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Dedication
 
To Caryn Block, who was not a YA reader, but who fell in love with the fae world I created, thanks so much! And thanks to readers for loving the series, like
Debra Rodriguez, asking me to make Alicia and Deveron’s dream come true!



Chapter 1








 

Princess Alicia of the dragon fae hated having to break Cassie’s heart and knew it would destroy their friendship, but she had to take drastic measures if her best friend was to be saved from her own folly. 
Alicia was still furious with Deveron, the crown prince of the dark fae. He should have made his cousin, Micala, stay away from her human friend. She feared that Micala would attempt to use fairy magic on Cassie and take her to the fae world, and then she would be a human stuck there. It wasn’t right. Cassie would never fully be accepted as one of the fae.
Forced to attend mandatory meetings, schooling, and parties, due to her social status as the princess of the dragon fae, Alicia had not been able to leave Crislis Castle located in the heart of the Morcalon territory, until today. She had two days’ break before she had to return to her studies.
She fully intended to take this matter with Cassie into her own hands, although she was supposed to sneak off to see Deveron as soon as her studies were done. The fault was all his that she would have to take drastic measures such as these and save her friend instead. Maybe he would learn how important this was to her if she cut her time with him short.
Before anybody could stop her—because even though she had a break from her schooling, it didn’t mean she could avoid other social obligations that could pop up at any time—she willed herself to fae travel to the high school where Cassie was attending one of her classes.
As soon as Alicia transported to the high school, she felt her stomach revolt. She hated this part of fae travel and didn’t think she’d ever get over feeling in this way. Hand clutching her waist and swallowing involuntarily to keep the bile down, she tried to will the nausea away. At least she was invisible to the humans so no one could see her bent over in pain.
She had appeared in one of the school’s hallways—empty while everyone was in class. The English classes were held down this hall. She remembered them well when she had gone to school here. She had not wanted to ever return to the high school and would have preferred seeing Cassie after class, but her own schedule and worry she’d get sidetracked if she hadn’t left the castle at once, meant she didn’t have the luxury to go there as she pleased.
Alicia wasn’t enrolled in the school any longer, not since she’d had to “move” away. Who knew that meant to become a princess in a faraway land?
She had no idea which class Cassie was in at this time of day, having given up on trying to keep up with Cassie’s schedule when Alicia could barely find the time to visit her except on school breaks when she wasn’t seeing Deveron. Which meant she saw Cassie when she was being more closely supervised because she wasn’t supposed to be spending time with Deveron at all, by order of the king, her grandfather.
She hurried into the girls’ restroom, so that she could appear in her human form there without anyone seeing her, and caught sight of herself in one of the big mirrors. She stared at her fae clothes.
Great. She’d been in such a rush, she was still dressed in a forest green hunting gown she loved to wear when practicing her archery skills. The dark green velvet was perfect for the chillier outdoor temperatures, perfect for blending into the woods, and perfect for moving about freely—in a fae world. In the human’s? She looked like she was being cast as a princess in a Snow White and the Seven Dwarves movie. Except she was blond and not a raven-haired beauty. Her eyes were blue though. All she needed were the seven dwarves. The handsome prince, Deveron, was currently on her list. Not in a good way.
So she didn’t need him on this venture either. He would have said he’d take care of the situation with Micala, again. And nothing would have come of it. She’d learned that though Deveron was a dark fae and had a dark temper to match, he also had a good-hearted side. She believed that’s why he couldn’t force Micala to do his bidding where Cassie was concerned. That meant Alicia had to take charge of the problem and tackle this from the human’s side of the equation. Which since she’d been one, only she knew how to do.
She considered her gown again, so used to wearing them in the fae world they were second nature to her now. When she first started wearing them, she kept feeling like she was dressing up for Halloween, and she had desperately wanted her jeans and T-shirts and sneakers back. She was allowed to wear them only when she visited the human’s world. By order of the king. Others in the dragon fae kingdom could get away with what they wished to wear. Not her.
She could have returned to her bedchamber, risked getting stopped, or…suck it up and look for Cassie, ignoring all the kids’ stares and comments.
Her blond hair was bound in curls on top of her head held in place by emerald decorated gold pins. She considered letting her hair down and tucking the pins into the leather pouch hanging on the gold belt slung low on her waist. She’d look a little more…normal.
She snorted. If she was going to play the part of a princess, she’d go as she was. She stalked off in her brown suede knee-high boots. The skirt was split up the sides for easy movement, which was one of the reasons she really loved this dress. She looked like she was wearing an outfit that Renaissance fairgoers would pay a hefty price for—if she was at a Renaissance fair.
As soon as she walked into the hall, the bell buzzed for the end of the period. Students poured out of doorways like an army of ants rushing to the next meal, except they were confused and going in all different directions. Every eye that caught sight of her, lingered on her hair, her dress, her boots.
She heard comments of “Omigod.” “For real?” “Drama class is on the other side of the school.” “Freak.” “Love your dress.” And so forth.
Then she saw a couple of girls she recognized. Not friends. Just former classmates.
“Hey,” Lisa, the blonde, said, “Cassie said you moved away. I didn’t realize it was to some fantasy land.”
Alicia gave her a wry smile. She would keep her cool, thinking that if they had spoken to Cassie, maybe they knew where she was now. “Do you know where Cassie is going next period?”
The other girl, Dana, shook her head, her red gold curls tossing about her shoulders. “But we’re getting together for lunch at the chicken wings place across the street if you want to join us the period after next.”
“Thanks, I will.” This time she gave them a grateful smile. They looked like they were up to something. She knew that look. Like Deveron would give his sister when he was about to play a joke on her. Or like when his sister gave him the same evil look.
What to do in the meantime. What she’d love to do was just…vanish. Give the girls something to think about if they thought to pull anything mean on her.
She headed for the school office. Maybe she could still locate Cassie before the lunch period.
She tried to ignore all the comments about her dress, about being out of place, about being a weirdo, or gorgeous, the wolf whistles from a couple of guys, and tons of flat-out stares. What caught her attention were three cool-looking guys that appeared like they could be playing on the football team, cute, but not interested in her like she was date-material. All had on jeans and sneakers, one wearing a T-shirt with a Celtic cross, one with a skull, and the other, just a plain navy blue shirt—no fashion statement at all.
They reminded her of a pack of wolves as they tensed, muscles bunching, a feral look crossing their facial features. The warning couldn’t be ignored. They were human so she didn’t know what the trouble was, though she’d been afraid at first they might have been some of the unseelie. She’d learned from Deveron’s sister, Ritasia, how she’d run into some and the trouble she’d had. But these guys weren’t fae. They would have had a shimmering aura around their human form, and when angered, rings around their eyes would glow—gold for seelie, silver for unseelie.
Yet they considered her with a condemning look that made her skin prickle with unease.
She tilted her chin up, challenging them to do anything that she would take as aggression on their part. But they stayed where they were, watching her, as if letting her know she couldn’t get away with anything while they had her in their sights.
She slipped into the school office and closed the door behind her. A secretary sat at a desk, two students waiting for parents to bring them proper clothes as one boy’s seat of his pants hung down past the crack in his butt and his sweatshirt barely reached past his naval. The girl wore a shirt that was way too see-through, the semi-sheer white fabric clearly showing off a black lace bra.
The secretary looked up from her computer and stared at Alicia’s costume. It was busty, but it was supposed to be for the…uhm, period look. If the woman decided Alicia had to stay and wait for her mother to come bring her a change of clothes, she’d be in real trouble. First, Alicia didn’t attend the school. Second, her mother was back at the dragon fae castle, wearing a retaining collar, courtesy of Alicia’s grandfather, who wouldn’t let her mother leave the castle grounds. And third, there was no way to get hold of anyone else who could bring her a change of clothes, unless they were of the fae. Making a phone call to them? Wouldn’t work.
“Nice costume,” the lady said.
Alicia took a steadying breath and smiled. “Thank you. I need to get hold of Cassie Wimberley. We were supposed to get together because her mom’s taking me home with them after school, but I can’t remember where she is next period.”
The secretary looked down at the monitor, typed in Cassie’s name, and said, “English lit. But you’ll be late for your own class. She’s in Mrs. Jenkins’s class, room 134.”
“I’ll meet her at the end of class period. Thank you,” Alicia said brightly and hurried out of the office before the secretary asked her anything that she couldn’t answer honestly.
She had no intention of waiting until lunch time to see if she could meet up with Cassie. What if the two girls who had told her about the chicken wing place had set her up?
She didn’t want to just walk into class and explain she was a new student or anything either, certain Cassie would be so excited, she’d be upset with her when Alicia told her it wasn’t true. So she’d go as a fae, invisible to everyone.
Walking into the nearest girls’ restroom, she found three girls redoing their lipstick or washing their hands, and Alicia ducked into a stall.
The girls laughed, and she assumed it had to do with her costume. She didn’t hear them leave the bathroom, but she wasn’t waiting around for them to exit the room. She walked through the bathroom door, invisible to the girls who were whispering to each other and staring at the stall Alicia had been in. She desperately wanted to walk up to them and speak, maybe ask them what they were whispering about. And see their reaction.
She sighed. If she had been raised by the fae, she probably would have. The fae were known to be tricksters, playing games on the humans, doing anything in their power to take advantage of the humans for their own amusement. Since she had been raised as a human, she didn’t like the notion at all. She wondered then if someone’s environment did greatly influence the person. Or if her personality was such, she just wasn’t into playing tricks on others.
She walked past them and through the door to the hall. It was clear now, and she hurried back to the English class where Cassie would be taking studious notes. Finding the right class, Alicia walked through the door and saw Cassie sitting on the far side of the room…taking studious notes. She smiled. She liked it when some things in life were always predictable.
Cassie’s gorgeous fall of brown hair curled about her shoulders, her dark brown eyes reading the whiteboard where the teacher was busy scribbling notes.
Some of the students were reading books other than their textbooks. One was doodling on a piece of paper in his notebook. Another was sleeping. Or at least he had his eyes closed and appeared to be sleeping.
One of the boys she’d seen standing with the other two in the hall who had been watching her as she went to the school office—one of the ones she’d thought of as a wolf who was wearing the shirt with the skull—was now observing her, his blue eyes wide with shock.
Her mouth gaped. Oh…my…God. He could see her. As the fae. Just like the time she saw Deveron’s friends as the fae that they were. And just like she knew Deveron was one of them. The dark fae. Dangerous to anyone who was a fae seer.
She froze in place, having intended to take an empty seat on this side of the classroom where there was a vacant seat near the door.
He quickly looked away, his blond locks hiding his expression. So he wasn’t such a wolf after all. Not when he knew she knew he could see her. When no one in the room should have been able to.
And not now that he didn’t have his wolf mates to back him up.
He was texting, warning his friends that the fae had come after him, she suspected. In her history books, she had read about a number of cases where the fae had killed people like him because they could see them. She couldn’t imagine anything so horrible. The humans who were fae seers couldn’t do anything to the fae. So why did her people need to eliminate them?
Yet a cold shiver ran up her spine with the notion he could not only see her but knew just what she was when no one should have known. No one human. She realized that she was feeling as though she was something alien, something that needed to be eliminated in their world.
Why could he see her? Was he partly fae? And the other two boys? Were they also?
This was so not good.
She decided to do what she knew she shouldn’t, what she wouldn’t do at any other time, but she was the fae. She might as well get used to the idea.
Heading for the boy with the phone, who was not supposed to be texting in the class anyway, she walked straight through the kids and their desks.
She’d barely reached him when he caught sight of her standing beside him, just before she yanked the phone out of his hand.
He gasped, nearly fell from his seat, staring up at her, his eyes darkening and widening at the same time as if he was looking into the eyes of a ghost. Or something worse. A fae who could kill him.
Trying for sweet and innocent and friendly, she smiled down at him and mouthed the words, “Thank you.”
He still stared back at her with wide-eyed shock. With his phone clutched tightly in her hand, she turned and headed straight through the kids, the closest shot to the door, holding the phone above their heads. The tricky part was that she had no idea what to do about his phone. It was visible when she was not. The only way to make it invisible was for her to appear human, and then return to her invisible state to make the object in her hand invisible also. She couldn’t appear human in class suddenly, or she might cause a wild panic.
Instead, the cell floated over the kids’ heads. Most were too wrapped up in reading their books or other activities that were keeping them occupied that they didn’t see the phone. A couple of girls’ mouths gaped as they watched the phone float toward the door. She couldn’t help that.
When Alicia reached the door, she realized she couldn’t take the phone through the door like this. She opened the door, walked out of the class with the phone in hand, and closed the door.
And screamed as hands quickly encircled her wrists with iron manacles.



Chapter 2








 

Ena hated being summoned to court at Crislis Castle, home of the dragon fae. She hated the pompous courtiers—the women dressed in all their elegant silky fae gowns and the men in their gilt-laden tunics. She had no need of the ostentatious banquets or the gossiping and intrigue. Preferring the mountains and forests, the caves, her own small keep, and her kind to all this, she bit her tongue, held her head high, and stalked straight for the main doors of the castle where the dragon fae ruled. The dragon fae. 
She snorted. They were shadows of themselves of a time gone by when they were truly the dragon fae. Like she still was.
Two men dressed in royal tunics identifying them as part of the servant staff, hurried to open the doors for her.
Women gathered in annoying little clusters twittering among themselves in the marble hall stopped speaking to one another when one of them pointed her out. Yes. She was dragon fae. But not one of them.
And she was dangerous. She glanced in their direction, studied each of them in turn, made them visibly pale, and she smiled. An evil, calculating smile. What she wouldn’t give to show them what she was truly capable of. They hated her. Every last one of them. Because she was different.
She hadn’t met the king’s granddaughter yet. Had Princess Alicia already learned about her? Most likely. And would shun her just the same. Which wouldn’t have mattered except she would one day rule. Then Ena would have to bow down to the princess, who would be queen, instead of her grandfather, who now ruled as king. Ena hated to bow down to anyone. Not when she felt these fae were beneath her.
She glanced in a gold gilded mirror, her pale green eyes sharp with annoyance, her mouth thinned into a grim pale line, her hands held loosely at her sides. She flexed her fingers, her nails long, black, and wicked-looking. Heavy smoky gray eye shadow and thick black eyeliner and short fringy jet black hair gave her the appearance of a human Goth. But she wasn’t human. And she looked perfectly lethal.
She’d worn a black velvet vest, the front trimmed in gold braid, brass buttons, almost making it look like one of the royal bodyguard’s uniforms, except that she wore no shirt under it and as form fitting as it was, it looked more like a corset. She wore men’s trewes and black leather boots laced up to the thighs. All she needed was a sword if she had wished to make mincemeat of someone. She had a dagger sheathed at her waist instead.
So what was it that the king wished of her now? He’d asked her to perform odd jobs before, but he usually didn’t summon her to court. Within the past week, he’d sent a missive telling her to collect taxes from a farmer, who wasn’t paying his fair share, and to search for a child missing in her area and return him to the family post-haste. That’s how he handled informing her of new missions.
She reached the top landing and saw the pompous Prince Grotto, Alicia’s cousin once-removed, narrowed green eyes focused on her, his sandy blond hair tied back in a tail, wearing the highest of fae fashions—a gold embossed burgundy brocade tunic and velvet trewes and high-topped brown leather boots. She gave him an annoyed curtsey, hating to have to acknowledge him. He gave her the slightest bow of his head, conceding he accepted her greeting, though from the scowl on his face, he looked like it killed him to do so.
“King Tibero wants to see you right away. What took you so long?” Prince Grotto growled. “He sent the missive two days ago!”
She snarled at him. “The missive didn’t reach me for a day and a half.” She hadn’t wanted to give him a reason, but she knew the prince could be dangerous. Not that the king would have Prince Grotto kill her or anything. But the prince might take it upon himself to try to have her eliminated and blame the deed on someone else. She knew he was sneaky that way.
She’d heard he’d killed one of her distant male cousins—hunting accident—Prince Grotto had said. And she didn’t believe it one bit. Not when her cousin had had a run-in with the prince the day before. When that happened, whoever was on the outs with the prince was conveniently eliminated. If anyone thought Prince Grotto was behind it, no questions were asked.
The gray haired king was seated on his throne, wearing a navy blue tunic and trewes, gold rings on every finger, some sparkling with diamonds. A young boy stood beside him, hurriedly telling him of her arrival, and then growing quiet as his eyes widened to see her. He quickly faded into the background.
One guard stood on either side of the king. She always wondered if they did so only when she came to visit, or if he always had two guards to protect him.
Prince Grotto stood nearby, arms folded across his chest, looking officious as usual. She wanted to tell him to leave, that they didn’t need him here. If the king hadn’t wanted him to hang around, he would have dismissed him, so she kept her mouth shut. She still wanted to tell him to get lost.
“Good, good, you are here.” King Tibero didn’t belittle her for arriving late, which she was grateful for, especially since Grotto was watching the proceedings. “Princess Alicia is missing.”
That took Ena aback. She clamped her gaping mouth quickly, not wanting to appear so shocked. Her first thought was the princess had again disobeyed her grandfather and was seeing Prince Deveron. But she didn’t believe the king would have Ena search for the princess, if that had been the case.
His eyes narrowed and his voice rough with upset, the king said, “She’s not in the dark fae kingdom, which is where we looked first.”
As Ena had suspected he would have done without her help. Her skin chilled. If anything bad had happened to the princess and she no longer lived, Prince Grotto would be next in line to rule the dragon fae kingdom, and he had a distinct dislike for her kind. They had an uneasy truce, ever since King Tibero had ruled their people. She had hoped that they’d have the same kind of semi-peaceful co-existence between their people at least with Princess Alicia when the time came for her to lead the dragon fae.
“I’ve had messengers dispatched. Prince Deveron is taking the news badly so I know he does not have her tucked away somewhere. He and his dark fae trackers have followed her trail. She was last seen at the high school she used to attend.”
Ena could just imagine Prince Deveron being upset. He was devoted to Princess Alicia.
She folded her arms and raised her brows. “Okay, so what do you want me to do? If Prince Deveron and his trackers have located her already…”
“They have not,” the king said hastily. “We have reason to believe she went to see her human girlfriend, Cassie, and not Deveron as we first suspected. We believe one of the dark fae was seeing the human girl, and Alicia was attempting to break off their relationship.”
Ena took a deep breath. She’d heard the princess was soft where humans were concerned. “And now she’s disappeared.”
“Aye.”
“And you think?” Even if the king’s supposition was incorrect, she still needed to know what the king thought she was going up against.
“Fae seers have taken her prisoner. That’s what I believe.”
Fae seers. Now she knew why he had called on her to take on this mission.
“And…you want me to go because I can hide my fae aura.” Not everyone could.
She gave Prince Grotto a superior look. He might think he was somebody because he was the king’s nephew, but he couldn’t save the princess like she could. On the other hand, she didn’t really know if she could save the princess, if she was even alive still. She noted Prince Grotto didn’t look in the least bit concerned that the princess might not be returning to the kingdom.
“Aye. You will name your price when you return with the princess in hand.”
“And the fae seers?” She always ensured she knew what her mission entailed exactly. She didn’t want to make the mistake of assuming anything.
“Bring them to me. Alive.”
She curtseyed. “As you wish, Your Kingship.” She gave Prince Grotto a look that could kill. If he dared try to stop her in her mission, she would eliminate him first. With or without anyone’s—including the king’s—permission.
“I will see you out,” Prince Grotto said, as if they were best of friends.
“No need,” she growled, turned, and stalked out of the throne room. She could have vanished and gone to where she was going, but she would rather make her presence known as she left the castle to ensure that everyone knew she was in the king’s good graces, not carted away to the dungeon for some misdeed.
She took a deep breath and let it out. She hadn’t been practicing keeping her fae aura hidden. No need in the fae realm.
In the human world? She hadn’t bothered there either. She hadn’t run across any fae seers—that she knew of. She would have to concentrate on hiding her fae aura. Everyone had to see her as nothing more than a human Goth.
***
Prince Deveron paced across a hotel room, not sure where else to turn. His cousins Micala and Niall were with him, and so was his bodyguard, Herlinkis. Deveron’s mother, Queen Irenis, wanted to send an army with him, but the fewer the better, he thought, when trying to determine what had happened to Alicia. If they needed an army, he could always send one of his cousins to the queen and request one.
The school had already been closed by the time they had learned Alicia was missing, though that hadn’t kept them out of the building, searching for evidence of where she’d gone. They’d found that Alicia had been at the school office, a girls’ restroom, and one classroom, and then disappeared outside in the parking lot. Which meant?
He suspected she’d gotten into a vehicle with someone. He’d prayed that she had gone home with Cassie. But when they had arrived at Cassie’s house and asked her if she’d seen Alicia, she’d said they were to get together for lunch. She never saw her at school ever. He wiped her mind of having seen them, not about to let Micala do the task as much as he couldn’t quit seeing the girl. She was lovely, a dark eyed and dark haired beauty. But she was also strictly human.
Now he and the others were staying at a hotel room until the next morning when everyone returned to school, and they could try to figure out who might have taken her, because that was what Deveron feared. That she had not gone with anyone willingly.
“King Tibero was angry when he thought you had taken the princess somewhere for a rendezvous, but now I suspect he wished she’d been with you,” Micala remarked.
“You are the whole reason for this crisis!” Deveron roared, barely able to keep his fist from hitting his cousin. “If you hadn’t been after Cassie, Alicia wouldn’t have come to her rescue!”
Micala mumbled an apology. Herlinkis and Niall tried to fade into the background. No one wanted to face Deveron’s temper when it came to worrying about someone he cared this much about when she could be in a world of danger.
“She’s used to being with humans,” Niall finally ventured. “That should give her an edge.”
“She is not human,” Deveron growled. “She is fae. And whoever’s got her knows this. And he knows how to keep her from traveling in our way.”
Niall swallowed hard. “We’ll find her.”
His stomach churning with upset, Deveron took a deep breath, trying to get his anger under control. He couldn’t help Alicia, feeling the way he was now. But if a fae seer had hold of her, he feared the situation would only get worse.
***
Alicia woke with the worst headache. Wherever she was, the odor of concrete and mold assaulted her. She cast a small fae light between her hands and peered about. She was lying on a black sleeping bag that smelled of pine trees, earth, and mustiness. She sneezed. Her wrists were manacled in iron to a thick gray steel pipe. She groaned. Where was she?
Concrete block walls surrounded her, the concrete floor beneath her of the same gray color. At first, she thought she was in a dungeon.
She thought back to what had to have happened. She’d been leaving Cassie’s classroom as she held onto the fae seer’s phone to eliminate his ability to get word to his friends about her. As soon as she’d left the room, the two other boys had grabbed her wrists, slapped the iron manacles on them and dragged her off. To anyone else seeing them in the hallway, it would have looked like they were holding manacles between them. If anyone else had been in the hall, that was. She had thought to turn herself visible, scream for help as the two football player-sized guys tried to whisk her away to who knew where.
It was a good plan if it had worked. She became visible and opened her mouth to scream. But one of them nearly drowned her with something sickly sweet. And she was out just like that.
Now she was suffering from a goddess-sized headache. She looked around the room, but it was devoid of anything. No furniture, the walls were unfinished cement blocks, the ceiling covered in pipes and wires. Which most likely meant no one visited the basement except for whoever had put her down here in the first place.
She heard three male voices drawing close to the door at the top of the wooden stairs, and she quickly lay back down on the bedding, pretending to still be knocked out with whatever drug they’d given her. She tried to recline in the same position she had been in when she woke, facing the wall where her hands were manacled to the steel pipe. She wasn’t sure what her next plan of attack could be. The last one sure hadn’t worked.
She wondered if that was because they’d done this before. Several times before. And that’s why they were so prepared, knowing that if they didn’t clamp her in iron, she could fae transport away. Then she could bring others of her kind back to eliminate them.
They were like vampire hunters hunting vampires. Instead of being afraid of letting the fae know they could see them and worry that the fae might terminate them, they had taken the initiative first. Not in a million years when she thought she was only a fae seer, would she have considered eliminating any fae who might have recognized she was a fae seer. She’d been careful not to let them know she saw them as if it had been a deadly game, but that was all.
If she told these boys she’d been raised as a human, maybe they would let her go. She nixed that idea quickly enough. She couldn’t risk believing they would. For now, she would pretend to be a docile fae, sound asleep.
The door lock clicked. She tensed. The door squeaked open on rusty hinges. She barely breathed. A single bulb light flicked on overhead and made an annoying electric buzz. The door shut with a clunk. Her heart nearly pounded out of her chest. Heavy footsteps tromped slowly down the stairs, cautiously, as quietly as they could, one person, two…three, the stairs creaking with their weight. Now she was alone with the three fae seers. The wolves, she thought.
They shuffled across the floor in rubber-soled sneakers, squishy as they moved. When they reached her, they each stopped. For a long time, they stood near the edge of the sleeping bag at her back, watching her, trying to determine if she was awake. She tried very hard to keep her breathing even and not make any move that would make them suspicious.
“What now?” the one boy whispered.
“We could drown her like the others, but she was looking for someone in particular in English class. I’d like to know who.”
Ohmigod, they had drowned other fae?
“Yeah, like me maybe. She came to the same class I was in. Tore the phone out of my hands as I was texting you guys. That’s who she was after. Me.”
“No, Bryan. I think she must have been after someone else in the classroom. You said she was looking at Cassie, then glanced around as if she was trying to find a seat and saw you. I think she was after Cassie.”
“Yeah, right, Brett. Cassie’s not of the fae,” Bryan said. “We all know that.”
“No,” Brett said. “We don’t think she is. But some guy’s been hanging around who is.”
Micala. Alicia barely breathed. If he showed up again to see Cassie, they’d grab him, too.
“And now this one shows up?” Brett asked.
“Okay, look, I talked to Cassie about it,” Bryan said. “Not, you know, flat out. But just hinted at faeries. She laughed. If she was one of us, she would have said so. She’s not. She doesn’t see the guy unless he’s visible to humans. I’ve seen the way her expression changes when she actually sees him.”
“So you think it’s just that this fae has got the hots for Cassie and what? Another shows up to see her?” Brett asked. “I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“I recognize this girl from last year,” the other guy said. “She wasn’t a fae then. I would have known.”
“Or she hid her fae aura,” Bryan warned.
“They can’t do that. If they could, they would. And then we’d never see them. They wouldn’t have to worry about eliminating us. Doesn’t that make you wonder a little bit?” Brett said, sounding a little nervous.
“Wonder about what?” Bryan asked.
“Why…she was not a fae, and then…now she is?”
That made Alicia wonder about them, too. What if they were like her? Raised by humans and were really the fae, but just had not come of age? If she told them that, maybe they wouldn’t drown her like they had done the others. The notion they might attempt to drown her made a shiver go up her spine.
Everyone stopped speaking. Great. Had she given herself away?
***
Ena followed the trail of the fae dust—Alicia’s—to the room where Cassie had fifth period English Lit. She’d checked everywhere that Alicia had gone, and it all led back to this one class.
Had someone in Cassie’s class grabbed Alicia?
It was the day after Alicia had vanished, but Ena had to speak to Cassie to see if she could discover Alicia’s whereabouts. As soon as she saw the girl fitting the description King Tibero’s people had given her, dark brown hair and eyes, same petite build as Alicia, and that she was in this class at this period of time—Ena walked up to her and said, “Hi, are you Cassie?”
Cassie considered Ena’s black velvet tunic, same-colored slim-fitting pants, and thigh-high boots that made her look perfectly Goth, then cast her a warm smile, and said in a cheerful voice, “That’s me.”
“Good. Can I talk to you for a moment?” Ena asked, thrilled that she had the right girl. It was easy to get humans mixed up. So many of them looked very similar to each other. But she was trying hard not to look impatient or worried.
“Sure. What did you want to talk about?”
Ena smiled, genuinely impressed with the girl. She’d never met a human…or fae…who had been that friendly when first meeting her. No wonder Alicia liked her.
“I’m trying to track down Alicia, your friend? She had to move away last year?” As if Ena had to explain who she was. Then again, Cassie might have more than one friend named Alicia.
Cassie’s expression clouded over. “She was supposed to meet me for lunch yesterday. Two of my friends said she talked to them, and she said she would join us at the Chicken Wings Party Stop. I was so excited, but she wasn’t there. They said she was wearing a costume. You know like something old time? Like she was in drama class and decided to wear it for the rest of the day. Only it was really glamorous, they said. Not anything like the worn out old stuff they wear in class. Do you…know her?”
“Yeah,” Ena said, elongating the word. “I’m a cousin of hers. Distant.” She was. They were both dragon fae. Cousins. Very distant.
“So what’s happened?” Cassie sounded alarmed. “Is she missing?”
Ena didn’t need to get the police involved in this. “No, I think I got my dates mixed up and thought I was supposed to be meeting her here today. Can I sit in with you during your class?” She hoped the question didn’t sound too bizarre. She wanted to check out the other students.
She’d found Alicia’s fae trail that had come inside the room, crossed the floor to a desk on the far side, returned, and left the room. Then she went to the students’ parking lot. Lots of kids had sat in the chairs, so it wouldn’t have meant anything that Ena hadn’t found a lot of fae dust on any of the seats. But she didn’t see a speck on any of them, and that seemed odd. Like Alicia came to class, walked across the room and left sprinkles of sparkling dust on several desk tops as she moved straight through them, but never took a seat. Why?
“Uh, sure, I guess. Did you check in as a visitor?” Cassie asked.
Ena pulled a visitor pass from her pocket that she’d grabbed at the office.
They entered the room then, told the teacher she was a friend of Cassie’s and wanted to sit in on her class if it was all right. The teacher told her to take any empty seat she would like. Cassie had wanted her to sit closer to the front nearer her. But Ena had to watch the kids in class, observe them, see if she could learn anything from them.
Ena took an empty chair in the very back where she could look over all the kids in class. She assumed if one of them had grabbed Alicia, it would have been a guy, and he would have been fairly powerful in build. She also listened to the teacher calling names from the roster to see if anyone was absent. Like someone might be serving guard duty over a fae prisoner. Only two girls were absent.
More than anything, Ena focused her attention on the seat that Alicia had walked over to and hadn’t sat down in. The big guy sitting there was really nervous about Ena being in class. He looked like he was the kind of build that the fae liked to hire as bodyguards or castle guards. Size-wise, he fit what she was looking for.
Everyone else was curious about her being there, a few odd stares because of her unusual Goth outfit, but the one guy—he was different. He kept trying to study her when she wasn’t looking. Bryan Jessup, the teacher said his name was. Ena had been watching him as the teacher called out all the names. He hadn’t said anything, as if he didn’t want Ena to know who he was. But she’d been watching him. Saw him raise a finger in the air in a silent way to alert the teacher he was here without making it obvious to Ena, had she not been watching him.
He garnered all of her attention now. He kept fidgeting, glancing at his watch, touching a phone in his pocket. At least that’s what she believed it was. The teacher was focused on the students, asking questions, and Ena thought the boy wanted to text someone, but was afraid of getting caught. The teacher would probably take his phone away if she saw him using it.
As soon as the class ended, Bryan jumped from his seat, yanked out his phone and began texting as he tried to move out of class.
Ena was quicker. She blocked his path, and he nearly ran into her because he was so intent on texting. She smiled up at him. “I know you from last year. Don’t I?” She thought she sounded so sweet, pixie-like, to match her pixie-like—Gothic look. Sweet and innocent.
He quickly shook his head, his face a little pale, is blue eyes wide. He wasn’t buying that she was sweet and innocent at all. Which was fine with her. He would make a mistake with her anyway. He was already running scared, no one to back him up at the moment. And if he was calling someone, there was more than one fae seer involved. How many? That’s what she had to know.
“Sure I do,” she continued. It wasn’t like she could do anything with him at the moment, but rattle him. That would force him to make a grave mistake. “Oh my hair was blond last year, longer, and I was a little shorter. And I had a way better tan.”
“Excuse me,” he said, trying to get around her.
She moved aside and Cassie joined her. “Did you want to have lunch with me?”
“I’d love to. Some other time though.”
Cassie looked crestfallen.
“Really. I…I’ve got to see if I can locate Alicia.” Goddess, Ena felt terrible, but she had to keep Bryan under surveillance, and she couldn’t get sidetracked.
“She is missing, isn’t she?” Cassie said, her brows knit together in a tight frown.
“I have to go. As soon as I find her, I’ll let you her know you want to see her. Okay?” Ena tried hard not to sound as though she was panicking. She never panicked. Well, maybe rarely. But this wasn’t the time to panic.
“Sure.” But Cassie still sounded worried about her friend.
“Okay, uhm, I’ll try to see if I can come with her the next time. Gotta run.” Ena gave her what she hoped looked like a bright smile and hurried after Bryan, wanting to see if he got together with someone else.
If he really was a fae seer, she needed another fae to appear before him so she could judge his reaction. She was not about to show off her own fae aura, not when she was trying to appear human to any fae seer in the school.
That’s when she saw Bryan rush to meet up with another guy. They had just gotten together when she saw Prince Deveron and his cousins Micala and Niall, and the prince’s bodyguard, Herlinkis, stalking in the direction she was standing, though they were talking to each other, and they hadn’t seen her yet. They were all in fae form. Not that it mattered. If they were in human form, they’d still show off their fae aura to a fae seer.
When Micala saw her, he immediately told Prince Deveron. From where he was, he quickly dipped his head in greeting, then made his way across the common area to reach her. She shook her head at him, and looked at Bryan and his friend, who were busy conversing. Motioning with her head, she indicated that Deveron and his companions should approach the two boys.
She was certain Bryan thought she was trouble. But he couldn’t figure her out because she didn’t look like she was one of the fae. Or at least didn’t have the shimmer to indicate it.
She wanted Deveron to show himself to the fae seers, if that was what they were. They’d react. They couldn’t help it, especially when they saw so many of them coming at them at once when no one should be able to see the invisible fae. They’d know why the fae had targeted them, too. These guys most likely had Alicia locked away somewhere, if she wasn’t already dead. And the fae approaching them had to be friends of hers.
Imperious as the crown prince of the Denkar was, Ena knew he’d make a good showing. The four dark fae stalked toward the two guys. The humans suddenly realized someone was approaching them. Both turned and saw the four fae coming toward them. The humans turned white as sheets, eyes rounded, mouths agape. Yeah. They were fae seers, just as if they had witnessed the appearance of ghosts that no one else could see.
Deveron gave Bryan one of his most dangerous smiles that he could offer, and the next thing Ena knew, the fae had the boys in hand, and they all vanished.
Ena quickly glanced around at the rest of the busy common area as kids moved to other locations, getting ready for lunch break or another class period, looking to see if anyone else had been spying on the boys and the fae. She saw him then. Another boy. Were there more? She didn’t see anybody else who appeared to have been taking in the show. Just that one guy, and he looked shocked to the core.
He was big like the others, tall, and muscular. Poor Alicia. She hadn’t stood a chance against the three hulking guys.
The guy was ashen as he fumbled for a cell, dropped it on the floor, grabbed it up, and rushed down the corridor toward the door that would lead out to the student parking lot. His stride was much longer than hers, but she didn’t want him to become aware of her running after him. She had to turn invisible. If he was going to the place where they held Alicia, she had to know this now and rescue her at once.
Not having a choice, she turned invisible and took off running after him. A couple of girls screamed behind her. She glanced back. They had dropped their books, their mouths hanging agape as they stared at where Ena had disappeared to. Others were looking in her direction. How many had seen her disappear?
The kid shoved the door open and hurried out. She couldn’t reach it in time. Once the door shut, she rushed right through it so she wouldn’t have to give the girls and others who might still be watching in her direction more of a show if she’d shoved the door open, making it appear it had opened automatically by itself.
For a minute in the bright sunlight, she searched for him, then seeing him headed to the back of the parking lot, she took off running again.
She didn’t know for sure if others like him were involved. But she had to latch herself onto this kid no matter what. Deveron and his dark fae companions would take the other two somewhere to interrogate and attempt to learn the truth about Cassie’s whereabouts. This one was hers. One of them would tell them where they’d taken Alicia. Hopefully, before it was too late.
She didn’t want to give Prince Grotto the satisfaction he’d receive if he knew Alicia hadn’t survived, and he was next in line to rule. She hadn’t ever met Princess Alicia, yet Ena couldn’t help feel sick that she might be too late.



