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T
 HERE WERE
 THREE classes of men these days. Human, Fae, and Lords of the Fae- the third a class so different from the others it might as well designate a separate species. The Fae Lords moved with sinuous elegance and hoarded power ordinary folk found painful yet mesmerizing to watch.

Like a fiery plane crash. It had to hurt but man, what a sight.

Liana Sandoval presented her letter of appearance to the orderly at the gate, who scanned the bar code, matched it to the pads of her fingers, and waved her past the checkpoint into a small crowd of women. Uncertain of her surroundings- a government form letter didn’t normally imply a party- Liana thought the lakeside beach looked like a Girl’s Night Out. And her memo to wear white must have been routed to the ‘spam’ folder.

The fact that she would stand out in the wrong way in a bright blue sundress with cap sleeves pissed her off and straightened her spine. She mentally smacked herself for being pissed off, because who cared how she dressed? It wasn’t like she wanted to be there in the first place, plus the dock to her pay almost ruined what would otherwise have been an amusing treat.

She snatched a glass of something bubbly and unaffordable off the tray of a passing server, impressed despite herself. The Fae Lord attached to this call-out wasn’t required to host a party, just to show up at a designated time with the paperwork, pick a genetically-matched female to make a baby with, and leave. Liana couldn’t figure out if throwing a party betrayed bourgeois snobbery or was a generous gesture meant to soften the fact that at the end of the night, some woman would be signing a contract, making a transaction out of something that should have been allowed to happen naturally.

Liana looked around the grassy lawn, eyeing the docked boats for a moment before going back to her visual search. A sea of women, but no men. But boy, were these women hot. Liana didn’t know if this particular Lord was just a lucky winner of the genetic jackpot, or if over the last ten years since the arrival of the Fae, these women had spent their time hoarding leftover cosmetics and party dresses from before the War. Liana had overheard many a conversation between pretty girls who didn’t want to work for a living. A coup for any woman if her DNA meant that some Fae Lord could produce a strong Fae child with her as the mother.

Ten years ago human government, in a refreshing change of attitude, spent considerable time negotiating the standard contract for their sacrificed citizens as they ironed out the services Fae would provide in return for what the humans dubbed pejoratively, ‘platinum booty.’ So if chosen, Liana knew her reward for the privilege of fucking a hot stranger and giving birth included luxury housing, all the chocolate she could eat, and weekly salon appointments.

She snorted. The chocolate part sounded just fine, but the rest bored her to dizziness. Still, there were plenty of girls who gossiped and daydreamed, hoarded their makeup and saved up for a presentation dress like debutantes in the old days. Hoping that when they turned eighteen their DNA testing would mark them as eligible for some Fae- and every girl wanted a Lord. Her own half-sister drove Liana crazy every night with her fantasies.

“When I get a letter, I’ll be ready,” Vera said as they sat on her sister's bed one afternoon, a treasure trove of old lipstick, eye shadow and blushers spread on the threadbare quilt. The blonde girl eyed Liana, doubt evident in her sidelong glance. “These aren’t really your shades, though. The Fae like long legs and blue eyes. Even if you get a letter, I wouldn’t worry about it. Better concentrate on being smart.”

To this day Liana fumed. As if smart equaled unattractive. As if not being blonde and blue-eyed meant occupying some secondary tier of prettiness. But in a society where the arrival of the skinny, Nordic-looking Fae brought back the whole Scandinavian standard of beauty with a vengeance, Liana didn’t stand a chance.

Short, curvy, and shades of brown, any half-Fae baby with her as a mother wouldn’t be a blonde.

So far it seemed as if the regular rules of genetics applied when having offspring with the Fae: dark dominant, light recessive. It made for some exotic-looking mixes, and that first batch of babies wasn’t even out of fifth grade yet. Proof some women seemed to ignore, as it didn't fit their view of things, that at least a few Fae men liked darker women.

Everyone else mingled, the sound of feminine laughter and some type of cocktail party music wafting in the warm summer air. A sherbet-colored sky graced the party, the view of the remnants of downtown after years of cleanup still a Magnificent Mile. Liana found a white, new-looking beach chair and settled down gingerly, making sure not to flash anything as she tucked her skirt under her legs and sat back. Not that anyone noticed, and now that all the other matches were blocking her from view, Liana knew when the Lord arrived he wouldn’t see her anyway. She decided to shrug her shoulders and enjoy the champagne, the music, and the unexpected evening off. And not worry about eating next week. She certainly wouldn’t waste away to nothing.

“You don’t like the party?” a smooth male voice asked from behind her.

Liana jerked, cursing when the champagne sloshed over her hand. She looked up, blowing out a quick breath to say something scathing. Relaxed when her eyes took in dark slacks and a white shirt. Event personnel, probably on break. She sympathized, and hoped he was wearing comfortable shoes.

“It’s fine, just not my thing,” she replied, suppressing irritation and shrugging a shoulder. “I don’t belong here anyway.”

“Oh?”

He must have taken her reply as an invitation to talk because he sat down on the chair next to her. Well, it was a party, therefore making conversation with a stranger was almost mandatory. His break would probably be over soon anyway.

“You aren’t one of the matched?”

“I am, but it’s not like I’m going to be chosen.”

“What makes you say that?”

The genuine curiosity in his tone spurred Liana to turn her head and stare. What the heck did he mean? He had eyes, didn’t he?

But when she took in his slightly wavy dark hair, chiseled bone structure, and sensual mouth, she understood. He might pass as white to the foolish with his hazel-green eyes, but something a bit browner than Europe graced his bloodline. He probably didn’t see anything unfashionable about her coloring, despite current trends. Come to think of it, dark-haired males were a rare sight; they all tended to go blond these days.

Studying him a bit closer, Liana appreciated the width of his shoulders underneath the crisp dress shirt, the cloth of a quality that must speak to the elite branding of the catering company. And his hands, lightly clasped at the knee were pretty without sacrificing masculinity. Long, strong looking fingers with short trimmed, well maintained nails.

She used her champagne flute to point to a group of women a few feet away, one in particular looking aloof even as she sucked in the energy of those around her. The kind of woman others would always try, but not quite succeed, in imitating.

“She looks like a Fae princess. My money’s on her.”

Shades of blonde, every single one, in the group surrounding the princess. Glancing through them, her gaze rested for a moment on a woman standing in their midst, heavily highlighted hair disguising its natural ash brown shade, tucked behind an ear with a crystal clasp. They locked eyes for a single thrumming moment of tension before Liana deliberately jerked her attention away. Of all the rotten coincidences... oh, well. She supposed she’d be getting a call from her mother soon.

Liana’s attention returned to the leader of the pack, a stunning creature with straight hair down to her sleek ass. Pale skin- long gone were the days of the glowing bronzed look- encased in a short, white cocktail dress overlaid with glittery beaded fringe. Expert, understated makeup. Silver and shiny rocks at ears and wrists. And her nails were done. Liana shook her head. Unbelievable. How many nail salons were even still licensed in the city? What a waste of electricity.

The man’s eyes followed Liana’s flute and he shrugged. “Don’t you think the Lords get tired of all the pseudo-Fae blondes?”

Liana choked on her hearty sip of champagne; the statement was that ridiculous. When she caught her breath, she laughed at him.

“I’ve seen a few on TV who like the ‘exotic’ type, but not many. And we’re talking about babies here.”

He tilted his head, amusement crinkling his eyes. “You think the Fae are so shallow they pick their children’s mothers based on physical characteristics?” He nodded at the woman. “The hair color isn’t real anyway.”

Liana snorted. “Poor man. He won’t know her natural color until the baby comes out.” The kind of woman who had the time and money to spend on fake nails would probably also maintain... other... areas. “Talk about a shock if you’re expecting something else.”

“You have no desire to catch the Lord’s eye? The Fae appreciate variety. It breaks up the tedium of long years. Your coloring... differentiates you.”

The way he said it sparked her buried resentment. She liked
 the way she looked. Screw society if her curls and curves weren’t the in thing.

“You mean I’m not white,” she snapped. “You don’t have to be p.c.”

He raised a hand and touched one of her curls, lifting it with careful precision from her chest and gently twining it around his finger. She grit her teeth, irritated at yet another person playing with her hair without permission.

