wasn’t right. They might need information, but they didn’t have to maim someone’s mind to gain it.

      Dria stepped forward to stop him, no matter the cost to herself, but Vek’s energy retreated before she had the chance. Miaran. She was too late. Exchanging a wary glance with Kera, Dria eased close enough to touch her bonded. Egana’s cries cut off, and Vek withdrew his fangs. Her gaze focused in on the two small holes. No blood? What had he been doing if not drinking?

      “Vek…” Dria began.

      He scowled. “I see you still have little trust in me.”

      “We do not torture people in my land. Not like—”

      “You think I was torturing her?” Vek spun to face Dria, and the anger on his face gave her pause. But the hurt echoing along the bond? That pinched her heart. “If you must know, the spell causes pain but no permanent damage. That’s why I bit her. The connection allowed me to save her mind. Not that it was worth saving. She would kill us without hesitation or regret.”

      Dria ground her teeth together. “No one is beyond help.”

      “Including Kien?” Vek asked harshly.

      He had a point there. But… “His level of depravity isn’t common.”

      “Not exactly rare, either.”

      Clechtan. Her bonded’s hurt hadn’t lessened—if anything, it was worse. “I’m sorry.”

      “We can discuss it later,” Vek said, glancing over at their captive. “If her thoughts are accurate, we need to move. Their soldiers are under orders to attack the outpost if she doesn’t return on time, and she’s expected back tonight.”

      Dria sighed. “I was afraid of that. Were you able to determine the location?”

      “Next hill over. They expanded existing tunnels between the two with the help of an earth mage.” Vek’s nostrils flared. “My cousin, apparently.”

      With a wince, Dria nodded. “Have to love family sometimes.” Then she turned to Kera. “Do you have a scout you can spare to watch our backs?”

      Kera’s expression turned thoughtful. “I believe so.”

      “If you could have someone prepare us a few emergency provisions and send them with the scout to the area of the cave-in, that would be a great help,” Dria said. “We’ll await them there. But do not leave this one unguarded. I’ll have Fedah join you for reinforcement.”

      “As you will it,” Kera acknowledged with a smile.

      Once Dria and Vek were in the hallway, he tugged at her arm. But she didn’t stop her march toward the mages’ corridor. “What?”

      “Are you certain you still wish for me to go?” Vek snapped.

      Dria cast him a haughty look. “Let go of me.”

      He released her arm at once. “You offered me insult, and now you’re angry?”

      “I’m not angry, despite your feelings flooding through our bond,” Dria answered. “What I am is tired, hungry, and ready to get going. You were the one who didn’t want to discuss the problem.”

      Vek’s pace slowed. “Not with an audience.”

      Growling beneath her breath, Dria came to an abrupt halt. “Fine. There’s no one else here at the moment. You’re upset because I thought you were torturing our captive. Well, tell me, Vek. Have you ever tortured anyone in the name of a cause? Because all I’ve learned of your culture suggests that you probably have.”

      Some of his anger eased, but the hurt still echoed from his heart. “I can understand the reasoning behind your assumption, but we are joined. You’ve seen the very core of me, and so I’d hoped you wouldn’t have to be told. To directly answer? No. I have never tormented another person for any reason, cause or not. I dispense punishment for deeds unjustly committed. I do not carry out atrocities with my own hand. Or mind. Or magic.” He scrubbed at his face. “Great Divine.”

      Guilt churned in her gut. “You’re right. It’s just… When your own brother turns out to be a demented killer, you begin to doubt…”

      Dria swallowed against the sudden knot in her throat.

      You begin to doubt everything.

      Understanding washed across his face and flowed along their bond. Suddenly, Vek cupped Dria’s head in his hand and pulled her close, settling her against his chest. “Ah, caramuin. Would that I had Kien in front of me now.”

      She gave herself a moment to savor the embrace. A single drip of time to be with her bonded without obligations pulling her elsewhere. Then her stomach grumbled, and they both laughed. Smiling wryly, she pulled back.

      “Would you gather some food while I retrieve Gessen?” she asked. “I’d like to speak with him about the mission before we go. He’s the best of us at protective shielding during combat, and he’ll want a moment to prepare.”

      His eyebrows went up. “If you believe we might end up fighting, why not take more people?”

      “Then we’re almost guaranteed a battle.” Dria tapped her finger against his chin. “It’s easy to make too much noise in a cave, and you’d have to form wider gaps in the tunnels to get us all through.”

      “The noise wouldn’t be greater if they were Unseelie,” Vek muttered.

      Smiling, Dria gave him a quick kiss and headed toward Gessen’s room. “Just remember,” she tossed over her shoulder. “Get me something to eat on the walk down. I’d rather not rely on trail rations if I don’t have to.”
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      Dria halted outside the room where she’d sensed Gessen’s presence. Air magic hummed beyond the door, but that wasn’t what caused her hesitation. Would he feel differently about her now that she’d bonded to an Unseelie prince? They’d never been romantically involved, so there wouldn’t be jealousy. But it was still a major life change that her best friend had essentially missed.

      Before she could force her hand to move, Gessen’s magic cut off, and the door opened. His brow lifted as he took in her appearance. “What are you doing hovering outside the door like an apprentice in trouble with the Ogefa?”

      She winced. “I rather was, wasn’t I?”

      “It isn’t like you,” Gessen said. Then he smiled. “But at least you’re healed. I went to check on you between tasks, but your shielding made it clear you were pleasantly occupied.”

      Though he said the words lightly, shame pooled in Dria’s gut. She hadn’t considered that Gessen might be worried about her. Truthfully, she’d forgotten his presence entirely. “Ah, yes. Vek and I…”

      Gessen grabbed her arm and tugged her into the room, enclosing them in privacy. “You bonded. A bit fast, but if you’re happy, I’m happy. Did you think I would be upset?”

      “We usually talk about such things,” Dria answered. “When you weren’t certain if you wanted to partner with Caren, we discussed it for hours. And after my last failed relationship—”

      “Those weren’t soulbonds, Dree.” Gessen chuckled. “It’s more of a given.”

      Dria tipped her head back, pretending to care about the fissure in the cave’s ceiling. “I’m not easy to be around at times,” she finally whispered. “I had so many doubts I should have talked about, but there’s a great deal happening right now. I didn’t even remember to let you know I was feeling better.”

      “You’re telling me now.”

      Stifling another grimace, she met his gaze once more. “I only recalled that I should because I have a mission for you. Some friend I am.”

      “Consider us even, since I didn’t manage to get word to you that our troop was selected for this assignment.” Gessen gestured toward the ceiling. “So what kind of mission do you have that’s more important than shielding this gap?”

      “Shielding us,” Dria answered. “A group of Seelie and Unseelie is planning to attack from a base in an adjacent mountain. I’m forming a small, quick-moving group to find their camp before they know we’re aware of their plan. Me, Vek, a scout chosen by Kera, and hopefully you.”

      His eyes widened. “Me?”

      “I know you’re new to the troop, but you are more than skilled enough,” Dria said in a rush. “Though Miria would be adequate, you’ve always excelled at group protections. Unless you’re worried about being under my command? I’m fairly new at this, myself.”

      “You wouldn’t let harm befall me if you could prevent it.” Gessen waved his hand dismissively. “I wasn’t even thinking about that. Really, I can’t decide if I’m more nervous or excited. It’s a great honor to be chosen.”

      Dria laughed. “You might feel differently once you’ve climbed through the muck with me and Vek. He has an unusual disposition for sure.”

      Gessen stiffened, a line pinching between his brows. “Is he cruel to you? Is that why your mood is so off?”

      “Of course not.” She shoved her friend in the shoulder. “You know I would have made him pay already if that were the case. But he is nicer to me than he is to anyone else. Just so you know.”

      “Still. If you ever need someone to help you hide the body, I’m your man.” His grin resurfacing, Gessen opened the door and waited for her to precede him. “I’ll go change and meet you in a moment. Mage robes might be comfortable, but they aren’t exactly great for cave exploration.”

      Dria returned his smile, content to chat about less consequential matters as they hurried to the hallway that held their rooms. By the time they parted, a little of her tension had eased. There was a great deal of danger to face, but at least her friendship with Gessen stood firm. One less thing to worry about amidst disaster.
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      Naomh paused with his hand on the door and attempted to regain some sense of calm. His shoulder muscles were strung so tightly he thought they might snap, and the ground vibrated slightly under his feet. Even the wood beneath his fingers hummed from the force of his fury.

      Meren had fled.

      Just after Naomh had contacted Kai, Queen Lera called him to her private chambers. He’d known then that something had happened. Though his blood was as noble as his brother’s, Naomh had never curried favor with the royal family the way Meren had. He hadn’t been summoned by the queen, this one or the one before, in more centuries than he could count.

      Meren believed that Tatianella’s daughter was a fool, but he was wrong. Queen Lera had learned of his intention to go ahead with the plan she’d refused to approve, possibly starting a war with the Moranaians in the process. Livid though she might be, she was also shrewd. She’d recognized at once that Naomh would eliminate his brother quietly and without fuss.

      If Meren had been here.

      As calm as he was going to get, Naomh jerked open the door and strode from his brother’s room. He shouldn’t have spent so long waiting for Caolte to return—a wasted effort, besides. He might have reached Meren in time. But, then, perhaps Caolte had managed to track their traitorous brother. An excellent reason for his delayed reappearance.

      Naomh rushed through the corridors as rapidly as he could, anxious to return home. He needed to consult with Caolte and formulate a plan to track Meren, provided his younger brother hadn’t done so already. Stealth was one of Caolte’s greatest strengths, his ability to blend into the shadows a legacy of his half-Unseelie mother. Or so Meren liked to claim. Naomh had never noticed a dearth of skulkers amongst the Seelie.

      A point that became all too clear as Meren slid out of the shadow cast by one of the ancient statues standing guard over a decorative fountain.

      “How kind of you to appear when I most need you,” Naomh said, drawing to a halt an arm’s length away.

      Meren smiled. “You won’t win at this. Too many are hungering for change.”

      “Ah, brother. You’ve already lost.” Naomh drew power into himself. The queen had hoped for discretion, but his eldest brother’s death was the most important point. “I’m surprised you linger here. You aren’t the type to receive your punishment gracefully.”

      “And you underestimate me to your peril,” Meren said.

      Something glinted in Meren’s hand, and Naomh reinforced his shields against physical attack. Then another form appeared at the end of the corridor. A flash of red, and—Caolte, his hair aflame. Their younger brother rarely lost control of his flame without good reason.

      “Move back, Naomh,” Caolte shouted.

      Naomh jerked away from Meren. But not far enough. Instead of the magic Naomh had expected him to throw, Meren leaped across the short distance separating them—and slashed through Naomh’s shields with an iron knife. Cursing, he danced back.

      Flames crashed into the statue towering over Meren’s head, and his brother laughed. “What’s the matter? Threatened by mere metal?”

      “All of our grandfather’s line is,” Naomh retorted. “Or should be.”

      Meren flexed his hand, and water curled from the fountain to wrap around Naomh. He reached for more magic, but his reserves had been so badly depleted that he couldn’t grasp enough power to form his own counter spell. He had to get that knife. He might not be able to wield his magic now, but he could still cut.

      Then a stream of mist shoved into his mouth, causing his lungs to seize.

      His body fought for air, and panic took control. He grabbed at his throat, a futile gesture. Only his brother’s death would break this spell.

      Meren smiled again. “Yes, your grandfather’s descendants are weak to iron.” Another ball of flame blasted toward him, but a shield flickered into view. “I suppose you’ll finally know the truth. We aren’t of the same line.”

      With those words, he thrust the knife into Naomh’s belly and twisted.

      “Goodbye, brother.”

      Then he disappeared.
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      Cursing, Caolte dashed across the remaining space as his brother crumpled to the ground. Should’ve been faster. Should’ve been faster, he chanted to himself as he knelt and turned Naomh over on his back. The one promise he’d given to their father—protect Naomh—and he’d failed to uphold it.

      Now he understood the reason for the oath.

      “Caolte,” Naomh gasped, his gaze not quite focusing on Caolte’s face.

      “Take my power,” he told his brother without hesitation.

      As Caolte pushed as much energy as he could into Naomh’s withered reserves, he unfastened his cloak and shoved the fabric against the gaping wound. But it wouldn’t help. The iron left from the blade would prevent Naomh from using his small healing gift, and he would bleed out in minutes.

      “Cauterize,” Naomh whispered.

      Caolte shook his head so stringently his neck crackled. “The pain alone might kill you, and the iron would be trapped inside.”

      Naomh’s fingers wrapped around his wrist. “Hesitate and I die.”

      Ruya, Caolte cursed. His brother was right. He sent out an urgent call to the castle healer and reached for his fire. After fumbling with Naomh’s wet tunic, he finally pulled the cloth away enough to reach bare skin.

      He couldn’t think about this—the agony he would cause or the fact that it might be too late. And especially not the lake of blood forming around them.

      He took a deep breath and let his power go.
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      By the time Dria, Vek, and Gessen reached the tunnel to the underground pool, Dria had already polished off a large bread roll filled with meat and cheese and a handful of dried fruit. Mostly appeased, she brushed her hands against the pants she’d donned after parting from Gessen. Her friend marched behind her while Vek took point.

      Her past and her future, two perfect bookends for her current reality.

      Vek ran his hands along the smooth tunnel. “Fen must have evened this out when he came back down. I did a shite job of it.”

      “I’m surprised you could think clearly enough to move,” Dria said.

      “Fedah was, too. She said she’d never seen such severe brain shock,” Gessen said, stepping up beside her to peer through the tunnel. “Should I begin shielding here?”

      “No,” Dria answered. “In the chamber beyond.”

      They trailed Vek through the gap as he used his earth magic to scan for traps. Dria didn’t leave it to him, though. Fen might have taught him how to detect the spell that had caught her before, but that didn’t mean others hadn’t been added. She searched every shift and crack in the stone.

      Once they emerged into the chamber, Dria advanced to Vek’s side, Gessen now following. Near the pool of water that had initially drawn the mages to this place, a scout waited beside a small mound of bags. The young woman smiled, crinkling a dimple to life in her smoky gray skin. Her good humor seemed incongruous with the swords and knives strapped to her supple leather armor, but scouts tended to be unusual. Too much time in the woods?

      “Good evening, Princess Dria,” the woman said. “My name is Hyada. Kera thought I would be of use since I have a great deal of experience in caves. My mother was a pathfinder in the Dökkálfar capital before moving to Moranaia, and we’ve spent many pleasant hours exploring the caves near Braelyn. If there’s anything unnatural here, I’ll know.”

      “That definitely beats my limited experience,” Dria said, returning her smile. “You kept the packs light?”

      Hyada nodded. “A bundle of rope, extra food, a small stone mage light, and a moisture-repelling tunic. My armor is enchanted for such already, but I recommend you don the tunics before we proceed. You’ll get cold when water begins to drip on your heads. It’s inevitable near a pool this size.”

      “I imagine so,” Dria agreed.

      She tossed the closest bag to Gessen as Vek selected his own pack. Quickly, Dria removed the tunic from her own and slipped it over her head, tugging the attached hood over her hair. Warmth wrapped around her, the soft fabric proving surprisingly comfortable. Beneath the enchantment, the cool, damp feeling that had permeated her clothing faded.

      Only after they’d slung their packs over their shoulders did Dria notice the long, slim box. She lifted an eyebrow at Hyada. “What is this?”

      Hyada shrugged. “Prince Ralan sent it through while you were gone.”

      What was her brother up to now? Curious, Dria knelt and removed the lid. Nestled on top of a bundle of silken fabric, a folded card rested. She flicked it open and then almost laughed as she read the words. This isn’t for you, Dria. I asked Corath to make this for Vek. Move out of the way so your bonded can see it. Of course, he’d known that she would be the one to open it, just as he must have Seen that they would bond. Pesky seer brother.

      Shaking her head, Dria stood. “It’s for you, Vek.”

      Her bonded froze. “Me?”

      “According to Ralan’s note.”

      Dria tapped her foot impatiently as Vek crouched down and stared at the top of the box. What in the gods’ many names was he waiting for? Corath had been a renowned swordsmith even before he’d bonded with Teyark, and his enchanted blades were so sought-after that new commissions had to wait years. If Ralan had convinced their bond-brother to make this in haste, it must be important.

      Fine. Sometimes family did have its benefits.

      After an eternity, Vek peeled back the fabric to reveal the sword beneath. Dria caught her breath. Both the scabbard and hilt were a deep charcoal, but as she leaned over Vek’s shoulder, her mage light glinted against red scrollwork traced into the cross guard. The designs trailed down the grip to the blood red stone embedded in the pommel.

      “Are you just going to stare at it?” Dria asked.

      Vek shook his head. “Why would he do this? I am already in his debt for helping Fen.”

      “Ah, bonded.” With a sad smile, Dria rested her hand on his shoulder. “Not every gift has a hidden cost. Ralan used to do random stuff like this, often at the whim of his visions, and it seems he has resumed the tradition. Besides, you’re his family now.”

      Vek grinned up at her. “Much as he must hate it.”

      “Looks like he doesn’t dislike you as deeply as you fear,” Dria said. “Or at the least, he doesn’t want you dead.”

      Her bonded had no comment about that, she noticed.

      Finally, he lifted the sword from the box. His fingers whitened around the scabbard as he slid the blade free, and Dria had to look away from the flare of red light that surged from tip to pommel. Only when the glow settled could she examine her bond-brother’s handiwork. Gods, he’d somehow managed to darken the metal until it was almost as deep a charcoal color as the hilt. Thin red scrollwork vined up both sides of the blade.

      “Is that…” Hyada whispered reverently.

      “Made by Corath’s own hand,” Dria confirmed.

      “Perhaps one day, I’ll be lucky enough to commission one of my own.” Hyada snorted. “Though I’ll need a few more centuries to acquire that kind of wealth. I haven’t been on my own for that long.”

      Dria had to concur with that. She might be a princess, but she would still have to work for her personal wealth. “Nor have I.”

      Vek remained silent, staring at the blade in his hand as though it might turn on him. She bit her lip. Had Ralan’s gift offended him? The Unseelie were an unusual lot. She was about to ask when he abruptly pushed up the sleeve of his tunic and ran the sharp edge of the blade along the top of his arm, drawing blood.

      Well, then.
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      Few things stunned Vek to speechlessness, but this gift was one of them.

      As he smeared his blood across the engravings, the spells imbued into the metal activated, and power surged upward and into his hand. An energy trap. The clever Moranaian had created a spell that would pull power from the blood of his enemies without need of ingestion. But only the energy. With this, he could replenish himself during battle without the fear of overloading his brain with acquired talents.

      This sword was nearly priceless. Enchanted swords were rare since the perfect combination of magical artistry and swordsmithing ability was difficult to find, and each sword required an immense amount of physical and mental labor. That Corath of the Moranaians had created it so quickly was testament to his skill.

      No matter what Dria said, Vek owed another debt to Ralan for this.

      Still in awe, he closed the wound on his arm and used an enchantment to cleanse the blade now that it had been attuned. Then Dria helped him buckle the scabbard to his waist so he could sheathe the sword. Instantly, the glow winked out until the pommel appeared normal once more. But his link with the weapon remained.

      “Your brother…” Vek finally said.

      Dria laughed. “Yeah.”

      Vek bent down to close the box, and the note tumbled free to reveal more writing on the other side. He skimmed it and then chuckled. You’ll guard my sister’s back as she does yours. You owe me nothing. He held it out for Dria to read, and she nudged his shoulder playfully.

      “I told you.”

      “Hah.” Vek tapped his finger against her lips. “Enough of that. Now that I’m properly armed, I believe we have a mission to complete.”

      Her humor faded as her gaze took in Gessen and then Hyada. “Time to go. Shield up, Gess. Hyada will lead the way.”
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      Kai removed the end of the glass leaf from the flame and hurriedly bent to attach it to the ground beneath the little figurine’s feet. But the piece of glass slipped from his fingers and shattered, a tiny shard slicing into his skin. Cursing vehemently, he used his slight healing gift to mend the small wound and then deactivated the flame spell.

      The room went silent without the hiss of fire streaming above the edge of the containment cube. Fuck it all. Kai plopped down on the nearest stool and glared at the small statue on his workbench. He’d thought his hobby might calm him, but not even the peace of creating could ease the odd restlessness trembling through his body. He glanced down at his shaking hands.

      Literally trembling.