Chapter 3








 

Alicia woke to the sound of a much older man speaking to her from behind her, his voice rough with age, maybe from smoking. She took a deep breath. Yeah, she could smell the smoke rolling off him. She couldn’t tell day from night when the light was turned on in the concrete prison she was shackled in. The room had no windows. Her bones ached from sleeping on the lumpy, moldy sleeping bag on the unforgiving concrete floor, her wrists raw from trying to yank herself free from the pipe that the iron manacles were fastened around. Because of her fae healing abilities, her wrists would heal up fast when she slept and she wasn’t attempting to free herself, but right now they were hurting again. 
She listened to the man speaking, trying to determine his age and anything else without opening her eyes, turning, and looking at him.
“You’re a pretty little thing. My boy said you were. He was all for getting rid of your kind in the past, but I’m thinking it has to do with you’re a girl, and he’s kinda reluctant this time.”
She was getting the impression this man had no qualms about terminating her. She opened her eyes and turned to study him as he peered down at her. Middle aged, thinning gray hair, narrowed gray eyes, a diagonal scar across his forehead, and a paunch bulging against his gray T-shirt. He was wearing navy blue sweat pants and white tennis shoes, and he smelled of stale cigarette smoke and beer.
His thinned lips formed into a sly smile, but the expression didn’t meet his wary eyes. “I knew you were awake.” He had brought down a blue folding camp chair and was sitting on it, making himself more comfortable while he was waiting for her to prove she was already awake. “Bryan said the fact you were a girl wasn’t what was bothering him. I still think it is.”
The man’s bushy gray brows tightened into a frown. “He said you used to be human. At least that’s what his friend Mark said. He knew you from last year. And you had none of this…” The man waved his hands about. “…fae sparkle around the edges of your body. I think he just wasn’t as good at seeing it back then. Or he hadn’t wanted to see it. Because you were a girl.”
“We can’t hide our fae aura,” she said, trying to speak sweetly to him, but she was having a devil of a time of it as angry as she was. She hadn’t intended ever to kill a human who was a fae seer. She had been one! Well, before she found out she was no longer one. She still didn’t want to, unless it was in self-defense and she had no other choice—kill or be killed.
He smiled ruefully. “Okay. So what makes you different? Did a fae bite you? Turn you into one of them?”
She raised her brows, giving him a look like he had to be out of his mind. A vampire fae? Get real. “If I tell you, will you let me go?”
“Sure.”
“And I should believe you, why?” She didn’t trust him as she studied the smirk on his face and the narrowed gray eyes. He appeared to be a shrewd man, and he’d kill her just the same. “But you won’t release me. So why should I tell you?”
“Because we’ll torture it out of you.”
She didn’t have any reason to believe they wouldn’t. They probably would have killed her already if they hadn’t worried about why she was different.
“Is your son truly your son?” She still had the notion that maybe one or more of the fae seers had been like her.
He frowned at her.
“What of the other boys? Do they truly have human parents?” she persisted, hoping she might have a breakthrough with him.
The smile returned to his face. “So you’re saying they’re all of the fae? Not human?”
“They could be.”
“And you were? Are?”
“I could see the fae like you can. I was a fae seer just like your son, just like the other boys. I had never been to the fae world. I didn’t know I was one of them. Then I…aged into it.”
The man scoffed. “I don’t believe a word of it. But I will tell you there’s another reason Bryan and the others wanted to keep you alive for a while longer.”
She waited for the other reason, trying to come up with it on her own while he made her wait to hear it. She couldn’t think of another reason.
He leaned back and crossed his arms. “Bryan says that a girl in his class is seeing a male fae. Dating him. If you can call it that.”
The pit of Alicia’s stomach turned to ice.
“And they think you were going to see her. So is she like you? Able to hide the fae side of her and then one day unable to any longer?”
“No, she’s strictly—”
“Mr. Iverson!” one of the boys called out, his voice rife with panic. “Mr. Iverson!”
“Down here, Brett! What’s up?”
“They’ve got them.” The dark-haired teen, maybe seventeen, maybe older, looked like he worked out, his arms muscled, his chest also that she could tell from the way his cotton shirt stretched across his abs. Maybe he stayed in shape to fight the fae? Even so, he was upset, breathing hard, face flushed, and his blue eyes wild. He hurried down the wooden steps. “They took them right before my eyes at the school. We’ve gotta move her. Now.”
“They took my son?” Iverson’s voice was hollow. He gave Alicia an icy look that told her she didn’t have much time to live.
Whoever the fae were who had taken his son had to get here quickly! They were probably interrogating the boys. She hoped the humans would spill their guts—word-wise—soon before these two decided to eliminate her and save their necks. She didn’t really want them hurt.
“Yes, sir. We gotta hurry and get her out of here. They’ll torture them. You know they will. And then they’ll tell those bastards where we’ve got her, and they’ll come for us.”
“So that means we need to kill her and disappear.”
“No, we gotta hide her and somehow we’ll ransom her for them,” Brett said.
“They’ll never let us live,” Iverson said. “Think about it. They kill our kind. After they learn we’ve been killing them and still have this one as our hostage, they won’t let us live.”
“Unless you’re fae,” Alicia said, not knowing if her people would allow them to live or not after they took her hostage and planned to kill her. But it was the only chance she had of saving herself, she thought. She had to put doubt in the boy’s mind. The old man knew he was a gonner. “And you haven’t received all of your abilities yet.”
Brett stared at her, then looked at the older man as if seeking his confirmation as to whether she was telling the truth or not.
“Don’t believe her for an instant,” Iverson said. “She’s just trying to save herself.”
“The old man won’t change,” Alicia said. “But you, Brett. You could be just like me. I appeared human up until a couple of months ago. I could see the fae, but that was it. You could be just like me in a matter of months, weeks, days even. Do you want to throw that all away? You have no idea what some of us are capable of. What our world is like.”
“She’s lying,” Iverson said. “She was hiding her fae aura.”
“I didn’t have any to hide,” she said to Iverson. “What will happen if you gain your fae powers, Brett? Will you still seek to destroy our kind?”
“You’re not like them. You won’t be like her. She’s twisting you around that fae logic. She’s trying to confuse you,” Iverson insisted.
Brett seemed confused, almost willing to believe in Alicia’s words.
She opened her mouth to speak again, to attempt to convince Brett to save her when a girl called out, “Knock, knock. Anybody home?”
Their faces visibly paling and lips parted, Brett and Iverson appeared surprised at the intrusion. They looked at each other with questioning glances.
“Do you know who she is?” Iverson whispered to Brett.
He shook his head. They both turned their attention to Alicia.
“Don’t look at me. It’s your house.” She had no idea who the girl could be either.
Mr. Iverson stood up from his chair, and the girl appeared at the head of the stairs. A Goth with short black hair and pale green eyes, her gaze on Alicia first, a ghost of a smile on her light pink lips. She was petite, wearing thigh-high black leather books, slim-fitting leather pants, and a black velvet bustier type top decorated with gold braid and gold buttons. She didn’t have any fae aura. Alicia thought she might try to help her, because the two guys didn’t know the girl. On the other hand, she was human so she must be a fae seer, heard about the fae they were holding down in the basement, and came to join in the game.
“Am I interrupting anything?” she asked so sweetly as she turned her attention first on the older man, and then on the boy. She began to walk down the steps, one at a time like in slow motion. Somehow the narrowed look in her eyes and the way her mouth was curved up just a hint gave her the appearance of someone who was darkly amused about the whole situation.
Who was she?
The boy backed away toward the wall. The old man was frozen in place, just staring at the girl. “You’re not of the fae. Or…you’re hiding it. I knew they could do that. Damn it to hell.” He cast Brett a scornful look as if telling him he told him so and the boy wouldn’t listen.
Then the girl gave Alicia a bright smile. “Well, imagine finding you here. We haven’t met yet. I’m Ena, stands for ardent in Irish. Like committed, passionate, eager, devoted, fiery. Or in the Celtic way, simply fire.”
Alicia knew the girl was trying to tell her something. What?
“Your grandfather wants you returned home, post haste.” Ena glanced at Iverson. “She’s the king’s granddaughter. If you didn’t know. And that means? He’s highly pissed off at you with the power to back it up.”
“And he sent you? One young girl?” Iverson asked, scoffing at her arrogance.
“Cassie missed you yesterday at lunchtime. She told me,” Ena said, ignoring the man and pointed a long black fingernail at Brett. “His fault, I know. Your grandfather wanted me to bring these two to see him.” She waved her fingernails at each of the guys.
“Two others were in on this with him, at the very least,” Alicia warned. Though she wondered because Brett had said her kind had taken them away. So who had if this girl hadn’t?
“Oh, Deveron’s taken them home with him.”
“Deveron,” Alicia whispered. She’d been so annoyed with him because he wouldn’t resolve the matter of Micala and his interest in Cassie. But Deveron had come for her. Although if the roles had been reversed and she’d learned he was in trouble, she would have been there to rescue him.
“Queen Irenis will have a wonderful time with them,” Ena said.
Mr. Iverson growled. “What’s one fae girl going to do against two of us?”
That’s when Alicia saw another set of iron manacles hanging off his belt around his back. He seized hold of them, then said to Brett, “Grab her.”
If they got the manacles on her, even on a wrist or one ankle, Ena couldn’t fae travel.
Ena tilted her head to the side and took the final step onto the concrete floor. Alicia was sweating like crazy. How could the girl be so calm? So collected? Alicia wanted to scream at her to do something. Leave. Get help!
“I don’t think so.” The Goth girl stretched her arms out to her sides, closed her eyes and looked toward the ceiling as if calling on some tremendous power.
When she looked at Alicia again, Alicia expected Ena’s eyes to be ringed with gold, but her pale green eyes had changed to shimmering emerald beacons.
The man shouted, “Now!” He was terrified, shaking, his heart pounding. He knew she was going to do something really bad.
Alicia’s heart was drumming, the blood rushing in her ears, afraid for the girl and afraid for the guys.
Brett and the man bolted for Ena. The Goth girl’s black clothes shifted into shimmering olive green scales, and her outstretched arms were suddenly draped in giant leathery wings. Her impish face grew long and bony. Her whole appearance? One pissed-off dragon.
Dragon fae. Ohmigod, she was a dragon shifter. Alicia had read about them in some of the ancient journals—that all her people had been actual dragon shifters at one time. She’d seen the sketches of them flying high against a cloudy sky, and she’d thought how much she’d wished she could have shifted like that.
Seeing Ena as one was terrifying, even though Alicia kept telling herself the girl was a dragon fae like her. That she had come to rescue her. That she hadn’t planned to…fire! She said her name meant fire. That was the message.
Sucking in a breath, Alicia was certain this was going to get really bad, really fast.
Letting out a strangled cry, Iverson stopped dead in his tracks, no longer able to clamp a manacle on the girl’s arm because it was now a wing fully stretched out. He glanced at her leg, leathery, bony, still the right size for the manacle.
Brett had come to a halt and backed away. Ena was standing directly in front of the stairs. No way for either of the guys to escape.
The old man wasn’t giving up. He dove for her leg. She let out a breath of red hot flame and incinerated him, melting the manacles into gray goo and the man into gray ash that crumbled onto the gray concrete floor. Her flames scorched the wall behind him, and Alicia was glad she hadn’t been in the path of the fire though the intense heat warmed her as if the temperature had risen to south Texas summer hot in seconds. Ena whipped around to face the teen.
He was shaking so hard, twisting his head back and forth, unable to say the word, “No.” Then incapable of standing any longer, he fell to his knees, his face as white as new fallen snow, his pupils dilated so they were now all black.
Ena flapped her wings, settled them close to her body, and studied the teen.
Alicia quickly said, “He might be one of us.” She thought he might be salvageable, and she believed he hadn’t wanted to kill her so she wanted to offer him a reprieve.
The dragon looked at her, and for an instant, Alicia worried Ena’s human…or fae part of her brain…might disappear when the dragon took over and leave her with a purely beast mentality. Ena gave her a toothy grin, sharp little teeth, and vampire-to-die-for wicked canines both on the upper half of her mouth and the lower jaw.
Alicia tried not to swallow hard or shudder or act anything more than I’m-a-dragon-fae-princess-so-you-have-to-obey-me look.
Then Ena shifted back into the Goth girl. “I was to bring back whoever took you hostage. But good point.” She turned to the teen who managed to throw up his lunch all over the floor.
“Are you sure you want me to keep that promise?” Ena asked Alicia, wrinkling her nose at Brett, looking more than annoyed.
Alicia was surprised that Ena would take Alicia’s orders over her grandfather’s. If the king said the boy was to be turned over to him, it was Ena’s duty to do so. Which made Alicia appreciate the gesture.
“Your call.” Ena held her arms outstretched as if she was getting ready to shift into a dragon again and use her fire to wipe out Brett this time.
“She said I might be one of you,” Brett managed to croak, his voice hoarse.
Ena smiled, but it was not a friendly look.
“We’ll take him back with us. But we’ve got to let Deveron know I’m all right and not to come here looking for me,” Alicia said.
“Fine.” Ena said to Brett. “You’ve got a pardon. For the moment. Think well on what you’ve done to our kind, human.”
He rose, scowling at her. But Alicia was glad he held his tongue. She wasn’t all that certain that Ena would take much lip from the guy. And if he made a move toward them, or tried to escape, Alicia was sure Ena wouldn’t hesitate to turn him into a pile of ashes also.
“Unlock her,” Ena ordered. “You’re going to see our fae world. Though you might not like it much where you’ll be.”
He shakily stumbled over to Alicia, unlocked her shackles, trying not to cause her any more pain than she was already feeling. His blue eyes looked into hers, beseeching her to protect him…or something.
“Do you really think I might be one of you?” he asked softly, as if he was afraid the dragon shifter might incinerate him for even asking.
“Maybe,” Alicia said.
Or maybe not. What did she know? From what she’d read about fae seers was that they had some fae roots, but they couldn’t be fae because they weren’t pure fae. Sometimes the fae took humans into their world and gifted them with their powers, if they favored the human. But sometimes it didn’t work out, and they’d have to take their powers away and return them to the human world. Then they were like lost souls, knowing of a world beyond their own that they’d been part of but could never return to.
“Shall we?” Ena said, then grabbed his arm with a rough-you-are-the-prisoner touch and encircled Alicia’s arm gently, then transported them to the dark fae castle of the Denkar, Donao. They ended up in the great hall where the place was virtually devoid of people. Where was everyone?
Ena released Alicia’s arm. She frowned when Alicia was unable to stand because of the dizzying nausea the fae transport had caused and sank to her butt. “Are you all right?” Ena asked.
The dragon shifter almost looked embarrassed for her. The human stood there, Ena’s hand still gripping his arm as if she thought he might try to run away, looking shocked to see the castle, but he didn’t seem to be affected by the fae travel in the least.
“Fae travel,” Alicia said, annoyed with herself. She tried to stand, but grew so dizzy, she gave up on it. She hated to admit that that she couldn’t travel great distances without the fae way of traveling making her sick.
A maid, coming in through the servants’ quarters from several hundred feet away, spied them. For a moment, she just stared at them, trying to figure out who they were.
Ena called out to the maid, “I’ve brought Princess Alicia here. I must return her at once to Crislis Castle. But we had to let Prince Deveron know…”
“Oh my goddess,” the lady shrieked, hands flying to her cheeks, brown eyes huge in her small face. “Guards!” she screamed. “Guards!”
Alicia hoped she was calling the guards to take the prisoner in hand for the moment, and not with the thought that she and Ena were also dangerous to the dark fae.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Ena asked Alicia.
Alicia was surprised to hear the genuine concern in Ena’s voice. “Yeah. Fine. Thanks.” Not. She knew she wasn’t the only fae who got sick with the travel, but it didn’t make her feel any better about it.
The maid ran to close the distance between them and knelt quickly beside the princess. “”My lady, can I help you?”
“I’ll be all right.” She was going to ask the maid if she could locate Prince Deveron and tell him she was okay, but a dozen guards rushed into the great hall like a stampede of ravenous hounds and Alicia instantly began issuing orders. “Inform Queen Irenis and Prince Deveron at once that Princess Alicia is here and safe. And…” She looked at Ena. “The Dragon Slayer, Ena, has captured a fae seer.”
The maid’s eyes grew huge.
Ena smiled down at Alicia, apparently liking the nickname she had chosen for her.
One of the men quickly took off.
When three of the guards took Brett in hand, Ena said, “Be gentle with him. He is my prize for King Tibero.”
“What about my friends?” Brett finally had the nerve to ask.
“You would do well to distance yourself from them. They are no longer your concern but Queen Irenis’s. Though it is too late to give advice, let me tell you this, never take a royal fae prisoner. It’s just a very bad thing to do,” Ena said.
Alicia instructed the fae guard, “She will be taking the prisoner with her.” She might not like some of the stuff that went along with being a fae princess, but she did love being able to give orders and that people actually snapped to and carried them out.
“What about you?” Brett asked Alicia, his eyes wide. “Aren’t you coming with me?”
She didn’t have a chance to answer as she heard a man shouting as he rushed down the stairs to the dungeon, “My queen! My prince! Princess Alicia is here!”
Alicia smiled.
The tromping of boots on the stairs echoed across the great hall, indicated a lot more than just Deveron was on his way to see to her welfare.
She really hated that she couldn’t get off the floor. He looked so shook up, she didn’t think she’d ever seen her prince look so upset and angry at the same time. She smiled at him, although she imagined her smile wasn’t as cheerful as she wished to offer him, trying to assure him she really was okay. Her stomach was still so queasy and her head spinning, that she couldn’t do much more than that.
His dark eyes were nearly black as he stormed across the great hall, his gaze shifting to the assembled guards, the prisoner, the maid, Ena, and then Alicia again, sitting on the floor.
“Alicia,” he said, his voice barely a whisper and he sounded like he was choked up. He reached down and lifted her into his arms and held her tight.
She felt his warmth, his hardness, heard his heart beating as if he’d been running a marathon, his ragged breath, breathed in the smell of him—of woods and spices and him. She wasn’t sure she’d ever see him again, and close to him like this…she was in fae heaven.
“Ahem,” Ena said, “I’m supposed to take her back to her grandfather.”
“Later,” Deveron said, sounding as though he was attempting not to roar as he gave the dragon shifter an irritated don’t-question-my-authority-in-this look.
“She saved my life, Deveron,” Alicia said, warning him to be nice.
“She has no say in where you’re going.” He frowned down at Alicia. “Unless you wished to see your grandfather first.”
She shook her head. This is where she wanted to be. In Deveron’s arms. She knew Ena would get word to her grandfather that she was all right. She knew further that he would be furious that she didn’t return with the dragon shifter. But this was where she needed and wanted to be more than anything else in the world.
“Good, because you weren’t going.” Deveron stalked out of the great hall and outside to the gardens.
She laughed, amused that he’d say so.



Chapter 4








 