“Lovely,” he murmured. “My grandmother’s hair curled like this.” He met her eyes. “Forgive me. I would braid her hair when I was a child. She died years ago.”

Her ire softened. Not someone pawing on her because he’d never seen textured hair before. But a grandson missing his Nana.

“Okay, hands off,” she said gently, tugging the curl from his grip. And stiffened. For a moment, she thought she’d seen a flash of... something. Liana looked into her empty champagne flute, sifting through the muffled thoughts floating in her head. Maybe she could save up and spring for a bottle of this stuff if it could produce those kinds of hallucinations...

“More?” her companion asked, lifting a hand and waving a server over. He plucked a glass from the tray and handed it to her, murmuring something to the young man who left and returned only seconds later with a small hors d'oeuvre plate, which he presented to Liana. She took the plate and he left.

Popping a decadent something into her mouth, Liana said, “It’s nice of your coworkers to serve you on your break.”

The man looked at her, blinking, then smiled. The curve of his lips both sweet and dark. “Yes, indeed. Very... nice.”

She chattered, suddenly nervous as the masculine darkness reached his eyes. “At least you get a break. I worked for an event company before, and we didn’t even get ten minutes, especially not when we were serving Fae. Man, can they party.”

“They have made an art of it. What is your name?”

“Liana Sandoval.” She set the plate of goodies on her lap and held out a hand, old-fashioned style. His fingers wrapped around her wrist in the Fae manner of greeting and Liana just barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes. “What are you called?”

“Eero.”

She blinked at him. What an... interesting name. She took another long sip of the champagne.

“This stuff is fabulous.” Liana sighed, lowering the flute. “I’d better not have any more though. I have to work in the morning.”

Eero crossed his arms, settling a shoulder more comfortably on the chair. “What do you do?”

“I’m a daycare teacher. Well, part-time because I have day classes for my major. I’m going to have a dual degree in business management and early childhood education. I wait tables at night, though.”

“Preschool? Ah. That is the facility where women leave their young to be cared for because their men are not men.”

That was a harsh way of putting it, one likely to offend a whole number of people. The disapproval startled her. Most women worked outside the home these days, especially with the leaner male population.

“Yeah. The little ones mostly just sleep and play and need to be held. The older ones start to learn their shapes and numbers and stuff.”

“You enjoy caring for the children?”

She smiled. “Yes, I do. I want to open my own center when I’ve saved up enough.”

He leaned forward, reaching out to pick up her now empty hand, tracing designs on her palm. Was he flirting? She frowned at him, but he didn’t release her, eyes glinting. The orange and pink sky shaded into purple and blue, but she could still clearly see the flecks of green in his irises.

“Do you want children of your own?” he asked, caressing her palm with the pad of his thumb. Tingles pirouetted down her spine.

“Of course. But I have to find a family man first, and those are in short supply these days. Hey, stop that.”

“What if I don’t wish to stop?”

She’d never seen human eyes shine in the fading light like that. Liana curled her palm and tugged, ineffective against his strong grip. Her wrist felt fragile wrapped in his fingers.

“I’m not that kind of girl. Besides, I don’t think your employer would like you poaching on one of his matches, at least until he’s made his choice,” she said, then paused, looking around, blinking rapidly as the champagne sloshed around the inside of her forehead. “Oh, whee. Where is this guy anyway? Let’s get this ball rolling. Some of us have to work in the morning.”

A dark brow arched. “Your wish, Lady.” He released her hand, rising, and Liana realized after a moment of champagne-muddled thought that he must have gone way over his fifteen-minute break.

He smiled down at her then strolled away, hands in his pockets. She watched the crowd swallow him, a little taken aback by the abrupt departure and almost... regretful. Especially since she’d gotten a nice look at his ass. Tight.

Shrugging, she picked up the champagne flute and downed the rest.

Didn’t want to be wasteful.
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L
 ORD EERO’S ANTICIPATION
 dug into the base of his spine and crawled up his back with the ferocity of grycat claws. He met the eye of his guard, Assar, who detached himself from the shadows and stepped close.

“Make sure the woman is close during the announcement,” Eero said. “I want to see her face.”

“Rabd
 .” Assar slipped into the crowd to do Eero’s bidding.

He turned his attention to the recently erected platform, hands in his pockets. Oh, how surprised she would be. How could she guess his interest lay neither in artifice nor in women who saw his child merely as entry into a life of ease? Many of his brethren preferred the duskier-hued mortal women, a secret they endeavored to maintain as it helped weed out females who would otherwise make their lives miserable. A woman with so little pride she saw no wrong in drastically altering her appearance to fit what human media- without even consulting the Fae- guessed about their physical preferences?

Eero suppressed a shudder. If he must do this thing- albeit with a human grandmother, he wasn’t nearly as opposed as some of the other Lords- then it would be with a woman who would mother their child with genuine love and care. His impatience spurred him on. He wished to claim his human and then be gone. He imagined unveiling the ripe breasts she encased in a modest blouse, spreading her legs so she lay wide open and helpless to his demands. He would fuck that smart little mouth of hers senseless. Keep her tied to his bed until her womb nurtured his child.

He forcibly drug his thoughts away from that path as his body stirred. Patience. He would have to hunt this one with a level of finesse he usually eschewed- because it wasn’t necessary. A human woman could be had for the crook of his finger. Though his mother insisted he simply crooked his finger at the wrong kind of human woman and he should stop wasting his time with whor- Fae chasers. He had a feeling Liana would be the right. Would she come to him sweetly, or blast him with the banked fury he’d sensed under the surface?

Her beauty drew him. Sultry mouth, fathomless dark eyes, lush curves. She oozed sensuality and would intimidate a man who wasn’t sure of his own power. If offered a bet, Eero’s would proclaim his belief Liana’s life remained empty of a man who didn’t quail under the sardonic tilt of her head or her direct, clear-eyed intelligence. A steely strength stiffened her spine as she sat, coupled with an inner vulnerability in demurely crossed ankles that challenged him as a warrior and aroused his instincts as a man. She was perfect. Her background check said so, anyway.

Eero looked forward to the day he would tell Liana the whole party was orchestrated just for her. As if he would leave so important a thing to chance.

The event manager appeared next to him, a competent-looking woman of medium height, no-nonsense uniform, and brisk manner.

“Rabd
 Eero, I think everything is ready when you are.”

He nodded and drew his hands from his pockets, confident Assar would execute his will.

Stepping up onto the platform, he walked to the mic, tapped it once to get everyone’s attention, and allowed a small smile to curve his mouth.

He located Liana in the crowd, her eyes fixed on him, a dark brow raised over her confused eye. Eero held her gaze for several moments.

And dropped his glamour.









* * *



S
 he was a moron
 .

Liana stared at the Fae Lord, his glowing green eyes with their half moon pupils smirking at her, realizing that he had never said he was one of the servers. This whole time, he had been cruising his own party incognito, dressed down in a human glamour, no one the wiser. Just an average, handsome man in a nondescript server’s outfit.

The bastard.

Fury overtook embarrassment in a flash flood of emotion. She gripped the stem of her flute, holding back the curses as if the rat’s life depended on it.

Distantly, Liana considered whether the depth of her ire was excessive for the harmless ruse played on her. He hadn’t lied or anything. So why did her anger grab her by the throat and squeeze, every trace of alcohol-induced relaxation evaporating?

Because he made her body wake up and take notice, that’s why. Because she entertained a brief fantasy of finding him after the party and slipping him her cell number, something she never did. She’d felt comfortable talking to him as well as attracted in a refreshing kind of way.

But the pleasant attraction and comfort were gone, vanquished by the assured, inhumanely beautiful man standing on a pedestal, surveying his potential concubines like a potentate. His hair still waved, contained in a loose tail. His skin still shimmered a few satiny shades too golden brown for him to be pureblooded Fae- and Liana didn’t think any of them rocked curls like hers- but the face with the body, now encased in silk that molded to a muscled chest in the breeze, belonged to a woman far higher on the totem pole than someone like Liana. Suppressing disillusionment, she turned to leave when he spoke.

“Thank you all for coming,” Eero said, his dark voice caressing the microphone. “You are all worthy choices, and this gathering was my way of saying thank you for making yourselves available in cooperation with the law; however, after reviewing all of the information presented by the local agency, I have selected the most viable candidate.”