      What was wrong with him? Arlyn and the baby were fine. There was trouble on Earth, but for once, he didn’t have to handle it. He’d recovered from the overuse of his talents when making the portal to Earth. Hadn’t he? That experience had an almost dream-like quality, a fantastical sheen more fiction than fact.

      Kai shoved his hands through his hair, dislodging the knot that held the long strands back. It was no use trying to do anything worthwhile when he was like this. Glass working was a delicate process at the best of times, and mistakes could send him to the healer’s tower. With all that Lial had to deal with, the healer would be less than amused if Kai injured himself by continuing to work when he knew better.

      He’d just finished cleaning up the broken glass and dampening the furnace when he sensed Lyr’s presence at the edge of his mind. “Yes?”

      “Get to my study,” Lyr said, the strain in his mental voice making Kai’s heart leap. “Now.”

      Kai grabbed his cloak from beside the door and swung it on before darting into the chilly rain. “What’s wrong?”

      “I have Caolte on the mirror.” Lyr hesitated. “Your father is injured.”

      Emotions tumbled inside Kai’s gut. Fear. Regret. Anger. “Be right there.”

      Mud squelched beneath his boots as he hurried through the garden toward the main building. Was this why he’d felt so uneasy? Parent and child shared an unusual bond, a link of similar energy that connected them. It was slightly stronger with one’s mother, whose magic surrounded and entwined with the child as they grew, but fathers were hardly left out. If Naomh had been present while Kai’s mother was pregnant, he could have twined his energy with hers so the bond would be stronger.

      Something Kai made certain to do for his own child as often as he could.

      But even without that, a link was still there. Clechtan, he’d just started getting to know his father. They’d begun to tolerate each other enough to share a few stories, and Kai had allowed a reluctant hope that they might move beyond their rough start. Naomh had captured him by mistake, after all, and Kai would have detained anyone working with Kien himself. It wasn’t like Naomh had known he had a son.

      Thankful for the time-saving cleansing spell that stripped the muck from his clothes and shoes, Kai rushed through the door, almost colliding with Lynia at the door to the library. “Sorry,” he said.

      “Kai, what…?”

      “I’ll explain later,” he answered, hurrying on before she could ask more questions.

      It wouldn’t be the first time he’d been considered rude.

      By the time he reached the study doors, he was practically running. Arlyn headed toward him along the other hallway, joining him as he strode into the room. She sent reassurance along their bond, a silent support he’d come to depend on more with each passing day. Thank all the gods that she’d decided to put up with him.

      Lyr stood before the tall mirror situated in front of the window near his desk. Kai made it across the oval room in record time and skidded to a stop beside his friend, Arlyn trailing at a more reasonable pace. He almost didn’t notice her hand slipping into his a moment later. He was too busy staring at Caolte in shock.

      Literal fire flickered and sparked around his head like a halo of doom, and his eyes glowed a deep red. It took a moment for Kai to recognize his father’s study, since the tapestry that usually hung on the wall was a tattered, charred mess. Ash smudged his uncle’s cheek, and his hands were a blackened mess. Caolte must have lost control of his flame.

      “What happened, Caolte?” Kai asked.

      “Meren,” he snarled. “His plot to return to Earth was uncovered, and he stabbed Naomh with an iron blade before he fled.”

      Kai’s mouth went dry. “My other uncle did this? I haven’t met your eldest brother, but I—”

      “He is not my brother.” The flame above Caolte flared. “I’d just discovered from my own mother’s people that Meren’s mother lied about his parentage. She was already with child when she married Naomh’s father, but she used a blood spell to conceal it. I’m not sure his supposed father ever knew.”

      Couldn’t any aspect of his blood family be normal? Kai sighed. “Is my father…?”

      “Alive, but barely.” Another bit of the tapestry behind Caolte crumbled into dust. “The healers sealed the wound, but there are iron remnants that will slow his healing. He has been placed in a deep sleep. With time, he may recover.”

      Arlyn’s fingers tightened around Kai’s. “The iron conversion,” she murmured.

      Kai squeezed her hand in acknowledgement. “We’ll be there as soon as we can. Arlyn knows a trick that might help.” He lifted a brow at his uncle. “Try not to burn down the house in the meantime.”

      Caolte scowled, but the fire ringing his head dimmed. “Hurry. And watch out for Meren. He is not to be underestimated.”

      Abruptly, his uncle severed the connection. “Sorry, Lyr. I should have confirmed I have no other orders, but—”

      “Go,” Lyr said, a worried frown marring his brow. “And take your guards.”

      With a nod, Kai glanced down at Arlyn. “Ready, love?”

      Her smile was tinged with sadness. “Whenever you need me.”
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      His nephew had done a fine job of repairing the cave-in. Vek trailed his fingers along the stone he’d crawled through earlier that day. Difficult to believe such a short span of time had passed. He shared a knowing look with Dria, who’d been scowling at the narrow tunnel walls as though they’d collapsed on her intentionally. So much had changed since then.

      In the small chamber beyond, Hyada crouched down to examine the floor near the spot where Vek and Dria had lain. Vek scanned the area with his earth magic but detected no sign of the trap Fen had taught him to find. He took special care with the fissure on the other side of the room, the only way forward at this point. Nothing suspicious.

      “There’s a footprint here,” Hyada said. “Made within the last mark, I’d say. It appears to be from an adult female based on size and shape.”

      Not his cousin Kethen, then.

      “Can you trace it through the fissure, or should I attempt a tracking spell?” Dria asked.

      Hyada smiled. “Don’t waste the energy. I can follow a trail like this without magic.”

      “I could also cast the spell if it later becomes necessary,” Gessen interjected. Then he flushed. “Not that I meant to doubt you, Hyada. I just feel like I should be doing more than holding a shield.”

      Annoyance pinched Dria’s face. “I know this is your first mission, but you don’t have to be too eager. That shield is important. Although a bit of cloaking wouldn’t go amiss.”

      Vek studied the young man, who nodded and got to work on concealing them from sight. His first mission, hmm? Perhaps he’d been the one who replaced Dria when she’d been sent here by the king. But despite that, they appeared to be friends. She wouldn’t have requested Gessen join if there was animosity between them—or if the man was incompetent. An existing friendship would explain why the man had been so concerned when Dria was injured.

      “Let’s go,” Dria said. “Switch to mental communication beyond this room.”

      As Hyada led them through a fissure so thin that Vek had to turn sideways to squeeze through, he resumed scanning with his earth magic. Nothing. They crawled through holes, ducked around mountains of stalagmites and columns, and climbed up countless stones. Twice, Dria and Gessen used magic to levitate the group to a lower level. But aside from the occasional footprint, there was no sign of life.

      Vek tapped his fingers against the hilt of his sword. Life. Where was the life he should be sensing? Since taking Aris’s blood, he’d grown accustomed to the steady hum of living beings existing around him. But aside from a few well-hidden insects, the area was clear of the typical inhabitants. Not even the countless bats that had beat at the edges of his consciousness since his arrival.

      He sent a request to the others to pause. They complied, though Dria flicked a questioning glance over her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m going to use a different type of talent, and I don’t have a lot of practice with it.”

      Carefully, Vek unfurled his power. He flinched against the life-light of the others in his group until he managed to dim his sense of them. Then he sent his focus outward, bit by bit. At first, he found nothing, though a few creatures flickered into his inner sight down some of the side tunnels. It was as if this area had been cleared—and not naturally.

      Vek followed their current path through a broad chamber and along a few more tunnels. Until he found it. Or, rather, them. A group of twenty…no, twenty-one, counting a straggler, were working their way closer. But he couldn’t detect more details through their heavy shielding, not without exposing his presence.

      He pulled back into himself with haste. “We need to move. There’s a group of twenty-one people headed this way, and if we’re fast, we can beat them to the large chamber I found. We can choose our ground to even the odds. Unless you want to go back?”

      Dria nibbled at her lip for a moment before shaking her head. “No. They could catch up to us in one of the fissures, and then we’d be dead. Let’s go. If we’re to fall, we’ll take the bulk of them with us.”

      His lips curled upward at his mate’s defiant tone. Ah, she was perfect. But he didn’t have time to linger on the thought. As soon as Dria passed her orders to the others, they rushed forward as quickly as they could without creating too much noise. Then the words from Ralan’s note entered Vek’s mind, and his smile dropped.

      You’ll guard my sister’s back as she does yours.

      Apparently, they were about to put that to the test.
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      Dria scanned the twisting, oblong chamber where they’d have their battle. It wasn’t the worst place to face combat, but it wasn’t ideal, either. Still, there were so many places they could have been stuck, tight spots or rough climbs where they could be picked off by a skilled archer. It was only too bad that Vek hadn’t been able to determine the talents of the approaching party. They could be largely warriors, or they could be all mages.

      Far better to be the former.

      “They will be here shortly. A small climb and another bend,” Vek sent.

      Dria nodded, tugging an energy crystal from her pouch and gripping it tight before ducking behind a thick column. This was it—her first battle. She took a deep breath and pushed down her nerves. She had trained for this.

      They all had.

      Hyada knelt beside an outcropping to the right of the hole where the group would emerge, and Gessen tucked himself into a hollow not far from Dria. She exchanged a smile with her friend, who was reinforcing the shields he’d placed around each of them, before checking on Vek. Her bonded stood in the center of the room with his sword drawn.

      He’d ordered Gessen to remove the invisibility spell from him alone. Dria had argued against it, but nothing had been able to convince him to do otherwise. If his cousin was present, Vek wanted to confront him face-to-face. According to her bonded, Kethen had always been more reasonable than many of his kin. Only if negotiations failed would they fight.

      Dria was absolutely preparing to fight.

      A slight scuffing heralded the group’s arrival. She pulled the first spark of lightning into her hand until her palm prickled, and Gessen’s shield tightened around her. Gods, it would be better to have their entire troop here. Twenty would have been nothing to defeat together, but the odds were closer to even—depending on their competition.

      The first person through had the pale coloring of Unseelie royalty, though he lacked the dangerous predator’s energy of the blood elf. One of the less favored, considering what she knew about their court. Still, he entered like a king, only stumbling to an abrupt halt at the sight of Vek waiting in the very center. The three immediately behind him almost crashed into his back before managing to recover.

      “Yield or fight, Kethen,” Vek announced without preamble. “You know this is madness.”

      The Unseelie pulled his sword from its scabbard. Seemed he wasn’t choosing yield.

      “You’re on the wrong side, Vek.”

      “On the contrary,” Vek answered. “You’ve let grief cloud your mind. The Moranaian responsible for the energy poisoning that killed your son was brought to justice by his people. There is nothing to gain for you in this.”

      Kethen’s skin mottled red. “You will not speak of Dereck again. Do you think I don’t know that you spared Ara’s wretched spawn? If Fen hadn’t helped the Moranaian, my son would be here.”

      “Fen is only twenty-three, a powerful Felshreh left to drift by his mother. Trouble was almost inevitable.” Vek’s low, sad voice tugged at Dria’s heart, but Kethen’s angry expression didn’t budge. “He made Kien promise not to poison the Unseelie realms, and once that promise was broken, Fen risked his own life to fix the damage that had been wrought. None of this should have happened, Kethen. Let us not compound that fateful mistake with a war.”

      “What has cowering in our caves gained us? Once the Unseelie rise to power, we can safeguard all the realms from the Moranaians.” Kethen made a sharp gesture with his free hand, and the warriors behind him drew their swords. “Remain with these betrayers. I would rather kill them.”

      Dria analyzed Kethen’s companions as they advanced. Warriors with moderate shielding, the easiest for mages to handle—at a distance. As Kethen charged Vek, Dria loosed her bolt at the woman behind and to his right, and the force of the blow sent the Seelie toppling until she crashed against the cave wall. Swallowing, Dria averted her gaze as the woman landed on the floor in a twisted, crumpled heap.

      No time to dwell on the death she dealt.

      More began to pour through the gap. Hyada sliced at the legs of the first two, knocking them over, and a couple more tripped over their fallen companions before shouting out a warning for the others. As the sound of metal crashing together filled the room, Dria released a second bolt at another person charging Vek.

      Then the mages arrived.

      Blow after blow rained down on Gessen’s shields, and at least one earth mage must have been in the group because stalactites broke away from the ceiling to rain upon their heads. Miaran. Dria pulled more energy from the environment and cast a secondary shield against physical attacks, layering the added protection beneath her friend’s. Even with that aid, the invisibility spell faded, leaving them open to view.

      She flicked glances toward Vek between firebolts and lightning strikes. Already, his cousin Kethen lay bleeding on the cavern floor, and another opponent dropped as he twisted the sword in her heart. Red flared up the blade, and a wicked smile crossed her bonded’s lips as he tossed a glowing ball from his free hand toward the cluster of mages.

      An Unseelie spell. Fascinating.

      The sizzle of electricity caught her attention, and Dria dodged to the right as a tendril of lightning made it through the shield. “Okay, Gessen?”

      “They are strong,” he sent back, and the panic in his mental voice had her heart pounding harder.

      Of the twenty-one that Vek had sensed, only seven had been defeated. Five warriors circled Vek, three sparred with Hyada, and the five remaining mages were easing their way closer to Dria’s position. She tossed a ball of flame at one’s head and cursed when it slid along his shield. Had she miscounted? Where was the last one?

      Vek stumbled and almost fell, though he managed to slice an opponent’s leg in the process. He couldn’t do this alone. But Hyada was trying to finish off her adversaries while dodging blows from the mages, and a glance at Gessen told Dria that his shielding would soon fall. They needed to defeat the warriors so that Vek could help with the mages.

      Otherwise they would all lose.

      Directing a series of bolts at the mages for cover, Dria darted across the space separating her from her bonded. “Coming your way,” she sent.

      “Dria—”

      “Shut up and enjoy.”

      One of the warriors on Vek’s other side shouted out a warning, but the two blocking her path didn’t have enough time to react. Without hesitation, Dria slapped her hands against their backs, bypassing their shielding to send lightning coursing through them. They barely had time to gurgle screams on the way down as she dropped them to the side.

      “Try to turn us so I can see the mages,” she said, standing back to back with her bonded.

      “Got it.”

      The strongest level of Gessen’s shielding dropped, and Dria darted a worried glance his way as she and Vek forced their opponents around. Four mages remained, and they were close enough to Gess that he’d been forced to go on the offensive.

      Clechtan.

      Where was Hyada? Dria formed a stream of water to extinguish an attack against Gessen even as she scanned the area. There. Crumpled between a column and the wall. But she wasn’t dead. Her lifeforce pulsed strong.

      Vek beheaded one of his opponents with a clean slice, and Dria distracted the second with a whip of lightning so her bonded could gut him. One left for him. Unfortunately, Gessen now had four mages circling him.

      “Gessen is in trouble.”

      “Go,” Vek replied. “I can take this one. Then I’ll help you.”

      Dria pulled her stored energy from the crystal as she dashed toward the cluster of mages. Gessen shot water at their feet, making two of them slip on the cave floor, and then tossed spears of ice at their heads. But the mages’ shield held stayed firm against the projectiles, if not the water on the ground.

      What were they doing? Two were Seelie and two Unseelie. They must have found a way to interlock their unique talents to create a stronger shield. Dria scanned it for weakness and then smiled when she found the cracks between the layers. With a shove, she speared all the energy from her crystal through the slight gap.

      Two of the mages, an Unseelie female and Seelie male, spun her way at once. Excellent. Hopefully, Gess had enough energy left to take care of the other two. “You just wasted most of your power,” the woman said with a sneer.

      “Don’t worry,” Dria said, dropping the crystal to pull another from her pouch. “I have more.”

      They didn’t know she hadn’t used her own stores, either. A wise mage never drained themselves if they had another choice.

      The air heated and tingled as Dria exchanged fire—and lightning—with her opponents. A stream of fire made it through her shields, incinerating her sleeve and biting into her left arm. Though she cried out, she blocked the pain. That drec would pay first.

      Suddenly, Vek slipped up behind the Unseelie woman and twisted his sword into her back. He tossed another crackling orb at the male, stunning him enough for Dria to blast him. Only two left now.

      Dria spun to face them—just as Gessen screamed.

      Her heart cracked at the sound, and she struggled to take in the sight that greeted her. A stalactite speared through his abdomen as a Seelie mage watched her friend with a satisfied smirk. Oh, gods.

      Vek went for the other mage, but this one was hers.

      “Go check on Hyada,” Dria sent to her bonded. “I’ll kill the last one and then help Gess.”

      Without waiting for a response, she slipped a knife from its sheath at her waist and charged across the space. The earth mage turned his head, eyes widening in surprise, but he didn’t release his spell in time to stop her. With a cry, she shoved her knife into his side, twisting as she slapped her other hand on the man’s neck.

      Dria cracked the lightning through his heart before he took another breath.

      Silence descended, the eerie stillness broken only by the thud of her opponent’s body and Dria’s harsh breaths. Then she rushed toward Gessen, hoping it hadn’t been as bad as she’d thought.

      Please…

      But he was motionless and pale, only a low, keening moan proving he had any life. Dria knelt beside him and brushed her hand across his cheek. Gessen shifted and then screamed as it moved the stalactite pinning his gut.

      “Dree,” he whispered. “Love you. Best friend.”

      “I love you, too, Gess,” she sputtered, trying to force the words around the tears choking her throat.

      Her vision blotched with moisture, but nothing could block the sight of his last breath.

      Then her head exploded with pain, and her world went black.
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      Vek had already checked Hyada’s pulse when Dria’s words truly hit.

      I’ll kill the last one…

      Unless his senses had been muddled, there were two left. Had she misspoken or been mistaken? The former was understandable, but the latter…that would be deadly. As Hyada stirred, breaking free from unconsciousness, Vek straightened. He reached along his bond with Dria, but her choked cry sounded from across the cavern before he could warn her.

      A cry that cut off far too abruptly.

      He could tell through their link that she wasn’t dead, but fear strangled his throat nonetheless as he spun back toward his mate. A burning rage nearly consumed the dread at the sight of Dria’s body crumpled against his sister.

      It hadn’t been Kethen alone behind this treachery. Ara, too, had betrayed them.

      “Let her go,” Vek commanded as he strode forward.

      “I recommend you stop,” Ara answered, lifting a knife to Dria’s throat. “I don’t know if iron affects her, but a slice to the artery works against anyone.”

      Vek froze, the fury mounting. He didn’t know if Dria was allergic to iron, either. Fucking hell. How could he not know something so vital and basic about his own mate? His hand gripped the hilt of his sword until his fingers ached.

      What could he use against Ara without hurting Dria in the process? Many of his enchantments required physical contact, Ara would be able to counter his Unseelie spells, and he didn’t have a strong enough grasp of the spells he’d gleaned from Dria. Nor the ones from Aris. A master life mage could jerk the lifeforce from a living being, but Vek hadn’t yet determined if he had gained that ability. It would be far too easy to botch the magic while trying to find out.

      “Why are you doing this?” Vek asked, hoping to stall. “We’ve never been friends, but we are far from enemies. My mate has nothing to do with any of it.”

      Ara laughed. “Tell that to the people she just killed.”

      “She did what she had to do.”

      “And I’m doing the same.” Ara’s grip tightened, the knife almost breaking Dria’s skin. “She’s coming with me. If you want your mate back, you’ll follow. I’d recommend you use caution, however. Confronting Father will be no simple matter.”

      Red light rippled along his blade with his anger. “I will kill you for this.”

      “I expect you to try.” Ara shrugged. “We’ll see. Oh, and bring my son, will you? It is long past time we meet.”

      “Fen will not—”

      “Bring him if you want your mate.” Ara’s expression hardened. “This isn’t an idle request, brother. It is what must be.”

      Vek gritted his teeth. “Do you honestly think Dria will be a biddable captive?”

      “I can always drain her,” Ara answered. “Without killing her, of course.”

      He had to think of something. Anything. “Why does Father want her?”

      “Father doesn’t know what he wants,” Ara said flatly as she eased herself and Dria toward the cavern wall. “Think over what I’ve told you very carefully, Vek, or all will be lost.”

      He drew power into his hand, forming the only spell he could think of. The immobilization spell. But before he could cast it, Ara loosed her own magic. Beneath his feet, the ground curled up like liquid, making him stumble, and then solidified up to his ankles. Cursing, he caught his balance, but the distraction was enough.

      Ara parted the stone in front of her and pulled Dria through.