Ena belatedly curtseyed to Queen Irenis who was eyeing her curiously. Ena had heard the queen of the Denkar could be a terror on the best of days and a fae or human’s worst nightmare. Ena wore black because she knew it could stir panic in the hearts of mankind. Black gave the impression of power and authority. Could anyone imagine how Ena could strike terror in the hearts of any person if she was wearing…pink, for instance? Or sunshiny yellow? 
Somehow she couldn’t see scaring anyone if she wore those colors.
Well, the queen wore red. Everyone who knew anything about her knew she was in a fit of terror when she wore red. It was her you’d-better-not-aggravate-me look, or you’re history.
She wore the color well, Ena thought. The red was a blue-red like blood, not one of those pretty orange-red fall colors. Or purple-red that said I like to show off my plumage in a bright and vibrant way.
Niall and Micala stood beside her, her nephews, looking they were her personal bodyguards.
“Thank you for bringing her back to us,” the queen said.
Ena swore the queen’s eyes shimmered with tears. Queen Irenis cast a dark look at Brett, and he had the good sense to quickly look down at the floor and not challenge her with his human’s gaze. Who knew what the queen might have resorted to doing, and Ena really wanted to bring back at least one hostage. Especially since she lost Alicia to Prince Deveron. She really liked the princess, surprised she would stick up for her in front of Deveron.
“My pleasure, Queen Irenis. If you ever have need of my services, anything, you have but to ask.”
It never hurt to be on the good side of a monarch ruling another kingdom. Particularly when the two kingdoms had been sworn enemies in the past, and Ena never knew when she might be out of favor with the current ruling monarch. One minute, she was the king—or queen’s—most worthy courtier, and the next? Dragon fodder.
“If you ever need anything from me…,” the queen said graciously.
“Thank you. I was supposed to take Alicia back with me to see her grandfather.”
The queen frowned.
Okay, that was going too far.
“Anything but that.” The queen gave her a wicked smile.
Ena sighed. She figured after seeing Deveron scoop up Alicia in his arms and carry her away, she wasn’t going to convince either of them she had to return the princess to King Tibero’s court anytime soon.
“I must take this prisoner with me then.”
“He is yours. We will keep the other two.”
Hoping not to make an instant enemy of the queen when she’d just earned a tentative working relationship with her, Ena had to say, “As long as King Tibero is agreeable.” She couldn’t speak for the king himself. She guessed he was going to be angry enough that she didn’t bring Alicia back this trip. “I must go.”
The queen nodded. She didn’t offer for Ena to stay for the celebratory feast that Ena knew they’d have in Alicia’s honor, but that was most likely because the queen knew Ena had other pressing obligations. King Tibero would not appreciate waiting to hear the good news concerning his granddaughter.
“Come on, you,” Ena said, seizing Brett’s arm.
The dark fae guards quickly released him.
“Now you get to meet the king of the dragon fae who will decide your fate.”
And they were off.
***
Deveron had not put Alicia down yet as he carried her into the gardens, hiding them away behind a locked gate and high stone walls that only could barely be seen towering over fifteen-foot tall green yew hedges. The sky shown above, milky white clouds scattered across the sea of light blue, birds twittering about, though she couldn’t see any.
She hated to speak to him about the problem with Cassie and Micala, but she knew that she had to. This issue between them had to be resolved one way or another.
Deveron sat down with Alicia on his lap on a curved wooden bench held up by two wrought iron ferocious-looking lions, mouths bared, showing off their wicked teeth.
“You went to see Cassie instead of me,” he said, his dark gaze fixed on her eyes, his expression somber. He sounded disappointed, more than angry with her.
“I was going to break up Cassie’s relationship with Micala once and for all.”
“You were going to destroy your friendship with her.” Deveron sounded surprised.
Alicia couldn’t help the tears that filled her eyes at the thought. She’d been friends with Cassie since pre-school. Finger-painting, playing dress up—she considered her velvet gown and realized she was back to playing dress up—and then later, sharing secrets about boys. She didn’t want to hurt Cassie. She didn’t want to end their friendship. Not ever.
She hadn’t ever had a friend as loving or a friendship that had lasted as long as the closeness she’d shared with Cassie. She hated having to destroy it, but if it meant saving her from Micala and what would happen to Cassie because he didn’t wish to give her up, Alicia would do nearly anything.
“She’ll be all right, Alicia.” Deveron brushed the top of her head with a kiss.
She stiffened. “Micala—”
“I will kill Micala if this means I will lose you,” Deveron said fiercely.
Alicia stared up at Deveron, not believing his words, yet his hard expression said he would be willing to do anything to keep her safe. “Your cousin.” The words came out on a whispered breath. “You can’t. He’s your cousin.”
“If his seeing Cassie means I could lose you…” He didn’t say anything more as if it was too difficult to speak of the possibility, and he appeared deadly serious.
“No,” she said, shaking her head.
“Then what, Alicia? What had you intended to do? Exactly.” He was angry now. Angry at her and angry at Micala. She didn’t think he was upset with Cassie. She was the innocent pawn in the whole blasted mess.
Alicia looked away from Deveron’s searching gaze, not having planned to tell him what she had intended to do. It would just be done. She’d lose her best friend forever, saving her from the cruelty of the fae and—
“Alicia?”
“I was going to tell her I was in love with Micala and he was in love with me, but he didn’t know how to break it off with her.” She choked on the lie that would break her friend’s heart. “That’s why he rarely visits her. And that’s why I rarely see her either. Because…because I love him.”
Deveron squeezed her tighter against his chest, his mouth pressed against her forehead and the brigand was smiling! She was dying here, destroying her friendship with her best friend, the ultimate sacrifice, and he was smiling!
She brushed away tears and scowled up at him. “It isn’t funny.” Her voice was dark and dragon roughened and choked with tears.
His smile broadened, and he chuckled. He said her name with such tenderness, shaking his head at the same time, not allowing her to leave his lap when she struggled to. He was so maddening.
“She would never have believed you.”
Alicia stopped wriggling and stared up at him. “She would.” Not sounding sure of herself. She imagined she’d be crying the whole time, trying to make the whole thing sound like the truth, but she knew as soon as she spoke the words to Cassie, she would have broken down and cried her heart out.
“No, she wouldn’t. She would know that you believe that Micala is bad for her. She wouldn’t understand why. But she’d know that your heart was in the right place. That you were trying to stop them from seeing each other. But she wouldn’t believe that you were in love with him.”
“Okay, fine. You’ll have to kill Micala then.” She snuggled against Deveron’s chest, loving the hard warm feel of him, the spicy familiar male scent of him, the comforting beat of his heart, the way his arms were wrapped so snuggly around her as if he never wanted to let go.
He chuckled. “Fine, I’ll tell him tomorrow.”
“You can’t.”
He smiled at her. “We’ll think of something.”
And then he was kissing her, their hearts racing, his mouth on hers, his lips soft, his tongue pressing to deepen the kiss, his hands combing through her hair as though he couldn’t get enough of her. Nor could she of him. Her whole body heated. She knew this was it. That they couldn’t wait any longer. That they wouldn’t wait. She could have died. And she wasn’t letting her grandfather decide this for her any further.
As if Deveron knew just how she felt, he transported her to his bedchamber. The wicked fae.
And she smiled just as wickedly back.
“Are you all right?” he asked, rubbing her arm, his eyes dark and intrigued, her skin prickling slightly with the transport.
“Yes,” she said. “We didn’t go that far.” She knew from the dark look in his eyes that he didn’t want to wait to be married to her. But he was waiting to sense if she was ready for this.
She cupped his face and kissed his mouth, letting him know it was time.
***
Ena expected King Tibero would not be completely satisfied with the news that she had brought only one of the four fae seers to his court who had taken Princess Alicia hostage. He made allowances that she’d killed the one, but he wasn’t happy about the other two who were in Queen Irenis’s dungeon. As to Princess Alicia, the king was definitely vexed that his granddaughter continued to disobey his rules and was seeing Prince Deveron instead of returning home at once. His face purple with barely controlled rage, he said, “Kill the human.”
“The princess—”
That earned the king’s glower.
Ena continued, “The princess thought he might be one of us.”
“He intended to kill my granddaughter!”
“Yes, but she said he might be like she had been, a fae living among humans, not knowing of her true place here.”
That made the king turn to look at the fae seer again. Not that if he was of the fae that would guarantee he’d live. Brett had killed fae already. Ena thought that the mention that Alicia had once believed she was only a fae seer made the king realize he could have passed the same judgment on his own granddaughter, if he hadn’t known it was her, and she’d killed the fae who had come after her for being a fae seer.
He ground his teeth and looked up at Ena. She knew the teen’s fate was in the king’s hands, but something about Brett made her want to…well not exactly champion his cause…
Or, maybe so. Ena had appreciated the unique approach Alicia had as she saw the world from both a human and fae perspective. That the teen looked to Alicia as his champion. And for some unknown and totally disconcerting way, Ena wished the human had seen her in that same way. Not as his captor and possibly his executioner, but as his salvation, his champion.
“You said I could have anything I wished if I saved the princess’s life.”
“She is not here…with me,” the king growled.
“Yes, but she is safe.”
“With Prince Deveron?” The king snorted.
“I wish to make the human my slave,” Ena quickly said, before she changed her mind and didn’t care what became of him and before the king grew so irate about her not bringing the princess home, he decided she didn’t deserve any reward at all.
Or worse. A courtier never could tell when a king…or queen, decided the person was more of a detriment than it was worth and that would be the end of the fae.
Ena had come to the human’s aid, she told herself, because Alicia would have done so herself. She liked the princess, who hadn’t seen Ena as something vile—a dragon fae who could shift into a dragon. Maybe it was because Alicia was different also—not fully dragon fae, and she’d been raised among humans.
The boy cast a quick worried glance at Ena as if he was concerned he might become her practice target while she worked on her skill at breathing fire. As if she needed practice. He looked back at the king who was studying her carefully.
“Why?” he asked. “You love gold and jewels. You hoard them. That’s all you’ve ever asked for when you’ve completed an assignment for me. This mission was more important to me than any other you’ve done. You could ask for anything. Why this…” The king waved his hand at Brett like he was an insignificant pest. “…human?”
“He will be malleable,” she said. “I haven’t had a slave in years.” Never, but she didn’t want the king to hear of it. They were too much of a nuisance. She’d much rather have fae servants who she paid a decent wage to and who were like family—in their odd sort of way.
The king sat back on his throne and looked circumspect, as if he was seriously considering her request, maybe trying to figure out what she was up to. “Your brother won’t like it.”
“We live apart. He doesn’t have to like what I do.”
“You can keep this human under your control?” the king asked.
As if he had to ask. She smiled. “He knows exactly what I can do to him should he disobey me in any way.”
King Tibero sighed. “He’s yours then. Though you have made a poor bargain in him. Take him away before I change my mind.”
“Your Kingship,” Ena said, quickly curtsying and grabbing hold of her new and first and only slave—to be servant—and whisked him away, wondering if she’d temporarily lost her mind.
***
Micala paced across his chamber, furious with the fae seers who very nearly killed Princess Alicia. He would have never forgiven himself should she have died. Though his regret would have been short-lived because Prince Deveron would have killed him should that have occurred.
But he couldn’t give up Cassie. Three days apart from her since last week, and he was about to go mad. Was she all right? Did any of the fae seers know he was seeing her? Would they hurt her, believing she had some connection to the fae?
He couldn’t quit thinking about her. Or worrying about her. Or wanting to be with her.
He walked over to his window and stared out at the tops of the trees beyond the castle walls. Alicia hadn’t even told the queen, his aunt, why she’d been to see her friend, Cassie. Not the real reason. Yet he’d overheard her speaking to Deveron about it in the gardens, telling him she would have broken up her friendship with Cassie, telling her she loved Micala, just to keep her friend from falling prey to the fae.
If he loved Cassie, he told himself for the millionth time, he’d leave her alone. He wouldn’t see her. He wouldn’t think about her. But he couldn’t quit thinking about her. Damn it.
If Alicia had the fortitude and loved her friend enough to want to protect her from the fae, from him, he damn well could do what had to be done.
Before anyone tried to stop him, or he changed his mind, Micala transported to Cassie’s brick home and in his invisible fae form sat on her front porch swing, waiting for her to come home from school.
As soon as he saw her arrive at home in some guy’s black pickup truck, Micala saw red.
Then he noticed she wasn’t leaving the truck. She was arguing with the guy, trying to get out of the vehicle. Micala would have transported into the back seat of the pickup and forced the human to let her go, but he sensed something wasn’t right.
A trap, he thought, because he was certain as soon as the guy pulled up into the drive, his gaze had shot straight to Micala sitting on the swing. He hadn’t been moving it. The teen couldn’t have guessed anything was amiss.
Yet for a brief passage of time, the guy had shifted his gaze to Micala, looked at him, then quickly away as though he hadn’t wanted Micala to know he was a fae seer. Cassie had turned to leave the truck, but the guy had quickly seized her arm and wouldn’t allow her to leave.
Was someone in the backseat? Hiding? Waiting for Micala to make the mistake of entering the truck and finding himself in iron manacles?
If so, they were watching Cassie, waiting for other fae that might be interested in her, like Alicia had been, using Cassie as bait.
What if Alicia returned to see her friend as she was known to do on occasion? She could very well be at risk again.
Micala transported himself next to Cassie’s door. The boy shouted something. Micala jerked open the door and grabbed for Cassie’s arm. The back doors were thrown open and it was now or never.
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Ena foresaw that as soon as she arrived at her keep, her people would forget their chores—as fast as word travelled around the dragon fae kingdom and as much as servants gossiped. She knew they’d be all agog at seeing her human prisoner. 
She had five servants—one cook, two who cleaned, an advisor, butler, or whatever she needed him to be, and a lady’s maid. She didn’t really need a lady’s maid. She could dress herself—thank you very much—and she had no need for anyone to fix her long hair into coils of fancy hairdos like so many of the fae did, as hers was pixie short, shorn just the way she liked it. So she used the maid for whatever capacity she needed her for also.
The thing about her servants, she realized, was they were all misfits of one kind or another. The cook would never have found a more tolerant household to work for so that she could make her culinary dishes because she was always trying new recipes, wasting food stuffs, and creating disasters half of the time. But when she got it right, the meals were divine.
Her butler “butled” his way, so if he didn’t approve, he let her know. No way would he have ever been able to exhibit such outrageous behavior in another dragon fae household.
Her lady’s maid, owing to the fact that she didn’t dress her or create fancy hairdos for Ena, had to make do with whatever task Ena assigned her. Which was probably a good thing for the woman, because Ena had seen some of the disastrous results of the hairdos Muriel had concocted—which had gotten her fired—and she didn’t have the patience anyway to dress a squirming lady either. Her sharp tongue berating the lady for not holding still had earned her another prompt dismissal.
As for the cleaning maids, they used to be gardeners and neither could keep a plant alive, but they had no other skills—not that gardening had been one of theirs either. So they had at least a home—to clean.
They talked too much, giggled too much, didn’t dust enough, but otherwise, Ena really didn’t mind as long as they were in another part of the keep when she was about.
She gave Brett a sideways glance and wondered if she saw him as a misfit also. Not as in that he wasn’t capable of eliminating the fae, but that he was different from other humans in that he could see the fae, so in that regard, he was different also. And now, displaced from his world and lost in hers.
A misfit.
Now, the cook, the cleaners, her butler, and her lady’s maid all stood in the entryway of her small five-story, round stone keep, staring at the human.
“This is Brett,” she quickly said, motioning to the boy, foregoing formal introductions. He was her prisoner, after all. “My staff.”
Then she stalked through the keep, her boots making nary a sound on the stone floor, her human following obediently behind her, his sneakers making an annoying squishing/squeaking, whatever—icky sound. She’d have to have him outfitted in dragon boots—silent, perfect for stalking. With her sensitive ears, quiet was essential.
“Cook, is the meal ready?” she asked Lila.
“Aye, mistress.” The middle-aged woman cast a quick glance at Brett, her cheeks pale, and not from the flour she’d used to make pastries this morning, though the woman could look a fright sometimes when she finished preparing a meal.
Ena wondered how she could get so much of their meal all over herself as she was cooking it. Maybe Ena would be the same way if she cooked. What did she know? She stayed far away from the kitchen, not wanting to see what a mess it had become in the process. The cleaning maids stayed away from there, too. That was Lila’s domain and no one ever entered it.
When she noticed that Lila was not heading to the kitchen to deliver the meals to the dining hall, Ena realized she wanted to know about Brett. “Yes, yes, he needs to eat also.”
“Prisoner food?” Lila asked, her eyes wide.
What in the world did prisoners eat? Ena had never had one as a houseguest before and never had visited a dungeon where prisoners were being fed. Why would Lila need to make a special meal for him?
Ena glanced at Brett. His blue eyes were studying her. He didn’t look cowed like he ought to be, she thought. But she figured if she told Lila to feed him prisoner’s food, Lila would then ask her what that would be. Ena had no clue, but she didn’t want the prisoner to know this. Lila might feed him some of that burned slop she’d started out with this morning. Then again, Ena didn’t want to hurt Lila’s feelings and tell her to feed him whatever she had thrown out earlier today.
“Whatever I’m eating, he can eat,” Ena said.
Lila’s eyes widened.
What was Ena going to be eating? Maybe she shouldn’t have been too hasty in offering some of her food. Was it her favorite—calf’s liver? She lifted her nose and took in a deep breath. Salmon. She didn’t mind sharing that with the prisoner. Calf’s liver? That was another story.
“Then we lock him in the dungeon?” Ryker, her butler asked. He raised his black brows, punctuating his question.
She raised her black brows back at him.
She could see the hint of a smile in his expression—evil, yes—but it was there just the same.
The dungeon was where she hoarded her gold and other treasures. She’d claimed three caves, but it was too expensive hiring guards to watch them, so she had relented and filled each cell in the dungeon with different kinds of treasure. If nothing else, she loved to organize her bounty. She could sit for hours counting her gold coins.
So how was the human to stay in one of her treasure cells? Sleeping on top of a pile of gold or silver, or gems? She couldn’t remember, but she thought the cots in each of the cells were buried beneath the precious metals.
Too much trouble. “He can stay in one of the guestrooms in back of the servants’ quarters.”
She thought there was a room, not much bigger than a closet, but by human standards—most likely similar to the size of the boy’s bedroom back home. Of course, he wouldn’t have a television, or computer, no Internet, no cell phone—well, he might still have one of those, but he wouldn’t be able to use it—not much of anything to keep him out of trouble, she realized.
He could be their gardener. They’d needed one forever. She’d asked her lady’s maid to pluck weeds from the rose garden, but she’d complained about pricking her fingers on the thorny roses. Ena had suggested she remove the thorns, but that idea hadn’t gone over big. Then Muriel didn’t like getting her hands dirty. She didn’t like sweating—in the summer months when the gardening needed to really be tended to. She didn’t like digging—to remove the stubborn weeds. The list went on and on.
The cleaning maids had killed the plants they were supposed to be caring for at their last places of employment, so Ena had not asked them to lift a hand in her gardens. The butler told her absolutely no to gardening. It was not a butler’s job. He spoke most eloquently and vehemently about what was.
And Cook, well, except for snipping herbs from the herb garden for the meals, she hadn’t time beyond creating new culinary disasters or successes—depending on Ena’s luck—to do anything else.
Ena figured someone would give her a hard time about her choice of accommodations for the prisoner, and sure enough, her guess was Ryker. The butler said, “Is…” Then seeing her sharp look—for once, and probably the only time ever—he bowed his head and said, “Aye, mistress.”
That was a first, and she suspected she’d hear an earful from him later. It shocked her so she wasn’t sure whether she should be thrilled that he’d behaved, or feel at a loss that he wasn’t his usual outspoken self. She believed, owing to the fact that Brett was a prisoner and not her usual sort of guest, her butler had curbed his tongue just this once. But she knew also the peace couldn’t last.
She also knew he had to be worried about the human, most likely because Brett had killed fae before. In fact, she noted everyone looked a little anxious from wringing hands to wringing aprons, to furtive glances in Brett’s direction.
“He won’t kill anyone. He has nowhere else to go. And he would have to deal with me if he causes any trouble.” She said so for his benefit as well as her staff’s.
“I’ve prepared salmon steaks, mistress,” Lila said, looking much more relieved. “If you are ready, I will serve them at once.”
“Yes, do and thanks.” Ena entered the dining hall where portraits of her family, in dragon form flying against a pale blue sky, hung prominently against the gray stone walls.
She noted Brett was studying each of the portraits. She wasn’t sure if he was admiring them, or thinking what a mess he’d gotten himself into. Probably the latter. Unless he was a big fan of dragons—in a purely fantastical way.
She really wasn’t sure what she was going to do with the human. Make him one of her servants, she supposed. She was curious whether he’d turn into a full-fledged fae, and which one, if he did so. And what would happen then.
If he ended up with powers that could beat hers, she might be in for a real fight. Or what if he came from a powerful family and they took issue with her keeping him as her servant? Best to keep him halfway content.
As soon as she took her seat at her favorite spot at the center of the long onyx table, she pulled her high-backed chair covered in soft black velvet underneath the polished black wood. She meant to have Brett seated on the other side of the table across from her to show she was the boss, and she didn’t sit next to the prisoner. But when she heard her brother and his friend, Alton, enter the foyer of her keep, their voices loud and boisterous, designed to irritate her to no end, she quickly motioned to Brett to sit beside her.
She knew she’d have to protect her human and she knew the human was the reason why her brother had made this unexpected visit, when she’d told him in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t to visit unless she invited him. She hadn’t planned to do that anytime soon. If ever.
Not that she didn’t care for her brother. She did. But he had a way of getting on her nerves—a little teasing could go a long way—which meant she preferred non-existent visits.
She had to admit she wouldn’t have minded seeing Alton, if her brother hadn’t been with him. Although she was fairly certain Alton would be just as annoyed about her taking on the task of caring for a human prisoner.
“Well,” Halloran said, walking into the dining room with a bit of a swagger, his black hair longer than hers, which she always thought ironic, his green eyes just as light colored—but that would brighten when he became dragon like hers did.
He was tall, six feet—which made him a more imposing dragon than she was. Males did have that advantage. She didn’t even look in Alton’s direction because she was way too concerned about what her brother was up to.
Halloran’s gaze shifted from her to Brett. “So here is the fae seer who had murdered our kind.” Halloran’s voice was dark and dangerous, and she hoped he didn’t shift right then and there and incinerate her one and only prisoner.
She’d have to shift quickly, and try to defend Brett, and then she’d be highly pissed at her brother for making her do it.
“Are you going to make a nice bonfire out of him on a cold dark night, Ena?” Halloran asked.
She still hadn’t taken her eyes off her brother, wary, watching him for any indication he might shift, but she wanted to see what Alton was doing also. She figured he’d be scowling at both her and the prisoner just as much as her brother was.
She noticed then that Brett sat taller beside her, his eyes narrowed at her brother. She would give the human credit for not being a coward. Halloran could be intimidating. Like now. Even though anyone might stand up to a dragon shifter fae, the posture wouldn’t be enough to keep him or her from being toast, however.
“Aren’t you going to ask us to dinner, dear sister?”
“No. I assumed you had already eaten.” She hadn’t assumed anything of the kind, but she wasn’t about to let him know that. She hadn’t intended to invite him. Certainly not when she knew why he was here.
Halloran pulled out a chair across from her and sat down. She expected Alton to sit next to her brother, but instead, he moved straight for her side of the table. He was wearing his typical human blue jeans, loving the fabric more than any fae material, and she was always amused that he would do so—despite that some ridiculed him for the habit. He was also wearing a T-shirt that said, “Play with fire and you WILL get burned.”
Cute. True, too.
His dark brown hair curled about his ears, a little longer than her hair also. Almost everyone’s was but her butler’s. Alton’s eyes were dark chocolate and narrowed on her prisoner, but when Alton realized she was looking at him and not her brother, his eyes widened a little and a smile curved his mouth in an interested way.
She would have smiled back if it hadn’t been she knew he was not happy about her bringing a prisoner home. And she was certain he’d give her a hard time with it just as she knew her brother would.
She was so surprised when Alton took the chair next to her and pulled it out, she realized her jaw had dropped. She quickly rectified that by snapping her mouth shut. He sat down in the chair and pulled it closer to her. So much so, he brushed her leg with his own. And that he hadn’t done before either.
Instantly, her whole body heated. He hadn’t overtly shown her this much interest ever. Was he bothered that she’d seated the human prisoner beside her?
“We haven’t eaten. Thanks for the invite,” Halloran said, drawing her attention to him. He was watching her and Alton curiously, but he seemed more amused than perturbed by Alton’s actions. Her brother called out to the kitchen, “Lila, bring us two more plates.”
Ena’s butler was standing at the serving table, waiting for her to allow him to serve everyone wine. She nodded, but when Ryker tried to add wine to Brett’s glass, he covered it with his hand and shook his head.
She was still pondering being stuck with her brother and his friend’s arrival and thinking she might as well make the most of it, but she didn’t like this business with Alton just because she had a prisoner guest at the table.
She had a choice. She could either put up with Alton’s pushiness and try to ignore the way his leg was pressed up against hers, making her blood heat—but not in an angry way, she was loathe to admit. Or she could scoot away from him and thereby brush up against the human’s leg. Heaven forbid.
First, she did not want to pretend any interest in the human. Second, knowing the way Alton was, if she moved away from him, he’d adjust his seat again, and move closer once more. Then she’d be hemmed in, her legs brushing up against both boys and nowhere for her to go. Unless she moved to the head of the table.
Then Brett would be more defenseless against both her brother and Alton. She wouldn’t do that to him.
That’s when she noticed Ryker looked puzzled as to what to do with the human who didn’t want any wine.
“Can’t handle it, eh?” Halloran taunted Brett.
She hated to ask Brett what he wanted to drink other than wine. Soda? They didn’t have stuff like that here. Water? Milk? That was about all they had to drink other than wine.
“Get him some water,” Ena said, without bothering to ask Brett. She didn’t want it to appear that she was treating him like he was supposed to be a special guest.
“Maybe someone can pop into the human’s world and pick him up one of those goddess-awful carbonated drinks,” Halloran said. “Water?” He shook his head.
Ena shouldn’t have done it because she had no idea which direction her action would lead to, but she patted Alton’s leg and said, “Alton drinks water. Don’t you? Nothing wrong with it at all.”
Now, Alton could be a hard-scaled dragon-man and shake his head and agree with her brother, or he could try to get on her good side and agree with her.
Halloran turned to Alton, who was now put on the spot. Alton smiled easily. “Water in coffee works, sure. Without it, it’s just all powdered flavoring or coffee grinds.”
Halloran laughed. “I knew there was a reason I liked you.”
Brett took that moment to tell Ryker as he brought him a glass of water, “I’ll take coffee. Thank you.”
Ryker immediately looked for Ena’s input. He was not about to give her prisoner something he’d asked for when she had not okayed it.
“He can have water,” she said, annoyed with Brett for forcing her to take a stand. She knew her brother and Alton were sitting on the edge of their seats, waiting to say something if she had allowed Brett to have his way.
If her brother and Alton hadn’t been here, she would have allowed him to have coffee, or tea, which she belatedly recalled she could have offered also. Or milk. Whatever they readily had available that he would have preferred. But not with her brother and his friend watching her every move, listening to her every decision.
She was about ready to send the human to his room without his supper because this whole business of having him here was way too nerve-wracking. Except if she mentioned it, her brother would realize she had given the prisoner a guest room and was not sending him to the dungeon. Not even her brother knew she hid all her treasure in her dungeon cells. Any dragon shifter worth their treasure would have caves to store their bounty in and a dungeon to store their prisoners in, when they captured one. They were usually the unfortunates who tried to steal from a dragon’s treasure and got caught at it. Although, when she reconsidered the point, those who hadn’t been captured, were usually piles of ash, scattered in the winds often plaguing caves high up in the mountains so she supposed they might be considered even more unfortunate.
She expected Brett to be upset with her, when she shouldn’t care, but she did. He just nodded to her, and then to the butler, as if accepting his fate. Her brother eased back in his chair and said, “Well said.”
Alton kept his mouth shut for which she was grateful.
She sighed, took a sip of her wine, and hoped the meal would be over with quickly, when she’d really looked forward to a nice long enjoyable dining experience, not wanting to think about the older man that she’d had to eliminate.
She really hadn’t wanted to kill the human, wishing he’d given up his quest to manacle her. But she hadn’t had much of a choice either. Either he killed her and Alicia, or she killed him and saved the princess.
She noted Alton was watching her, probably wondering why she wasn’t eating anything.
Ever since last year, he had changed, she thought, again considering the way he was pressing his advantage. He’d been more aggressive in showing his interest in her. He’d taken issue when another male dragon her age had spoken with her, or when she was dragon, flew too close to her. At first, she thought Alton believed he was serving as her brother when he was not around, who would act in the same manner with her—like a protective older brother might behave.
Come to think of it, when Alton had gotten overly close, Halloran had never objected.
Which had her wondering if Halloran and Alton had come to some kind of agreement that Alton wanted Ena for his mate and all other dragons—claws off.
She had every intention of choosing her own dragon mate among the possible suitors—eleven, to be exact. Not that all eleven of the eligible bachelors had any interest in her. One, she believed was hung up on Aideen, which meant little fire in Irish, but she’d overcome her little fire name once she’d turned five. She did have long black locks that some of the male dragon fae preferred, and more of a wickedly sultry look. Ena looked more pixie-like, even though she wasn’t anything like their kind.
One of the male dragons was interested in a dragon fae who was not a shifter, of all things. So she scratched him right off her list.
One shifter wasn’t interested in girls yet. Late bloomer, she believed. But he still had potential. All things considered, she would choose her own prize. Alton might be the one. Or he might not.
“I hear you killed the one fae seer’s father. Good, I say,” Halloran said, forking up another chunk of pink salmon. “But why did you bring this one back with you?” He pointed his speared salmon at Brett.
“He might be a fae,” she said simply. Not feeling she owed her brother an explanation, she gave him one anyway, knowing if she hadn’t, he would keep hounding her until she had given him one.
“Alton is worried for your safety.”
She glanced at him. Was he? He was eating his meal, avoiding looking at her. He probably didn’t care for his brother’s remark. Dragons didn’t worry about other dragons. They could take care of themselves.
“He thinks you want to sleep with the human.”
Ena had just taken another sip of her wine and choked on it.
Alton glowered at her brother. “I know she has better sense than that.”
Thank the goddess for that. But she wondered if the two of them had discussed the matter. She would not have put it past them. And that annoyed her all the more.
“Besides, I’d kill him myself.” Alton gave Brett a heated look that said he would roast him alive if he so much as laid a hand on Ena.
She had not expected this from her brother or Alton. And she had never considered having anything to do with the human other than keeping him alive and making him earn his keep as they all did. Including Ena herself. She knew she shouldn’t say it, but she was used to saying what was on her mind, and she didn’t like that they were telling her what they would do to her prisoner. If they didn’t like what she had to say, so be it. They had started the war!
“I hadn’t considered what to do with him. A love slave? Now there is an idea.”
She thought she heard her butler standing near the serving table groan. He knew she hadn’t been serious—or at least she hoped he knew she hadn’t been.
Her brother’s faced turned scarlet, however. “The king should never have allowed you to bring this human into your home as your prize. I will give you some of my gold—name your price—to take him off your hands.”
His comment made her mouth gape. That was a first! He must have been really worried about her. No way would he ever part with his treasures for something like a human prisoner.
“He is priceless to me,” she said, not willing to sell the prisoner off.
The problem with doing so, though it could uncomplicate her life to a degree, was that she didn’t want to have to tell Princess Alicia she had sold him to her brother, should the princess ask. Nor did she want to treat him as a slave, and selling him would give that impression. Most of all, she didn’t trust what her brother might do to him. Stick him in the dungeon, most likely. Only serve him wine, since the human seemed to have an aversion to it. Torture him for having murdered fae just because they were fae, no other reason. Eliminate him, possibly.
Alton placed his hand on her thigh. She glowered at him, but he did not remove his hand. Before, he’d always teased her mercilessly along with her brother. Now, the way his dark eyes studied her, she saw the interest, but also the warning.
“He is dangerous,” Alton said, his voice rough.
She parted her lips to refute his claim. His heated gaze studied her mouth.
For a moment, she thought he wanted to kiss her. At the dining table. In front of her brother. Cook, who had just entered the dining hall with a tray full of fresh sourdough rolls. And one human prisoner. For one insane moment, she wanted him to. Kiss her.
She quickly looked away, felt her whole body heat as a quiver of unexpected unease ping-ponged in her stomach. “He won’t harm anyone here,” she assured Alton, unable to meet his gaze. She wasn’t used to this part of the courtship phase—if she had to make up a name for it.
She didn’t want an audience if Alton wished to kiss her.
“He killed the fae seers,” Alton insisted, his tone deadly, his hand tightening on her thigh, his whole body stiffening with rage, his intent—to make her see his way in this.
She removed Alton’s fingers from her leg with a jerk, but he quickly seized her hand and for a moment, she wasn’t sure what had happened. One minute, she was seated at her dining table, and the next minute, inky blackness enveloped her. Then she realized she was at Alton’s keep…now in the gardens.
Red roses bloomed profusely here and she wished she had someone who might turn her plain all-green garden into something as lovely as this.
“What do you think you’re doing?” she snapped, her voice rising.
She didn’t want his servants to hear her, should any be about out here and she just couldn’t see them. She could have just returned to her keep with a flick of her wrist, but his deadly expression made her stay where she was—standing on a red brick path surrounded by roses, the fragrant tea-scent wrapping around her. She stayed, not because she was afraid of him. Because she wasn’t. But she thought he was truly worried about her, and she wished to resolve this right here and now. She didn’t need him and her brother popping in unexpectedly all the time to ensure she was all right.
Before she realized what he was about to do, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her.
She was burning up as he pressed his lips against her mouth, willing her to part them for him. And when she took a steadying breath, he took it as an invitation, his tongue teasing hers. Wicked, delicious, sensuous. His hands cradled her head, kept her from falling back or melting into the brick walk and made her forget about everything.
Until she heard Alton’s advisor clear his throat.



