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Dedication
 

To the world of fae and the delightful imagination. May you only encounter the good kind of both!




 
Chapter 1
 
 
 
 

Wearing male fae clothes, breeches and a tunic, all black that would blend in with the dark alleys or the woods on a moonless night like a master thief on a mission, Lady Sessily stalked her target. Her dark curly brown hair was wound in braids and secured to the back of her head, then she"d covered it with a wide-brimmed ebony hat pulled low over her eyes that shadowed her face in the low light of the alley. The hat had been her father"s when he went on a mission like this, and now she proudly wore it, the black plumed feather waving like an invisible flag in the light breeze. 
She peered out beyond the ancient stone building and watched the man she was hired to assassinate, swaggering with his arrogant pride as he headed toward the gaming house.
Lord Davenport loved collecting new brides and their dowries and eliminating them as soon as possible so that he could court another fae heiress. But only in another fae kingdom so that no one knew what he"d done in the last one.
Some fae wouldn"t have cared. One less fae of another kingdom, no problem. Not until they learned that it didn"t matter which kind he murdered. Any would do as long as she was available and wealthy.
But this time, he had married the wrong woman. As soon as Lord Davenport had targeted Lady Marguerite, her brother had tried to learn everything he could about the fae. By the time he had discovered Lord Davenport had a string of former wives, all dead of mysterious causes, his sister had already married the fae and was too in love to see anything but good in her new husband. Her brother could think of only one way to get rid of the lord before he murdered his sister. He contacted the Denkar Fae assassin guild to end the lord"s life, not that the brother knew who he was really hiring.
Sessily was certain Lady Marguerite"s brother would have said no to the deal.
Sessily had watched Lord Davenport"s movements for a day and a half, learning his routine, but not wanting to delay his demise. She wished she had longer to observe him, as she was most methodical in her researching the behavior of her intended victims. Any mistake and she could be dead instead of her target. And if she died, the poor wife of the lord would be next.
Sessily stayed to the alleyways, watching his progress as he stalked along the dim-lighted street to the gambling house where he would spend another of his brides" dowries. He was handsome, as men go, a blond fae, dressed in the finest of clothes, his bearing noble, and a real charmer with the ladies. But he was the worst of beasts, if one could discern the true man beneath the clothes and the bearing. He was the devil himself with only one thought in mind—
which fae heiress would he claim next for his own?
Sessily almost wanted him to attempt to ply his charms on her. She was an heiress also.
But in his case, she"d like to see how he tried to woo her before she put him out of his misery.
She"d never had a man show any interest in her. Not that she wasn"t attractive, or appealing, or smart, but making friends was an occupational hazard. How could she tell a guy she was truly interested in that she had to assassinate someone tonight? Could they get together later?
Fae women just didn"t serve as assassins, not in the assassin-guild sense. So keeping her secret was extremely important.
Normally, she would have just stalked the murderous lord, poisoned him, and collected her gold. She would have felt good that she"d saved his current bride from an early death and rid the world of one really bad fae.
But tonight, Sessily was feeling out of sorts. She was tired of hiding what she was, of never getting out and being with her kind, of living in seclusion at her castle. She glanced down at her dark clothes. She wasn"t dressed as a lady, either. She couldn"t garner any man"s attention in these clothes, except to suffer his ridicule. And maybe she"d even get herself arrested. She looked like she was ready to steal the silver and jewels from an estate, not like she was a fae heiress.
She was moving like a shadow, getting ready to blow a poisoned dart at Lord Davenport, not making a sound when she heard someone behind her. He moved almost as soundless as she did. But not quite. His footstep was heavy, and he shuffled just a bit. She whipped around to see a huge bear of a man swinging a cudgel at her head. She ducked, thanking the goddess for her agility.
“You"ll not be taking the money from him, you thief. He"s mine,” the man growled under his breath, his dark beard and hair long, and shaggy. His clothes were unwashed and if the breeze had been blowing in the right direction, she would have smelled his approach long before he had reached her.
She narrowed her eyes at him. This man intended to rob her target?
Maybe that could be a good thing. He could rob Lord Davenport, then she"d poison the lord, and the fae who investigated crimes in this kingdom would think the lord had been robbed and murdered by the same man.
But the thief swung the cudgel at her head again, the ring of gold around his pupils glowing brightly, revealing just how pissed off the fae was at her that she would target the man he intended to rob. And he didn"t intend to just knock her out with a feather-light touch either.
His cudgel and hefty swing could kill a man.
She dove out of the way, felt the cudgel sweeping the air past her head, just missing her.
Her heart raced as she tried to come up with another plan, slipping further into the dark alleyway.
If she used her poison dart on the thief, she wouldn"t have it to use on the lord. She slid it back into her pocket.
In exasperation, she let out her breath in a rush. Most cities were too dangerous to live in.
She much preferred her country estate.
Conjuring up a spell, she summoned fae dust and tossed a handful at his eyes. The gold shimmering particles like fine sand pelted his eyes and face, forcing him to shut his eyes. He cursed out loud, swiping at his eyes with a meaty, filthy hand.
He would scare Lord Davenport off with all his shouting, she feared. She headed for the exit to the alley, but the thief managed to grab her arm with a bruising grip and raised his stick again to strike her.
She was in the process of pulling a pin out of her hat with her free hand when a stranger said, “Whoa.” He immediately poked a gun at the thief"s ribs. “Let the boy go.”
She jerked her head up to see a man covered in a hooded cloak, looking down at her, a faint curve to his lips. His blue eyes were dark and shadowed, and he was dangerously handsome, she thought. He looked to be around her age, or maybe he was a little older. It was hard to tell from the grim look on his face.
Then she recalled what he"d called her.
Boy? The stranger thought she was a boy? Certainly she was dressed as one, but still, she hadn"t thought she looked like a boy. A ruffian girl, yes.
She really had to do some serious thinking about her role in life. She wanted a boyfriend.
It wasn"t that she minded ridding the world of people like Davenport. But there had to be more to life than earning a living and keeping her castle and people safe.
Again, she jerked her arm to free herself from the thief, but the smelly bear that held onto her tightened his hold and yanked her closer.
Nothing had gone as planned. She couldn"t kill Lord Davenport in front of the thief and now whoever this man was. Master assassins never had an audience. And she couldn"t use her fae magic to do serious bodily harm to the thief either because she was careful to keep her abilities secret from other fae. What they didn"t know could hurt them. In her business, that was the only way to live.
“Release the boy,” her rescuer said, his voice frigid and dangerous.
The thief let go of Sessily and swung the cudgel at the stranger. The man leapt back and fired one shot. Like a massive tree trunk, the thief fell backward and landed with a thud on the stone path. One bullet in the temple, and the man was dead.
Lord Davenport glanced back at the sound of the shooting in the alley, but continued on his way to the gambling house, his pace quickened. The stranger looked from the dead man to Sessily, a chilly smile on his face. “Come with me, boy. You"re safe now.”
She closed her gaping mouth. Great. One dead body, wrong man, and it wasn"t even her doing. And if he called her boy in that irksome manner one more time…
She steadied her breathing, tethering her emotions, and tried to relax.
What did the stranger intend to do with her? She was a witness to a murder, although he was defending her and himself also. Did he need her as a witness to the murder or it would be his word against a thief, probably well known in these parts?
But she didn"t trust the man. Something about him seemed ominously dangerous as his gaze swept over her figure as if he knew just what she was. She"d learned long ago to trust in her instincts.
Using her fae form of travel to get her out of this bind, Sessily waved her hand and vanished, leaving the stranger, the thief, and Lord Davenport far behind, but careful to shield against leaving a shimmering fae trail for anyone to follow.
Several minutes later, she reappeared in her bedchamber, two fae kingdoms away, and collapsed on the bed.
Now what was she to do? Lord Davenport"s sweet new bride, who so eagerly awaited his return, wouldn"t be alive after a few days. Not unless Lord Davenport changed his ways. After so many bride deaths? At least four that Marguerite"s brother had uncovered. Hardly good odds.
Sessily rose from her bed and pulled out one of her velvet gowns from her wardrobe closet. Could she be a seductress? That was a role she"d never tried to play before.
She shook her head and shoved the gown back in her closet.
If she couldn"t track Lord Davenport down on his nightly run to the gambling house, she"d have to find another way.
***
The next night, Sessily arrived too late in the sphinx fae kingdom to accomplish her mission, due to trouble at her own castle—a small kitchen fire that had put her whole staff in an uproar. By the time she arrived in the city, Lord Davenport had already reached the gambling house.
Not wanting to delay her mission any longer, Sessily knocked at Lord Davenport"s manor house door and offered a calling card to the butler. “I was friends of Lady Davenport"s cousin,”
Sessily demurely said. “I wish to pay my respects.”
The gray-haired butler had aristocratic features, a prominent nose and bright blue eyes, but he was not of fae blood. No fae aura surrounded him. He was…a changeling, Sessily would guess. A man who was stolen when a baby or child or even older and made a servant in the fae household. Actually, he may have been in several households before he ended up here.
Something about him, a gentle manner, almost fatherly, reminded her of her own father.
Most butlers would have asked her to wait in a receiving room, treated her with courtesy and strict professionalism, but this one dealt with her differently, almost with reverent respect and with a fondness, which she wouldn"t have expected from someone she"d just met.
She couldn"t figure out why a changeling"s actions would affect her so either, but she almost felt a kind of bond. “Do I know you?” she asked, wondering if she"d come across him as a child while he served in another household, and she just couldn"t recall.
“I"m Gevus, my lady. I knew your father.”
A chill swept across her skin. Did he know what her father did for a living? What she did to earn her keep? Why she was here?”
His blue eyes smiled at her. “He was a good man. I remember you as a little girl accompanying him to the royal ball of the Denkar.”
“You…you worked in Queen Irenis"s castle?”
He shook his head. “I served a nobleman who was killed when he angered a dragon fae.
But before this, he attended the Denkar ball and I was his valet, taking care of his clothes and other personal matters. I met your father there, and…” Gevus looked at the floor, then back at her, as if trying to decide whether to say anything more. Then he said, “He hired me to do some work for him.”
“Hired you?” To do what? Her father had never needed a servant to dress him. He always thought the notion ridiculous.
“Spy for him, before he undertook his mission.”
Gevus knew her father was an assassin! But, surely he didn"t know that Sessily was one, too.
“Oh.” But how could a human, a changeling have any abilities that would make him useful? She doubted in the position he was in that any fae had given him special powers.
Then she scoffed at herself. Sure, they were always privy to what went on in a household.
There were no secrets among the staff. And one staff member from one household could easily speak with one from another and gain all kinds of useful information. “I see. So you knew what he did for a living.”
“Aye, my lady.” Now the smile reached Gevus"s lips. “Good luck with your mission.
And if you ever need my help, I"m forever your servant.”
She stared at him, her lips parted, but she couldn"t speak a word. My mission. He couldn"t…how could he…had her father told him? No, he would never have told anyone about her. Only her own staff knew and no way would any of them whisper a word to others outside of the household. Not when they knew that it could hurt Sessily, but worse, the Denkar assassin guild master would take them to task in a terminal way.
“Thank you,” she said softly, not sure what else to say.
“You realize I"m not of fae blood, although I do have a human quality only your father recognized and found most fortuitous,” he said for her ears only.
Her eyes widened. She"d ignored it the first time he"d done it, but this time when he probed her thoughts, she opened her senses to learn just what he was doing. Reading her mind.
Her mouth dropped open again. “You…can…do… that?”
He bowed his head.
“You know the danger Lady Marguerite is in?”
“Aye, my lady. I"ve been keeping her brother posted on what has been happening. He wanted me to know the moment you…well, the person he hired arrived and accomplished the task at hand. I never thought to see you, Lady Sessily. But I"m much pleased that you are here. I will do anything that you require of me to help you to accomplish your mission. I will take you to her ladyship now and you can visit a while. Lord Davenport often stays at the gambling house late into the night. But sometimes he returns early. Let us hope he returns soon so you can be on your way.”
He bowed again and led the way into the library. “Please wait here for Lady Marguerite.
She"ll be with you soon.” He made a low bow again, then left her alone.
Gevus probably realized, or even read her thoughts, that Sessily hadn"t known Marguerite"s cousin, and that she was only here using that faux association as a ruse to get close enough to Lord Davenport to finish her task.
Sessily glanced at the volumes of fae lore and books on fae lineages of Marguerite"s family tree and of the cultivation of flowers, a pastime for many. Although some preferred archery or sword fighting, or other fae sports that were of more of an aggressive nature.
Graciously, Lady Marguerite swept into the room and greeted Sessily as if she was a long lost sister. Her golden hair was swirled above her head, adorned with pearls and gold leaves as she guided Sessily to a high wing-back chair covered in robin"s egg blue silk and motioned for her to sit on the soft cushions. Once the ladies were seated, Lady Marguerite began speaking of how kind Sessily was to visit her in this way, and somehow the topic switched to how wonderful her husband was. She remarked on how he was always giving her gifts, and so thoughtful and kind.
Right. Gambling away his deceased wives" moneys while out until all hours of the night.
The petite blonde fairly glowed with pride. She was of the sphinx fae, their kind being notoriously good-natured, one of the oldest fae civilizations, if not the earliest, who opted for peace first when faced with any confrontation.
Sessily wanted to make a face and tell her what had happened to all his former new wives, but smiled and chatted pleasantly instead. Let the lady believe what she would about the snake she was married to. When she was out of mourning, she could find a husband who would truly be the one for her.
Tonight, Sessily had worn a dark purple veil over her hair and dark clothes so that she could slip out into the night as soon as she"d accomplished her task and then…vanish, in the fae way of travel.
Lord Davenport abruptly entered the library, surprising her that he would return so early from the gaming tables. Immediately, she stiffened her back. Lady Marguerite nearly jumped from her chair to greet him. But he was cool with her, until he saw Sessily. Had the honeymoon already worn off?
“You have a lady visitor,” he said, sounding surprised and a little wary. Was Sessily messing up his plans to kill his wife tonight?
“Yes, this is Lady Sessily,” Marguerite said sweetly, but with such pride Sessily almost felt ill-at-ease that she had bamboozled her to such a degree. On the other hand, she was here to save the lady"s life, nothing more.
“She inherited Doverton Castle of the turtle fae realm. Do you know the place? She was a friend of my late cousin and wished to meet me and tell me how much she missed her. Isn"t that sweet of her?” Marguerite asked.
Lord Davenport"s expression changed from annoyance that anyone would be visiting his wife, to intrigue when he heard Sessily had a castle to call her own.
The turtle fae also were known to be good-natured, but they lived by the sea and revered the power and steadfastness of the giant sea turtle. They were a minor fae kingdom, related to the major royal house of the Denkar fae who were much more warlike. If Lord Davenport had been targeting women of the main fae kingdoms, he might not have ventured into the turtle fae kingdom yet seeking a bride, so that might appeal to him also. He would be unknown there. The look of greedy speculation was written all over his face.
Sessily gave a small tilt of her head, acknowledging him, wishing she could correct the misconception. She was a dark fae, hunter type, trained as an assassin. She was certain he would not be considering her as a bride choice if he knew all there was to know about her.
She did not have the good-natured disposition of the turtle fae, but the much darker personality of the Denkar. If someone snapped at her, she could easily bite right back. The turtle fae would turn the other cheek.
But then Lord Davenport"s expression changed, and he stared at her, frowning, looking puzzled. “Have we met before?”
In a dark alley, she thought. Although she wasn"t sure how much he could have seen of her.
“I don"t socialize much,” she said softly.
He smiled at that. Easy prey. No one would even know that she died if he married her.
“You have family? A brother?”
A brother who would give her away to a snake like him? “No family.” She was sure her mouth twitched up a bit. He was already seeing if she fit his needs, planning his courtship.
“Doverton Castle is two fae kingdoms to the north. You must stay the night. Fae travel for that much of a distance can be…taxing,” he said.
It could be, but she was used to it. Not that she truly lived at Doverton. It was her cover after all.
But she often hopped from kingdom to kingdom in search of her appointed targets. Some fae rarely used fae travel, preferring horseback, walking, carriage rides. But she liked to get to where she was going. Fast. And unseen. The travel didn"t make her dizzy like it did the fae who didn"t travel that way much. Unless she traveled too great a distance.
She shook her head. “I couldn"t impose upon your generosity.”
“No, my lord is quite right. You must stay. Enjoy our hospitality,” Marguerite said, her expression pure joy.
And kill a lord, Sessily thought, and save you from your own folly.



 
Chapter 2
 
 
 
 

A knock at the open library door at Lord Davenport"s manor house caused Sessily to turn and see the butler, Gevus, standing in the doorway, his head bowed to Lord Davenport. 
“My lord,” the butler said firmly, but with feigned respect for interrupting the visit between Sessily and the Davenports.
Sessily knew it had to be important or the butler wouldn"t have done so. He would have just sent the “interruption” on his way.
“What is it now?” Lord Davenport snapped.
“A Lord Fairhaven to see you, my lord. He says it is most urgent.”
The butler was visibly cowed in Lord Davenport"s presence, keeping his head low, his eyes averted. Although he hadn"t been when Sessily had spoken with him to gain entrance to the estate and have a word with the lady of the manor. He glanced at Sessily, but she couldn"t tell if his look was in warning or something else. Definitely, he was trying to tell her something. She wished she could read minds.
Had he read something about this Lord Fairhaven"s thoughts that concerned Sessily and her being here? She didn"t know any Lord Fairhaven so she didn"t believe he"d cause her any trouble. Unless he was a good friend of Lord Davenport and planned to whisk him away to some other gaming house or something of the sort tonight and thwart her mission.
“Send him to my solar,” Lord Davenport said, brows furrowed in annoyance.
“He wishes a word with Lady Davenport as well,” the butler said.
At that, Lord Davenport"s face turned ashen. Sessily couldn"t figure out whether he knew this Lord Fairhaven or not. But then the way he had turned so pale, he must know him. And he didn"t want the lord to meet with Marguerite as well.
“We have a guest. Lady Marguerite is entertaining her and will continue to do so. Send Lord Fairhaven to my—” Lord Davenport didn"t finish his words.
A tall stately man strode past the butler, bowed his head slightly at Lord Davenport and gave a more courteous nod to Lady Marguerite, but when he saw Sessily, he stopped in his tracks.
Gevus gave her a sympathetic look and bowed out of the doorway.
All at once, Sessily felt a chill wash over her. Something oddly familiar about Lord Fairhaven struck her. His height, his measured moves. His blue eyes staring at her with such familiarity. Blue eyes like midnight in a darkened alley, only now in the lantern lights of the library, they glittered like blue diamonds.
The man had shot the thief who had attacked her in the alley.
He was handsome, in a dark sort of way. His mouth was pursed in annoyance, his dark brows knit together in a tight frown. He meant business.
He tilted his head to the side a bit. “I believe we"ve met before.” He didn"t say it in a way that showed he was uncertain, but that he knew of a surety that they had met.
His voice was as soft and dangerous as before. Vampires didn"t exist in the fae realm, but if they did, she"d swear he was one the way he seemed to be able to charm her into submission with just a dark look.
“Odd that you should say that,” Lord Davenport said, “but I was thinking the same—”
“At the queen"s masked ball,” Lord Fairhaven said to Sessily, bowing his head to her as if he had just been reunited with the mystery woman of the ball.
Like Cinderella from the human tales? And next, Sessily would have a fairy godmother.
Right.
Sessily laughed at herself for thinking something so far-fetched. He was the one who had rescued her from the bear-like thief. He shot the man right in front of her! And he had called her a boy! The queen"s ball, her foot. Yet, in a way she had been like a woman of mystery when he"d seen her in the alleyway, fighting to get loose of the giant thief, and when he was dead, she just vanished into thin air.
“I—” She meant to say Lord Fairhaven had to be mistaken, but he quickly strode forward, took her hand with one swift move, his eyes never leaving hers and kissed her hand with such finesse, she could have swooned!
Yet she was not the swooning type. But still, no man had ever kissed her in such a manner!
She ground her teeth, tried to pull her hand free to set him straight, but his mouth curved up in a trace of a smile before he said, “Surely you remember me.”
Oh, right, she remembered him. How could she not? Tall, dark, handsome, and deadly.
Just her type, she realized. If she"d ever given a guy-type much thought. At least he could probably understand her occupation better than someone who would not have stuck his neck out to rescue her and shoot a man dead.
“But,” he said, drawing out the words in an ominous way as he tightened his hand fractionally on hers, “I missed your name.”
“Oh, my, a masked ball,” Lady Marguerite twittered. “Introductions are in order. This is Lady Sessily of Doverton Castle. Two fae kingdoms north of here.”
“Really,” Lord Fairhaven said, his gaze never straying from Sessily"s.
At once, she wondered if this Lord Fairhaven knew there was no Lady Sessily living at Doverton Castle. Actually the way he said “really” and the way his eyes sparkled with dark delight, she knew he knew she wasn"t from Doverton Castle. How could this man be in her way again when she had to get rid of Lord Davenport before he killed Lady Marguerite?
She couldn"t believe this!
Again, she tried to pull her hand free, but Lord Fairhaven wasn"t through toying with her.
“I like this gown of yours much better than what you wore at the ball.”
So he wasn"t confused as to having met her. She was beginning to think that he thought she was someone else that he truly had met at the… which queen’s ball?
“I didn"t think I"d ever see you again,” Sessily said, sweetly, again trying to free her hand, without success.
Controlling fae. She wondered which kingdom he was with. Which kind of fae? Denkar fae? The hunter fae? That would fit with the way he had killed the thief so eloquently. Then again, wouldn"t she have seen him around sometime?
No. She didn"t get out much. She attended Queen Irenis"s ball only, but never played at seeking Crown Prince Deveron"s hand like most of the unwed ladies did. That just wasn"t her.
She didn"t think Lord Fairhaven could be of the warlike dragon fae either. They preferred a bow and arrows to guns.
“I"ve been searching for you. You hide your fae dust trail well,” Lord Fairhaven said smoothly.
Assassins were good at that, or what use would it be in being one?
“How is the queen doing?” she asked, changing the subject, trying to learn more about him.
“She is doing well,” he said, the harshness back in his voice.
“Which queen are we speaking of?” Lady Marguerite asked.
Lord Fairhaven waited for Sessily to say, but when she didn"t, he studied Sessily"s expression to see how much his words and actions affected her and offered, “Queen Quinnette.”
Sessily didn"t flinch, but the name could make a lesser fae quiver at the sound of it. The woman was a changeling, a queen of the cobra fae, and a holy terror.
“Oh,” Lady Marguerite said, and the unspoken words remained that. Anyone who danced at that queen"s court and lived to tell of it was either lucky or just as dangerous as she was.
“I believe it"s time I escorted you home, Lady Sessily,” Lord Fairhaven said, his tone unmistakably commanding.
She stared at him in disbelief, her jaw dropped. The arrogance of the man!
“Excuse me,” Lord Davenport said. “You said you wished a word with me, Lord Fairhaven. The lady is staying with us the night.”
For the first time since Lord Fairhaven had targeted Sessily, he turned to look at Davenport as if he"d forgotten he was even there.
“It"s about your gambling debts. You owe my cousin. He owes me. I expect payment in full tomorrow eve, the latest,” Lord Fairhaven said, his voice low and threatening.
Sessily"s skin chilled. Davenport glanced at Marguerite. Would her dowry go to pay off Fairhaven? Or had Davenport already spent it? Marguerite had paled visibly. The poor woman didn"t know what she"d gotten herself into with marrying the monster. But Sessily would get her out of it soon enough, if Fairhaven would leave her alone.
With the mention of the gambling debt owed him, all Fairhaven did was tighten the noose around Marguerite"s neck. Men and their gambling. They made a shambles of everything. Her father included.
Sessily jerked her hand free of Fairhaven"s steel grasp. “I"m staying the night with Lord and Lady Davenport. Thank you very much for offering to take me home though.”
Fairhaven narrowed his eyes at her. The gold ring didn"t show around his pupils, but his eyes had darkened to midnight. Why did he want her to leave here so badly? Did he think she"d tell them he had killed a thief? Why would she?
No, it was something else.
He moved so quickly, she hadn"t expected his targeting her again. He slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, whispering in her ear this time, “Come with me and I won"t tell them what you really are.”
A shiver shot straight up her spine.
He couldn"t know. Nobody knew. Except for the assassin guild master. Well, and Lord Davenport"s butler.
She swallowed reflexively, biting back her anger. She had to kill Davenport before he murdered his wife.
“Let go of me,” she said in a whisper back, a threat in her voice.
But Fairhaven only smiled in a smug way and said, “You will not stay.” He turned to Davenport. “We need a moment alone. ”
“We do not,” Sessily said, countermanding his request.
“Lord Davenport?” Fairhaven said, his words so harsh, Davenport nodded and took a step back. He motioned for Lady Marguerite to come with him.
Sessily could have strangled Lord Fairhaven. “Let…go…of…me.”
Fairhaven waited until the Davenports departed the library and shut the door, and then he said, “You will leave with me. You are not stealing from these people.”
She gaped at him. He thought she was a thief? Not an assassin? Of course! He had thought she was trying to steal from Davenport last night, then had the run-in with the real thief.
And now here she was again, only this time she"d wormed her way into the Davenport"s home as if she was a family friend.
Was he afraid she"d steal something that might be valuable enough that could have paid off Lord Davenport"s debt to Lord Fairhaven"s cousin, and then Lord Fairhaven would have been appeased?
She would have felt relief that that"s all this was about except for the problem with him being in her way again. And she was certain he wouldn"t want her to kill Davenport when Fairhaven might not recoup his winnings from his cousin.
“I"m not a thief,” she said, tilting her chin up.
He raised his dark brows. “Not a thief? Yet you dressed in male breeches and a tunic that were so dark they blended with the night? Wore your hair back and covered it with a hat?
Pretended you were a boy?”
“I did not pretend I was a boy.”
“You didn’t do a good job of it. A boy would not have smelled as fragrantly as you did.
And you"re wearing the same sweet fragrance tonight.” He nuzzled her neck with his face, and she slapped it, before she even knew what she was doing.
As dangerous as he appeared, it wasn"t the smartest move she could make.
To her astonishment, he laughed. But then his expression turned stormy. “What are you doing here?”
“I came to pay my respects—”
“What was Ginny"s favorite pet?”
Again, Sessily"s mouth dropped in surprise, though she quickly recovered this time. He knew the family. Knew Ginny. She hadn"t even known the lady"s nickname. Sessily would never be able to convince him she"d truly known Marguerite"s deceased cousin. “I don"t know.”
“The correct answer. You didn"t know Ginny, only learned enough to obtain entrance to this household. Where are you from?”
When she didn"t say, he added, “I know you"re not from Doverton Castle. I"ve been there many times. It"s in the turtle fae realm. You are not one of them.”
Had he been everywhere? Knew everything? Who was he?
“So what am I?”
“I"m not certain. An enigma. But I will discover the truth about you, believe me, dear lady. I doubt you have a title either. Have you already stolen some of the silver?”
If only he knew she was an assassin, and how she was ready to add him to her list.
“Are you friends of Davenport?” she asked, sidestepping his question.
“The lady, yes.”
“But not of the lord himself?” She assumed if Fairhaven ever learned she"d killed Lord Davenport—once she finally accomplished the deed—and if Lord Fairhaven was truly his friend, he"d track her down himself and make her pay.
This job was getting more complicated by the second.
“He owes my cousin a debt, which is owed to me,” Lord Fairhaven said, the intonation being this was strictly a business deal.
“And if Lord Davenport dies and can no longer pay his debt?” she asked.
Lord Fairhaven"s eyes widened, and the blue of his eyes sparkled like when a fae was most intrigued.
Which surprised her. Why wouldn"t he be upset?
“Then my cousin would expect the debt be paid in a marriage arrangement to the lady,”
Lord Fairhaven said darkly.
“You would marry Marguerite?” she asked, so surprised she couldn"t stop herself from querying, although it was none of her business, but most of all she shouldn"t have cared.
He snorted. “Hardly.”
Still unable to fathom the arrangement, she said, “But your cousin owes the debt to you.”
“And I would gift him the lady.”
Her lips parted. She was usually very good at keeping her expression neutral, part of an assassin"s creed. So what was wrong with her that she couldn"t keep her cool around this guy?
“Barbaric,” she said. “Men!”
Done with him, she whipped away from him. He grabbed for her, and she saw the expression of fury on his face, knowing he was too late to stop her. She gave a small smile, waved her hand to fae travel, and vanished. For the second time in his presence.
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Despite having made the decision to end Lord Fairhaven"s interrogation of her, Sessily had been so rattled when she left Davenport"s estate before Fairhaven could stop her, she hadn"t shielded her departure, which meant she"d left fairy dust easy enough for a tracker to follow. Not that it meant Fairhaven had the ability, but if he did… 
Not only that but she"d been in such a rush, she"d thought of the Crystal Falls near her own castle when she targeted a new location. She had planned to appear somewhere far from home, in case the man could track her.
Not about to be thwarted in accomplishing her mission again, she waved her hand to fae travel. This time she ensured she was shielded and no fae dust was left behind, and returned to Davenport"s estate. She appeared in his yew gardens this time, where the night hid her sufficiently. She wished she"d changed clothes, but if anyone found her in the manor house wearing male fae clothes, they truly would think her a thief.
If anyone discovered her, she"d say she was trying to elude the obnoxious Lord Fairhaven and had wished to stay with the Davenports that night as she had said previously and hoped they would believe her. If Lord Davenport was interested in courting her next, she thought he would believe anything she told him. After all, she could mean money to him once his sweet Marguerite was no longer of the living.
Because Sessily had been in his library, she could return there when everyone went to bed. But was Fairhaven still at the manor, or was he off on a wild fae chase, trying to locate her again?
Since he"d already delivered his message to Davenport about the payment of debt, she assumed that he would have been more interested in determining where Sessily had disappeared to and had not planned to linger at the estate.
Fairhaven might be able to locate her trail to the falls, but he"d never guess in a millennium she"d end up back here. Or at least she hoped he wouldn"t. If she truly had been a thief, she wouldn"t be smart to return to the same place she wished to commit her thievery. And Fairhaven had to realize that.