      His curses rang out in a symphony of Unseelie, Moranaian, and even English as he used his magic to remove the stone from his feet. Not that it mattered. By the time he reached the cavern wall, Ara had already had time to activate the spell to return to the Unseelie realm. Sadly, she’d been too wise to attempt the spell in his sight, or he could have disrupted it.

      Vek dropped his forehead against the rock, barely resisting the urge to slam his skull against it. He didn’t need a pained and muddled mind. He would have Dria back, and everyone responsible for her abduction would die a slow, painful death. Starting with his sremed of a sister.

      But he couldn’t act too hastily.

      Hyada’s whisper echoed like a shout in the silence. “What happened?”

      He couldn’t hold back a snarl as he spun to glare at her across the cavern. “Dria was taken. Gessen is dead.”

      “Gods.” Hyada leaned heavily against a column, her gray skin more ash than charcoal. “Something cracked into my temple. I don’t remember…”

      Vek used a touch of magic to clean his blade before sheathing it. “I’m not angry at you. I’d kill you now if I had any doubts about your loyalty.”

      “Thanks,” Hyada muttered.

      Ignoring the sarcasm, he nodded. “Of course. Now help me gather the dead. I’ll incinerate them, except for Gessen.”

      Grimly, they stacked all twenty bodies in the center of the large chamber. Vek saved his cousin for last. In the end, he’d exchanged little more than a few blows with Kethen, and that bothered him almost as much as having to kill him in the first place. His cousin had deserved a more impressive battle, no matter how far he had fallen from their people’s values during his grief.

      Vek had never hated his job so much as he did today.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Dria jerked awake, her consciousness returning like a mage globe activated in the dark. But it wasn’t a warm glow that suffused her. Her head pounded with agony, and her muscles ached with rage contained. Whoever had hit her would pay with a bolt of lightning directly up their ass.

      “Whatever you’re considering, I wouldn’t try it,” a woman said from somewhere above her.

      Cracking her eyes open, Dria examined her surroundings. She’d been strapped to a chair in a small, otherwise-empty room, and the unfamiliar woman stood in front of her. Her pale hair was braided back, and her tunic and pants were caked with dirt. The woman flashed her fangs as she lifted a knife toward Dria’s face.

      “If iron doesn’t do the trick, I’ll drain you,” the woman warned. “But I’d rather not.”

      “I don’t care about your preferences,” Dria snapped.

      The woman’s lips thinned. “Calm yourself. I didn’t bring you here to hurt you. I will if I have to, but that is not my goal.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what your goal is?”

      “You’ll see soon enough.”

      Dria considered her options. She could sit here meekly, waiting for the woman to get on with her plan, or she could find a way to escape. Preferably maiming or killing her captor in the process. The drec had been with the group that had killed Gessen, after all. Grief tried to swamp her, but she shoved it aside. Letting her guard down wouldn’t bring him back.

      And sitting here like a sacrifice would be the worst possible choice.

      “Will you at least tell me who you are?” Dria asked, hoping to distract her.

      “I am Ara,” the woman answered. “Daughter of the king and sister to Vek. You would do well not to give me trouble.”

      “Do I look like a troublemaker?”

      Ara simply lifted a brow.

      Hah. Dria wouldn’t have fallen for that, either.

      “The blood of the unwilling tastes unpleasant.” Ara’s gaze dropped to the knife in her hand. “But there are multiple ways I can make you behave.”

      Carefully, Dria probed the rope around her hands. Miaran. The blood elf had used a similar enchantment to the one Vek had placed on the Sidhe woman’s bindings, a spell that prevented the rope from being undone with magic. It would be nearly impossible to break, but nearly wasn’t the same as absolutely. Perhaps she could exploit her link with Vek, since he shared kinship with Ara.

      It was worth a try.

      “So what now?” Dria demanded. “Are you going to haul me in front of the king, or am I just going to sit here for a while?”

      Ara’s eyes narrowed. “You make an obnoxious captive. No wonder you are the perfect mate for my brother.”

      “You could always let me go,” Dria said.

      “Perhaps eventually, if all goes as planned.” Ara slid the flat of her iron blade across Dria’s cheek. “And if you don’t give me too much grief.”

      Someone knocked on the door, and Ara spun away, rushing to the door to crack it open. Dria ignored her whispered words and focused on the spell holding the rope. Escaping this would be a trick. Her connection to Vek helped her identify the almost-chinks and near-similarities in the blood binding her. What it didn’t provide was a true weakness she could exploit.

      But perhaps she was thinking about it the wrong way. No magic could unwind these knots, but nothing prevented her from cutting through them physically as far as she could tell. Ara obviously believed that iron was likely to cause Dria problems, so the woman wouldn’t expect her to lunge toward the blade.

      All Dria needed to do was wait for the right time.
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      It had taken longer than Vek liked to disentangle Gessen from the rock and bundle him respectfully in his cloak, but their fallen ally deserved honor. So Vek shoved down his panic, wiped the sweat from his brow, and hefted the man’s body himself. Smoke and ash whirled around them, making Vek and Hyada cough, as he formed a portal back to the outpost.

      As soon as the gate solidified, the opening filled with guards, their swords drawn. The sight of Vek didn’t ease their wariness, but they did step back to allow Vek and Hyada to trudge through. One of the mages ringing the warriors cried out at the sight of Gessen, but Vek couldn’t spare the time to care which one.

      “We took out twenty,” Vek said at once. “My sister has Dria, but our other opponents are dead. Send a group of soldiers and mages through to ensure that no one else is waiting to attack.”

      The two guards at the head of the group exchanged looks. “Our orders should come from Princess Dria.”

      “Are you going to dispatch a special request to the Unseelie court where she is currently being held so you can find out what she wants you to do?” Vek bit out. “Listen to me or don’t. I’m going after my mate.”

      One of the mages rushed down the stairs. Fedah, he thought. “Oh, gods. Is that…?” she began, her question trailing off into horrified silence.

      Vek settled Gessen’s body on the floor of the cavern and tucked the cloak around him carefully. “Without his aid, we would all be dead. He held shielding against five aged and experienced mages. His funeral rites should be of the highest honor.”

      With that, he headed toward the stairs, doing his best to ignore the grief swirling through the cavern. If he let it swamp him, he would never be able to act. Not the way he needed to. Saving Dria was his greatest priority, and only his ability to feel her vibrant lifeforce through their bond kept him from panic.

      Only once did he allow himself to look back. “I’ll leave the gate open until I reach my nephew Fen’s room. I must retrieve him for the coming mission. Send someone through if you wish or walk through the cave the long way.”

      Vek had made it halfway to Fen’s room before he heard someone cry out Lial’s name. A lost hope, that. The Moranaian healer was impressive, but not even he could repair the type of wound that had been dealt to Gessen. Nor could he bring back the dead.

      Fen’s mouth dropped open as soon as Vek shoved through his door. “Holy shit. What in the hell happened to you? You’re covered in blood, and I know you’re not a messy eater.”

      Normally, Vek might have tossed out a rude comment in return, but for once, he didn’t have time to be an asshole. “They were coming to attack. Twenty to four. We defeated them at the cost of Gessen’s life.”

      “Where’s Dria?” Fen asked, his tone turning solemn.

      The question brought a visceral reaction that Vek struggled to contain. He’d feared that Ara might be somewhat involved, but he’d never expected this level of betrayal. Fen was unlikely to be any happier about his mother’s treachery. Vek’s nails bit into his palms as he forced out the words. “Ara took her.”

      “My mother?” Fen leaped to his feet. “Fuck.”

      “She wants me to bring you with me.” His vision went red around the edges. “Demanded, actually.”

      Someone pushed through the half-open door, and Vek snarled. But it was only the healer. Lial glanced between them both, his expression grim. “Let’s see young Fen healed. Then you can go find my cousin.”

      With a sharp nod, Vek joined the healer by Fen’s side. Dria wouldn’t need rescuing, not if she could help it, but he was more than happy to assist her in cutting a swath through the Unseelie court. He could only hope he made it in time.

      Nothing would stop his mate, save death.

      And that was what worried him the most.
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      Arlyn sat back against her heels, frustration overcoming her at her continued failure. “I can’t seem to get the iron to fully convert.”

      Kai rested his hand on her shoulder. “You’ve given it your best, love.”

      She had, but it wasn’t quite enough. Staring down at Lord Naomh’s pale, still form, Arlyn considered the problem. She’d poured a fair amount of energy into the iron flakes in the Sidhe man’s wound, an action that typically changed the iron’s properties enough to stop affecting those with allergies. But for some reason, what little energy Naomh possessed pushed outward, interfering just enough to prevent the iron’s conversion.

      “Why is he leaking energy?” she asked. “I know this method isn’t absolute. It only lasted a few weeks when iron was in my father’s wound. But despite Lord Naomh’s allergy, there’s still enough magic streaming from him to keep me from completing the task at all.”

      Caolte knelt on his brother’s other side. “He is bound to this place, his power part of what sustains and shields it. He has given me a key, but I can only reinforce. His energy constantly moves outward to support his realm.”

      Well, that explained the dull, worn state of the place. On the way in, Arlyn had noticed more than a few wilted flowers, and a tinge of orange and red had colored the trees’ leaves. As they’d climbed the many staircases and tunnels deep into the estate’s extensive basement, she’d seen loose bricks and tumbled stones. Even the room where they sat appeared dimmer and less vibrant.

      “Lial might be able to help,” Arlyn offered. “He fixed my father’s iron-infested wound.”

      Caolte shook his head. “Naomh would not survive having his injury reopened, not now. His natural energy reserves were stripped bare, and his power stores are immense. He’ll have to be placed into the Dreaming.”

      Even Kai’s face scrunched in confusion. “The what?” he asked.

      “Moranaians do not do this?” Caolte asked in surprise. “It is a trance. A heavy sleep, deeper even than this, that lasts for as long as it’s needed. In such a state, this realm will be maintained while allowing him to regain his power over time. The iron will slow the process, but perhaps your healer will be able to aid him after a while.”

      “Sounds like Sleeping Beauty,” Arlyn muttered.

      “It could be the origin of that myth.” Pain gleamed in Caolte’s eyes as he stared at his brother. “The trick has long been used by ancient Sidhe nobles. Sometimes it is even done out of boredom when the centuries blur together. In this case, the cause is my own failure. The one oath I swore to my father, now broken.”

      “I don’t understand how Meren could hide his true bloodline,” Kai said. “Fathers resonate their energy with their children in the womb. Surely my grandfather would have discovered the trick.”

      Caolte’s laugh was cold and gruff. “How could you question that? You were deceived into thinking another man was your father. People find what they expect. And in any case, I believe Oisin did know. It’s likely why he had me swear to guard Naomh, his true heir.”

      Arlyn glanced up at Kai, whose face had reddened at his uncle’s rebuke. “How did you find out the truth?” she asked before her bonded could say something he would later regret.

      Caolte’s nostrils flared. “I followed Ara.”
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      Vek donned the bloodred finery of a Felshreh prince, an armor more visual than protective despite the enchantments woven into the cloth. The tunic was heavy with red embroidery—an interestingly close match to the engravings etched into his new blade—and his pants were loose and soft to allow unhindered motion. Even the rusty color of his sword belt blended in as though designed to match.

      He met his nephew in the hallway. Vek nodded in approval at his nephew’s appearance, for Fen had dressed in Vek’s extra set of court clothes. By all that was Divine, his nephew had earned his place as a prince of the Felshreh, half-human or not. The Unseelie lived by strength, and Fen had more than proved he possessed an abundance of that.

      “Where do we find the portal?” Fen asked, his voice unusually quiet.

      Vek frowned at his nephew’s reserved demeanor and pale skin. The healer had sworn that the illness had been purged, and Vek had confirmed it. But… “I will handle Ara if you are too unwell to go.”

      Fen glared. “I’m going. Where’s the portal?”

      “Nowhere external,” Vek said with a sigh. He would have to trust that his nephew wasn’t sick. “Those not of royal blood might need to devise a gate, but we of the Felshreh have another way. The key is held in our blood.”

      “Fucking hell…” Fen breathed.

      “Connect with me and watch,” Vek ordered.

      His nephew would have to lose it over this revelation later.

      He barely gave Fen enough time to follow as he grabbed the tiny corner of his mind that connected to home. It was a bond set up by the ancient ones, their blood imbued into the very stones at the heart of their underhill realm. Any of their descendants could return to their land if they heeded the call—a secret that was closely guarded. But few remembered to use it now, especially since it only took the caster back to the cave. Much less useful than the two-way portal they’d set up in more recent times.

      Once he had hold of the link to the underhill, Vek picked his destination carefully. Not the comfortable estate he’d built beside the caves near the palace. That would be watched. But there was a small chamber near his home, one he’d been careful not to be seen leaving. With a tiny stretch of power, he connected to the spot and gave a tug.

      Fen followed, but clumsily, stumbling before regaining his footing on the chamber floor. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Fen sent.

      “Later,” Vek answered.

      Not that he couldn’t relate.

      Vek wasted no time reaching for his bond with Dria, the link that had kept him sane since her abduction. He’d known she was alive, but the distance had prevented more information than that. Now her light filled him—a light tinged with grief, anger, and discomfort but one otherwise unmarred.

      She latched onto him at once. “Something isn’t right here,” she sent.

      Vek paused. “What do you mean?”

      “Your lovely sister hasn’t done anything to me,” Dria answered. “Except keep me tied to a chair. I’ve been working the rope against a rough spot on the wood without much luck, but she hasn’t been paying enough attention to notice.”

      Vek’s lips quirked. “And that’s a problem?”

      “She swears she doesn’t intend to hurt me. Honestly, I think she’s afraid.” Dria’s mental voice turned disgruntled. “Not that it would stop me from incapacitating her if I could figure out this blood lock. I’d hoped she would get her knife close enough for me to cut through the rope, but she keeps running to the door to talk to someone.”

      What could his sister be thinking? Connecting to Dria, hearing her voice, cleared his mind enough that Ara’s warning trickled through his thoughts. If you want your mate back, you’ll follow. I’d recommend you use caution, however. Confronting Father will be no simple matter. She hadn’t said he’d be confronting her—a curious point that he’d missed at the time.

      Why does Father want her?

      Father doesn’t know what he wants, Ara had answered. Think over what I’ve told you very carefully, Vek, or all will be lost.

      Had Ara thought to use Dria to force him into a fight with his father? Surely, she knew that Vek would need little incentive. The king had grown unstable, and now everyone would be at risk. At this point, his mother and other siblings would be in danger even if he’d killed Dria and found a way to turn the portal back into the energy his father craved. If the king had gone mad, no one was safe.

      Fen nudged him. “What are we waiting for?”

      “Talking to Dria,” Vek answered. “Be wary of your mother. She may be on our side, but there is no way to be positive. Her actions are irregular.”

      As Vek crept toward the opening to the small cave, he reconnected with Dria. “The trick to the blood lock is iron. There’s iron in blood, and it retains the energy of the Felshreh it once belonged to. Make it sing to your own power. If you are able?”

      “I’m not allergic,” Dria answered, and her words sent relief cascading through him. “I’ll work on it. If I succeed in getting out, I think I’ll play along. Ralan said to follow my instincts, and instinct is screaming at me to wait until we’re together to act.”

      “Agreed, my love.”

      Vek sensed her surprise at the endearment, but he didn’t take it back. He made it a habit not to lie, and in the short time they’d been together, his affection for her had grown stronger with each breath. He’d lived too many centuries not to know himself, and denying emotion did nothing but bring misery. Much of life’s unpleasantness came from stifling the natural.

      “I…”

      “Later,” Vek said. “Fen and I are coming your way. Be prepared.”

      Her thoughts slid from his, though their connection remained. Vek smiled. He had a feeling Dria wouldn’t go back and change their link, not anymore. In spite of herself, she’d at least come to like him. Of that he’d received ample proof.

      When they reached the short tunnel leading out into the city, Vek held up a hand for Fen to stop. “Follow me carefully until we’ve bypassed the main palace gates. Then Divine help anyone who tries to step in our way.”

      “Permission to fuck people up?”

      “So long as they deserve it.” Vek held Fen’s gaze. “You are a prince of the blood as surely as I, and that means you bow to no one except the king, provided we had one. Own it.”

      Smiling at his nephew’s surprise, Vek blended into the shadows. He had a mate to find.

      Then they had a kingdom to topple.
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      Use the iron within, he’d said.

      Grimacing, Dria tried to blow a loose strand of hair from her eyes. His directive made a certain amount of sense, but it wasn’t as easy to enact as it sounded. Everyone, even elves with strong allergies, had iron in the blood. But it was attuned to life, its natural magnetic and conductive properties adapted to the person’s body before birth.

      Even knowing that, she’d never considered how individual that process could be. To her, blood was blood. Leave it to the Felshreh to discover otherwise. But how could she make iron that resonated with Ara’s power turn to her own use? Could she reproduce part of the process?

      If she directed enough energy through the blood, would the iron in it attune to her? Only one way to find out. As her captor’s voice rose, Dria prepared. Then Ara ducked out the door, leaving the perfect opportunity. One quick shove of Dria’s own energy, and the blood lock snapped with a harsh, mental click.

      Shaking off the shock of the rebound, Dria loosened the physical knot with a simple spell and worked one hand free of the rope tying her wrists. She could see the side of Ara’s arm through the crack in the door, and the woman’s voice grew louder. Dria slipped the fingers of her free hand up her other sleeve and tugged open the tiny, shielded pocket sewn within. A wise mage also carried extra energy crystals in clever places.

      “Search faster,” Ara said as Dria palmed the crystal and crammed her hand back into the bindings.

      Just in time. The woman marched back in, her expression blank but her impatient stride betraying her frustration. “I’m guessing my bonded isn’t in a hurry to retrieve me?” Dria asked with a smirk.

      Ara scowled. “I can’t imagine why not.”

      “We haven’t been together long.” Dria lifted a shoulder. “He’s good in bed, but I’m still not positive I like him. You could have done better with your choice of bait.”

      “With the way he reacted when I took you, I’d say you are wrong.”

      “Only because he sees me as his,” Dria answered. “I can’t imagine he has feelings for me.”

      Agreed, my love.

      Dria shifted restlessly against her seat as his words ran through her mind. He must have been speaking casually, an idle endearment. Love didn’t just…happen. Her own parents had been together off and on for millennia without settling into true love. She and Vek might share their souls, but love?

      No.

      Ara’s expression grew distant for a moment. Then a smile twisted her lips. “He’s marching into the palace now. Let’s go see, shall we?”

      Dria didn’t bother to answer. Instead, she sat complacently as Ara untied the ropes wound around her chest and ankles, leaving her hands secured at the small of her back. Her captor’s fingers brushed those bindings, and the woman went still. Had she noticed that Dria had broken through the blood lock, or would confidence keep her from checking? Ara pulled her to her feet without a word.

      Then she studied Dria’s face for a moment. “If you’re planning trouble,” Ara said, “Be sure you wait for the right time. I’d hate for you to waste your effort.”

      Ara knew. She had to.

      But she nudged Dria forward without reactivating the lock. Did Vek’s sister want her to escape? Ara wouldn’t have survived in the Unseelie court for so long by being oblivious or foolish, and she would have known better than to leave a mage of Dria’s strength improperly bound.

      Be sure you wait for the right time.

      Dria tightened her hand around the energy crystal and allowed the woman to direct her out the door and along a narrow stone corridor. She didn’t need to put much effort into guessing where they were going—the throne room. Whether Ara had planned for an assassination or a battle to the death, Dria would be prepared.

      Gods, but why did royal courts have to be such a pain in the ass?
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      Vek marched through the palace without hesitation, Fen at his left hand. No one tried to stop them. It wasn’t entirely unusual that they proceeded without challenge, but there was a hint of surprise in the guards’ eyes that gave Vek pause. Even the courtiers they passed appeared curious at the sight of two Felshreh princes in court garb advancing on the throne room.

      Almost as though they hadn’t been expected.

      Fen drew the most attention—also no surprise. Every eye followed him. As they passed through the grand entryway leading to the throne room, whispers swelled behind them. Vek knew his nephew well enough now to sense his discomfort, but he had to give Fen credit. The young man betrayed no reaction to the brazen commentary.

      Who is that?

      He’s a royal Felshreh.

      Does Prince Vek have a son?

      Wonder if he needs a bedmate?

      I’d welcome either or both.

      The last comment fascinated Vek the most, for it betrayed no knowledge that he was now mated. Everyone knew a mated Felshreh didn’t stray, so if they’d seen Dria, they hadn’t been told the connection.