Chapter 6








 
 “What are you doing?” Ena shoved Alton away, but only after she had enjoyed the kiss! But she didn’t want Alton’s staff to spread the word that she’d been kissing him in his gardens. The other dragon shifters who might be interested in her wouldn’t like it. 
“Kissing you,” he growled. “You know you wanted it as much as I wanted it.”
“Not that!” She couldn’t bring herself to say he was right. That she loved the way he had kissed her so tenderly like he really cared for her. But she also knew he had taken her away from her keep and away from the human because—dare she say it?—he was jealous? Would he have kissed her otherwise?
He clenched his hands at his sides, his eyes narrowed. “He is a human!”
Of that she was well aware!
“Yes! And my prisoner. Nothing more.”
“The others will talk.”
He was worried about gossip? “Let them.” People were always talking about her. What did she care?
“I will kill them!”
She couldn’t help herself. She smiled. She didn’t think Alton’s scowl could grow any deeper. But it did.
She took a deep breath. “I can’t explain.”
“You want a love slave!”
She stared at Alton, unable to believe he was serious. As fiercely as he studied her, she realized he did believe she wanted the human for that reason.
“You can’t be serious. Brett…”
“He is your prisoner!”
The inference was she shouldn’t be referring to him by name, which sounded too much like she thought of him in more intimate terms.
“Next, you will put him in a chamber of his own. And then he will work his way into your chamber! He is even eating your food at the dining table. Not at the servants’ table! And sitting beside you! He should be manacled in the dungeon for his crimes.”
Alton wouldn’t understand.
“All right. There’s no explaining this to you.”
She was about to return to the keep and her now cold meal when Alton took hold of her arm in a controlling, but as gentle a manner as he could manage, considering he was still angry with her over the human. “Wait. We’ll return together. I can’t say that I will like this arrangement of yours ever.”
She nodded. “Princess Alicia wanted his life spared, and I like her. I will keep him until I choose otherwise.”
“Princess Alicia,” he said warily, as if it was finally dawning on him that Ena had not taken the human in strictly because she had wanted him.
She hadn’t even considered that her brother or Alton would have thought that.
Many were unsure of the princess’s claim to the throne should her grandfather step down. Many didn’t like the interest Princess Alicia had shown in the human girl, Cassie. Alicia was not human, and they didn’t believe she should continue to associate with even one of them. They felt her loyalty suspect. And she wasn’t fully dragon fae either, which had a few declaring—again—that her loyalty to their people might not be as clear as it might have been. On top of that, the fact she’d been raised among humans—well, she was just a mystery and most didn’t care for the idea.
“Yes. She believes he might be fae like she was. So I will carry out her wishes and see for myself if he is fae or not,” Ena said.
“And if he is, then what?”
“I’ll decide when the time comes.” She didn’t know what she’d do. Turn him over to whichever fae he belonged to? Would they eliminate him for being a fae killer?
***
Micala had only one thing in mind when he saw Cassie struggling with the guy in the front seat of his black pickup truck. To rescue her.
Micala seized Cassie’s arm before the runt of the teen hiding in the back seat behind her could come around the back passenger door and clamp an iron manacle on him. Another kid had been sitting on the other side of the truck in the back seat, hidden, but he’d never reach Micala in time. The driver had remained in place, holding onto Cassie’s other arm.
Without another thought other than breaking the grip of the one boy’s hand on Cassie’s arm and getting her out of there, Micala transported her to South Padre Island in south Texas, playground of the dark fae. He had been reluctant to take her to his world—and face the repercussions they both would have to as soon as his people caught them together. His aunt, Queen Irenis, had said that none of her people—which doubly meant none of her close family—would ever take a human for a mate.
Cassie would be safe enough here, except for one problem—how to explain how some invisible force moved her from her home to South Padre Island through a tunnel of darkness in the fae way? And that he was one of the members of the royal house of the Denkar? The lion fae, aka the dark fae.
He’d taken her to one of the more remote beaches so that she could appear on the white sand out of thin air without anyone seeing her, and he could materialize before her in the same way. Then he would stop her screaming. Though when he reconsidered that notion he thought she might scream even harder as soon as he appeared. So he moved behind her first.
***
Cassie was not a screamer! She didn’t scream at football games or on rollercoaster rides or at scary horror movies. Not that rollercoaster rides and scary movies didn’t make her want to. But she just controlled the urge. Always. So she didn’t even realize that was her screaming at the top of her lungs for a second or two. First, she had been furious with Wayne Reynolds because she had thanked him for dropping her off at her house in his brand new black pickup truck, but then he grabbed her arm and wouldn’t let go of her. She didn’t know what his problem had been.
He kept ranting about how she was in danger from the faery folk, that one was sitting on her front porch swing—when there wasn’t a soul there—and she wondered if he’d been high on something. Though she didn’t think he was using anything.
After that, he began yelling as if he was going into hysterics that the fae was coming for her.
She nearly had a heart attack when her door was yanked open, and there was nobody there! Jimmie Dougan had thrown open the back door, and she hadn’t even known he was in the truck—hiding! And she hadn’t realized that Max Callahan was hiding in the back seat on the other side!
What felt like a man’s hand had grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the truck so fast, she hadn’t had time to even see who it was. She’d fallen into a black void—although something had wrapped around her in a comforting embrace—which considering she hadn’t known what was happening, she hadn’t felt comforted in the least.
That’s when she heard the screaming.
And realized the screaming was coming from her.
Now she was standing on a beach at five in the evening, the salty air and wind whipping about her, white sand sweeping over her sandaled feet, her hair blowing across her face in a massive brown silky screen, seagulls singing out high above, and the water rushing up across the beach in a perpetual whoosh. It looked like South Padre Island where she used to go with Alicia, and still managed to sneak off to spend time here with Micala when she could.
She was alone on the beach, not a soul in sight. How in the world had she gotten here?
Then she heard a deep male voice behind her, startling her. She let out a squeak.
“Cassie, it’s okay. You’re okay. You’re with me.”
Micala? Whipping around, she stared at Micala, his dark brown eyes on hers, concerned, but loving, too.
Her head began to swim, and she knew she was about to collapse—when she was not prone to fainting, either! Micala’s arms were suddenly around her, and he was kissing her, his mouth firm and warm and real.
She had to be caught up in a dream. First, it had been a nightmare. Now it was the good part of the dream.
She kissed him back, hugging him tightly.
He finally broke free from the kiss. “I’m sorry, Cassie.” He looked down at her with such a woeful expression, she wanted to silence his words with another kiss. And tried to, but he shook his head. “We have to talk.”
She didn’t like this part of the dream. He was going to tell her something bad. He was going to say he was seeing someone else, that he no longer wished to see her. But it was her dream, and she wouldn’t let him turn it back into a nightmare.
She tried to kiss him again, but this time he smiled at her. She paused. He didn’t look like he wanted to end things with her.
“Cassie,” he said, turning serious again, still holding her close, “I’ve…I’ve put you in danger. I shouldn’t have. I don’t know what to do. Whatever I do will cause us problems.”
Us. As if they were still together, and he had no intention of letting her go. She stared at him, then glanced around the beach. This was real. All too real. Her gaze met his.
“That idiot who had hold of you and wouldn’t let you go in the truck?” he asked.
Her mouth dropped. Ohmigod, how could Micala know about that? He was here on the beach when she just…appeared.
But it was just a dream. Wasn’t it?
“Wayne,” she whispered, remembering how much he’d bruised her arm when he wouldn’t let her go.
“He said one of the faery folk was coming to get you.”
Her heart was pumping way too fast.
“I’m one of the Denkar fae.”
She just stared up at Micala. She didn’t believe in any of this. It was the dream. Dreams didn’t make any sense. “So when I see you the next time, I’ll mention how you told me in a dream that you were one of the fae, and you’ll laugh. Right?”
He continued on as if she hadn’t spoken. “Brett, Bryan, and Mark took Alicia hostage, Cassie. They meant to kill her.”
Cassie thought back to Alicia’s saying to her friends that she’d join them for lunch, then never arrived. Then her cousin came to the school looking for her. Which was why Cassie was rehashing all of this in a dream, coming up with the reason she hadn’t seen Alicia.
Bryan hadn’t been in class today. But she didn’t know anyone by the name of Mark or Brett. At least Bryan’s absence added to the dream nicely. Well, nightmare again now.
“Is Alicia all right?” she asked, because she wanted to hear something good.
Micala was studying her, reading her, as if trying to figure her out.
“She’s all right, right?” Cassie insisted. Her friend had to be. Even in a dream, she wanted her to be.
“She’s safe with Deveron. But you’re not safe. They—the fae seers—wanted to use you as bait to catch me. Maybe Alicia, too, if she came back to see you.”
“She’s one of the fae?” Cassie smiled at that. She’d known her since they were little. No way was Alicia a faery.
“She’s of the dragon fae, princess, to be queen someday.”
Cassie grinned even broader. “Hey, if your best friend turns out to be a faery, might as well be an important one. My friends said she was wearing a beautiful green velvet gown, nothing like they come up with in drama class. Something that looked like it was made of the most exquisite of materials and gems and cost a fortune. So, that’s part of her princess wardrobe?”
Micala said nothing.
“But she’s safe. Right?”
She still remembered Ena’s words. She was looking for her. She said she’d had the wrong day, but Cassie didn’t believe her. Ena had been worried about her.
Cassie tried to shove the concern from her thoughts. Just like when she was having a disagreeable dream and half asleep and half awake. She could change the dream somewhat then. “If Alicia is a fae, then what is Deveron?” She couldn’t help smiling.
Micala looked worried still, like he realized he wasn’t making a believer out of her. He had that right.
He was different. More mature than the guys she’d known. More…well, otherworldly. Like he’d visited other places, traveled a lot, and shared his trip experiences with her. She’d been fascinated, wishing she could go with him in the future.
Most of all, he’d always treated her as if he treasured her—her company, what she had to say, just being with her, not saying anything, just enjoying a sunset together, or watching the sun rise. Seeing a full moon on a pitch black night, or an orange crescent moon on another that hung so low it nearly touched the earth. Or making a mess of themselves as they played in the surf and created castles in the sand.
“Deveron is of the Denkar. The lion fae. He is the crown prince,” Micala said quietly, his hand stroking her back, tenderly, lovingly.
“Wow. All these years and Alicia never said anything to me about it.” Cassie should have played more into the whole dream thing, but she was too cynical for that. She loved reading romances—contemporary stuff. She wasn’t into fantasy. No fairytale princess and prince stories. No vampires. No werewolves. No immortal fae.
“She didn’t know that she was one of us, Cassie. I can’t take you to the fae kingdom, or I fear you’ll come to harm there.”
She frowned at him then, wanting him to talk about what they normally did. About his travels, about how he’d like to take her on them sometime. She didn’t want to talk about his nonsensical fairy stuff. “That’s because you can’t take me there. You’re not capable of it. Because it doesn’t exist.”
“It exists, but my aunt is queen of the Denkar, and Deveron’s mother. She doesn’t believe in allowing the fae to mix with the human kind. And we’re not allowed to transfer our abilities to a human.”
This was what she’d been worried about in the beginning. “Then…you’re saying it’s over between us?” If the dream was going to turn into a crummy nightmare again, she might as well get it over with and go back to sleep.
“No, it’s just that you can’t go home now. The fae seers will be waiting for you, and I worry they may try to hurt you, thinking they can get to us. Use you like bait like they did this time. I can’t take you to my world. I don’t know what to do. Deveron has already threatened to kill me because my involvement with you almost got Alicia killed. My aunt would be of the same mind. So would Alicia’s people.”
“Well, than that solves it. I’m not a faery, so I’ll just go back to sleep, and you won’t come to see me anymore.” It nearly killed her to say it even in a dream.
“I can’t let you go,” Micala said, shaking his head. “I can’t. And I won’t.”
That’s what she wanted to hear.
“The only thing I can come up with is to take you to see one of the dragon fae.”
Dragon fae. “Alicia?”
Micala shook his head. “Ena. She saved Alicia’s life and now has taken Brett to her castle. He’s one of the humans who had Alicia manacled in a basement.”
She didn’t believe Alicia had been taken prisoner. But she’d been missing. Cassie frowned, thinking back about the strange Goth girl, pretty, nice. Ena said she was looking for Alicia. “Ena is a princess, too? Oh sure, she would be. She said she was a cousin of Alicia’s.”
Micala raised his brows at that. “Dragon fae…maybe a really distant cousin. Ena might give us refuge for a while. Hopefully no one will learn you’re there. Then I can get word to Alicia. Maybe her people will not mind taking you in.”
“What about us?”
“I…I won’t give you up, Cassie. No matter what.”
She took a deep breath. “She lives at a different castle, I take it.”
“Alicia lives at the main royal castle, yes.” Micala kissed the top of Cassie’s head. “Do you agree to go with me? There’s no turning back.”
“Oh, sure,” Cassie said. “Take me to your faery world. I’ve always wanted to see Tinker Bell.” Not. She’d had to watch the movie when she was a kid because her parents had thought she should enjoy some fantasy stories in her early years. What sane kid wanted to be a child forever? Being older had lots more perks.
Ignoring her joke about Tinker Bell, Micala said, “Good.” He pulled her close and began kissing her again.
This was the part of the dream she really enjoyed. The odd thing of it was that everything turned black again, and she no longer heard the ocean or wind or seagulls. She felt Micala’s mouth on hers, his tongue dancing with hers, his arms wrapped tightly around her.
Then she was surrounded by darkness illuminated by the soft lights on either side of a massive wooden door. She looked up and saw she was standing in front of a tall circular stone tower. Her head and stomach were reeling with dizziness and nausea while Micala supported her with one arm wrapped around her waist. He reached out and pulled a knocker on the solid door and hit it several times.
“I’m coming! I’m coming!” a man shouted from within.
She reached out to touch the door. Her fingertips connected with the wood. It was solid, just like Micala felt real.
But she wasn’t buying it. She’d had real dreams before…so real the next day she thought they’d actually been true.
The door opened with a squeak and a black-haired man eyed Micala first, his eyes growing wide, then he looked at Cassie, and this time his mouth gaped. “What do you want here?” the man asked frowning.
“Is Princess Ena in?” Cassie asked, smiling, enjoying this way too much.
“She is not a princess. Does she know you?” the man asked.
“Yes. I’m a friend of her cousin, Alicia. Make that Princess Alicia.”
“Mistress Ena is not the princess’s cousin.” The man looked at Micala. “Is this true. That this human is a friend of the princess?”
Micala said, “Yes, and we must speak with Ena if she can spare us a moment.”
“I’ll let her know you’re here. But she has…guests.” He led them inside and asked over his shoulder, “Your names?”
“Micala, nephew to Queen Irenis. And this is Cassie, my betrothed.”
Cassie looked up, expecting Micala to be smiling, but he looked dead serious. She liked this dream.
The butler glanced back at them and shook his head. “I cannot imagine Queen Irenis is happy with the news.” He led them into a library. “I’ll let our mistress know you’re here.”
Then he stalked out of the room.
“I am marrying you, Cassie,” Micala said, then had her sit beside him on a small couch.
“Aren’t you supposed to get on bended knee and propose, or don’t they do that in the faery world?”
The butler returned so quickly, Cassie thought he hadn’t bothered to see Ena at all. “Come with me. This way.” He gave Micala a dark look. “The mistress is not at all happy with you bringing the human here. Maybe Princess Alicia can take the human off her hands. One is quite enough in this household.”
Cassie gave him a dirty look. “You know, you’re only the hired help. Right? You ought to be nicer to the guests.”
“You aren’t a guest,” the butler said. “You are trouble.”
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Ena didn’t know how her household could be in any more of an uproar than it was now. Or…that it would be once Queen Irenis learned Micala had brought a human girl here and intended to marry her! 
Not about to let go of objecting to her keeping a human prisoner, her brother said, “I cannot believe you would bring that human into your household.” Then he glanced at Alton and his frown deepened. “I thought when you had taken Ena from here you had changed her mind about the human!”
Her lips parted and she cast a quick look Alton’s way. He masked his expression. Well, if that was the only reason why he’d kissed her, it didn’t work!
She’d already sent Brett off to bed, being careful to not let on where he was sleeping, but still Halloran continued to admonish her.
Alton shook his head and folded his arms. “She knows what I will do to the human if he gives her any trouble. Or…” He gave Ena a threatening look. “…in any manner shows any interest in her.”
“Enough,” Ena said, tired of her brother and his friend dictating to her. She had other problems at the moment. She could not believe Micala had brought Alicia’s human friend here. What did they think? Her castle was home for all the humans that were royal problems?
As soon as Micala and Cassie walked into the sitting area and before Ena could even speak a word—it was her castle, after all—Ena’s brother scowled at them. “Well, this must be the new fae fad. The fae are all picking up human love slaves.” Halloran gave Cassie a once over and raised his black brows and quickly smiled, his whole demeanor changing. “Hmm, maybe you would like for me to take her off your hands?” he said to his sister, ignoring that she was so obviously with Micala. “She looks agreeable to me. Name your price.”
In a blatant show of ownership and protectiveness, Micala slipped his hand around Cassie’s arm and led her to a small couch for two. He glowered at Halloran. “She is not for sale!”
What was it with her brother tonight? Then again, maybe he only offered to buy the humans because he knew no one truly wished to sell them.
“For your information,” Cassie said, taking a seat with Micala on the love couch, “we are getting married. Isn’t that right, Micala?”
“I cannot believe your aunt has sanctioned a marriage between a fae and a human,” Halloran said, a dark smile curving his mouth.
Ena couldn’t either. She knew her brother would love to inform the Denkar fae queen of the human’s claim, but Ena also knew he wouldn’t. She and her brother, like most dragon fae, served their own king. Taking news like this into the enemy’s camp? The old warning of they kill the messenger came to mind. Especially when the ruler was Queen Irenis. She wondered about the other two humans who had taken part in imprisoning Alicia and if they were still alive or not.
Still, the veiled threat was there in her brother’s words.
“I thought you were leaving, dear brother,” Ena said, hoping to remind him to leave and hoping further that he would go along with the suggestion.
“When things are just getting interesting here? Next Queen Irenis and Princess Alicia will drop in and the princess’s grandfather also and who knows who else.”
Ena looked at Alton for his support in getting her brother out of here—now. If Alton wanted to win her favor, he had to earn it. His mouth curved up ever so slightly. He bowed his head to her and said to her brother, “Come on. Let’s go. She needs to take care of this matter. We’ve got other business to attend to.”
Halloran stared at him for a moment as if not believing his friend would disagree with him on this, but then looking as though he got the picture, he offered him a dark smile. “Of course. We’ll be on our way. But we’ll be back…” He paused and looked at Alton to see if he wanted to say when.
“Tomorrow,” Alton said. “Lunch time.”
As if she didn’t have lunch plans. Not that she had, but that was beside the point. The way things were going here, who knew what was going to happen next.
“You might be dining without me, depending on what happens tomorrow,” Ena said, quite frankly. She didn’t want them thinking they could have a regular lunch date or anything else. She could see now that she had taken a human prisoner, her brother and Alton weren’t going to stay away.
“Tomorrow then, with or without you.” Alton bowed his head again to her, and then he took off.
Halloran said, “Don’t get yourself into trouble over this, Ena. Humans aren’t worth it.” He cast Micala another scathing glower, who was matching his dark expression, smiled at Cassie as if he was trying to win her favor, then he vanished, too.
Ena turned her attention to Micala. “She knows what we are?”
“She does now.”
Ena studied Cassie, who didn’t appear to believe any of this was happening. “You don’t seem upset about being in our world. I would have expected more…concern, or disbelief or something. Unless you’re a fae seer.”
“Nope.”
“Then explain why you’re not surprised or shocked.”
“It’s all a dream.”
Ena laughed. So the human was in denial. “What would convince you that it’s not a dream?”
“I guess I’ll wake up tomorrow and find I’m not in Kansas anymore.”
“You’re from Kansas?” Most of Kansas was not a lion fae territory. She’d heard the cobra fae loved to go there, however. Ena looked at Micala, surprised that he’d gone to such a place.
“She’s from Texas,” he explained, looking a little puzzled himself.
Sometimes humans just didn’t make any sense. She really didn’t know why any fae would want to get mixed up with one permanently.
“Haven’t you ever heard of The Wizard of Oz?” Cassie asked, frowning, looking as though the story should be a fae classic.
“If it’s a human book, no,” Ena said most adamantly.
“She said she doesn’t know Brett, but if you could let her see him, maybe she would realize the truth of the matter,” Micala said. “She knew Bryan from class, but I can’t take her to see him in the Denkar dungeon. I can’t let my aunt know she’s here.”
Ena shook her head. “Before long you’ll have to let Queen Irenis know. The word will get out. Do they even wonder where you are now?”
“I’ll pop in and have dinner and let them know that I’ll be gone for a while…visiting my distant cousins at the turtle fae kingdom.”
“And leave her here with me?” Ena couldn’t believe it. She wasn’t a friend of the dark fae royals. This was above and beyond the call of duty to Princess Alicia as far as saving the one human’s neck. But Alicia was a dragon fae princess, not one of the Denkar, even if she was betrothed to the crown prince of their people. What made this worse was that Micala was going to be in hot water with Queen Irenis, and Ena didn’t want to be in the middle of it. But, she cast a quick glance at Cassie, the girl had been nice to her when she had met her at the high school, not rude like a lot of the dragon fae were to her.
“I’ll be there just for dinner. I don’t want them thinking I’ve gone to the human’s world—”
“Which you have and brought her back with you.”
“I don’t want them believing I’m seeing Cassie and getting myself into trouble,” he finished.
“Which you are! Only you’ve brought the trouble here! To my castle. Take her to your own chamber. Hide her there.”
“They would discover her right away.”
“I’m not watching over her.” Ena did have some pride. She wasn’t about to babysit a human girl.
Micala frowned. “Just lock her in a guest chamber.”
Ena tilted her head to the side.
“All right. She is Princess Alicia’s best friend.”
Which reminded her that the princess would be the dragon fae ruler someday so she’d better handle this right. Ena folded her arms. “And here I was about to ask for a king’s ransom to offer her my hospitality. You would be good at playing Carnivores and Herbivores, Micala. I bow down to your game.” She gave a little curtsey.
Then she looked back at Cassie and said, “You will believe this is all true because I’m not about to play into this fantasy world you think you’ve gotten yourself into.” She turned to the doorway and called out, “Ryker!”
Her butler hurried into the room, reacting more quickly than she’d ever seen him do. She ought to have guests more often. She knew he had been standing outside the door just listening to their conversation. She usually didn’t have any guests. For her people, this must have been the most excitement they’d had since she started working for the king.
“Yes, mistress,” the butler said, bowing low.
She raised her brows. Such courtesy.
“Bring Brett here. I wish him to meet with a fellow human, Cassie, to see if they know one another.”
The butler nodded, but before he could leave the room, Ena said, “Do so in the fae way.”
Ryker glanced at Cassie, then back at Ena and got the point. She nodded.
Ryker vanished and within minutes reappeared with a naked Brett, all except for the towel around his waist, his skin wet, his hair sopping.
Cassie’s mouth gaped, her eyes went wide.
Ena’s expression matched the girl’s. She cleared her throat, tried not to stare at the human’s nice body—too much, and motioned to him, saying to Cassie, “Now do you believe?” She waved for Brett to say something to Cassie. “She’s from your school. Say something to her.”
“Yeah, I know her. She was in Bryan’s English class. Why did you bring her here?” Then Brett saw Micala. “Him! He was seeing Cassie. We knew it!”
Brett acted as though he was ready to grab Micala until it dawned on him that he was in the fae world, and he wasn’t disposing of any further fae. The notion he had forgotten that had Ena worried a little that he would even forget for an instant where he was and what his role was now.
“Then Alicia came to see Cassie and you and your fae seer friends grabbed her and were going to kill her,” Ena said, hoping that if she mentioned just how serious a situation Alicia had been in, Cassie might get the point. “Tell Cassie that.”
Brett didn’t say anything, looking a little like he might get into more hot water if he mentioned anything more about that scenario.
“We’re real, Cassie. All of this is real,” Ena warned.
“They were waiting for any fae who might show up to speak with Cassie,” Micala said to Ena. “Even Alicia might have returned for her. I had to bring Cassie here.”
Ena raised her brows.
Micala frowned. “I thought she would be safe here. You have him here.”
“Because Alicia wanted to spare his life. If I hadn’t, the king would have had him terminated.” Not that she didn’t recall that Alicia would want Cassie safe also. Ena said to Cassie, “Do you believe we’re real now?”
Cassie smiled, but she looked like all of this amused her and nothing more.
Which really annoyed Ena. She turned to Brett. “Very well. Remove the towel.”
“What?” Brett looked horrified.
Ena had been hopeful that he would do as she ordered before she lost the nerve to say such a thing. She would have to have picked up a shy male human prisoner. She shrugged. “Maybe if we shock her enough, she’ll get the point that this isn’t a dream.”
Then he got cocky, his blue eyes darkening, as if he thought Ena was interested in him! “I’ll remove my towel if they leave.” He indicated with his head that he was referring to Micala and Cassie.
She opened her mouth to speak, felt her whole face heat, and knew she was blushing furiously. He smiled a little.
“No,” she said, her voice very dark and threatening.
“Can’t you just pinch her?” Brett asked. “Isn’t that how the fae prove to themselves they’re not dreaming?”
Ena folded her arms. How droll. “I could turn you into ashes.” She gave him a sinister smile.
Micala quickly said, “And traumatize Cassie? Let her think it’s a dream. When she never wakes from it, she’ll realize just how real this all is.”
Ena shook her head. “No way are you leaving her with me while you eat dinner when she thinks none of this is real.”
Brett stalked over to the couch and pinched Cassie, hard.
Her eyes watering she cried out. Micala jumped up from the couch and slugged the human right in the jaw. He fell back several steps. Brett readied his fist, but Micala, moving like a fae would, pinned him to the floor on his back before the human could even throw a punch or react in any other way.
Which was good because she hadn’t wanted the human to hurt Micala, considering Micala was one of her kind and the human was living on borrowed time.
Ena never thought she’d have this much excitement with bringing the fae seer into her home. She was glad her brother wasn’t here though. He might have killed the human.
“Ryker!” Ena called, wondering why he hadn’t intervened already.
He quickly appeared. “Aye, mistress.”
“Take the prisoner to his chamber. Lock him in.”
The butler bowed and waited for Micala to get off the human. Then as Micala stood, looking like he wanted to hit Brett again, Ryker waited for the human to stand.
Hand clutching the towel, trying to keep it in place, his other hand rubbing jaw, his face red with anger, Brett stood and glowered at Micala.
“You ever touch Cassie again, and you won’t live to see another one of your measly human minutes. I promise you that,” Micala growled.
Ena motioned with a flick of her wrist. “Take him away, Ryker. Before Micala decides one punch wasn’t enough.”
Brett opened his mouth to speak.
Ena narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t…say…a…word.”
Ryker didn’t remove the human at once as if he wished to see what would happen if Brett said something, and Ena had to punish him. She turned her narrowed gaze on her butler. He smiled in the most sinister way, then seized Brett’s arm and vanished.
Micala and Ena turned their attention to Cassie. She was passed out on the couch.
Ena folded her arms and tilted her head to the side. “Guess she knows now we’re for real.”