Liana felt an insidious breeze that manifested into phantom hands. Knuckles brushed her jaw line, trailed down the center of her throat and between the valley of her breasts. Hands cupped her breasts, thumbs gently flicking her nipples until they became hard nubs. Liana inhaled, struggling to deny the molten heat between her thighs. The hands trailed down the center of her torso, down, farther- she jerked back. Her mother had warned her about decadent Fae magic. She would have thrown her flute at him if she could. She appeased herself by dropping it to the ground and stamping on it with the low heel of her serviceable office shoe before whirling around and pushing through the crowd.

“Liana Sandoval.” His voice grabbed her. “Where might you be going?



* * *



H
 is human didn’t disappoint
 . He watched her eyes widen in embarrassed temper, then narrow before she insulted him by throwing down her champagne and storming away before he even announced his choice. He punished her a little, making a public spectacle of her choosing. If she’d stayed deferentially still, he wouldn’t have done it. But then he knew from the heat she banked even from herself that Liana’s personality traits didn’t include deference. His blood heated. He craved the challenge.

“Assar.” He called his First Guard, still speaking into the microphone. “My human thinks to flee me already.” She would hate the amusement in his tone. Assar stalked the girl, but she stopped on her own, turning around with a force bordering on confrontational.

He watched, enjoying himself. He'd held back with her, allowing her to think him human, wanting to put her at ease before she must deal with his true nature. It was one thing to entertain a Fae Lord for a night. But to be the focus of his passion, his attention and protection for the rest of her life? He could spare a few seconds of pity for her. She would mother his children, endure the burden of being human in a culture conflicted with simultaneous resentment and fascination with all things mortal. She would receive the gentlest treatment he was capable of providing. He hoped it would be enough.

Assar reached her side and she looked at him askance before snarling when the man reached out a hand as if to waylay her. Liana stalked forward and this time the other women made way for her—more because of Assar’s forbidding presence and less because of her own. He didn’t think they realized the petite, hothouse flower approaching was his choice. Hope and calculation yet warred in many eyes, their open, avaricious gazes butchering him down to bone and analyzing the meat for value. He suppressed a faint shudder of distaste, reacting to his own macabre musings. Relieved fate saw fit to show mercy, refusing to saddle him and his future child with one of them as mother. Triumph heightened his desire.

He held out a hand when she approached, a silent demand. She paused, and he watched the consideration in her eyes with lessening amusement as she regarded his hand. His own eyes narrowed, a warning not to deny him in public. She smiled, little more than a clenching of teeth, and accepted his hand. The pulse in her wrist raced as he drew his thumb over the soft skin. He tugged, helping her step up onto the platform, drawing her to his side.

A vision flashed, this female robed in the colors of his Line, her long curls draped down her back, forehead framed in platinum and jewels as she stood beside him, a glow of Power around her hands as they rested on a swollen belly.

He shook it off. “Ladies, may I introduce the Lady Liana, my chosen concubine?” He lifted her hand to his lips, brushed a kiss on the trembling flesh. “She honors me with her acceptance.” Well, not yet. But she would. He’d accept nothing less than full, willing submission. “Please, enjoy yourselves the rest of the evening.”



* * *



L
 iana wanted to eviscerate him
 . She paused to consider whether she knew the meaning of the word, but decided it sounded sufficiently nasty for what she wanted to do. An official in government-issued dress loomed over her with paperwork they made her sign on the edge of a buffet table- her stomach too queasy for Liana to regret not having indulged in the plentiful goodies.

Paperwork complete- it was made clear that once chosen, she had no choice but to accept- they promised emailed copies the next business day as they ushered her through the crowd.

She dug in her heels, mind clicking the fastest it ever had. Eero rounded on her when he realized her resistance. She steeled her spine against the flash in his eyes before he banked it.

“Liana,” he said her name in warning. “Save your protests for when we’re alone.”

Yeah. Right. “It’s not that. My sister is here and I didn’t get a chance to speak to her.” She lowered her eyes. Had to be smart. A man like him would responded best to the appearance of meekness. “May I go find her and say goodbye?”

He stared at her a moment. “We aren’t leaving the city tonight, Liana. You’ll have plenty of time to speak with her. After.”

Her skin prickled from the heat of his impatience. Her body tightened, instinctively understanding the source of his restlessness. She felt the rise of color under her cheeks.

“I- please?”

Eero sighed. “Of course, my Lady. Go, but do not tarry.”
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D

 
O NOT TARRY

 .

Liana wanted nothing more than to tell him where he could take his command and shove it. But that would be stupid, considering she now had the task of evading a Fae Lord, and his guards as well as the curious eyes of hostile onlookers, in an effort to escape. Fortunately, she had at least one ally present.

And wasn’t that nice.

She found Vera in the crowd, expression disgruntled, though Liana supposed no one else would be able to read the telltale signs of spoiled temper. She still didn’t understand how two women raised in the same working class house, by the same value conscience mother, could be so different. Too many bottles of peroxide?

“Can we talk?” Liana asked when Vera made eye contact.

Her half-sister scowled, then immediately smoothed the expression away. Probably worrying about wrinkles.

“What do you want? Don’t you have a Fae you’re supposed to be entertaining?”

Liana’s full mouth thinned. “Yes, and I don’t have much time before he comes looking for me.”

She took Vera by a slender arm, pulling her underneath one of the frothy white canopies that were set up for cocktail hour. People made room for them, the first sign of deference.

Vera shook free. “You’re stupid. You should be with him. I just can’t for the life of me figure out why-”

Liana glared, but Vera jerked a shrug and threw back the rest of her wine.

“What do you want, Liana? There are other Fae here- I’m wasting my time with girl talk.”

“I want to leave.”

Heavily made up eyes rolled. “Okay. I’m sure there’s a limo waiting. Leave.” Vera’s eyes narrowed. “Do you have any clue the kind of parties you can go to now? You’ll get me invites right? If both of us are chosen, then we can afford to take care of mother. Together.”

“Like you give a damn about-” Liana stopped. Inhaled a calming breath. But Vera caught the words anyway.

“You think because I have a different kind of intelligence, or because I like pretty things that I’m shallow and don’t care about anything. You’re wrong.” Vera set her wineglass down on a passing tray. “Good luck with the Fae, sister
 . You’ll need it.”

Liana grabbed her. “Wait! Look- I need your help. I don’t want anything to do with this whole thing. We share the same genes. It should be you.”

Vera paused, flicking artfully lightened hair over her shoulder. “But it’s not me. What are you saying?”

“Help me get out of here without attracting any attention. He’ll repudiate me and you’d be the next logical choice since you’re my sister. They must have picked me from a genetic algorithm or something.”

Liana didn’t really have a clue how they’d picked her. She was making it up and talking fast because she needed Vera’s help for the scheme she was concocting. But her sister would follow the dangling carrot…

“What kind of help do you need?”

Liana grinned. “Can you set fire to something?”

“Are you kidding me? This isn’t a movie, Liana. If you can’t be serious then I’m leaving.”

“Okay, okay.” She chewed her lip. “Look, all I need is a bit of cover-”

“I think your Fae sent a guard for you.”

Liana turned her head and frowned, hackles rising. She’d seen the face of the male the Lord Eero had sent for her before. And all Fae really didn’t look alike. Just like humans, there were variations in coloring, height, body type. They didn’t look alike any more than all white people looked alike.

And his expression was… wrong. Or was it the lack of expression?

“No, that wasn’t the one who came for me before,” Liana said. “Let’s move and see if he follows.”

Vera glanced at her, but the women began moving away. Liana watched, while trying to look like she wasn’t watching. And the Fae followed. They began to move faster through the crowd.

“Find one of your Lord’s Guards,” Vera said suddenly. “You can’t tell one of the Old Blood from the others, and they’ve been crashing these events. I just remembered.”

“Old Blood?”

“Oh my God, Liana! Do you pay attention to anything?”

She thought she heard her name, but didn’t stop, shoulder blades tingling. She glanced behind her, met the eyes of the man trailing them. The focused, nearly malevolent expression disappeared. But she’d seen it.

“Are you sure?” Liana asked.