      “Everyone here seems a bit too…casual,” Fen sent. “Considering.”

      “Don’t worry, Fen. They’ll learn you’re taken soon enough. They’ll stop scandalizing your delicate sensibilities once they know.”

      “I’m not…” His nephew’s sigh was nearly inaudible in the noisy room. “Fine, in a way I am taken, at least until Maddy and Anna inevitably reject me. But that wasn’t my point. This doesn’t look like a group of people waiting for a showdown. An orgy, maybe, but not a fight.”

      Vek’s lips twitched. “Hardly an orgy. See? Delicate.”

      “I do not have sensibilities,” Fen grumbled. “Some days, I think I barely have sense. Can’t think of any other reason why I hang around you.”

      “No way to argue that one.” They neared the doors to the throne room, and Vek’s hand settled casually on the hilt of his sword. “You’ve always had questionable taste when it comes to mentors. In any case, I’d recommend getting used to the stares if we survive this. Power rules here, and you’re wearing a target.”

      “I knew I should have turned down the offer of fancy clothes.”

      Vek smiled. “Keep that in mind for next time.”

      The guards stepped forward to open the grand doors—just as a shout sounded from within. Vek stretched his senses. Dria was in there. He drew his sword and rushed forward, pushing the surprised warrior out of the way and forcing the door open with a flex of his power. The other guard unsheathed his sword, but Vek halted him with a single glance.

      “Let all who wish to see this challenge witness it,” Vek said.

      The king held Vek’s mate without cause, and that meant one thing. Vek could confront him without fear of reprisal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      The guard nudged Dria in the back, making her stumble. She gritted her teeth and held her energy crystal tighter as she regained her footing. It was the third time it had happened in the few minutes since the woman had joined them, and from the gleam in the guard’s eyes, it was no accident.

      This time, Ara cast an angry glance over her shoulder. “Hands off, Quaea. No need to take out your rancor on her.”

      “If she’s mated to Vek, then she can’t be worth much.” The guard scowled. “He—”

      “May be your king at some point in the future,” Ara interrupted. “Stick to your oath and get over being bested. And we’re almost there, so I recommend holding your tongue.”

      Well, wasn’t that an interesting tidbit? Combined with all Ara had said before, this exchange was telling. Ara expected Vek to be king, and although she’d said “at some point,” there had been a definite suggestion of “soon.”

      Of course, if that was her goal, this was an unusual way to go about it. Vek, king of the Unseelie. Dria’s mouth went dry at the thought. That would make her queen, a position she’d never wanted. Not even as a young child still awed by the glitter of court life. Could she give up her place as a combat mage to sit in a throne room day after day, solving problem after problem? Worse, could she bear the constant scheming? The whispers?

      Dria stifled a groan. She couldn’t possibly make such a decision after being bonded for such a short time, but she might not have a choice. From what little she knew, the Felshreh took matings as seriously as her people did bondings. They could very well name her queen at the same time Vek was crowned.

      But did Vek want to rule? She was bonded to the man and didn’t even know the answer to such an important question. If she had to guess, she would have said no. He was ruthless when necessary and had no problem wielding power, but he didn’t seek it. He’d never shown the slightest hint that following her lead bothered him. Then again, perhaps that would make him a good ruler. The best leaders had no need to wield authority like a cudgel.

      Ara stopped beside a small but ornately carved door. “I trust you are ready to meet the king? I’m not sure how he’ll take my surprise.”

      “Surprise?” Dria asked.

      Ara smiled, opened the door, and strolled casually through.

      The guard nudged Dria’s back. “Move it. All you have to do is follow directions and try not to mess things up.”

      With each step forward, Dria grew more certain that Ara’s intentions were not what they seemed. Unfortunately, she had no idea what they could be. She would have little to gain by Vek becoming king. Didn’t the Unseelie royals jostle for power? It made no sense that she would cede it so readily.

      “Pardon the interruption, my king,” Ara said smoothly as she led Dria and Quaea across the massive throne room.

      In front of the throne, a couple knelt, and Dria caught sight of the man’s glare, quickly stifled when he realized who had spoken. Ara proceeded as though no one was present, and the king appeared to have forgotten the pair, as well, his attention shifting instantly to Dria.

      Iron in the heart. The man was surrounded with so much magic that she couldn’t fathom how his people didn’t notice it. Had he always cloaked himself with heavy glamour? Dria didn’t even have to delve through his shields to notice, a sign that a fae was concealing something with excess power. He must have built the layers over centuries for it to go unremarked.

      The king could have been a harder, longer-haired version of Vek, provided the glamour could be believed. His white hair flowed around a night-black robe embroidered with red thread, the pattern uncannily like trails of blood making their way down the cloth. Even the circlet bound around his brow resembled dried blood. Not exactly subtle.

      “What have you brought here?” he demanded.

      Ara inclined her head. “Kethen failed where I have not. I captured the leader of the Moranaian colony.”

      The king leaped to his feet, startling a shout from the courtier kneeling at the base of the dais. “You,” the king growled, ignoring the couple cowering beneath him. “You have the look of King Alianar. Are you one of his wretched spawn?”

      Dria tipped up her chin. “I am.”

      Something crashed against the door, forcing it open. Just beyond, Vek stood, his sword already in hand. The king ignored the intrusion as he glared at her. “You continue your brother’s perfidy. Kien took one child of our blood. Did you murder Kethen, as well?”

      “It is impossible to murder someone who attacks you first,” Dria said, using her clearest court voice to be heard over the people streaming in with Vek and Fen. Did her father know that the Unseelie ruler had turned so vehemently against their people? “And you may be assured that Kien was brought to justice by King Alianar’s own hand. Anything that occurred afterward is your own doing.”

      Ara scowled at her, and Quaea tightened her hold on her arm until Dria almost winced. Apparently, she wasn’t playing along with their plan. Too bad. She was a princess of Moranaia, not one of his subjects, and she would not be cowed.

      Fury lit the king’s expression, and for a heartbeat, she caught sight of his true face beneath the glamour. Aged and wrinkled, almost gray with weakness. As Vek had said, he was dying. And none of his subjects knew it.

      Did Ara and Quaea?

      “Remove her to the dungeon,” the king ordered. “Place her beside Retha while I deal with my son.”

      Halfway across the massive throne room, Vek’s steps slowed, so imperceptibly she might not have noticed if she hadn’t felt his distress through their bond. An uneasy ache pinched her stomach. What had upset him?

      It must have afflicted Ara, too. She whirled on her father, true surprise on her face. “Retha? Has she committed some crime?”

      The king turned his gaze to Vek. “She whelped a traitor.”

      Oh, miaran. They must be talking about Vek’s mother. This was not going to end well. Dria nudged her mind against Ara’s and wasted no time speaking when the startled woman connected. “How many guards here are loyal to the king no matter what he has done?”

      “Twelve are hidden in shielded alcoves,” Ara answered. “But there are countless more outside of this hall. I…I did not think he would harm Vek’s mother.”

      Dria watched her bonded as he neared. “What was the point of this?”

      “My brother needed a legitimate reason to challenge the king. My father has been declining for longer than Vek knows, but lately, he has gone too far. Let’s just say I found out that Kethen had no intention of bringing you back alive.”

      At least Dria’s family wasn’t the only one with serious problems.

      The king’s furious gaze shifted to Quaea. “Are you addled?” the king shouted, making both of them flinch. “I commanded you to take her to the dungeon.”

      “You will leave my mate where she is.” Vek halted behind the couple still huddling at the base of the dais. “You two, begone.”

      Although they should have waited for the king’s acknowledgement, the pair jumped to their feet and darted into the crowd. Wise. Everyone here could be in danger, even if a fair number of the courtiers disregarded the threat in order to bear witness.

      “Your mate?” the king asked, his voice deceptively calm.

      “In this court, she is Driathen an Enielle ceyl Vekenayeth,” Vek proclaimed, and in that moment, Dria couldn’t have looked away from the proud, determined expression on his face. “You hold my mate without cause. Release her at once or face my challenge.”

      The king snarled. “Without cause? Kethen—”

      “I killed Kethen when he dared to attack me,” Vek said. A murmur swept through the crowd, and the energy surrounding the king pulsed. “Would you care to discuss what he was doing when he charged at me, Father?”

      The king’s hands clenched, but the outburst she’d expected didn’t come. Instead, he glanced at Quaea. “Bring Retha.”

      Dria’s guard released her and darted from the room.

      Oh, yes. Things were only going to get worse.
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      Vek’s blood burned and froze in turn. “My mother has nothing to do with this.”

      “I told you what would happen if you disobeyed me,” King Torek stated. “Not only have you done so, but you mated with an enemy of the people and dressed a half-blood as a prince of the Felshreh. Don’t think I didn’t notice that slight.”

      “Fen has proved worthy of the blood,” Vek retorted. “And the Moranaians are not our enemies. You are the one breaking our laws—”

      “My will is your law,” the king shouted.

      Vek stared at his father, aghast. This had never been the way of their people. Although the king’s word was final, there were countless ways to address grievances. Millennia of traditions set the foundation of their society and maintained a semblance of harmony among a people more prone to gray than black or white. Neglecting that could tip the balance to evil.

      The swell of voices behind him suggested agreement with Vek’s assessment, but he also caught sight of a few wayward glances. If he didn’t act forcefully, the king could still turn the people to his favor. Fortunately, the truth made a fine bludgeon.

      “That has never been wholly the case, as all here know.” Vek gave Fen a warning look. Be prepared. “Did you think I would guard your secrets when you betrayed me? You hoarded power for millennia, siphoning from the energy our people blocked from Earth, and when the barrier shattered, you grew maddened by the loss of that power. You ordered me to murder a Moranaian princess in retaliation, and when I failed to comply, you sent Kethen with a group of Unseelie and Seelie to complete the vile task.”

      “Seelie?” someone hissed from behind him.

      The king’s voice cut off the whispers. “What of it? Our realm needs that power. Would you see your own family fall to the disease spreading among the fae?”

      The side door opened, and Quaea entered, gripping his mother’s arm tightly. His heart lurched, and in that moment, he wished he’d ripped out Quaea’s throat when he’d had the chance. Her corpse would make a fine decoration for the fence surrounding his estate. But then her wide eyes met his, and she shook her head ever so slightly.

      At the same time, Ara’s voice broke into his mind. “I didn’t know he had her. Forgive me, Vek.”

      “What have you done?”

      “We have to stop him.” Ara stared at the king, but she sidled closer to Dria, who stood with admirable calm. “Should have decades ago.”

      Decades? Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to ask for clarification. Quaea had led his very pregnant mother to the king’s side. Although Retha’s pale skin had leached of all color, there was no sign of submission on her rebellious face. The murmurs—and the disquiet—grew around them. His father thought this action would bring Vek to heel, but he had to know that harming a woman with child would turn his people against him.

      Didn’t he?

      “Challenge me, Vek, and I will ensure she is the first to sicken,” King Torek said, a satisfied smirk on his lips.

      Vek’s fingers tightened around the hilt of his sword. “I thought you wanted more power to prevent such a thing? Or was it only so you could attempt to take over Earth?”

      “It is none of your affair,” the king answered.

      The air vibrated with confusion and anger, but it had grown impossible to tell if the crowd was on his side or his father’s. A dangerous situation, one they might not escape no matter whom the people ultimately followed. Vek met Dria’s gaze, and she smiled at him. Smiled, for fuck’s sake.

      But then she surprised them all by stepping forward, the rope falling from her hands. Her grin widened as she caught the king’s instant attention. “It seems you have captured my mate with your words and intent. As his mother’s life is not bound by my actions, then I shall be the one to confront you. Leave the innocent aside and face a princess of Moranaia. Provided you have the courage.”

      Vek sucked in a surprised—and appreciative—breath. Had she seriously just challenged the king of the Unseelie, an experienced Felshreh who’d lived several millennia before she was even born? Many-faced Divine, she was exquisite.

      Now he had to make sure she didn’t end up dead.
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      Challenging the Unseelie king might not have been the smartest thing she’d ever done, but it was one of the best. There would be no way he could refuse without appearing weak, a fatal action in this court, and if he harmed Vek’s mother before responding, his own people would rebel. From the fury lighting his eyes, she could tell he knew it, too.

      Dria connected with Vek. “Your sister said there are twelve—”

      “Guards, yes. That is customary. There may be interference from the crowd, as well.”

      “Make sure no one attacks me. I’m trusting you to guard my back.”

      His energy brushed hers like a caress. “Forever.”

      The king glared at Retha. “Remove yourself to the side, but do not leave if you value your baby’s life.” As Vek’s mother got out of the way, the king straightened. “I, King Torek, accept your challenge. I hope your father will not be grieved when you die here.”

      Dria shrugged. “If I were you, I’d be more worried about my seer brother, Ralan. I hope your people aren’t concerned with having good fortune. He would no doubt ensure the futures were unfavorable to them for centuries to come.”

      That garnered attention. The nobles exchanged worried frowns, and a few shrank back. Ralan’s strength was well known, and it was never a good idea to anger a seer, regardless. Unfortunately, the king appeared undisturbed by the reminder, a sly smile on his lips.

      “I’ll deal with your brother,” King Torek retorted. “The rest of you, emeth. My guards will stand as witness.”

      At the sharp command to leave, the Unseelie courtiers practically fell over each other to escape the room. While they fled, warriors stepped from the walls, the glamour shielding their alcoves fading. Six held unsheathed swords, and six trained arrows on either Dria or Vek. How lovely. Did the king intend this to be a fair fight? Vek would stop them, if not.

      Aside from the guards, only Vek, Ara, Quaea, Retha, and Fen remained in place. Ara stared at Fen with a pained expression, Fen studied the guards, and Vek scowled at the king. Quaea hesitated before joining Retha in the corner of the massive room. She grabbed Vek’s mother as though ensuring she remained, but Dria had a feeling the action was more protective than it appeared to be.

      “Vek,” Dria sent. “What is your father’s strongest talent? Any weaknesses?”

      “He is not elementally aligned, not strongly. Did you see the magic I tossed in the cave? Expect that from him. It’s a uniquely Felshreh spell, one designed to eat through shields and overpower an opponent. His weakness? That is not so clear. I think he has found a way to directly connect himself to this realm through the link he’d once used to transfer energy from Earth to here. If so, he could draw so much power the entire place could crumble on our heads.” Vek’s gaze flicked to her face, and worry pinched his eyes and lowered his brow. “Tegreh sil caramuin egem. I will cut out his heart mid-battle to save you, honor be damned. Divine help everyone here if you fall.”

      Her heartbeat pounded in her ears at his vehement words. I have my beloved in you. He’d all but told her he loved her. Could she say the same to him? The fleeing courtiers and furious king faded to the edges of her awareness as she studied Vek’s face. Just days before, they’d done nothing but argue, though a large part of that had been pride. Not only hers, either. Now, she couldn’t imagine a day where they didn’t battle wills.

      Some fights were delicious, after all.

      Vek smiled. “I expect nothing from you, Dria. I want only for you to live.”

      “Close the doors!”

      The king’s voice boomed through the throne room, ending the moment—and her chance to give voice to feelings she barely understood.

      Miaran.

      Dria tightened her fingers around the energy crystal as she took stock of her power stores. The battle in the cave had depleted her, though Gessen’s sacrifice… She swallowed against the pain and shoved her friend’s loss to the back of her mind for later. In the cave, not having to shield the group had helped. But once this crystal was drained, she would have to pull from her surroundings. Risky since the king was connected intimately to this place.

      Too bad she couldn’t form spears of rock and lob them at the king. She would love to shove one directly through his heart to avenge Gessen’s death. King Torek might not have murdered her friend himself, but it had been done on his orders. Since she couldn’t kill the mage responsible, well…sometimes revenge had to improvise.

      “You are bold. I’ll give you that.” With a swish of his robe, King Torek stepped from the dais, gesturing for Dria to follow. “Face me across this hallowed room. Without your mate.”

      Glowering, Vek finally moved, though his fingers were so white from gripping his sword hilt that Dria suspected he was tempted to gut the king as he passed. If her bonded had been a lesser man, he would have, but Vek wouldn’t shame her by suggesting she couldn’t handle a battle like this.

      Once he passed her, Fen trailing behind, Dria strode to her place in the center of the throne room. A hint of sweat beaded her brow and dampened her palms, but she ignored it. She’d trained for this. In fact, she’d had to defeat the Ogefa herself for her final test, and that was no small thing. All she needed to do was discover the king’s weakness.

      Then figure out how to exploit it.

      With an extravagant twist of power, King Torek waved a hand, and his hair braided itself into an elaborate design behind his back. He sneered at her as he straightened his robe behind him. They must make an unusual sight, the king standing as perfect, still, and regal as a statue and the princess facing him in blood-and-dirt-smeared clothes, her hair a tangled snarl.

      Why waste effort on appearances? There was a time for glamour, and this wasn’t it. She could look nice later. Instead, she concentrated on her shielding, layering one after another to prepare for the magic Vek had mentioned. She designed them to be different consistencies and frequencies and set one to replicate itself if destroyed.

      The king’s energy brushed hers, probing. Dria allowed him to see a couple of the outer layers while she analyzed his defenses. Fairly standard—and much like Vek’s. She held back a smile. She’d learned to slip past her bonded’s shields. She could do the same for his father’s.

      “I will grant no mercy,” King Torek announced. “You are young to die, but—”

      “You go against custom,” Vek said. “Challenges are not typically to the death. They haven’t been for many centuries.”

      The king smiled. “Do you think I would dishonor my son’s mate by granting her a lesser, more shameful loss?”

      Pride and vanity. Those were his weaknesses. “I will remember that is your preference and kill you, then,” Dria said, returning the smile.

      There was no other preamble. Between one heartbeat and another, the king gathered energy in his palm and tossed it at her head. Dria ducked, easily dodging, but he didn’t stick to one. As she spun and twisted to avoid the volley, she pulled energy from her crystal and cracked a bolt of lightning at his feet.

      She heard a yelp, but it wasn’t from the king. He repelled the blow without even disturbing the folds of his robe. Gods, if only she had unlimited power—a shame it came with madness to match. He would burn himself out channeling so much energy.

      Perhaps she could hasten that. “You’re a fool to try to rule Earth.”

      The king’s eyes flashed. “What would your people do if they were bound into such a tiny space? The Moranaians have everything. All the land and energy you could want on the little world you found.”

      “Something stopping you from leading your people into the Veil to find a new place? You don’t care about any of the other oaths you swore to the ancient humans, so I can’t imagine why you haven’t set off through the Veil like we did.” Dria said as she tossed a fireball at a weak spot in his shield. It sputtered uselessly in the air around him. “The big, bad Unseelie. Lazy and complacent. But I suppose it might muss up your hair to go to that kind of effort.”

      Dria heard a choked sound from one of the spectators, but her focus was on the king. There. His glamour wavered, and he poured more power in to reinforce it. He really didn’t want anyone to know what was beneath.

      She would rip away the mask.

      A blast from the king ate through three of her shields, but she reinforced them almost absently. Her attention was on the ebb and flow of magic surrounding the king. Ah, yes. He’d hidden his glamour between several layers of his shield. The illusion couldn’t be buried too deeply, though, or it would become muddled.

      Twisting and dodging, Dria forced her power through the weakest point in his outer shields, her focus on snaking through them rather than destroying them. The king’s eyes narrowed, and a tendril of hair drifted across his cheek as he increased the pace of his blows.

      But he didn’t guess her intent until it was too late.

      With a wicked smirk, Dria snapped the glamour, shattering the spell into the barest fragments. The illusion dropped, and instead of the youthful, regal king lording over the throne room, an old, emaciated man wavered in his place. Now, she could see the shake of his hands as he cast his magic at her.

      The guards’ shocked gasps were buried beneath the king’s enraged snarl as he processed what she’d done. His attacks ceasing, King Torek stared at his hands before turning a hate-filled glance her way. If he hadn’t wanted her dead before, there was no doubt of it now.

      “She casts dark magic against me,” the king cried.

      Dria rolled her eyes. Had the Unseelie king seriously been the one to say that? “Are you the ruler of the light fairies now? Perhaps there are wings hidden by another glamour,” she quipped.

      The floor trembled beneath her feet as King Torek formed another glamour around himself. The idiot. Gods, Vek had been right. He would bring the whole place down around them if he had to, and he would be certain to uphold his image while doing it.

      “Guards,” King Torek snapped. “Meregh.”