Chapter 8
 
 
 

Micala felt terrible about having to leave Cassie behind at the dragon shifter’s keep, but Ena had told him she and her staff would take care of her when she came to. Cassie would be so upset about everything and then on top of that he had to leave her behind. He believed Ena would try to console her, but she was a stranger to Cassie. He needed to be there for her. No matter how much he wanted to keep her near, he couldn’t have taken Cassie with him here though. 
He hoped he wouldn’t have to stay here long, but trying to get through the feast at the Denkar castle was going to be a nightmare. He couldn’t avoid going. He was too concerned that Deveron would send someone to check on him. When he couldn’t locate Micala, Deveron was sure to believe Micala was seeing Cassie. Deveron would send dark fae trackers to locate him in the human world, and the guards could possibly get themselves into trouble.
He was surprised to see Alicia still visiting with the dark fae, seated beside Deveron at the head table next to the queen. Micala had assumed she’d returned home by now. Her grandfather would have insisted she return sooner than this, furious that the fae seers nearly killed her. What little he knew of the dragon fae king, Tibero would most likely be furious with Alicia that she had visited the human world again, and would want her under his protection. Which might very well mean he’d have a retaining collar clamped around her neck just like he’d forced her mother to wear to keep her from leaving the castle.
Deveron seemed to be having just as hard a time getting over the scare. He kept Alicia tucked by his side, only glancing in Micala’s direction when he entered the great hall for the meal. Of course, he had to be late and that made him all the more noticeable.
Deveron’s eyes widened a little, most likely because he had not expected Micala to show up for the meal.
Thoughts in turmoil, Micala wanted to speak privately to Alicia and let her know that her friend was staying at Ena’s. He hated to have to sit at the head table tonight when he desperately wanted to sit unobtrusively as far away at one of the lower tables as he could manage. His aunt, Queen Irenis, who was speaking to her advisor, suddenly looked in Micala’s direction as he approached the royal table. She narrowed her eyes. From the look she gave him, he swore she had to be thinking he was up to something. Maybe not. But she had an uncanny way of knowing when he and his cousins were doing what they ought not even though she couldn’t read minds. She could read body language and as much as he tried to look like he was innocent of any wrongdoing, he couldn’t seem to ever fool her.
She motioned to him. He groaned under his breath. If she questioned him, he hoped he didn’t give away his secret.
When he reached his aunt, he bowed low.
With narrowed eyes, she said, “You have been gone for several hours. No one knew where.” Her tone was highly accusatory.
She was wearing a pale blue velvet gown, which meant she was in the mood for celebrating—blue was her favorite color for wearing to festivities, but it didn’t mean anything when she used that dark tone of voice with him.
He’d tried to come up with a reasonable explanation while he’d been at Ena’s castle, attempting to devise an excuse that would not lead his aunt to believe he had been in the human’s world, specifically seeing Cassie. And furthermore, stealing her away to the fae world.
The fae were known for being tricksters, for teasing, for telling untruths, but Micala was an oddity in that way. He really didn’t want to have to lie about Cassie. He wanted badly to tell the queen he loved Cassie and wanted her to be his…forever. He also knew that his aunt would be furious and could very well take her rage out on the human girl.
So he said simply, “I went to see Ena and spoke with her human prisoner.”
The queen raised her dark brows. Since he had told his aunt the truth, in part, he had no difficulty putting on that air. Still, she seemed surprised enough that she continued to study him, which meant she was silently waiting for him to tell her more. She wasn’t totally convinced that he spoke the whole truth and nothing but the truth.
He noted that the noisy courtiers had grown deathly quiet. Every ear was straining to hear what was being said between the queen and him. The queen would not normally have an audience with him when the meal was being served unless he was in a bind. Everyone wanted to know when anyone was in trouble with the queen, especially when it was someone else’s neck on the line.
Deveron would be all ears, worrying that Micala was causing discontent where Cassie was concerned…again. Alicia would be just as concerned about her friend.
For now, he had his back to them and for that he was grateful. Because even though he swore the queen could read his every intent, Deveron could do so tenfold. That was the problem with Micala being Deveron’s close cousin.
“I…hit him,” Micala said. He didn’t mention the human had pinched Cassie and angered him to such an extent if Ena hadn’t owned the prisoner and Micala hadn’t needed a hideaway for Cassie, Micala would have killed the human.
Queen Irenis’s eyes widened.
He extended his bruised fist as evidence. The fae healed fast so it would be gone by tomorrow, but for now the skin was tinged with red, black, and blue discoloring, and a slight swelling proving what he said was true.
Still, she did not saying anything and though he tried not to sweat, he felt tiny droplets forming on his skin, most noticeably on his forehead. “He would have killed Alicia.” Which was true. “And he was not even punished!” Which again was true. “He didn’t have a mark on him!” True!
Again her eyes narrowed. “Surely he had some bruises,” the queen said. “Maybe underneath his clothes.”
“He wasn’t wearing any.” It was cool in the room, but Micala swore the temperature rose fifty degrees he felt so hot. “He…was wearing a towel,” he quickly amended. “Ena had her butler bring him to me, and the prisoner was sopping wet, only wearing the towel. I guess he’d just taken a shower.”
He’d rarely seen his aunt blush. Turn red when she was angered, but not blush with embarrassment. Since she didn’t appear angry, he had to assume she was embarrassed, just a bit.
“I would have hit him again, but Ena had her butler take him away.”
Queen Irenis nodded as if in agreement and then with a cat-ate-the-mouse smile, she asked, “Where is the human girl, Micala? At Ena’s castle?”
***
Alicia couldn’t believe it! As soon as Deveron’s mother asked Micala where he had taken Cassie—and she couldn’t be talking about anyone else—Alicia couldn’t believe it. The only thing keeping her in her seat beside Deveron, was his hand gripping her arm. Okay, so this was Queen Irenis’s castle. Micala was her nephew. But Cassie was Alicia’s best friend! And she wasn’t going to let the queen hurt her.
“Sit,” Deveron whispered in her ear.
“I’m not a dog,” she whispered back, growling as if she was a dog.
He cast her a ghost of a smile.
“You will bring her here, Micala,” the queen said in her dictatorial way.
“No!” Alicia said, yanking free of Deveron, who looked horrified as she rose and glowered at the queen.
Gasps were heard throughout the great hall. No one, not even the crown prince of the Denkar, said no to the queen. Not publicly. And certainly not in the way Alicia had done, raising her voice in a sharp, aggressive manner.
“She will go with me to see my grandfather,” Alicia quickly said, although she was still dictating in her tone, not attempting even to appeal to the queen in a way that would indicate she would soon be her daughter-in-law.
“She will come here as I wish it,” the queen said with finality, her voice low and threatening.
It didn’t matter that Alicia intended to wed her son. This was the queen’s domain, yet Alicia couldn’t help defending her friend.
“She is my best friend.”
“And my nephew wants her,” the queen growled. Her eyes were glowing gold. Not good.
Deveron stayed out of it, thankfully. Alicia was pretty certain he would take her side in this and not his mother’s, though she could never be one-hundred-percent sure.
“Deveron,” the queen said, as if he should take his bride-to-be in hand and do something with her. Like shut her up.
Alicia smiled, turned, kissed Deveron on the mouth with a quick brush of her lips, and before he could react, she vanished.
She was still wearing the green velvet gown she’d worn when she’d gone to see Cassie two days ago. When she arrived at Ena’s castle, she wished she had a change of clothes. Despite regretting it, she’d have to rectify that later. In a hurry, before Deveron and Micala caught up with her, she used the knocker to bang on the door. She bet Deveron was cursing her that she could now fae travel without him, and probably arguing with his mother right about now. Which was the only reason he wasn’t already here.
Standing outside in the dark misty night on the stone patio in front of Ena’s keep, she realized that was the problem with not having access to places where she couldn’t just enter at will. She knew Deveron would be here momentarily. And the queen might even send her guards. Not to take Alicia prisoner. But to take Cassie back to the Denkar castle. Then again, this was dragon fae territory, so maybe not.
She wasn’t sure if Micala would show up or not. He might, if he could get away with it before the queen locked him up in the castle.
Alicia knocked on the door again. Hurry up!
The butler hollered, “I’m coming! I’m coming! The whole world has visited here tonight!”
The older man opened the door, and she hurried inside. “Close it and lock it,” she demanded.
He quickly did so, bowed, and said in greeting, “My lady, Princess Alicia, welcome.”
She waved him away. “Let me see Ena and Cassie at once.”
“What about the prisoner?”
“Brett?” She blushed, thinking of him wearing only a towel when Micala had struck him. What if Ryker brought him to her, wearing not even that? “No, no, just Ena and Cassie.”
“Come this way, my lady. I’ll leave you in the study and get them at once.”
“Don’t open the door—any door—to the dark fae guards.”
The butler frowned at her.
“If they come. Don’t open the door to them.”
“Aye, princess.”
“Deveron and Micala can come in, only.”
“Aye. But if the dark fae guards are with them?”
“Then you do not open the door.”
“Aye, my lady.” He started chuckling.
She cast an annoyed glance in his direction. “It is not funny.”
“I know.” He started chuckling again.
She shook her head as he led her into a study filled with book shelves and floor-to-ceiling windows. Paintings of caves featured in the mountains adorned the walls, which she thought was odd until she recalled that Ena was a dragon shifter.
“My lady, please have a seat. I’ll be right back.” He vanished.
She thought she heard the sound of a knocker knocking against brass on the front door, but the butler wouldn’t answer it right away. He’d ask Ena and Cassie to see her first, then he would attend to whoever was at the door.
Alicia was dying to know who had arrived. If it was Deveron, she hoped he would not be too upset with her, but she had to protect her friend. Micala wasn’t in a position to do so, and he would be the only other person truly dedicated to protecting Cassie in the fae world.
The pounding started up again. Alicia couldn’t sit still. She paced across the stone floor.
What if the queen herself showed up? Alicia groaned.
Then again, she didn’t think the queen would. This was dragon fae territory, after all. And not the queen’s domain.
Alicia paced some more.
The butler reappeared. “My lady, uhm, Mistress Ena is with the girl in a guest chamber. She asked that I take you there.”
“Is there something wrong?” Alicia asked, hurrying with the butler to see to her friend.
“She’s rather upset. The human girl, that is. My mistress thought it best that you come to the guest chamber rather than Mistress Ena attempting to move her here.”
Alicia couldn’t even begin to know what was going on in Cassie’s mind. When Alicia had learned the truth about her roots, she had been stunned. But she had known something of the fae world before this from what her father had told her in a journal he’d left behind. Cassie wasn’t fae. And she’d never even been interested in fairy tales when she was growing up. Who wouldn’t love fairy tales?
But she didn’t believe in magic or faeries or any kinds of fantasy. This had to be a total shock to her.
“She thought it was all a dream,” the butler said as if knowing what was going through Alicia’s mind.
“Cassie?”
“Aye, my lady. And then the prisoner pinched her. He said that was a way to prove you weren’t dreaming. Humans have such strange ways.”
Alicia stared at the butler.
“Then Micala punched the prisoner.” The butler grinned. “I think Mistress Ena was as shocked as I was.”
Alicia’s lips parted, realization dawning why Micala had struck Brett. It wasn’t because the human had taken Alicia prisoner, it was that he had hurt Cassie. And for the first time, she realized just how much he truly cared for Cassie. She should have been aware of that the minute he brought her to the fae world. He risked all by doing so. Despite being annoyed with him for transporting Cassie here and changing her life forever, she could understand some of his drive to do so now. If she had never been able to see Deveron again, had she been only a human, she would have felt horribly lost without him.
As soon as the butler opened the door to the bedchamber, the pounding at the front door began again.
“Go and see to whoever is at the front door,” Alicia said, and entered the chamber.
Cassie was sitting on a black velvet bench, crying. Ena was pacing. Her pale green eyes glanced at Alicia, and she took a big breath, looking much relieved that Alicia was here now and would do something about the weeping human.
“Cassie,” Alicia said, hurrying to join her friend.
Hearing Alicia’s voice, Cassie looked up. In that instant, Alicia thought her friend looked so human—dressed in her jeans with the sparkles on the pockets, a pale blue T-shirt, and sneakers.
Cassie’s lips parted. “It can’t be true,” she said, her voice choked with emotion.
“I’ll…leave the two of you alone,” Ena quickly said, and shut the door on her hasty exodus.
Alicia sat next to Cassie on the bench and wrapped her arm around her shoulders. “It’s true. I couldn’t tell you about any of this. You wouldn’t have believed me. Micala told his aunt, Queen Irenis, that he was here seeing Ena about her prisoner. But the queen guessed that he’d transported you here. She intended to have you taken to the Denkar fae’s castle. I don’t know what she wants to do with you. She’s forbidden members of her family to get mixed up with humans. I was afraid for your safety and came here at once to ensure the queen didn’t get hold of you.”
“Micala?” Cassie asked, her eyes filled with fresh tears.
Her friend was still concerned about Micala after all that had happened to her.
“I…don’t know. I didn’t wait around to see what would happen next. Someone’s pounding on the door. It might be Deveron, or the queen’s guard. I told the butler not to let anyone in unless it’s Deveron and/or Micala.”
“I have to go home—”
“You can’t,” Alicia said. “Did they tell you that Brett, and Bryan, the kid in your English class, and another boy were fae seers and planned to drown me? That they intended to do the same with Ena when she came to rescue me?”
Cassie nodded. “I…I couldn’t believe any of it was real. I still can’t.”
“I know. I’ve practically known about the fae all my life. I just didn’t realize I was one of them. And I’m still learning much about them. It was quite a shock to me, too, but you have to be reeling from the news.”
“But my parents. When I don’t return home they’ll call the police and—”
“The fae will take care of it.” Alicia imagined Queen Irenis would already have sent someone to visit Cassie’s parents to change their memories concerning their daughter.
Maybe tell the school she was staying abroad for the rest of the school year. Maybe inform her parents they never had a daughter. She didn’t know how the queen would want it handled. But Cassie might very well disappear from the human world never to be seen or heard of again. Which was just what Alicia had been afraid would happen if Micala had continued to see Cassie.
“You’re here to stay for now.” Alicia figured forever, but she wasn’t sure.
They might be able to settle her in another part of the human’s world later, when she was older and could live on her own. Alicia just wasn’t sure what would happen to her friend in the long run. She had more of a problem, short-term, keeping her away from the dark fae queen.
“They tried to grab Micala,” Cassie said, sounding alarmed now. “When he took me from the pickup truck, they tried to grab him.”
“More fae seers,” Alicia whispered, alarmed. “How many were there?”
“There were…” Cassie paused, her dark brown eyes growing huge. “You’re not going to kill them, are you?”
“Not me, Cassie. I’m all for living peaceably with them, but I don’t know what the others will want to do. I thought I was one of them—a fae seer. These boys have killed the fae—my kind.”
Cassie began biting her lip. “I didn’t see Micala. I didn’t know what was happening. I was in the truck, then in…in Micala’s arms. I didn’t realize it until now. I remembered he was comforting to me in a way and yet I was afraid because I couldn’t see him or know what was happening. But I remember…his scent.”
“He fae traveled with you. You moved through a tunnel of blackness. And then you felt disoriented, nauseated, dizzy?”
“Yeah, I did. And I was screaming.”
Astonished, Alicia raised her brows. Cassie never screamed. All the times they’d ridden a rollercoaster, Cassie had gritted her teeth and hung on for dear life, looking pale and like she was going to die. But she never screamed.
Alicia was a different story. She felt better if she screamed. Scary movies? The same way. “He took you with him to our world. They couldn’t follow.”
Cassie’s eyes widened again. “Would they have killed him if they could have caught him?”
“Yes. I think they knew I was coming to see you and so they figured you somehow had a connection to the fae. They probably had seen him visiting you before, but were unprepared to do anything about it. That day at school when I came to see you, they were ready.”
“I can’t believe they intended to kill you. I…I don’t understand. You look just like me. How can anyone tell you aren’t human?”
“We have a fae aura, a faint outline of color that distinguishes us as fae. Humans who have some fae roots sometimes can see us for who we are whether we’re invisible or not.”
“Invisible,” Cassie said.
Alicia took hold of her hand and turned invisible. “I’m still here,” she said. Then she reappeared.
Cassie looked so pale, Alicia hugged her. “I’m so sorry, Cassie. I don’t know what to do to make you feel better.”
“I feel better with you here. Everything is so foreign, the people, that rude butler.”
Alicia chuckled. “He’s a bit eccentric.”
Cassie shook her head. “Ena told him to bring Brett to the room to see me, and he was wearing only a towel!”
Alicia would have smiled about it, but he was a prisoner and she figured her grandfather had wanted to terminate him at once for his having wanted to kill her, and so she just nodded. She didn’t know what would happen to him either, though she was grateful that Ena seemed to have gotten a concession from the king.
“Ena’s sweet, but she didn’t know how to make me feel any better,” Cassie said.
Cassie thought everyone was sweet. If she’d seen Ena turn Iverson into ashes, she might not have thought so.
“She’s fae through and through. I’m sure she doesn’t have much experience with humans.” Alicia listened for a moment, wondering what had happened at the front door. No one had returned to tell them who had arrived. No one was knocking on the door any longer. If Deveron had come for her, she would have suspected he would have stayed until he had gained access. Micala, the same way.
Which had her worried.
“What’s wrong, Alicia? You may be a fae now and not exactly human, but I still know you. You’re concerned something’s not right.”
“They, whoever they were, kept pounding at the door. Now it’s quiet. I thought someone would come to see us. To let us know what’s going on.”
“Maybe they’re talking in a room down below where we can’t hear them. The walls in this castle must be thick. Much thicker than the walls in our homes, which are paper thin. Plus there are how many floors between us and the bottom one?”
“True, any of that could be the case,” Alicia admitted. “I believe Ena put you on a top floor. So there are four floors below us.”
“But you’re worried something is still wrong.”
Alicia took a deep breath. “I could just transport downstairs and attempt to overhear anything.”
“I don’t want you to leave me behind.”
That was so not Cassie. She was Miss Independent. Not afraid of anything. Much.
“Okay. But if I take you with me, you might become dizzy and nauseous again.” Then Alicia thought better of it. “Maybe not. I’m not too bad off if I go a short distance.” Still, she worried if there was trouble downstairs and they walked into it…then again, she could fae transport Cassie to her castle, her bedchamber.
“Okay, I was in the study on the first floor before I came here. I’ll take us there.” Alicia wrapped her arm around Cassie’s waist. “It’ll be dark for a moment, and then we’ll be there.”
Cassie nodded.
An instant later, they were in the study. It was dark in there now. She let go of Cassie and peered out through the doorway where lights were on in the hallway and listened. Cassie moved close to her and listened also. Alicia looked at her. Cassie shook her head, telling her she didn’t hear anything either. It was getting late. Had everyone gone to bed? She couldn’t believe Ena would have done so without seeing what Alicia wished to do about Cassie. She was sure Ena would have been delighted if Alicia had taken Cassie off her hands.
That’s when she felt an overwhelming foreboding. Nothing seemed right. The castle was too quiet. She had no reason to leave Cassie here. Ena certainly didn’t need the added burden of dealing with another human who had become mixed up with their kind.
“I don’t know what’s going on,” Alicia whispered. “I’m going to take you to Crislis Castle where I live.”
Cassie whispered back, “Okay.”
Alicia was glad her friend was not crying her heart out any longer, but she felt her shivering as she wrapped her arm around her. Alicia was afraid she’d lose Cassie during fae travel if she didn’t get a better grip on her. She tried to fae travel to her home.
To her surprise and concern, they didn’t go anywhere.
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Feeling an overwhelming sense of dread, Alicia frowned when she hadn’t been able to move Cassie and her to her own castle. 
“I’m ready,” Cassie said, her voice hushed.
“I know. I tried to take us outside the castle, but I couldn’t get anywhere.” Alicia chewed on her bottom lip. “Ritasia, that’s Deveron’s sister, you remember her, right?”
“Yes, we met at South Padre Island. She was really sweet.”
When Ritasia wanted to be. She had her moments when Alicia had seen the dark fae side of her. No sense in telling Cassie what she didn’t need to know.
“Well, Ritasia couldn’t escape an ancient fae castle because the walls were made up of iron ore. I had to come through the front door when I arrived because this isn’t an open castle. In other words, it’s like a private home in the human’s world. Did you see anyone arrive from outside the castle to the inside? Like just appearing, not coming through the doorway? It might be that smaller manors and castles and homes are built of stone that have iron content to offer protection against uninvited guests. Although some ward their homes against fae travel.”
“I’ve only seen people move from room to room. Micala and I used the front door. When Ena’s brother, Halloran, and her boyfriend left, they vanished, but they could have disappeared from the room we were in and reappeared next to the front door. I don’t know.”
“I just feel the castle is way too quiet.”
“I’ll go with you. I don’t want to be left behind,” Cassie said again.
Alicia took her hand. “Okay, quietly then.”
They left the study and slowly made their way down the corridor, listening for any sounds coming from any of the closed doors down the hall. They heard nothing. They continued until they reached a large room that was mostly empty, a common area where the corridors into the rest of the keep exited, a few benches sitting against the walls, a dragon tile mosaic taking center stage on the floor in the middle of the room. She glanced inside a room that appeared to be the keep’s great room where black leather couches and black leather chairs with elegantly hand carved legs ending in clawed feet filled the expansive space.
Everything was dark and quiet except for the lights on in the hallways in this part of the keep. They moved down one of the hallways that smelled of salmon and reached a kitchen and dining room. Everything was dark in this part of the castle also and Alicia produced fae light. She noticed Cassie staring at Alicia’s hand.
Cassie smiled at her and mouthed, “Wow.”
“Beats having to have a flashlight,” Alicia whispered back.
In the dining hall, everything was neat, the table wiped down and sparkling with polish. The sideboard was empty except for a decanter of wine and wine glasses sitting on top, waiting to be used during the next evening meal.
The kitchen was spotless, the gray stone floor swept, the granite counters clean, all the copper pots hanging on wrought iron racks above a free-standing counter.
A solid oak door led out to the gardens from here. They peered through a window, but it was dark outside except for tiny purple lights twinkling along a brick pathway that meandered through the shrubs.
Alicia tried the doorknob, thinking to take them outside to transport, but the door was locked. “Key lock,” she said. Without a key, they couldn’t exit that way.
They back-tracked to another corridor off the kitchen and found several more rooms. Again, no sound could be heard in the rooms. All the doors were shut, but as they drew closer to the one at the end of the hall, they saw a light underneath the door. The room had a bolt on the outside. Then she heard someone walking back and forth, and shoes squeaking like the owner wore sneakers. Almost no fae wore sneakers in the fae kingdom. Was it Brett?
She heard the opening and closing of drawers. She knocked. The noises inside the room abruptly stopped.
“Hello,” she called out, her voice low.
“Hey,” a male voice said back.
“Brett,” both Alicia and Cassie said at the same time.
Alicia knew she shouldn’t unbolt the door as Brett wasn’t her prisoner. If she wanted to see the boy, she really should get permission. Then again, she was the princess and that came with some latitude. She loved that part. Still, she believed in encouraging friendships rather than dictating to others, most of the time, especially since Ena did save her life. She respected her for saving Brett’s life also.
Besides, she had to consider worst-case scenarios. What if Brett tried to grab Cassie and attempted to get concessions from Alicia—like return him home at once—or he’d hurt Cassie?
“Come on,” Alicia said, pulling Cassie with her down the hall.
“Hey!” Brett said, as if he thought someone was going to free him and the person changed her mind. “Hey, wait!”
Alicia ignored him and kept moving toward the kitchen and dining hall, and then back to the great hall. Nothing. She wasn’t used to being in a castle where there wasn’t a lot of hustle and bustle of servants moving about—working, socializing. Even late at night. It wasn’t until really late like around one or two in the morning that Crislis Castle was quiet throughout.
She hadn’t realized how much she had adjusted to that way of life, having come from just living with her mother in their single-family home. She didn’t think she’d ever get used to it. But now…this was just too unsettling.
They stalked toward the front door. She was really afraid of what they might find out there. A whole force of dark fae guards ready to take them both hostage—Cassie for screwing up Queen Irenis’s plans to arrange for a betrothal between Micala and a nice fae girl—preferably of royal blood, and Alicia, for daring to speak in such a hostile manner to the queen during her own dinner celebration.
She raised the viewing portal on the door, but didn’t see anyone.
“What do you see?” Cassie whispered.
“She sees nothing,” a male voice said behind them.
They both whipped around to see a black-haired man with pale green eyes smile at Alicia. He quickly bowed. “Princess.”
“Where’s Ena?” Alicia said, frowning at him.
“She’s with the man she plans to marry. She needn’t have been here.”
“Who are you?” Alicia asked, demanding, getting the distinct impression that Ena did not leave on her own account or she would have first informed her that she was leaving.
“Halloran, Ena’s brother, and her protector, until she has a husband.”
“She doesn’t need a protector.” Alicia knew that for a fact after seeing Ena rescue her.
Halloran motioned toward Cassie. “She has ever since she began allowing humans into her castle.”
Not about to argue the point, Alicia said, “I don’t understand why you’re here and she isn’t.”
“As soon as Micala left to see to his queen, Alton and I knew Ena would have trouble. The dark fae queen wants this human. She can have her. Ena is not going to get herself mixed up in this feud any longer.”
“So you have decided this for her? She has no say in her own household?”
He folded his arms, chin tilted up, eyes glittering with malice. “I am her older brother.”
“And I am the princess, to be ruler one day of the dragon fae,” she reminded him. She never thought she’d have to tell anyone that in the dragon fae kingdom.
“Your kind hunted our mother and father down. Our uncles and aunts and grandparents. Why should I bow down to your rule—though, as you say—it will be in the far distant future?”
She stared at him, unable to form any words to express her alarm. Why had she not read about this in all the blasted books the dragon fae scholars had forced her to read? “I…didn’t know. I’m sorry.”
“Maybe. Maybe not. Your grandfather started the moratorium on killing dragon shifters. But it is an uneasy peace.”
“Dragon shifters,” Cassie said under her breath.
Halloran glanced at Cassie as if he’d forgotten she was there, then said to Alicia, “They are waiting for you to turn her over to them.”
“I saw no one outside.”
“They believe you’ll leave through the front door with your human friend, or try to, and they’ll take Cassie from you. So they’re not showing themselves until necessary.”
“Who?”
“The dark fae. Who else?”
“Is Deveron there?”
“How would I know who they all are?”
“Where is Ena’s staff?”
“Gone. I dismissed them for the rest of the night so they wouldn’t be hurt in case you caused trouble.”
“The human prisoner is still here.”
Halloran smiled a little evilly at that.
“You can’t harm him. He’s not yours to do with as you wish,” she quickly said, concerned for his safety.
“I have promised Ena that I will not harm the boy. Though I did not appreciate my sister threatening to kill me if I did. She didn’t even warn me to protect you or the human girl in the event the dark fae got carried away and you or the girl didn’t cooperate.” He looked Cassie over and smiled. “She…is much more…worthy of protection.” He turned to Alicia. “She hasn’t killed any of the fae.”
“My grandfather will be furious that you treated me with such disregard.” She couldn’t think of anything else to come up with that might convince him to change his mind and help her to protect her friend. The thing of it was Alicia and Halloran were both dragon fae, and they should have been on the same side!
“Your grandfather sanctioned my coming here and taking charge of the situation. Which is the reason that Ena went quietly with Alton and didn’t fight me in this,” Halloran said.
Her grandfather. And what did that really mean? She was afraid he’d put her in a fae collar like he’d done to her mother—just to ensure he didn’t lose her.
“Then we stay here until they get tired of waiting on us and leave,” Alicia said.
“Then I’ll have to open the door and let them take her. But I’d hoped you would just take her outside and get this over with that way.”
Alicia’s sweet friend, Cassie, who never thought of anyone as being a stranger, rushed up to Halloran and kneed him in the groin. The big bad dragon shifter cried out, clutched his crotch, and fell to his knees. Cassie grabbed Alicia’s arm and ran with her toward the back of the keep. Alicia glanced over her shoulder and couldn’t believe her human friend had dropped the dragon fae.
“Where?” Alicia mouthed.
“Kitchen window,” Cassie mouthed back.
“When did you learn to do that?”
“Micala. He taught me how to fight with a sword, too, but I didn’t figure I’d ever have a sword available if I needed one.”
Halloran roared.
“Oh…my…God. Hurry, Cassie,” Alicia said, as they dashed into the kitchen and both of them tried to jerk the kitchen window open.
Another roar. It was getting closer, but not in a rush as if Halloran was having trouble moving quickly.
They slid the window up and it made a grinding noise. Alicia cringed, feeling as though whoever was at the front of the keep would be alerted that they were attempting to escape out the back way.
“What about Brett?” Cassie asked.
Alicia climbed out through the window. “Hurry. Halloran said he wouldn’t harm him. But we’re another story.”
“You’re the princess.”
“Doesn’t seem to matter. And you hurt him well enough he probably isn’t too interested in your health either.”
They both dropped to the stone patio. Alicia grabbed Cassie’s arm just as she saw shadowy fae forms begin to materialize out of the garden in the dark and rush toward them. She couldn’t make out who they were. She wasn’t waiting around to find out.
But she didn’t know where to go. She vanished into the black void and hoped they didn’t have a bunch of trackers after them, but was afraid they would. And felt someone seize her free arm.
She screamed.
***
Deveron loved Alicia despite how frustrating she could be. She was not going to get away from him again! Right as she slipped into the black void of fae travel, he managed to seize her arm and heard her shriek. He grinned and pulled her tight. Micala had managed to get hold of Cassie and yanked her away from Alicia and into his own embrace. He heard Cassie scream, and then she was silent.
“No!” Alicia cried out.
“Micala’s got her,” Deveron whispered against Alicia’s ear. “I’ve got you.” And he wasn’t letting her go. His mother wasn’t real happy with Alicia right now. And her grandfather—well, Deveron wasn’t letting him get hold of her either.
Deveron nearly had heart failure when he heard the dragon shifter, Halloran, roaring inside the keep. He had to have turned dragon, and only one reason Deveron could come up with—Halloran had shapeshifted because he was angry enough that he was ready to kill someone. So what in the world had happened in there?
Deveron was glad Alicia was coming into more of her fae abilities, but he really wished she was not able to fae travel. He feared her grandfather would clamp her in a fae retaining collar if she returned to her castle.
“Where…,” Alicia said breathlessly against his ear.
He worried she wasn’t feeling well with the fae travel, but he had to take her as far away from Ena’s castle and his own and Alicia’s also, to hopefully make this work.
“A faery faire,” he said. “They have them all over the country and in other parts of the world. Instead of like the Renaissance faire in Texas that you’ve visited, these are more all fae. It’s the gathering of faerie enthusiasts—artists, authors, and musicians. And of course, the fae, both the unseelie and seelie, cannot stay away. When humans pretend to be us, we have to add our own take on what the fae are all about.”
“Fae seers,” she whispered.
Deveron realized then she must have been traumatized over her ordeal. He hated for her to feel she couldn’t safely return to the human world. “Hmm, we cannot worry about them all the time. If we do, we’ll never visit the human world. And that wouldn’t do. They need us as much as we do them.”
She snorted.
“Well, maybe we need them more than they need us.”
“Cassie…”
“She and Micala will be with us.” Then Deveron settled deep in the midst of the faire. A few people gasped to see them appear. But they were supposed to be the fae, after all, and they should have expected such a thing. “We are here, Alicia. You can open your eyes now.”
She opened them and looked like she was going to pass out.
“I’m sorry.” He held onto her waist and attempted to ignore the people pointing at them and staring, most likely some of the crowd who had seen them materialize out of thin air because he didn’t think that he and his companions looked so out of the ordinary.
Alicia was wearing the green velvet gown that he loved on her—not that he didn’t love anything she wore, but this one was perfect for practicing archery, with splits down the side to show off her leather boots and her shapely legs. And the bodice was deliciously low cut enough to show off her other appealing features. Emerald-studded hair pins partly held her blond curls on top of her head. The rest had come undone and whipped about her face in the cool breeze.
Somewhere a fake fae queen would be wandering around the faire, but Alicia should have the honors. Even though she still wasn’t queen, she was his queen and always would be. He was still wearing his royal blue tunic with gold embroidery that embellished it to show off his crown prince status, black trewes and black boots to match. He thought they looked to be an elegant couple in their exquisite fae finery.
He glanced around for Micala. He was nearby, rushing with Cassie to join them. Cassie looked as though she was as much under the weather as Alicia, her face just as pale.
“We don’t look like we fit in,” Alicia said, holding her stomach, glancing around at the people visiting or shopping at the various fae booths.
Alicia might be right, Deveron thought as a woman walked by wearing a pink wig, while another had royal blue dyed hair, and one had blond hair streaked with hot pink. Another dozen or so men and women wore pointy elf-like ears. Several of the faire goers wore face paint around their eyes, feathers in their hair, or flower wreaths or funny hats crowning their heads. One man had painted his beard green and wore a mask of green leaves. Some wore silky translucent wings, others solid heavy fabrics that made him shake his head. Those wings were not in the least bit aerodynamic. Not that he knew of any real winged faeries who could fly, either.
Belly dancers showed off their wares, while lutes, Celtic harps, bagpipes, flutes, and drums played in the background. The aroma of sweet fairy cakes drifted on the breeze.
“Where are we?” Cassie managed to finally say.
“A faery faire. Not real.” Deveron glanced around and saw a cluster of fae watching them. “Though there are a few fae here. I thought if there were enough, they might throw the dark fae trackers off our trail.”
“They can follow us?” Cassie asked, alarmed.
“Only those of us who leave a trail. You won’t.”
“A fairy dust trail?” Cassie asked, looking around at the ground as if she could see one.
“Yes,” Micala said.
“What kind of fae are they?” Alicia asked, when she caught sight of the fae who were eyeing them with interest.
“Doesn’t matter. Faery faires are open to all fae. These kinds of faires are considered neutral territory unlike the Renaissance faire in our more local area that had been claimed by your people,” Deveron said. “There, the place is not a strictly fairy-based domain like this kind is.” He was having a hard time concentrating on anything other than what had gone on at Ena’s castle that had caused Halloran to turn dragon, however, and he directed the conversation to that next. “What exactly happened at the keep?”
“Can we sit down some place, Deveron,” Alicia asked.
“Yeah, sure. Over there in that grassy area under the shade of those trees?”
She nodded.
When they were all seated under the big oaks, Alicia said, “First, I have to know what happened with your mother.”