“Yes. Look, let’s go back to the signing table. They’ll know where-”

“No.” She wasn’t going back there. That would just land her right on Lord Eero’s proverbial lap again. “Let’s just-”

A boom rocked the air. Liana ducked instinctively, feeling a little foolish until she saw her sister’s face.

“Fuck,” Vera said through cries of shock. “I knew it. This is way too high profile a Choosing.” She grabbed Liana’s wrist. “Run! Don’t stop moving.”

They ran. Liana knew for certain she heard her name a second time, but didn’t turn around then, either. The stupid sand made her even slower than usual and she vowed that she would get back into her speed cycling class next registration.

A second boom and this time the startled shouting turned into running. A noxious scent drifted in the air, a thick gray smoke fouling the air. Her eyes watered, stinging.

“That Fae is following us!” Vera shouted, coughing.

It took her a few tries to respond, rubbing at her prickling eyes. “What does that mean? Why would someone be after us?”

“Catering.”

“What?”

Someone ran into her. Liana lurched, almost falling to the ground and taking her sister with her.

Vera cursed. “The catering truck. I saw where they parked. We can hide in there. The Old Blood will be dressed like Lord Eero’s men.”

Liana glanced over her shoulder. She didn’t see their pursuer any longer, but the area was flooded with Fae in full armor.

They wore a kind of sleek, iridescent Kevlar type armor over their entire bodies with hard shell like padding at the shoulders and breastplate. Black edged in dark green, many carrying long black staffs. They prowled the area, moving with purpose.

“The green are the good guys,” Vera said, terse. “But then the bad guys could have got ahold of some of the armor.”

“How do you know all this stuff?”

Her half-sister’s glance was contemptuous. They continued to push through the crowd until they’d cleared the cordoned off party area. The catering truck was parked in a small, packed lot with ancient pay machines for now defunct credit companies. Parking might be free now, making old Daley roll in his grave, but it was still scarce.

A tall, lanky employee was loading chafing dishes and supplies into the back of the truck.

“Don’t open your mouth,” Vera snapped. “And you owe me for this- even if your Lord catches you. And he will.”

Vera tugged Liana along, her slightly panicked, terse mien shifting in an instant. &quot;Oh, thank God!&quot; she exclaimed, breathless, chest heaving.

The man straightened, blinking.

&quot;I just know you can help us. The party was attacked and the Fae warriors are all over the place. We can't get to our car.&quot;

&quot;You're one of the candidates,&quot; he said, warily.

Vera pouted. &quot;Yes, and they made me come. Thank God I wasn't chosen.&quot; She shuddered. &quot;Forced to breed one of those aliens. I want a human. A real
 man.&quot;

Liana watched in bemusement as her sister flirted their way into the cargo van. They were lucky because this one had only carried supplies and not employees on the way over, so he didn't have to make a choice between Vera's limpid baby blues and abandoning his co-workers over a pretty stranger. Strangers
 , but Liana supposed she didn't really count.

&quot;Just have him drop me off at the red line,&quot; Liana said. &quot;I don’t want anyone from that party knowing where I live.&quot;

&quot;Do you think the Fae don’t already have all your information?&quot; Vera asked under her breath. &quot;You're a little dense, Liana, but whatever.&quot;

Okay, so maybe she wasn't thinking this through. All she needed was a few minutes’ head start- which she had, unless Lord Eero realized she'd left on her own and not been injured or lost in the melee. Though hopefully he'd think she wasn't worth the trouble and pick a different woman.



* * *



&quot;S
 he's gone
 ,&quot; Assar said, grim.

&quot;Are you certain?&quot; Eero asked, though it was rhetorical. Assar would not make a mistake.

Assar said nothing. Eero didn't take offense, his question had been mostly rhetorical anyway. Anger churned in his gut, and a tendril of fear which he banished as useless. Fear served no purpose.

One by one his warriors reported to him. Eero was the only one of the Fae who was weaponless. But then, he didn't need a weapon. They'd either killed or contained the enemy, and no Liana among them. So either she'd left during the confusion or been taken.

Ambulances were parked, tending to minor injuries and she wasn’t among those humans. The possibility that she'd deliberately slipped away occurred to him. Her displeasure at being chosen had been evident. Her momentary meekness hadn’t fooled him a second, though he'd wished to start out their relationship on a positive foot, and hadn't wanted to deny her a word with her sister.

Grandmother had always said, &quot;follow your first mind.&quot;

&quot;She isn't here,&quot; he said, almost certain. &quot;She is attempting to escape.&quot;'

Assar nodded. &quot;She'll return home first.&quot;

&quot;Assemble a unit. I will join you.&quot;



* * *



&quot;H
 ey- aren’t
 you the girl who was chosen?&quot;

She was several years too old for anyone to be referring to her as a girl. And she didn't like the man's sudden attention.

&quot;No, I was with the sound crew,&quot; she lied. And it was a terrible lie. &quot;Hey, you can let me off at this exit. I'll take a cab from here.&quot;

&quot;I don't mind-&quot;

&quot;I do.&quot; Liana forced herself to smile to soften her tone. He shrugged after a minute, glance sliding back to Vera. Perfect.

Her sister's fingers wrapped around her wrist. Hard. &quot;Don’t forget our talk!&quot; Vera said brightly.

The van pulled off the exit and slowed to a stop. The driver looked around. &quot;Hey, this neighborhood isn't-&quot;

&quot;I'm good.&quot; They were on 71st and the Old Dan Ryan, for crissakes. And there was nowhere in the city that was all safe these days.

She hopped out before he could say anything else. Liana walked a block before a neighborhood cab drove by. That was one good thing about the regulations on personal vehicles- plenty of 'independent' drivers were always available. Everyone from single moms trying to make extra cash in their minivans, teens bringing in grocery money and senior citizens supplementing their base living allowance.

She climbed in the old passenger van of an elderly man she'd ridden with before, and relaxed. She wouldn’t have to worry about being robbed by a stranger, but there were still the Fae to deal with. She had no clue how they would react to her disappearance in the attack.

And didn’t want to know.

&quot;79th and Kingston,&quot; she told the driver. &quot;Do you go out to Merriville?&quot;

The best temporary plan she could come up with was to stuff a suitcase with a week’s worth of clothing, her laptop and essentials, and head to her mother's house in Indiana. Though it might be smarter to stay with 'Uncle' Jeb. The government probably wouldn’t be too happy with her absconding from a contract- were there penalties or fines involved? Could she be sued?- but surely another choice would be easier than bringing her to court?

The van swerved. She slanted a look at her normally affable driver who rolled down the window and screamed out.

“Go get a license, you non driver!”

“Uh- maybe it would be better to let it go…”

Liana’s eyes widened as the car that had caused the swerve turned in the middle of the one-way street and came right for them.

“I’m dialing 911,” she said, buckling her seatbelt and dialing. The cell flew out of her hands when the van swerved again, and drove into a tree.

They hadn’t been going very fast- maybe twenty-five miles since this area was a speed trap- but the crunch of metal was still sickening. The seatbelt kept her from leaving her seat. The driver swore, but otherwise appeared unhurt. Liana bent down and picked up the cell, hand shaking a little.

“Hello? What’s the emergency?”

“We were in a car accident,” Liana said. “Someone deliberately rammed us off the road.” She twisted, looking around for the car. And froze when Fae emerged. But not the black and green clad Fae from the event. “Oh, shit, I think Fae dissidents are after me.”

“Ma’am?”

Liana gave the nearest cross streets and explained as rapidly as she could without giving too much information. “I was at one of those events to choose a candidate and a bomb went off. I left, but I think some of the Fae who were there followed me. I was one of the candidates. Are they after all the candidates?”

“Please stay on the line.”

“Did you hear me? There are armed FAE coming.”

She didn’t stand a chance staying in the van. They’d tear the hinges off the door. The warriors were maybe a half block away and approaching at a steady walk. Unhurriedly, as if they had every confidence their prey was in hand. Liana unclipped her belt and left the car, taking off at a dead run.

Her only advantage was that she knew the neighborhood. Cutting through an alley, she glanced over her shoulder once. The Fae were behind her and closing, though she couldn’t hear a single footstep. Her heart jerked as sweat beaded between her breasts. Oh, shit. She should have stayed at the party.

She needed to get to a busier street. Her best chance was to draw a lot of attention. Maybe they’d think twice about- kidnapping? Killing? What?- a human woman in broad daylight in the middle of dozens of witnesses.