She hid behind the yew hedges in the chilly breeze and waited until the lights in the estate began to wink out. She normally was a very patient person—as would be expected of a master assassin—but after all that had happened with Fairhaven and the worry that he"d find her here, her patience was running out.
Go to bed, she thought, over and over again. Sleep. Get on with it!
So she could get on with her job, too.
Two hours later, when the entire estate was dark, she returned to the library. The room was empty, and she moved to the door that opened into the hall as quietly as she could. The silk gowns she wore swished softly with her movements.
In the hallway outside the library, she noted stairs. Up the stairs undoubtedly she would find the bedchambers. One would be the lord"s chamber, the other, Marguerite"s and most likely several guest chambers. Sessily moved quietly up the stairs, thankful that none of the wooden steps squeaked and that the long carpet padded her footfalls although she was pretty good at moving like the mist, silently no matter where she was.
The lights were all out in the rooms, although candles cast a faint glow illuminating the hallway. Which room was which, though?
She glanced down at the gold and rust hand-woven carpet featuring the hunt, while she looked for telltale signs of fae dust. Although the lord"s fae dust was all over the hallway, the most recent trail led to one door. If he wasn"t visiting his wife tonight, then this room had to be his bedchamber.
Sessily slowly pulled the bedchamber door open and gingerly moved across the floor, taking deep breaths to analyze the scents. Male, Lord Davenport"s mostly.
Enough light from the hall filtered into the room to allow Sessily to see as she listened for any sounds in the room.
A man was softly snoring, hidden in a curtained bed.
She moved closer to the bed, pulled the one curtain open just a fraction, and tried to see into the dark bed. It had to be Lord Davenport. It smelled like him, but she couldn"t see him clearly. A faint smell of some other woman"s perfume lingered in the bed, too.
It wasn"t Marguerite"s, and Sessily wondered if the poor lady knew her husband had been with another woman also.
But at least tonight he appeared to be alone. Still, Sessily had to be sure this was the lord himself before she put him to sleep… permanently.
She cast a soft glow of fae light, a rounder beam than what candlelight would provide, cradling it in her hands, and leaned closer to Lord Davenport. He was indeed a handsome fae and in sleep, almost looked angelic. If he didn"t have such a murderous reputation, she would have been hard put to eliminate him. But she knew beyond a doubt he planned to eliminate Marguerite soon, and if Sessily didn"t save the woman from her own folly, Sessily herself would be the one responsible for the woman"s death. She wouldn"t allow it.
Sessily pulled out her poisoned dart and without another moment"s hesitation, she blew the feathered dart at his chest. He slapped at the sting, but then with the most peaceful of expressions, fell asleep. He would never hurt another woman again.
Sessily made sure he was indeed in the realm of the dead as she listened to his nonexistent heartbeat, then removed her poison dart, tucked it in her pouch and extinguished her light.
Careful to shield herself upon travel, she silently wished Lady Marguerite well, vowed to come back and eliminate Fairhaven"s cousin without any thought of payment should he turn out to be a rogue of a fae also, and vanished.
***
Prince Creshion Fairhaven studied the area surrounding Crystal Falls, found the end of Lady Sessily"s trail, and wondered just what else she could do to thwart him. He wouldn"t put it past her to return to the Davenport"s estate either.
But where was she from? What kind of fae was she? She wasn"t wearing a royal medallion, so he assumed she wasn"t of nobility. Her bodice was low cut enough that a medallion would have shown. His own was tucked away under his tunic. Most felt uneasy being around his fae kind.
What was it that was so valuable to Sessily that she continued to target Lord Davenport?
Something of a personal nature? Something he was blackmailing her over? That"s what Creshion assumed as the woman didn"t appear to be a typical thief. Not the way she"d dressed in the elegant silken gowns or the way she"d slipped into the Davenport"s estate, pretending to be a friend of the family. She was cunning and way too thorough. No, not a typical fae thief at all.
He even wondered if the pixie-like woman had intended to steal Lord Davenport for her own husband. But Creshion discounted that because of the way she didn"t seem to have any interest in the man whatsoever.
Then he thought about what she"d said.
“And if Lord Davenport dies and can no longer pay his debt?”
Why would she say such a thing? The man was young, in his prime. Unless she thought a disgruntled gambler that the man owed money to might kill him for it.
She looked so sweetly innocent when she"d asked the question, too. But Creshion didn"t believe the woman said anything that didn"t have some deeper meaning.
“…if Lord Davenport dies…”
Creshion couldn"t get the notion out of his thoughts. If the man died, his cousin would finally have a chance to marry Lady Marguerite. Lord Davenport had come from nowhere and swept her off her feet. Before Creshion"s cousin could change her mind, Davenport had married the lady. So if he died, the lady would be free to marry again.
Which brought Creshion"s thoughts narrowing back on Sessily again. Who was she, really?
A thief? Although she didn"t seem to be doing very well in her chosen occupation if that was the case. On a personal vendetta of some sort?
He couldn"t stop thinking about her from the moment he had seen her in the alleyway.
He"d wanted to return her to his fae kingdom where she could have worked as a cook"s assistant or scullery maid. Anything would be better than living off the streets, thieving from the royal fae, or lesser royal fae households.
But after seeing her wearing silken gowns at Lord Davenport"s estate, he couldn"t imagine her as anything but a royal fae herself. She hadn"t glamoured herself either. She was beautiful in a dark sort of way.
He looked in the direction of the town where Davenport lived. Would she return there tonight? He suspected she would. But where could he find her?
The library, a safe spot to fae travel to if everyone was asleep. And at this late hour, everyone had to be abed.
He vanished and reappeared in Davenport"s library. She wasn"t here. She had left no fae trail dust to indicate she"d walked out of the room recently either. He waited for an hour, expecting her to appear, but she didn"t.
He sighed. So what did he care that she stole from Davenport, if that was what she intended?
He wanted to know who she really was and what her real purpose was in being here. And he would learn the truth one way or another.
He stalked into the hall, then up the stairs, saw no sign of her fair dust trail anywhere, but he smelled her lovely fragrance.
She was here.
To his annoyance, his heartbeat picked up its pace. He quickened his step, then reached the first of the bedchambers where her sweet scent lingered. Hearing no sound of anyone moving about in the room, he pushed aside the door, expecting to see Sessily. He knew this had to be Lord Davenport"s room, and he suspected the lord was spending the night with his wife in her chambers.
Creshion thought to discover Sessily rummaging through the lord"s wardrobe or chests.
But she wasn"t in the room, unless she was hiding in the wardrobe or the curtained bed. Creshion crossed the floor to the bed and parted the curtain to see if the bed was unoccupied. He found a sleeping Davenport.
Creshion silently let out his breath and cast the faintest of fae lights. What he saw was a strange deathly pallor on the lord"s face. Creshion reached out and touched his throat, found no pulse and his skin already turning cold. Creshion stared disbelieving at the dead man.
Sessily"s words hit him like a cudgel to the head like the thief tried to use on him in the dark alley last night. “And if Lord Davenport dies and can no longer pay his debt?”
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Two weeks later, Armonjas Castle






How many times did Sessily have to tell that blasted assassin guild master of the dark fae court that she was retired, for goddess sake? 
The real problem had been Queen Irenis, who had ordered the hit herself. No one went against a queen who ruled a fae court, especially of the dark fae court—or at least who did so with the hope of living a little longer.
The target? A fae seer had been discovered at South Padre Island. But what made it all the worse—if a human who had fae sight that could recognize a fae was fae and not human wasn"t bad enough—was that the girl had caught Crown Prince Deveron"s eye. The meddlesome human warranted instant termination.
Oh, right.
That would have gone over really well. Sessily would have terminated Alicia, the queen would have been appeased, and Deveron would have had Sessily scheduled for assassination next. Or he might have been so angry, he would have done the job himself. And knowing the dark fae, he would have made it a long, lingering, painful death. Not like the way she handled her jobs.
Not that saying no to Queen Irenis had been an option either.
Back home in her wooded estate in the world of fae, Sessily was grateful she hadn"t had to do that job. Six years ago, her father had trained her as an assassin, and after that she began applying her skills and training in the art of assassinations. She never thought she would have to face such a quandary. Thankfully, the girl had vanished from South Padre Island, ended up at a fae court, and disappeared again. And Sessily was off the hook. At least for now.
Almost always, master assassins trained their own sons to be assassins to inherit their skills and training, but since her father had no one other than a daughter to pass them down to, he had trained her. He was growing too ill to accomplish the contracts, and he didn"t want Sessily to lose their estate for non-payment of taxes—an evil that both the fae and humans had in common.
He didn"t want her to have to marry some greedy fae who wanted her only for her estate either.
Like that Lord Davenport had wanted to marry Lady Marguerite to keep him in money he would squander in gambling.
She had tried not to think of that case, two weeks ago. Normally, she didn"t think of any of her missions once she had completed them. She couldn"t afford to worry about what might have gone wrong.
But Lord Fairhaven had been a real worry. What if he was still trying to track her down?
What if he was trying to tie her in with Lord Davenport"s death?
She sighed. He hadn"t tracked her down, and he wouldn"t be looking for her now. He said himself it would not be a problem if Lord Davenport died. Fairhaven"s cousin would marry Marguerite to settle the debt.
That started a new concern twisting her thoughts. If Marguerite didn"t want to marry Fairhaven"s cousin, she wouldn"t have to. Sessily would see to it. She made a mental note to check on her in a few days. This was something she never did. Not as an assassin. When she did a job, that was it, end of story.
She truly needed to retire from this job. She was losing her touch.
Fae women did not become guild assassins. Maybe that was the reason. Not that a female fae couldn"t kill someone for money and do a very nice job of it, but it wasn"t the same as being guild-certified.
Being guild-certified had certain perks. An assassin was always welcome at royal functions, invited into fae homes to dine, given fine gifts for any occasion or none. The thought was that if a fae had treated the assassin earlier in a generous way, then ended up on an assassin"s hit list, the assassin would either kill him or her quickly, or not at all.
Not that Sessily was really guild-certified either as she pretended to be her father on the assassination jobs. The guild master wouldn"t have allowed a woman to join his guild. But when he discovered her father had died, and she had been successfully completing his assigned missions—the guild master had continued to give them to her, although he would not allow anyone to know their secret. Which meant he would not allow her to become a bona fide member of the guild.
Her threats to expose him had been met with dark laughter. Expose a guild master of the assassin guild? Especially of the dark fae? He would deny she had done any of the jobs. Who would have believed her over the guild master? A woman? Performing as a master assassin in her father"s place?
And when she said she was going to retire, Guild Master Lyon had laughed even harder.
What was she going to do if she didn"t earn her living as a hired assassin?
That"s all she was trained for.
She scowled. She"d figure out something. Surely, she could learn a skill that would earn her enough gold to run her estate and keep her loyal staff employed.
But that wasn"t what was bothering her this very instant. The guild master had sent a messenger to her an hour earlier, informing her that she had another job, another that she couldn"t turn down.
What part of: I have retired and will no longer be part of the guild—when I’m truly not a
member of the guild anyway—do you not understand?
Her words, as usual, had fallen on deaf ears. The guild master was a pro at the art of killing, but he no longer actually eliminated anyone any longer. He had the cushy job of sending out assassins on missions and getting a percentage from the payments they received for the job.
She often wondered if someone assassinated him—even if she had to do the job—she could take over his job! Pretend even to be his assistant handing out the assignments while everyone thought he was off on a grand vacation, making mischief in the human world, or some such thing.
She smiled briefly at the thought, then frowned. She"d never get away with it, or she"d be sorely tempted to go through with the maniacal notion.
But living a double life was way too much work, and she was tired of it.
Sessily peered down from her treetop perch, surrounded by new spring leaves that cloaked her light green gown, while she watched for the appearance of the man who thought to hire her. She"d send him packing, too, once she sized him up adequately. The last man was an amateur, bent on revenge for naught more than a love that went awry. Such was the way in the human world, not unlike that in the world of fae. Petty squabbles that turned deadly.
That man had been easy to scare off. She used a little slight of hand and a whole lot of fairy magic, and poof, he wouldn"t bother the guild master for another assassination contract. Of course, the guild master was not pleased with her. He vowed revenge, as he often did, when he didn"t get his way.
Which she suspected was part of the reason that he"d sent this new man to see her about a contract. Vengeance.
Hidden in the tree, she waited, listening to the birds singing and the bees buzzing, the flutter of the leaves in the cool breeze, the water falling over the top of the cliffs some distance hence, and heard the distant sound of horse"s hooves on the dirt path meandering through her woods.
With the anticipated arrival of this new man, an odd sense of disquiet stirred in her bones.
Very little ever made her truly anxious. Except when her father had been dying. But something about the grave way that Guild Master Lyon informed her that she would take on this task when she said she wouldn"t under any circumstances made her believe Lyon might have been somewhat intimidated by the man. And no one ever intimidated the guild master. Not when he was one of the dark fae.
Suddenly, the man came into view, the towering trees casting him in shadows, making him appear wraithlike.
Sitting astride his destrier, he wore a tunic and breeches woven of the finest vivid black velvet, his cape rippling in the breeze, his thigh high boots of the richest black leather, even his dark hair pulled back neatly in a thin strap of gold—meant he was trouble. In a land plagued with thieves who would kill a man or woman for a fleck of copper and not miss a wink of sleep over it, the gentleman flaunted his wealth. Yet, he rode a horse fit for a warrior. She imagined he had needed a sturdy mount for a vigorous journey, yet he was not dressed like he"d traveled so vigorously.
He was a master of mixed messages, which led her to one conclusion. He was a sorcerer of some kind. Maybe. Humans, who had become changelings—stolen as babies from their human world and gaining some of the fae magic while living in the fae world—were neither human nor fae, but something in between.
Some wielded magic so powerful—depending if the fae who had brought them to the land of the fae and wished to bestow such power on them—that they were considered sorcerers.
Some returned to the human world like the fae did, but they never fit in with either world, exactly.
She had only fought two sorcerers during the brief time she"d been an assassin. Both had been evil to the core and extremely powerful, but she"d triumphed against them, and lost her ability to use fae travel for a couple of months afterward. She never wanted to experience that again.
In that light, she could not silence her concern that this man could be an adversary worthy of giving her difficulty. Even so, Guild Master Lyon would not hear the last of this if he gave her, well, her father"s name out one more time to anyone seeking her father"s help.
The gentleman walked his horse past her only a few feet, then stopped. Instantly, she cloaked herself in silence so that a sorcerer could not read her presence, chiding herself for not having done so before this. Except if he were truly a sorcerer, he could have sensed she was there, then not—depending upon his level of skills.
What need had he of her, if he already was a master sorcerer? He didn"t look to be the kind of man who would be anything but the master of his work. Let him do his own killing.
Or was it that he had a conscience? Or didn"t want to get caught?
The latter, she presumed was more likely the truth.
His horse pawed at the mossy path, where streaks of afternoon sun shed its golden rays through the leafy foliage, and touched his dark hair almost making it appear light in places.
The gentleman sat quietly listening, waiting. She could wait out the best of them. Part of it was her father"s guild training. Although her heart was beating at twice its normal rate, and her hands grew clammy as she strangled the branch in front of her. Even her breath was a little ragged. And here she was a master assassin! Or at least pretending to be in her father"s stead. It really annoyed her that she could never earn the title unless she was a member of the guild.
She still couldn"t understand why Guild Master Lyon had sent her the case of the jilted lover. Maybe he figured she would send the man packing when one of his fledgling assassins might have taken the case on and made more of a mess of things than they already were.
Although the guild master had groused at her, threatening to kill her himself if she failed to accomplish another contract. She"d just smiled, knowing he needed her too much to do such a thing.
“I was told this was the path to take, Lord Armonjas,” the gentlemen said, breaking into her thoughts.
His voice. She recognized his voice. Lord Fairhaven. It couldn"t be. His hair hadn"t been that dark. Though his face was cast in shadows and from the height she was at in the tree, she hadn"t had a good chance to see him all that clearly. And he was hiding his fae aura. Which was the reason she"d considered he had to be a changeling.
She barely breathed. How could he have found her? No, not her. He was looking for her father. Did he know she lived here? Maybe not. Except she had fae traveled without hiding her dust when she arrived at the falls the night before she had killed Lord Davenport.
Fairhaven"s back to her, he stared straight ahead, never shifting in his saddle. His voice was dark and low, and she imagined even the thieves in the woods, if there were any hiding there now, took measure of the threat in his words. Everything about him made him appear to be someone not to be trifled with.
He would have made an adequate assassin. She would know. He had killed the thief without blinking an eye.
She would have more than words with Guild Master Lyon. How could he have sent this man to her?
Was he afraid of Lord Fairhaven or had the man coerced the guild master to give him a name of one of the top of his list of assassins? The remaining ten were in other regions of the Irian Continent for now, which left her the only one for the job, despite the fact she was supposed to be retired!
She was torn between ignoring the nobleman and remaining hidden in the tree, or pretending to be the good daughter of her deceased father and telling Lord Fairhaven that her father was no longer taking any work. But the foreboding in the pit of her stomach made her more cautious than usual.
What if he realized she was her father"s daughter, an assassin like him, and had eliminated Lord Davenport like her father would have done? What if he decided to blackmail her with the knowledge?
The man seemed as patient as she could be, when she set her mind to it, though at the moment, hers was running out.
“I wish to hire your services, my lord. The coin is good, but I do not wish to speak of such matters in the thick of the forest.” His dark sultry voice sent a shiver of awareness up her spine. She imagined he could entrance a weaker-willed mind with that dangerous voice of his.
Before the soul realized his folly, the man would work his deadly magic.
She inhaled a deep, but silent breath. She was making way too much of this insolent man"s abilities. He might be nothing more than a well-to-do nobleman, who had somehow endeared himself with one of the fae courts.
So why wasn"t that logic easing her mind?
She stared at the man on horseback, not moving an inch. Why did he not continue down the path to her castle? She frowned. Because he knew she was here, though she assumed he thought her to be her father.
Deciding to take another ploy, she climbed down from the tree and brushed her skirts off.
“Lord Amonjas is retired, my lord,” Sessily said, in her most sure voice, wishing it was as dark as the way he spoke and just as compelling. But she wasn"t about to use her fae abilities to mask her voice and project a more ominous tone like she wished. Besides, if she did, it would ruin her chances at pretending to be just her father"s obedient and meek daughter.
Not that she sounded timid in any way. Her annoyance with the man was evident in the bite in her voice. And certainly when she"d first met him, she hadn"t acted cowed in the least.
Slowly, Lord Fairhaven turned his horse around, though she wondered if it was because he feared frightening her away, or he wanted to show how certain he was of himself. His blue eyes like glacial ice assessed her in a chilling way.
Blue eyes that warned her he knew just who she was. Or kind of. He really didn"t know who she was, but she was afraid he"d soon learn the truth.
“Sessily,” he said, under his breath. “Lord Amonjas is in yonder castle?” he asked, motioning east with a gloved hand.
“When he wishes to be. Not oft of late, though.” Only when she got bored and summoned him to play a game of Battle Chant. “If you seek Lord Amonjas"s skills through Guild Master Lyon, I must warn you, His Lordship has long since retired as of six years ago, and…” She paused at the intense look in Lord Fairhaven"s expression.
His gaze bore into hers as if he was trying to read her mind, but most fae could do no such thing. Unless he could do so like Gevus, Lady Marguerite"s butler. Was Lord Fairhaven"s stern look an attempt at intimidating her?
She straightened her shoulders and folded her arms. She didn"t intimidate easily. “He no longer works for the guild and will have to have a word with Master Lyon concerning this matter, once more. I"m sorry for your troubles, but you have His Lordship"s permission to tell Master Lyon what you will, concerning wasting your time.”
“If it is all the same to you, my lady, I will see Lord Amonjas and let him speak for himself. „Tis not the business of a fair maiden to discuss.” His lips remained hard and unsmiling, his blue eyes as cold as the northern lake of Caris in a deep freeze. “What are you to his Lordship?”
“His daughter.”
He stared at her in a cool assessing way. “You are not from Doverton Castle as you said before.”
“You already said you knew I wasn"t.”
“You came to the falls here when you so hastily departed Lord Davenport"s manor house.
But you returned to his estate again that same night, did you not?”
“Whether I did or not is my business, not yours.”
“He died, that night.”
She lifted her chin. “Then your cousin will marry Lady Marguerite?”
“You are not curious as to why Lord Davenport died? Or in the least bit upset about the fact that he died? Or concerned that the lady is in so much distress?”
“She will live long enough to enjoy her life, perhaps.”
“Which means?”
Sessily shrugged. “She is…safer now. Unless your cousin means her harm.”
Lord Fairhaven narrowed his eyes. “You are saying Lord Davenport would have harmed the lady?”
“I am merely my father"s daughter, my lord.” She knew Lord Fairhaven would not be easy to dissuade, but she had to get him off the subject of Lord Davenport and the Lady Marguerite. Yet she was curious as to what Lord Fairhaven wished done. “Suit yourself if you wish to see my father.”
Now what? She was not easily tongue-tied, yet the man"s eyes held her hostage as if he cast a spell of stone over her. He did not budge, nor did she.
Finally, he nodded. “I will see Lord Amonjas. And rest assured, I will speak further with you.”
Speak further? He meant to interrogate her further!
With that, he turned and headed deeper into the forest past Crystal Falls. When he was a quarter-mile down the road, he turned to look at her over his shoulder and shouted, “Are you not coming?” His words carried on the breeze and echoed off the blue quartz framing the falls.
“In due time.” All this land was hers. She was at home anywhere that she stood within its boundaries from the fairy glade to Strangewood Forest so named because of how easy it was to get lost in these woods.
“Suit yourself,” he replied, mocking her own words. “But I hear the bell ringing for evening meal.”
She shifted her attention to the rays of the sun. It was not time for the evening meal, or afternoon meal either. More than likely, he would know that. Someone was ringing the alarm bells? How could he hear them when she could not?
Maybe because he was a quarter-mile closer.
She dashed into the woods and ran down a barely visible path that only she used in haste.
The hooves of his horse galloped along the dirt road, parallel to her path, though he could not see her for the trees and underbrush, nor could she see him. But she knew he intended to get to the castle before she did. And on his great steed, he would, if it were not for the maze of paths he would soon encounter, designed to confuse unwanted travelers.
She dove forward, racing against him, hoping that her people had raised the alarm only for a minor difficulty like the last time—a small kitchen fire easily extinguished. Maintaining a castle and keeping her people safe and happy could be a trial at times.
At the end of her path, she raised her hand and cast an incantation. The mass of purple flower-covered vines parted for her like the maids pulled the curtains aside each morning that surrounded her bed. Stone walls encasing stairs appeared. She ran down the mossy stone steps, careful not to slip. She hurriedly spoke the words to hide her secret entrance and grabbed the brass handle of the door blocking her way. The lock clicked open at her touch, and she dashed inside, the door slamming shut behind her, automatically locking it.
Mistress Teramond ran to her, panic in her stricken white face, her thin fingers clutching at her belt ties. “It"s Master Travis. It"s…it"s his heart again.”
“Has anyone sent for the healer?” Sessily headed for the servants" quarters, wishing she"d learned more of the healing arts, but her father had warned her that learning too many different skills lessened her ability to do any of them well. Better to concentrate on her gift of the knowledge of potions that enabled her to be a master assassin, than to dabble in the healing arts and be nothing more than an apprentice in either field.
“She"s assisting a woman in labor near Bar Harbor. She can"t come.”
“Again.” If she"d had enough money to support one, she"d have hired one to live permanently at Armonjas Castle. She dashed down the north hall to the servant"s quarters, her heart racing pell mell. Poor Master Travis, the overseer of their stables. He was getting up in years and no matter how many times they tried to see him through his difficulties, she feared anytime could be the last. “He hasn"t been lifting the saddles, or doing anything strenuous again, has he?”
Mistress Teramond, head cook and more than a friend to Travis, shook her head. “You know what a stubborn old goat he is. He"ll not let the young stable hands show him up.”
“Fool,” Sessily said, not meaning it in a bad way. “I will confine him to a chair, and he can oversee the great fireplace if he doesn"t mind my words, if we get him through this again.”
Stalking into the room, she saw Master Travis lying on a straw mattress in his quarters, his sweaty face flushed. He instantly averted his blue eyes. “Don"t you look away from me, Master Travis. You know my ruling in this matter, and if you die on me…”
She couldn"t help choking on the words and had to quickly blink her eyes to keep the tears back. As mad as she was that he most likely overexerted himself to the point of his condition being life-threatening, he was like the father she"d lost, and she couldn"t bear to lose him, too. She motioned to Mistress Teramond to bring her the poultice she"d already prepared, like the healer had done for Travis the last time. They applied the foul smelling stuff to his gray-haired chest, and he groaned.
“If you die on me,” Sessily said, her words hard, “I swear I"ll bring you back to oversee the stable hands and give you no rest at all. You know I bother my father all of the time when I get bored.”
He managed a small smile, which cheered her. She took his hand and squeezed it. “How is your breathing?”
“Labored, but better. Thank you, Lady Sessily.”
“Certes.” She noticed then two of the young stable hands, twelve and thirteen years of age, were watching them, their eyes wide with concern. “Go back to your chores. Master Travis will be expecting the horses fed and well exercised. Go!”
“Yes, my lady,” the eldest one said.
“My lady,” the other echoed, and the two hurried out of the room.
They yelled in surprise as Venetia"s voice met theirs. “Ye cannot go in there, my lord.
My lord, you cannot go in there unless…”
The gentleman stalked into the room beside a stricken Venetia, Sessily"s loyal advisor.
“I"m sorry, my lady, for the intrusion.” Her dark brown eyes were narrowed in contempt as she motioned to the intruder with her head.
“I understand there"s some emergency,” Lord Fairhaven said. His blue gaze took in Sessily, Mistress Teramond, and Master Travis. “Perhaps I can be of assistance.”
“Are you a healer?” Sessily asked, brushing her hair out of her face, annoyed with his boldness, unless he could prove to be of some use. What was he?
“I know some of the healing arts. May I?”
“Please.” But Sessily wasn"t pleased. She had no intention of assassinating whomever this man wanted killed, but if he used his healing arts to save Master Travis"s life…
Yet Travis appeared to be recovering just based on her own meager mending skills.
Maybe she could be a naturopath? With the proper training under a master healer, she was certain she could do it.
Lord Fairhaven leaned over Travis and felt the pulse in his throat. “I see you have used a poultice that aids the circulation of the heart.” He glanced at Sessily. “Are you a healer?”
“I learned some techniques from one.”
He tilted his head back, but didn"t say a word. Then he took a deep breath and motioned at Travis. “He won"t live through the night without a master healer"s intervention.”
Teramond gasped.
“Go, please, Mistress Teramond and fix the afternoon meal.” Sessily waited until Teramond curtsied and hurried out of the room, her sobs tearing at Sessily"s soul. She turned and glared at the man. “What do you want of me?”
“You, my dear lady?” he asked, his voice bitingly sarcastic, his brow raised. “Why nothing of Lord Amonjas"s daughter. I wish his services, like I said before. Besides paying him a fine profit, I will save this man"s life. Would it not be worth it?”
She could have blown her cover big time with her comment. But still, she could tell the man did not believe she could be the assassin in her father"s place.
Master Travis waved his hand weakly at Sessily. “My lady, I am an old man who cannot cheat death forever. If my time is now, then so be it.”
Lord Fairhaven looked from her stable master to Sessily. “I think the lady feels differently. So what will it be?”
“Can you not just do a good deed in saving his life? What kind of a man are you?”
“Rather the same as your father, I would think, who kills for money.”
This man was an assassin? She thought he had a dark look about him. But then what need had he of her? Or…her father, rather.
She stiffened. “Only for good reason,” Sessily said, her voice hard. Though it was not a guild decree, her family had always followed the rule that they would not take a case if it were not for good reason. They did not kill just for money.
“Then he was not a follower of guild policy,” the man said, his voice dark with disgust.
Her father had been a rebel in his own right. Much like she was. “He had his own ways.”
“Had I been one of the guild members, I would have followed guild policy.”
So he wasn"t guild-certified. She frowned. What was he? “So you will not help Master Travis unless—”
“Your father helps me.” He stepped away from the straw mattress where Master Travis was resting. “Call your father. I assume he is hiding behind your skirts, but once a guild member, always a guild member, until death, is that not correct?”
Well, the masquerade was up. She tilted her head to the side a little, acknowledging he"d won. “You"re right. Guild Master Lyon has sent you on a wild assassin"s chase. My father is dead.”
The man"s face fell. Master Travis looked nearly blue.
“Oh for goddess sake, help Master Travis.”
“When did your father die?”
She fairly shouted at the ogre. “Four years ago.”
The gentleman"s eyes narrowed. “Your father killed a rogue assassin three months ago.
And if I was guessing as to Lord Davenport"s death, you scouted the estate, then gave your father the details so he could go there and eliminate the lord, just two weeks ago. Any other tall tales you wish to tell while your friend here dies?”
She ground her teeth, fighting the urge to use one of her darts on Lord Fairhaven that would knock that smug look of condescension off his face, but if he could save Master Travis, she had to do whatever it took.
“Listen not to this viper, my lady. Do what ye must. Lady Teramond will give me hell if this man makes me well.”
Sessily let out her breath in exasperation. “My father is dead, but if you wish to see him, so be it.” She waved her arm, summoning her father.
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Instantly, Sessily "s father appeared. His green eyes flashed with annoyance, as he stroked his white bearded cheeks. “Do not tell me you wish a rematch, daughter! So soon? How many times to do I have to beat you at Battle Chant before you give up?” 
“I beat you three out of five games, my dear father, the last time we played. But in truth, I wanted you to meet someone. This gentleman wishes you to assassinate someone, but I"ve told him you were dead. He didn"t believe me. He will not help Master Travis to live unless you kill someone for him.”
Her father gave the gentleman the most evil glare a master assassin could give without disintegrating him into a fine ash. “Who is this upstart?”
“I haven"t wished to know.” And she didn"t truly know who Lord Fairhaven really was.
Her father smiled at her, then turned and glowered again at the stranger. “Who, sir, are you?”