Chapter 10
 
 
 
 “My mother…wasn’t happy,” Deveron said to Alicia as they all took seats in the grass underneath the tree. “I don’t recall a time when anyone has ever made her that speechless before. Ever. When you told her no, that she couldn’t have Cassie, that was bad enough. Your demanding tone of voice made it worse. And even worse than that, that you did so in front of all her courtiers. Before she could even respond, you left, which added insult to injury.” 
Alicia smiled and the look was pure devil.
Deveron loved that impish look she always gave him when she was pleased about something she had done and had no regrets whatsoever. If he had any doubts that she was of the fae, that expression of hers wiped any reservation from his mind.
He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I can’t say that I blame you for reacting the way you did.”
“Well? I couldn’t wait to see if she meant Cassie harm or not. I had to keep her out of your mother’s reach in the event she wanted to get rid of her. So what about our marriage?”
“Too late to reconsider that, if she is. She said that you would make an outstanding dragon fae queen. As for a daughter-in-law…” He shook his head.
“What?” she asked, eying him speculatively.
“You would not be her first choice.”
Alicia sat taller, her pale cheeks instantly taking on color. “She has no say in it. It’s my choice to make, not hers.”
Micala smiled a little at that.
Deveron cleared his throat. Selecting a mate was his choice to make, but he would allow Alicia to think it was hers.
“I know what you are thinking,” she said, with that voice that told him she was ready to give him a piece of her mind. “I can just imagine what is going through your head, Deveron.”
He chuckled. He couldn’t get away with anything around Alicia, even when he wasn’t speaking his mind.
Cassie was resting her head in Micala’s lap, her eyes closed as he stroked her long brown hair.
“Are you okay, Cassie?” Deveron asked, hoping the human girl wasn’t too sick.
“Yeah, as long as I don’t open my eyes,” she said, taking a deep breath and exhaling it.
Deveron looked at Alicia and raised his brows, silently asking her the same question.
“I’m better. Sitting down helped. So…did your mother send you and Micala after us? What about dark fae trackers?”
“I can’t honestly say. I looked at Micala, knew what he intended to do with or without me, and I was in total agreement. We both transported to Ena’s castle at the same time. We didn’t wait to see what my mother’s reaction would be. We just wanted to get hold of the two of you and get you out of there before anyone else came along with the same notion in mind.”
“So you were the ones pounding on the door.”
“We were, but when no one answered, we began looking for an alternative way in.”
“I thought I saw fae trackers coming out of the darkness right before Cassie and I transported.”
“You might have. I was concentrating too much on grabbing hold of you before you vanished.” Now it was Deveron’s turn to hear what had happened to Alicia and Cassie. “What caused Halloran to turn dragon?”
Cassie smiled. “Micala taught me where to place my knee if a guy got out of hand.” She glanced at Alicia. “You didn’t warn me that the guy could turn into a dragon. Fire-breathing? For real?”
“Yeah,” Alicia said. “I didn’t think he’d shift, and I thought you’d had enough surprises for one day. Besides, Ena had shocked me enough when she did it in front of me earlier when I was manacled in a man’s basement.”
A shadow drew over Deveron and Alicia, and he glanced in the direction of its source. A boy with long blond hair pulled back in a tail, probably pre-teen, walked toward them, his shadow stretching out as if it was twice as tall as he was. He was wearing typical fae garb—green trewes, brown suede boots, a tunic that was plain green as if he had been hunting in the woods before he arrived at the faire. A Robin Hood hat perched on top of his head, which was not what the fae would wear, but it probably amused him to do so while he wandered among the humans.
He looked down at them, folded his arms, and asked, “What kind of fae are you? And what are you doing here?”
Deveron wrapped his arm around Alicia in a protective stance. He didn’t like the way the boy looked at them, his posture, superior for being so young. And he didn’t like the questions or the tone of his voice—as if this kid was in charge here and they had no right being here without his permission.
“You can see what we’re doing here, if it is any of your business,” Deveron said coolly.
Instantly aware of Deveron’s dark mood, Cassie sat up, and Micala quickly placed his arm around her waist. They were ready to travel at the blink of an eye if the situation warranted, but fae faires were supposed to be neutral territory. And for now, Deveron didn’t want to move Cassie or Alicia until they were feeling better. They might even hitch a ride with a human family leaving the faire later so they could go somewhere else and not have to transport for a while. But for now, they were comfortable where they were.
“Very well.” The boy motioned to the others who were still standing some distance away.
Three of the others were pre-teen. Two were older, maybe seventeen or so. None of them were dressed in the finery of court, which could mean they lived on the outskirts of a fae royal house. If they were here, he suspected they came to cause mischief among the humans while not having to pretend to be anything but fae. So why target Deveron and his companions?
They drew closer like a pack of hyenas, not aggressive yet. The boy was definitely in charge despite that two of the boys appeared to be much older. Either the boy was more of an emergent leader of a ragtag army of fae youth, or he was some kind of royal who was dressed down for the occasion.
Deveron glanced at Micala. He nodded, reached out to grab Alicia’s arm, and Deveron and his companions fae transported. But not to where he expected to end up.
All four of them were standing in a forest at the edge of a cliff, the sound of the ocean rushing up to beat against jagged black rocks down below.
“Where are we?” Micala asked, glancing over the edge of the cliff. “I didn’t take us here.”
Deveron looked around at the trees. “I’ve never seen this place before. Fae world or Earth world?”
“Fae,” the boy said, coming out of the dark shadows of the trees. “I’m Tameron. And I ask you again, who are you and what were you doing at the faire?”
They all turned quickly to see the boy watching them.
“All fae faires are neutral territory,” Deveron said darkly. Had this fae sabotaged their travel and forced them to come here? He’d never heard of a fae being able to do that.
“Not there. Not at our faire grounds,” the boy said.
“By whose rules?” Deveron asked.
“Our rules. We have claimed the territory. Unspoken. Everyone knows not to go there.”
“We’re are not from here.”
“This, I know. What I don’t know is who you are.”
“I’m Deveron,” he said, giving a brief nod of his head in greeting, afraid if he tried to fae travel again, the boy would once more thwart them.
“Deveron.” Tameron gave him a courtly bow of his head. So he appeared to be of a fae court. “Fae trackers are seeking you now. Why?”
Again, Deveron didn’t like the question. The business was his and that of his friends. No one else’s. He wasn’t used to explaining himself to people he didn’t know or people he did know who weren’t owed any explanation.
“I suspect they want us to return home,” Deveron said, rubbing Alicia’s arm as she sagged against him. He really had thought she’d get better about fae travelling over time.
Tameron smiled. “I fathomed that. What I don’t know is why.”
The kid was smart. Deveron would give him that.
Tameron glanced at Alicia and said, “She looks unwell. And the human also.”
“They don’t fae travel well,” Deveron said.
“Why didn’t you say so?” Tameron sounded annoyed. “Come on. Join us in our camp. We wouldn’t want you to believe we are inhospitable.” He began to walk into the forest.
Deveron saw then maybe thirty or so more fae mostly hidden in the shadows of the woods, all wearing green, camouflaged, watching them.
When he didn’t move, the boy turned back and smiled, not in a congenial way, but more in a way that said he was the spider and Deveron and his friends had been caught in his web.
“It amuses me to think you might attempt to fae travel where you will, but because the girls look so ill, I will not toy with you like that. Suffice it to say, you will not leave here unless I wish it.”
Deveron appreciated the boy’s candor, but not that he had a hold on their ability to leave the area as they wished.
When they followed him, they soon came to a small clearing where a large campfire was burning brightly. Barely visible, he’d noticed houses built high above in the trees, with no means to climb into them without using fae travel to get there.
He also noted that most of the fae were pre-teens, a few of the older ones around seventeen, but no adults.
They were seated on the ground and served boar stew and candied apples.
“We made the stew. The apples are from the faire. We have cotton candy if you prefer. Why the humans believe that the fae eat that stuff for real, I haven’t a clue. But…it’s not half bad if you have a sweet tooth.” Tameron motioned for the other kids to take a seat, then he sat before Deveron and his party, cross-legged, his arms folded and looked straight at Deveron.
“The stew is excellent,” Deveron said, noting that Alicia was sipping water and eating nothing.
“And you would know because…?” Tameron asked.
“I eat it on a regular basis. And the wild pig isn’t half as tender, nor is it spiced as well.”
Tameron bowed his head in thanks. “Mia,” he said, “take a bow.”
The redheaded girl of about sixteen grinned, her blue eyes sparkling with delight.
Deveron acknowledged her with a smile.
“So now, who are you? Like I am in charge here, you are in charge of your small party. But who is in charge of you?”
“We are of the dark fae,” Deveron said, motioning to Micala.
“I am dragon fae,” Alicia said, sipping some water from a wooden cup.
“Human,” Cassie said, as if she had to say.
“Slave?” Tameron asked curiously.
“No,” Micala said. “My betrothed.
Murmurs went up among the seated fae. Tameron raised his blond brows. “Well, this is a surprise.” Then he smiled. “Is this why you have run away? Because of her?”
Astute, Deveron thought. The boy was really quite clever.
“Aren’t the dragon fae and dark fae enemies?” Tameron asked, as if not really needing an answer to his other questions because he had already guessed the truth.
“We are betrothed,” Alicia said to Tameron, taking Deveron’s hand and squeezing it.
“So I see.” He tilted his head to the side and looked from Deveron to Micala. “You are related, are you not?”
“Cousins,” Deveron said.
Tameron smiled. “What is your position in the dark fae court?”
Deveron didn’t want to say. If he said he was the crown prince, would this ragamuffin army attempt to ransom him? He thought of Duke Tully living in the woods, taking royals hostage for ransom any chance he got. For that reason, he didn’t want to say what rank Alicia or Micala were either.
“King,” Tameron guessed and grinned.
Deveron thought the others would laugh, but they were watchful, serious, maybe a little concerned.
Deveron didn’t give a response, but he did like the boy. He was different, intelligent, and cunning.
Tameron motioned to Alicia. “She is a princess. And your cousin, a prince. Maybe a duke or count, depending on how distant a cousin. So here we have a royal party, two, actually, since one is from the royal dragon fae court, and the other the lion fae court.” He spread his arms motioning to Deveron and his companions, glancing back at his gathered fae. They nodded.
Educated. Deveron wouldn’t have believed the boy and the others living in the woods would know that much about other fae societies.
Tameron focused again on Deveron. “Why would a royal want a human?”
Cassie spoke up, “He is like Peter Pan and the Lost Boys.”
Tameron studied her for a moment, and then said to Micala, “Do you understand what she’s talking about?”
Micala shook his head. Deveron didn’t have a clue either. When he looked at Alicia, she was fighting a smile.
“As much as I’ve been around them, I could never understand them,” Tameron said. “No one is lost here. And we have just as many girls, well, maybe not as many as we have boys, but a fair amount. Who is this Peter Pan you speak of? A hero?” he asked Cassie.
Alicia spoke up then as if she was afraid Cassie might say something that would possibly put them in danger. “He led a group of boys in a world of adventure on an island paradise.”
Tameron looked at Cassie to see if she agreed. She smiled and nodded.
“This Peter Pan was real?” he asked.
“No, he was a fairy…uhm, tale,” Cassie said.
Tameron smiled. “I like the idea. I’ll have to read it sometime. So, now we have a king…”
“Crown prince of the Denkar,” Deveron said wearily. He didn’t want to be referred to as a king even in jest when he was not one yet.
“Ah, soon to be king. And a princess, and the rest. Now, what are you going to do about her?” Tameron motioned to Cassie.
“Keep her,” Micala said.
Tameron studied the two of them for a moment. “But the dark fae trackers, I assume now that’s who they were, royal blue uniforms, all anxious and searching for all of you, are trying to return you to the lion fae kingdom, correct? And you are trying to avoid that. How are you going to live with her if your king will not permit it?”
“Queen. My father died some years ago,” Deveron said.
“Queen, then.”
“If the queen wishes to banish me to the human world, so be it,” Micala said, shrugging.
Deveron knew that despite his words, that was the hardest thing for Micala to admit. And frankly, even Deveron was surprised his cousin would take it that far. He could well continue to be targeted by fae seers. Deveron didn’t want that. Somehow he’d either convince his mother to allow Micala to have Cassie for his bride, or threaten revolt. If his mother didn’t agree, maybe Alicia’s grandfather would permit Micala and Cassie to live at Crislis Castle. The other option was to send him to the other side of the world to live with his sister, Ritasia, and her new husband, King Tiernan of the hawk fae.
“I will not abandon Cassie,” Micala said, his jaw taut.
“We will work it out somehow to most everyone’s satisfaction,” Deveron said, meaning his mother probably would not like it.
Tameron nodded. “Good.”
“Why are you here, living in these woods? I don’t see anyone who is any older than perhaps, seventeen,” Deveron said.
“Ah, we are the woodland fae.”
Deveron smiled. There was no such fae.
Tameron returned his smile. “All right. I can see you don’t believe me. We were the scorpion fae, warlike people who could not quit fighting. Our families fought amongst themselves. They fought against their neighbors. Eventually they killed each other off, leaving us behind.” He lifted his head proudly. “We throw off the yolk of our parents’ heritage, of our fae names, and are simply now the woodland fae.”
Deveron tried to remember anything from his studies, and then he frowned. “They…wiped each other out. They no longer exist.”
“Yes. Something for you to remember when you return to your kingdom. We don’t want trouble here. And we try hard not to find it elsewhere.”
“How come none of you are any older than seventeen?” Deveron asked again. Many fae didn’t have their abilities until they reached seventeen or older. How did this boy fae travel?
“We are peaceful here. When our youth grow too old, they move on.”
“So they don’t have a choice,” Deveron said.
“They wish to move on,” Tameron said.
Deveron didn’t believe him.
Tameron smiled. “They want to have girlfriends and boyfriends and mates. It is time for them to move on.” Then he switched the subject. “You have had trouble in the human world?”
No one said anything.
“Over her,” Tameron said, pointing to Cassie. “She has caused trouble between you and your queen, and with her own people, is it not true?”
“She is my friend,” Alicia said, instantly perking up and defending her.
“I can see this. It is unusual for the fae to become so attached to a human.” Tameron sat up taller. “Fae seers?” He threw the words out as if it suddenly dawned on him as to who they’d had difficulty with. “You had trouble with fae seers?” This time he was more direct in his approach, wanting an answer.
“Yes,” Alicia said, but she didn’t go into details.
“We must learn to get along.” Tameron took a deep breath.
Again, Deveron thought the boy was older than his years, both in the way he spoke and the way he led this group of kids. He seemed like an old soul who had seen way too much death and dying.
“Where are the fae seers now? Dead?” Tameron asked.
“One is. I was their prisoner. Another fae came to rescue me, and they tried to manacle her as well. They intended to drown us.”
“I see.” Tameron wore that superior expression again.
Alicia frowned at him as if she thought he believed she and Ena had had another choice. She had nothing against the humans. She had thought she was a human—a fae seer herself. So Deveron knew the boy’s reaction really irritated her, but because they couldn’t get out of this forest without Tameron’s help, she appeared to be controlling her temper.
“The other fae had to kill him. There were two, and Ena couldn’t talk them out of it.”
Tameron nodded, and this time he seemed to agree. “The other one?”
“A guest in the dragon fae’s keep.”
“A slave,” Tameron said, not about to be lied to.
Alicia shook her head. “I’m sure my grandfather would have had the boy terminated. But Ena must have asked for him as payment for rescuing me. You must understand, she is a dragon shifter. And they are notorious for wanting to hoard treasure. Taking a troublesome human in payment was a sacrifice she was willing to make to save his life.”
“Why?” Tameron asked.
“I wished it.”
Tameron studied her. “Your grandfather is the king?”
“Yes.”
Tameron nodded. “Why did you wish to spare the human’s life when he would have drowned you?”
“I lived with the humans.”
Startled gasps sounded from the fae seated around the fringes of the forest.
“I didn’t know I was not human.”
Cassie said, “Yeah, and I was her best friend and didn’t have a clue either.”
“Right. So I figured what if he, the human, Brett, was like me? That he was a fae seer because he was truly all fae?” Alicia asked.
“Yes, but what if he is not?” Tameron leaned forward and eyed her with interest.
“I don’t know. We’ll wait and see. Maybe someday if he doesn’t gain a fae’s abilities, Ena can return him to his world. But for now, he is a guest. He’s sleeping in a chamber, not in the dungeon.”
“That is odd. I wouldn’t have expected it of your kind. The dragon fae, I mean. I’ve heard they’re very warlike.” Tameron’s eyes widened a bit. “Others?”
“Two, in my castle’s dungeon,” Deveron said. “They didn’t fare as well. They knew where Alicia was being held and wouldn’t say. We knew they intended to kill her. They’ll live, but we haven’t decided what to do with them yet.”
“There were others who tried to stop me from seeing Cassie,” Micala added.
Tameron let out his breath. “We must have peace with the humans. Even if they are fae seers. If we prove we won’t harm them, they won’t harm us.” He motioned at their empty bowls. “Are you done with your dinner? It is time for bed. Girls stay with girls and boys with boys. If the girls and boys want to start mixing it up, then they have to leave.” Before Deveron could say anything, Tameron smiled and said, “Except for the four of you. I will keep you around for a while longer. But the division of the sexes remains in force.”
Deveron rose with Alicia, his arms securely around her shoulders. Micala stood and helped Cassie up from the leaf-littered ground and slipped his arm around her waist.
Tameron grinned. “Do not think to fight me on this. I’m in charge here. You may be a crown prince and she is the princess, but here, I am king.”
“Are you?” Deveron asked, serious.
Tameron looked a little sad at the notion, and then nodded. “I am.”
Micala looked at Deveron as if he wanted to fight Tameron about staying with Cassie.
Alicia said, “We’ll be together, and we’ll be all right.”
Tameron chuckled. “You will all live.” And then a couple of older girls led Cassie and Alicia to one of the treetop houses where they had to fae travel to reach the porch. Tameron took Deveron and Micala to another. “You can see where they’re staying from here. Don’t worry. They will come to no harm. Your fae trackers will never find us.”
“How did you keep them from finding us?” But Deveron thought he knew the answer already. He didn’t know much about the scorpion fae, except that they had claimed Arizona as the place they loved to go when on a forage to the human world. They were a long ways from the dragon and dark fae kingdoms so they’d never fought with them. But he had heard they had some powerful mages.
“Magic,” Tameron said.
Deveron nodded. And then Deveron wondered…was the fae using magic to hide his age?
The boy smiled at him.
He read his mind? Tameron chuckled. “Your bed. And Micala’s.”
Deveron had never given him his cousin’s name.



Chapter 11
 
 
 

Except for the fact Ena knew her brother thought he was saving her from both the dark fae queen and the dragon fae king’s wrath should she get between them and Princess Alicia and her human friend, Cassie, Ena was ready to kill her brother. She couldn’t believe he’d locked her in his dungeon, which unlike her own was used for prisoners on occasion, like now. But she would never have believed her brother would use it on her! 
Even his guards were afraid to see her in such a terror, leaving her meals for her when she was sleeping, probably afraid she’d scorch them. She figured the bars of the cell were resistance to flame, but she’d shifted anyway when she realized Halloran had no intention of returning and releasing her anytime soon. When she couldn’t melt the bars, she’d roared until she was hoarse. She’d had barely a voice and that made her even angrier.
Finally, she’d given it a rest and it had returned for the most part by this morning.
She worried about Princess Alicia, Cassie, and her prisoner, Brett. But there wasn’t a thing she could do about them when she couldn’t even break out of her cell!
Then she heard the lock on the dungeon door at the head of the stairs down the hall click. She peered through the gloom of the dark dungeon, her cell having no window, and there were no lights on in the place, though with her dragon sight, she could see at night also. She watched to see if it was the guard again, or her rotten brother, finally coming to release her. She’d already had a meal earlier, so it couldn’t be that anyone was bringing her a snack.
Her heartbeat was speeding up in anticipation she would have a fight on her hands.
She heard several footfalls coming down the stone steps, and she tried to judge the height and weight of the people. And why so many would be coming to see her, she hadn’t a clue.
A man, older, his step slower, women, lighter in build, their footfalls cautious, and then a man’s footfalls running down the stairs after them, confident, in a rush, unlike the others.
What was going on?
Then she saw her butler leading the pack. Ryker? At first, she was alarmed. She thought her brother meant to lock him away, too. Then she saw Cook, her cleaning maids, and her lady’s maid, followed by her prisoner, Brett.
What in the world?
Ryker rattled a ring of keys and hurried to unlock her cell door. “We must hurry, mistress.”
She frowned at her gathered staff, their expressions anxious.
“We’re breaking you out,” Brett said, smiling.
“Where are the guards?”
“We took care of them,” Brett said.
She turned her frown on him.
Ryker shrugged. “He’s the one who convinced us to learn where you were and free you. He insisted he come along to help.”
“Thank you,” she said, as they hurried down the hall, and then up the stairs, unable to transport inside the castle because of the iron ore in the rocks. She was surprised beyond measure that her staff was here. “Where is that dastardly brother of mine?”
“The king gave him a mission. He’s out of our territory at the moment,” Ryker said.
She cast a disbelieving look back at her butler. “He left me imprisoned while he’s running around the fae territories?”
“Aye, mistress.”
“The princess? Cassie?”
“They escaped the dark fae trackers from what I heard tell from the gossip that has spread among the servants at the Denkar castle and to the rest of the dragon fae court and beyond. After that? No word as of yet.”
She glanced at the two guards lying on the floor out cold at the entrance to the stairs leading down to the dungeon.
“Brett knocked them out,” Ryker said. He sounded immensely proud of the human for his deed, and she wondered what had transpired since last she’d seen the way her butler had acted toward him.
She raised her brows at Brett. He shouldn’t be able to touch a fae when he was a prisoner!
He shrugged. “No one else volunteered, and they came after Ryker with a staff. Luckily, they didn’t pull their swords or I wouldn’t be around to talk to you now. But they didn’t want to hurt your staff. Just keep them from freeing you. I was kind of an unknown quantity.”
She shook her head as they hurried toward the main entrance to the keep. Several maids watched them, but no one made a move to recapture the prisoner or interfere in any way. She gave them such a dark look and would have shifted into her dragon form if they’d stepped one foot in her direction. So she figured that’s why they stayed back and didn’t try to stop them.
“What about Alton?” she asked Ryker. “Was he in on this? I never once saw him, but I figured as close as my brother and he are, he would know I was in Halloran’s dungeon.”
“I don’t believe he knew, mistress. Brett was locked up in his chamber, but he heard Alton calling out, trying to get anyone to answer as he came by the keep several times to see you. Since your brother had dismissed us to keep us out of harm’s way…he said, we weren’t there to tell Alton that your brother had taken you away. We would never have guessed he locked you in his dungeon, which is probably why he did so. We made inquiries right away, of course. But when we returned to your castle, and found Brett was the only one still there and locked in his chamber, we continued to try to locate you. We’d already come here once before, but everyone on your brother’s staff insisted you were not here. Brett was the one who convinced us that you needed saving.”
“Thank you,” she said again to Brett, and then to the others. “And all of you came because?”
“Brett thought that if we all arrived here at once, your brother’s staff couldn’t refuse us. Which was true. His butler tried to keep us out, but we all barged in, overwhelming him. The guards were a little more difficult, but Brett said he had martial arts training. I had no idea that the arts meant kicking and using your hands to take down your opponent.”
“Martial arts,” she murmured, wondering about such offensive maneuvers. Was her staff at risk?
Her butler quickly shoved the door open to the castle, and she could see it was dark, stars twinkling across the blackness, no hint of a moon, but the dawn was beginning to lighten the morning and the shops in the village would be open soon.
“All right. I have something I must do,” Ena said. “Return to the keep. I’ll bring Brett home shortly. And…thank you again.”
They all gave her smiles as if they’d been thrilled—albeit apprehensive initially—to be in on an adventure to rescue her. She wondered if they dreamed of what it would be like being Ena and chasing off on missions—somewhat dangerous—when all they had to do was their chores day in and day out. Maybe she could change that—a little.
With quick goodbyes, everyone left to return to the keep except for Ena and Brett.
“I didn’t believe your brother would hurt you, but your staff was becoming more and more anxious with your absence,” Brett said.
“Seems to me that you were more concerned than even they were.” She still couldn’t believe Brett and her staff had come to rescue her. She was the one who was supposed to do missions like that, not her staff. And certainly not a prisoner.
He shrugged as if it didn’t mean a whole lot to him. “I don’t know. What if you never returned? Your people would find new jobs. Me? The king would probably decide to kill me. But not only that, I owed you one. You stood up to your king for me. No one’s ever risked their livelihood, even maybe life, for me.”
“We’re even then.” She didn’t want to think on the matter any further. This was just all too bizarre to deal with. “Can you stomach more fae travel?”
“It doesn’t bother me.”
“Good.” She took hold of his arm. “We’ve got a couple of errands to run.”
When they arrived at the local village where the dragon shifters and their staffs tended to shop, the places were just beginning to open. Shopkeepers were hauling out their tables to display sale items. Others were unrolling their striped awnings to shade customers while perusing the sale tables when the sun rose high in the sky later in the day.
Brett looked like an owl, his head turning from side to side, taking in the village shops—a weapon shop featuring swords and daggers, the winery, stables, clothing shops, one for men and two for women, a boot shop, a butcher shop, a farmer’s market, and three taverns.
“Why is everything so…behind the times in the fae world?” he asked.
She stiffened. “We are not behind the times. We just prefer the…status quo. Surely, sometimes you wish you could stop time and enjoy what you have for a while longer and not have to constantly update what you own? What a waste.”
He didn’t say anything as she walked him toward the boot shop. She glanced at him.
“I can’t say that if a company has a new product coming out in the line of electronics that I wouldn’t want it.”
“Are you like the rest of your kind who have to have what everybody else has?”
He shook his head. “Not everything. I don’t care anything about what sneakers anybody else is wearing, or any other piece of clothing, for that matter.”
She nodded her approval, then noted the number of shopkeepers sweeping off their clean porches, watching as she and Brett walked by. Yes, yes, so it was unusual for her to be escorting a human around the village, who happened to be a prisoner, and she imagined that everyone wondered where her brother had hidden her and had finally released her, but really? Nothing better to do but gawk at her and Brett?
“I thought maybe others would be dressed like you are in your world, but you don't seem to care what others are wearing either,” Brett said.
“You don’t approve?” She arched a brow at him. She knew she shouldn’t have asked. She shouldn’t have cared what the human thought concerning the way she dressed. Even so, she was curious, which had always been her downfall.
He smiled in a way that said just how much he approved, but it had more to do with the way she looked in them than what she was wearing, if the way he looked her over so methodically with an upward curve of his mouth said anything.
She felt her whole body overheat at once. Which was ridiculous! She reminded herself she shouldn’t have cared what he thought. His smile broadened a little as her face felt even hotter.
“I can’t believe you don’t have cell phones, televisions, or computers,” he said.
“We live fine without them.”
She shoved open the door to the boot shop to get this business over with, and then put him to work in the garden where he would stay all day to earn his keep.
“But what do you do for fun?” he asked.
“Swim, hike, fly, play board games. Do any number of things—many of which are outdoors. We sometimes have dragon balls. We have a semi-annual fair where some of us compete at flying, hunting, and flame throwing.”
That finally shut Brett up. She was sure he was still shook up about the human who she had to turn into ashes.
The shopkeeper, Mr. Fitzwilliam, stood dusting boots and smiled at her, giving the human an icy glower. She imagined the word had gotten around that Brett wasn’t a slave but a fae killer and her prisoner.
“Mr. Fitzwilliam,” she said in greeting. Then she turned to Brett. “Pick out a pair of boots.”
“There aren’t any prices on them.”
“Just any you wish. Just pick a pair that are comfortable.”
“But I don’t have any money here and…”
She folded her arms and looked crossly at Brett. She never bought her staff clothes. She paid them a weekly wage. They purchased their own personal items. With Brett, she didn’t have a choice. She wasn’t about to listen to his sneakers squeak on her stone floors any longer. And if he wore fae clothes, he wouldn’t stick out so much. Besides, they were comfortable.
Seeing that she was serious and now annoyed with him, he glanced at the boots, but didn’t make a move to select any to try on.
“You’ll earn a wage. You can pay me back,” she finally said. Maybe he thought she was giving them as gifts. Well, she wasn’t. She hadn’t planned to charge him for his first set of fae clothes either. They were just part of doing his job. Not presents, as such.
He raised his brows at her, that darkly suggestive smile reappearing as if he was highly amused.
“Gardening,” she clarified, just in case he was thinking about her love slave remark to her brother over dinner the other night. Brett probably wasn’t, but she was thinking of it when he gave her that look.
“Gardening. Lawn mowing? I can do that.”
“Lawn…mowing? We have gardens. Weeding, digging holes for new plants, trimming branches, sweeping up leaves—gardening.”
He glanced around at the boots and folded his arms. “I don’t see any that would be gardening boots.”
“They are whatever you make of them. Hiking boots? Gardening boots? Playing board games? They are good for any of these things.”
He lifted one pair of suede boots she’d noticed he’d spied right away and though he’d glanced at others, his gaze kept drifting back to the knee-high boots that laced up the front. Of course they had to be the most expensive pair in the shop.
“Come on, come on. We don’t have all day,” she said. If those were the ones he wanted, so be it.
“If I’m going to buy them, I’ll need to know the prices. For comparison,” he said.
“See if those fit and if they feel comfortable, we’ll get them. I will tell you how much you owe me later.” It was bad enough that Mr. Fitzwilliam knew the prisoner was going to be on her staff and paid a weekly wage. She didn’t want to say how much in front of him also. The word would soon make the rounds.
Not that she intended to tell Brett that the boots would cost him a whole month’s worth of wages. If he had just picked out a pair, she would have given them to him for free!
He sat down on a hand-carved bench and slipped his feet into the boots, then proceeded to lace them up. He stood and walked around the shop.
He frowned. “I’m not sure. They’re a little snug around the toes, and the heel is just a little bit wide.”
“Try on another pair then.” Did he spend this much time when he picked out those squeaky sneakers?
He tried on ten more pairs of boots, but it didn’t take a mind reader to know he wanted the first pair. Still, if they didn’t fit well…
“I like those,” Brett said, after putting away the last pair of boots he’d tried on. He was very neat, not leaving the footwear all over the place for Mr. Fitzwilliam to put away.
She was impressed.
Brett motioned to the ones he’d tried on in the beginning. “Those aren’t too bad.”
“But if they don’t fit…”
He gave her a warning look. She raised her brows at him.
He frowned, eyeing the boots, arms folded. “Maybe if they were priced a bit less…then I wouldn’t feel so reluctant to have to break in the boots so that they fit better.” He glanced at Ena.
She scowled at him. “Do the boots fit or not? You will have us waste a whole day at the village when you have gardening work to do.”
She hated shopping. The quicker the better. She was not one to—as the human’s would say—window shop.
“Yes, I want them, but only if we can get the storekeeper to come down on the price.”
“You don’t even know how much they cost.”
He rolled his eyes at her. She stared back at him, her mouth open. She had heard that Princess Alicia used that human mannerism and had started quite a trend among the dragon fae at court. But Ena had never seen anyone do that. And certainly not at something she had said.
She grabbed the boots and shoved them at Brett. “Put them on.”
He seized them before she let go of them, and then she turned to Mr. Fitzwilliam. “Add the cost of the boots to my account, will you?”
“Yes, ma’am.” He smiled broadly at her and gave Brett another cold glower, then walked back to his counter to add the sale to his books.
When Brett was done lacing his boots, he picked up his sneakers.
She immediately said, “Leave them. Mr. Fitzwilliam will dispose of them.”
“They cost $150! They’re great shoes. There is not a thing wrong with them.”
“Then he’ll give them away to some poor urchin who will drive his family nuts with the sound of him squeaking everywhere he walks.”
“That’s what this is all about? You want me to buy…”
She seized the sneakers from his grip, set them on a bench, grabbed Brett’s arm, and hauled him out of the shop. “This is my world, you work for me, and I set the rules. No questions asked.”
“I was only trying to get him to come down on the price in there. Aren’t you supposed to barter?”
“I’m a dragon shifter!” she said, as if that explained everything.
He stared at her as she led him to the men’s clothes shop past one of the taverns. She let out her breath. “I have hoards of treasure tucked away. If the shopkeepers ever came down on their prices for anyone, it would never be for any of the dragon shifters.”
“Oh.” He saw where they were headed next and he said, “Don’t tell me my clothes squeak, too.”
She chuckled and the sound of it made him quickly look down at her.
“I like it when you laugh,” he said.
“Don’t get used to it.”
He smiled and his expression made her think she’d just issued him a challenge. “So why do I have to wear fae clothes? You don’t.”
“What do you think I’m wearing?” she asked.
“Well, I guess they are from this world, but they’re atypical.”
“That’s because I’m not the same.”
“All right. Then why can’t I be different?”
“You are. Too dissimilar. Wearing our clothes will help you to stand out less.”
“I still don’t understand.”
“I…I don’t want you to be treated unkindly while you’re here. You will be anyway because of your past history. But if you at least dress like us…well, like the rest of the people living here, you’ll kind of fit in more. Maybe over time, your newness will wear off and people will see you for what you really are. Hopefully that will be good.”
“You have your doubts?”
“You wanted to move Princess Alicia to another location, not leave her and run away. Why? Did you still intend to kill her?”
“I never wanted to kill her. She was different than the others. And one of the other boys remembered her from school last year. She was a good friend of Cassie’s last year, he said. She undoubtedly had come to see her. Another fae was seeing Cassie. We didn’t know what it meant. Were the fae now looking to have friendships with humans? If so, how could we kill them if things were changing between us?”
“Hey!” Alton shouted from the tavern steps they’d passed. “Ena! Wait up!”
Now she wanted to roll her eyes. She definitely didn’t want to talk to Alton right this moment. Not with Brett here. And not when she was not done being angry with her brother.