      Kill.

      Every arrow trained on Dria, then, but they didn’t fire. The leader stared at the king, her mouth working a few times before words would emerge. “My king, did you misspeak? This is a battle challenge. I—”

      “You’ve sworn an oath to obey my commands.” The king lifted a ball of energy in his hand. “Did you not see how she violated me with her darkness? Meregh.”

      The exchange gave Dria just enough time to construct a hasty shield against physical attack, but it wouldn’t endure long against twelve Unseelie warriors. If nothing else, they would overwhelm her. Unless she killed them first.

      As the first arrows were loosed from bows, Dria cast a ring of fire around herself with the last power remaining in her crystal. The arrows incinerated, but she didn’t have the power to maintain the flames for more than a few drips of time. Hastily, she attempted to connect to the energy of this realm—only to be repelled by a shield placed around the heart of the cavern’s power.

      To think she might have won if it had been a fair fight.
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      Vek cursed as the guards obeyed his father’s command. He would have to hurry if they were going to escape this, and there was no guarantee the king wouldn’t summon more warriors, besides. He spotted Quaea protecting his mother as he spun to face Fen. A small mercy that compensated, at least in part, for her other actions in all of this.

      “Stop the guards by any means necessary,” Vek told his nephew.

      Fen nodded, already lifting his hand to direct his energy toward the floor. Stone wrapped around the feet of four guards on the right. “On it.”

      Vek caught Ara’s gaze. “If you see an opening, kill our father. The fair part of the duel is clearly over.”

      She shook her head. “That would make me the strongest, and I have no wish to be queen. I’m ready to be done with this whole wretched place.”

      The fire around Dria began to falter. Vek had to hustle. “I don’t care who rules. We’ll sort it out later. You know as well as I do that there is no other way to stop him.”

      Vek darted from the dais, lopping off the head of one of the guards and shoving past his father. The king stumbled, the spell he held sputtering. No time to deal with him now. Dria’s flame would drop at any moment, leaving her vulnerable to the archers.

      And the swordsman dashing toward her through a weak point.

      Bracing himself, Vek leapt through a gap in the weakening flames and reached Dria’s side. Her energy stores had to be low, but she’d already singed the left side of the warrior who’d attacked her. The man screamed, faltering, and Vek awarded him a quick death with his sword. Power surged up the blade, filling his stores almost beyond capacity.

      He turned to Dria, and his heart pounded at the tired, dazed look in her eyes. She needed energy, and he had it. Could he provide for her since they shared a mate bond? Vek dug his fangs into his wrist and held it out.

      “Drink.”

      Her hesitant glance slid to his arm. “I’m not a blood elf.”

      “You got a charge from my blood when we bonded. If it doesn’t work, you can use it to link to this place. It’s how the Felshreh have bound themselves into the land.”

      A section of her flame wall winked out. Dria gripped his wrist, nose wrinkled, and did her best to drink deeply. Vek sensed a some of his energy stores shifting to her, and a satisfied smile crossed his lips as he captured his father’s gaze through the faltering wall of flame. Even when the king bared his teeth in a clear threat, Vek stood firm.

      Either Dria had a Felshreh in her heritage somewhere, or there was a greater magic to their bond than he’d known, because more of his power shifted to her. As she continued to feed, another guard crossed through the gap in the fire, requiring his attention. He lifted his free arm, spilling magic down the blade, and flicked the sword to toss the ball of power at his enemy. The woman’s shields evaporated, but she was stronger than their previous opponent.

      Dria released his wrist. “Guess you were on to something. Gross, but better than death.”

      He winked before spinning away to gut the approaching guard. Sealing his wound with magic, he stood back-to-back with Dria, much as they had in the cave. More warriors poured through the failing spell. As his mate sent lightning crackling into the opponents on her side, Vek swung, parried, and dodged until sweat tricked down his face to mingle with his enemies’ blood.

      Without his new blade, Vek never would have kept up, but with each blow landed, power surged through him. Blood was certainly plentiful here. When he could, Vek glanced toward King Torek, who shouted orders at the guards. But power built around the king as he gestured to his warriors.

      He would return to the fray himself soon, yet Ara stood tall on the dais, her expression impassive. “Kill him,” Vek sent.

      Of course, his sister didn’t answer.

      The king tugged one his men closer. “He’s about to feed while his warriors to do the dirty work. Don’t lower your guard against him.”

      “I wouldn’t consider it,” she answered. “I’m about to drop the flames.”

      “Good.” Vek scanned with Aris’s life magic. “Nine more out there. Either Fen hasn’t killed any, or more have arrived.”

      “I’ll take five. You can have the other four.”

      “We shall see, ahmeeren.”

      Then the fire winked out, forcing them into chaos.
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      Vek’s blood had filled her with an unusual surge of energy, its essence different than what she typically gathered from her surroundings. More vital. More primal. Fortunately, it was also useable. Dria gathered lightning in her palm and sent it toward the nearest guard.

      She spotted the king bent over a guard, his fangs in the man’s throat. He might be bound to this place, but he clearly couldn’t pull from the environment as well as he wanted them to believe. Dria hurled the next bolt of lightning at the king’s head, and the pair flinched as it cracked into the king’s shields. Startled, King Torek shoved the man aside.

      “You’re wasting your time,” the king snarled, swiping blood from his chin with an impatient hand.

      “I’d say I have more time to waste than you do,” Dria answered sweetly.

      A wave of power swept through the room, shaking the walls and shattering one of the light globes in its sconce. The king threw another volley of energy balls, and Dria layered a new shield around herself and Vek to counter them. Several of the guards rushed them—those that could. Fen had bound more within columns of stone and was even now ripping the throat out of an archer with his fangs.

      Her bond-nephew had not been idle. Unlike his mother. Ara stood on the dais and studied the battle as though memorizing it for a tale. Why didn’t she—

      A blast from the king made it through Dria’s shield, and she cried out as it singed her side. Why didn’t the woman help? She’d designed this entire encounter to see her father defeated, but she wouldn’t even aid her son with the reinforcements.

      Dria’s world became the crash of Vek’s sword at her back and the sting of power making it through her increasingly fragile shields. King Torek switched tactics, raining caustic magic from the ceiling, until Vek spun them around so he could repel the attack with his own power.

      She barely had time to admire how he blended Felshreh energy with the flame ability he’d gained from her blood. She was too busy burning or electrocuting her opponents in turn. Dodge. Singe. Send a blast toward the king. Dodge again. How many more would rush in? Beyond the partially opened doors to the throne room, courtiers stared, but none of them had dared enter.

      Or help.

      As the last body surrounding them dropped, a scream rang out across the throne room. Dria twisted around to find the source as a massive bolt of the king’s dark magic blasted directly into Quaea. Despite all of the carnage she’d seen, bile rose up Dria’s throat as the woman’s body splattered against the wall beside Vek’s mother.

      Vek’s fury and fear surged around them like one of Dria’s flames.

      Almost faster than she could track, the king rushed across the room and jerked Retha from the corner. An eerie silence descended as he dragged her to the dais. Panic lined her eyes—the same shape as Vek’s—and heaved in her panting breaths. She tugged at her arm, but his grip was too firm.

      “Release me,” she demanded, her shields surging around her. “Once my child is born, I will—”

      “Your child won’t be born if you don’t shut up,” the king snarled.

      Vek lifted his sword. “That threat is profane.”

      “Perhaps the infant could be spared.” King Torek swung Retha’s awkward body in front of him, producing a knife from his sleeve and shoving the blade against her throat. “She’s far enough along that the healers could save her babe, though probably not both of them. Surrender now, or we will find out.”

      “Our people will never support you after this,” Vek said, his voice unwavering.

      Unlike his fluctuating emotions, a tumult Dria could feel through their bond.

      “I own this place. If they will not heed me, I will destroy it.” The knife dug into Retha’s throat. “How they haven’t noticed how much weaker the magic has become after the wall crumbled is beyond me. We must break tradition, Vek, or we will all die. Do you think I want to do these things?”

      Ara finally took a step forward. “The barrier has nothing to do with it. You siphoned the magic for your own purposes.”

      Shock suffused his features. “You are against me, Ara? You have been faithful to me in all things, even sending away your half-human son before he could cause trouble.”

      Dria heard a choked curse, but she dared not glance back at Fen. Some of Ara’s actions made sense now. Her subterfuge in kidnapping Dria. The longing glances she’d directed at her son. There was more to her story than perhaps even Vek knew.

      “Pregnant women are sacred,” Ara said, her fists clenching at her sides. “No amount of power is worth this.”

      The king shrugged. “Perhaps you are not fit to succeed me after all.”

      Ara’s chin lifted. “I never planned to.”

      While the king was distracted by his rebellious daughter, Dria connected to Vek. “We need to strike together.”

      “That’s my mother, Dria,” Vek answered. “Do you know how many centuries I have worked to protect her? Yet here she is, being threatened by my father nonetheless.”

      She squeezed his wrist gently, careful of his sword. “You’ve harvested enough energy to level this place, and I have enough to do what I must. If we can crack his shields, we can immobilize him. I know you’ve mastered that spell.”

      “The risk…”

      “Do you honestly think he’ll let her go if we yield?” Dria asked calmly. “Look at his eyes. He is not well, and I don’t think it has anything to do with the barrier falling. That level of aging can’t be new.”

      “What will it be, Vek?” King Torek demanded. “Are you as weak as your sister? Yield. Better yet, join me.”

      “Let’s do it,” Vek sent, opening his mind fully to hers.

      She stepped inside his pain and grief, as he did hers. Together, they faced the king.

      “I’m sure you can guess my answer,” Vek said aloud.

      The king’s grip loosened, satisfaction already softening his features. “I should have trusted wisdom would win out.”

      And together, they speared their energy toward his shields.

      That was where it all went wrong.
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      Combined, their strength was nearly unstoppable—provided they hit their target. At the last moment, the king sank his fangs into Retha’s neck. Vek scrambled to pull his power back, but there was no time. The king established a link with his prey as the magic hit, deflecting it into her shields instead.

      Vek’s mother cried out and went limp. Merciless, the king drew at her blood and energy, pulling both free with ease now that her shielding had fallen. Vek’s vision went red around the edges. His father would kill her and her child.

      “Graem awn!”

      The harsh crack of Ara’s voice echoed through the room, and the sheer power of her words trembled through the stone. Beneath their father’s feet, a fragment of the ancient floor liquified, the stone spiraling up his body so rapidly he barely had time to jerk his fangs from Retha’s neck. Rock snaked between them and tightened around his chest. And crept ever closer to his neck.

      “Grab her,” Ara said through clenched teeth, her arms shaking as she struggled to hold the stone against the king’s power.

      With shaking hands, Vek sheathed his sword, heedless of the blood coating it. “Cover me,” he sent to Dria.

      Then he sprinted onto the dais. As gently as he could, he pried his mother from his father’s grip and lifted her in his arms.

      His mother’s heartbeat was slower than it should be. A quick probe revealed that her child was alive but weakening. He had to act now. Vek dropped to his knees beside Dria, and as his mate cast a shield around them, fire crackling in her hand, he tore a gash in his wrist and slapped it to his mother’s mouth.

      Thank the Divine she was Felshreh. She pulled at Vek’s energy to save herself, and he gave.

      Without reservation.

      On the dais, Fen joined his mother, twining more stone around the king’s lower body, and Ara directed the rock to solidify at the base of his throat. The king’s glamour collapsed as she darted behind him and gripped his head.

      Alarm rang in Vek’s increasingly muddled mind. “Don’t take his blood. It’s custom, but the illness…”

      “You needn’t worry. I have far too much of his blood in my veins already,” Ara said, her mind filled with cold resolve.

      Head held high, Ara pulled the knife from her belt and slashed the king’s throat. Blood sprayed from the wound, but it didn’t stir Vek’s hunger, not even as his own energy drained into his mother. Around them, the room pulsed and throbbed with the king’s death.

      Then stillness descended.

      “King Torekthayed is dead,” Ara announced. “He betrayed our kind in word and deed, and as such, I refuse to consume his blood. Our people support the light, not snuff it out.”

      Cloth rustled and footsteps sounded, but Vek didn’t turn his head to look. His vision blurred, and his wrist dropped numbly from his mother’s mouth. As courtiers circled the room, avoiding the fallen bodies of the guards, he leaned against Dria’s leg.

      The Unseelie nobles knelt, their heads bowed toward Ara. Together, they saluted, all but acknowledging her as their queen. Good. He didn’t want to be in charge of this shit, anyway.

      His mother began to stir in his arms, and the pull on his energy ceased. With a slight smile, he let his eyes drift closed.

      Perhaps he wasn’t just a killer after all.

      The bodies heaped around them notwithstanding.
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      Her bonded slumped against her leg, his unexpected weight almost knocking Dria over. She managed to balance him just as Retha returned to consciousness. Then Vek’s mother surged upright and almost toppled Dria again in the process. With a flex of magic, Dria steadied them all.

      “Vek!” Retha gripped her son’s face in her hands and darted a panicked look up at Dria. “What happened?”

      Dria grimaced. “The king… You needed energy, so Vek provided it. Is your baby well?”

      Retha shifted a hand to the swell of her belly, power flaring before she nodded. “Thanks to my son. Ah, Divine. If not for Vek…”

      The woman began to sob, her hands trailing between her son’s face and her stomach as though she couldn’t tell where her attention should land. Clechtan. Dria had never been the best at offering comfort, and it wouldn’t be any easier with her bonded unconscious against her legs. The last, at least, would be easier to remedy.

      Dria bent down until she could run the top of her arm along Vek’s fang. Even unconscious, he latched onto the small wound, but she couldn’t let him feed for long. Not as low as her energy was. He’d barely come back to himself before she jerked her arm from his grasp.

      “Did someone kill me?” he grumbled.

      His mother wrapped her arms around him and cried into his neck. Heedless of the staring crowd and the bodies of their enemies heaped around them, Vek rubbed gentle circles on Retha’s back and murmured soothing sounds into her ear. Finally, her tears eased.

      Dria’s muscles began to spasm as adrenaline wore off. She inspected the room, taking in the number of foes they’d killed, and suddenly wanted to crawl into Vek’s arms right alongside his mother. With a shiver, Dria wiped her trembling hands against her hopelessly ruined clothes and tried to settle her queasy stomach.

      Shock and revulsion were normal—the curse of the warrior—but that didn’t make it easier.

      Gods, she didn’t want to break down here.

      “You will always feel so, caramuin,” Vek sent. “We’ll find our comfort together later.”

      “Well done, brother,” Ara said from her place on the dais. “I knew you would keep the interests of your people close.”

      Dria felt Vek’s sigh against her legs. “I always do.”

      “By right of combat, I can claim my place as queen.” Ara gestured at her father’s body with the knife she still held. “But there may be some debate since the original challenge began with Princess Dria. Do either of you wish to attempt to claim the role?”

      Vek’s voice slipped into Dria’s mind. “What say you, love?”

      “If you want to be king, go for it,” Dria answered at once. “But I’ll be lazing around your house on Earth once Ralan doesn’t need my aid. I’ve had enough of this place.”

      “I’ve found my taste for leadership has…waned.”

      Carefully, Vek helped his mother to her feet and then stood. Only Dria could feel what it cost him, his weakness masked from the crowd. “I accept your victory here, Ara,” he said. “I have no desire to challenge it.”

      Dria stepped up beside him. “Nor do I.”

      Ara inclined her head, her cool gaze seeming to take in each courtier. “If any others would like to contest my rule, now is the time. And know that any who supported my father’s actions will be dealt with harshly.”

      Not even a spell of silence could have quieted the room so thoroughly.

      “Very well,” Ara finally said. “By blood and blade, I am Queen Arafel an Verevethen. I name my son, Prince Feniarathen an Arafel, as my heir.”

      Dria peered curiously up at Ara. Who was she referring to? Then Vek coughed into his hand, his humor spilling across their bond, and comprehension hit. Fen. And based on the expression on her bond-nephew’s face, he hadn’t realized it, either. Didn’t he know his full name?

      “Congratulations, Fen,” Vek said, only the slightest hint of amusement evident in his voice.

      Fen’s eyes widened. “What in—”

      “We shall speak in my private chambers after we have taken the time to clean up,” Ara interrupted. “Your estate remains in your possession, Vek, as you are a loyal Felshreh prince. You may ready yourselves there until I summon you.”

      Vek inclined his head. “Of course, Queen Ara. Since Fen is my apprentice, I would ask that he remain with me for the time being.”

      Ara’s mouth tightened as she studied her son. But finally, she conceded. “Very well. I will send for you once this mess has been scoured. You are dismissed.”

      After a bow toward the new queen, Dria’s bonded said farewell to his mother and gestured for a bewildered Fen to follow. Then together, they strode from the throne room, the crowd parting for them with a few hushed whispers. Vek surprised her by taking her hand. After a moment’s hesitation, Dria twined her fingers with his.

      Such open affection wasn’t usually shown at court, but she was beyond caring. Warmth curled around her heart, the only thing capable of combating the sick feeling rising from her stomach as her bloody boots squelched against the floor. What a tangle of emotions, sorrow not least among them. The drec might have deserved their fates, but they’d still been people with families who would mourn.

      Doing what was necessary was forever a burden to the good.
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      They barely made it through the door of Vek’s home before his nephew exploded. “What in the hell—”

      “Not here, Fen.” Vek nodded toward a door on the right side of the entryway. His steward, Pedek, slipped through with efficient stealth, his demeanor not faltering at the sight of the blood-covered trio. “We’ll speak in my room once we’ve all bathed.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You might not be covered in cave mud and two battles’ worth of blood and guts, but we are. You can deal for half an hour,” Vek said. Dria grimaced, but at least Fen shut up. “Pedek, please show my nephew and your prince to one of our finest guest rooms.”

      His steward bowed. “Of course, Prince Vek.”

      Vek made note to add an extra cask of gold to Pedek’s next payment. He’d already earned enough to buy himself and his husband their own large home in the city, but they’d been considering adopting a child. The extra gold wouldn’t go amiss.

      The cold began to creep into his bones and the nausea to set in as he led Dria into his bedroom. He might not experience remorse for the wicked people he’d killed over the years, but that didn’t mean the acts hadn’t been without personal cost. The odd limbo of the warrior, the battle between conscience and necessity. He hadn’t felt like eating or sleeping for a solid day after his last assignment, and that had been a single assassination. The number of lives he’d taken today…

      Well, it was always easier to count the dead than to add up the number of people he’d probably saved. It never got better, not fully, and he hoped it never did.

      Vek released Dria’s hand and unsheathed his sword. Wincing at the sight of the blood congealed along the metal, he ran a cleaning spell across the sword and into the sheath before returning his blade to its scabbard. Then he glanced up and saw his mate shudder, her entire body shaking with it.

      “The first battle is the worst,” he murmured, brushing a stiffened strand of her hair behind her ear.

      Dria nodded. “I know. I was prepared for that. In theory.”

      “Let’s bathe,” Vek said. “We can have a bonfire with our clothes later if it makes you feel better.”

      One corner of her mouth tipped up. “Maybe.”

      They undressed quickly, leaving a heap of blood-soaked cloth tangled on the stone floor, and then Vek took her hand and led her to his bathing room. To the right, there was a large soaking tub, but they wouldn’t be wanting that yet. Instead, he hurried to a large alcove on the back wall and activated the release spell.

      Water sprang from spigots in three of the walls and drained away through holes carved into the floor. Vek tugged Dria through the retaining magic that kept the liquid from splashing out of the alcove. Of all the things he’d commissioned for his home, this was absolutely one of the best. Easy to clean and large enough for three or four close friends.

      Dria dropped his hand and darted beneath the spray. “Oh, gods.”

      Ever willing to help his mate, Vek gestured toward a ledge carved into the wall. “That shelf holds a variety of soaps.”

      He stepped into the stream of water beside hers. Divine knew how long he’d have to scrub to feel like himself again. He rinsed first, the liquid trailing down his body turning a sickly russet color against the tile floor. Then Vek picked a jar of soap at random and began scouring himself clean, starting with his hair. He hissed in a breath as his fingers found scratches and burns that adrenaline had kept him from feeling. All minor, at least.

      Vek had just finished rinsing off again when he heard Dria’s muffled yelp. His own ablutions forgotten, he crossed the short distance to her side. “What is it?”