For the first time since her father had appeared, Sessily looked at Lord Fairhaven and saw his face had turned pasty. She was certain it wasn"t because he was afraid of seeing her father"s spirit, but more that he had come on a fool"s errand and if the guild master hadn"t been a master assassin himself, this man would probably have killed him. At least from the dark look in his eyes, she assumed that"s what he was feeling.
“I"m Lord Fairhaven, advisor to Queen Quinnette.”
“Quinnette. The sorceress queen,” Sessily said under her breath, so shocked to hear the queen"s name and that Lord Fairhaven was her advisor, she spoke when she hadn"t meant to.
The lord glanced Sessily"s way, then gave a courteous bow of his head to her father, but even so it appeared as though it nearly killed him to do so. Bow to a ghost? He probably had never done so in his life.
Quinnette was said to have been a changeling, brought to the fae kingdom when she was a young woman to be a fae prince"s lover and he had given her every fae ability he could pass on.
The prince"s sister was supposed to have inherited the kingdom, but she and her fae husband had met an untimely demise. So the prince became king with his changeling queen.
Queen Quinnette was a power to be reckoned with and vicious besides.
Many of her fae court did not willingly recognize her as their queen since she was not of fae blood. Though none said so to her face.
Lord Fairhaven must not have lied when he said he"d been to the fae queen"s masked ball, except he hadn"t seen Sessily there as he had said.
Sessily would have nothing to do with this Lord Fairhaven or any who worked for that woman. “As you can see, my father cannot do your bidding,” she said, attempting to hide her own smugness.
“And my daughter will not either,” her father warned.
If he was not already dead, she would kill him. “Father, go visit Mother.” She motioned to him to leave.
For a moment longer, he gave Lord Fairhaven a harsh look, then he nodded. “Take care of Master Travis, if it is within your power,” he said to Sessily. “If not, he can join me. Warrior needs a good man to provide for him. Take care, Daughter. And no more mischief.” He vanished.
As if Sessily was ever free to be as mischievous as many of the rest of her kind. She would have loved to have visited South Padre where Prince Deveron frequented and had found the human girl to pester. Sessily herself would have loved to ply her fae ways on the cute guys on the beach, chasing their girlfriends away with her fae wits. She could even give Cupid a run for his money, the impish little god, who rivaled most fae in the pranks he pulled.
But no. She remained here in the fae world while she worked hard to maintain the castle and grounds. Sometimes she wished she could just have fun. Which was one reason she wanted to retire. She"d saved up horrendous amounts of gold from her missions over the last four years, and realized her father must have been gambling and carousing even more than she thought for him to have gone through so much of the money he had earned while working.
Not only that, but she truly scrimped and saved every farthing. Now she regretted not spending some to have a healer in residence at the castle.
Master Travis closed his eyes. “I always swore that cantankerous old horse of your father"s would be the death of me. Now it seems in death, I will be punished further,” he said with wry humor.
“What did your father mean by you would not do my bidding either?” Lord Fairhaven asked Sessily.
She"d hoped he"d missed the importance of her father"s words. “An old dead man"s ramblings.”
“I can see you are a great prevaricator. You said your father had retired. Then you say he died four years ago, when I know most assuredly he killed a man three months ago. And most likely Lord Davenport two weeks ago.”
Sessily walked over to the bed and moistened a cloth, then ran it over Travis"s forehead.
“Venetia, take care of Travis for me.” She turned to Lord Fairhaven. “Come with me to my sitting chambers.”
She didn"t wait for the lord to follow her, but whisked on past him and entered the corridor as if he was nothing more than an unworthy servant she would like to terminate. She didn"t have to turn and look to see if he was behind her. He moved like an assassin, silent, a storm cloud building, cold and dark and dangerous. She felt the ominous tension in the atmosphere, making it seem as though the hall was smaller, and she was even smaller still.
Yet, she needed his help, despite not wishing it of him.
When she reached her solar, she pushed the door aside and walked in, allowing him to follow in her wake. The notion she led the way and he had to follow gave her some small measure of satisfaction.
She lighted the fire in the hearth to ward off the chill in the room.
He filled the doorway, surveyed the room, then settled his deadly gaze on her. “Explain what your father meant by you not doing my bidding.”
Sessily considered her mahogany desk and sitting behind it like the lord of the manor.
The massive desk would provide a barrier between her and Lord Fairhaven also. But she suspected he wouldn"t sit down in a chair in front of the desk meant for visitors. Which meant he"d tower over her.
So she"d stand, as if she had no reason to offer a chair or any other hospitality. Although it didn"t matter that she stood. He still towered over her. But for now, he kept his distance. Or rather, blocked the doorway and her escape, unless she used fae travel.
She cleared her throat, folded her arms, and said, “Haven"t you heard of guild members using another"s name when they admire them greatly to perpetuate the tales of their bravery?”
“Perpetuating a myth? Highly unlikely,” he scoffed, one dark brow raised. “I haven"t known of any member of any guild who would not want their own work known so they can garner more fame and fortune.”
“Well, maybe there is such a man who is not of noble birth and would not be allowed into the assassin"s guild. So he pretends to be my father, using his same technique.”
Lord Fairhaven rubbed his chin and studied her with a furrowed brow. “Unless the daughter is an assassin.”
Her mouth fell open before she could stop her reaction, but she quickly would quash that idiotic notion he had. “A woman? Right.”
“Certes, using her father"s name to continue his great deeds. A woman who was desperate to maintain the estates, who learned from her own father how to be a master assassin.
But what I don"t understand is why Guild Master Lyon wouldn"t know this. Unless, you fooled him in the beginning, and he continued to allow you to do the job with the mutual understanding that you would let no one in on the secret.”
“Certainly, you cannot believe any of this, my lord.”
He smiled, his countenance darkly disturbing as if he was an owl who had just cornered a rabbit. But this little rabbit had a deadly arsenal of potions at her disposal.
Despite that, he raised his fingers in the air. Before she realized what he was doing and could react, vines appeared out of the floor and wrapped their tendrils around her body, squeezing, winding their way around her throat.
“Your point?” she asked, trying to remain calm, unperturbed, only she wished to use her poison on the vine and throw a dart Lord Fairhaven"s way.
He waited, his grim lips turned up slightly at the corners.
Smug fae.
The tendrils squeezed around her throat until she"d had enough, and he seemed not willing to give up his little test of wills. With as slight a movement as she could manage so that he wouldn"t see what she was up to, and considering the way her arms were confined anyway, she attempted to pull a pin from her dress that she could use on one of the vine tendrils. The first pin she pulled loose slipped from her grasp, and she repressed the swear word that rose to her lips. She had to remember to retrieve the pin from the hand-woven throw rug, or suffer the consequences should she step on it barefooted later that day.
She twisted her wrist, trying to locate the pearl head of another pin, finding one, then slipping it out of its secret fold that like the other would keep her own person safe and secure.
And promptly dropped that, too. This was proving more difficult than she could imagine.
A light sheen of perspiration peppered her brow, her heart thudded, and her face felt flushed with heat as she attempted to locate a third pin.
“Are you ready to give in, my lady?” Lord Fairhaven asked, seeming to have the patience of a rock.
She smiled as her fingers touched another pin, and she pulled it loose. The fairy saying,
“Three’s a charm,” would hopefully work for her in this case.
This time, she thought she had nicked the vine looping around her wrist and dangling below it, right before she dropped the blasted pin. The problem was her hands were growing numb.
The vine began to loosen to such a marginal degree, she was certain Lord Fairhaven didn"t see the change. She tried to keep her expression unemotional although she was ready to shout in exaltation. She spoke nonsense words in silence, only her lips moving, pretending to cast a spell over the plant.
Lord Fairhaven gave her a smidgeon of a smile.
The vines began to droop even further, and then all at once, the sleeping potion she used on them took full effect and the plant fell to the rug on the floor.
“Bravo,” he said, closing the distant between them. He crouched before her and lifted a limp vine and examined it, then looked up at her with speculation written all over his face.
“What did you do to it?”
Though she wanted to knock him on his butt with a poke of a pin and put him to sleep, she did nothing of the sort, intending to prove only that she had enough skill to defend herself, nothing more. She didn"t have powerful magical skills, but her wits and her knowledge of potions could give her the advantage in a deadly confrontation.
She shook her head, not about to tell Lord Fairhaven exactly what she had done.
“I will make Master Travis comfortable,” Lord Fairhaven said, “and when you have done your job for me, I will repair his heart so that he will have many more years to live. And maybe he"ll even gather up the courage to marry your head cook, who he has a yearning for. Plus, you know as well as I do, your people will lose faith in you if you do not fight for them.”
“Why do you think I can handle this assassination of yours?”
“If you have been doing your father"s work for four years, then you may just be the one to handle the job when others have failed.”
Others had failed? That wasn"t a good sign.
“I have learned all I can about your father"s, and it seems your work. You both use similar techniques, killing without leaving any evidence of a crime having been committed.
Since women are never master assassins, no one would suspect how dangerous you truly are. In any event, do you want the job, or not?”
Not, but she felt she had no choice. “Who am I to kill?”
“Queen Quinnette.”
Sessily stared at him in disbelief. The sorceress queen? The woman was said to be invincible and evil to the core. She ate assassins for breakfast, at least any who had attempted to end her rule.
“A life for a life?” Lord Fairhaven asked.
Sessily had never failed, never conceded to failure, but this time…
“If I fail? What becomes of Master Travis?”
“Don"t fail,” Lord Fairhaven said. “I"m not one to give anything away freely if the job is not accomplished in a satisfactory way.”
Right at that moment, Sessily wanted to kill one pompous lord, contract or not. What would Guild Master Lyon say to that if she started killing the men he sent to her who had signed assassination contracts with him?
***
Lord Creshion Fairhaven studied the fae woman, beautiful beyond words. Her dark hair curled about her shoulders, her tresses as dark as her eyes. Her greens gowns made her appear as though she was a woodland sprite blending into the forest, just like those who visited the human world would do when they wanted to play some mischief on hikers and campers in the woods.
He still couldn"t believe that Sessily had been the fae watching him from the woods. He had thought it was her father, the master assassin himself, assessing Creshion"s every move.
Creshion would have expected nothing less from the lord to see if Creshion was even worthy of his time.
But to think the daughter had been appraising him instead?
Her cool dark eyes giving him grief was what he enjoyed about her the most.
Maybe that"s why she had been so successful as a master assassin. Not only would no one suspect she was one because she was a woman, men would be so captivated by her appearance, they"d forget themselves.
He thought back to when he"d first seen her dressed as a boy. He"d only thought her a thief. But when he had seen her inside Lord Davenport"s manor house, Creshion knew there was something more to the woman than that.
Even as hard and unyielding as he normally was, he found himself having a difficult time concentrating on why he was there. When he first had laid eyes on Sessily jumping down from a tree as if she was a child, he"d dismissed her as some spoiled lord"s daughter who thought she could dictate who her father was to see. Until he saw who she really was.
But even so, he had sensed something different and darkly challenging about her. She was no child, having mastered her father"s skills in half the time it took for a master assassin to learn them. She"d maintained her estates and kept her people employed without any help from anyone. And she was fixedly determined not to help him, except to aid her beloved servant.
Creshion had never loved anyone enough to put his life on the line to save another.
Although if his twin brother or cousin had been at risk, he would have done anything he could to save them, he suspected.
Sessily tilted her chin up in a no nonsense way. “I will have your word that you will save Master Travis"s life if I agree to do this task for you whether I succeed or fail.”
He admired the woman"s tenacity for continuing her father"s work at the same time continuing to give him credit for it. A lesser fae would not have been so humble. The guild master had to know that Lord Fairhaven would learn the truth of the matter soon enough, and then take him to task for it. Or maybe Guild Master Lyon thought she could actually accomplish what a male assassin had not been able to do, and Creshion would be so pleased he would not terminate the guild master for it.
She was petite, quick-witted, resourceful, and not easily flustered. But could she manage against his aunt-by-marriage?
In the meantime, Creshion wasn"t about to let Sessily tell him what he would or would not do. “I will not pay for your services, if you do not succeed. Why should I pay for a service that I don"t get full recompense for? Your man will suffer nothing until you accomplish or fail the mission. If you fail, you won"t be around to worry about it, will you? But until that time, he will be as well as if he no longer had the heart condition in the first place.”
The more he watched her stubbornly resist his dictated rules, the more he loved trying to see the emotions flickering just beneath the surface. She was good at hiding them, he had to give her that. He didn"t think any woman would be up to the task. But even so, he saw the tightening of her lips and the narrowing of her eyes just the slightest degree that indicated how perturbed she was with him.
He respected her for her self-control, leashing the barely constrained anger she harbored that if she hadn"t needed him to save her servant, she would most likely have let loose her fury on Creshion. Good thing he had some leverage. He didn"t wish to hurt her in order to coerce her agreement. But the more he thought about it, the more he believed she just might be the one to succeed where others had failed.
He"d waited long enough to hear her answer. “Are we in agreement?”
Still she hesitated. It was killing her to say yes. Was she that afraid of the queen? Well, the queen did have powers that rivaled most, which was one reason why no one had been able to assassinate her— yet.
Sessily said, “No. I won"t do it. Master Travis will join my father if it his time. If you can"t guarantee that you"ll save his life if I fail, I won"t be party to your plan to assassinate the queen. Now if you don"t mind…” She motioned at the door as if dismissing him.
Creshion couldn"t have been more furious. No one turned him down! And no one dismissed him as if he was of little consequence, except the queen!
Certainly, he couldn"t allow a mere slip of a girl to do so.
“You will go with me whether you wish it or not. And that is my final word on the matter.” He had thought he would be dealing with an older man, a guild man, a master assassin.
Now he would be stuck with this young woman, hoping she would be successful when others much older had not, and accomplish a job he only thought a man would be capable of doing.
So be it. Before she could apply a defensive spell or retaliate with her own offensive magic, he cast a sleeping spell over her. Her eyes widened fractionally as she saw him move his hands and speak the words silently, but before she could react, she crumpled in a heap of green gowns.
Pleased with himself, he smiled.
Lying on the floor, her face cloaked in sleep, she looked like an angel. Yes, his angel assassin.
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In total darkness with the smell of hay surrounding her, Sessily woke with a nagging headache. What had happened to her? 
Her wrists were bound and she couldn"t see a thing, only felt the straw beneath her as she lay prone on the bed of hay. Her thoughts were so scattered, she couldn"t figure out where she was or what had happened.
Then her mind began to focus. She was tied up and somewhere…
She listened carefully, heard a horse moving about below her, smelled horse manure…a stable.
A loft. Had to be. At her castle? Why would she be…
No. Not her castle. She was tied up. How…? What…?
Lord Fairhaven!
If she could wriggle free of her bindings, she"d assassinate him for free. No charge to anyone. Although she could always send a note to Queen Quinnette and tell her that her loyal advisor had tried to hire her to kill the queen, and Sessily had eliminated him instead. Would his death be worth anything to the queen?
Though the problem with that was Sessily would be the messenger, and often those in power permanently dispatched the messenger.
She was still thinking along those lines, trying unsuccessfully to loosen the hemp around her wrists, when she heard a snore nearby.
She stopped moving. He couldn"t be sleeping beside her!
The rope binding her was sealed with fae magic, or she could have transported herself back home. She tried to roll away from whoever was snoring softly near her, but the rope was tied to a rafter, and she couldn"t even attempt to leave the loft, if she could have located a ladder to climb down. She moved closer to the sleeping body, trying to breathe in the person"s scent to see if she would recognize if it belonged to Fairhaven.
She miscalculated just how close he was to her and bumped into him. His snoring abruptly ceased. Her skin chilled with trepidation, and she froze, not even taking a breath. Maybe she didn"t wake him.
Except for the horses stirring below, one crunching on oats, everything was deathly quiet.
Had she awakened the man? She took a deep silent breath and smelled his male fragrance. It was the lord himself. In part, she was relieved to know it wasn"t some stranger sleeping beside her.
But in part, she was incensed at the way he"d treated her, a noblewoman of a noble house trussed up like a suckling pig ready for the bonfire.
Where were they? And what had happened to her people? To Master Travis?
“What has happened to Master Travis?” she snapped, unable to control her ire.
One important aspect of being a master assassin was the ability to temper emotions. Hers were brittle and at the breaking point. But she couldn"t help it. What if Master Travis was dying?
Or dead? And she could do nothing for him?
“He is alive,” Lord Fairhaven said, rolling over to face her, she thought, the way his words sounded close…too close. He sounded groggy and a little grumpy that she"d awakened him too early.
“What did you do to him?”
“I made him well, as well as can be expected. And told him not to do any heavy lifting or he would undo all that I had done. Then nothing would save his life.”
Sessily chewed on her bottom lip. She was not one to be ungracious, yet the way she was feeling now, bound and carried off without a word to her people, she couldn"t help but harbor a ton of ill-will against the nobleman.
“All right,” she said, grudgingly, then hit him in the chest with her fists as hard as she could, “then what"s this all about.”
He moved out of her reach, at least she thought the rustle of the straw indicated that. She was curious how angry she had made him with striking the great advisor of the queen. She imagined not too many had done such a thing and lived to tell the tale. But god"s wounds, he deserved far worse for taking her off this way without her permission.
“You have a job to do,” he said easily. “And you"re going to do it. Or at least try.”
The unspoken words flashed through her thoughts: Or die trying.
“You mentioned paying me for the job in addition to curing Travis of his heart condition.”
“I offered thus to your father. He no longer lives. To you, I offered Travis"s life.”
“If I do this for you—”
“You will do this for me.”
“If I do this for you,” she said again, not about to allow him to dictate terms to her if she was going to put her life in the ultimate danger, “you will pay me one million pounds…in gold.
You do have that much, don"t you? As the queen"s advisor and a nobleman, surely you would.”
“My finances are none of your concern.”
“Which means to say you have squandered your money, much as my father had done, and you cannot afford to pay me.”
He paused before he spoke, and she wished to high heaven she could see his expression.
“I will pay you nothing in gold because we agreed only that I would save Travis"s life.”
“You are not honorable, sir.”
“You serve as a master assassin, yet have no credentials to assume such a title. Do not tell me that I"m not honorable, my lady.”
She fumed. He was right in saying that she had been so willing to save Master Travis"s life, she hadn"t considered any monetary payment to go along with that. But for the job she must do, even a million pounds in gold would be little payment enough. She truly was an honorable person. But Lord Fairhaven brought out every bad part of her. Still, she thought if she could get that much in gold, she would be all set to retire and take on a less stressful occupation, unless the kingdom raised her taxes again.
But as for serving as a master assassin, it was not her fault that the guild would not confer the title to her. She had trained and served in that capacity, and had she been a male fae, would have received the title without question.
“One…million…pounds…in gold,” she stubbornly said. “That"s my offer. Take it or leave it.” Before he could respond, she quickly added, “And you will eliminate Master Travis"s heart condition so that he has many useful years of life left to him.” She could see leaving that part out and having to start all over with negotiations again.
She assumed that Fairhaven wouldn"t go along with it, because she hadn"t asked for money up front the first time around. Also, she might have been right in assuming he didn"t have that much money. But she had said no to the whole business in the first place when he wouldn"t agree to save Travis should she fail and get herself killed. So they hadn"t really had an agreement. And he"d further changed the game by taking her here, wherever here was, against her will.
“We go now,” he said, “before the occupants of yonder house discover us.”
They were sleeping in a loft without the owner"s permission? Jeez, what next? Not that she hadn"t done such a thing herself when she was on a mission and didn"t want anyone to know she was in the area, but she was retired. And if she was going to sleep anywhere from now on, it would have been in a room in a tavern.
“No money to even pay for a night in a tavern?” she asked, with a sarcastic bite to her words.
He grabbed her up, and she squealed.
“Shh,” he said sharply, “or I"ll have to gag you as well.” After tossing her over his shoulder, he somehow managed to climb down the ladder without both of them falling.
She should have been grateful. The way he acted, he would have preferred tossing her onto a bed of hay below. But he might have been afraid she would have screamed if he had done so and alerted whoever owned the stable. She didn"t figure he"d do anything in a magnanimous way.
She listened, but didn"t hear any sounds of people or traffic that would indicate they were in a town, so she figured they were in the country on a farm far out somewhere and were headed in the direction of the queen"s realm, which shared the boundary of the sphinx fae realm.
Fairhaven propped Sessily against a wood post and said in a hushed stern voice, “Stay.”
Then he moved quickly to one of the stalls.
So he"d let his horse eat of the owner"s oats and sleep in the man"s own stable, too.
Did Lord Fairhaven truly not have any money, or was it just that he was too cheap to give any of it away? Or perhaps he thought it best if his queen didn"t know where he was staying and who he had with him.
As if the queen would think of Sessily as anything more than the lord"s lover. She nearly gagged on the thought. Not that the man wasn"t handsome—in a dark and calculating way. And not that his touch didn"t thrill her in some fascinating and equally dark way. But no way would she, a noble dark fae, be enticed to even be the pretend lover of a…a…well, whatever kind of fae he was.
“You can"t possibly think I"m going to kill the queen for you unless you agree to my terms,” Sessily said.
He finished saddling his horse, placed his hands on her waist and lifted her so she could straddle the horse. “Sit and be still.”
“Untie me.”
“I would have to clip your wings first,” Lord Fairhaven said wryly, climbing into the saddle behind her.
She turned to look over her shoulder at him. “You couldn"t do that.”
“Oh, couldn"t I?” He gave her a dark smile.
Could he? Freeze her ability to fae travel? Some fae had wings, but not the Denkar fae. It was an expression used, though, when a fae had the extraordinary ability to stop another fae"s travel through the use of magic.
She"d attempted to learn the ability in case a fae on her target list tried to escape her by using fae travel, but she had been woefully unsuccessful.
Not that her father could do so either. She"d even asked a fellow assassin to help her learn the ability, but apparently it just wasn"t in her power to do so.
But if Lord Fairhaven could, wouldn"t he have done so already? Instead of tying her up?
“You can"t do that.”
“You"re a challenge, my lady. Haven"t you realized by now that you will always lose if you challenge me?”
She glowered at the man. She couldn"t see his face all that well as they rode across a meadow where long-haired cattle grazed, stolen from the humans in the Scottish Highlands, the night still cloaking the region in darkness, the full moon providing a scant amount of light. The faint outline of a farm could be seen in the distance.
“Has anyone told you just how arrogant you are, Lord Fairhaven?”
“My queen. No one else would say so to my face and live.” He nudged his horse onto a dirt trail.
“If you can stop my fae travel using magic, why didn"t you do so before? Why tie me up?”
“I didn"t believe the ropes would bother you as much.”
True, the notion another person could destroy one of her abilities for even a short time could be a horrifying experience. But what she couldn"t believe was that Lord Fairhaven had considered her feelings. She didn"t believe it.
“What are you? One of those human-like jack-of-all-trades who has gained fae powers from other fae kind?” She"d heard of fae like that who had such keen learning abilities they could pick up all kinds of abilities and be a master at all. Unlike most fae kind who had to concentrate on one specialty to become a master in a field. “You can heal Master Travis, clip my wings, put me to sleep, what else can you do?”
“I thought my reputation had preceded me. You wound me, dear lady.”
“Ha! You are too conceited to worry anything about what anyone thinks of you.”
He offered her a small smile, and this time it seemed genuine.
“Does it bother you much that your task for me might get me killed?”
He didn"t say anything as they cantered down the trail.
“If you can do as much as I can, why don"t you kill her yourself? You"re her advisor.
Easy access. Private access.”
“She is married to my uncle.”
Sessily"s mouth hung agape, then she quickly snapped it shut. “I thought you possibly were a changeling.”
“Because…?”
“You hide your fae aura. Why would you do that? And not once have I seen your eyes glow gold even when you have to be mad.”
“I don"t get mad, I get even.”
“Human cliché. Except your eyes do sparkle when you"re intrigued,” she admitted.
“Do they?”
“Yes, they do. Can"t you control that aspect of your faeness?”
He laughed.
“Well?”
“Faeness?”
She motioned with her tied wrists. “Untie me! The ropes are tearing into my skin.”
He stopped the horse. “All right.” With a touch of fae magic, the hemp dissolved into powder and floated away on the breeze.
Immediately, she waved her hand to take her far away from Lord Fairhaven, but not to her estate as she knew he"d return there for her. But she didn"t go anywhere. She was still sitting on the blasted horse. In front of the intolerable Lord Fairhaven.
“You"ve…you"ve clipped my wings!” She was so furious, her skin was burning up with anger despite the cool breeze. Her eyes were blazing gold like the sun on the hottest of days now reflected in his cool blue eyes as his gaze met her angry one.
“I assume you could kill me, but you won"t. While we ride, Travis is well. Maybe while we travel, you will have a change of heart.”
“A million gold pieces and Travis"s life,” she said, so angry, she wanted nothing more than to knock the conceited…conceited…oh my goddess, Lord Fairhaven was the crown prince of the cobra fae if the queen was his aunt!
Not just an evil advisor to the evil changeling queen, but the royal crown prince who would someday take over the throne if the queen never had any children. It was suspected that would be the case since she hadn"t had any success as of yet.
Sessily shut up and traveled in silence, thinking about that some more. He was the nephew of the king of the cobra fae, the kingdom of Salamain. Why would he want his uncle"s wife dead? Well, besides the fact she was the most hateful queen who ruled any of the fae kingdoms. But beyond that, she was family of sorts.
But then Sessily wondered, had the woman conceived a child? If so, the lord"s…no, the prince"s life could be forfeit, if the queen feared someday he might try to wrest the throne away from her.
“You obviously don"t get along with your aunt,” Sessily said, hoping to learn more of the situation. She would have to know everything about the family if she was to be successful at her job.
The prince said nothing.
“You know I must learn everything there is to know about you and your court if I"m to pull this off.”
“You are my lover—”
“You are out of your mind! No way am I going to pretend I"m your lover.”
“You don"t have to pretend,” he said darkly.
She turned to frown at him. “In your dreams.”
He smiled just as darkly. “Yes, but we can make it a reality. You"re old enough. You"re interested.”
“No.”
“We"ve already slept together, and you made no objection.”
She gaped at him. “When?” she asked indignantly. Then remembering the hayloft, she shook her head and turned around to face the road again. “That doesn’t count.”
“Some fae would say it would. Your father would have, I venture to guess.”
“Not if I was on a mission.”
“Really? I think I might have liked him when he was alive.”
She didn"t say anything, so flustered that Prince Creshion would even consider pretending she was his lover, she was having a devil of a time coming up with some other plausible scenario.
“You let me kiss you.”
She swung her head around and stared at him. “I did not.”
“You nearly swooned when I did.”
Her hand. When he had kissed her hand. Her cheeks flamed with heat. He smiled.
She turned back around, frowning. “I could be your cousin.”
“Kissing cousin? Wouldn"t work. Do you think my uncle would not know you even if you were a distant cousin? No, you will be my lover.”
“Pretend,” she snapped. Though why she said it, she hadn"t a clue. “Until I can come up with something more reasonable.”
“We have until tomorrow night for you to come up with something else. There is a tavern in route where we will rest the horse and get something to eat. But be warned, it is a rough sort of place where spies from the various kingdoms gather.”
“Won"t they know you?”
“You know how I can hide my fae aura. They will think me nothing but a changeling and pay me no heed.”
“And me?”
“You"re a woman. My lover. No one will pay you any mind, except to think how lovely you look.”
Her lips parted in surprise. No one had ever said those words to her. Not her maids, her father, she didn"t even remember her mother since she"d died when she was two. No one had said that to her.
She didn"t know what to say. She wanted to argue with him, force him to say that he thought she was lovely, not that others would think that. He was a crown prince after all, which would make it count for more. He was used to seeing beautiful women of the court. The other men who stayed at the tavern would be spies and rabble. And so what did it matter what they thought? She figured any woman dressed in skirts would gather their attention.
She sighed. She"d never thought such a thing would matter to her.
“You will stay close to me at all times,” he said.
“You have clipped my wings. I cannot leave you,” she ground out, unable to control the animosity in her tone of voice.
Creshion slipped his arm around her waist. “Lean back, get comfortable. We have hours to ride before we stop, and you are not used to riding horseback, are you?”
She shook her head, but remained stiff.
“You will stay close to me at all times because some of the ruffians at the tavern would like nothing better to take you above stairs themselves.”
“We will have separate rooms,” she said sharply.
“We are on a mission, and since you have said so yourself that your father would not have objected…”
“In a hayloft! Not in a tavern! With witnesses who would see us leave the main floor and go to a room together as man and wife. We will have separate rooms.”
“I could not protect you if you were to have a room of your own.”
She barely let that notion sink in when she snapped, “You will sleep on the floor!”
Creshion didn"t say anything for some time as the horse jostled her, and she finally leaned back against his chest.
“I am the crown prince of Salamain,” he said quietly, as if that made all the difference in the world to her. Which it didn"t!
“Who will sleep on the floor, and when I complete my mission, you will pay me one million in gold pieces and repair Travis"s heart,” she countered with one last defiant comment.
Then she closed her eyes, enjoyed the warmth of the prince"s and the horse"s bodies and fell asleep before she had to worry any further about the tavern and the sleeping arrangements to come.



 
Chapter 7
 
 
 
 

Creshion held his angel assassin tighter as Sessily fell asleep in his arms. She was beautiful, quick witted, easily riled, and he would kill anyone who made a move to take her from him at Sorrento"s Tavern. It was the safest lodging for them to stay at, yet even there, the roughest kind gathered, from spies to swindlers, and a cutthroat or two. 
She would stay in the same room with him as she posed as his wife. He wouldn"t have it said she was his lover, not there. When they arrived at the castle in Salamain, that was a different story. He couldn"t have it said that he had married a lady from another fae realm without having had his uncle"s permission. It was safer to pretend Sessily was his lover.
He didn"t believe Queen Quinnette would worry about his lover. A wife, very probably.
He was already rethinking the whole assassination role Sessily would play though. When he thought he was bringing her father to his kingdom, Creshion hadn"t been worried about how her father would have planned the operation or his success. He would have succeeded or died trying.