Chapter 12
 
 
 

That night, Deveron slept deeply only to wake to the sound of the waves crashing on the beach down below. He felt a warm body sleeping in his arms. His eyes popped open. Alicia.

He took a relieved breath. Goddess he was glad he hadn’t gotten cold during the night and had been snuggling up to Micala instead.
Alicia was still sleeping soundly. He glanced behind him and saw Micala and Cassie spooned together, fast asleep. Why…why were they here? No longer in the treetop cabins? And where exactly was here? How long had they been here?
That’s when he saw three dark fae trackers and five guards heading for them. Before he could call out an alarm and wake his sleeping companions, three of the trackers tossed iron mesh nets over them.
He hadn’t expected his freedom to be cut short that fast.
The next thing he knew, the guards had taken them to the Denkar dungeon—locking Alicia and Cassie in one cell, and Deveron and Micala in another. He was ready to strangle Micala for getting him in a bind with his mother and Alicia. And making such a disaster of Cassie’s life.
“What do you think your mother intends to do with us?” Alicia asked, peering through the bars at Deveron.
He paced, so furious with the predicament they were in, he couldn’t think straight.
Footfalls sounded and they turned to look to see who was coming. A guard escorted a pretty brunette woman down the corridor between the cells. Deveron thought he recognized her from the dragon fae kingdom. Countess Salimina, he thought.
She smiled brightly at Alicia as the guard led her to her cell.
Alicia shook her head. “I won’t leave Cassie behind.”
“You won’t need to. Queen Irenis has given me permission to take you home.”
Deveron had a sinking feeling that Alicia’s grandfather would lock her in a retaining collar, and he wouldn’t see her again without King Tibero’s express permission. Which might even mean supervised visits.
Which also meant, Deveron would have to break her out of her castle as soon as he could.
Alicia frowned at the countess. “My grandfather—”
“All will be well,” Countess Salimina assured her, smiling. “Really. I have never told you anything but the truth. Trust me.”
The guard unlocked the cell and pulled the door aside.
Alicia glanced at Deveron, her expression one of wariness. He watched her, wanted to tell her not to go, but he couldn’t. This was her decision to make. She had to know he would come for her, that her grandfather could not keep them apart.
He didn’t know how, but he’d come up with a plan.
She took Cassie’s hand, then left the cell. His heart was pounding so hard, he felt it would burst with terror that she was leaving him. No one had ever made him feel that way before. And he didn’t believe anyone would ever make him experience the kind of exhilaration he always felt when he was with her.
She crossed the floor and stood before Deveron’s cell, then she turned to the guard and said, “Unlock it so I can say goodbye.”
The guard, stony-faced all except for the slightly raised black brows, shook his head.
He probably assumed the four of them would attempt to flee. Which they would have.
She scowled at him, then turned her attention to Deveron, and released Cassie’s hand. Alicia poked her small face through the bars as much as she could, closed her eyes, puckered her lips, and waited for his kiss.
He had to smile. He slipped his hands outside of his cell, placed them on the sides of her head and kissed her…softly, deepening the kiss, loving her. He didn’t want to let go of her, and knew as soon as he did he’d feel bereft.
The countess cleared her throat.
Deveron ignored her, kissed Alicia like he’d never have a chance again—which considering what his mother and Alicia’s grandfather might have in mind—could very well be a reasonable assumption.
“My lady,” the countess said. “We must go.”
Deveron leaned his forehead against Alicia’s, trying to regain his equilibrium because she totally unbalanced him, and whispered, “I will come for you. One way or another.”
She swallowed hard and her eyes filled with tears.
He kissed her again, hating that he couldn’t pull her close, couldn’t wrap his arms around her, couldn’t hold her tight.
And then the countess took Alicia’s arm and pulled her gently away. “Come. We must hurry.”
Alicia mouthed to Deveron, “I love you.”
He nodded. She knew how he felt. She knew he’d move the world to get to her.
Alicia took hold of Cassie’s hand and the countess wrapped her arm around Alicia’s waist and they were gone.
Deveron turned to scowl at Micala. This was all his fault. But when he turned, he saw how devastated Micala looked.
Ah, hell, how could he be angry with his cousin when he felt the same way about Cassie?
***
Alton stalked toward Ena and Brett as they paused in front of the men’s clothing shop. “Where have you been? Halloran said you’d gone on another mission for the king, but I suspected he wasn’t telling me the truth.”
“You mean, he was lying. I was locked in his dungeon. Are you sure you hadn’t known that?” Alton was definitely off her list of acceptable mates if he had known.
“No. I hadn’t. Damn him.” Alton appeared as though he was telling the truth. But then it was hard to tell sometimes with inscrutable shifter expressions.
“Yes, well, I’ll have words with him when he returns.”
“I’m sorry. I would have freed you at once had I known. Why did he do it?”
“Princess Alicia had come to protect Cassie, her human friend, and apparently Queen Irenis wanted the girl for one reason or another. Supposedly, my brother thought to protect me.”
“Oh,” Alton said.
She got the distinct impression Alton was rethinking the situation and he might have locked her up in his dungeon! Or…bedchamber if he could have gotten away with it.
Alton glanced at Brett and scowled. “Why is he wearing fae boots?” He knew the human couldn’t have bought them on his own.
She sighed. The word would get all over the village and beyond before nightfall that she was outfitting her prisoner in fae clothes, giving him special treatment. She imagined some wouldn’t like it. But he was her first prisoner and she’d do with him as she believed fair and just.
“Not that it’s any of your concern, I couldn’t stand to hear him walk in those squeaky sneakers one more moment.”
Alton peered closer at the boots, then his face darkened. “Those are the top of the line boots that Fitzwilliam sells.”
She shrugged. “They fit him the best and he liked them the most.”
“You let him select them? He’s a prisoner! Those boots cost a fortune.”
She saw that Brett was watching her now, speculation written all over his face. She wanted to tell him not to read more into what she’d done than that she had wanted to do it and that was it.
“I’ve got more shopping to do. I’ll see you later,” she said dismissively to Alton.
“We missed lunch,” he said, annoyed.
“Yes, well you can blame that on Halloran. I was sitting in his cell in the dungeon, remember? Brett led my staff on a rescue mission to free me or I’d still be there.”
“He killed fae!”
“Halloran?” she asked. She knew very well Alton meant Brett, but her brother had killed fae also, as part of his duty, battles they’d fought, it was part of who they were.
“No! Him.” Alton pointed an accusing finger at Brett.
“Ah, well, as I said, I’ve got more shopping to do.” She continued to the men’s shop.
Alton called out, “You can’t mean to dress the rest of him in fae clothes.”
She turned and opened her mouth to reply, but Brett said, “I’d prefer to wear my own clothes.” She got the distinct impression from the way he said it to her, not as if he wanted to, but as if he wanted to smooth things over between her and Alton. She didn’t need a human’s help in that regard.
“That isn’t what I wish.” Her voice was low and growly, and her whole demeanor told him to accept it and shut up. She headed for the shop again and shoved open the door.
Brett quickly followed her inside. “He’s jealous of me,” he said to her, sounding pleased about the whole scenario as if the dragon shifter had a reason to be envious!
“No, he’s not,” she said, giving him a sideways glower that meant Brett needed to watch what he said among her people.
The shopkeeper straightened his impeccable gray blue tunic that matched his gray blue eyes and hair and smiled at Ena. “Another gift for your brother?”
He glanced at Brett and bowed his head very slightly in greeting.
The mention of her brother made her want to roar. Instead, she gave Mr. Everett an annoyed look and said, “For Halloran? Iron manacles if you have them.” Which she knew the shopkeeper wouldn’t have, but he’d figure Halloran was not in her good graces. Then she motioned to Brett. “I want him dressed in the fae way. Help him pick out the correct sizes, will you?”
“Yes, Mistress Ena. Right away.” He motioned to the costliest line of tunics hanging on racks in the front of the shop.
She shook her head. The boots were one thing. They could be worn for any occasion. The tunics were reserved more for special festivities. He wouldn’t be needing anything like that.
“Show him some that would work for every day outdoor jobs. Gardening and—”
“Rescuing dragon shifters from dungeons,” Brett said with a hint of a smile.
She gave him a narrow-eyed look. She hadn’t wanted the whole village to know that she’d needed rescuing! Especially not when her prisoner had to do the rescuing.
Brett’s smile broadened. She thought he had a nice smile, and that he probably used it to get his way with all the human girls back home. If she had been human, she might have even fallen for his charm.
Mr. Everett watched their interaction, brows raised, but then he cleared his throat, evidently taken aback by the revelation. Did he realize now why she had wanted manacles for her brother? Maybe he was just surprised to hear that the human prisoner had come to her rescue. Or that he even spoke when he should have remained quiet.
He studied Brett for a moment more, then said, “I have just the thing.”
They were still high-end priced tunics, but more suitable for labor rather than for court appearances.
“Trewes, same thing,” she said.
Mr. Everett gathered up several brown tunics in various designs. She wrinkled her nose at the duller colors. She loved black because it was a fashion statement, as far as she was concerned. Brown was too dull for her. She imagined because with her black hair, it just didn’t look all the great.
“Some blue please,” she said.
Mr. Everett looked at her. She felt her cheeks warm…then the feeling spread through her blood.
“Of course,” he said, glancing at Brett, now the shopkeeper’s look one of speculation.
She should have kept her mouth shut.
“Dark blue or light blue?” Mr. Everett asked.
Blue to match Brett’s eyes, she thought, but she’d already said way too much. “Any shade, light, dark, it doesn’t matter.” Then she quickly added, “His clothes will match my staff’s better since he’ll be working with them. More…uniform, that way.”
Only she had never really noticed what her staff wore. When Cook had applied for the position, she was concerned she’d have to wear black like Ena. Lila hated the color. So as Ena recalled, the woman always wore bright colors. Maybe blue sometimes. What did she know?
Ryker wore black because that’s what he believed butlers should wear. Her lady’s maid… Ena had to think hard on that. She didn’t remember. A dull yellow dress once. She didn’t like dull yellow so that stuck in her mind. And her cleaning ladies? They wore white aprons to dust in. She didn’t know what they wore under the aprons. A variety of colors, she supposed. So why did she care what Brett wore? She was paying for the clothes, for one.
“Of course,” Mr. Everett said. “Blue.”
He knew very well Ryker shopped in this store for only black. Thankfully the shopkeeper didn’t remark on it.
Brett cast her an amused smile. Did he remember what the others wore? She frowned at him. “Hurry up. I swear you are trying to waste the whole day so you don’t have to garden.”
He did not remind her that the business of buying him clothes was all her idea, and he would have skipped such a time waster if it had been his choice.
He might not have liked the idea of wearing all fae clothes, but he had a spring in his step as he headed for the fitting room, following after Mr. Everett, who had grabbed a selection of every shade of blue he could find. He knew how to work a sale.
“Which of these are the least expensive?” Brett asked the shopkeeper, as he shut the door to the fitting room.
She smiled to herself. She appreciated that he kept worrying about the price of the clothes. Did he think he would be indebted to her forever? If she didn’t give him a price cut, he would be.
“They are all the same price,” the shopkeeper said.
Which meant she would pay the highest price he could get from her no matter the quality. She hoped that Brett would select the highest quality among the selections since she was paying for it anyway. Such was the problem when everyone in the village knew she was a dragon shifter and could well afford higher prices. She didn’t mind much though. The non-shifters depended on the shifters’ generosity. What was the use of earning her wealth in gold if not to spend it—on occasion. By dragon nature, she did love to hoard her gold, though at times like these, she’d splurge a bit.
The door to the shop opened with a squeak behind her, startling her, and she turned to look to see who had arrived.
Three male dragon shifters entered—her possible suitors—all wearing scowls and looking highly annoyed with her. She figured Alton must have been drinking with them in the tavern, and he told them about her boot-buying venture and that she was now outfitting the human in the rest of the fae clothes. Since they were here, they obviously hadn’t liked it and would let her know how they felt about it. Didn’t they know that all this male dragon posturing was pissing her off?
It certainly wasn’t a way to encourage her interest in them. She’d heard dragon shifters lived in other territories far from here and if the ones here continued to annoy her while she took care of her prisoner, she would look elsewhere for a mate.
“Kiernan, Olaf, Amerand,” she said in greeting. She didn’t believe for one minute that all three were here merely to shop.
But Mr. Everett hurried out of Brett’s dressing room to see to the new customers as if he believed they were ready to buy his store out.
“Ena,” the three shifters belatedly said in unison in greeting.
“Shopping?” she asked, as if she was dumb enough to think that.
They had all turned their heads to watch the dressing room like a bunch of predators, listening to their prey nearby and wondering how best to corner it.
“We were looking in on you,” Amerand said, shifting his gaze to her, finally answering her question about what they were doing here.
That would have been nice, especially if they had looked in on her when she was confined in her brother’s dungeon! And not when she was shopping for her prisoner!
She liked Amerand best of the three males. His curly blond hair swept his shoulders and he turned into an emerald green dragon when he shifted. She had wondered if his genetics would produce emerald green offspring or if the color was more of a recessive trait. She liked his vibrant green coloring, very showy, and she always felt her scales were a dull green in comparison so she had always admired his looks. So had all the other females though. That was the problem when a dragon was so colorful and noticeable.
His eyes were a darker green than hers also, and he usually had a smile for her. But not today. He didn’t seem quite as aggravated with her as the others did now though. More concerned.
“Alton said your brother locked you in his dungeon,” Amerand said, and he was back to being displeased, but she wasn’t sure if it had to do with the reason she was confined, or that Halloran had done so.
Alton must have told the whole blasted lot of them what was going on with her. She shouldn’t have told him anything, yet she’d wanted to see his reaction, to learn if he had been speaking the truth or not about whether he knew Halloran had locked her up.
“Halloran wouldn’t have done so,” Olaf said, “unless you had gotten yourself way in over your head with the royals.”
Now she was more than incensed. If Olaf was going to stick up for her brother, he was in the same boat with him, as far as she was concerned.
Olaf was brown-haired, brown-eyed, and when he shifted, a brown-skinned dragon. Some might think he was boring looking, but every scale was edged in specks of gold that in the sunlight made him glimmer, and in the pale moonlight made him shimmer. His brown eyes when dragonfied turned a brilliant gold. Others teased him that his coloring meant well grounded—which meant he was more suited to remain earthbound instead of flying high in the heavens.
Brown was an unusual color for a dragon, so he strutted his scales as if they were a peacock’s coloration instead, different from all the rest. She had to admire him for that because she was kind of like him, wearing all black when most of the shifter females wore colorful dresses to catch the males’ interest.
Some of the males gave Olaf a hard time because brown was also thought of as the life giver—god of fertility, mother earth. He turned that around and winked at the eligible females, letting them know he was hot stuff if they ever selected him.
She folded her arms. “My brother did not have to lock me in his dungeon!”



Chapter 13








 

Ena stood her ground, waiting for any of the three dragon shifters to disagree with her. It didn’t take long for one of them to. 
“If your brother had incarcerated you anywhere else, you would have burned a hole in the place and made your escape,” Kiernan said to Ena. He was a redhead with bright blue eyes, nearly as stunning as Brett’s, though why she should think of Brett’s as stunning when he was her prisoner, she couldn’t fathom.
Kiernan was a red dragon, blood red, which made him look more aggressive, fiery tempered, battle ready, and dangerous. She thought he was the least aggressive of all the males, but that was probably because he looked like he was so hot-tempered, no one messed with him much.
Perception was everything sometimes.
“What are you going to do with him?” Kiernan pressed.
Him had to mean the prisoner.
Since they had been talking about her brother incarcerating her, she chose to speak of that him instead. “I have no idea how I’m going to pay Halloran back. If I tell any of you what I intend to do, the word is sure to get back to my brother.”
Kiernan’s blue eyes slimmed into slits. “I meant the fae seer.”
“Oh, him. Well, all of you know how terrible my gardens look. He’ll be my gardener and take care of the disarray. I can’t seem to hire anyone who can do the job right. I even tried to bribe Alton’s gardener once, but he said he couldn’t afford to be on the dragon shifter’s bad side. So my prisoner will do the work.”
As if it was anyone’s business, she desperately wanted to say. But she figured if she made it sound like she was going to make Brett work really hard, they’d back off a bit.
“Good,” Amerand said.
Score one point for Amerand.
The others didn’t appear to be appeased.
That was another reason she liked Amerand. He at least attempted to get in her good graces.
Brett came out of the fitting room, wearing a pale blue tunic and navy trewes and looked straight at Ena as if he didn’t see the male dragon shifters crowding around her. He was holding a royal blue tunic in one hand and a slate gray blue in the other. “Which of these do you like better?”
He looked great in fae clothes, but no way could she reveal what she was thinking to the dragon shifters. Or to the human either.
She wanted the floor to swallow her up. If she’d been alone and he’d been a dragon shifter she was interested in, she would have said that any of the three would do as they each highlighted his beautiful blue eyes. But in front of the dragon shifters who were already pissed off about Brett when he was only human? No way. She shouldn’t even be thinking such thoughts!
Her lady’s maid burst through the shop door, startling them all. “Mistress Ena, I’ve been looking all over for you. You’ve been summoned to court.”
Her stomach tightening, Ena quickly looked back at Brett. The king wasn’t going to back down on allowing her to keep Brett as her prisoner, was he?
“I had to come and tell you because you’re to wear something…uhm, other than black.” Muriel quickly looked at the floor as if saying so was sacrilegious.
“What?” Ena snapped.
Black defined Ena. Everyone knew her because of what she wore. Once, she wore pale green to an event because of her eyes, and she faded into the background. No one even knew she’d arrived at the dragon fae festivities. She was just like all the other dragon fae, blending in. No one even realized she was a dragon shifter. And that wouldn’t do.
“Beg your forgiveness, Mistress Ena,” the maid said, eyes still lowered to the floor. “He, well, King Tibero insisted you be there, and he furthermore stated you will not wear black. It’s a celebration, he said.”
Celebration. Were they celebrating that she’d saved Alicia? Alicia must have finally returned home to Crislis Castle.
Ena sighed. “All right, all right. I’ve got to make a trip to the women’s store then.” Maybe she could get by with a color that was so dark it was nearly black. “He didn’t say anything about my prisoner, did he?”
The maid finally shook her head.
“Okay.” Ena turned to Brett who was still standing there, holding the other blue tunics. “Any will do. You pick. And hurry it up. I have to shop some more.” She growled the last words. She hated to shop. Especially for something that she wouldn’t wear again.
She glanced at the male dragon shifters and saw them watching her with barely constrained smiles. “What?” she snapped. “Don’t you have anything better to do with your time?”
Olaf asked the maid, “When is the celebration scheduled for?”
“This afternoon,” Muriel said brightly.
Olaf clapped Kiernan on the shoulder. “We must away and get ready. I should like to see what Ena ends up wearing that would not be black.”
Amerand cast Brett one last scowl, and then he and the others headed out of the shop.
“I’ll return soon,” Ena said to her maid.
The woman curtseyed, then left.
Brett hurried back into the dressing room.
Ena called out to him, “Wear the clothes you wish to buy and leave your human clothes behind.”
“I love these jeans and this—”
“Just do it,” she ordered.
“Will your gardener be attending the celebration?” Mr. Everett asked, looking hopeful that she might purchase a more expensive tunic also for Brett to wear to the celebration.
“No.” She didn’t want Brett anywhere near the king. If he should see him again, she was afraid he’d want him terminated immediately. Especially if he was anywhere in the vicinity of Alicia.
Besides, he was supposed to be home gardening.
Brett came out of the fitting room wearing the royal blue tunic. “I can‘t decide.”
“Oh, for heaven sake. Do I have to do everything for you? I like the one you have on. Put the cost on my account, Mr. Everett, if you would.”
“Yes, Mistress Ena. I do say I like that color on him the best.”
Brett smiled at Ena. “It was my favorite, too.” Looking reluctant, he handed over his human clothes.
“He will probably need some undergarments,” Mr. Everett said.
Ena instantly looked down at Brett’s trewes as if she had vision that could see through the navy fabric to what he was wearing underneath them. She felt her face flame at the notion.
“A week’s worth,” she said quickly. “And socks.”
“I have several different styles of undergarments,” Mr. Everett said. “Dark blue, white, black, and brown. Short, long, skimpy, very skimpy.”
Fighting a smile—the devil take him—Brett looked at her, waiting for her opinion on the garments in question.
Embarrassed to the marrow of her bones, she turned and stalked out of the shop.
After Brett hastily picked out his undergarments and joined her where she was pacing outside the men’s shop, they quickly headed to the women’s shop down the street. As soon as she entered the store, figuring she’d grab the darkest gown she could and be done with it, she found she was having a horrible time making a selection. She wanted to wear trewes. She wanted to wear black. What she discovered was that the shop carried only colorful gowns and black of course, but that was it! No dark anything that would be close to being black.
Brett pulled out one dress, eyed her, and set it back on the rack. He pulled out another, looked her over, and set it back.
Goddess this was awful. She would have been home long before this if the king had allowed her to wear black. She did have one gown that was that color.
“This one,” Brett said, holding up a sexy red grown.
Her eyes widened.
“With your dark hair, it would look great.”
Mrs. Honeywell smiled. “He’s right, you know. With your dark hair, any of the bright colors would look good on you.”
“Or white or black,” Ena said, scowling as she turned her attention to the gowns hanging on the racks again.
“What is the occasion that you need the dress for?” the shopkeeper asked. Mrs. Honeywell had to realize it had to be a really unusual affair, or Ena wouldn’t be looking for a dress other than black. Or looking for a dress period.
“The king has summoned me for a celebration this afternoon.”
Mrs. Honeywell frowned. “There is no celebration at the castle.”
Ena glanced at her. The woman would know. All the women who would be attending should have been here, looking for a gown at the last minute. “But my maid said the king…” She shook her head and began poking at the gowns again. “It’s impromptu. I’m sure it’s in celebration of Alicia’s return, and he hadn’t known exactly when she’d return.” She wondered what had happened to Micala and Cassie and hoped they were all right.
“Hmm, and since you rescued her, you’ll be honored. You must wear something truly special. I have one in the back that I just finished creating. It hasn’t been on the rack yet, but I think it might be just what you’re looking for.”
Ena folded her arms. “What is the color?”
Brett pulled out a hot, hot, hot pink. “How about this one.”
“No.” She’d look like a tression wildflower.
“It’s green,” Mrs. Honeywell called out from her store room and dressmaking shop in the back of the store.
Green. She’d blend in, disappear, and fade among all the other dragon fae. She sighed. Well, she supposed it was best for an event like this. No one would see her wearing the gown, and she could give it to one of her maids afterward. She really didn’t want anyone seeing her wearing anything other than black. And it wasn’t like she was trying to attract anyone’s attention at this dragon fae party anyway.
When Mrs. Honeywell carried the gown into the shop, Ena’s jaw dropped. The satin fabric was emerald green, sequins and emeralds sewn onto the material sparkling under the shop lights. She was awestruck and in love with it. The gown reminded her of Amerand and his beautiful green skin as he soared high above in the sky, the sun shining off his brilliantly-colored scales.
“Would you like to try it on?” Mrs. Honeywell asked, smiling at seeing Ena’s surprised expression.
“Yes,” Brett said at the same instant Ena said, “No.”
She gave him a warning look. She was in charge here and it was her dress to choose!
“I’m sure it’ll fit,” she said. “I don’t have any more time left to shop.” She didn’t want Mrs. Honeywell or Brett or anyone else in the world to know how much the dress pleased her. Next, everyone would be expecting her to wear colorful dresses all the time.
Once. She’d wear it once, and never again.
“Thank you,” she said, and had the shopkeeper put it on her account.
She didn’t have to ask Brett to carry it for her, and hadn’t planned to, but he took hold of it as if that was his duty and carried it along with his sacks of underwear and socks. She slipped her hand around Brett’s arm to take him back to the castle.
“Enjoy the celebration, Mistress Ena,” Mrs. Honeywell said.
“Thank you.” She hoped she would and wouldn’t stand out in a way that was embarrassing. And then they were off.
“You will be beautiful,” Brett said, as she settled in the great hall with him.
Why did he have to say things like that and make her blush anew? She nodded a thank you, trying as nonchalant as possible, but he smiled back at her anyway.
“Lunch is served,” Lila cheerfully said. She glanced at Brett. “I made you your favorite white bread covered with honey for dessert.”
Ena looked at him. He shrugged. “She screamed in the herb garden yesterday. I thought a dragon…well, a bear was eating her or something and came to rescue her. I scared off a snake in the garden and brought in the snippings she wanted.”
Why was he able to go to Lila’s rescue when he should have been locked up in his chamber?
“How long had you been out of your chamber, running around freely?” Ena asked, furious with her staff.
“Muriel needed his help moving a heavy piece of furniture as she’d lost a ring behind it. You know how Ryker is. He said it was not a butler’s job. We thought maybe Brett could move it for us,” Lila quickly said.
“And then you didn’t bother to lock him back up in his chamber?”
“It was time for the meal. I went out to get the herbs and the snake startled me. Brett rushed out to—”
“Save you. I get the picture.” Ena took her gown from Brett and headed for the stairs.
“The gown is beautiful, mistress,” Lila called after her.
“Thank you.” Ena couldn’t wait to get this over with. She tossed over her shoulder, hating to, but she needed help, “Please send Muriel up to help me dress.” That was one reason she hated wearing fae gowns.
“Oh, dear, she went off to market and hasn’t returned yet,” Lila said.
Which meant she was seeing some guy.
“Where are the other ladies?”
“I’m not certain.” Lila looked at Brett as if he could help out.
Ena said, “Then you will help me, Lila. I can’t fasten the ties in back.”
“I’d help, but I don’t know anything about such a thing,” Brett said, looking cocky as the devil. “But I’d be willing to learn.”
“Remember what I am, human,” she said, giving him her harshest glower. Although her suitors might jest about such a thing, they were at least dragon shifters and not a human prisoner!
Truly, she didn’t think any of them would offer either. Helping her out of a gown, yes. Helping her into one, no.
She stalked up the steps to her floor with Lila trailing behind.
Before long and with much complaining from her cook, to which Ena reminded her that it was not her fault her whole staff had abandoned her in her time of need, she walked down the stairs to the great hall, feeling like a fae princess.
For one who was used to being a dark and formidable dragon shifter, she didn’t feel comfortable with the way she looked. She frowned as her whole staff hurried to see her. Where had they been when she could have had some help dressing?
Brett was grinning big time. “Beautiful.”
Everyone else quickly added comments remarking on her beauty. Lila had insisted on changing Ena’s eye shadow to a soft green to match her eyes and painted her fingernails emerald with sprinkles that looked like tiny chips of diamonds. She rather liked the way her nails looked, she hated to admit.
“I’m off,” she said quickly. She glanced at Brett. “Make sure the prisoner is locked in his chamber tonight.”
All smiles, everyone nodded. She wasn’t sure they would obey her, and that meant when she returned home tonight, she’d have to ensure he was locked in for the night. Maybe months from now, they could give him more leeway. But for now, he needed some restrictions.
***
As soon as she arrived at Crislis Castle, she thought it odd that the great hall was not decorated, nor were ladies and gents milling around in their finery. In fact, several were clustered together gossiping, but none were dressed in anything half as fine as she. Had her maid gotten her information wrong?
Everyone stared at her, probably wondering who she was. Then a guard hurried toward her, and she suspected he thought to throw her out of the castle for being someone unknown, and not belonging here. But the guard hastily said, “Mistress Ena?”
He recognized her! Probably her short hair, which was unusual for a woman of the realm. “Yes. Where is everyone?”
“Your maid was to tell you the celebration is at Donao Castle of the Denkar, beg your forgiveness, mistress.”
Ena closed her eyes briefly, annoyed with her maid. She opened her eyes and nodded. “Thank you.” Then she saw four of her dragon shifter suitors headed in her direction. They were all gaping at her, all dressed in their finery.
Had they gotten the wrong word also? The guard stared at them in surprise. “Excuse me, mistress. I need to have a word with the gentlemen.”
She hastily departed for the dark fae castle, not wanting to be late, or arrive with the dragon shifters. She hoped she could disappear into the walls. Then again, at Crislis Castle, everyone knew her for the most part. Though dressed like this, she still believed she wouldn’t have been that recognizable. In the Denkar realm? Barely anybody knew her.
When she arrived, a man quickly headed for her. “Mistress Ena, this way please.”
She recognized him as Prince Deveron’s cousin, Niall. She was startled to see him waiting for her out in the common area.
“I’m surprised the celebration is here. I thought that King Tibero was having a celebration at his castle,” she said.
“Queen Irenis wished Deveron and Alicia wed at once.” Niall smiled at her. “She actually demanded it. Not that we were all that amazed at the change in plans, but I think your king was a little taken aback.”
“They’re getting married?” Ena said with such disbelief, Niall chuckled.
“’Tis best for all concerned. The wedding was inevitable, and more trouble would come of them sneaking around to see each other.”
She frowned. “What of Cassie? And Micala?”
“They’re here, but the queen hasn’t decided what to do about them. Well, in truth, I believe she has, but she doesn’t wish to say until after Princess Alicia and Prince Deveron are wed. Then she will deal with Micala.”
“Alicia won’t agree with the queen if she intends any harm to come to Cassie,” Ena warned.
“I wouldn’t even venture a guess, truly.” He led her into the great chapel where everyone appeared to be waiting on Ena.
How embarrassing!
Smiles abounded, and Niall escorted Ena down the blue carpeted aisle as if she was marrying Prince Deveron herself!
“Where are you taking me?” she whispered to Niall.
“The queen and king both requested you have a place of honor at the front.”
Which meant Niall was going to walk her all the way up the aisle in front of all the courtiers, some who were whispering, others mouths agape, others smiling broadly.
When she reached the front of the chapel, she curtseyed low to both the king and queen, saw Prince Grotto scowling at her and figured if he could, he’d growl at her that she was late. She gave him a little smile to tell him she was glad he couldn’t.
“I apologize for being late,” she murmured to the royals. “My maid…” She shook her head. “I assumed the celebration was at Crislis Castle. I was wrong.”
“No matter,” the queen said, waving her hand airily about, dismissing her concern.
“This is a new look for you,” King Tibero said, seeming to like her appearance.
She felt her whole body warm with awkwardness.
“I will insist you wear colors other than black more often.”
She realized just why he had demanded she wear something other than black this time. She couldn’t have worn such a thing to a wedding. Why hadn’t anyone told her what it was for?
But she didn’t like the notion the king would tell her to dress in something other than black on other occasions. She didn’t want this to become a habit, nor did she want to have to buy a whole new other-than-black wardrobe.
Then Niall led her to stand with his lovely wife, the winged fae, Serena. She smiled at Ena, and she realized that the winged fae was kind of like her. Different. Ena smiled back at her.
She saw Princess Ritasia and her husband, Tiernan, the hawk fae king. Micala was wearing a jeweled fae retaining collar so he could not slip away during the ceremony. Cassie was standing next to him, their hands locked together.
Cassie was dressed in a lovely pink gown for the celebration, and Ena was glad she looked like she fit in. She looked happy for Alicia, but worried about Micala and herself.
Alicia’s father, King Reynolds, led Alicia down the aisle, smiling like he was the proudest father in the world. For a moment, the sight made Ena sad. Someday, she’d marry, too, but her father was gone. Then she thought of Halloran and growled low under her breath, still ticked off at him for locking her in his dungeon. He would be the one to walk her down the aisle when the time came.
Ena noticed Alicia’s mother, Princess Viviana, had tears in her eyes. Her only daughter was marrying the crown prince of the Denkar. And that made her think of her own deceased mother and how much she missed her. She wished her mother was still with her and at some future date could share the joyous occasion like Alicia’s was on her special day.
Alicia was wearing a gown of gold, and she looked like a golden goddess, her blond hair pulled up on top of her head in curls, diamonds pinning it in place. She was beautiful, and Ena heard the sighs from many of the courtiers studying the fae princess who could have stolen the hearts of everyone here today.
Ena realized then that she was the only dragon shifter at the wedding. Her suitors must have been upset to learn that only she had been invited, and they might have felt foolish for having dressed up to go to the king’s celebration when there wasn’t one.
She imagined they had not been asked to attend because the chapel wasn’t big enough to invite everyone of importance in both kingdoms and on such short notice. Dragon shifters wouldn’t be thought of in another kingdom as all that important. All except for Ena because she’d saved Alicia’s life.
She watched as Deveron kissed Alicia, way too passionately and long for all to see, but some were grinning, others chuckling, and everyone loved them.
She thought back to Alton’s kissing her so deliciously and wondered in a wicked way what it would be like to kiss each of the other dragon shifters that she was considering as a possible mate. Cheers went up as Deveron lifted his face from Alicia’s. Her cheeks were crimson as he led her down the aisle and to the great hall for the feast.
Everyone waited for the kings and queen and other royals to exit the chapel, but Queen Irenis stopped to speak to Ena. “Come with me.”
She glanced at her king, who looked just as puzzled. Then she walked with the queen while King Tibero stayed close behind them.
“You are dragon fae and a dragon shifter, loyal to Princess Alicia and to King Tibero. But you will be just as loyal to the lion fae,” Queen Irenis said.
Ena bowed her head in agreement.
“I wish to bestow an honor upon you. One prisoner would not be enough of a payment for all that you have done for my son and for his new wife.”
Ena frowned a little, worried that the queen intended to foist the other two prisoners on her, and her household would be even more of a disaster, but she held her tongue and continued to walk with the queen.
“I wish to turn over the other two human prisoners to you at Princess Alicia’s request. You are free to do with them what you will.”
So it was at the princess’s request.
Ena took a deep breath and nodded. She would have to ask Princess Alicia what she wanted her to do about the other two humans.
“But that is not really any kind of a payment,” the queen continued, smiling at Ena.
That had to have irked King Tibero, who had given her only one prisoner in payment.
“If I could, I would make you a princess. But I can’t. You would have to be born to the role, or marry a prince, like my nephew, Micala.”