      Dria twisted so he could see her upper arm where a nasty welt blistered her skin. “I don’t even know when I got this. There’s a lesser one on my other arm and another on my hip. I didn’t feel them before, but now…”

      “They burn like the fire that created them.” Vek pointed to one of his own scorch marks. “I know.”

      “For once, I’d welcome being fussed at by my cousin.”

      Vek smiled softly. “If it troubles you, we can consult the palace healer.”

      “I can wait.” Dria bit her lower lip. “Would you… I scrubbed myself twice, but I still don’t feel clean. Would you make sure I don’t have anything left on my back?”

      “Of course, caramuin,” Vek answered. “Of course.”
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      As Vek’s hands trailed soap across her back, Dria’s control snapped, and the emotions she’d held back escaped in one fell swoop. Gessen. Gods, Gessen. Though the burden of the lives she’d taken lay heavy on her heart, she would kill again to save others. But the loss of her friend…

      Why had she dragged the newest member of the troop on that mission? She would never forgive herself for putting him in such a position. He’d trusted her to lead him, to ensure everyone’s safety.

      Best friend, he’d called her.

      So much for that.

      Tears poured down her cheeks, blending with the drops of water showering from above, and her shoulders shook from the force of her sobs. Vek slid his arms around her and pulled her against him. Then he simply nuzzled his face into her shoulder and held her as her grief took control.

      “I killed him,” Dria gasped through her tears. “Gessen was inexperienced. I—”

      “As were you,” Vek said firmly. “Do not weaken his memory by suggesting he was incapable of completing his assigned task.”

      Dria jerked in his hold as his words struck her heart. “That is unfair.”

      “Blaming yourself is equally unfair.” His breath tickled the side of her neck, and she shivered. “If you had fallen, would you have wanted me to say it was because you hadn’t been ready?”

      In that moment, Dria wanted nothing more than to flay her bonded. Not because he was wrong—but because he was right.

      She twisted in his arms, and Vek gathered her close until her chest was pressed firmly to his. Though his voice had sounded calm when he’d spoken, his eyes reflected the disquiet that echoed along their bond. She cupped his cheek, her thumb caressing his face. He had his own harsh emotions to deal with, but he’d comforted her anyway.

      Her heart hammered, though Dria tried to ignore it. Gods, how easy it would be to love him. But to feel such an emotion would be to doom herself, for as soon as she let her guard down, he’d leave to tend to his duties here. Or worse, she’d get him killed like Gessen.

      “You’re my mate, Dria,” Vek said, a frown marring his forehead. “Why are you looking at me as though you’re about to bid farewell? I can feel your turmoil, so there’s no use lying.”

      She let her hand drop back to his shoulder. “You call me beloved, but you barely know me. I barely know you. I didn’t even realize you had an estate here, and that must come with duties to the crown. I have my own assignment I am unwilling to give up.”

      Vek peered into her eyes as though he could see her thoughts if he searched hard enough. “That’s not the whole of it, but I’ll let that rest for now. As to your words… We are bound soul to soul. We might change our appearances, our opinions, even our homes, but the core of us is a light that never fades or wanes. And it is the core of you that I love.”

      Her chest squeezed as she buried her face in the vee of his neck. “I don’t know if I can ever give the words back.”

      Vek curled his arm up her back, snuggling her closer. “You don’t have to.”

      How could Vek, of all people, be so kind and understanding? She’d been wrong during their first meeting. He wasn’t cold, at least not to those who slipped beneath his guard. Now, it was his comfort seeping into her, filling her hurts. She might struggle to express herself in words, but she sent the tumult of her emotions to him along their bond.

      Warmth, reassurance, fear, grief, affection—and the stirring of something greater.

      Vek leaned back until he could meet her gaze. “Dria.”

      Lifting up slightly, she brushed her lips against his. His body went hard, and before she could kiss him again, his mouth took hers. Consumed hers. Then they were both aflame, both ready to stave off the darkness with their own kind of light. Dria strained against him, her hands gripping his hair as he lifted her and leaned her against the smooth wall.

      Her warrior—as she was his.

      She held him close as he entered her. Emotion swirled between them, a power she couldn’t contain. Vek released her mouth to trail kisses down her neck, and she tilted her head to give him better access. When the edge of his fang brushed the side of her neck, she shuddered and tightened around him.

      “Please,” she gasped.

      Dria had never thought she’d crave being bitten, but this… She moaned when he complied, her mind fracturing with ecstasy. Not because they exchanged power, for they had little enough of that to spare. The connection itself was enough.

      Eventually, the chill of the wall at her back broke through the haze of pleasure, and she shivered. Chuckling, Vek swung her under the spray of water until they were both drenched—but also warm. Dria wiggled until he released his hold on her thighs so that she could stand once more.

      An unexpected smile crossed her lips as she lifted a jar of soap from the shelf. “We’d better finish up before your nephew rushes in to see if we’re dead.”

      Vek’s laugh echoed around the alcove. “He’ll deal.”

      And for that moment, at least, everything seemed all right.
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      Fortunately, Pedek had left clean clothes for them in the adjoining dressing room. Perhaps two additional chests of gold were in order, Vek mused, as he watched Dria don a sensuous green robe that swirled around her every curve. She’d dried her red hair with an enchantment but otherwise left it loose. Barely tamed, as they both were.

      Vek tugged on his shoes, straightened his tunic, and held out his arm for his mate. “I sense Fen pacing in our bedroom.”

      Dria smiled. “Can you blame him?”

      “I suppose not,” Vek conceded.

      As soon as they entered the bedroom, Fen turned on them. “What in the hell took you so long?”

      Vek’s lips twitched. “You can probably figure it out if you give it a moment’s thought.”

      Fen flushed. “Dammit, Vek, the queen is going to summon us any minute, I’m out here going crazy, and you’re wasting time—”

      “Shut up, Fen,” Vek said sharply, his amusement cutting off at the rebuke. He might understand his nephew’s turmoil, but he would not accept his criticism in this. “If my mate needs comfort, I’ll give it, and I don’t give a fuck if you, Ara, or a manifestation of the Divine in its entirety awaits me. Leave off, or you will waste more of the time you find so precious.”

      Fen’s mouth dropped open, and Dria’s arm tightened around Vek’s elbow, her surprise trickling through their bond. He let out a growl of frustration, one that had Fen stiffening as though Vek would strike him. How could these two misunderstand him so thoroughly? Dria couldn’t believe he loved her, and his nephew seemed to think he would thrash him.

      Foolishness.

      “Sorry,” Fen muttered.

      Vek pressed his palm against his temple and rubbed. “Forget it. And stop acting like I’m going to carve you into pieces and use your limbs as decoration.”

      The color leeched from his nephew’s face. “Kien would have.”

      Dria sucked in a sharp breath, and he winced. He should have considered his words more carefully, but his nephew hadn’t appeared to be so sensitive before. What was his problem? Now he’d caused distress to Fen and Dria.

      “Forgive me,” Vek said. “That was ill-done.”

      Fen’s eyebrows rose. “You’re apologizing?”

      “It happens from time to time. Enjoy it while you can.”

      The tension in Fen’s shoulders slackened, but Vek didn’t mistake that for a sign of defeat or weakness. “In this case, it’s not your fault,” Fen said. “What happened back there… My mother… I can’t seem to get my head around anything right now.”

      “That she designated you as her heir?” Vek asked, careful to tread more lightly.

      Fen scrubbed his hands through his hair. “I didn’t even know she was talking about me, Vek. I’ve only ever had one name. One single syllable, in a world full of middle names and last names. None of this seems real.”

      That stunned Vek into silence. He’d known things had gone awry with his nephew and had never approved of the way Fen had been treated. He’d even looked out for him from afar, as much as he was able. But he’d never realized his nephew hadn’t heard his own name.

      “Your father didn’t tell you?”

      Pedek’s knock interrupted any answer Fen might have given. Ara’s summons, no doubt. “We’ll finish this discussion later,” Vek said. “Our new queen calls.”
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      Lial forced his feet to keep moving, though he’d long ago lost the desire to do anything but sleep. Preferably for a week. But Gessen deserved full honors, so Lial’s stride didn’t falter as he led the guards carrying the mage’s body down the path to Braelyn. They would settle Gessen in the Warrior’s Hall until he could be transported to the palace for the funeral. The king would no doubt give him recognition for guarding his daughter.

      They were nearly to the estate when Kai hailed them from the direction of the portal. With a lifted hand, Lial stopped their small group. Kai and Arlyn approached, their gazes falling solemnly on the wooden board with Gessen’s cloth-covered body atop. No mistaking what that signified.

      “What…?” Kai began.

      “One of the mages under Princess Dria’s command was defeated in an attack,” Lial explained.

      “Fuck.” Kai scowled. “Was Meren there?”

      Lial rubbed his chin. “Lord Meren of the Seelie Sidhe?”

      “He betrayed my father, injuring him so badly that Caolte placed him into a healing sleep.” Kai shifted on his feet, indecision clear on his face. “According to my uncle, Meren was conspiring with Ara, the Unseelie princess. I almost went through the portal to warn Princess Dria, but with Arlyn pregnant and a possible illness on the loose…”

      “Clechtan,” Lial cursed. “Dria was abducted by Ara. Vek and Fen went after her.”

      “Someone had better warn the outpost about Meren,” Arlyn said. “He used iron against Lord Naomh. A blow to the gut. I tried to convert the metal so he could be healed more effectively, but I failed.”

      Lial winced. The stomach was a terrible place for a healer to have to work, worse if there was iron involved. He’d been able to purge Lyr of iron in his wound, but that had been a gash across his chest. Flushing debris clear of the vital organs would be nearly impossible. That Naomh lived was a testament to his healer’s talent.

      “I’ll go back to the outpost,” Lial said. “Hopefully, Vek and Dria will have returned.”

      Kai lifted a brow. “Did you say she was abducted? You seem remarkably calm about your cousin being in danger.”

      “You didn’t see Vek.” Lial smiled slightly. “They’ve bonded. Only a fool messes with a blood elf’s mate, and Dria is no weakling besides. According to the mages who cleared the battle scene, she killed almost half of their opponents herself.”

      “How big of a force was it?” Kai asked.

      “Twenty. All dead.” Lial glanced at Gessen. “Only one casualty among our people.”

      A chill wind swept along the path, and a few drops of cold rain landed on Lial’s exposed hands and cheek. Kai cast a shield above them to block the drizzle, but there was no stopping the frigid air. “I’ll escort Gessen to the Warrior’s Hall,” Kai said. “If you want to return to the outpost now.”

      Want was too strong of a word, but Lial had long ago learned the vagaries of desire. “Thank you,” he answered.

      With a nod, Lial headed back toward the portal. Someday, he would rest.
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      An army of workers had cleaned the throne room while they’d been gone. Dria studied the floor as they crossed it, but she couldn’t find the slightest scorch mark or fleck of dried blood. Now, only her group’s footsteps marred the uneasy silence of their former battle arena.

      Vek guided her and Fen through a door in the right corner, much like the one to her own father’s study, but instead of a room, a corridor led to a flight of stairs and then another door. Only after several more hallways and turns did they end up in Ara’s private office. But then, the Unseelie never had been as welcoming to their people as the Moranaian royals were to their own.

      The new Unseelie queen didn’t await them behind her desk, however. Instead, she stood beside one of the few windows lining the right wall. Dria blinked at the unexpected sight. The palace had been built into the side of the cavern, much as Vek’s home had, so windows were few. She hadn’t realized they’d curved around to an outer wall.

      “You have much to explain,” Vek said, not bothering with a greeting.

      Ara smiled. “No deference for your ruler, brother dear?”

      Dria studied her bonded’s tense shoulders and angry scowl. Did he regret ceding his place as king? His words gave no indication of such. “You know as well as I do that I’m not the type to yield. You’ll have to earn my respect the way our father did. Before.”

      “Before he lost his mind, you mean?” Ara’s smile slipped. “Yes, Vek, I do know you won’t yield. Why do you think I kidnapped your mate? Too bad the plan went awry. You were supposed to be king, and I was supposed to be free.”

      “No one made you intercede,” Vek said.

      “It had to be done.” Ara stepped closer, her attention shifting to Fen. “I’m not what you think. I never have been.”

      Fen’s hands clenched. “A cold bitch who left her kid to hunt for blood like an animal amidst the humans?” he snarled.

      Both Vek and Ara appeared startled at that, and Dria recalled her bonded’s face when his nephew had claimed not to know his full name. “You were alone?” Dria asked when the others seemed unable to speak.

      That goaded Ara into speech. “Of course I didn’t leave my child alone,” she snapped. “He was to stay with his father until I could determine the reason for the king’s unusual behavior. But Fen disappeared, only to be found causing trouble a few years ago.”

      Vek’s guilt slammed into Dria through their bond, but there was no sign of it on his face as he glared at Ara. “Disappeared, Ara? We’re Felshreh. If you can’t track your own son through the blood, then you are either inept or a fool.”

      “I couldn’t track him without causing suspicion, and I didn’t want Fen to draw our father’s attention.” She averted her gaze. “And I…I thought you were watching out for him, Vek.”

      “I was.” Vek’s shoulders hunched. “But there was a solid decade where Father kept me busy, and I—”

      “Enough,” Fen shouted, anger flushing his skin. “Could you stop arguing about why you failed to take care of me? If you’d like to know the actual truth, my father died when I was four or five. I barely knew what I was and how to hide it, but I managed to get the blood I needed as I was tossed around foster homes. Eventually, I ended up scavenging for energy on the streets until Kien found me. So yeah, you screwed up, and I don’t give a fuck why. Did you think calling me your heir would make up for that, Mother?”

      Dria winced at his vehemence. She’d taken Fen for the light-hearted, joking type, but that was far from evident now. Even Vek’s face registered surprise. But Ara…for a moment, naked grief gleamed from her eyes before she managed to shutter them.

      “I named you my heir because that is what you are,” Ara answered, her voice strained and taut. “You do not have to like or accept me, but you are my only child. However, you are welcome to repudiate the role. Divine knows I don’t want to be queen.”

      Fen’s lips thinned. “You could have rejected it the way Vek did.”

      “And cast the Unseelie court into a chaotic power grab?” She shook her head. “No. Meren schemes against us, much as he pretended to work with me, and there are still those who might wish to follow Meren’s plan to overtake Earth. I do wish Vek would consider co-rule. If not, perhaps he might take your place as presumptive heir?”

      Dria stiffened, her attention on Vek as his uncertainty hit her. Perhaps he had given up the crown for her. Would he decide to reach for it now, regardless of their bond? Tentatively, she connected with him. “Don’t let me hold you back.”

      He sent her an irritated scowl before returning his attention to his sister. “I don’t accept,” Vek said aloud. “Nor will I work for you as I did our father. My mate has an outpost to run, and I tire of the endless bloodshed. I do not wish to rescind my place as a Felshreh prince, but I refuse to be owned by it, either.”

      Ara’s shoulders slumped. “You have earned that much. Will you still train Fen?”

      “Based on his anger, he may no longer wish for me to,” Vek said tightly.

      “Oh, hell,” Fen grumbled, running his hands through his hair. “You think I want to have to get used to some other asshole? No thanks. Besides, you weren’t my actual parent.”

      Dria stared at her bonded, her thoughts on his earlier words. My mate has an outpost to run. He’d answered matter-of-factly, no hesitation to his refusal. So why had she sensed his uncertainty? He couldn’t truly be content living in a cave and training Fen while she set up an entire colony.

      Could he?

      “Then that is settled,” Ara said. “Though it would be best to have my named heir present at court, you are young enough for your absence to go unremarked. There will be ample turmoil when I begin to purge our remaining traitors. Anything else?”

      Vek frowned. “What did you mean about our father acting unusual when Fen was born? He claimed his illness was recent, caused by the destruction of the barrier. In any case, he was never an easy man. What was new about that?”

      “You were rarely here.” Ara’s nostrils flared. “But I saw the increasingly odd decisions he made at court. Nothing around you, of course, since you rarely sat in for such things. He would take sides against tradition or end court abruptly to storm out of the room. He claimed to be unaffected by the energy poisoning, but I do not believe it.”

      Dria peered at Fen. How old was he? Early twenties, she would wager, though the tired, worried look in his eyes made him appear older. “It couldn’t have been energy poisoning,” Dria said. “That only started a few years ago. Didn’t Fen help spread it?”

      Her bond-nephew flinched. “Yes and no,” he said. “Kien had obviously been experimenting with it for years. I…I set up the crystals that connected the spell to Earth.”

      “Father told me he held a pillar of the barrier,” Vek said. “Perhaps the crack that caused the wall to fail was older than anyone realized, begun by Kien’s experiments. Something for us to investigate.”

      Dria’s stomach tightened at the reminder of her brother’s perfidy. How many lives had he ruined with his sick selfishness? The list seemed endless.

      “I don’t know if there is anything to find at this point.” Ara sighed. “I’d hoped he would improve once the energy poisoning was resolved, but it didn’t happen. Not too long before that, he’d begun sending messages to Meren through Quaea. He had no idea that Quaea and I colluded, nor that I started delivering messages for Quaea until Meren believed I was part of the plot. The foolish Seelie told me more than he should have, though the deception became more difficult to hide when Kethen got involved.”

      Millennia would pass, Dria suspected, before Vek would share the hurt she sensed from him. “You should have come to me,” he said in an even tone.

      “You may act in your own interests and in your own ways, but in the end, you are always loyal when you give your word. I could not risk my deception getting back to Father.” Ara glanced down. “And you’ve long made it clear you dislike me. My mother replaced yours, at least for a time, and you have never forgotten it.”

      Vek’s eyebrows lifted. “You think I care about that? It might have bothered me as a boy, but that was centuries ago. And her dismissal from court turned out well. I’m glad my mother remarried, though I’ve worried for her, too. You were cold to me when we were younger. You still are.”

      “I only returned what I was given. You were hardly—” Ara’s words cut off, and she squared her shoulders. “Forget it. We can discuss this later. Right now, we need to track Meren. He told me that he intended to kill his half-brothers and then strike at the Moranaians. He will not be pleased that the invasion of your mate’s colony failed. And if he hasn’t heard of our father’s death, he will soon. He’ll likely guess I deceived him.”

      The outpost. Dria wrapped her hand around Vek’s wrist. “We need to go.”

      It didn’t matter that her body ached and her energy stores were nearly depleted. If there was risk to her people, she would confront it. Preferably now.
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      Concern and anger swept Vek through the portal he’d formed to the cave in record time. They emerged so quickly that the energy let out a pop as it dispelled. He should have been relieved at how easily his sister had accepted his refusal to work for her, but he couldn’t find that emotion in himself at the moment. Too much had happened that day for such a mundane feeling.

      As soon as she got her bearings, Dria headed toward the door. “I need to find Fedah and Kera, then contact Lyr.”

      Vek nodded, though his earlier irritation at his mate lingered. “I’ll join you in a moment.”

      Dria cast him an odd look, no doubt sensing his mood, but she bid him a speedy farewell. Don’t let me hold you back, she’d said. As though any crown was worth more than her. Clearly, he would have to spend a great deal of time proving otherwise.

      The door clicked shut, leaving him alone with Fen. Vek took a deep breath and faced his nephew—along with his own failings. “Why did you agree to work with me when all you should feel is hatred?”

      Fen’s eyes widened. “I never said I hated you.”

      “You should.” Vek’s teeth ground together. “Your abandonment was unintentional, but it happened. Had I a clue that I was the only one keeping track of you… Well, it doesn’t matter, does it? You have a right to be angry. So why?”

      “Because you’re the closest thing to a father I can remember having,” Fen blurted, a look of horror crossing his face at the declaration. “Shit, I didn’t mean to say that. But it’s true. Those times you checked on me when I was a teenager… I pretended not to care, but they meant everything to me. It’s probably what kept me from copying Kien completely. Hell, maybe part of the reason I joined him was to get your attention. Out of all the people in my family, you’re the only one who ever seemed to care.”

      Vek stared at his nephew, the odd urge to laugh almost overcoming him. Not out of humor, for there was nothing amusing about the fucked-up relationships in their family. “You had to scrounge for blood in the human world when you were barely old enough read. Ten years. How can you consider me anything like a father when I left you to that?”

      And Divine, how the thought of it scraped at Vek’s insides like glass.

      “I never blamed you,” Fen insisted. “Though hearing you and my mother discussing it brought back a lot of old feelings.”

      Old feelings. Vek had experienced the same, though the emotions were no doubt different. Guilt, shame, hope, love. In that moment, he confessed to himself what he’d always carefully hidden—he’d thought of Fen like a son, as well, one he’d been denied. It made no sense. But then again, few things in life did.