And someone
 around here would be armed.
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T
 HEY MOVED QUICKLY
 . Eero had her address from the human officials before they’d pulled out of the parking lot. If she followed the instinct of a distressed human without tactical training, the first place she would go would be her home. She would feel safe there, perhaps take some time to plan her next moves. The next logical destination would be to the home of a relative or another familiar, safe shelter.

The Old Blood would have her information by now as well. He’d foolishly said her full name over the speaker, and the attack had happened bare moments after. Once they had her name, it would be simple for them to hack the government system and find her paperwork.

Damn them. The King had chosen patience in dealing with the faction of Fae who protested the mingling of human blood with Fae Lines. And until only a few months ago, the faction had remained more or less nonviolent. It wasn’t until recently they’d begun taking stronger action.

“We’re being followed,” Assar said.

“Keep the original destination,” Eero said. “They already know where she lives- they are hoping we’re stupid.” And would drive off course hoping to lead them away from Liana, when in reality they would have men on their way to her home while Eero was distracted with a… red herring.

“Their hope is in vain,” his First Guard replied.

They made quick time, even with the car trailing them. The quality of housing deteriorated as they drove, but truthfully, the entire city was well worn. He’d been told it had once been beautiful, especially downtown.

“Faster,” Eero said, jaw tight. Impatience drove him. He had the irrational desire to leap from the moving vehicle and run the remainder of the way- as if even a full grown Fae could outpace a car. Which they could not.

“Pull off,” Assar said sharply, and pointed at an exit. “I see Fae- running. That’s not a coincidence.”

The drive responded to Assar’s command, swerving at the last second. There was just enough time for their second car, carrying the remainder of his warriors, to follow suit. May the Gods bless Assar’s sharp eyes. Eero had been watching their tail out of the rearview mirror- he would have missed the car accident.

They pulled up, leaping out to chase after the Old Blood. They could be no other, and if they were running, it meant they had their prey in sight.

A human man stood next to a crumpled vehicle, the front smashed into a tree, swearing. Police sirens sounded in the distance, coming closer.

“Was there a woman with you?” Eero asked, curtly.

“What the hell is going on?” the human asked, angry. “I was driving her home and more of you pulled out of nowhere and ran me off the road. She took off running. That way. She in trouble?”

But Eero and his warriors were already running.

“Hey, I need a statement for the insurance people,” the human yelled.



* * *



H
 er lungs burned
 . A car honked as she lurched into the middle of the street. She calculated the distance on foot to the nearest police station and knew she wouldn’t make it. She, Liana Sandoval, was a waitress and Early Childhood Education major slash business major. She didn't do long walks on the beach, and the aerobics class had been more to get out and socialize a bit than to get any hard core exercise. 

She stopped in the middle of the street, bracing herself for whatever doom was about to come. Sirens blared in the distance, getting louder by the moment but tricky to hear over the angry horns of the drivers backed up thanks to Liana and the Fae blocking their paths.

&quot;Yes!&quot; she shrieked, exhausted. It was about goddamn time. They were drawing some attention, at least. The Fae had slowed to a walk but didn’t stop, uncaring of the traffic that weaved around them.

The crunch of metal made Liana flinch. Someone shouted a curse which was drowned out quickly by someone else laying on their horn.

“Get outta the damn road!”

“Who the hell--?”

“Idiots!”

Liana couldn’t tell who was shouting or how many. The sirens, though they were closer and louder, blended into the chaos of voices and horns.

&quot;Human woman,&quot; a female said, her long, dark hair hanging like curtains around a vulpine face. &quot;Death comes to those who would meddle in Fae affairs.&quot;

Liana stared, disbelieving. &quot;First you all make me sign a bogus contract, and then you want to punish me for it? How is that fair?&quot;

They ignored her. She supposed it didn’t suit them to acknowledge that she was as much against the whole idea as they were. And she now vaguely recalled snippets of television over the last several weeks in between dashes for class, work and collapsing on her thrift store couch in exhaustion. Apparently, not all Fae were happy with the influx of human genetics into Fae families.

&quot;Can we talk about this?&quot; Liana raised her hands, palms out.

Brakes squealed as a car jerked to a stop in the middle of the street next to Liana. A young man got out, the kind of man who grew up on the block and wasn’t afraid of shit. Timeless dark wash jeans and a button up shirt, scalp shaved smooth and gleaming. He was muscled enough that he could probably take a punch, but Liana feared he didn’t know what he was getting into.

A car pulled close to the stopped car which now blocked its path. “You can’t park there!” the driver shouted and blew his horn.

The man next to Liana pounded his fist down onto the hood and pointed at the driver. The horn stopped, and the driver looked down at his lap, clearly unwilling to fight.

The man turned to Liana. &quot;You need some help?&quot;

His look at the Fae was flat, unfriendly. A glare like that would send most people running in the other direction. And the Fae slowed, but Liana didn’t think it was out of fear, just caution. They recognized another predator. But there was only one of him- until his friends piled out of the car, too.

&quot;She is our prey. Leave, and we will have no quarrel with you.&quot;

&quot;Yeah? Looks like she's from this neighborhood- and you aren’t. So why don’t you
  leave, and we
 won’t have any quarrel with you
 .&quot;

&quot;So be it,&quot; the Fae woman said.

And suddenly blades were drawn, the funny looking long swords made of some kind of black material- wood or maybe alien metal. Something that wasn’t steel but looked just as sharp.

The driver and his friends drew guns.

&quot;Oh, shit,&quot; Liana said, backing up out of the line of fire.

&quot;Get in the car,&quot; the man said.

The Fae leaped. There was no other word for it. Maybe they had magic to power their jumps, or maybe their legs were just that powerful. But at one moment they were standing several car lengths away, and the next they were in the air, hair flying, sun glinting off black blades. Liana scrambled, heading to the car but wondering if that was the best option since the Fae were also headed to the car- and the men.

Then the humans began firing, and Liana realized why the car was the best place. Someone from inside opened the door, and she threw herself in. A woman, a gun in her hand. And a toddler in her lap. Liana's heart sank.

&quot;Oh, God, this isn’t right. Look, you can’t be here,&quot; she said.

The woman's face was just as hard as those of the men who'd jumped out of the car. The toddler stared at Liana, wide brown eyes curious as he sipped on a cup of juice.

&quot;This is our territory,&quot; the woman said. &quot;We've dealt with Fae before. Relax. I’m Yazmeen.&quot;

Liana wondered briefly in what context they'd had to deal with Fae warriors, but watching the fight grabbed all her attention.

And when she saw the Fae who came running into view, her heart sank.

“Liana,” she said.

Yazmeen watched the unfurling fight. “Why do they want you?”

“I’m- I was- a candidate. At a party downtown. There was a bomb and they chased me here.”

“Do you know who that Fae is right there?”

Yazmeen pointed towards Lord Eero.

“Yeah, I know who he is.”



* * *



E
 ero leaped
 at a car coming in his direction. Assar jumped onto the top of another, bracing for balance as it swerved, and scanned the street for his enemy. Eero jumped down to the hood, his footsteps making barely a dent in the thin metal. As he dropped to the street, landing with only a whisper of sound, his subtle hand gestures guided the warriors who jumped over and around cars to follow his directions.

Someone grunted and cried out, likely a human forced back into a vehicle or a human taken down for trying to interfere. A pocket of quiet fell over them, as the humans swarming the street like insects started to realize how insignificant their shouts and noises were. Perhaps they sensed danger for the first time.

His great-grandfather, long since retreated to the family estates in their homeland, could call a staff of pure power out of the air and form it into a solid weapon. But Eero had been born on Earth, and the atmosphere thinned his blood, as well as whatever disease was culling magic from the Fae, destroying their fertility and forcing them to seek new genes from humans.

Eero called the raw power, clumsy to his sight though he was the most powerful present, and deflected the black blade of his enemy. Sparks collided; his weapon wasn’t quite solid, but the force of the atoms striking together created enough friction that the enemy braced to keep from flying backward.

Shouts rang out around them, and the humans’ machines growled and squealed, clanging together as they tried to get away from the fight. Some got of their machines, slammed the doors and ran, shrieking, in the direction of the sirens, close enough now that flashing red and white lights glinted off the enemy’s blades.