Creshion knew Sessily was highly trained and skilled from all the cases she"d worked successfully and no one had ever tied the deaths to her. But he still was having difficulty with the notion of sending her into the cobra"s cave. The only way he wanted her to attempt this was if it was a sure thing. And that wasn"t like him at all. They had an agreement, well, not quite an agreement yet. But as far as he was concerned, she"d agreed to assassinate the queen, and the terms of the contract were still under consideration.
He was loath to admit he had to rethink his plan again.
***
They reached the tavern early that evening after making several stops to rest the horse and snack on bread and cheese that Sessily"s cook had packaged for them for the journey—
which Sessily had been incensed about because no one had tried to stop him from taking her away from her home. He had assured her it would have proven futile. Her people didn"t have the kind of magic that would have worked against him, after all.
She eyed the rustic tavern where loud boisterous male voices drifted through the open windows and door. She took a fortifying breath, waited for Creshion to dismount before he helped her down, then he quickly put his arm around her waist to steady her, and asked a boy to stable his horse. Creshion hadn"t figured she"d be this unused to traveling by horse, but when she could barely walk without wincing and letting a small gasp and moan betray her, he slipped his arm under her legs and lifted her into his arms.
She squeaked, then frowned. But then she relaxed at once. “You could have warned me.”
“If I didn"t cherish my horse so much, I would fae travel with you to my castle,” he said, then seeing some men watching him through the window, he kissed her cheek.
She gave him a disparaging look, her cheeks crimson. The color looked good on her.
He smiled and carried her inside the tavern. The noise died down to a mere lull.
Male fae and a few changelings sat at nearly every table. Every pair of male eyes looked her over. He swore she snuggled closer to him.
Creshion said to the stout innkeeper, “Room and a meal for the missus and me.”
“Aye, my lord.”
A young girl hurried with them to the stairs and led the way, a key dangling off a chain in her hand. “It"s this one at the back of the hall. Quieter for you and the lady, my lord,” the girl said. “Would you be needing a bath?” She looked at Creshion, then Sessily.
Creshion said, “Yes.”
Sessily said, “No.”
The girl gaped at the two of them.
“Bring a bath,” Creshion said again. He carried Sessily to the only chair in the room.
“When the bath is prepared, you can wash up. I"ll clean up later.”
When the girl shut the door on her departure, Sessily said to Creshion, “We are not married, and you will sleep on the floor.”
He looked down at the stubborn dark fae. “I am the crown prince of Salamain. When I"ve paid for a bed, I sleep in it.”
“Fine.” She folded her arms. “Then I will sleep on the floor.”
“As you wish.” He bowed his head, then took the key and locked her in the room.
***
Sessily stood staring at the door, not believing that Creshion would make her sleep on the floor! Well, not make her, but that he wouldn"t be gentleman enough to sleep there himself! And he better not think of bathing in the bath when she was in the same room!
She considered leaving as soon as her bathwater was brought up, but she couldn"t very well go far without her fae travel. Even stealing a horse wasn"t going to happen. She didn"t think she could ride another step, certainly not in a hurry, and she could barely walk. No one could undo another"s magic, so she wouldn"t be able to find someone who could restore her fae travel either.
Resigned to her fate for the moment, Sessily stretched out on top of the bed covers until her meal was brought up to her.
After half an hour, potato soup, brown bread, and spiced eggs were served to her, though she wrinkled her nose at the unappealing food. “No meat?”
“The gentleman said that meat makes a lady cantankerous.” The girl quickly curtseyed in the most awkward fashion. “Beg pardon. I shouldna said that. My lady.” She curtseyed again.
Sessily ground her teeth. Meat? Would make her cantankerous? She would show him what she thought of him dictating what she ate or didn"t eat.
She looked at the mug of ale and took a sniff of it. She never drank ale.
“Do you have anything else to drink?”
The girl brightened. “Aye, the green fairy , la fee verte. „Tis said drinking the absinthe induces creativity.” She looked hopeful that Sessily would choose that instead.
“No, thanks.” The “fairy drink” had been introduced to Dr. Pierre Ordinaire in 1797 in the human world by one wickedly mischievous woodland fae. The absinthe was known to be a potent alcohol and gave the drinker a drug-filled high.
Poets and artists had been inspired by the emerald green drink that mixed with water would transform into an opalescent mixture of green and white, releasing the power of the wormwood oil.
Most fae could handle the drink. Many humans under the influence of the la fee verte were truly under the power of the fae who had first started them down the path of drinking the potent liquor in the first place. Some of the artists called it their green muse, inspiring and liberating, which had no doubt delighted the fae.
The maid said, “Wine?”
“No, thanks.”
The maid shook her head and scurried off, quickly shutting the door and relocking it.
Sessily made a disgusted face at the unpalatable food and drank down the even more unappealing ale. Drinking fermented ale was not something she"d ever choose to do if she had been given the choice. It clouded the senses when she needed her wits about her at all times.
As soon as the water was carried up for a bath, she wriggled out of her clothes, groaning with every movement as every muscle was sore, and sank into the hot water, letting the rose petals and lavender float about her as she luxuriated in the feel of the silky water against her skin. The heat helped to relax her sore muscles, and between that and the despicable ale sloshing through her blood she nearly fell asleep. Until she heard voices in the hall, feared Creshion would find her naked in the bath and scrambled out of the tub to dry off, then dressed in a clean chemise.
She was thankful that at least when Creshion had stolen her away from her castle, he had brought a bag with a couple of her gowns. But if she was to pretend she was his lover when they reached the cobra kingdom, he"d have to outfit her with new gowns.
She slipped under the covers and sank against the down mattress. She was not sleeping on the floor when there was a perfectly good bed in the room. Surely, he would rethink his stand and be gentleman enough to sleep on the floor when he found her sound asleep in the bed.
***
Creshion heartily drank his ale and ate boar stew while he sat at a table with two of his fellow cobra fae, somewhat surprised to find them here at all. Their being here made it all the more difficult to play the role he had intended with Sessily.
The one was his cousin, Duke Eaton, who had fallen in love with Lady Marguerite, the widow of Lord Davenport. The other was Prince Tarn, his twin brother, younger by six and a half minutes. Both had been rather glum while eating their evening meal, until they had spied him coming down the stairs from the guestrooms, and instantly they had perked up and given him broad smiles.
Duke Eaton began, “Who was the lady you escorted up to your room, Prince Creshion?
She didn"t appear to be your usual type.”
Creshion let out his breath in exasperation. He had hoped they had arrived at the tavern after he had carried Sessily up to the room and hadn"t seen her. He hadn"t noticed his brother or cousin in the dining room when he had first entered the tavern. But then again, it was crowded, and he had been more concerned with getting Sessily into a room before he had any trouble with the men seated at the tables.
How could he pretend to the rest of the onlookers that he was married to the woman if he couldn"t let on to his cousin and brother that he was married? But what if they had heard him tell the tavern keeper that he needed a room for him and his wife?
He groaned. His brother and cousin weren"t supposed to be here. “What are the two of you doing here?” he asked sharply.
His brother, just as dark-haired as Creshion, but with eyes more green than blue, Tarn leaned back on his bench seat. “We worried that you were taking so long in returning home, that you were having trouble with Lord Davenport. You know you shouldn"t be running around the fae kingdoms without a bodyguard, Creshion. Someone, anyone might consider either taking you hostage for ransom, or killing you to get back at our uncle for some slight or another.”
Creshion shook his head. He never traveled with a bodyguard. No one would even consider taking him hostage or killing him without paying the consequences. And he would be the victor. Although the situation with the queen had to be handled with finesse.
“So what have you learned about Lord Davenport?” Tarn asked.
His brother was the more sensitive of the two of them. He"d been worried about Eaton"s concern over Lady Marguerite, and he wanted to help set things right between them. But his brother could be a bit of a hothead.
Creshion had wanted to check into the matter himself before either his cousin or Tarn took it upon themselves to make the situation worse than it already was.
Creshion said without inflection in his voice, “Lord Davenport is dead.”
Both Tarn and Eaton stared at him. Eaton was fairer-haired, six-foot tall like Creshion and Tarn, but had an even softer-hearted temperament than Tarn. But he could be just as bull-doggedly determined when he wanted something, and when it came to Marguerite, he had real issues.
Frowning, Eaton asked, “How the devil did he die?”
“He must have had a weak heart.” Creshion shrugged and took another swallow of his ale.
Eaton and Tarn glanced at each other, their shared looks saying it all. The man didn"t have a weak heart until someone made it so.
Creshion said, “Lady Marguerite is in some distress, so I would delay seeing her to ply her with condolences for about a week, if I were you, Eaton. It would not be seemingly if you descended on her estate so quickly when you wish to pursue her again.”
Eaton nodded solemnly, then a grin split his face, and he raised his ale mug to the others and said, “To weak hearts! As long as they are not our own!”
Several in the crowded tavern laughed.
“So,” Tarn said, a thoughtful look on his face as he leaned into the heavy mahogany table. “You do not pick up ladies in a casual way, Creshion. Who is she?”
Creshion knew the topic of conversation would soon switch to one he didn"t wish to discuss.
“I"m the lady"s protector,” Creshion said nobly. “She required my services after being set upon by ruffians. I could not allow the lady to be molested in such a way.” It was true, though the ruffian proved to be only one thief who could very well have killed Sessily had Creshion not arrived on the scene.
“She is a lady,” Tarn said, thoughtfully. “From the appearance of her clothes, I thought as much. But what was a female fae doing traveling alone on such a journey when she is a lady, and where is she bound for?”
“I"m taking her to Salamain. She has agreed to accompany me to the ball.”
Tarn and Eaton again exchanged looks.
“To the ball?” Tarn said. “You know how that will appear.”
“Yes, like he is thinking of marrying the lady,” Eaton said, with a smirk on his face.
“You never bring an outsider to the ball. The ladies who wished a chance at your hand in marriage will be furious and plan retaliation against the lady.”
“It is just a ball.”
Tarn raised his brows. “The affair is never just a ball. All the women and men dress like peacocks strutting around, showing off their plumage to the ladies or gentlemen they wish to court. You know that several of the women will do anything to get your attention, Creshion.
When they see you with a stranger on your arm, feathers will fly.”
Eaton nodded sagely. “He"s right. So who is the lady, Creshion? What fae realm?”
Sessily wasn"t wearing a royal medallion that would indicate her fae heritage. He thought to say one of the less aggressive fae realms, but Tarn chuckled. “You are hesitating too long. A dragon fae? Dark fae of the hunter class?”
Both Tarn and Eaton"s expressions turned serious as Creshion still didn"t say.
“Is she of one of those fae kingdoms, Creshion?” Tarn asked, more circumspect now.
His brother or cousin would discover the truth in time, Creshion figured. He sighed.
“Dark fae, royal house of Denkar.”
Tarn let out his breath.
“Close relation to Crown Prince Deveron?” Eaton asked.
“Close enough.”
Both men"s mouths gaped.
Then Tarn smiled wickedly. “Besides being the queen"s advisor, forced on her by our uncle, you have always been a thorn in her side. She will be furious that you bring the Denkar female to the ball. I love it!”
Eaton was grinning just as broadly. “I figured it would be another one of those boring affairs where the queen would be pissed off about a servant"s sloppiness and zap him into the Nether World. But no, this will put any other happening that could occur to shame. You will be the talk…well, you and your lady friend…of the court for eons to come.”
“She is beautiful,” Tarn admitted. “A little dusty, a little worse for wear—she must not ride very often—but beautiful. She will give the ladies at the ball fits. I venture to say we might see some hairballs flying.”
Both grew silent, looked up at the stairs as if they had the same thought in mind, then grinned at Creshion.
Why did he have to leave Sessily alone while she took her bath and run into his cousin and brother while he was down here?
Tarn cleared his throat. “So, about the accommodations above stairs…”
Eaton tilted his head to the side, trying to look serious, but his eyes sparkled with fairy light, which he couldn"t douse if he tried because he was so amused by the whole affair, Creshion figured.
Creshion folded his arms.
“We have a room upstairs,” Tarn continued, and the gleam in his eye said he was offering to share a room with Creshion.
But Creshion would not let his angel assassin sleep alone in her own room. He couldn"t be sure she wouldn"t just steal a horse—even his horse, in fact—sometime in the middle of the night and take off. Though she would be unable to fae travel until he removed his magic that had clipped her wings. And he didn"t think she could stand living with being that way for very long.
“A guardian must watch over his ward,” Creshion said very seriously.
Tarn and Eaton didn"t say anything for a minute, then both clinked their mugs of ale together. “What did I tell you?” Eaton asked Tarn. “He wouldn"t give her up no matter the offer.”
“Too much of a sacrifice,” Tarn agreed. “But what of the lady"s honor if any but us recognize who you are and who she is and know about these arrangements?”
“Her father would approve,” Creshion said, borrowing on his earlier conversation with Sessily, although it wasn"t exactly what she had agreed to. Sharing a hayloft, yes. A tavern room? No.
But wouldn"t her father have agreed had he lived that Creshion would keep his daughter safe while he was residing in the same room?
“I must take my bath,” Creshion said, rising from his chair, not realizing the way that sounded until after he had said it.
Both his brother and cousin raised their brows in unison, smiles pasted on their faces. “To protect the lady, a fae knight must be clean, by all means,” Tarn ribbed.
“Good night,” Creshion said and stalked toward the stairs. He would never live this night down. But he knew that his brother and cousin would not add to the rumors or gossip. They would only talk among themselves and have a good laugh or several.
***
Sessily had nearly drifted off to sleep in the curtained bed, feeling horribly groggy after drinking two cups of ale, though it did help to numb her sore joints some, and wished she"d only had half a cup and left it at that, when she heard the key in the lock. The squeaky doorknob turned, and the even squeakier hinges creaked as the door opened. She stiffened on the soft mattress, hoping it was just Creshion and not some blackguard who"d manage to pick the lock, hoping to steal some coin from them. Not that she wouldn"t use her fae potions on any that tried anything like that, but she was so warm and comfortable and…fuzzy-headed, she didn"t want to leave the bed for anything.
The door shut and the key twisted in the keyhole, locking them in. Then the sole chair creaked. A faint light came on near the metal bathing tub, though she could only see the hazy illumination through the blue linen curtains.
Boots fell on the floor, a belt, pistol, all with a resounding clunk. It had to be Creshion.
Anything else he had to have removed didn"t make a sound. But when the water in the tub splashed, and he let out a sigh, she realized he was taking a bath.
She wanted to tell him he couldn"t be naked in the tub, not in her presence. But she held her tongue, hoping he"d believe she was sound asleep, wouldn"t disturb her, and decide to make a bed for himself on the floor.
After he finished bathing, he pulled the bed curtains aside and yanked the covers back so he could climb into bed wearing only breeches!
“You are not a gentleman,” she said, her words sounding soft to her ears when she meant them to be harsh.
“I thought you were asleep. I did have another offer,” he admitted, climbing onto the mattress.
Her ire was instantly stoked. “Why did you not go to her bed then?”
He paused, then smiled. “I had to ensure you did not intend mischief. Besides, you are my wife, to all concerned. How would it look if I spent the eve with someone else?”
“Like we had a lovers" quarrel. Which we have. Well, except for the lovers" part.”
“I most gallantly offered to share the bed with you. I promise not to steal too many of the covers. Beyond that?” He shrugged, giving her the most wicked of smiles.
When she didn"t move from the bed, he pulled the covers up to his chest.
The bed was way too small. Perfect for lovers. Which they were not. And would never be. She quickly climbed out of bed.
“All right, have it your way.” He turned on his side and closed his eyes.
She stared at his backside partly buried under the covers, and took the blanket and spare pillow. Having no other choice as she wasn"t sleeping next to Creshion no matter what, she made a bed for herself on the floor.
“No one would ever have been the wiser,” Creshion said, jerking the curtains closed.
She stared at the closed curtains hanging around the bed, unable to see Creshion. “Except for all those in the tavern tonight,” she said caustically.
“Aye, and they will assume we slept together anyway.”
Did he want to sleep with her because he truly wanted to? Or was his conscience bothering him that she was sleeping on the floor because he wouldn"t take her place there?
Neither said a word for some time as she tried to get comfortable on the hard wooden floor. One thin blanket didn"t make a difference and because of how sore she was from riding all day, she truly would have loved sleeping on the bed.
“How much ale did you drink?” he asked, sounding amused.
Too much, she thought, as her head felt way too fuzzy. She didn"t move with her usual agility, though that had something to do with the hard long ride they"d had today.
“Too much, I suspect,” he said, the smile still in his voice.
“Don"t you ever say I can"t eat any meat because it would make me more cantankerous,”
she growled.
He laughed. “I guess too much ale will have the same affect.” He was silent for some time, then finally asked, “Are you afraid of me?”
Her hackles rose instantly. “Of course not. I"m a master assassin. Why would you think I would fear you?”
“You are a woman.”
She didn"t have a thing to say about that. Because the fact of the matter was he did intimidate her. She could fight the notion all she wanted, but what if he started to kiss her? And what if she wanted him to? And…it went beyond kissing?
That"s why he should be sleeping on the floor, and she should be in the bed.
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Two hours before first light, the dark still cloaking the tavern and village, Creshion lifted his sleeping stubborn angel assassin off the floor and placed her in the bed where he"d pulled the covers back for her. Then he recovered her and studied her as she snuggled under the covers deeper. She sighed like a kitten that had found a cozy pillow to sleep on by the fire. He should have moved her to the bed earlier, though he"d been so tired, nothing would have awakened him until now. The fault was her own for being so stubborn. 
He pulled the curtains closed to keep the chilly drafty air from the bed and dressed.
After leaving the room and locking the door, he headed below stairs to order breakfast, allowing the lady to sleep an hour longer, then they would be on their way.
He had hoped his brother and cousin would not be up this early, but they both waved mugs of ale at him as they sat at one of the tables when he descended the stairs.
“You never get up this early,” he said to his brother Tarn and to his cousin Eaton.
Both Eaton and Tarn looked immensely pleased with themselves for having beaten Creshion to the dining hall before he arrived, ensuring they got to see him before he left without a word to them.
“Is the lady still sleeping?” Tarn asked, sliding a look Eaton"s way.
“She is.”
“You did not think to leave on your own, did you?” Tarn asked. He spread his hands wide. “We will travel with you back to Salamain. It would be safer if we stay together.”
“Behind us. Out of sight,” Creshion said. “I don"t want the two of you scaring the woman off.”
“Scaring her off?” Tarn said, sounding highly amused. “Us? Why if anything, the lady would feel safer with us around.”
“Out of sight,” Creshion repeated.
But the expressions on his brother and cousin"s faces showed they were well pleased he would grant them even that concession.
Without speaking another word, they ate their porridge and sausage links.
Creshion glanced around the tavern at the small number of early risers eating their morning meal and thought he saw one of Queen Quinnette"s spies sitting at a table near the back of the room, mostly hidden in shadows.
“Is that who I think it is?” Creshion asked, tilting his head slightly in the direction of the cloaked man, who at the moment was looking out the tavern window.
“Hmm, yes, well, he"s been looking for you, as have we. You know how our uncle worries that if you come to harm, I will have to take your place.” Tarn gave him a warm smile.
“And you know how ill-suited I am to becoming the king of the cobra fae should our uncle die and you were no longer with us. I just am not as ruthless as you.”
“As the second-born son you haven"t had to be,” Creshion said dryly. “But if you had to take on the role, you would do better than fine in my place. It is in the blood.”
And he meant every word of it. Whenever Tarn had to be in charge, he did an outstanding job of it. Tarn just never liked to admit it.
Creshion again considered the queen"s spy, his dark features mostly hidden.
The fact a spy would be tailing Creshion didn"t matter. They often tried to learn his whereabouts although Creshion often was able to escape their detection.
He didn"t worry about the man, not unless he suddenly disappeared. Which meant he would travel ahead to tell the queen that Creshion had some unknown female fae in tow.
And that did not bode well.
***
Once Sessily had eaten—Creshion had ensured she was served sausage with her porridge in the guestroom—they packed and journeyed on the road again toward Salamain while his brother and cousin kept to their word and stayed out of sight.
He noted how quiet Sessily was and though it shouldn"t have mattered, her silence meant something was wrong, and he was bothered by it.
“Is there anything troubling you, my lady?” He didn"t want to assume anything where the lady was concerned any further—women were so much more unreasonable than men and so much more difficult to figure out—but he thought maybe she was tired from sleeping on the hard floor all night long.
“Other than you stealing me away from my castle and trying to force me to do a job without my express acceptance and on my terms, or parading me around a tavern, declaring me to be your wife, or forcing me to sleep on a rock-hard floor all night?” She cast him a dark look, the gold encircling her eyes sparking with temper.
He smiled. “Ah, that is all the matter. You did not get enough sleep then.”
She snorted.
He chuckled, glad it wasn"t anything of real consequence. “All of this is your own fault.”
“My fault?” She was not asking a question, but rather condemning him with her shrill statement.
She cast him the most glacial look that could have frozen him into an ice statue if she"d had that ability. Which made him wonder again just what she had done to make the vine he"d wrapped around her fall limply to the floor of her sitting room. If she hadn"t been afraid of never getting her fae travel restored, she looked like she could do the same to him as she did to his vine.
“"Tis true,” he insisted. “You were the one who refused to come with me on a job that your guild master set before you. You were the one who refused to be reasonable and sleep in the bed last night also.”
“You were the one who was unreasonable, sir!” she said, hotly. “You could have slept on the floor! Or with the woman who had propositioned you!”
Was he mistaken in thinking Sessily was jealous? No, rather she had to be irritated that he hadn"t slept with the other woman so Sessily could have had free reign of the bed he"d paid for.
“My coin. My bed. Which you were welcome to.”
They continued for some time not speaking to each other, which bothered him more than he cared to examine. What was it about the woman that got under his skin to such an extent?
With anyone else, like his brother when he was annoyed with Creshion, he would have let Tarn stew about whatever grudge he was holding against Creshion, then eventually Tarn would forgive him. But with Sessily, Creshion was having the worst time letting go of his need to fix things between them, such as they were.
It just wasn"t something he felt he should have to do.
Still, he swallowed his need to allow her to concede to him and finally said, “I will cure Master Travis of his heart ailment, no matter the outcome of your mission.”
He hadn"t meant to tell her thus so early in the game. He"d already cured the man of his heart disease—cleaning the arteries with the utmost finesse and repairing the damaged arteries.
The man"s heart was almost good as new. Creshion had done so in the event neither he nor Sessily lived once she attempted to assassinate the queen. One of the reasons for saving the man"s life was that her staff believed that because he had cured Master Travis, Sessily was going with Creshion of her own free will to accomplish the mission. They thought Creshion had fulfilled his part of the bargain, and now Sessily was bound to do what she did best—eliminate some foul fae.
Not that he expected her to assassinate the queen alone. He fully intended to use her as a diversion. But even then, he was rethinking the whole plan. Sessily"s staff depended upon her.
No one depended on Creshion. If he were to die, his brother would take his place.
He saw the way she treated her staff as family. He admired her for that. If she wasn"t there to pay the bills or didn"t live to keep her title, the land and castle would be forfeited to the Denkar crown, and the people living at her castle could very easily be forced to leave. Then where would they go? To separate estates? They were like a family, from what he"d seen.
When Sessily didn"t respond to his comment about Master Travis, he thought she must not have heard him. “Sessily, I will cure Master Travis no matter the outcome at Salamain.”
He thought he heard her bite back a sob. He frowned. The notion was supposed to console her, not upset her! Women!
“What is wrong now?” he asked, annoyed.
She shook her head and wiped at her face with the back of her hand.
“Sessily?” He tried for humor next. “Do not tell me you were tired of the old man.”
She turned and glowered at Creshion. His heart nearly stopped. Her narrowed eyes were filled with tears, and she swallowed hard as she glared at him, but she didn"t say anything, then turned away.
He frowned. She was much more complicated than any woman he had ever met.
“And the gold,” she said, her voice hushed with tears.
He smiled. The woman was incorrigible! But he would have thought less of her had she not continued to seek the money in payment, too.
“We will speak about this later.”
“We will speak about this now! We will be at the castle late tonight, and I wish this resolved before then.”
“I have already cured Master Travis of his ailing heart.” He didn"t know why the devil he had told her, but something in him broke. His need to be tougher than manmade steel, to appear always in control, to be the one who made the decisions and by the heavens stuck by them no matter the consequences, melted under the heat of Sessily"s ire, her own righteous determination, and a need to…
He shook his head at himself. When had he become such a milk-toast? He wanted to see her smile again.
Here she was working for the guild, wanting the much touted master assassin"s guild recognition, but doing the job nonetheless, keeping her people safe, and yet what was the thought uppermost in her mind? Travis"s health. Her people"s welfare. The gold wasn"t for her. He knew she meant to use it to take care of them.
He thought back to her comment about her father being a rebel among the ranks in the assassin"s guild. Of not taking on a job if he didn"t think it warranted. Creshion considered that notion further. What if it applied to Sessily? What if she didn"t believe the queen warranted elimination?
Sessily was so very still as she sat before him on his horse, and he wondered again what she was thinking. He knew she had to have heard him.
“You know, my lady…”
“Thank you,” she said so softly, he barely heard her.
She wiped at her cheeks some more, and he reached inside his tunic and handed her a handkerchief. He expected her to rail against him about the money, but she said no more, dabbed her cheeks, then handed him back the damp handkerchief. “Thank you,” she said quietly again.
And they continued to ride in silence.
But still, did she have reservations about terminating the queen because she didn"t know enough about her?
He would have to remedy that as well.
***
Tarn and Eaton stayed well out of range of Creshion, although not so far out that they couldn"t catch glimpses of him and the girl and ensure their safety. Creshion was a powerful fae, but Tarn still didn"t know why he believed the girl would be safe with him alone on this road that led through the cobra kingdom straight to the heart of Salamain and their uncle"s castle.
“What think you of his interest in the girl?” Eaton asked, his voice hushed as usual as they"d followed Creshion"s progress.
“I"m not certain,” Tarn admitted. His brother would have them believe he was hard-hearted, but Tarn knew he was not.
When he was a child, Creshion had secretly witnessed the killing of their parents, knew who had done the deed, but would not tell either Tarn or Eaton, his two closest friends. Instead, he kept the anger buried, and truly was like the cobra, ready to strike at his enemy when the culprit was least expecting it.
Tarn and Eaton had been trying for years to learn the truth, which had only angered Creshion. They knew he worried about their welfare should they learn who killed Tarn and Creshion"s parents and sought revenge. But they also wouldn"t allow him to make retribution alone.
When they"d discovered Creshion had sought an audience with Lord Davenport, they wondered if maybe he had something to do with their parents" deaths. But Davenport would have been their age, so Tarn had discounted that notion.
He assumed then, that his brother was seeking a way to aid Eaton in somehow obtaining the Lady Marguerite as his bride, as it should have been had Davenport not gotten in his way.
Even Marguerite"s brother had been closed-mouthed about what was going on concerning his sister.
“He killed him, don"t you think?” Eaton asked, pulling Tarn out of his thoughts.
“Who? What?”
“Your brother. Don"t you think he killed Lord Davenport?”
Tarn had wondered that very thing. But he knew his brother better than that. He wouldn"t kill a man just so that another could have his wife. Unless Davenport had threatened to harm Marguerite, but then Creshion would have killed him in some other manner. A duel, most likely.
“No. I don"t think so. He would not have poisoned the man to make it look like he had a heart attack.”
“You think he was poisoned?”
“The coroner might not find the evidence to prove so, but yes, I suspect so. As far as we know, he had no history of heart trouble.”
“Ah,” Eaton said. “So then where is the girl from who shared a room with Creshion?
Why does she travel with him?”
“He rescued her, like he said.”
Eaton glanced at Tarn, his expression one of profound disbelief.
Tarn shrugged. “I agree with you, cousin. I have no idea. He need not take her to our kingdom, and in fact, escorting her there is not the safest place she could go. But it"s more than that. They"ve been arguing. She was crying, if his handing her a handkerchief is any evidence of that. And now they sit in silence again.” Tarn smiled. “I think they are in love.”
Eaton gave him a dark smile. “I know you jest.”
But Tarn didn"t. He"d never seen his brother act so concerned over a woman. He paid most little attention, used to their chasing after him because he was the crown prince and should he ever take over from their uncle, Creshion would be king. And now here he was with some unknown fae, rescuing her, carrying her off to the cobra fae kingdom, sharing a room with her, even sharing a ride on his horse! No, there was something else going on between them, though Creshion had tried hard to shield how much he was interested in the woman from him and Eaton.
Tarn was glad that the queen"s spy headed south and didn"t follow Creshion. Tarn suspected, though, that the man was investigating where Creshion had been and learning for himself what the prince was up to. The spy knew now that Creshion was returning home and had no need to follow him in that regard.
“We could kill him,” Eaton said.
Tarn frowned at his cousin. “What?”
“The spy. We could eliminate him.”
Eaton was always able to read Tarn. He couldn"t read his mind, but just the same, he always knew what Tarn was thinking, most likely because the two of them were often thinking along the same lines.
Tarn considered the idea of eliminating the queen"s spy for a moment. He didn"t like leaving Creshion to his own devices should robbers waylay him and the girl. But he did like the idea of ridding themselves of one more of the queen"s spies. Creshion was her nephew, yet she treated all of them, Tarn, Eaton, everyone in the kingdom as if they intended to assassinate her.
Certainly, she"d had trouble in that regard, not that it wasn"t warranted, but to think anyone in the family would do such a thing?
“The spy can"t have traveled far in the opposite direction,” Tarn said.
And before either said another word, they turned their horses around and galloped off to take care of the menace. Tarn was sure the spy could cause dire consequences for his brother should the man learn what Creshion had been doing.
Creshion didn"t know just how determined Tarn was to keep his brother safe from harm.
He did not want to be the royal crown prince if Creshion should get himself killed instead!
Tarn had way too much fun doing as he pleased, while no one expected him to be accountable for his actions. And it also gave him ample opportunity to try and learn who had murdered their parents. Then if Creshion didn"t let him get involved, he would take down the murderer himself.
Eaton"s expression radiated enthusiasm. He felt the same as Tarn, concerning the queen"s lack of trust in them and eliminating the queen"s spies had been a new fae sport of theirs.