      “I’ve been angry at Ara for two decades,” Vek said softly. “I should have offered to raise you when you were born, but she’d already decided to leave you with your father. I suppose I’ve felt somewhat paternal toward you regardless.”

      Fen shook his head, a reluctant smile playing across his lips. “Then why have you always given me such a hard time?”

      “Because I care.” Vek lifted a brow. “Unless you would let a loved one ruin their life without a single comment?”

      Fen laughed, and a new understanding seemed to pass between them without the need for words. “I don’t think either of us can resist a chance to make our opinion known. Must run in the family.”

      “No doubt about that.” Some of Vek’s tension eased, and he allowed himself a small smile chuckle. “Let’s go see how things have fared in our absence.”
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      Dria encountered Fedah first, the mage no doubt drawn by the surge of Vek’s magic. A look of pure relief washed over the other woman’s face, and had they been on better terms, the mage might have hugged her. She settled on giving Dria’s arm an encouraging squeeze.

      Unfortunately, it was the arm most injured.

      Pain seared through Dria, and she cried out, jerking away from the other woman’s hold. Fedah paled. “I’m sorry if the familiarity—”

      “It’s fine,” Dria insisted through clenched teeth. “I have a burn I need tended.”

      “Oh. Oh, I see.” Wincing, Fedah lowered her hand. “I suppose it is fortunate that the healer returned not long ago. I believe he’s in the dining room speaking to Kera.”

      Dria smiled. “The other person I need to see. Come. Along the way, you can tell me what you have done to secure the cavern in my absence.”

      “Your bonded directed us to tend to the battlefield, and although he has no authority here, it seemed the most reasonable course to take,” Fedah said almost apologetically. “I hope we did not decide poorly in that matter. There was…only ash remaining, so there was little to do besides shield the tunnel to their outpost and set up traps along the return path.”

      “Ash?” Bile rose up Dria’s throat. “But Gessen—”

      “Wasn’t there,” Fedah said quickly. “Your bonded carried his body through. The healer was escorting Gessen’s remains to Braelyn, but then Lial returned rather abruptly. He was about to share why when I detected your arrival.”

      Dria sighed, too tired to contemplate a climb up the stairs. She shuffled over to the lift and waited for Fedah to follow her onto the platform. Gods, she wanted to groan at the thought of using one more spell. But as she reached for her magic anyway, Fedah lifted a hand.

      “Allow me.” With a flex of her magic, the other mage activated the platform. “This was an excellent design. It was clever to use a spell that non-mages could trigger.”

      Dria’s skin warmed in a pleased blush. “Thank you.”

      Perhaps her relationship with her former captain wasn’t ruined after all.

      Time would tell.

      The platform slid to a smooth stop, ending the moment. It was a short walk to the dining room, which was empty except for Lial and Kera, who sat beside the healer while he ate a bowl of soup. Dria’s own hunger stirred, but the sudden memory of battle stifled that at once. Unfortunately. Regardless of how she felt, she would have to force down food. She needed to regain her energy sooner rather than later.

      Lial glanced up, and his spoon paused just above the bowl. “You’re injured.”

      Dria jerked to a stop a few paces from the table. “How could you know that?”

      “Do you know how many people have tried to hide pain from me?” A scowl darkened his face. “Don’t bother denying it.”

      “A few burns and scratches, that’s all.” Dria shrugged. “We have much more to worry about.”

      Lial lowered his spoon and pushed aside his bowl. “No, we don’t. If your mind is clouded by pain, you will be useless. Show me the worst of it.”

      There was no point in arguing with a healer, particularly not her cousin. Resigned, Dria tugged up the loose sleeve of her robe and held it out of the way as Lial approached. He took her arm in gentle hands and then hissed out a breath. After giving her a reproachful look, he closed his eyes, and his healing energy filled her. She relaxed as her pain faded away.

      In a surprisingly short time, Lial pulled back. “Far from the worst burns I’ve seen.”

      “Thank you,” Dria said, studying her cousin’s wan face. “Especially considering how tired you obviously are. What are you doing here?”

      Lial returned to his seat, but he didn’t pick up his spoon. “Kai’s father was injured gravely by Lord Meren of the Seelie.”

      “Kai’s father, Allafon?” Dria sat beside him. “I thought the man was dead? I heard that Allafon was a traitor who had been killed a few months ago attempting to assassinate Lord Lyr. Did the man come back to life to insult the Seelie?”

      “No, Allafon is dead.” Lial glanced between them, a warning in his eyes. “I trust you will not carry rumors of this, for I do not know how widely Kai wants this known.”

      All three gave their assent.

      “Allafon wasn’t Kai’s father,” Lial said. “Kai’s mother was a guide who helped people cross the Veil, and in the process, she met Lord Naomh. They were soulbonded, or at least they planned to complete the bond, but Elerie had a life on Moranaia. She was married to Allafon, after all, and had a grown son with him. She returned to dissolve her unhappy marriage and rejoin Naomh, but Allafon wouldn’t let her go. He murdered her a few days after Kai’s birth and raised him as his own. Naomh didn’t know what had happened to her until he met Kai a few months ago.”

      Only Kera didn’t seem surprised. But then, she’d been the Myern’s guard. She no doubt knew a great many secrets.

      “So how does this relate to Meren?” Dria asked.

      “Naomh was known to have two brothers. Meren, who shared the same parents, and Caolte, who was born of an affair between their father and an Unseelie woman.” Lial leaned his palms against the table. “But it seems Naomh’s mother managed a spectacular deception. She was already pregnant when she married his father but found a way to hide it. Apparently, Meren tired of the lie. He told Naomh the truth just before he stabbed him. Caolte saved Naomh, but Meren disappeared.”

      “Gods, I thought our family drama was bad,” Dria muttered. “Ara told us to beware of Meren because he would seek to attack us once he’d killed his half-brothers. I suppose he has attempted the first part of that plan.”

      Lial scowled. “Ara? Did you not kill her in order to escape?”

      Dria grabbed a roll from the center of the table and tore off a bite. But she couldn’t quite force herself to eat it. “She planned to lure Vek by abducting me. Then Vek would challenge the king for holding me. It was… Suffice it to say that the king is dead, and Ara, the new queen, is on our side.”

      Lial caught her gaze. “You might wish to tell me the whole of it later, and not just as your cousin. My talent for mind-healing is minor, but I can help a little.”

      “I think I can handle it,” Dria answered. “Though I thank you. I will remember that.”

      Then they began to plan.
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      By the time Vek and Fen reached the others, they were deep in discussion about their next course of action. But for Vek, it was simple. “We set a trap,” he said as he sat beside Dria.

      “I take it you have a plan?” Dria asked.

      “I’m assuming you haven’t returned Lady Egana to her people for judgment?” he asked the others. Kera and Fedah shook their heads. “Good. Then we let it be known that she’s willing to reveal all she knows to her queen and that we are arranging to hand her over.”

      Dria smiled. “He’ll try to get to her.”

      “I believe so,” Vek said. “We leave a few convenient gaps in our shielding, and I imagine he’ll come to rescue her. Or kill her.”

      Lial shook his head. “The queen may already know of his crimes. You might want to consult with Kai.”

      Vek considered that for a moment, but then he shrugged. “I would wager she doesn’t have a witness, and she likely doesn’t know everything, besides. According to my sister, Meren already wants to strike at us. This will merely be one more reason.”

      “The rumor we create could even be true.” Dria tapped her fingers restlessly against the table’s surface. “We need to do something with the woman. A trap it is, then.”

      Lial’s sigh rippled the soup in his bowl. “Just when I was about to return home. As sure as the sun rises, someone is going to need to be patched up. This outpost needs its own healer.”

      “Sleep in one of the spare rooms,” Dria said.

      Vek wasn’t surprised when the healer surged to his feet. “You can summon me at my home. My first duty is to Braelyn.”

      Predictably, Dria didn’t back down. She rose from her seat with a quiet determination that commanded respect. “That was not a suggestion. I still outrank you, cousin, and I refuse to allow you to leave in this condition. The marks of time you’d lose traveling would be better spent sleeping.”

      Lial leaned toward her. “I will—”

      “Don’t start giving your threats to me.” Dria lifted a hand, and a tiny flame sparked in her palm. “Try to slip me a potion, and you can prepare to heal the scald marks on your own ass.”

      Divine, she was fabulous. Vek grinned as the healer stared at her, for once having no ready retort. But then he surprised Vek by throwing back his head and laughing.

      “You’re one of the few to ever call me on it,” Lial finally said. “Though in this case, I hadn’t been intending to threaten you. Well done, regardless.”

      Dria shrugged. “I wasn’t seeking your approval.”

      “Nor do you need it,” Lial said with a nod. “Do you have a communication mirror connected to Braelyn? I would like to contact Lyr and let him know the plan.”

      Kera stood up. “If you’ll excuse the interruption, I’d like to offer my travel mirror. I’ll show Lial to a spare room and let him use it there.”

      “That would be perfect,” Dria answered. “Thank you.”

      As Lial followed Kera from the room, Vek eased closer to Dria. Fedah’s gaze darted between them, landing on the hand Vek rested on his mate’s back, and she smiled. “Would you like me to set up the trap?” the mage asked.

      Dria didn’t look at Vek, but he could feel her tension beneath his palm. “Please,” she answered.

      Fen shifted from Vek’s side. “I’ll help.”

      In short order, they were alone. Vek grinned at the memory of the last time they’d been by themselves in this room. He slid his hand up her back and gripped the nape of her neck. “Shall I kiss you against the wall again, caramuin?”

      Her muscles shifted beneath his fingers as she swallowed. “I could immobilize you.”

      “Whatever works for you,” Vek said, chuckling softly. “I trust you not to use me ill.”

      She let out a sharp, breathy chuckle. “Why are you flirting? I could tell you were angry with me earlier.”

      Vek trailed his thumb along the side of Dria’s neck, making her shiver. “I was unhappy that you might consider yourself a burden. It is impossible for you to hold me back. In truth, you propel me forward, ever closer to the man I should be.”

      “No.” Dria tugged herself free of his grip and faced him. “You don’t need me for that.”

      He brushed a stray hair away from her eyes. “That’s true, just as you don’t technically need me. A good partner enhances what is already there. I knew that I no longer wanted to act as my father’s enforcer, but I was uncertain if I could stop. You’ve helped me see that. So instead, I’ll protect. My retribution will be reserved for those who would do my loved ones harm.”

      Dria huffed. “I don’t need guarding. I’ll confront anyone who bothers me directly.”

      “Of that, no one could have doubt.” He allowed himself a small smile despite the seriousness of his words. “I can’t think of a warrior I’d rather have at my side. Maybe together we can keep Fen from acting like an idiot.”

      That earned him the laugh he’d been hoping for. “Anything’s possible. Why don’t you grab a couple bowls of soup, and I’ll fetch the bread? We can eat in our room and get some sleep.”

      Vek grabbed two spare bowls. “Which room?”

      It was Dria’s turn to grin. “I had your things moved to mine. Fen will also be on our hallway.”

      “Good,” Vek answered, his body heating at her haughty tone. “Perhaps after dinner you will put on your formal robes. I’d love to take them off you the way I couldn’t when we first met.”

      She merely laughed as she gathered the bread.

      But he rather hoped she would comply.
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      Hours later, they lay together on the bed, their limbs entwined. Vek stroked his fingers idly through Dria’s hair as she slept against his chest. She’d insisted on contacting Ralan and Lyr before they ate their dinner. By the time she had given her report and they’d scarfed down their food, Vek had been too impatient to care if his mate put on her formal robes.

      Only a single mage light illuminated the room, and the cave echoed with the silence of near-dawn. But he couldn’t sleep. Far too many images of the previous day’s events filled his mind. Dria and Fen could have been killed. He could have lost everything with a single careless action on any of their parts. Hell, part of him still feared that he might. Despite their bond, his relationship with Dria was tenuous, her ultimate acceptance not guaranteed.

      Unfortunately, only she could overcome her inner turmoil.

      Vek willed his body to relax into some semblance of sleep. But as his thoughts began to drift, a new awareness trickled in. A discordant note. He strained his senses, searching for the source. He heard nothing beyond the dripping of water from the stalactite in the corner. No scent beyond the moisture-tinged minerals laced with the herbal smell of the bedding. Not even the air stirred.

      He let his eyes drift open, but he didn’t sit upright. Cautiously, he stretched out his magic, probing the shielding around their room. Undisturbed. But there was a place in the corner, a spot near the tiny pool where the drops from above gathered, that seemed…off. Darkness was his realm, and he would swear the shadows cast by the mage globe didn’t bend the way they should.

      Had they guarded the waters?

      His arm tightened around Dria’s waist, and he jostled her slightly. As soon as she stirred, he connected with her mind. “Don’t sit up. I think someone is in here.”

      “The shields are undisturbed,” she answered, instantly alert.

      “What about the water?”

      Her pain flowed between them. “Gessen dealt with water, and he hadn’t had a chance to… Yes, it’s a weakness.”

      The hair on Vek’s arms prickled as the shadows wavered again. “Did you see that?”

      “No.” Her hand tensed and warmed against his chest as though she held back her fire. “Your unease passes through our bond, but I can detect no reason for it.”

      He knew then. It wasn’t visual; it was Unseelie magic.

      Had Ara found a way to betray him, after all? It wasn’t her—he would know her by her blood—but the intruder had been supported by one of his kind.

      “It’s a cloaking spell,” Vek sent. “Possibly contained in a crystal or other object. It’s made to help the wearer become the shadows. But if you’re familiar enough with the darkness…”

      “Can you see through the disguise?”

      “Not without alerting them.” Vek kept his breathing slow and steady, although everything within him wanted to rip out their intruder’s throat. Perhaps soon he would get that chance. “Let them come to us and reveal their plan.”

      Vek let his eyes drift nearly closed, narrowing his vision to the barest sliver. The intruder might already know he was awake, but if not, Vek had no intention of giving that away. Nor did Dria. Her chest rose and fell as deeply as it had when she’d slept, but her alert mind remained connected to his.

      If not for an Unseelie’s superior night vision, Vek never would have seen the black blade against the dark ceiling as his attacker lifted a knife high. Stifling a curse, Vek tried to shift Dria as he lifted his left hand to block the blow. Unfortunately, he only had enough time to slow it.

      Vek hissed as the blade pierced his right side where Dria had lain. As she rolled to the other end of the bed, the flame in her hand lighting her face, Vek managed to snag his assailant’s wrist. As he twisted the man’s arm upward, Vek leaned forward and sank his fangs into flesh.

      “Fecking tralt,” his attacker snarled, jerking against Vek’s hold despite the gash the motion caused.

      Impure. Though his side burned, Vek smiled at the insult. The precious Seelie might think they were better, but they weren’t. As he met Meren’s eyes, Vek laughed in the noble’s face and squeezed his wrist until the knife dropped from his hand. No, they weren’t better.

      Far too many used false righteousness to practice evil in the light.

      “You’re a fool to attack me,” Vek said. “I can track you now.”

      With a surge of power, Meren broke Vek’s grip. “I’ll shield my blood as my mother did.”

      Vek smiled. “Don’t let your guard down. Ever. And that will only work if you make it out of this room alive.”

      A whip of fire, thin and precise, flicked across the space between Dria and Meren and snapped against the latter’s shields. The Seelie Sidhe danced back from Dria’s blow with a chuckle as Vek tossed a ball of magic at the man. Instead of being deflected, the spell clung to the shield and began to eat at it. But slowly. Far too slowly.

      “Did you think killing me would get you out of trouble?” Dria asked.

      “I no longer care about trouble,” Meren answered with a short laugh. “Let all the Seelie know my plan. It’s time we fae return to Earth, and I’ll war with Moranaia itself to see my goal met. Once I’ve eliminated you and this pathetic outpost, I’ll—”

      Crack!

      The blast of Dria’s lightning cut off his words, the thin tendril snapping against the weak point in his shield created by Vek’s corrosive spell. Meren lost his satisfied smile as his defenses fractured. Power vibrated through the room, Dria at the center. Any moment, his mate would finish severing Meren’s shields.

      Then the fucker disappeared.
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      Had Vek been hit? Probably, considering the pain echoing in her side. But how badly? While Dria scanned the room with her strongest spells, she activated the mage globe over the bed. Then she braced herself to look.

      Preparing herself didn’t exactly help. His right side was coated in the blood streaming from a raw, gaping wound beneath his ribs. Despite all Dria had seen that day, her stomach heaved.

      Not Vek. Gods, not Vek.

      But if he felt the pain, he gave no sign. Vek levered himself upright, power gathering around his hands as he lurched to his feet. Dria scrambled forward, and her knee almost landed on the iron knife in the blankets. She brushed it aside as she rushed to help her bonded stand.

      “You’re bleeding,” she admonished, reaching down to tear a strip of cloth from her nightgown—only to remember she was naked.

      As she sent a mental summons to Lial, Dria grabbed a discarded tunic from the floor. Then she pushed it firmly against Vek’s wound, drawing a hiss of pain from him.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      “Saving you,” she said. But he stared down at her, confusion and pain clear on his face. “Were you planning to stand here and die? The coward is surely gone, but I’d rather you stick around.”

      The power winked out in Vek’s hands. “You’re worried over this?”

      “You aren’t?”

      “I’ve had far worse injuries than this.” He wrapped his fingers around hers and tugged. “My body will already be repairing the wound. Look.”

      Dria didn’t want to see, but as a hint of calm slowed the pounding of her heart, she eased the cloth away. At first, she couldn’t identify a difference, but it soon became apparent that the bleeding had stopped. In fact, the hole might be a little smaller.

      “We need to hunt Meren,” Vek said.

      But his voice had gone rough with pain, and his already pale skin had taken on a grayish cast. No matter what he said, something was wrong. Dria sent out a call for Kera and the mages. Meren could wait.

      “We will once you are healed,” Dria said.

      Vek wavered on his feet. “I’ll be fine.”

      Dria shoved the cloth back over his wound and placed his hand across it. “Hold this while I move the knife so you can lie down.”

      He argued, but she’d barely finished the task before he lost his balance and toppled onto the bed. Her heartbeat drummed in her ears at the increasing pallor of his skin and the dazed look in his eyes. Dria knelt on the bed beside him as the door slammed open and Kera rushed in, Lial and Fedah close behind.

      “Guard us,” Dria said to Kera and Fedah. “Search for every type of invisibility spell you know, especially those connected to water or shadow.” Trusting them to do their jobs, she glanced up at Lial as he neared. “He said it was minor. I saw the wound closing myself, but something isn’t right. Maybe because the knife was iron.”

      “No allergy,” Vek whispered.

      With a few quick tugs, Lial shifted Vek until he was stretched lengthwise along the bed. “Let me see.”

      The blue healer’s light turned Vek’s skin an even more sickly shade, and she shivered. Only moments must have passed, but it could have been an eternity. Finally, Lial spoke. “Perforated bowel and internal bleeding. If you’ve blood and energy to spare, give it.”

      Those stark words speared her heart. Trembling, Dria lowered her wrist to Vek’s mouth and slid it against his fangs. His eyes had drifted shut, but he wasn’t unconscious, for he actively drew at her blood—and her power. She settled beside him and rested her head on his left shoulder, content to let him take what he needed.

      Beneath her ear, his heartbeat thrummed steadily, and hers slowed to match it. Everything matched him, a truth she hoped she hadn’t discovered too late. Why was it always so difficult to share herself with others? It was easier by far to fight them, to confront them until they did what she expected and fled.

      But Vek…he saw everything inside of her and accepted each piece.

      Each and every shattered fragment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

        

      

    

    
      Vek stirred beneath her, and his hand lifted slowly to tangle in her hair. “Caramuin?”

      Dria shifted onto her elbow and blinked sleepily down at his blurry face. Her wrist had fallen away at some point, and she must have drifted to sleep. Rubbing her eyes, she searched for Lial and found him in a chair near the bed, his head resting against the tall back.

      When she caught his gaze, he smiled. “You did well to call me.”

      “I admit that for once I am happy to be ignored,” Vek muttered.

      She swiped her hair out of her face and struggled to form thoughts. It took far too long for her brain to catch up. Vek must have taken a great deal of her blood. “It was worse than he thought?”

      “I would say so,” Lial answered. “We may not suffer from diseases the way humans do, but no living thing does well when the contents of the intestines slip into the bloodstream.”