Eero used one arm coated in the power and broke through his opponent’s defense. He was lucky; the fighter was young and the youth were unused to dealing with even a modicum of power. Even Assar, despite his full-blooded status, couldn’t call more than enough power to light a candle. They were trained strictly in physical combat. And they were younger than he by decades.

He recognized the face of the human male who drove away with Liana in the car. Eero let it be for the moment. The more immediate concern was eliminating the threat. He knew where to find her. And he also knew his human allies would monitor her until he contacted them. They wouldn’t know who she was, only that Lord Eero himself had appeared in a fight where enemies had tried to take her. They weren’t stupid. They would know she was somehow important.

He nodded to Assar, indicating he was following Liana. His Guard would remain with half the soldiers and dispatch the Old Blood.



* * *



L
 iana stuck
 her head out of the car window. &quot;The ones in black and green are good guys!&quot; she yelled at the top of her lungs.

&quot;We know Lord Eero's colors,&quot; Yazmeen said, short.

The human men pulled back when Eero and his guard arrived, engaging the enemy Fae. Yazmeen shoved the toddler at her and climbed in the driver’s seat. Car doors opened and her people lunged in. Liana felt sick relief that no one was dead, but she counted multiple injuries, including the man in charge.

&quot;Drive,&quot; he said. He craned his head to look in the back. There were three adults and a toddler crammed into the back seat now. &quot;Why do the Fae want you?&quot;

&quot;I'm a candidate,&quot; she repeated, teeth clenched. She was gratefulf or the help. But damn, she was tired of explaining. &quot;I was at one of those choosing events on Lakeshore Drive and there was a- I don’t know. A bomb, I guess. I got away but the followed me. Can you take me home?&quot;

Thoughtful black eyes surveyed her. &quot;That’s the worst place you can go. If they followed you, they know where you live.&quot; He glanced at one of the males sitting next to Liana. &quot;They're going after candidates now? Shit.&quot;

The man slumped in the seat, eyes closed, cradling an injured arm. &quot;Don't make sense. They’ve just been targeting chosen. Why escalate things now?&quot;

Liana looked out the window. &quot;I’m on 79th and Kingston. Can you take me there? I just need to grab my laptop and clothes and the I’m leaving the city.&quot;

&quot;You'll be safe with us.&quot;

She shook her head. The toddler twisted in her arms, getting into a nursing position. &quot;No, I don’t want anyone getting hurt any more because of me.&quot;

&quot;It's not you,&quot; Yazmeen said. &quot;Not specifically, anyway.&quot;

&quot;Who are you guys? You seem to know all about the Fae.&quot;

&quot;Let’s just say we're part of an independent city task force. Lord Eero doesn’t have enough soldiers to keep an eye on everything in the city.&quot;

Wow. That was... perfect. Perfect timing they'd been there for her- and also not perfect, because if they had a kind of relationship with Lord Eero maybe he'd recognized them. Which meant Liana needed to get out of the car, and now, before they got a call asking for her to be detained.

&quot;You can let me out here,&quot; she said. &quot;I need to grab a few things from the dollar store. Thanks for... everything.&quot;

&quot;You sure?&quot; Yazmeen asked as she pulled over. &quot;We can-&quot;

&quot;I’m sure.&quot;

Yazmeen glanced at their leader, who nodded and shrugged. &quot;We aren’t Fae. We don’t keep women who don’t want to be kept.&quot;

Liana got out, and paused, uncertain. He swore. &quot;I feel like a piece of shit. I don’t know how to-&quot;

&quot;Don’t worry about it. Look, my name is Alphonso. You ever want to reach us, you ask around. People here know me.&quot;

Liana nodded and hurried off after they pulled away. It was a good block to her apartment and she had no intention of stopping in the dollar store. She dialed her mother as she walked, then realized she would be at work and opted for a text instead, explaining she was coming for a visit. Luckily, she had keys.



* * *



A
 s he closed
 the distance between him and his human, his anger grew. There was space for it in his head now that the immediate threat was over. He had the luxury of imagining how he would make her pay for this evening's exertion.

The humans scrambled out of his path as he ran. They'd likely never see a Fae in a flat out run before. No, he could not out run a car. But a car would have to push at a decent rate in order to outpace him.

One of his vehicles pulled alongside him, the door opening without it even stopping. Eero launched himself in and they drove the remaining distance.

He could imagine why she had fled. It was why he'd chosen her- there was no scent of Fae Chaser on her skin. Her file detailed the daily movements of a woman intent on living her life peacefully, attaining some small measure of success in her corner of the world and in general seemed oblivious to the Fae or the pleasure his people could provide.

Her lack of awareness made her ideal, coupled with intelligence and a pleasing work ethic. Several of his brethren had chosen wrong and been forced to expel the mothers of their children from their lives, leaving the halflings motherless. No one wanted such a tragic outcome, but the clean grief of separation was still better than a Fae with the taint of human avarice. Their people had enough problems with their own flaws- they didn’t need to add the worst of human greed and selfishness to the volatile mix.

So it was imperative he choose correctly, and his strategy had been to find a woman who modeled his practical, warm grandmother as close as possible.

They drew up to Liana's apartment building. He sent warriors to scout the building and the neighborhood, posted them at the entrances and made his way up to her apartment on his own.

He took the stairs three at a time, after a swift, thorough look at the rusted elevator. Not a death he wanted, trapped inside a sweltering iron box. Not that it was likely he'd be trapped, but if the cable broke, the fall could kill him.

Eero wondered at the macabre turn of his own thoughts, realizing he attempted to distract his mind from anger. His own cousin and First Guard was... cautious... when Eero was in a full rage. How could he expect a young, human woman to handle him properly?

He had the apartment number memorized and stopped in front of the door, staring. She'd left it open.
 Not much, but just enough for any person with more than casual interest to notice.

The fool.
 His babe would die before he even had a chance to plant it in her womb.
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S
 HE THREW CLOTHING
 into a duffel bag, several toiletries. Took a few precious seconds to agonize over her totes of beads and jewelry making supplies. Plus the collection of necklaces displayed on her ancient wicker dresser. No time to pack everything up, but she could grab her travel box that had basic tools and a small selection of beads for when she wanted to work on something away from home.

Grabbing the box and her duffle, she left the bedroom and hurried down the short hallway.

And froze under the unmasked, predatory gaze of a fully enraged Fae Lord.

He stalked forward, and despite the puddle of goo forming from what had once been her spine, she scrambled backwards, holding up an arm in flimsy defense.

“Wait, wait!”

“No, no wait
 ,” he snarled, grabbing her by the upper arm. “You silly child. You could have gotten yourself killed.”

“I didn’t know leaving a party would be fatal!” She winced at the shrill note in her voice.

“You would have known if you hadn’t fled,” he snapped, dragging her out of the apartment. “Stop struggling. I don’t know how many of our enemies are converging. You’ve placed us at a disadvantage.”

“My bag,” she said. “Unless you have-”

“I can buy you anything you need,” he said but stopped, glaring down at her. “Get your bag.”

She darted to where it had dropped from her numb fingers, snatching it off the floor even as the Fae took her by the arm again.

“Is that really necessary?” she asked, tugging.

“Demon
 strably.”

“Well, I wouldn’t have run away if you hadn’t chosen me. What would make you do something so stu-” she cut herself off, the slash of green eyes warning her.

His anger was a stifling heat pressing against her skin, making the oxygen around them uncomfortable to breath. She inhaled, coughing.

He stopped, closed his eyes for a long moment. Then resumed walking, tension abruptly banked, the air normal again. His guard, the one he’d called Assar, joined them at the end of the hall, a swift look taking in the state of his Lord’s temper and her own.

“She’s unharmed,” Eero said, short. “Our honor is intact for now.”

Liana bristled. How… misogynistic. As if their so called honor
 was attached to how well they protected the newest little woman.

Assar nodded, and fell into step on her other side, blade naked at his side, plucking the backpack from her without missing a step. Liana glanced at him sideways, wondering how a man who’d just been in a… firefight… didn’t have a single, white blond strand of hair out of place.

“Nura is in pursuit,” Assar said.

“Find Thannos,” Eero hissed. “He goes too far.”

“It might not have-”

“Find him.”

“Rabd
 .”