Someday, Tarn was sure that Creshion would thank him.
***
Sessily couldn"t believe that Creshion had cured her stable master, and she began to think of the prince in a new light—not a guy who had no feelings whatsoever, but someone who buried them so deeply, she was certain no one ever saw them in him. Was his hard exterior all a façade?
What had made him that way?
Not that she didn"t try to keep up her own appearances with people she didn"t know. The less they really understood her, the safer she was from being discovered.
She relaxed in front of Creshion, and he slipped his arm around her waist. “Lean against me and you can sleep. Tonight, sleep in my bed. I will make a pallet for myself on the floor.”
She couldn"t believe his change of heart, although when he spoke the next words, he made her smile. “Else, you will look like death warmed over before the ball. How will that look to my uncle"s people when I wish to show you off as my lover?”
Now that sounded more like the man she was coming to know.
Much later, she was dozing in his arms, when she and Creshion heard men moving about in the woods next to the path they rode on. Instantly alert, she knew the way they skulked about, they were not to be trusted.
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Sessily was sure they couldn"t outrun the men heading through the woods to meet them, and she knew Creshion wouldn"t want to leave his horse behind and fae travel. 
All of a sudden to her astonishment, she felt a wash of magic flood through her veins and knew at once he"d given back her own power to fae travel.
“Go,” he said harshly. “I"ll take care of them.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Let them come out to us and see what can happen when they take on one as powerful as yourself, who is almost as powerful as me.”
She glanced over her shoulder at Creshion and looked at his bleak expression, although his eyes sparkled a little with humor.
“You are stepping on dangerous ground, my lady,” he said, leaning forward, brushing his lips across hers. “Have I not told you that when you challenge me, I"m twice as determined to prove you"re wrong?”
She looked at his lips and wanted more of a kiss, loving the way his brows arched in amusement. His nearly invisible smile warmed her, and she smiled back at him, her most evilly appreciative smile. “Then prove it.”
He stopped his horse and before he could dismount, she hopped down. She tried not to show how much it bothered her to hit the ground with her booted feet, the way her legs buckled slightly, her whole body wilting a bit. Riding horses just wasn"t for her.
Creshion dismounted beside her and took her hand in his, then kissed it like he"d done before, his blue eyes gazing into hers. “You will ride as well as me someday.”
She snorted at that. “I would do better to work on my skills at eliminating bad fairies.”
Five men suddenly burst forth from the woods, all carrying bows and arrows. Not good.
They were dragon fae. They were the most capable of archers. What were they doing in the cobra kingdom?
“Come with us, Prince Creshion, and the lady won"t be hurt,” one of the young men said, stepping forward. He was dressed all in green as if he was a hunter out for sport. But the fact that he knew the crown prince of the cobra kingdom and was only targeting him, not Sessily, made it appear as though he was on a mission of his own, not participating in just some random thievery.
“Do we kill them or only slightly injure them?” Sessily asked Creshion, clearly for all to hear.
Two of the men standing on either side of the leader chuckled, their eyes sparkling with dark amusement.
“Give her to me, Duke Tully, if you please. I will teach the girl some manners,” the tallest of the men said, then winked at her.
But Sessily would teach the man some manners of his own.
Creshion gave Sessily"s hand a squeeze, and she thought he meant for her to keep her talent leashed for the moment. She realized then if they were going to work as a team in a situation like this, they needed to decide on a code beforehand.
“Duke Tully,” Creshion said, his voice soft with dark intent. “What brings you to the neighborhood? Don"t you have any well-connected travelers to accost in your own kingdom these days?”
The duke frowned. “We tried to catch up to you yestereve, but we were waylaid ourselves by common thieves in the turtle fae kingdom. What is the world coming to?”
“Ah, I see. So today when we are traveling through our own kingdom with our own escort, you decide to take us hostage. Being rather rash these days, aren"t we? Still vying for the princess"s hand? Thinking that ransoming the crown prince of the cobra kingdom would prove your worth to the royal family? I understand she has lost her heart to another and no amount of coin will change her mind.”
Duke Tully didn"t take the bait, but motioned instead to the south. “If you mean your brother and cousin are your escort, they no longer watch your backs.”
Sessily tried to keep her expression neutral, but she was having the most difficult time doing so. Two of the duke"s men were watching her while the duke and the other two men concentrated on Creshion. She was certain they knew he could be dangerous. And she was just as certain that they didn"t think she could be.
But what was this about Creshion"s brother and cousin following behind them? And if that had been the case, what had happened to them?
She felt Creshion stiffen with the news. She thought he might have been reassured with two of his capable cobra fae watching his and Sessily"s back, but now they were on their own.
Why hadn"t he told her about them?
“Do you wish me to dispatch the rabble?” Sessily asked, looking straight at the leader of the men. She knew to always take out the leader first, when confronted with a group intending harm. But she wanted to know just how harshly she had to deal with them before she did anything permanent that she could not undo.
Duke Tully smiled at her. “She is charming, Prince Creshion. Where did you pick her up?
Maybe I should keep this one a while longer, just as entertainment.”
“And have men-at-arms from two fae kingdoms at your doorstep?” Sessily asked.
The man"s lips parted, then he smiled marginally. He tilted his head to the side and bowed slightly. “Who, may I ask, am I addressing?”
“No one of consequence,” Creshion snapped, squeezing Sessily"s hand in warning.
“All right,” the duke said, then to his men added, “be careful with the woman. We wouldn"t want an incident on our hands should she prove to be someone of import and we harmed the lady"s sweet sensibilities.”
“You are a charmer, sir. I will let you live,” Sessily said brightly, removed one of her feathered long needled hair pins, and threw it like a dart with the skill of a master assassin.
The men were so stunned, no one reacted fast enough. Not even Creshion. Although as soon as he saw the duke grasp his neck and the hairpin sticking from it, then the duke collapse to the ground, Creshion cast his vine spell on one of the men, preventing him from using his bow and arrows against Sessily.
She ran with the agility and swiftness of a deer, attacking the next man, who dared ready his arrow in her direction, poking him with a delicate pin attached to her gown. He sank to the ground beside the duke.
She was too close for either of the last men to use their arrows on her, but a dagger would work just fine.
Creshion pulled his pistol out of its holster. “She has just put your lord and friend to sleep for a while. You will not harm her. As to the other man, the vine will release him in due time.
Put away your weapons, and you shall live another day.”
The men cast wary looks in Sessily"s direction. She cast them her most winning smile, the one that she used to placate someone who was highly annoyed with her. She didn"t want to hurt any of them if they hadn"t done anything really bad. Although in her line of work, other assassin fae would not have hesitated to eliminate the men, slipped off into the shadows of the trees, and vanished with no one the wiser.
She could have done the same, but she was her father"s daughter. And like him, she had a different assassin creed to live by. Kill only those who were a true threat to fae kind. These men only wanted money. Not anyone"s death on their hands.
Well, not until she"d taken out their leader and one of their men. Then she was certain they were rethinking the duke"s position to not let any harm come to her.
The duke began to snore and his two remaining men looked down at him.
“Step away from him, gentlemen,” Sessily said, her voice quiet but commanding, “so that I might retrieve my weapons of trade.”
At first, they didn"t move as fast as she would have liked, and she pulled out another hairpin so fast, they both jumped back. Not that they would be beyond her reach as she could throw them from quite a distance and her mark was accurate.
“Farther back, gentlemen,” Creshion ordered, waving his pistol at them to move away from the duke and the other man so Sessily could get her pins without interference.
She pulled the hairpin from the duke"s neck and the dress pin from the other man"s arm, and resituated them where they would remain safe and secure, though the pins would have to be coated in sleeping potion again for them to have any effect.
The one man, who remained standing, resheathed his dagger. “Who are you, my lady?”
His voice was filled with awe, and she was certain that the word would reach the dragon fae kingdom in no time, that a woman had quickly dispatched two of their highly skilled archers, one who was a duke at that.
What would the duke think when he woke from his long spring nap? Would he be angry that a woman had bested him? She normally did not let anyone see what she could do. Although she was certain the men would not ever think she was an assassin fae. Just someone who was very good with needlework and used the pins in her defense should she be accosted on a road like this one.
Creshion slipped his arm around Sessily as she rejoined him next to his horse. “I will have your word, gentlemen, that you will try nothing further or I will leave you like your fellow fae who is tied up in greenery at the moment. You would then be at the mercy of thieves and such,” Creshion said. “Maybe someone such as yourselves, who would wish to ransom a duke and his men, might come upon you and where would you be then?” Creshion smiled, and Sessily loved the way he could smile like that—the look wickedly handsome.
The one man bowed his head in silent agreement. Then he said, “The duke will want to know who the lady is.”
She hid a smile. “No one of any importance.”
“Nay, you travel alone with Prince Creshion. You have an impressive and unique way of handling a matter to your own satisfaction, my lady. I know you are not of the dragon fae, although you would give credit to our kind had you been. I would know of where you are from, which fae kingdom, before you leave us.”
“I cannot say,” Sessily said. It would probably take a very long time for anyone from the dragon fae court to learn who she was, but it would not be prudent to just come out and tell them the truth. Let them enjoy the game of paying for spies to infiltrate the cobra kingdom and learn who she was.
The man"s eyes sparkled with a sprinkling of silver. “The duke will not stop in his quest to learn the truth.”
Creshion helped Sessily onto his horse, then mounted behind her. “Good day to you,”
Creshion said. “Better luck in your next mission.” Before he nudged his horse to canter, he asked, “What happened to my brother and cousin?”
“They headed south, but we don"t know why.”
Creshion ground his teeth, then nodded, and nudged his horse into a gallop.
“You didn"t tell me that your brother and cousin had been following us. How long have you known?” Sessily asked, annoyed that he"d kept such a thing from her.
“This morning. I knew they were at the tavern last night, but hoped to leave before they arose. Both are late sleepers. Both were up early, waiting for me, insisting they watch our backs.”
Sessily didn"t speak for some time, then she said, “They know we slept together.”
He let out his breath in an exasperated manner. “You slept on the floor. I slept in the bed.”
She gave a mirthless laugh. “As you said anyone who saw us take a room together believes we are lovers.”
“Husband and wife,” he corrected.
She looked back at him. “Even your brother and cousin?”
“No, they think we"re lovers.”
She shook her head and looked to the north again.
“I couldn"t say we were husband and wife. They would know it wasn"t true. I would have to have my uncle"s permission first.”
“If I were a male assassin, you know we would not be having this discussion,” she said, highly annoyed. She would have arrived, done her job, and left without anyone being the wiser.
Creshion laughed.
She glowered at him.
“Sorry,” he said, not sounding like it in the least. But then he quickly sobered. “If it pleases you to think thus, just remember a male assassin would have had a much more difficult time entering the castle. Three have already died trying to eliminate the queen. As a woman, you will—”
“Why do you want her dead?” Sessily asked. She should have asked a long time ago, although she hadn"t much choice about where she was going. In that instant, she remembered he had not clipped her wings again to prevent her from fae traveling right out of his arms, which were wrapped securely around her as he held the reins in one hand.
“She is the worst sort of changeling, Sessily. A woman who abuses her position as queen and the fae abilities that were given her years ago. She has killed more of the cobra fae than I care to think about for nothing more than a need to show who is in charge.”
“But it"s more personal than that,” Sessily said quietly, guessing that was the case.
Though she wasn"t privy to all fae court news, and certainly not one that she had never visited, she still had heard something about the former king and queen of the cobra fae court dying. Not why, or when exactly. Just that some years ago a new king had taken charge and his wife was a changeling.
“She had my parents murdered,” he said, “when my brother and cousin and I were young.”
Although Sessily was galled to hear the news, she had to learn the whole truth. “You are sure she was the one who had it done? No doubts whatsoever?”
“Even if she hadn"t done such a deed, she has had many of my kind killed, stating that the fae were treasonous and planning to depose the king. My uncle has allowed her to get away with what she does. I don"t believe he knew that she had his brother and sister-by-marriage murdered.”
“But you"re sure?” Sessily asked. Any queen had every right to eliminate treasonous courtiers. But not if she was not even the queen at the time, and her brother"s brother was king and his wife, queen. Still, Sessily was certain the way Creshion spoke, his voice dark and dangerous, he knew for a certainty the truth of the matter. And she had to know for her own satisfaction what that truth was before she attempted to eliminate the queen.
“I saw her pay to have them murdered. Though at the time, I didn"t know that"s what she was paying the men to do. They cut my father"s and mother"s throats so quickly, I couldn"t even cry out to warn them. And Quinnette watched the whole bloody affair, never looking away, making sure they were truly dead.”
Sessily"s heart went out to Creshion. He had to have been devastated. Had his brother and cousin known? Who else knew the truth?
“Where were you when this happened?” she asked gently.
“My father had a game of Battle Chant in the bottom of a wardrobe. You know the kind with latticework that allows some air into it while anyone hidden inside can see out?”
“Yes, I know.” She had one just like it in her own bedchambers.
“I was playing in there when I was supposed to be in bed.”
Sessily could just imagine the prince doing what he shouldn"t be doing.
“My parents retired to bed and when it sounded as if they were asleep, I raised my hand to open the door. That"s when light from the hallway pierced the chambers, and I saw my aunt-by-marriage and the hired assassins enter. I thought that my aunt meant to wake my father with some disturbing news.” Creshion let out his breath in a heavy sigh.
“Who all knew about this?”
“No one. Not even the other assassins I"d hired. They didn"t have your kind of scruples.
They were paid to do a job and—”
“Failed.”
“Yes.”
“What about the assassins who murdered your parents?”
“My aunt declared that the two men were the ones who had killed the king and queen and conveniently had the men murdered. It was easy to prove, and the men never had a chance to expose her for the traitor she was. I was too young to do anything about it or if she had ever learned I knew of it, she would have had me murdered as well. I bided my time until three years ago. I will stop at nothing to have her eliminated.”
Her heart ached for him. She"d lost her own mother as a child and no one had ever filled that void for her. But at least she"d had her father, who had been the center of her universe for many years. “I"m so sorry for your loss, Creshion.”
“You"ve never spoken of your mother,” he said quietly.
“She died when I was two. I remember her fragrance and her smile, dark eyes that sparkled with violet highlights. I wished I"d known her for longer.”
He ran his hand over her veiled hair in a gentle caress. “Sometimes that"s all we can have, which reminds us to cherish those moments with the ones we love while we can.”
“Aye.”
Sessily had to do the job. The woman couldn"t get away with murdering Creshion"s parents. “Do you have any idea as to how I might accomplish the mission?”
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Killing the queen"s spy didn"t take any effort at all. Running into a band of bloodthirsty thieves and dealing with them took a little more work. But when Tarn and Eaton came across three dragon fae watching over two of their men who appeared to be sleeping, Tarn figured he and Eaton had another battle on their hands. The dragon fae didn"t belong here, and he assumed they were up to no good. 
But what caught his eye was the vines chopped up and lying on the ground near one of the sleeping men. The vines made Tarn think of Creshion.
“What are you doing on cobra lands?” Tarn asked, pulling out his sword, ready to do battle.
The one man shook his head. “The woman you were protecting doesn"t need your protection.”
Tarn glanced at Eaton, who shared the same look of surprise.
“What woman?” Tarn asked, frowning.
“The mystery woman. She wouldn"t say who she was.”
Tarn stared at the two sleeping men. His brother could do many things, but putting two men to sleep and trussing another up with vines before anyone could retaliate would have been impossible for him to accomplish.
“She did this?” Tarn asked, sounding genuinely astonished.
“You didn"t know she was capable of this?” the man asked.
Tarn didn"t answer, figuring it was none of the man"s concern, since he shouldn"t have been here in the first place. “What is your business here?”
“It was his business,” the man said, pointing at the one sleeping on the ground.
“And he is?”
“Duke Tully.”
“Of the dragon fae?” Tarn shook his head. “What was his mission here?”
“You would have to ask him, Prince Tarn. I guess since you didn"t know she could do this to a fae, you wouldn"t know how long it will be before the potion wears off.”
“No, and I"d advise you three gentlemen to carry your sleeping co-conspirators across the border before one of my people has it in mind to take your duke hostage for ransom.” As Tarn guessed that"s what these men were here to do in the first place, targeting Creshion. It hadn"t been the first time, nor would it be the last.
The men looked thoroughly dismayed at the task before them, but two of them lifted the duke off the ground while the last man lifted the other sleeping man over his shoulder. And then trudging under the weight of their sleeping comrades, they disappeared into the woods.
Tarn and Eaton continued on their way, hoping to catch up to Creshion and the lady before long. They didn"t speak for a long time, both trying to sort out what they had seen. Then Eaton said, “She"s a dark fae.”
“Aye.”
“Of the Denkar.”
“Aye, Eaton, aye.”
“If she can put two men to sleep, who intended them harm, what else is she capable of?”
Eaton raised his brows in question.
Tarn wondered the very same thing.
“If she can take down a duke and his archer companion, why did Creshion say he had to come to the lady"s rescue? Seems to me the lady needs no help from anyone else,” Eaton said.
“If several had ganged up on her, like here where there were five dragon fae and Creshion cast his vining spell on the one, most likely drawing his pistol on the other, she could not have managed so many men alone.”
Eaton didn"t say anything, just rode in silence for a while. “I"m not sure she couldn"t have taken out all the men herself. What if she—because she was a woman and didn"t want to show up Creshion—allowed him to take the majority of the men who came after them?”
Tarn chuckled. “That is a good tale, cousin. I"m sure Creshion would love hearing it.”
But what Tarn was dying to know was who the woman was, where she was from, and how Creshion had managed to disarm her. Tarn still didn"t believe that bringing her to their kingdom was a smart thing to do, and despite her abilities to put a stop to a threat to her person, he didn"t think she"d be able to manage the women of the cobra fae court who had their sights set on wedding his brother.
“Maybe she will be all right with dealing with the women of our kingdom,” Eaton said, attempting to sound convincing.
They exchanged glances and both shook their heads. “We will have to watch over her along with Creshion,” Tarn said while Eaton echoed his sentiments.
***
Late that night when they arrived at the castle of Salamain, Prince Creshion whisked Sessily in through a servant"s entrance, although most noticed, and he thought then it didn"t matter if he"d taken her through the main entrance. Even as they rode into the inner bailey, everyone took notice of the prince"s return. Everyone greeted him as would be prudent when the crown prince arrived. But everyone from courtiers to servants" gazes swept over the dusty woman in the hooded cloak, shadowed in darkness, attempting to determine who she was and why she was with their prince.
The stable master quickly took the prince"s mount, and Creshion dismounted and helped Sessily down.
She was afraid he"d insist on carrying her as her body was so weary of traveling by horseback that she could barely stand. But she didn"t want to look weak in front of the cobra fae like some damsel in distress. She wasn"t ever such a thing, and she hated feeling this way. On the other hand, she hated looking like she could barely walk.
Before she could take a step, Prince Creshion swept her up into his arms, and said thank you to a startled stable master, who was trying to keep his expression neutral but had wholly failed. Creshion stalked off with Sessily tightly in his arms.
It had become a common enough routine. They"d stop at a tavern for food or sleep. He"d remove her from the horse and carry her inside. But here at the core of Salamain, the royal center of the cobra kingdom, she did not want to look weak.
“Chin up,” he murmured in her ear. “The whole of the castle"s occupants and all the villages around will know of my bringing you here by morning. But I will keep you in my chambers until the night of the ball. At the big event, you will outshine everyone.”
She gave a soft ladylike snort. “How can I plan my mission if I"m sequestered in your chambers?”
“There will be time enough for that.”
Servants in the back hallway where only the menial task workers tarried, quickly stepped out of Prince Creshion"s way, bowing or curtseying, wide-eyed both that he was in their hallway, but also curious as to why he was carrying some unknown woman. She supposed he rarely did this.
“You would have been better off bringing my father.”
Creshion gave her a small smile.
“I mean, had he lived. He wouldn"t have caused as much of a stir as I am.”
“True.”
“Well, then how do you propose I go about my mission if everyone will most likely be watching every move I make?”
At the other fae courts, everyone knew Lady Sessily as a lady of mystery, showing up briefly every once in a while, then disappearing for long periods of time. But they knew her to see her, recognized her to be one of the dark fae, only they didn"t know what she did for a living.
Just that she was a fae heiress, who lived in a castle far from the royal castle of the Denkar.
But here at the cobra court, unless someone had attended one of the functions at one of the other fae courts, caught sight of her and recognized her, no one would know who she was. A woman of mystery, for sure.
It wouldn"t help her in learning of court secrets though. Or how best to accomplish her mission.
“The fact you are a female and with me will totally throw them off our trail.”
She wasn"t as sure as he was that what he said was true.
They entered his voluminous chambers where a bed that could have slept several took center stage. “You won"t sleep on the floor tonight,” he said.
“You have a trundle bed underneath the main one?”
“Yes, but you will be sleeping in my bed. It"s more comfortable and as sore as you are, you will need your rest. You will not be able to accomplish anything if you are limping around and barely able to walk. Besides, I expect you to dance several dances with me at the ball tomorrow night.”
“Several,” she parroted.
“You are my lover.”
“Right. But even mistresses do not dance with the men who must find a suitable wife.”
“You will dance with me, Sessily, as I wish it,” he said, being his arrogant self again.
She smiled at his tone of voice and ran her hand over his velvet sleeve, dusty like she was. “What if I am a pitiful dancer?”
“Then I will teach you how to dance well.” He set her in a chair when someone knocked on the door. “Enter,” he said.
A woman stood in the doorway, then quickly curtseyed, looking from him to Sessily, back to him. “A bath, Prince Creshion?”
“Yes.”
“And a meal?” she asked.
“I will see to the meal.”
She looked surprised, then nodded. “I will have the bath prepared.” She shut the door on her hasty departure.
“You don"t often see to the meal, do you?” Sessily asked, having noted the expression on the servant"s face.
“No. But while you are here, I will ensure the food is to your liking.”
“Make sure there is meat with the dish,” Sessily said, arching one brow. Though she assumed his concern over the meal preparation was that no one tried to poison her.
He smiled down at her. “And ale?”
“Anything but.”
“I will see what we have.” He paused at the door and glanced over his shoulder. “Are you prepared to receive antagonistic guests should someone choose to bother you?”
Sessily began pulling pins out of her hair and rested them on a table. “I"m ready for anything.”
“Good. I"ll be back after you"ve taken your bath.” He still hesitated. “If I had known how dangerous your gown and hair could be…”
She smiled. “It"s good for you to know such a thing if you should decide to take advantage of me.”
His smile was purely devilish. “I will let you know beforehand so you can remove your weapons first.” Then he shut the door and stalked down the hall.
Tarn and Eaton were rushing through the main entrance when Creshion reached them, heading for the kitchen. “You are safe, thank the goddess,” Tarn said. “You should have seen all the trouble we ran into when you were attacked.”
Creshion didn"t pause but continued on his way to the kitchen. “What trouble did you have?”
Tarn and Eaton joined him. Tarn said, conspiratorially, “We had to get rid of a fae who was snooping around.”
Creshion looked at his brother and said for him and his cousin"s ears only, “What fae?”
“A spy.”
Creshion managed to hide most of a smile. His brother beamed. It didn"t take much for Creshion to say or do something that pleased Tarn no measure. Eaton was also grinning from ear to ear.
Creshion sighed heavily. “And the other trouble?”
“Thieves. Who are no more. Then we came across men we assumed had given you difficulties.”
Both his cousin and brother waited for Creshion to speak, but when he didn"t, Tarn said,
“We sent them on their way before someone took the dragon fae hostage for ransom.”
“You are too soft,” Creshion said.
Tarn laughed. “Why did you not take them hostage yourself, if you are so hard, eh?”
“I was protecting the lady.”
“Seems to me she can protect herself. Who is she?” Tarn asked, his voice whispered.
They entered the empty kitchen, and Creshion found a loaf of bread, a brick of cheese, and a slab of ham. “Tarn, can you get me a bottle of wine?”
“Aye.” Tarn headed down the stairs to the wine cellar.
“The lady doesn"t like ale?” Eaton asked, pouring himself a mug of ale from a keg.
“No.”
“So who is she?” Eaton asked.
“I already told you.”
“Not anything about her special talent,” Tarn said, bottle of wine in hand. “Nor her name.
Just that she"s related to Prince Deveron.”
“Drop it,” Creshion said, taking the bottle of wine from him.
Tarn and Eaton stared at him in disbelief, but they knew he was serious. Both gave him small smiles.
“You are in love,” Tarn said, his eyes sparkling with mirth. “I never thought I"d see the day. I"d wondered what you would be like if it should ever happen. I"m truly happy for you, brother. It couldn"t have happened to a better man. Beware pissing the lady off, though. You never know when or where we might discover you sleeping your life away.”
“She"s just my ward until after the ball, and then I"ll return her home.” At least Creshion hoped that they could rid themselves of the menace who called herself their queen by the time the ball was through.
Neither Tarn nor Eaton looked like they believed him.
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When Sessily had entered Prince Creshion"s chambers, she was surprised to see the tapestries depicting pastoral scenes of shepherdesses and flocks and sheep instead of battle or hunting scenes like her father had decorating his bedchambers. She assumed all men would have rooms decorated in more manly themes. 
She noted a trundle bed underneath his large bed, surrounded by navy blue drapes of velvet. Four large wardrobe closets were situated against the walls and cloaks hung on hooks nearby.
A metal porcelain bathing tub featured hand-painted sea serpents and sailing ships and a velvet covered screen shielded the tub from the door to the chambers.
As soon as the bath was filled, Sessily stripped out of her gown—that was not meant to travel in, and the maid promised to have it cleaned by mid-day—and Sessily slipped into the hot water and purred with heavenly delight.
Before Sessily had finished bathing, a maid brought her a gown, compliments of Creshion. The ice blue garment floated like the loveliest fairy gowns she"d ever seen. Sessily couldn"t have been more surprised or pleased. Where had he gotten the dress on such short notice?
The maid set the gown on the bed, then wiped her hands on her skirt and avoided eye contact with Sessily.
“What is the matter?” Sessily asked, wringing out her long wet hair.
“You are the talk of the whole castle, my lady. A lot of the women are sore indeed.”
“Ah.” It was to be expected. “What is your name?”
The maid"s eyes widened as if she was surprised Sessily would even want to know. She stammered, “Nesten, my lady.”
Or maybe she was worried that Sessily wanted to report her for some infraction.
Someone knocked on the door and the maid hurried to get it. “Yes, my lady?” the maid asked of the person at the door.
“Is she here, alone?” a sharp female voice snapped.
Sessily stiffened, quickly climbed out of the tub, and pulled a floor-length towel around her. This was just what Creshion had warned her might happen.
“Aye, my lady, but the prince said he does not wish the lady disturbed.”
The tall thin woman, whose dark curls were pinned high on her head like a miniature mountain, barged into the room and folded her arms as she glowered at Sessily.
“To what do I owe the pleasure?” Sessily asked sweetly, but she was certain her eyes glowed gold.
She did not like anyone, man or woman, who browbeat a servant. The maid was only doing her job, and she had no recourse but to allow the woman in, but then risked the prince"s wrath later for having done so. She might have worried Sessily would be just as angry with her.
The poor maid looked sick.
Sessily didn"t like having anyone interrupt her when she was not even dressed unless it was her own staff doing the interrupting and it was a true emergency.
Wanting to protect the maid and get her out of the line of fire, so to speak, Sessily cast a genuine smile at Nesten. “Could you fetch me a comb?”
“Aye, my lady, at once.” Looking immensely relieved, the maid quickly vacated the room.
“I want you to pack your…” The lady glanced around the room, then motioned to the one bag. “…bag and clear out.”
“By Prince Creshion"s orders?” Sessily asked, not believing the woman could be so demanding of someone she didn"t know a thing about.
“By my orders!” the woman said.
“Oh. So you outrank the prince?” The woman appeared to be a couple of years older than Sessily, but way younger than the queen so Sessily knew she couldn"t be the queen.
The woman glowered at her.
Sessily shrugged. “I guess you"re not the queen. But if you"ll give me your name, I"ll be sure to tell the prince what you"ve told me.”
The woman stared at her, her mouth opening and shutting. Then she turned around, yanked open the door, and stormed into the hall. Sessily stalked to the door to shut it, saw three male fae watching her, felt her whole body heat with mortification, and slammed the door.
At least she"d been wearing a towel. She quickly dressed in the silky blue gown Creshion had given her before anyone else came knocking at the door.
The maid returned as Sessily admired the gown in the gold-gilt mirror. “Do you know where the prince is?” Sessily asked, as the maid combed out her wet hair.
“In the kitchen, my lady. Do you need me for anything else?”
“No, thank you. I"ll let the prince know how kind you"ve been.”
The maid gave her a timorous smile, curtseyed, and shut the door on her departure.
Not long after, another knock sounded but before Sessily could say anything, the door opened and three ladies strode into the room.
“Who are you?” the one asked, her gaze taking in the whole of Sessily as if measuring her worth.
“No one of consequence,” Sessily said, taking a seat on one of the cushioned chairs.
“Who are you?”
“If you are no one of consequence, why do you sit before us?” a blond fae snarled, her eyes sharp with hate.
“No one of consequence to you, mayhap, but of great importance to Prince Creshion,”
Sessily said, smiling.
That shut them all up. They had to know that if she had traveled here with the prince and was now sharing his room, she meant something to him. Even as a lover, she would not be ill-treated by those of lesser rank than the queen.
“You have seen me. You may leave.”
The women stared at her as if they couldn"t believe that she would dismiss them!
But having nothing further to say, at least to her, vowing revenge among themselves, they left her alone.
When they had cleared out of the room, Sessily slipped on her shoes and left the chamber. The maid was waiting outside the door, wringing her hands. “I"m so sorry, my lady.
The prince said…”
“Aye, that you are not to allow anyone to disturb me. And since it is not working, will you escort me to the kitchen?”
“Oh, aye, yes, my lady.” The maid had to know that the prince himself would not allow anyone to provoke Sessily, which is why Sessily decided to be with him.
When they arrived at the kitchen, Sessily found the prince alone, searching through a cabinet. “Looking for something?” she asked.