      Vek’s chest heaved in a sigh. “That’s never happened before.”

      Dria smiled at the exasperation in his tone. Her head began to clear, and she pushed herself to a sitting position so she could glance around the room. Kera and Fedah stood guard beside the outer door, and one of the mages studied the puddle of water in the corner. Vek’s hand rested against her hip, and at the caress of his thumb, she stiffened.

      She was still naked.

      Ah, well. Her cousin was a healer. He would know very well why her nipples beaded and her skin flushed at her bonded’s touch, even if she was too tired to act on her desire, but Lial wouldn’t be shocked. Sure enough, with a slight smile, he rose and headed toward the door. He must have given the others an unusual look or silent mental command, for they filed out ahead of him.

      At the door, he turned. “The protections were strengthened while you rested, but it might be wise to put another layer around your bed for greater warning. And try not to be too rough. Vek’s wound is closed, but the area is still weak.”

      Vek chuckled as the door closed behind Lial, but Dria didn’t laugh. Instead, she studied her bonded’s tired face. He could have died, as she’d feared he would. Just like Gessen. But she wouldn’t have regretted bonding with Vek. No, what she would have regretted the most was not sharing her love with him.

      “I don’t even know how it happened,” she whispered.

      Vek’s brows quirked. “The attack?”

      “No.” She smiled. “Well, yes, but that’s not what I was thinking about. I was more considering love.”

      His expression went blank. “Love.”

      “It makes no sense.” Dria poked a finger into his ribs, though her smile remained. “You’re contrary, stubborn, and difficult, and we argue as much as anything. But somehow, I still fell in love with you.”

      “You needn’t say that because I nearly died,” Vek admonished. “I told you I wouldn’t leave you, and I meant it.”

      Dria snorted. “Not even you can promise not to die.”

      “True, I suppose.” Finally, a small smile appeared. “But I’d probably haunt you. I imagine I would make an excellent ghost.”

      Laughing, Dria settled against his side. Her fingers drifted across the place where he’d been injured, but the skin was smooth now. And blessedly clean. “At least my cousin was kind enough to get rid of the blood. The spell might not be as emotionally satisfying as bathing, but it’s more efficient. I’ve seen more than enough blood. Honestly, I’m considering changing my hair color again so I don’t have to see red in the mirror.”

      Vek twined a strand around his finger. “If you want, though I admit I like the color. Very royal.”

      “Only if you’re Felshreh, love,” she said, and the endearment came surprisingly easily to her lips. It was just…right.

      Her eyes started to drift closed, but then the blasted communication mirror let out a chime. By the tone, she could tell it was her brother. “I knew I shouldn’t have agreed to lead this outpost,” she grumbled. “It. Never. Ends.”

      Vek’s laugh rumbled against her ear. “Now, ahmeeren, it might have been centuries before we encountered each other had you not traveled here.”

      “Shut up and get dressed,” Dria said.

      Perhaps if Ralan’s message wasn’t dire, she and Vek could tumble back into bed. But of course, there was a great deal to be done. Their shielding was inadequate against Unseelie magic, and with the fae races waking on Earth, she needed to ensure that the outpost was guarded against a greater variety of magics. And gods only knew what else might happen.

      Dria grabbed the first clean clothes she found in her trunk—a simple training robe—and threw it on before striding toward the mirror. Vek had managed to find his own clothes, but he didn’t join her, instead slumping into the seat Lial had abandoned. She couldn’t help but feel envy at that. She might not be angry at her brother anymore, but she would rather not be talking to him this early in the morning, either.

      With a sigh, she activated her side of the connection. Ralan’s stark, weary face replaced her own reflection, and she blinked in surprise at how upset he appeared. “Is something wrong?”

      “Besides knowing what I was sending you into but being unable to stop it?” Ralan snapped. Then he took a deep breath. “Sorry. I sent the sword, hoping it would help. Were you injured? The future strands don’t indicate it, but I can’t see the past and—”

      “I’m fine, Ralan,” Dria said firmly. A sternness that hid how much his words meant to her. “Vek was hurt by Meren, but Lial was here to heal him.”

      Vek joined her at the mirror. “Thank you for the sword. We wouldn’t have escaped our battles mostly unscathed without it.”

      Some of the worry on Ralan’s face faded. “You’re welcome.”

      “I don’t want to sound rude,” Dria began, “but is there more to this call than checking on me? I’m too tired to hold my end of this connection for long. Not that I don’t want to talk to you, but this distance…”

      Ralan nodded. “I understand. I have a few orders for you, but that’s all.”

      “From you or Father?”

      “Technically Father but mostly me,” Ralan answered with a smile. “I’m having a water mage sent from the Citadel. Shield every drop, or you’ll risk Meren sneaking in again. It’s his strongest element. Also, work with Vek to guard against Unseelie magic, and be prepared for Kezari to return to give aid when she gets tired of Aris fretting about disease.”

      “But we need to track Meren.” Dria’s hands tightened into fists at the memory of her bonded’s injury. “He has much to answer for.”

      Ralan shook his head. “That’s a task for Caolte. Kai’s uncle. But it will be some time before he can bring Meren to justice. And that’s provided that he… Never mind. You’re to guard against Meren’s return, but you shouldn’t seek to engage. The purpose of the outpost is safety, and I’m not just talking about protecting the portal. There are those who will need your help.”

      Like the woman on the bridge, Dria thought.

      “If we find Moranaian half-bloods, are we to bring them here?” she asked.

      “Provided they are not a threat,” Ralan answered wearily. “And if they are, I suppose we’ll have to consider our next steps. I’ll speak with Father on the matter and get back to you.”

      A wave of dizziness hit her, and her stomach rolled. “Anything else? I’m about to run out of energy.”

      “No orders. Just…” Ralan rubbed his palms against his temples. “I’m sorry about Gessen. I’d hoped that strand wouldn’t happen, Dree.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      None of the things that had happened between them was his fault, not entirely, and that realization filled her with an unexpected lightness. He’d had his own troubles to deal with and had done the best he could. After all, Ralan was a seer, not a god.

      “I will make certain you will be able to attend Gessen’s funeral,” Ralan said.

      “Thank you,” Dria answered, and her head swam again. “I have to go. I love you.”

      Surprise crossed Ralan’s face, but he smiled. “I love you, too, Dree.”

      As soon as the connection closed, Dria sagged against Vek. So much for a pleasant morning in bed—at this rate, she would need to sleep all day to be able to function. “I’d ask you to share blood again, but then I’d end up needing to feed you, too,” she muttered.

      Vek snickered. “After my injury? Probably.”

      A knock sounded on the door, and this time, they both groaned. Dria swept her magic outward to find an uneasy Fen on the other side. Gathering the last remnants of her energy, she trudged over to let her bond-nephew in. As soon as the door swung inward, he strode through.

      “Maddy texted me,” Fen said at once. “Things may be starting to heat up soon. According to the news, there are reports of witches doing real magic in places like Salem, and an entire town in Scotland swears they saw a dragon flying over the mountains. I wouldn’t be surprised if we don’t start hearing about dormant mythological creatures popping up around the world now that they have enough energy to awaken.”

      Dria huffed. “Well, they’re going to have to wait until I have a nap. I don’t have the energy to deal with any new problems right now.”

      Fen eyed them both. “You guys look like hell. I thought Lial healed Vek? That’s what he said when I tried to come in earlier. Seemed like you were sleeping then.”

      “Thanks, Fen,” Vek said dryly. “If you’d like to help, how about you give me a bit of blood and then fuck off?”

      The younger man merely laughed. “Fine, fine. I’ll go see if I can find out more from Maddy while you sleep. Or see if Delbin and Inona are back from their latest trip to the city.”

      “So long as you don’t cause trouble,” Vek said. “We’ve had more than enough of that.”

      “I suppose,” Fen said with a grin. Then he held out his arm for his uncle.

      While Vek fed, Dria stumbled over to the bed and dropped face-first into the pillow. She was already dozing by the time her bonded joined her, but she smiled when he tugged her against him. His warmth lulled her gently into sleep.
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      It was unusual to be standing in the Moranaian throne room as family instead of a visitor, but Vek had experienced stranger things. Based on some of the glances he’d received as he marched in beside Dria in formal Felshreh reds, his sword strapped to his back, a few of the courtiers here hadn’t led such eventful lives. But he wasn’t here for them. He never would be.

      In front of the throne, Gessen had been laid out in state. Vek had no idea what the man’s original rank had been, but the funeral rites would have suited a prince. The entire royal family stood on the dais, including Dria’s mother, as the priest chanted to the gods. Vek didn’t bother to listen. His attention was on his mate.

      She gripped his hand in hers, but her face showed no sign of the turmoil he felt from her. Helplessness ate at him, for not even he could protect her from grief. But as the attendants lifted the bier holding Gessen, Vek shoved his own feelings aside. Dria needed him.

      Her breath hitched as the royal family followed Gessen’s parents in the long procession to the cliff where the pyre would be lit. There were no words he could give her in this moment, nor was there anything he could say that would ease the agony echoing between them as Gessen’s mother called down the flame to start the fire.

      Vek merely stood with his mate until the pyre was little more than ash.

      Eventually, he followed her along the line of the ridge until they were alone. The mountain view was spectacular, but all he could look at was his mate’s agonized face. She’d already spoken with Gessen’s parents, and although they hadn’t seemed to blame her, he was afraid that part of her would always blame herself. But he couldn’t fix that for her, either.

      “It doesn’t seem real,” Dria whispered.

      “I know, love. The worst things never do.”

      “Hold me?” she asked, and Vek gathered her close, though she startled when her hands reached his sword. “I can’t believe you came armed to a funeral.”

      He frowned. “Is this an honor not bestowed to fallen soldiers in your culture?”

      “Not typically,” Dria answered. “Perhaps no one wants to risk further bloodshed.”

      “Why do you think I strapped it to my back?” Vek chuckled into her hair. “Have you ever tried to draw a sword that way? It’s not easy. But I thought his warrior’s death should be honored the way my own kind would.”

      Dria shook her head against his chest. “I do love you. I’m not sure why sometimes, but there you have it.”

      “As I love you,” he answered without hesitation.

      “Thank you for withstanding the stares to be with me.” She tilted back until she could meet his eyes. “It must have been awkward since you haven’t been formally introduced as my bonded.”

      Vek shrugged. “You know I’d face far worse.”

      And he would.

      Forever, he would.
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      Characters

      Alianar – King of Moranaia. Father of Teyark, Kien, Ralan, and Dria

      

      Allafon – Former lord of Oria, an estate under Lord Lyr’s command. Allafon was killed in a failed attempt to assassinate Lyr, Kai, and Arlyn.

      

      Anna – Maddy’s girlfriend and potential mate to Maddy and Fen. Anna once believed herself to be human, but after the barrier fell, allowing magic to return to Earth, her fae blood began to awaken. Ann is a descendant of the Gwragedd Annwn, Welsh fae.

      

      Ara – One of the Unseelie king’s children and half-sister to Vek. She is also Fen’s mother, but she sent him to Earth after he was born.

      

      Aris – Selia’s husband and Iren’s father. Aris is a life mage who can connect with the essence of living things and manipulate them. Once presumed dead, he returned to his family after the dragon Kezari rescued him and was instrumental in destroying the barrier.

      

      Arlyn – Half-blood daughter of Lyr and his potential soulbonded, Aimee, who he met on Earth. Arlyn traveled to Moranaia after her mother’s death to confront her elven father and quickly bonded with Kai. After helping Lyr and Kai defeat Allafon, Arlyn decided to stay on Moranaia and train as her father’s heir.

      

      Caolte – Brother of Naomh and Meren. Caolte was born of an affair between his father and an Unseelie woman, making it difficult for him to fit in with either faction. Caolte is sworn to protect his brother, Naomh.

      

      Cora – Ralan’s soulbonded. Originally from Galare, Cora fled to Earth after a failed betrothal put her in danger. To pull power from an environment, Cora must bond with that particular place. When Ralan was almost killed defeating Kien, Cora saved him by linking to Moranaia.

      

      Corath – Soulbonded of Prince Teyark. A skilled swordsmith and enchanter, Corath’s weapons are highly prized.

      

      Delbin – A young elf exiled to Earth one hundred years prior in order to escape Allafon’s machinations. Now that Allafon is dead, Delbin is able to return to Moranaia. He is often sent on missions requiring knowledge of modern Earth.

      

      Dria – Youngest child of King Alianar and Enielle. Dria was sent early to the Citadel, the place where the highest-ranking mages train for battle. At 317, Dria is one of the youngest to complete her training and take her place within a mage troop.

      

      Elerie – Kai’s mother and potential soulbonded of Naomh. Elerie was murdered by Allafon after she gave birth to Kai.

      

      Enielle – Mother of Teyark, Kien, Ralan, and Dria.

      

      Eri – Daughter of Prince Ralan and a human woman. After nearly dying from energy poisoning, her father brought her to Moranaia from Earth to be healed.

      

      Fedah – Captain of the mage troop sent from the Citadel to help the Moranaian outpost.

      

      Fen – Son of Ara and a human man. Fen was abandoned on Earth, where he got involved with Kien’s group of outcasts. To atone for working with Kien, Fen helps repair the damage he’d once contributed to creating.

      

      Gessen – One of Dria’s few friends at the Citadel. A mage skilled with water and air.

      

      Inona – A Moranaian scout most frequently assigned to check on exiles banished to Earth. After finding Delbin, she is often sent on missions to Earth with him.

      

      Iren – The young son of Selia and Aris. He is in training to be a mage like his mother and often enjoys playing with Eri.

      

      Kai – Son of Elerie and Naomh. Soulbound to Arlyn. After his mother’s murder, Kai was told that Allafon was his father but later discovered the lie. Kai works as Lyr’s primary scout.

      

      Kenaren – Ralan’s former lover. Kien tricked her into betraying Ralan and later murdered her.

      

      Kera – Second in command after Lyr’s captain, Kera is often sent on missions requiring both skill and discretion.

      

      Kethen – Cousin to Vek. Kethen is still in mourning for his son, who died from Kien’s energy poisoning.

      

      Kezari – A dragon from the distant Isle of Dragons on Moranaia. Kezari rescued Aris from captivity and returned with him to Braelyn to fix a problem she detected with Earth’s energy.

      

      Kien – Son of King Alianar and Enielle. Power-hungry and determined to someday claim the throne, Kien plotted to kill his brother Ralan, a seer, first. When he was ultimately discovered, Kien was banished to a distant planet but managed to escape to Earth. He finally made his way back to Moranaia and was killed by the king. Unequivocally not right in the head.

      

      Lial – The primary healer at Braelyn, Lyr’s estate. Lial is renowned for being both highly skilled and easily annoyed.

      

      Lynia – Lyr’s mother. A researcher whose magic lies in books and knowledge. Lynia was almost killed during Allafon’s attempted coup, but Lial saved her.

      

      Lyr – Lord of Braelyn. Son of Lynia and soulbonded of Meli. Forced to leave his first potential soulbonded on Earth to find his father’s murderer, Lyr expected neither a future mate nor children. But after Arlyn’s arrival and the subsequent upheaval, Lyr has learned to stop expecting anything—unless it is unusual. Now he lives with his daughter, Arlyn, his new bonded, Meli, and an odd assortment of people he never thought could coexist on a single estate.

      

      Maddy – Anna’s girlfriend and potential mate to Fen and Anna. Maddy lives in Chattanooga, Tennessee and is currently buying her friend Cora’s shop, The Magic Touch, after Cora moved to Moranaia. Maddy is half Seelie Sidhe and half human. Maddy helps any fae who need to integrate with humans.

      

      Meli – Lyr’s soulbonded. One of the rare Ljósálfar (Norse elves), Meli guided her king’s ambassador to Moranaia to ask for help with the energy poisoning affecting their realm. She ultimately bonds with Lyr and remains on Moranaia.

      

      Meren – Brother of Naomh and Caolte. Meren is the oldest of the brothers but diverges sharply in ideology. Believing that the Seelie Sidhe should leave their underground realms and reclaim the surface, Meren will do whatever he deems necessary to achieve his goals.

      

      Naomh – Brother of Meren and Caolte. Kai’s father. Naomh once worked with Kien in a misguided attempt to keep his people from returning to the surface. Now, he tries to stop Meren from causing further trouble.

      

      Quaea – Bodyguard to King Torek of the Unseelie. She sometimes acts as his messenger.

      

      Ralan – Son of King Alianar and Enielle. Eri’s father. Soulbonded to Cora. Ralan is a powerful seer who once chose to travel to Earth after his father refused to believe that Kien was plotting murder. Ralan eventually returned to Moranaia to save his daughter from the energy poisoning and was named heir based on an old prophecy. Now that Kien has been defeated, Ralan is helping establish a secondary palace to monitor the new gate Aris and Kezari created to Earth.

      

      Retha – Vek’s mother. A blood elf like her son, Retha was once sought-after by the king before eventually falling out of favor. She is now happily married to an Unseelie Sidhe.

      

      Selia – Soulbonded of Aris and mother of Iren. Selia is a renowned magic teacher who moved to Braelyn to teach Arlyn how to control her power.

      

      Teyark – Son of King Alianar and Enielle. Soulbonded of Corath. As the oldest child, Teyark was once the heir. But because of a prophecy given by his great aunt, he ceded his place to Ralan.

      

      Torek – King of the Unseelie. Father of Vek and Ara. Now that the barrier holding back Earth’s magic has been destroyed, Torek wants access to the power it once withheld. He’s desperate enough to do almost anything to get it.

      

      Vek – Prince of the Unseelie. Ara’s brother and Fen’s uncle. Mate to Dria. For centuries, Vek enforced the law at his father’s command. But when his nephew got into trouble with Kien, Vek couldn’t stand to deliver the punishment. Though not technically an ally to the Moranaians, he is willing to work with them when necessary if it means saving Fen.

      Common Terms

      ahmeeren – Unseelie for my darling or dear

      

      athan ah shols angarn – Unseelie vulgar phrase meaning literally “sun out the ass”

      

      Braelyn – Lyr’s estate

      

      caramuin – Unseelie word for ‘beloved’

      

      clechtan – a Moranaian curse word similar to ‘damn’

      

      daeri – deer

      

      Dorenal – Goddess of Portals, the Veil

      

      drec – A Moranaian insult. Someone who defiles nature or the natural order.

      

      Ea – Deity of the elements

      

      Eafere – sacred tree of Ea

      

      emeth – Unseelie for “leave”

      

      Eradisel – one of the nine sacred trees, symbol of Dorenal

      

      fei talef – Ancient Seelie for the otherworld / close other dimension. Literally meant underground

      

      Felshreh – Unseelie word for blood elf

      

      Feraien – first daughter of the king

      

      graem awn – Unseelie for hold

      

      isilat – word meaning roughly “in progress.” Used by artisans in shop as a polite way to say that they are in the middle of a delicate process

      

      kehren – a type of fruit native to Moranaia

      

      kinari – Moranaian grain used for bread. Ripens late summer

      

      laial – father

      

      laiala – mother

      

      loreln – elite bodyguards of the royal family

      

      Megelien – Goddess of time and of seers

      

      meregh – Unseelie for kill / destroy.

      

      Meyanen – God of love and relationships

      

      mialn – beloved (used for mate or lover)

      

      miaran – iron (literal).  Used commonly as an expletive

      

      nesel – a potato-like plant with a carroty taste

      

      omree – bard, singer

      

      onai – heart

      

      onaial - Dad

      

      onaiala - Mom

      

      peresten – elvensteel

      

      ruya – Seelie curse word meaning corrupted / to corrupt

      

      slelen – an Unseelie curse similar to “damn”

      

      sonal – A specific function in the Moranaian military responsible for scouting the forest and for covert missions.  The Taysonal and Tayianeln fall under this branch.

      

      sremed – Unseelie curse meaning a slimy, contemptible person

      

      tarma – Seelie word for a private, safe meeting

      

      Tayianeln / Tayn – Land Guards

      

      Taysonal – A scout who works directly for the head of a branch in some specific capacity.  Similar to a Captain but with no one under their command.  In Dianore family, this person traditionally acts as a diplomat for the Myern.

      

      Tegreh sil caramuin egem – Unseelie phrase loosely meaning I love you

      

      Tenah – dragonkind / dragon friend

      

      tieln – beloved (used with a child, sibling, or parent)

      

      tralt – Seelie for impure
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redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
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must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
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