Chapter 14
 
 
 
Ena’s stomach rolled over. Micala was totally in love with the human girl. No way would Ena want to marry a lion fae who loved someone else.
Queen Irenis waved her hand as if the notion was too disagreeable to entertain. Did that mean because Ena was a dragon shifter? Or because Micala loved Cassie?
“So I will bestow the next highest honor on you. You are officially a duchess of the Denkar fae. You may reside with us with all courtesies due you, or remain with the dragon fae kingdom. But you will be considered a duchess wherever you reside.”
Ena couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face. She would be the first royal duchess of any of the shifters. She would have to be referred to as my lady. Even by her suitors. She chuckled at the thought. Omigod. Even her brother, though no way would he do it, but he should have to call her my lady! She loved it!
She grinned at the queen, “I’m honored.” She wanted to jump up and down, to shift, to fly. She couldn’t wait to tell…
Her heart sank.
No one really. The dragon fae would be irritated she was given such a title. The dragon shifters would see her as not one of them any longer. Even her suitors might be bothered by it.
She pondered that notion further. What did she care? The dragon fae never had cared for her. The dragon shifters knew she was different. If her suitors were bothered by it, so be it. They were not worthy of her consideration if that was the case.
She smiled again and said to the queen, “Thank you.”
Before she could take a seat at the high table where she would never have been able to sit had the queen not insisted—her own king requested she sit beside him. This was not good. He was miffed at the queen—it didn’t take much for the two long-time enemies to become irritated with each other—for her having given such a title to Ena. Not that he believed Ena didn’t deserve it, but it was more like he felt guilty for not having given her more than one measly prisoner in payment for saving his own granddaughter’s life. Even at that, the queen was giving her two human prisoners! Not that Ena wanted any more of them. One was way more than enough.
As the servants hastily filled everyone’s platters and wine goblets, Ena tried to sit straight and tall like a new duchess would, and tried not to fidget like a very nervous dragon shifter would, who knew her king was angry with her.
“Ever since you came home after having rescued the princess, I have been giving the situation much thought,” King Tibero said, then took a swig of his wine. “For what you’ve done, I believe you were entitled to much more compensation than you had asked for. But I couldn’t think of what that could be since you hadn’t wanted any other payment for your service.”
As if she believed any of it. She could have said she was fine with the payment, but she knew that would only infuriate her king now, so she kept quiet.
“I had considered offering you the title of duchess as the queen had, since it is the top royal address we can offer our people for service to the king, or queen as it may be—as the queen has said.”
Ena didn’t believe it for a minute. He had only been embarrassed into saying he’d considered such a thing.
“And like Queen Irenis said, the only way to make you a princess is to have you wed a prince.”
Ena nearly choked on her wine. She glanced in Prince Grotto’s direction. He gave her an evil smile. Omigod. No.
“Like she also said, Micala wouldn’t do,” the king added.
Ena quickly said, “What does she intend to do with him?”
She wanted to know, of course, but she didn’t want her king commanding her to wed his nephew, and she wanted to get him off the subject of whatever he meant to say. If she had to marry Prince Grotto, she’d end up killing him. And then she didn’t believe she’d be in the king’s favor any longer.
King Tibero waved his hand. “That’s the lion fae’s business, not ours. As I was saying—for you to be a princess you would have to wed a prince.”
She desperately wanted to tell him that being a duchess was fine with her, but she knew King Tibero wouldn’t like it because he had not made her a duchess. Queen Irenis had!
“I have not spoken with Prince Grotto, though it is my decision to make...”
She was going to throw up. “No.”
The king quit buttering a slice of bread and looked over at her. “Pardon?”
“Your Kingship,” Ena demurely said, attempting to appease him the best she could, “I’m very fond of several of the dragon shifters.”
He frowned at her.
Now what was she going to say? She hadn’t even really given a whole lot of thought of who she might want to settle down with. They all had their good sides. And their bad. It was worse than shopping. But if she was to get out of this business of marrying a prince, she had to say something that would convince the king her heart was set on marrying someone. Even though it wasn’t. And she couldn’t offer a name no matter what because what if it turned out to be the wrong one?
“I…I’m trying to decide between six dragon shifters.”
The king raised his brows.
Well, she had cut the list down from eleven. What more could he want?
“If you have that many to choose from, you are not all that interested.” He watched her and smiled.
“Well, four then.”
He laughed! The king laughed at her! It killed her to say there were only four shifters she was interested in when the other two might be the right ones for her. She was afraid King Tibero would make her list them for him so she was forced to choose one of them. She waited, her heart thundering in her ears.
“If you said there was one that your heart desired, I’d take it under consideration.”
She clenched her fists. Even then he didn’t sound sincere. His mind seemed to be made up already.
“I’m happy with being a duchess.” There, she said it, and watched the expression on the king’s face turn stormy.
“I am not happy about it. I feel this is a way to help make amends to what has happened to dragon shifters in the past. To your family in particular. It’s time for one of your kind to marry into the royal family. Because of your devotion to us, risking your own life, and for wishing nothing more than taking the fae seer off my hands—only because Princess Alicia wished it—I can do nothing less than grant you this request. Therefore, you will be a princess,” he said.
Her lips parted, her eyes teared up. How could she go from being a no-account dragon shifter to a duchess to a princess within only a matter of minutes if she married a man she’d want to kill? Not to mention he would feel the same way about her.
She wanted to politely decline. She knew she couldn’t. She did anyway.
“I’m not ready to marry. I’m not even sure I’m ready to be a duchess.” She spoke very low so the queen didn’t hear her. “And I’m not ready to be a princess. Certainly, I want no part of marrying Prince Grotto. He hates dragon shifters and me especially.” She was used to speaking her mind. Not to the king, of course, but it was high time she said something before he ruined her life.
Not that he couldn’t still do so. And probably would. Royals were known to do that to their courtiers when they felt justified.
She thought of how she would have to leave her people behind. Her castle. Her staff. All because she would choose not to marry an obnoxious prince that she had never in a millennium considered she’d have to marry.
She knew she couldn’t even move to the dark fae kingdom, not when she would be on the outs with the dragon fae king who would be angry with the lion fae queen for giving Ena refuge while she avoided marrying the king’s nephew.
The king smiled and sat taller in his chair. “Prince Grotto will show you every respect due you. You have my word.”
And that was the problem right there—the key words—every respect due you. What if he didn’t respect her in the least? And Grotto didn’t. So he wouldn’t owe her any.
Even if Prince Grotto showed her every respect—which she was certain he wouldn’t—they didn’t even like each other. No way would she ever marry the snake.
“You will have a month to get used to the idea. Use it wisely to get to know Grotto.” The king smiled at her as warmly as he could, which was icy, considering he hadn’t liked that she’d refused his offer. Or probably that she’d spoken so frankly about his nephew. Who was she to speak of the royal family in such a way, after all?
She considered that Alicia had some other cousins. Maybe one of them would suit better? Then again, they weren’t dragon shifters. How could someone who was not one understand her like someone who was?
She looked for Micala and saw him sitting at the high table with his royal family and poor Cassie looking alone and miserable, sitting at a lower table with other courtiers. That’s what she envisioned for herself if she was forced to live with Prince Grotto at Crislis Castle.
She couldn’t even eat a bite of the celebratory feast, and then the dancing finally followed the meal. Princess Alicia and Prince Deveron led the dance, and then the royal families all took to the dance floor, except for Micala. He’d managed to slip over to the lower table and sit beside Cassie. He had his arm around her shoulders, and she was resting her head against his chest. That’s what Ena wanted. Love like that. And like Princess Alicia and Prince Deveron had. She watched Princess Ritasia dancing with her husband and the winged fae with Niall.
She folded her arms and snorted. That would never happen if she married the pompous prince.
The king was dancing with Queen Irenis, which surprised her to such an extent, she stared, wondering if she just imagined the two of them were dancing together and her eyes were playing tricks on her.
“Let’s dance,” Prince Grotto said, coming up from behind, shocking her to the core.
She whipped her head around and saw him offering the best smile he could, under the circumstances, his hand outstretched. He must have been ordered to be nice to her because goddess forbid, he had to wed her in a month’s time.
“You have heard what your uncle wishes of us?” she asked, not taking his hand.
“I have and I do not object.” When she narrowed her eyes at him, he gave her a conceited smile. “Not too much,” he amended. “It’s part of the royal game. You win some, you lose some.”
“And what do you win with me?” She hated to ask. She was afraid of what he might say.
“Why you’re lovely, when you’re dressed in a gown and in something other than black. It suits you. I will insist that you wear no more black.”
“And if I refuse?”
He shrugged, took her arm, and pulled her from her seat, then led her to the dance floor. “If I can’t get your concession any other way, I’ll ask the king to demand it of you. It works out quite nicely really. If I’d had to marry a spoiled princess, I’d have to abide by her wishes—being she’d be from a royal family and I mustn’t upset another kingdom. With you, no worries at all.”
She knew this wouldn’t be a match made in heaven. “And what do you lose with marrying me?”
He began to dance with her, holding her way too close for comfort, but he wouldn’t allow her any distance. “The opportunity to find someone I truly love? I hadn’t met anyone like that, so for now, I have nothing to lose by marrying you.”
And if he did find someone to love? She could just imagine she’d suddenly be a dead dragon shifter.
What if she found someone she loved? Even worse.
There had to be some other reason for Prince Grotto wanting to marry her. He hated her!
“You plan to use me, don’t you?”
“Your skill to hide your fae aura? It had crossed my mind. You’re ability to shift into a dragon? Could have its advantages.”
He spoke as if she would be his pet on a leash. Train the dumb beast what he wanted it to do. Though she was highly intelligent and normally wouldn’t agree to such a thing, except when her king requested for her to go on missions, but she could see where Prince Grotto would just go to the king anytime and tell him he needed her to do some task, and she wouldn’t do it. Could the king convince her?
She stifled a growl.
“Do you want me to tell your little shifter friends that you are off-limits now? That they’re not to visit your keep any longer? Because I won’t allow it. But you can make it seem as though it’s your decision, if you wish.”
She ground her teeth.
“I will sleep in late tomorrow, but I’ll expect you to eat the nooning meal with me.” The dance ended and Prince Grotto leaned down to kiss her mouth, but she turned her head, and he kissed her ear instead of her lips. “We’ll have to work on that also.”
He led her back to her seat, then took off to speak to some of his friends who had been watching them dance.
She hated him and hated his friends. She had no one to talk to, save Alicia, but she was busy with her prince. She decided to do the only thing she could. Because she’d never been here, but the one other time, she had to walk to where the dungeon was and was glad no one followed her. When she reached the stairs leading down, a guard approached.
“I’m…Duchess Ena,” she said. “The queen said she would release the two human prisoners to me.”
The guard frowned. Please don’t give me trouble over this. I’ve already had a night and a half.
“Of course, my lady, but we expected you would take them with you under guard. They are dangerous fae killers.” The guard looked over her gown.
Yes, she didn’t look like a deadly dragon shifter, right about now. She looked like a fae princess.
“I’ll be fine. Do you need to accompany me?”
“No, the guard downstairs will release them for you.”
“Thank you.” She hurried down the steps, well, as fast as she could manage in a long gown without falling on her face. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, a guard straightened. “I need to leave now. I’ll take the prisoners with me.”
“Alone, my lady? Without guards?”
“Yes, yes, I’m a dangerous dragon shifter.”
He looked at her gown.
She would never impress anyone that she was a deadly advisory if she wore emerald green dresses. Best to stick to black trewes and tunics.
He walked with her to the back of the dungeon where the two boys were sitting in separate cells. They both stared at her, both looking a little apprehensive. She figured that was because the queen had ordered them beaten until they gave up the location where they were keeping Alicia. So they knew that a woman’s arrival didn’t necessarily mean that she was going to use a soft touch.
“The guard will release you into my care,” Ena said simply. “Don’t test my resolve. The last man who did is a pile of ashes on the floor of the basement where you had manacled Princess Alicia.”
One of the boys was limping, the other favoring his arm, both were badly bruised.
When she had walked with them up the narrow steps to the landing of the common’s area, they could hear the music and gaiety in the great hall.
“Where are you taking us?” the one boy asked.
“What’s your name?”
“Bryan.”
“I’m taking you home, Bryan. The queen has given you both to me as she wishes no part of you any longer. Returning you to the human world would normally not be an option, but I can’t care for you, so I’m taking you both home.”
“What about Brett?” the other boy asked.
“He’s safe. I’ve been caring for him. But I will be returning him home as well.” She felt badly about that. He probably would be happy about returning home, but now she’d outfitted him in fae clothes, and he didn’t even have his own to wear.
She didn’t care for the conspiratorial looks the boys gave each other. But she knew they had no ability to hurt her and though she said she was taking them home, she wasn’t taking them to their actual homes. They’d have to find their own way there. That way she wouldn’t have to worry about running into more of their kind.
“Are you ready?” she asked.
“When are you bringing Brett home?” Bryan asked.
Again a look passed between the boys. She suspected they thought to capture her when she returned with Brett. She smiled sweetly. “Right away.”
And she would, as soon as she got rid of these two. Then? She had to, well, somehow pack up her gold and leave. If she could take her staff with her, she would, but she knew they wouldn’t want to leave their own people behind, either. But she had to have her gold to be able to start over again. A dragon shifter without their pile of treasure was worse than nobody. Even if she did have the title of duchess now.
When she alighted at the Renaissance faire in Waxahachie, the boys both looked around and Bryan said, “Where are we? This isn’t home.” The faire was closed for the season.
“I’m not very good at direction. I think maybe you’re a couple of hours from home.” Then she vanished. Let them figure it out for themselves.
When she transported to the front door of her castle, she swore the next one would not be made of iron ore so she could just transport straight to her bedchamber when she was as exhausted as she was. She knocked on the door.
Ryker hurried to answer the door, and she felt so weepy when she saw him, she burst into tears. She couldn’t help it. These were her people. Her family. She’d lost her own years ago, and though none of her staff were dragon shifters, they were as close to family as she could get.
She’d even miss her brother, Halloran, and all the other shifters. But for now, she had to hurry and do what she needed to do.
“Mistress Ena,” Ryker said, holding her in his arms, patting her back ineffectually.
She felt like a fool. She was supposed to be strong, a tough, fire-breathing dragon. She’d turned into a puddle of tears in a pretty green gown she’d never wear again. And she was weeping hot wet tears all over Ryker’s impeccable tunic. She was almost surprised he didn’t tell her that consoling a dragon shifter mistress was not in his job description. He should have. And she should have quickly stepped away from him.
“We have to…” She shook her head, her voice breaking. “I’m sorry.” She looked around at her gathered staff, at Brett, and realized everyone had quickly arrived to see how the celebration had fared, probably coming to the conclusion it had not gone over well.
She swallowed hard. “Tonight I became a duchess.”
No one smiled. They looked stunned and they knew she wouldn’t be crying about something like that.
“That was Queen Irenis’s gift to me. Princess Alicia and Prince Deveron were married this afternoon. That’s what the celebration was about.” She was rattling off everything, all out of order. She glanced at Brett. “The queen gave your friends to me to do as I wished. I took them home. Well, to a place about two hours from their home. I was afraid they’d try to hurt me if I took them straight home.”
She brushed tears from her cheeks. Ryker pulled out a hanky and gave it to her.
“Thank you. The king didn’t like that Queen Irenis made me a duchess, so he decided that since there was only one rank higher than that—a princess, well queen above that, but I’d have to marry him for that honor—he decided I should marry Prince Grotto.”
Her lady’s maid covered her mouth in shock. Lila gasped. One of her maids sat promptly on the floor in a near faint. The other waved air in front of her face as if she couldn’t breathe. Ryker stared at her as if he couldn’t believe her words.
A dragon shifter marrying into the royal family was pretty farfetched. But she was glad they didn’t react as though they thought she was crazy not to accept the honor.
“Prince Grotto, the man who seemed to despise you when the king wished you to dispose of me?” Brett asked quietly.
“Yes.”
“Then what are we to do?” Brett asked.
She couldn’t help staring at him in disbelief. Did he think her staff could rescue her? It wasn’t going to happen.
“I have to return you to your home as I did the others. I have to let my staff go.”
“No,” Lila said. “No. No one else will have us. We’re family.”
“I know, but I’ll have to leave here for good. I couldn’t ask you to go with me. I have no idea where I’d even go.”
Ryker said, “We could go to the hawk fae kingdom. Princess Ritasia is a friend of Princess Alicia and since she is a friend of yours, maybe that would work?”
“King Tiernan has a human friend who has been his constant companion,” Muriel said, looking wide-eyed and hopeful. “If Brett wanted to come with us.”
Brett folded his arms. “I haven’t even had a chance to earn the money for these fine clothes you made me buy.”
She couldn’t help but smile just a little.
“What about your gold?” Lila said.
“I have to take it with me. It’s what will support us until we can get settled.”
“How much do you have to carry?” Brett asked.
Everyone smiled.
“Our mistress works very hard and the dungeon is full,” Ryker said.
“The dungeon,” Brett said. “You mean, I couldn’t have slept in there even if you’d wanted me to?”
Ignoring him, Ena said, “We will have to move in phases all night long. It’s too far to travel to the hawk fae kingdom by fae travel. We’ll have to stop along the way.”
With a much lighter heart than when she’d first returned home and with a love for her staff, which now officially included one human gardener, she felt her heart nearly burst with hope. “I’ll get changed. Everyone pack everything you need to take.”
“How will we be able to move everything overnight?” Ryker asked.
“I’ll have to solicit my brother and the other dragon shifters’ help. It’s the only way.” And she hoped they’d help and not want to start a war with the dragon fae king instead.
Maybe where she settled next, she’d find another dragon shifter colony and a dragon that sent her over the moon where she didn’t analyze every characteristic like she did with the ones here. Or maybe her own dragon shifters would decide someday to join her, too.
That was something to think about for another day. Tonight, she had to move. And fast.
***
Alicia and Deveron retired to his chamber after a wild night of dancing and merrymaking and he hurried to help her out of her gold gown. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him in that much of a rush ever.
“Your mother said she was sending Micala with Ritasia and her husband to the hawk fae kingdom. That Cassie could find a home there because King Tiernan is agreeable. Do you think they’ll be happy?” Alicia asked.
Deveron kissed her naked back as he continued to untie her ties on the back of the gown. “I should just cut these,” he grumbled.
“Don’t you dare even think that.”
“There are too many.” He sighed. “Yes, they will be happy. Micala was trying not to show it because he was afraid my mother would change her mind and punish him in some other way. But she knew. She always knows. She couldn’t allow him to stay here with Cassie. It’s against her ruling, and if she let her own nephew break her laws, then any of the fae could find human mates and bring them to the kingdom. So it was the next best thing she could do. Either remove his fae abilities and exile him to Earth with Cassie, and worry that fae seers might know who he was and kill him, or allow him to stay with my sister and make Cassie his wife there.”
Alicia sighed. “What is taking you so long?”
He growled. “The ties are knotted.”
“All right. All right. Don’t cut them.”
He continued to struggle with the satin fabric.
“I overheard my grandfather tell Ena that she was to marry Prince Grotto,” Alicia said, worried. No way could her grandfather force such a marriage.
Deveron stopped working on her ties. “What did Ena say to that?”
“No.”
“Good. I like her. She saved you. She doesn’t deserve to be married to the troll. No offense to trolls.” Deveron continued to untie Alicia’s gown.
“My grandfather said she would anyway. I’ve got to convince him that it wouldn’t be right.”
“Oh. We’re off on our honeymoon tomorrow.”
“They’re to wed in a month. We’ll be back in two weeks. I’ll talk to him then.”
Deveron untied the last tie and turned Alicia around and grinned. “It’s official now.”
And this time when they kissed, Deveron wasn’t stopping. Not that she wanted him to either.
Deveron pressed his mouth against Alicia’s, dragging her against his body, breathing in her sweet floral fragrance, listening to her rapid heartbeat, feeling her soft warm breath against his cheek when he finally let her up for air.
Her blue eyes were dark and sultry, her lips red and swollen from his kisses, and he paused to say what was in his heart before he took this any further.
“From the day you threw those ice cold sodas on my sun-warmed chest, I knew you’d be mine.”
She smiled, her eyes sparkling with the same impish delight that he’d grown to love. “From the day I saw you walk out of the water and cross the white sand beach to target Cassie, I knew you were the worst sort of danger.”
“And?” He began unfastening his tunic in a rush, not believing how difficult taking clothes off could be when he was in a hurry.
“You proved you were. The kind,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck, “that steals hearts…like mine.”
“Only yours,” he said, tearing off his tunic and tossing it to the floor. He lifted Alicia into his arms and carried her to the bed where the maids had cast pale pink rose petals all over the black sheets. “And for a lifetime.”
Which for the fae was forever.
###
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