He whipped around and smiled at her with such admiration, she felt her whole body warm. “The gown is lovely, my lord. Thank you for such an exquisite gift.”
The maid was still standing nearby, and Sessily motioned to her. “Mistress Nesten has been so helpful, but I"m afraid some of the ladies of your court would not mind her protests.”
Creshion pulled out a basket, filled it with food he"d pilfered, and headed for Sessily.
“Then you will need my protection. Should they barge into my chambers when I am there…” He smiled.
She loved it when he wore that expression of pure dark delight. She would not want to be in any of the ladies" shoes should they barge in while he was there.
She glanced at the maid who looked as though she"d love to be watching the whole scenario should it occur.
“Come, my lady. Let us enjoy a feast fit for a king.”
Back in his chambers, the prince set out the meal on a table and pulled up two cushioned chairs. Sessily was much impressed, but just as she was taking a bite of the sharp cheese, someone shoved the door open without even knocking and in stalked two women, mouths quickly gaping to see the prince dining with Sessily, and both immediately mumbled apologizes, curtseying and backing out of the door, shutting it quickly with a clunk.
Sessily imagined the word had spread that she was alone except for the maid and anyone could intrude on Sessily"s privacy if they wished to give her grief.
Creshion chuckled. “What did I tell you, my lady? All you needed was my protection.”
Sessily smiled. “Why do you think I asked Mistress Nesten to take me to you?”
“Ah, well, I thought you just missed my company.”
“You have found me out,” she said, smiling again. She didn"t think he had such a sense of humor when she first had met him. But it was so subtle at times, she had to really pay attention to catch it.
When it was time for bed, Creshion pulled the trundle bed out from under his curtained bed and eyed it. It was shorter than he was, but Sessily had already slept on the floor, he needed her services, and she was not sleeping in the trundle bed that was drafty and the mattress not half as soft.
“The bed is small,” he said, glancing from the trundle bed to Sessily, looking hopeful that she would change her mind and take the trundle bed instead suited more for her petite size.
“Aye. But much better than the floor.” She climbed into his bed and shut the curtains.
***
The next morning, Sessily woke to voices speaking outside Creshion"s chamber door.
One was Creshion"s and the other male voices she didn"t recognize.
“She"s sleeping still,” the prince said. “And no, she will not be sharing meals today with the court. The king and queen will return to the castle tonight at the ball, and that"s when the lady will also make her appearance.”
“You know with all the secrecy, many are making up their own stories about you and the lady,” a man said.
He actually sounded very much like Creshion.
“Aye, well, the fae do love a good tale.”
“Would you mind if we join you? We could bring up the morning meal and—”
“You can bring up the morning meal, but we wish our privacy, Tarn.”
Silence.
Sessily stretched, rolled over, and fully intended to drift back into the world of fairytales.
“I"ve heard that the ladies of the court had mercilessly bothered your lady friend. Did you need us to fend them off?”
Creshion laughed. “As much as you both like. Now, if you"ll bring up the morning meal, just be sure the lady has a portion of some kind of meat—and no ale.”
Sessily smiled and closed her eyes. She was beginning to like the cobra fae prince. Which she knew could be a really big mistake.
***
All day long, Creshion had stayed with Sessily, ensuring her privacy as he described the layout of the castle, who was who, what to expect. He also presented her with another lovely gown, compliments of two fairy spinners who could weave a silky creation within a matter of hours.
Both were highly sought after for their skills, he"d told her, except last night they worked only for Creshion as he would have three gowns made for her for the time she was here.
She couldn"t believe after their rocky beginning, how much the prince was treating her like a princess. But she had to remind herself that it was all in the pursuit of her ridding him of a monster in his court.
The ball was in full swing by the time Prince Creshion escorted Sessily to the great hall, which was his intention—arrive late with Sessily on his arm when everyone was somewhat occupied in conversation and drink. Of course, as soon as he arrived, a lord greeted them, bowing low, his gaze shifting to Sessily, then back to Creshion. “My prince, the lady"s name?”
She knew then the lord intended to announce the prince"s arrival, but he couldn"t until he knew her name.
Creshion said, “The lady is my companion.”
The lord still waited to hear her name.
“State her position as such,” Creshion said, sounding impatient.
Sessily thought Creshion seemed ill-at-ease. Was he worried about her having to face the fae women of his court at a function like this? She could handle them. She swept her free hand over her coiffure, then over her gown. Her pins were ready. Although she hadn"t intended to use them. She needed to keep her secrets so that she"d have the advantage when she could see the queen alone.
The lord glanced back at the room filled with courtiers, who in silence were all watching the prince and Sessily expectantly. The lord cleared his throat.
“Lord Montfort, do as I say,” Creshion insisted.
“Aye, my lord.” The man again cleared his throat and cast his voice across the huge room that was filled only with light music. “The royal crown prince, Creshion Fairhaven of Salamain and his lovely companion…”
He sounded like he was about to say a name, then realizing he didn"t have one to offer, he motioned in a most gracious manner for the prince and Sessily to enter.
The place was filled with bouquets of flowers, the floral fragrance filling the hall with the scent of honey, jasmine, sweet tea and the sweet waters the women and some of the men wore.
Women were dressed in the latest in stylish fashions, the colorful over-sheers covering darker gowns floating about them as they moved as if a constant breeze drifted through the room.
Even Sessily"s gown was of the latest style, violet and blue sheers intermingled that set off her dark hair and eyes. The cut of the gown was low enough to give the men pause, although she thought maybe the gown dipped too low at the bodice the way Creshion"s gaze had lingered there several times already. The skirt flowed with her movements, the weight of the fabric light and airy just like any fae loved when attending a ball. Most fae did not have wings, but this was nearly like having them as the women drifted around the great hall, floating like winged fairies.
She hated shopping for clothes. But she did attend the semi-annual ball of the Denkar and was loathe to wear something outdated and face the butt of tons of fae jokes. The men did not care, but the woman…
Did they not have anything better to do with their time than worry about the cut of their gowns or the fabrics or the colors they wore?
Everyone was looking at her, lips parted, eyes wide, studying the way she moved—was it noble enough? The way she looked—was she beautiful enough? Or had she glamoured herself to appear more lovely? What of the way her gowns appeared?—the fashion, the fabric, the hue of the dyes?
“I venture to say every man and woman is envious of you. The men, because you are with me. The women, because you are with me.” Creshion gave her a wicked smile.
“You…appear to be enjoying yourself.”
“The ball never has appealed to me. I usually get here right before everyone goes home for the night. I"m sure much talk will ensue that I am here even before the opening of the dance.”
He leaned over and murmured in Sessily"s ear, his warm breath tickling her, sending a frission of heat cascading through her blood, “The queen is not here yet, nor is my uncle. The dancing will begin as soon as they arrive.”
She nodded, somewhat relieved she didn"t have to meet them just yet. She wanted to mingle, get her bearings, study the others of the court before she had to watch her step while the queen was observing her as well.
Not seconds after Creshion had spoken to Sessily, a woman stalked toward them in the most viperous of ways, not ladylike in the least, but more like a tigress after her tiger, wanting to dispatch of the woman in her way.
“Prince Creshion,” the woman oozed, grabbing his arm and snuggling up close to him.
She was a redhead with sea blue eyes that danced with the warmth of the Caribbean waters of the human world. But as soon as she glanced in Sessily"s direction, her blue eyes chilled. She didn"t let go of Creshion, but seemed to tighten her hold even further. “You brought someone to our court to play with, eh, my prince?”
He frowned at the woman. “Lady Sessily bites back, Lady Fabian. I would take care around her if I were you.”
Sessily didn"t need anyone to warn off the fae who might find her a challenge. She was perfectly capable of taking care of herself.
The redhead still clung to the prince, and he didn"t make any effort to disentangle himself from Lady Fabian"s grasp, which irritated Sessily. How was she supposed to pretend to be his lover if he was letting another woman get her claws into him?
“Where are you from?” Lady Fabian asked Sessily, her words couched in hostility. She was sure to attempt to make fun of wherever Sessily was from, unless Lady Fabian knew Sessily was a dark fae or maybe a dragon fae. Neither was the kind of fae that most others took for granted.
But maybe the cobra fae females wouldn"t have enough sense to know that.
“Do you mind, Prince Creshion? I need something to drink.” Sessily didn"t need his okay. She was used to mingling in the courts of most kingdoms, mixing, blending, learning what she needed to in order to complete her missions. But she"d never been to the cobra court before.
How bad could it be?
Both men and women of all ages stared at Sessily as she moved through the small groups of courtiers gathered together as she headed for the refreshments set out on a long table.
“I haven"t formally met you,” a gentleman said to her, taking a glass of some kind of red concoction off the table and handing it to her. “Fairy punch, not fermented,” he said, when she hesitated to accept it.
Did he realize she had an aversion to fermented drinks? If so, how did he know such a thing? Even the wine Creshion had brought her earlier was too much for her. She just didn"t like the way that fermented drinks fuzzed her thought processes.
“Hmm,” she said, “thank you.” She thought the fae looked similar to Creshion, same dark hair, same blue eyes, though his smile was more mischievous than cynical.
“I"m Lord Eaton, and you are?”
“Lady Sessily.”
“You came with Prince Creshion.”
Though the lord had not asked her a question, she answered in the affirmative anyway.
“Yes.”
“I see.” He glanced back at the prince across the ballroom and smiled. “He doesn"t like it that you"re speaking with me. Now he has ditched Lady Fabian and is headed across the floor to protect you.”
“Do I need protection?” she asked, amused. She didn’t need protection. She was certain Creshion had felt she had needed his help in the dark alley when the thief was trying to crush her skull with the cudgel, but she hadn"t wanted to kill the man. Just do her assigned task. An assassin didn"t kill just anyone who got in his or her way. She didn"t believe in collateral
damage.
And she thought if the thief had stolen from Lord Davenport, it would give the constable something to gnaw on when he tried to discover motive concerning the lord"s death.
“Do you need protection from me?” Lord Eaton smiled again. “No, from the prince, most assuredly. I"m his cousin and he ought to know I"ve lost my heart to a Lady Marguerite. But you, dear lady, are definitely at risk where the prince is concerned.”
She laughed, not believing it for an instant. Then she frowned. “You are not speaking of Lady Marguerite of the spinx fae?”
Straightening, Lord Eaton suddenly looked very interested. “Why yes. Do you know her?”
“Yes.” Vaguely. To save her. “So you intend to wed her?”
He sighed. “As soon as she"ll have me.”
Sessily narrowed her eyes at Lord Eaton, recalling what Creshion had said to Lord Davenport concerning being owed money. “You will cease gambling, sir.”
“Gambling?” Lord Eaton asked, genuinely looking puzzled.
“Lord Davenport owed you money. And you owed Lord…” Sessily hesitated. Creshion had referred to himself as a lord, not a crown prince at the time. She quickly amended, “Prince Creshion money.”
Lord Eaten raised his brows. “Is that what the prince said? He jests. I never gamble, nor does he. We believe only in a sure thing.”
That sounded more like the prince she knew. Although, in a way, wasn"t bringing her here to assassinate the queen, the biggest gamble of them all?
She wondered why Creshion would say anything about gambling debts to Lord Davenport then. Had he meant to give him another message? One that only he and Lord Davenport had been privy to? But why had he insisted on Lady Marguerite being present?
Unless to let her know that her new husband was gambling her money away.
Sessily watched as the prince moved among his people, several blocking his path to speak with him, probably asking her who she was. His expression was dark as he continued on his way, barely answering those who spoke with him, attempting to move across the floor to reach Sessily. His eyes narrowed and his lips thinned even more as he gave Lord Eaton another killing glower as another man stopped the prince from making any more headway.
“Yes,” Lord Eaton said, “I rather do believe the prince is not happy with me speaking with you. But he really ought to know I have no designs on you, my lady. So what fae…” He glanced down at the gold medallion mostly hidden by her gown. “…what fae kingdom are you with that you ventured into the snake pit of the cobra fae?”
“The Denkar. Royal house, cousin once removed from Prince Deveron.” Sessily didn"t want him thinking she was from one of the minor royal houses of the kingdom.
“Crown prince of the Denkar,” Lord Eaton said, making a very low bow, appearing to be most impressed. But she wasn"t sure whether he was impressed with her, or with Creshion for having brought her here. “Pleased to make your acquaintance. You are a duchess, then?”
“Yes.”
He smiled. “Lady Fabian will have fits. Well, more so than she already is having. She is a baroness.”
“Good. But she need not worry about me. I have no designs on Prince Creshion. In truth, we would not suit one another even if we tried.”
Lord Eaton laughed out loud. “Mayhap not, my lady. But the prince has never taken a lady under his protection, declaring her as his ward, brought her to the castle, and kept her securely under his wing, as he has done with you.”
“His ward?” she asked darkly. When had that happened? She was no longer to be his lover but his ward? She didn"t need his protection! And if she was to be his ward, that meant women like Lady Fabian believed they could do what they wished concerning gaining the prince"s affections. Which shouldn"t have mattered to Sessily, but no matter how much she told herself it shouldn"t, it did.
“Yes, my lady. He said he saved you from ruffians.”
“Ruffians? One thief,” she said, irritated that the prince would elevate his heroics and pretend that she did not have a pixie"s brain to deal with the clunk of a man. Given a few more seconds, she would have taken the thief down herself. But not in a fatal way.
Lord Eaton smiled. “I think he has met his match in you.”
They grew silent as Creshion finally fairly shoved two men out of his way and stood before her. “I see you have met my cousin, the duke of Easton.” He spared another harsh look for his cousin. “So good of you to entertain Lady Sessily for me—”
“She did all of the entertaining, I assure you, Prince Creshion,” the duke said easily.
“Since you were occupied,” Sessily said, trying not to sound annoyed, but her gaze surveyed the room as she looked for the redheaded Lady Fabian. She was standing with a group of women, who were all looking at Sessily, claws extended, the gold showing in at least three of the women"s eyes. The women were all about Sessily"s age, dressed in shimmering fae gowns of light and dark, of emerald greens and dusky pinks, of pale sky blues and midnight, too. Sessily was certain they were interested in gaining favor with the prince themselves.
“We were talking about Lady Marguerite,” Lord Eaton said.
“Ah.”
“And some such nonsense about gambling debts,” the duke remarked, brows raised, waiting for clarification.
“Never gamble,” the prince said, sparkles in his eyes, a sure fire sign he was highly amused at his deceiving everyone in Lady Marguerite"s household.
“I told the duchess that.”
“Why did you lie to Lord Davenport and why did you have to see Lady Marguerite also?”
Sessily asked, unable to cloak the irritation in her voice.
Not that she had any reason to be so irritated with him. After all, she had deceived everyone about why she was there, also. But at least he knew now why she had been there. He, on the other hand, had never told her the truth about his own deeds.
“Ah, the truth,” he said, offering his hand to her.
She hesitated.
“Dance with me? The queen and king have arrived.”
Her skin chilled, but she didn"t want to look around for feat they"d be watching her.
No one had announced their arrival. Where were they?
Guessing at her surprise, Creshion said, “They are seated on their thrones on the dais over there,” he said, motioning with his head. “They often arrive unannounced. The queen prefers it that way, using fae travel to appear at her throne so she can watch her courtiers undetected for several minutes before the musicians get word and the dancing begins.” He took Sessily"s hand.
“I will tell you my secrets.” He gave the duke a withering glance. “I don"t wish to bore Lord Eaton of my tale.”
“Which means he will tell me later and would rather dance with his… ward,” the duke said. “You"ve been busy, Prince Creshion. The queen will not be pleased.”
“I don"t live my life to please the queen,” Creshion said, and Sessily noted the bitterness in his voice.
“Of course,” the duke said, all knowing, his smile just as evil as any that Creshion could offer, bowed most eloquently, then stalked off to speak with another courtier.
Would the duke tell the man he was speaking to that she was of the royal house of Denkar? She realized she still hadn"t given her name to anyone except Lord Eaton. Had Creshion told the redheaded woman?
“Does he know what you intend to have done?” Sessily whispered to Creshion.
He pulled her closer and brushed his lips against her ear, sending a waterfall of heat cascading through her blood. “No, only you and I know what must be done. No one will ever need to know the truth.”
He whirled her around the voluminous dance floor from one end to the other as if showing her off to every courtier in the regime. The dance was fast-paced and she was dizzy with the way he twirled her about and she loved it. She"d never danced with anyone as agile as Creshion, who matched her own speed and agility to a tea.
“More?” he asked, looking as though he would be pleased to dance with her all night long.
The next dance was slower paced, and she tilted her face up to his and smiled. “More.”
“You are beautiful. Have I said so before, Sessily?” he asked, looking down at her with pure adoration.
No one had said that to her but him. “Maybe once before? I like hearing it from you. You have my permission to do so often.”
He smiled and the look was warm and inviting. For the first time, she thought the hard shell that he wore was beginning to show fine cracks.
But she worried about something more. “You know,” she softly said, running her hand over his royal blue satin tunic, “when she is gone, it won"t make the pain any less painful.”
“I understand,” he said, his blue eyes softening. “I"ve finally come to believe this is so, but her reign of terror has to end.” He lifted Sessily"s hand to his lips and kissed it with a long, lingering, meaningful kiss.
Her blood heated to volcanic proportions. Curious as to how his courtiers were viewing the prince"s handling of her, she cast a glance about.
Everyone appeared shocked. Dancers had stopped dancing. The couples stood in the middle of the floor staring at them. Those who remained at the edge of the dance floor looked just as surprised, mouths agape, eyes huge, a few with rings of gold flaring around dark pupils.
If Creshion thought he was to pass her off as his ward, he wasn"t handling the matter right.
She sighed. So be it.
She rose on tiptoes and kissed Creshion full on the lips. If his courtiers wished to talk about something, she might as well give them something to really talk about.
He pulled her closer, dancing slower, kissing her mouth lightly at first, deepening the kiss as if deepening their relationship.
She knew it could never be. Not between a duchess of the Denkar fae and the royal crown prince of the cobra fae. Still, she enjoyed the closeness she felt with the man who could be the death of her—and very soon.
She pulled free of the kiss and continued to dance with him, her head against his chest, listening to his rapidly beating heart, loving the warmth and feel of him as he slowly moved her across the floor. She didn"t look to see if anyone was dancing yet. Nor had she seen the king or queen yet. She was dying to know what expressions the king and queen wore. She knew they had to be watching their every move.
Pushing the thought from her mind, she wondered if maybe just being with Creshion on their travels here had helped him to see the world in a better light. She could only hope.
She thought back to the way he had given her stable master a new lease on life. “Thank you,” she said quietly, “for saving Travis"s life.”
He shook his head. “You did that, dear lady. You saved him with kindness.”
“I could not have healed him like you did,” she protested. “So thank you.”
He looked uncomfortable with receiving praise. Did no one ever give him any? Maybe no one had ever told him he was beautiful either. The women swarmed all over him because he was the crown prince. But had anyone genuinely told him how pleasant he was to look at?
She smiled up at him. “Have I told you how beautiful you are? In a dark and dangerous way?”
He chuckled. “I don"t believe so. Though I"m well pleased you think so.”
He seemed more than pleased, and she was glad she finally had admitted it to him. “I haven"t seen your aunt-by-marriage or your uncle"s faces yet. Have you?”
“My uncle is intrigued and has been speaking with his advisor, no doubt wanting to learn just who you are. My aunt"s eyes have been glowing gold ever since she set her gaze on you.
She"s sure you"re the one who I intend to make my wife. If we should have a child…”
Sessily frowned at Creshion.
He laughed. “It is what she would be concerned with. If we should have a child, our child would rule someday instead of one of her own, since she has been unable to conceive.”
“Because she is a changeling, not of the fae kind, do you think?” Sessily asked, surprised.
She had never heard of a changeling giving birth to a fae, though it wasn"t something she"d really investigated. Maybe they couldn"t do it.
“She has never been happy with the notion that her own offspring would not rule in her stead when she dies.”
“What are her powers?” Sessily whispered into Creshion"s ear as if she was speaking sweet-nothings and not about how she was attempting to learn what she could about the queen to terminate her.
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Creshion looked a little surprised Sessily would ask about the queen"s powers. He probably thought she already had heard something about the queen"s abilities. All she had known was she was a deadly adversary, but not how she had killed the fae who had angered her. 
He took a deep breath. “My uncle has the power to control fire. He gifted his elemental ability to Quinnette. Every room has a fireplace, candles, torches, some form of fire. She can take a spark of a flame and turn it into an inferno and direct it at one individual with such precision, she can destroy him or her without touching anyone or anything else. Else our walls and floors would be covered with scorch marks. She is extremely short tempered.”
Sessily thought about that for a while as she danced, the music ending and another waltz beginning. Even if she “softened” the queen up a bit with a sleeping potion before she terminated her, the queen could still direct fire, but if she was drugged, her aim could be off, and innocent bystanders could be injured or incinerated. Sessily couldn"t throw a dart at the queen when they were among other courtiers, and she suspected the woman would be too wary to meet with her alone. Even if the queen intended to kill Sessily, the queen would ensure she had witnesses, Sessily was fairly certain.
She probably couldn"t get too close to the queen either, to jab her with a poisonous pin.
But poisons weren"t her only claim to fame. “Is she faithful to your uncle, excluding all others from her bed?” she asked Creshion.
She knew not all queens were faithful and their husbands didn"t care as long as they had the same freedom.
“She is. My uncle would kill her if he thought otherwise. He brought her here, after all.
Gave her fae magic. Made her one of us, as much as he could. She cannot fae travel, or glamour herself as we can do. She cannot return to the human world unless my uncle takes her there. So he would be more than incensed if she found another lover. Believe me, she will never do such a thing.” Creshion studied Sessily"s face as she thought more on the matter. “You wear the most devilish of expressions. What are you thinking?”
“I may have a way to solve your problem.”
“Aye?”
“Is there a man who could be her lover? Someone who is as wicked as she is? Someone who you would have paid an assassin to eliminate if the woman had not been your focus?”
“Grieves,” Creshion said, without hesitation.
“Who is he and why did he come to mind so quickly?”
“He is like her lapdog. He is a spy and tells her what she wants to hear, who she should kill, even if there is no reason for the killing. She listens to him, whether she believes him or not.
She enjoys the way he fauns all over her. Maybe he hopes the king will die, and he will replace him. He is a baron who would be next on my list, once she is gone.”
“He is on my list then,” Sessily said so sweetly, Creshion raised his brows.
“First the woman,” he insisted.
“They will go down together,” she said.
“I love the challenge in your words and in your expression, Sessily,” he whispered against her ear, nuzzling her skin with a loving touch.
I love your touching me, she wanted to say back, but held her tongue, not wanting to spoil the moment, but knowing she had a job to do, which was the only reason she was here. “Show me this Grieves so that I might plan my mission.”
***
An assassin"s plan to eliminate a target was often improvised to keep the assassin"s identity a secret. But Creshion wanted to know in the worst way what his angel assassin had in mind. In no way did he want the hateful queen to incinerate Sessily with just a wave of her finger. He wanted Sessily safe from harm.
And he didn"t want her to meet the charming Grieves.
With reluctance, Creshion guided Sessily to where he"d seen Grieves standing the last time they"d danced across the floor. Grieves never stood near the queen when the king was around.
Creshion drew nearer to where Grieves stood by a male fae. Grieves was always careful not to charm the ladies when the queen was about for fear he would lose the queen"s favor and be the next one on her terminal list. But Creshion noticed the leering look on the fae"s face as Grieves watched Sessily move closer.
Look all you want, Creshion wanted to say. My lovely assassin has the gravest plans for
you. At least he thought so. Had Sessily intended to lay the blame of the queen"s death on Grieves? Creshion approved of the notion.
Grieves shifted his gaze from Sessily to Creshion, catching his eye. He bowed his head in reverence. Reverence, as if the baron truly showed any deference to Creshion"s title. Grieves thought he was above all but the king, in the queen"s estimation.
“He is the one in the pale blue tunic, the blond fae with the sharp blue eyes,” Creshion whispered to Sessily.
She gave Creshion one of her brightest smiles. She fairly glowed in the light of the castle, as if the task before her made her whole, gave her purpose, and he realized then how much this job meant to her. She said she"d wanted to retire. He suspected there was more to what she wished than she would admit to.
He realized also that he had one purpose in being, to bring down the queen who had murdered his parents so long ago. What would be his focus after that?
Keeping his angel assassin free from harm.
He tightened his hold on her as he moved her farther away from Grieves and back in the direction of the queen and king"s thrones.
Sessily was looking at Creshion curiously, and he smiled at her. “You are a treasure, you know?”
She gave him a soft grunt. “You only say so because you need me to do a job for you.”
“Oh, aye,” he said, enjoying the sparkle in her dark brown eyes. He knew she teased him, and he was fairly certain she knew he wasn’t teasing about what she meant to him.
But then again, where women were concerned, it was best not to assume. He cleared his throat. “I meant what I said.”
She sighed deeply. “I know you do, Creshion. But you know this ends between us once my job is done here.”
“Aye,” he said, but he couldn"t help smiling, and he could see the way the sparkles of fae delight that his eyes now cast danced off her dark eyes. He wasn"t through with Sessily, no matter what she thought. “So what is the plan?”
When she didn"t say, as he feared she might not, he insisted she tell him the plan. How could he protect her if she did not?
“Sessily, I must know what your plan is.”
“An assassin never reveals the plan.”
He let out his breath in exasperation. “To anyone else, mayhap. But you will tell me.”
She grinned at him. “You know, Prince Creshion, you are so demanding. There"s this little issue of payment for services rendered when the job is done that we still have not agreed upon. And you have not told me why you went to see Lord Davenport either.”
“I feared my rash cousin, Duke Eaton, would get himself into some difficulty if I did not promise to see Lady Marguerite and ensure she was safe. Her brother, Alexander, though a sphinx fae and relatively peaceful in nature, had intimated the situation may soon change wherein Eaton might again pursue the lady. So I had to learn the circumstances of why Alexander thought this was so. Imagine my surprise to find a thief dressed like a boy pursuing Lord Davenport. I even had the notion that Alexander had hired you to find evidence on Lord Davenport of some sort, that would cause him trouble.”
“Until you saw me visiting with his lordship.”
“Yes. I thought perhaps that Alexander had hired you to steal something from the household that would incriminate—” Creshion stopped speaking, then frowned. “He hired you?
A woman?”
She tilted her chin up and gave him a chilly glower. “He hired an assassin from the assassin"s guild. Well, not really from the assassin"s guild. But in any event, yes, he hired me.
But do not tell him who did the deed.”
“Your secret is safe with me.”
“If it wasn"t, you know what I can do about it.” Her expression instantly turned bright and cheerful again.
He laughed. “You love your work too much.”
“I never thought about it in that way. I always thought of it as just a job. But you might be right.”
Creshion saw his uncle crook a finger at him to join him at his throne. He stiffened, not liking this. The questioning would begin. “Are you ready to meet my uncle, King Olaf?”
“This is when the job gets tough,” she grumbled.
Creshion guided her across the floor to the waiting royal couple, his aunt-by-marriage wearing red that clashed with her fiery red hair. He thought she looked like a red demon without the horns and spiked tail. He never could figure out why his uncle took such a liking to the woman when she had lived as a human in Baltimore, Maryland.
Sessily curtseyed low with the utmost respect to both the king and queen. Creshion"s uncle studied Sessily, hiding any emotion. He knew if his uncle showed even the least amount of pleasure in seeing Sessily, the queen would be furious. But Creshion thought his uncle might be a bit miffed that Creshion would bring Sessily to the castle without forewarning, and then to the ball again without telling his uncle first his plans.
But Creshion had done as he pleased since he had turned fifteen, and he would not change his ways now. If he did, the queen would have suspected something, he was certain.
King Olaf said to Creshion, “She is of the royal house of Denkar, cousin to Crown Prince Deveron?”
“Aye, my lord,” Creshion said respectfully.
“But no one knows her name. Even the lord of introductions said you did not give her name to him.”
“Countess Sessily, Duchess of Armonjas.”
The king sat back against his throne. “What are you doing here, Countess Sessily?”
Creshion spoke before she could, “She was on her way to see Lord Davenport"s wife, concerning her cousin, Ginny"s death. Lady Sessily was attacked by rogues, and I stepped in to save her.”
The king nodded, then again looked as Sessily. “Then why is she here?”
“I asked her to the ball.” Creshion grinned in his most affable manner. Everything he said was the truth, although he left out a good part of the story. But it was truth enough and from the way he and Sessily had danced, he was certain his uncle noticed how interested Creshion was in the lady. “I made her my ward on our journey to ensure her safety.”
“Your ward,” the king said, sounding incredulous.
“Aye.”
“Rumors are circulating that you"ve taken her as your lover.”
Creshion glanced at Sessily, whose chin rose a notch, her eyes blazing with fire, and her cheeks as red as the queen"s dress.
“Rumors, my lord.”
“I slept in his bed, „tis true,” Sessily said. “But Prince Creshion was good enough to sleep in—”
“The guest chambers next door,” Creshion said. Even if it helped their story to tell the truth, he wasn"t about to let on in front of the whole cobra court that he, the crown prince of the realm, slept in the trundle bed reserved for a servant who might see to the prince"s needs.
Although he normally did not have anyone sleep in his room.
Who would ever have thought he"d have an angel assassin in his bed?
“Hmm,” the king said, and Creshion got the distinct impression that the king knew just where Creshion had slept that night. “I see.”
“And your father, Countess, had nothing to say about this… arrangement?” the king asked, sounding suspicious, as though he believed her father had insisted on the arrangement to ensnare a crown prince for his daughter"s husband.
Sessily"s chin dropped noticeably. Creshion reached down and took her hand and squeezed. She said, “My dear father died four years ago.”
Creshion thought she might get a sympathy vote at the very least. At most, it would clear her of the charge that her father might have been seeking a marriage match with a prince.
“I see. Who is responsible for you then?”
She moistened her lips. “No one.” She straightened her shoulders.
“You are not a ward of anyone?” he said. “No older brother or uncle to look out for you?”
The king"s unspoken words hinted that there was no one to keep her in line either.
“No,” she said, just as defiant as before.