They slid into a waiting limousine. Liana sealed her lips shut, ignoring them both- silent snarly male and neutral, steady-eyed guardian. She wouldn't lower herself to argue in public. Instead, she contented herself with folding her arms over her chest and staring out the window, refusing to look at anyone.

But… a niggling sense of guilt overrode her anger. “Is anyone hurt?”

They’d fought… if not exactly for
 her, but at least on her behalf. She wasn’t deliberately obtuse enough to pretend the attack hadn’t been aimed at her. Though clearly
 she was a person of interest only because of her infant connect to Lord Eero.

Eero stiffened and looked at her. “My warriors
 are unharmed. They
 are trained to survive injury. Injury that would easily fell one small, silly human female.”

Guilt vanished. “This is not my fault. I had no idea-”

His eyes narrowed. “It is clearly your fault. We wouldn't have had to chase you down if you hadn’t broken your word!”

Her mouth gaped. “My word?
 What word!”

His lip curled in a snarl, the thin veneer of calm peeling away. “What do you think a contract is?”

“You mean the paper the government forced me to sign in order to hand me over to a stranger to-”

“I won’t be a stranger by the end of the night.”

Her throat closed. The sensual threat in his voice, the dark heat in his eyes, both frightened and aroused. She was a normal woman; she couldn't help but respond to the sexual inferno his body threw off in palpable waves. But… he was still a stranger, a dominant male with more power in his pinky than she had in her whole body. Would he hurt her? Did he want
 to hurt her?

“Lady,” Assar said, glancing at Eero. The Fae Lord subsided after a moment without looking at his guard, then glanced away from Liana, staring out of the window.

She turned her head and looked at Assar after a moment, assuming he was talking to her. “I’m not a Lady.”

He said nothing, simply waited. Liana exhaled. “Yes?”

“Lord Eero- all of the Fae who obey the King’s edict- have enemies which you have now inherited.” He held up a hand, forestalling her response. “It doesn’t matter that this wasn’t truly your choice. For your survival you must place yourself under Lord Eero’s protection.”

The man in question snorted, as if to scoff at Assar’s polite wording indicating she had actual choice.


“Do you understand?” Assar asked her. “If you flee again, you could be killed before we reach you.” He paused, assessing her. “Or if we reach you, one of us could be killed defending you.”

Sneaky Fae. She might have been able to discount her own safety, but she wouldn’t be responsible for the death of soldiers following orders. Liana squeezed her eyes shut, swearing in her mind. A litany of the filthiest curses she could think of. When she opened her eyes both males were staring at her, Eero darkly amused, Assar considering.

“You think very loudly when you’re angry,” Eero said, thoughtful. He glanced at Assar. “Did you-”

“Yes. I heard her as well. Faint- but it could have been no one else.”

And suddenly the quality of their regard changed, sharpened. Liana froze, shoulders hunching. Shit shitty shit. She was in trouble.



* * *



F
 ingers snapped
 in front of her face, and she jerked in the seat, realizing they had come to a stop in front of a hotel. Liana reined in her wandering thoughts. She recognized Michigan Avenue. Of course
 . Nothing less than the best for the Fae.

Her door opened, and yet another guard appeared as escort, who managed to maintain an air of courtesy without touching her. Eero, however, seemed to have no such compunction about manhandling her. Liana wondered if she owed the guard’s restraint to his distaste of her species, or the presence of her… boyfriend? Future baby daddy? Lord and master? She snorted. She knew which title he would prefer.

Lord Eero ushered her through the black and gold lobby with a hand low on her back, burning through the flimsy cloth of her blouse to the skin below. Her spine tingled.

“In a hurry or something?” she asked snidely.

“Or something.” His voice caressed her. She stiffened, both dreading and anticipating the… unmentionable deeds… that tone promised.

When they entered the suite, sans guard, she turned and faced him, feet set, shoulders squared. She should have been intimidated. The quality of the dark, modern furniture, neutral colors with pops of bold color and minimalist natural art- they all screamed the kind of wealth she would never have access to.

“So how does this work?”

He indicated the couch, but she remained standing. He chose to sit, flicking the long tail of his hair out of the way, crossing his legs and steepling his fingers atop his knees, the picture of elegance. It should have looked… feminine, but an aura of masculine sexuality enrobed him.

Liana watched him resentfully, stomach clenching. At the party, the deceiving glamour hid all that, and she’d only responded to the barest tendrils of his sensuality. Now, alone in a room with him, knowing she'd somehow signed her body and life away to him, her heart began to race. He could do anything he wanted with her, and nothing she said in protest would matter. There were no laws regarding consent between a Fae Lord and his concubine.

The Fae’s lawyers- damn their cleverness for using a human firm, though at the time, many questions were raised regarding whether they were entitled to do so- were careful to add that stipulation before the Lords got to work restoring farmland. Damn them.

“Come here,” he said.

She took a step back, no fear in her movement. Eero rose in response to the subtle challenge, his approach slow and deceptively patient. “There is nowhere you can run this time, kha’insan
 . Don’t try.”

“My name is Liana.”

“It is, and a beautiful name at that. I’ll remember to say it when I’m fucking you.”

Her breath caught in her throat from the abrupt crudeness of his words. “You don’t own me.”

Eero smiled, no humanity in the expression. “Your defiance pleases me- it will add spice to the game. You didn’t read the papers you signed? I do
 own you. Your body belongs to me. As does your womb. Your heart will soon follow.” He paused, head tilting as he studied her. “Keep your mind. It interests me.”

Her hand clenched into a fist. “I liked you when you were pretending to be human.”

“You like me more, now.” He placed a hand on her chest, gently. It felt like a brand of ownership. “And soon you will love me. I won’t accept anything less from the woman who will carry my child.”

His free hand coiled in the mass of her hair.

“You will love me,” he whispered in her ear, a voice creamier than molten chocolate and just as sinful.

Her pussy clenched, and she felt him inhale, his mouth opening against the skin of her neck. Eero relaxed the choke hold he kept on his sexuality, just enough to entice. Just enough for her sensual fear to spice the air.

“But you’ll love what I do to you even more.”

And his desire flooded her, rushing through her body in an overwhelming tidal wave of primal heat. It was too much. She cried out, stiffening, hands pushing against his chest. He would incinerate her, his power fill her veins to bursting until she was nothing but ash. Animal instinct prevailed and she struggled, fingers arching into claws, vision darkening until all she saw was his vulpine face, his glowing alien eyes.

“Liana. Liana.”


She heard his voice from the distance of panic and suddenly the undulating, overwhelming desire was gone. She gasped, the relief nearly painful. Eero released her, stepped back slowly, expression shuttered. Cold.

He waited until she focused on him. “Forgive me. My control is normally faultless. The last few hours have been… stressful.”

She wanted to laugh, and felt the hysteria well in her throat before she clamped it down. Bit the tip of her tongue, tangy liquid filling her mouth. His nostrils flared and his arm rose, stiffly, pointing to a set of closed doors.

“Go. Refresh yourself, rest. I’ve ordered a meal.”

Liana didn’t move, her muscles not quite believing he was letting her go.

“Liana, go.” He hesitated. “I won’t touch you… tonight.”

She stared one moment longer at the tall, haughty man with the cloud of silken hair around his shoulders, once again masked with a mostly human glamour, her knees weak with relief from the reprieve, then turned and fled.
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A
 SSAR STOPPED SHORT
 , eyeing the complete lack of expression on the face of his Rabd
 and cousin.

Running his tongue around his teeth, he closed the suite’s main door cautiously. “How goes the-”

Lethal eyes focused on him, a warning not to proceed with that train of questioning.

But Assar was not First Guard for nothing. The door clicked shut behind him. Then locked, though Assar had not locked it.

“Lord, is the human well?”

Eero prowled the room, pacing the width of the couch twice, looking as if he were searching for something.

His right mind, maybe?

“She is well,” Eero said, snarling the last word. He stopped, closed his eyes. Black hair puffed around his shoulders as if a burst of air swirled around him. Assar knew better than to come closer.

So he strolled forward and threw himself on the couch a bare foot away from an angry, not quite in control, Fae Lord. Scion of one of the most powerful Lines among their people, for all that the power of the family was greatly reduced in the last several generations.

Since Josephine.