Whispered murmurs filled the great hall.
The king studied her, watching to see if she was speaking the truth. “You have sufficient funds to support your castle and staff?”
“Aye.”
The king studied her for some time, then steepled his hands and said, “You thought you found a prince to wed. Someone to take care of you.”
This time she sounded most indignant. “I did not! I didn"t even know that Prince Creshion was a prince, nor that he was a cobra fae.”
The king glanced at Creshion.
He shrugged. “I told her I was Lord Fairhaven, nothing more. We were well on our way here before I confided in her.”
“She took the news well, then?” the king said. He sounded as though he was certain Sessily had her hooks in his nephew for the purpose of marriage.
Creshion couldn"t allow the misconception to continue. “I had to clip her wings,” he said firmly. Creshion realized then how quiet the great hall had become. How the music had stopped.
How everyone in the hall was listening to the king"s interrogation of Sessily.
The timeline wasn"t accurate as far as when he had clipped Sessily"s wings, but his uncle didn"t need to know that.
Murmuring erupted as he made the announcement that he had taken Sessily hostage, more or less.
His brother and cousin were staring at him with a mixture of shock and amusement.
His uncle shut his gaping mouth.
Creshion continued, “We were set upon by a group of dragon fae archers, and I released Lady Sessily"s ability to fae travel, telling her to leave to prevent her from being injured. She would not, telling me instead that she wished to stay by my side and help.”
“Help,” the king mused.
“Aye. Of course she had no magical abilities, except those abilities that come naturally to any fae.”
The queen immediately bristled. Creshion loved bringing up her shortcomings.
“Nor did the duchess carry a weapon on her but still, she stood by my side.” Creshion hadn"t lied too terribly much. Sessily hadn"t carried “a” weapon, but rather had been covered in the decorative but wicked pins.
“And the two of you were involved in the confrontation with the dragon fae as well?” the king asked Tarn and Eaton, standing in front of the crowd of courtiers, but not too close to the king.
They both shook their heads.
Tarn said, “We were set upon by thieves and hadn"t caught up to Creshion and the lady.
When we arrived, we could see the dragon fae dust trail left behind—there had been five of them—but no sign of the men once we had arrived.”
Creshion noted that Tarn had deftly left out the mention that he had allowed the dragon fae to go on their way unharmed.
“Are you here by your own free will?” the king asked Sessily.
“Yes, she is,” Creshion said.
The king raised a brow at Creshion. He let out his breath.
Sessily said, “I came here of my own free will after we sent the dragon fae packing.”
Some chuckled, probably thinking it funny that Sessily had included herself as being instrumental in helping to save the day.
“Without a maid in attendance?” the king asked her. Then turning to Creshion, he said,
“You rode your horse all the way here? It took you a couple of days travel at least. Where did you stay?”
“At a tavern,” the prince said, hating where this was going. If his uncle learned they had shared a room, a loft before that, he was certain Sessily would tell the king and all of the court that she had slept on the floor. Some would admire Creshion for making her do thus. He was the crown prince of the cobra fae after all. But others would not be so impressed.
His uncle sighed. “And you had separate rooms.”
“He stayed with his brother and cousin,” Sessily blurted out. “They were there as well.”
That was the wrong thing to say. Neither Tarn nor Eaton would be able to lie about the circumstances without their facial expressions giving them away.
“Come forth, Prince Tarn, Duke Eaton,” the king commanded.
The two of them cast each glances, then strode forth. They looked like they were ready to be strung up.
“Can you verify that the lady slept alone and Prince Creshion stayed with you the night?”
“In the same tavern, aye,” Tarn said evasively.
The king was not bamboozled. “In the same room with you and Duke Eaton?”
Tarn glanced at Creshion, who knew the tale had gone far enough.
“The tavern was filled with rough men. The lady was under my protection,” Creshion told his uncle.
Several men chuckled and Creshion realized how that sounded.
“I slept on the…” Sessily hesitated.
The great hall was as silent as a frozen winter scene.
The king stared at her, waiting for her to finish her statement.
Creshion silently swore at himself for not having made another choice. Either way, he was in hot water. If he slept on the floor or in the bed, it was still their word that nothing else had happened between them.
“Yes?” the king said, prompting Sessily to finish her statement.
“I am but a dark fae duchess, while Creshion…”
Several gasped to hear Sessily speak his name without including his title.
She quickly amended her words. “Prince Creshion is a cobra fae crown prince. I insisted I sleep on the floor, to which he most strenuously objected,” Sessily said, then gave the king her most brilliant smile.
Inwardly, Creshion groaned. It was true that she slept on the floor, and that he objected, though not strenuously, but the truth of the matter was that he did not insist she sleep in the bed.
While he was not in it. Then he heard several snicker, and he realized how some had taken her words. He had strenuously objected to her not sleeping in the bed when he had been in it.
They could not win this argument.
The king shook his head, his expression dark.
Not good.
“I see.” The king rose from the throne, which was a declaration that he planned to make an edict. “You, Countess, will be Prince Creshion"s mistress for as long as he agrees to it.”
“I do not agree to it,” Creshion said.
“Nor do I,” Sessily said, her voice irate.
“You will ask no concessions, no right to marriage for this indiscretion on my nephew"s part,” the king continued.
“I planned no such thing,” Sessily objected.
Creshion remained silent. The king glanced at him.
“The lady has a mind of her own.”
The king said, “You have been to the ball in thanks for the prince having saved your life, twice it seems. If there is nothing else, you will return to your kingdom, your castle using your own fae travel, if you still can use it.”
“I can,” Sessily said, her voice now very small. She sounded as if her whole world was falling apart, and he wanted to take her in his arms and prevent anyone from harming her with words or deeds.
How could everything have gone so wrong? Creshion would never be able to bring her back here to accomplish her mission, although he wasn"t certain he wanted her to attempt it, whatever she had planned, if it meant she might be injured, or worse. But he could see in her defeated posture that this was something she had to do. No matter what, she needed completion, as much as he did.
“Tomorrow,” Creshion said, hoping before the night was through, Sessily would triumph.
“Tonight,” the king countermanded. “If Queen Irenis of the Denkar learn learns of this folly, she will throw a fit.” He turned his glower on Sessily. “You will say nothing of this to anyone.”
“I have no one to confide my secrets in, my lord. The circumstances of my coming here will be no different.”
“Good.”
“She must at least be afforded a meal,” Creshion said, trying to think of way to keep her here longer.
“She can eat at her own castle,” the king said, his scowl saying he would not have it any other way.
Sessily had to go, and Creshion couldn"t think of one other way to stop that from happening. This was one scenario he hadn"t even considered. The king, not the queen, wanted Sessily gone.
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Sessily turned and squeezed Creshion"s hand as if in farewell, her eyes shimmering with tears. “Remember what I said.” Then she rose on her tiptoes and kissed him on the mouth. But before he could wrap her in his arms and give her a kiss back, tell her she couldn"t leave, change her mind, go with her, she was gone. 
Shocked gasps were heard all across the hall as Creshion stared at where Sessily had been. For a moment, he stood dumbfounded, not believing she was really gone. Her floral fragrance still wrapped around him in a comforting invisible blanket, and he wanted to draw her into his arms and hold her tight forever. But she was gone.
“I want a word with you,” the king said, his voice angry.
Creshion stared at the king, his thoughts still centered around Sessily and where she could be. Her bedchambers? Seeing to Master Travis in the stables? The kitchen, checking on her cook and the preparations of the evening meal?
When all he wanted was for her to be here, with him, in his arms.
“Prince Creshion,” the king said, “I…want…a…word…with…you, now.”
Creshion was considering taking off after Sessily, giving up his position of crown prince, living with her at her castle. At least Master Travis and the cook seemed to appreciate him.
“Creshion!” the king snapped, his patience lost.
“Aye, my lord.” With his head held high, Creshion walked with his uncle toward his solar. He knew he would be reminded of his royal position, of taking on more responsibilities at Salamain, but he also knew he couldn"t while the queen stood in his way.
He suddenly noticed her speaking to Grieves, who quickly smiled at her, bowed his head, then vanished. He knew the fae was trying to track Sessily. Had she used her abilities to cloak her trail this time? He prayed it was so and that Grieves would not find her. Although, if he arrived at her castle, Creshion was certain she would handle him, or dispatch him, without any trouble.
Creshion let out his breath in absolute exasperation. He would have to do the job himself where the queen was concerned. Then Tarn would be free to be the crown prince while Creshion joined Sessily in the dark fae kingdom. But would she even have him?
***
Oh why, oh why did Sessily have to fall in love with one dangerously sexy dark cobra fae?
Who just happened to be the crown prince of his kind?
She had been fighting the attraction ever since he"d rescued her from the thief, no matter how much she"d told herself she"d just as soon strangle him. She waved away the distraction, the deadly distraction. She still had a mission to accomplish. And she wasn"t leaving the castle until she managed it.
She paced across Creshion"s bedchambers. She always carried the essential herbs that added to any beverage would be more than an aphrodisiac. It was the equivalent of what that devil of a god used, who was always getting mixed up in human love affairs with just one little release of his arrows. Cupid was so much like the mischievous fae, that most loved him and granted him the distinction of being an honorary fae. Although when he"d worked his magic on the fae kind, causing all kinds of calamity, some were not so forgiving.
Because of her unique assassin skills, working with potions to create sleeping draughts and the more deadly poisons, she"d also dabbled in making love potions, courtesy of befriending the cherub like god.
Assassins used different methods to eliminate their victims. Daggers, guns, hangings, suicides. A few used poisons. But that didn"t seem manly enough for most assassins. More of a woman"s weapon of choice. None made love potions.
She"d sold them to hopeful lovers who were having a devil of a time convincing the man or woman she or he loved to return their affection. The money was good when assassination contracts were short on demand. But she also researched the couple to ensure that they were truly suited. Sometimes the difficulty was fear of commitment, or believing some other might be suitable, when another match would be too flawed. Then, Sessily would help.
Like her assassin business, she kept her lovemaking potions secret. Her servants discretely spread the word and exchanged potions for gold coin. If anyone thought anyone was the potion maker, they probably thought it was her cook.
But how to deliver the potion at the right time to the right individuals was the real problem she now faced. If she could just give it to the queen, timing it so that she would declare her love for Grieves whenever she spied him, eventually someone would see her indiscretions and tell the king. That could take time. Especially if Creshion realized how dangerous their folly and tried to keep their meetings secret.
But if Sessily gave the potion to both Grieves and the queen, the two of them would barely be able to keep their hands off each other, and they would surely be caught much sooner than later.
Which again brought Sessily back to considering the dilemma. How would she be able to do this without making a mistake? She didn"t want the queen to fall in love with someone who was good of heart. What if she went after the wrong person, like Duke Eaton, or Prince Tarn, or Creshion even? And the king found out?
What a disaster that would be.
Servants most likely tasted everything the queen drank and ate because she"d already lived through several assassination attempts. But the servants most likely would not test what Grieves consumed. Still, if Sessily gave Grieves the potion first, he would act the fool over the queen before Sessily was ready for it, and the queen would most likely destroy him before he ruined things for her with the king.
If Sessily tried it with a new suitor after that, someone might suspect mischief.
If she put the potion in the queen"s drink before it had been tested, Sessily could see some servant staring moon-eyed at the queen, then getting on bended knee and declaring his love.
Again, this would be highly suspect.
Sessily paced some more. She had to fae travel around the castle, but she hadn"t been more than a few places. The servant"s stairs, the kitchen, the great hall… the kitchen.
She still didn"t know the queen"s schedule. Where she went and when. But Creshion had mentioned the feast following the dance.
She wished she could be invisible. But that was not a trick she could use.
***
As soon as Prince Creshion was seated in the solar with his uncle, he waited, though it nearly killed him to hear the king out.
“Tell me truthfully, Creshion, what this is all about,” his uncle said, and for a moment in time, Creshion really believed his uncle cared about his feelings.
He wanted to laugh out loud. His uncle had cared nothing about anyone but the queen the whole time Creshion and his twin brother were growing up. He wished he could tell him that the queen had paid to have his mother and father murdered, but he knew his uncle would never believe it. The woman had kept him from seeing the truth all these years. Nothing would change that.
“Creshion.” His uncle leaned back against his chair. “Do you want to marry the girl?”
Creshion couldn"t say. He knew if he told his uncle yes, the king would be furious.
His uncle cast him the faintest of smiles and folded his arms across his chest. “All right.
So where do we go from here?”
“I don"t know what you"re asking,” Creshion said.
“You want the girl; that much is evident. The whole of our court could see it in your expression, in your actions. Even if you denied it a thousand times a day, I would know you spoke not the truth. I have never seen you so distraught as when the girl disappeared before your eyes. You clipped her wings, took her against her will, but somehow in the time it took you to travel here, you changed, and you convinced her you were worthy of her affections.”
Creshion looked at the floor, unable to meet his uncle"s discerning gaze. All that his uncle said was true. But how would the king feel if he knew Sessily would kill the queen, that he himself would kill the queen, if they could find a way to do it.
“You will be king someday,” his uncle said.
Creshion looked up at him.
“Oh, I know what you"re thinking. You are so enamored with the girl that you would give up all of this for her.” The king let out his breath. “She has bewitched you in only the way that a woman can a man. I would prefer that you wed someone of my choosing.”
Creshion"s eyes narrowed.
“She"s…too sweet, too innocent, Creshion. You know the queen would eat her alive. I will pick another for you. Someone that can stand up to Quinnette. The girl would never manage among our people.”
“Is that all you wished to discuss with me?”
King Olaf leaned back in his chair. “You will thank me someday. And for your protection, I will do what you did to the young lady.”
Before Creshion could react, his uncle clipped his wings. Creshion rose to his feet and glowered at his uncle.
His uncle only smiled. “You would have gone to her and made matters worse. You will get over her and she, you. Give it time. It is time for the feast. Be prompt.” And with that, his uncle waved his hand and most likely fae traveled back to the great hall and his queen.
Creshion cursed to every fae god and goddess and a few he made up for good measure.
He had just stormed out of the solar, intending to go to the stables and leave the kingdom on horseback, when Tarn and Eaton hurried to intercept him.
They were all smiles—the wicked kind as if they"d just shoved their least favorite fae into a pile of manure right before the evening feast.
Creshion wasn"t in the mood for pranks and tried to brush past them, but neither would allow it. He froze, gave them a look like they"d be dead if they didn"t give him passage, but both still grinned their fool heads off.
“I"m not in the mood—”
“Oh, aye, Creshion, you will be in the mood for this,” Tarn said conspiratorially.
Eaton quickly nodded.
“If it has to do with my leaving here and rejoining Sessily…” Creshion was damned hopeful that"s what this was all about.
Tarn shook his head. “Well, not entirely, but in part, yes.”
Creshion ushered them to his chambers. “What then?”
“She"s still here,” Eaton said in a hushed voice, very serious now. “So you don"t have to leave.”
Creshion stopped so suddenly in his tracks, both his brother and cousin ran into him and immediately backed off. He glowered at them. “You had better be telling me the truth.”
“She"s very quick,” Tarn said.
“And impatient,” Eaton added.
“We think she was trying to find a way to see you so she could let you know she hadn"t left. At least without a proper goodbye. Or…ahem, an improper parting of the ways.” Tarn grinned again.
“Where is she?”
“We don"t know,” Tarn said. “I was checking on the food preparations in the kitchen, peeked into the cellar to ensure the drinks had already been brought out, and there she was. She looked a little startled, but then pleased to see me, said to tell you she"d meet with you later, and vanished, leaving no fae dust.”
Creshion believe it.
Eaton said, “If she didn"t already have your heart and Lady Marguerite didn"t have mine, I believe I"d be interested in the lady myself. She"s truly intriguing.”
Tarn cleared his throat. “We heard what King Olaf said. He"s clipped your wings and will find you your own bride. Will you let him?”
Eaton shook his head. “Not Creshion. So how can we help you? We are your humble servants.”
Creshion wanted to be with her now, and ensure she didn"t do something that might get her killed.
***
Sessily had nearly had a heart attack when she saw Tarn open the wine cellar door and catch here there. But she figured he"d assume she was trying to find a way to see Creshion and wouldn"t tell on her. Still, she didn"t want anyone to know what she was up to. Even Creshion.
It was best if everyone believed she"d left the region and that was the end of it.
As soon as she left the cellar, she returned to a shadowy corner of the ball room, doused two candles that helped to cloak her in more darkness and listened to conversations nearby, watching the people as they gathered before proceeding to dine.
She still hadn"t come up with a full-proof plan. So many things could go wrong. As soon as everyone sat down at the long tables to eat, she would check out the queen"s chambers.
Sessily had to discover where the chambers were located first though.
“Entrapment, that"s what it was,” a scrawny girl said, waving her hand in the direction of the dance floor. “She offered herself, had no maid escort, and thought King Olaf would drop down on bended knee, offering his nephew to her as her husband to avoid scandal and the dark fae threatening to do battle.”
“Do you believe she"d say she didn"t want the prince? Who would ever have believed it after the way she was fawning all over him during the dance?”
“She bewitched him, cast a fae spell over him. Now that she"s gone, it should wear off in a few hours, and he"ll be our prince again.”
“Did you see how devastated he looked when she disappeared?” another woman asked, joining the other ladies. “I"ve never seen a man look so desolate.”
“That"s because she cast her fairy magic over him,” the other insisted. “Now that she is gone and the king has forbidden the prince from leaving the kingdom, even clipping his wings, oh, he"ll change his mind.” She fluttered a fan around her ruddy face. “Then he"ll take notice of me again.”
For once, Sessily wanted to say just what she had on her mind to say. She felt terrible that his uncle had clipped his wings, knowing just how debilitating that was. But she held her tongue and waited for everyone to clear out as they took their seats in the dining hall.
Then Sessily popped back into Creshion"s chambers, figuring the queen"s chambers wouldn"t be too far from the crown prince"s if his describing the layout of the place when she had first arrived was any indication. She didn"t want to get caught wandering the halls from the great hall to the royal family"s sleeping quarters in search of it though.
The door opening behind her nearly gave her a heart attack. She whipped around, expecting to see a servant, who would quickly tell on her.
Instead, she saw Creshion closing the door in Tarn and Eaton"s face, his expression one of worry and relief. He strode toward her, forcing her heart to skip beats.
“Sessily,” he whispered, and she thought her heart would break in two when he folded his arms around her and held on tight.
“I"m so sorry, Creshion, that your uncle took away your ability to fae travel.”
He shook his head. “It doesn"t matter. I would have followed you on horseback.”
She looked up at him, saw the determination in his eyes, and realized he had truly changed. If he left the kingdom, his uncle could decide never to give Creshion his fae travel back. He couldn"t live without one of his fae abilities that was so natural to their kind. She couldn"t let him. “What are you saying?”
“That I care nothing about the cobra kingdom, of ruling it, of what happens to the queen.
All I care about is you and your safety. She sent Grieves to locate you. He would kill you should he find you.”
Sessily groaned. Not because she worried about the lord. She could take care of herself well enough. She kept telling everyone that! But if Grieves was not here, how could she give him Cupid"s potion?
“Sessily, I won"t let him harm you.”
She smiled up at Creshion, touched his lips with her fingertip, and shook her head. “If I can"t ensure he"s the queen"s lover, who will be a good substitute?”
“You are not planning on…what are you planning on doing?”
“I have a contract with you. I have to fulfill it or die trying. Isn"t that the guild"s motto?”
“Aye, but you are not a member, and I forbid you from attempting to fulfill the contract.”
“Forbid me?”
He had to know just what those two little words meant to her. A challenge.
“No, Sessily, I know what you"re thinking. It"s too dangerous now. You"re not even supposed to be here. Tarn saw you in the cellar. Any number of people could see you while you try to move about. It"s too dangerous.”
“Do the king and queen sleep together? Or do they retire to their own chambers?”
“They sleep together.”
Sessily sighed. “All right. Show me where they sleep.”
“You, young lady, will be the death of us.”
She hoped she"d be the death of the queen.
Creshion opened the door of his chambers, saw no one about, and led Sessily to the king"s chambers. Inside, she saw the opulent gold curtains draped around the bed, the emerald jeweled trimmings on the cushioned benches, and even the walls were covered in a gold damask.
“Gold,” she whispered.
“Yes. It makes her feel rich.”
“What was she when she lived in the human world?”
“She was grilling steaks over an open flame. I think that"s what caught my uncle"s eye.
The way she used the flame to perfectly grill his steak. He imagined her as a fae with fire magic.”
Sessily shook her head. “Okay, which side of the bed does your uncle sleep on?”
“Left side. He likes the window view.”
Sessily walked over to the queen"s side of the bed and studied it for several minutes. She moved around the room looking for places to hide, the dark forest green velvet drapes hanging over the windows, the fabric pooling on the floor.
“Dusty,” she said under her breath.
She noted three wardrobe containers and the one with the lattice work bottom. She stared at it in disbelief. Was that the wardrobe where Creshion had played Battle Chant as a boy and had witnessed his aunt paying to have his parents" murdered? Surely it couldn"t be the same piece of furniture.
She glanced over to see if Creshion was watching her, but he had moved through the door connecting this one with the queen"s chambers.
There were always good ways and bad ways to assassinate someone. Good in that they weren"t messy and the assassin left no trace of who had done the deed. Bad in that the assassin might not even make it out alive. And then there were the right ways in getting the job done.
Killing someone was really easy for Sessily to accomplish. It was the getting away without anyone being aware of it that was the hard part.
But what could be worse than killing someone?
Letting them live while taking away everything they treasured.
Sessily smiled. She had her plan.
***
Tarn fidgeted at dinner, wondering just what Creshion was up to. He thought he and Eaton would witness the happy reunion, until Creshion shut the door in their face, and he could only surmise what happened after that behind closed doors. Then what? Would she use fae travel to spirit him away?
Eaton poked at him with his elbow. “Are they truly in love, do you think?”
“Aye.”
Eaton gnawed on a beef rib. “The king does not look pleased that Creshion has avoided the dinner.”
Tarn shook his head. “The king has posted guards at all the entrances to the castle and several in the stables. He knows Creshion is going nowhere. He probably assumes he"s moping about in his chambers.”
Eaton grinned at that. “Yeah, moping in the happiest way possible. Why do you think the lady is really here?”
Tarn looked back at the queen. “The duchess is here to make Creshion"s dreams come true, and no one, not even the queen, will stop her.”
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As soon as Creshion walked out of the queen"s chamber and saw the sparkle in Sessily"s dark eyes, he knew she had a plan. 
“What?” he asked, crossing the floor to take her hand. As soon as he had hold of her, she fae transported them to his chambers.
He hadn"t expected it and felt a little dizzy for a second.
“Sorry, thought it was time to leave the chambers in case a maid came to pull back the covers for the king and queen.”
“What do you intend to do, Sessily? I know from the look in your eyes, you have a plan.”
“I"ve had many since you gave me this task, Prince Creshion,” she said formally, pulling her hand free of his. “I even thought of a grand one of putting everyone to sleep at the meal tonight.”
“Which was why Tarn found you in the wine cellar?”
“Aye, but I changed my mind. If I had put everyone to sleep, I could have easily poisoned the queen.”
“Except that the taster who tastes her food would have fallen asleep and clued the queen in.”
“Yes. I thought of giving her a potion that would make her fall in love with Grieves, and offering Grieves the same potion. Eventually your uncle would have seen them making fools of themselves over each other.”
“And he would have killed them.”
“Right. But the problem is with getting it right. Correct timing, right people.”
Creshion looked disappointed. “I especially liked that idea.”
“Yeah, me, too.” Sessily sat down on one of the cushioned benches. “I thought of poisoning her when the king and queen are in bed tonight.”
“A guard is always posted at the door.”
“I would hide somewhere in the room.” She didn"t want to mention the possibility of waiting in the wardrobe container where he had witnessed his parents" murder.
“Guards always search the room.”
“I would wait until this was done.”
“It sounds like it would be too easy for you to get caught.”
“True. The queen would not be sleeping alone, and there"s always a risk the king would see me.”
Creshion nodded in understanding. “But you have another plan?”
“What does the queen value most?”
Creshion snorted. “Power.”
Sessily smiled.
He frowned at her. “You don"t have the ability to take her power away from her.”
“You are right.”
Creshion stared at her and she could almost see the wheels of his mind spinning around, trying to figure out how…the light went on and his face brightened a little. Then the light went out.
“Who is the only one who can take her power away from her?” Sessily asked.
“The king. She was human. He brought her here, gave her the powers. But he would never take the power away from her.”
“That"s just what I have to get him to do.”
“How?”
“Is there anyone of the cobra court you would like to see as the new queen?”
“No. Any of the women of the court who would be remotely eligible would let the power go to their heads. We"d end up with someone who was just as bad as Quinnette.”
“Then someone who is not of the nobility? A servant who is good-natured?”
“He wouldn"t want someone like that.”
“All right. Do you know the lady you sent to serve me earlier today? Mistress Nesten? If she has not promised her heart to another and is interested in being queen…”
Creshion opened his mouth to speak, then clamped it shut. Then he said, “She"s a sweet woman and not married. But…”
“Then she will be the one.”
Creshion started to object, but Sessily shook her head. “That"s my plan.”
“What is your plan?”
“All I need is for you to help me to get the maid alone with the king. And that"s it.”
Creshion was frowning again.
“Simple. The king does not have a posted guard, just the queen, right?”
“Yes, but…”
“And he doesn"t have his drink or food tasted first for poison, does he?”
“No, but…”
“Then we"ll forget the queen. And go after the king.”
“But he"s not the one you"re to assassinate, and…”
“Oh, no, this is much more of a grand plan than I could have ever devised on my own.”
“Who else helped you to think it up?” Creshion growled.
“You.”
***
The queen had a conniption when Grieves returned to the great hall to tell her he could not find any trace of the Countess Sessily as Tarn and Eaton watched along with several other courtiers. Fae curiosity kept them in audience, although every one of them knew just how angry the queen could get, and she could easily dispatch any of them for even hearing the bad news she"d just received.
Tarn and his cousin quickly hurried off to Creshion"s chambers to let him in on the news.
“Will the duchess be with him, do you think?” Eaton asked.
“I"m fairly certain of it. And I"m certain that Creshion will need our help.” Tarn still couldn"t believe that Sessily could be working for the dark fae assassin guild. But when he had tried to hire an assassin through Guild Master Lyon, he had said he had his best man on the job, who was working for Prince Creshion already.
Man, not woman, and women weren"t master assassins. Yet wouldn"t that be the most devious fae way of sending a man to do the job? Instead, send a woman?
He shook his head at himself. Sessily was too beautiful, too sweet, too…
The sleeping dragon fae came to mind. Perfectly devious.
When they arrived at Creshion"s chambers, Tarn knocked. “"Tis just your brother,” Tarn called out, in case Creshion wouldn"t open the door to him because Sessily was in there with him.
No one answered the knock.
Then hushed whispers. He swore a feminine voice said something like, “Oh for heaven"s sake,” and then the door opened just a hair, and Tarn saw Creshion"s scowling face.
“Can we come in?” Tarn asked. “It"s just me and Eaton.”
Creshion ushered them in. Both looked around the room for Sessily, but she must have been hiding. Creshion shut and locked the door.
Sessily climbed out of the curtained bed. Tarn and Eaton smiled.
The lady seemed to be in his bed a lot. While Creshion was not.
“What are you doing here?” Creshion asked, annoyed.
“Grieves is back.”
Creshion stiffened and glanced back at Sessily.
“It"s all right. It works well with our plan.”
“What plan?” Tarn asked. He knew the lady was here for more than the reason Creshion gave that she was just attending the ball. And the more he considered it, the more he believed Master Lyon had a secret weapon greater than any other by the name of Duchess Sessily.
“We need Mistress Nesten to serve your uncle a special drink, alone, when the queen is not with him and when no other soul is in the room,” Sessily said.
Tarn felt his jaw drop. He glanced at Creshion.
Creshion folded his arms and nodded. “Where is he now?”
“In his solar, speaking with his advisor. About you, I"ve heard.”
“I will speak with the king,” Creshion said. “He knows I"m upset with him over what he"s declared concerning me. So he"ll be expecting me to speak with him sooner or later.
Although I"m certain he will expect me to show up later than sooner.”
“Aye,” Tarn said. “His advisor will leave to give the two of you privacy.”
“You need to bring Nesten with the drinks to help smooth things over between the king and me.”
Tarn"s eyes widened. “What if he suspects they are poisoned? Or at least the king"s drink?” This was not the way it was supposed to go down.
“Nesten will drink from both. I"ll see to it,” Creshion said.
Sessily urged, “But you will counsel her, Tarn, right before she goes into the room, that she must sample the drinks and never cast a look in Creshion"s direction. At all times, she must seek only the king"s gaze. She"s nervous and you must reassure her that she is doing something that will benefit everyone in the cobra fae kingdom.”
Tarn slowly said, “Aye,” wondering what this was all about.
“And then she must offer the king either drink he so chooses, the whole time looking him in the eye. This is most important. She will be rewarded greatly if she does as we say. Creshion has already spoken to her thus. But she must be reminded one last time before she enters the solar,” Sessily said.
Tarn stared at Sessily, but saw the urgency in her expression, the hope he would do what was right. If she was the master assassin, how would her plan help his plan to succeed?
“Aye,” he said, rather reluctantly. And her eyes pleaded with him to such a degree, he straightened and said, “Aye,” again with determination.
She smiled then, such a sunshiny expression that he wished Creshion had not met the lady first.
***
Everything could go wrong with this plan, Creshion thought. What if his uncle drank of the potion and fell in love with him! Or Nesten was so nervous she spilled both drinks? Or that she looked so ill at ease, the king suspected Creshion planned to poison him?
He had to think positive thoughts. Sessily would not be involved. That was the good part.
She would be safe in his chambers until this was over.
With a heavy breath, Creshion headed for the king"s solar. When he arrived, the king was talking to his advisor. King Olaf"s blue eyes widened, and Creshion immediately bowed low.
“Come in, Creshion,” the king said, dismissing his advisor at once. “I wish to speak with you. You need a vacation.”
“My lord?” His uncle couldn"t have said anything that could have confounded Creshion more.
He motioned for Creshion to take a seat. “You need a vacation to the human world. Have some fun. Enjoy the beaches, the mountains, the humans. You are much too serious for one your age.”
Have fun like King Olaf did? Pick up some human from a bar and grill and turn their lives upside down?
Creshion had never wanted to visit the human world. Ever. Not after what the woman had done to his parents.
“All right,” he conceded, not wanting to, but he had to get to the more important business.
“Good, now that is settled, I"ll send you to the human world, but I won"t allow you fae travel. You"ll be there until I feel you have had enough time to enjoy the human world.”
Creshion"s mouth dropped open.
“You"ll go tonight.”
“But—”
King Olaf waved a hand for silence. “That"s my decision. I haven"t paid enough attention to you all these years, I fear.” He smiled. “Maybe you"ll even find someone you like as well as I did in the human world.”
“But—”
“That"s my final word. In a couple of years, maybe more, you"ll feel like returning to the fae world. Your brother and cousin like to visit the human world. They can keep me apprized as to how you are faring.” The king"s blue eyes brightened, and Creshion felt his body grow cold.
Before he could object one more time, he found himself standing in the middle of a white sandy beach in the dark, the waves rolling incessantly against the shore, the smell of salty water and fish filling the muggy air, and he saw a man jogging along a beach. A human man, not of the fae kind.
And Creshion cursed every fae god and goddess all over again.
***
Nothing went as planned. Well, some things did. Nesten arrived at the room with the drinks for the king, but when she found Creshion wasn"t there, she faltered. What was she to do now?
But Tarn goaded her into taking the drinks to the king and improvising. Now if only he would drink one of the drinks. Then what?
Tarn still didn"t know what Sessily had planned.
The next thing he knew, Nesten and the king were declaring love for one another, and Tarn walked into the room to see the king cradling the maid in his arms, kissing her as if he"d found true love.
But where was Creshion? This didn"t bode well.
Tarn cleared his throat. “My lord, I was looking for Creshion. Could you tell me where he is?”
“In a happier place,” the king said, looking adoringly at the maid.
This was not good. As soon as the queen saw this, she"d make Nesten toast. Or maybe that was the plan. The king would be so angry he"d retaliate against Quinnette. But poor Nesten.
Why should she have to pay?
“Where would that be, my lord?” Tarn asked. He really didn"t like where this was going.
But Creshion and Sessily had cooked this up, and he didn"t know what to do now without speaking with Creshion first.
“Leave us,” the king said.
“The queen is waiting for you in your chambers,” Tarn said, hoping that the warning would suffice.
The king seemed to break away from adoring the maid for a second and said, “The queen?”
“Aye, Quinnette. The woman you gave your fae powers to. The changeling. The woman who murdered my parents and Creshion"s so many years ago, so that she could become queen.”
He wasn"t sure if his words were sinking in or not. It was as if his uncle was in another world. A dream world.
“Murdered?” he asked weakly.
“Aye. So that she could be queen,” Tarn said again.
“My brother, and my sister-by-marriage.”
“Aye,” Tarn said.
“Where is the queen?” The king seemed to shake loose of whatever magic had enchanted him.
“In your chambers, my lord. Waiting for you.”
King Olaf began to move toward the solar doorway, hauling Nesten with him. Tarn guessed the magic was still working.
“Nesten will be in danger if you take her with you,” Tarn warned. “I will keep her safe, if you wish it.”
The king looked down at the woman as if she was the most precious person he"d ever seen, and she looked up at him so adoringly as if he were a god.
Tarn frowned. He would never willingly drink anything Sessily mixed up in the future.
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As Sessily listened to Eaton tell her what had happened while she waited in Creshion"s chambers, she barely breathed. 
“Maybe you ought to sit down first, my lady,” Eaton warned.
Definitely not a good sign. “Tell me what happened,” she said, trying to remain calm.
“Creshion has disappeared.”
“What? Disappeared?” Her heart nearly stopped beating.
“Aye. The king sent Creshion on a vacation. Sort of a banishment to the human world,”
Eaton continued.
Sessily let her breath out. “Oh my goddess. He couldn"t have. Not now. Not at this very moment. Not while we all have a part to play.” And she realized then that Creshion and his brother and cousin were very much part of this conspiracy. The sweet maid Nesten also. For the first time ever, she had a team to bring down her target. Or at least had had one. She had to get Creshion back.
“While Tarn was escorting Nesten with the drinks, making sure no one else forced her to give them up on her way from the kitchen, I was eavesdropping on the conversation between the king and Creshion. He told him he needed to have fun, then sent him to the human world. He can"t come back unless the king wishes it.”
Sessily scowled at Eaton. “Or unless I wish it!” She paced across the floor, then said,
“All right. What happened next?”
“Since Creshion wasn"t even in the solar by the time Nesten and Tarn arrived, the maid had to wing it as far as getting the king to drink one of the beverages. But, thankfully, the potion worked its magic, and the king and the maid have fallen in love.” Eaton looked cheered at that prospect. Then he frowned and added, “Tarn told the king that the queen had murdered his family.”
Sessily closed her gaping mouth. Creshion"s trying to keep it from his brother hadn"t worked. But when had Tarn"s telling his uncle the truth become part of the plan?
“And now the king is headed for the bedchambers where the queen awaits him.”
Which meant the king could very well want to kill the queen. But what if she killed him instead? And that definitely wasn"t part of the plan either.
The door to Creshion"s chambers opened and Tarn hurried in with a frantic Nesten in tow as she tugged and pulled and tried to get away. “Let me go to the king,” she pleaded.
Tarn tried to foist Nesten off on Sessily so that Sessily could keep Nesten there safely. “I promise to help you locate Creshion soonest, but I have to see to my uncle and help him if the queen tries to kill him,” Tarn said.
Sessily wasn"t going along with it and handed Nesten over to Eaton. “Protect her until we resolve this,” she said to him. “Where did the king send Creshion exactly?”
“I don"t know.”
But Sessily could follow a fae trail as well as any Denkar tracker could. Which is what made her a good candidate as an assassin. She stalked off toward the solar with Eaton dragging Nesten with him, and Tarn following, although he kept protesting that he had to see to the king.
“See to the king!” Sessily snapped. “He has sent your brother to a world he doesn"t want to be in without any hope of returning. Not without his ability to fae travel.”
“Or your help,” Eaton said gently.
“Aye, or my help. And he needs to assist us with this situation with the king.” She stormed into the solar and stared at the shimmering blue fairy dust trail that Creshion had left behind. “Don"t get yourselves killed before we return or we"ll never forgive you,” she warned as everyone looked horribly grave, then she waved her hand and vanished.
When Sessily arrived on the beach, she knew at once where she was. South Padre Island.
Playground of Prince Deveron of the Denkar. How could the king have sent Creshion here? It was the claimed territory of the Denkar and no other fae kingdom"s people trespassed unless they wanted to pay the price if they should get caught.
She found the trail Creshion left behind as he had walked along the white sand. She began running, not seeing any sign of him in the darkness. “Creshion!” she called out.
“Creshion!”
If Queen Irenis"s soldiers had taken him hostage…
Then she saw him, running along the beach toward her, shouting her name, his voice and expression a mixture of relief and fretfulness. “Sessily!”
She ran for him, stumbling over the sand, racing to reach him. He caught her in his arms and swung her around, set her back down, and showered her with kisses.
She tried to catch her breath and finally managed to say, “Maybe your uncle was right in sending you here if this is the greeting I get for it.”
He smiled, then frowned with anxiousness. “Take me back!”
“All right, but it"s not going to be pretty.”
They were back in Creshion"s chambers in record time and found Eaton pacing as he kept Nesten there.
“You"re back,” Eaton said, gratefully.
“Yes. Where"s the king?” Creshion asked.
“His chambers.”
“And Tarn?” Sessily asked.
“There, too,” Eaton said glumly.
“I"ll take you.” Sessily grasped Creshion"s hand and fae transported him outside his uncle"s chamber, hoping that Tarn hadn"t been hurt while they were away.
Tarn was standing at the king"s chambers, watching the shut door, listening as the king was shouting at the queen and she was shouting back.
“You"re back.” Tarn bowed his head to Sessily, then said to Creshion, “I told our uncle the truth,” Tarn said quietly to Creshion. “That Quinnette was the one who killed our parents.”
Creshion stared at his brother. “How did you—”
“You told me by way of your actions when you sought to hire another assassin three months ago, and I knew the only one you always had in mind killing was the one who had murdered our parents. Imagine my surprise to learn the target was our aunt-by-marriage.”
“I couldn"t tell you, Tarn.”
Tarn nodded. “I know. You were afraid I"d do something rash, like try to hire the lady.”
He motioned to Sessily.
Creshion glanced at Sessily.
She raised her brows. “I would have said no. Like I said no to your brother. I"m retired, you understand.”
Creshion told his brother, “Don"t believe the lady. She won"t ever retire. But you should hear what she wants in payment.”
Creshion reached for the door handle, but Sessily said, “Be careful.”
“Keep her here, Tarn. She won"t mind me.” Then Creshion entered the chambers, realized the king and the queen were in her adjoining chambers, and headed for the room.
***
Sessily heard the woman screaming at the king, and wasn"t about to let Creshion face this alone, even now. If she could aid him or the king, she was bound to do it. Her mission wasn"t done until the queen was forever gone from the cobra fae kingdom. That would mean the queen was as good as eliminated, just in a different way than she"d first envisioned.
“Who said such a thing about me?” the queen asked, feigning disbelief. “It"s all a lie perpetrated by someone who wants me dead.”
“Is it?” the king asked, arms folded across his chest, staring at the queen, who was sitting on a cushioned bench, her face flushed, her eyes narrowed.
“Who? Who told you such lies?”
“I witnessed it,” Creshion said, quietly, looking so noble, a king in the wings himself, standing in the entryway to the queen"s chambers.
The king glanced at him, eyes widened, probably surprised to see that Creshion could return when the king had clipped his wings. The queen swung her head around and glowered at Creshion.
“I witnessed you hiring the men you accused of killing my parents. I saw you give them the money, then watched as you observed the men murder them to make sure the job was executed,” the prince said.
Sessily was so proud of him for finally revealing the truth that had gnawed at him for so many years.
The queen laughed. “Right. A small boy"s vivid imagination. You"ve always despised me and wanted me gone.”
“I watched from the king"s wardrobe. My father"s wardrobe. I often sneaked in there before my parents retired for the night and played the game of Battle Chant. I practiced so I could beat my dad. But that night, I was so absorbed in the game, I didn"t leave soon enough before they returned. I had to wait until they fell asleep, and then I could sneak out of the wardrobe. I saw everything that happened.”
The king stared at Creshion. “You didn"t speak for two years. We thought a fae from another kingdom had cast the power of silence over you.”
“She was the one who stole my speech, and my parents from Tarn and me.” Creshion glowered at Quinnette. “You can kill her to punish her for what she"s done. Or you can do something far worse.” He looked back at his uncle. “Remove her powers. Eliminate anything that she covets in life. Return her to her home.”
“No!” the queen screamed. She reached out to draw the fire from the hearth, but Sessily appeared next to Creshion and sent one of her hair pins flying at Quinnette"s chest.
The pin struck her, and Quinnette"s eyes widened, her gaze shifting to Sessily. “You!”
But her voice was already drifting, and she sank to the bench, then collapsed.
“She"s asleep, my lord,” Sessily said, curtseying. “Maybe she could sleep on a bench at the Maryland Zoo in Baltimore? Without any fae powers, of course. And though I"ve heard the economy is tough, maybe she can work at a bar and grill again.”
The king frowned at Sessily. “You and I will have to talk further, later.” He stalked over to Quinnette, lifted her off the bench, and said, “I restore your fae travel, Creshion. But as for the duchess, take care. She is of the dark fae, and their kind are notoriously devious.”
Then the king vanished with Quinnette, and Sessily wondered if the king truly would leave the woman at a park bench in the zoo. Maybe by the Reptile House so she could remember her time spent with the cobra fae.
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 “I'm glad you and your uncle have mended your relationship,” Sessily said to Creshion as she rode with him on his horse back toward the dark fae kingdom early the next morn. 
“I didn"t think it would come to pass, but he had been quite morose about what the former queen had done, though Nesten has cheered him considerably. How long will the potion last?”
“Forever they shall love one another. But not due to the potion exactly. They will find true love before long in their own way. It"s too bad Grieves fell in love with the scullery maid. I think a couple of baronesses might have been interested in the gentleman before that,” Sessily said, loving the irony. To give up the queen and all that could have meant should the king have died, to grovel before the scullery maid?
Creshion sighed. “I wonder how that happened. I heard some say that the woman who was my ward was seen standing near him at the dining table, but only so briefly that most never saw her. And those who did were said to have been drinking too much of the king"s wine in celebration of his finding a new queen so had only imagined the lady was there. But somehow one of the scullery maids happened to arrive at the same time to speak to Grieves, when she should not have been in the dining hall at that time.”
“Hmm,” Sessily said. “Sounds like one of those rumors that always get started among a group of courtiers who have nothing better to do with their time.”
Creshion chuckled. “Most have distanced themselves from Grieves, thinking him the fool. The woman berates him constantly, and he adores her. Rumors had been flying ever since that Cupid had somehow managed to find a way into the castle and played his tricks on both the king and Grieves. But some say that it was the mystery woman at the ball, the one who had accompanied me, who in her own way had paid them back for their rude treatment of her. But most are glad to see Quinnette gone.”
“Then I accomplished my mission. But I have a question for you. You said that you were a man like my father who killed for money. I have seen no evidence of this. Are you truly?”
Sessily asked, not believing it in the least.
Creshion leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I was trying to learn more about you and your father. If you thought I was an assassin, too, I thought you might tell me the truth.”
“I guessed as much.”
“You said that Lady Marguerite would be safer with Lord Davenport dead,” Creshion said. “But you would not tell me why.”
“He had murdered four of his other wives, that we know of.”
Creshion cursed under his breath.
“I had to ensure he did not murder Marguerite. At least her brother, Alexander, paid me for that job. But you have not paid me for my work that I have done for you.”
Creshion closed his arm around Sessily"s waist and encouraged her to rest against him as the horse cantered along the woodland trail. “Aye. We did not agree on a payment. And besides, you did not assassinate the queen.”
“A technicality. She is gone. From what Tarn and Eaton said after looking into her situation, she is still looking for work, unable to see the fae all around her, but knowing they are about, probably some from your own fae court, enjoying her fall from power, her fae abilities gone, her rich lifestyle gone, the man who loved her gone. That"s what you really wanted. For the rest of her human life, she will miss what she had and never be able to get it back. And you have a new queen in her place that some adore.”
“Many of the women of the court are furious,” Creshion reminded Sessily.
“Because of their rank and that your uncle wed a lowly servant. But they will get over it.”
“They do not like it that I"m escorting you back to your castle either. Rumors abound that we are lovers.”
“Rumors are only that. But I get the bed this time when we reach the tavern.”
“It"s my coin, my bed,” he said.
“If you would pay me, it would be my coin, my bed.”
“You can sleep in the bed,” he said agreeably.
“And you will sleep on the floor.”
“A crown prince of the cobra fae kingdom does not sleep on the floor, my lady. And I strenuously object to your sleeping there yourself.”
They rode in silence for about a mile, then Sessily said, “All right.”
“All right, what, my lady?”
“If you do not steal the covers and you stay to your side of the bed, just this once I"ll share a bed with you. But if anyone should ask, you must say you slept on the floor.”
She glanced over her shoulder at Creshion, and he was smiling, his eyes sparkling with dark delight. She faced around front, thinking she was bound for even more trouble with the cobra fae.
“If anyone asks, they will know the truth,” he said. “And you know what that means.”
Trouble.
“You mean to marry me then if this happens?”
“You are dangerous.”
“Hmm.”
“But aye, to keep you safe.”
She smiled. “I need a vacation. What if we were to visit South Padre Island? Or, what if we visited the Maryland Zoo?”
“Can you afford to take off the time?”
“Yes, I"m retired, remember?” Sessily said. “And once you pay me what I"ve earned, I can afford it financially also.”
“Assassin Guild Master Lyon might say something differently about your retiring.”
“I"m not a member of the guild,” she said, annoyed with Master Lyon.
“But what if he is rethinking his position with you?”
She turned in the saddle and stared at Creshion. “What are you saying?”
“Seems someone told my uncle what your occupation is. Well, three some ones to be sure.”
“You told King Olaf I am a master assassin?” she said, irate.
“Tarn beat me to it, Eaton agreed with him, and so when my uncle asked me the truth, what could I say?”
“You could have made something up.”
Creshion shook his head. “My uncle wanted you to work for our own assassin guild.
When I told him all about your work for Master Lyon and how he refused to make you a member of his guild, my uncle said you would be a member of ours. Full honors. Master Assassin title.”
Sessily couldn"t believe it. But she had no knowledge of the cobra assassin guild. What if the guild master was irritated with having to give her a position within their guild? He might assign her only the most menial of tasks.
“But here is the problem. King Olaf sent a missive to Master Lyon, stating that you were every bit a master assassin that your father was, so he said that you would no longer work for him,” Creshion added.
“Your uncle had no right telling Master Lyon what I would or would not do.”
“He is a king, and that is how he handles matters of concern to him.”
Sessily let out her breath in a huff. “I—”
Creshion smiled. “Dear lady, do you know what Master Lyon said to that?”
Sessily scowled, knowing just what Master Lyon would say. “Fine, she no longer works for me. She"s stubborn and unpredictable and—”
“No, he told my uncle that you were a member of the guild and already had the rank of Master Assassin. That there must have been some misunderstanding on your part.”
“My part? Why that—”
“And that he would tell Queen Irenis and let the dark fae queen take the matter up with the cobra king. She would not let you go because you are a dark fae.”
Sessily couldn"t believe it. Had she no say in any of this?
“To which my uncle said that his son, the Royal Crown Prince of Salamain , that’s me, was in love with the girl, that’s you, and she would soon be part of the cobra fae royal household anyway. This means you have two fae assassin guilds fighting over you. And that means you won"t get a moment"s rest.”
She eyed Creshion with suspicion. “This has nothing to do with my earning my own keep, has it?” Then she frowned. “If I married you, you wouldn"t have to pay me!”
He laughed. “You would get all that I am worth.”
“But you may be worth very little,” she said. “Whereas I am worth quite a lot.”
“"Tis true. The gold coins have already been delivered to your home. Your lady advisor has put them under lock and key.”
“Truly?” she asked, beaming and leaned over to give him a kiss on the mouth.
“Aye,” he said, taking advantage of the kiss.
“Then, that"s it! Stable your horse. We"re going to South Padre Island to play in the sand and surf like the humans do.”
“Your wish is my command.”
Within the hour, they"d reached the tavern, stabled the horse, and fae traveled to South Padre Island. It was right before sunset when they headed for the beach, still in their fae forms that no human could see. Sessily thought how romantic it would be, walking along the beach with Creshion this time, just as the sun set.
“Do you come here often?” Creshion asked, his arm around her shoulders as they enjoyed the sea breeze and dark blue waters.
“Never. You?”
“It"s the Denkar claimed territory. But no, I never visited the human world.”
“Ah.”
She squinted and frowned as she saw a dark-haired man walking with a girl on the beach, both visible to humans. “Prince Deveron. With a girl. He"s seen us.” He was wearing swim trunks, the girl covered up in a big T-shirt as they drew closer.
“And now he"s stalking this way,” Creshion said.
Scowling, too. He wouldn"t like it that Prince Creshion was here, or with her either, without permission from Queen Irenis. Of all the times for Deveron to be here with whomever the girl was.
Reaching them, Deveron shifted his dark gaze from Creshion back to Sessily. “Who is he?” he asked, glancing at Creshion"s tunic, but he couldn"t see his gold medallion revealing he was of the royal house of Salamain.
“Prince Deveron, of the dark fae, meet Prince Creshion, of the cobra fae.” Sessily smiled.
“And who is this young lady?”
“A cobra fae?” Deveron scowled. “This is strictly dark fae territory.”
“Well, he is with me, so that makes it right. So who is the lady?”
“It is only right if I say so,” Deveron said.
“Fine. We will visit Baltimore, one of the cobra fae"s territories then,” Sessily stubbornly said.
Deveron gave Creshion another blistering look. “If you"re to be with him, then we will chaperone you. This is Alicia, who will one day be my queen.”
“Alicia, the human who had fae sight?” Oh my goddess! She was the girl Queen Irenis had wanted Sessily to eliminate.
Creshion"s hand tightened around Sessily"s. “We have no need of your chaperoning us.”
Deveron smiled darkly. “If you don"t want a war between our kingdoms, then it will be as I say. How about dinner?” He glanced south. “Just in time. Here comes my sister.”
As she joined them, Ritasia frowned at Sessily and Creshion. “Queen Irenis is furious you would consider working for the cobra fae assassin guild, Lady Sessily.” She glanced at Creshion, and saw the way he was holding Sessily"s hand. “Who is he?”
“The crown prince of the cobra fae, Creshion.”
“Oh my. Mother will not be pleased.” Ritasia smiled in a way that said she was most pleased.
Suddenly a group of seven of the queen"s royal Denkar guards headed their way across the sand, their navy tunics trimmed in gold braid, matching their dark eyes ringed with gold, expressions determined and grim.
“Uhm, Deveron, who are they after this time? You and Alicia, or Sessily and the cobra fae, do you think? They can"t be after me,” Ritasia said, not sounding real sure of herself.
None of them waited to see, and in the way of the fae, they all vanished, but not before Sessily whispered to Creshion as to where she wished to go.
Sessily and Creshion ended up back in her woods near her castle in the Denkar kingdom.
She smiled to see the familiar forest, the falls, the towering castle.
“Show me your secret path, Sessily,” Creshion said.
“No one knows my secret passage into the castle.”
“You beat me to your castle while on foot and I traveled on my horse. I wondered about the path you took.”
“Very well.” She ran with him all the way to the castle, then led him inside. “I wonder who the royal guard was after.”
“Couldn"t have been us. Had to have been Prince Deveron or his sister.”
“Then why did we leave there so quickly?” she asked, heading outside to the stables to see for herself that Master Travis was in good health.
Master Travis hurried out to greet them, looking nearly twenty years younger. “Oh, my lady, the royal guard has been searching for you.”
Sessily cast Creshion a worried look.
Her master of the stables continued, “Master Lyon has said that he had a job for you, but that Prince Creshion had stolen you away. Prince Deveron has been forbidden to see Alicia, the woman you were supposed to eliminate some time ago, and he"s disappeared with her. And Princess Ritasia is supposed to be seeing a fae of the queen"s choice, but she"s vanished as well.”
Sessily smiled. “I see you"re doing well, Master Lyon.”
“Aye, thanks to you and Lord Fairhaven, Prince Creshion, I mean, my lord.”
“And Father…”
“Is on a rampage and wants to know why you have been gone so long and not called him back to play Battle Chant.”
“Then all is as it should be,” Sessily said. She was about to lead Creshion into the keep when her advisor hurried to meet them, her face flushed, her brows pinched in worry.
“My lady, you are back. Master Lyon has sent a messenger with two contracts for you—
both requesting a lady master assassin.”
Sessily felt the tears welling up in her eyes. Creshion kissed her on the cheek. “"Tis as it should be,” he said.
“But also Master Selencourt of the cobra assassin guild sent a messenger and needs your assistance with two cases of his own,” Venetia added.
Sessily gaped at the lady, then smiled. “I"m doubling my rate.”
Her advisor nodded agreeably.
“After all, I"m now a true master assassin, member of two assassin guilds, and highly sought after.”
“Then you are not retiring?” Creshion asked, looking as though he was fighting a smile.
He must have known all along she couldn"t quit that which was her calling.
“No. Duty calls. And you, my prince? What will you do while I"m away?”
“I"m a master healer, did you not know? And your knight protector, while you, dear lady, are my assassin angel.”
Sessily knew then she would need look nowhere else for a boyfriend. Who else would set aside a date night to go on a mission with his girlfriend while she eliminated someone truly evil?
“I suppose you want me for my wealth now,” she said, taking his hand and walking toward the keep.
“Aye, and you will want me for my crown.”
She glanced over at him.
He offered her a genuine smile of warmth and affection. “Someday, you"ll be queen of the cobra fae—when my uncle gives up his throne. But for now, we will marry and live here, oversee your castle and grounds and…”
“What if the king and the maid have a child of their own?”
Creshion shook his head. “The throne would have been mine had my father lived. So King Olaf has said no matter what, it would be mine when I was ready for it. But unless something untoward happens to him, that will not be for many, many years.”
“Queen,” she said, demurely. And thought back to Lady Fabian and some of the others who were so snotty at the cobra fae court. Just wouldn"t they love to see Sessily return in such a capacity?
Mistress Teramond rushed out of the castle, followed by the ringing of warning bells.
“My lady! You are back! We have a slight problem. A…small kitchen fire, again.”
Notions of queenliness vaporized as Sessily was doused in reality as she raced with Creshion toward the keep.
Present day, she had a castle to run, only this time Creshion was at her side, issuing orders, some countermanding her own, but what could she expect from the royal crown prince of the cobra fae?
She loved him anyway.
###
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Niall released the door to the Tropics Ice Cream Shop in South Padre Island and headed outside into the humid warm breeze with only one thought: checking out the bathing beauties on the beach. 
Until he spied a female winged fae boldly painting graffiti on a concrete block wall across the street. He stopped dead in his tracks.
Feeling a mixture of amusement and annoyance, he hated to admit he was highly intrigued as well. Frowning, he folded his arms and watched the winged fae paint broad, deliberate strokes on the Denkar fae"s wall. Actually the building belonged to humans, but when the fae were at South Padre Island, it— and everything else on the island—belonged to the Denkar.
Fae tended to be extremely territorial. Eons ago, they"d claimed this island way before humans had found it popular—except for maybe a passing pirate or two. The only reason the dark fae had even allowed humans to live here was because they provided an infinite amount of entertainment for the fae. Sun bathing beauties. Sugar white beaches. Clear aquamarine waters.
But the best part? The human women.
Of course, a female human often visited the island hand-in-hand with some guy. The fae took an inordinate amount of pleasure in separating the woman from the man, as was their roguish nature. Sometimes a female fae did the same as she latched onto a human male, creating conflict between the man and his girlfriend. Such was the immortal life of the fae. They had to do something to entertain themselves.
Niall considered the blond winged fae"s clothes: a little black dress, gray-speckled tights and pink ballet slippers completing the impish outfit. She reminded him way more of a pixie or the legendary winged elf than a fae. Her blond hair was pulled back and a droopy pink satin ribbon was tied around her head, droopy because of the heat and humidity late that afternoon on the beachfront property.
So what was a royal winged fae from the house of Mabara doing on South Padre Island, painting graffiti on a Denkar fae"s block wall in broad daylight with her wings exposed?
She was gutsy. He"d give her that. Since his cousin Prince Deveron had slipped away with Alicia to avoid his mother"s royal guard fetching him home, Niall had the day off. No reason to watch Deveron"s back as his companion when Deveron was busy kissing Alicia somewhere else and no doubt wanted privacy.
Niall studied the fae"s wings. As clear as they were, she was close to nineteen years of age. In a few more years, she could make them appear invisible to anyone who chanced to see her, either when she was showing herself off to humans or when she was in the fae realm. But to visit the human world during the late afternoon, wings prominently displayed for any human to see…what was she thinking?
Worse, she was visiting a site her kind hadn’t claimed as their territory. And a royal Mabara fae at that. Rarely if ever did they leave the fae world before they could hide their wings.
Determining which fae house one of their kind came from was problematic at times, but not when they were winged and showed them off. Only four of the forty-two royal houses boasted royal winged fae, this one declaring the large raptor, the osprey, the symbol of their realm. Only the Mabara had wings with black lines crisscrossing it like a windowpane with delicate black edging.
Although she appeared cute and pixie-like, being a member of the Mabara"s house meant she could be extremely dangerous if riled. Not that any fae couldn"t be, and certainly his own kind—the lion fae—had a reputation as hunters, but the royal house of Mabara controlled the element of air.
The joke was that they could control air elementals, but couldn"t use the air to support their wings. Which had a lot to do with their kind having been so enamored with humans, they quit using their wings so they could move about like humans did. After centuries of disuse, their wings were no longer big enough or powerful enough to support them.
Pondering that she could call the wind to protect her or use it as an offensive weapon, Niall rubbed his chin. She didn"t appear to have any real weapons on her, not that he could tell from the skimpy clothing she was wearing. The Mabara specialty was casting windstorms over the sea, creating waves of devastating proportions, or initiating powerful swirling wind funnels on land, even straight-line winds that could take out windows and windshields and walls made of brick.
More subtly, they could create a poisonous dust and blow it into the face of their foe that would kill their enemy. Mabara sometimes employed the use of a less lethal cocktail resulting in a couple of days of paralysis or a sleeping potion, both which contributed to the worst hangover a fae could suffer.
Not that Niall had ever gotten himself into such a bind. But he"d read about a case where a cobra fae had tangled with a Mabara royal fae, who had subsequently grown smitten with him.
The man had dumped her for a fellow female cobra fae, and the Mabara wench had blasted him with the sleeping powder. For weeks, he"d had a devil of a time waking for any length of time.
The royal houses had been at odds with one another ever since. It didn"t take much for the fae kind to become sworn enemies.
Niall tried to figure out what strange symbols the girl was writing on the wall. But he couldn"t determine what she was trying to say. It had to be a message for his kind though. And not a good one.
If he didn"t put a stop to it, he would not be doing his duty to his people. He strode forth to take charge of the situation, and her.
But as soon as he began to move in her direction, he was certain she must have smelled his scent, because she whipped around, her soft pink lips parting and her blond brows raised in surprise—which almost made him smile to see her reaction, particularly knowing he had the upper hand.
“What do you think you"re doing?” Niall asked sharply.
As soon as she turned to fully face him, she whipped a piccolo-looking wooden pipe out of a pocket that had been hidden from his sight. Poisoned fae dust.
He knew if he didn"t make a hasty retreat and vanish in the blink of an eye, he could be one dead dark fae.
***
Coming in September, 2011!
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