Assar just hoped, in times such as these, that his cousin remembered their mothers were beloved sisters, albeit half.

“She refused you?” Assar asked.

Eero stilled, color gone from his face. Several shades darker than full blooded Fae, when Eero went pale, it preceded something… bloody. But Assar was a veteran of more than one kind of battle.

“It’s a good thing, that she refuses you.”

His Lord looked at him, turning only his head. As if the rest of his body had yet to decide whether Assar would live or die. Assar controlled his breathing, the rate of his heart and flow of blood in his veins. The predator in front of him would sense any physiological change that suggested fear.

And pounce.

Assar suspected Eero’s preference for this particular female went deeper than surface attraction- the man had been obsessing over her since he’d seen her photo. Had orchestrated an entire party simply to please her, knowing she’d rarely experienced such events. He could have claimed her in a sterile administrative office, mailed her paperwork with a time and date to present herself.

But Eero had wanted to honor her. Had spent weeks watching her before making his move. Weeks in which his guard, and his Guard came to realize their Lord wanted this woman. For what reasons they didn’t know, and their quarters were rife with speculation.

But they understood that Liana Sandoval was important to Eero on a personal level. For that alone they would protect her with their lives. And Assar would help his cousin navigate this new, budding relationship as best he could. Being younger and more… conversant… with human females, despite Eero having the greater share of mortal blood.

“Tell me how it is good, cousin,” Eero said.

The dark, silky tone sent shivers along his spine.

&quot;No woman of worth would submit herself to a man who hasn't proved himself first,&quot; Assar said. &quot;If she did, I wouldn't trust her motivations.&quot;

Eero continued to watch him, patient.

&quot;And she is afraid,&quot; he continued, quietly. &quot;We could all see that. We already know she knows no more of Fae, and men, then a chaste woman should.&quot;

&quot;She is not a virgin.&quot;

&quot;No.&quot; Assar considered his words. &quot;That isn’t precisely what I meant. We all watched her. She goes to work, goes to school, goes home. She flirts a little with her customers, but she values her autonomy, and her... goals.&quot;

&quot;You determined this from a few weeks’ surveillance?&quot;

&quot;You wouldn’t have chosen her if you hadn’t also determined it. Would you have wanted her if you truly expected her to come to your bed the first night she met you?&quot;

&quot;I could make her want me.&quot;

Assar didn’t speak for a moment. &quot;Rabd
 - that would not be conducive to long term domestic bliss. Women- Fae or human- do not enjoy coercion.&quot;

&quot;You think it would still be rape when I was done with her?&quot;

The word sent a frisson of distaste down his throat. Assar controlled his involuntary flinch. &quot;You could make her body feel desire, erode her will until she begged you- but you cannot hold her under sway forever without damaging her mind. Is that what you want because you can't control your desire for a few more days?&quot;

Eero's eyes closed. A shudder racked his body, tension draining away. Assar could breathe again when glowing green eyes muted to their more human muddy shade.

&quot;Damnit,&quot; Eero swore. &quot;I’ve already waited-&quot;

&quot;You are Fae. You will wait forever, if you must. If that is what your Lady demands of you.&quot;

And his Lord lowered his head. &quot;Yes. If that is what she demands.&quot;



* * *



S
 he’d forgotten
 to take her bag in the bedroom with her.

Liana sat on the edge of the white covered bed and stared towards the door she’d just closed. Hadn’t dared lock it, not with Fae hearing. It might just be like waving a red flag in front of a bull.

Her stomach clenched, her body a maelstrom of residual desire. Her toes trembled, the adrenaline saturating even the digits furthest from her heart. She felt as if she’d had too many cups of coffee- that coupled with exhaustion threatened to topple her.

He’d almost- they’d almost- she shut her eyes. Took a deep breath. She wasn’t a child, or a virgin. She’d had sex before. But she’d been in control- of her mind, her heart. Her body. Never had she felt as if the man she was with was the eye of a storm. Strength and rage condensed into a roiling mass of energy that when released, could splinter her into a thousand pieces.

What did he want with her? Demonstrably, he desired. Wanted. He would have fucked her if his mama hadn’t raised him right. For a moment she’d been terrified his mother hadn’t.
 Too many men thought their erection equaled the woman’s consent. And her one brush with an almost date rape had taught her all she wanted of so called ‘alpha’ males.

But he had
 stopped. And her body had protested the ceasefire. She hoped, she prayed she didn’t crush on this man. Beauty, power and honor in one irresistible package focused on her. A plain working class girl with a degree she loved, but who was distinctly unglamorous.

She heard the faint murmur of voices several moments later, then silence and the click of a door closing. She waited a good ten minutes then crept forward, opening the door a sliver, then all the way when she saw no one.

“Are you hungry?”

Liana jumped, squeaking. Mortified that such a…mousy… sound came out of her throat. She whirled around, on the balls of her feet, poised to flee. But the Fae Lord just watched her from a side chair he’d dragged near a window. His hand dangled over the side, ankle resting on his knee. With half lidded eyes he looked every inch the relaxed, half sleepy male, paying only token attention to her.

She knew better. If he was still in this room, it was for a reason. Vera might not think she knew anything about Fae- but she’d watched a little bit of TV. They were known as the race that couldn’t sit still- unless they were about to pounce.

But the timbre of his voice had been low, almost gentle.

“Yes. A little.”

“Hmm. It was an active day.”

The subtle humor startled her. She stared, but the lids covering his eyes didn’t move.

“I- I’ll order something when I’m done with my shower.” Because, speaking of exercise, she knew she had to smell like sweaty, exhausted woman.

She picked up her bag and walked, casual like, back to the bedroom.

“Liana.”

Pausing at the door, she turned her head. “Yeah?”

“Cow or fowl?” He held up a finger, forestalling her protest. “By the terms of our contract, you’re mine to feed now. And after today, the least I can do for you is a meal. So. Cow or fowl?”

She wasn’t sure if he was trying to be funny, but she said, “Both.” Just to see what he would say. She was a curvy girl, with a curvy girl’s post exercise appetite.

“Done.” He smiled and his eyes opened. The green startled her. “And dessert too, hmm? Go soak in the tub. It will be waiting when you’re done.”

She obeyed, drawing clean clothes from her bag and setting them on the bed. She ran a bath and took her time, grimacing when she realized she hadn’t packed her curl cream. Her hair would be a frizzy mess after she washed it, unless she took an hour wrapping each curl around her finger one at a time to smooth the shafts. Ugh. Maybe if she took too long, he’d get tired of waiting and leave.



* * *



L
 iana left the bedroom
 , freshly washed and clothed. She’d fallen asleep in the tub, long enough for the water to cool by the time she woke. Tired, she’d decided to just wrap her hair up in a messy bun. If he didn’t like it, oh well. She hadn’t asked to be here. A clean, knee length knit dress- blue again- and she felt refreshed, if not at ease.

Opening the door back into the main suite, she stopped. A woman sat on the couch, swirling a glass of wine. Shoulder length black hair and muscled arms bared by a vest, she turned her head as Liana emerged. Narrow dark eyes appraised the human. Liana returned the look, with interest. The woman was obviously Fae, and she was dressed like a warrior. But she was a phenotype Liana had never seen before. Shorter, curvier and darker than the others. Not human- but not Tolkien looking either.

“The men were called away to deal with something,” the Fae woman said in a husky voice. “Lord Eero asked me to keep you company. Dinner is on the table.”

Liana came forward. “What’s your name?”

The woman rose. “Nura. I’m second to Assar.”

She pronounced the name differently than Liana’d heard it. “The tall silver haired one always with Lord Eero?”

“Yup. The pretty one.”

Nura said it with a kind of affectionate scorn that told Liana a lot about their relationship. Still…

“I’m sure he thinks so,” she muttered, and went to the table.

Perusing the dishes offered, she saw roasted chicken and steak, the cow covered in mushrooms and blue cheese, the chicken brown and crispy.

“Are you joining me? I can’t pig out alone.”

Nura grinned. “Why not? I serve.”

The Fae ordered a bottle of wine, the label in a language Liana had never seen, to go with their meal.

“Careful,” she warned. “That isn’t the human stuff.”

Liana’s eyes widened as she took a sip. “Oh, my. This is good. I could sell this stuff for twenty dollars a glass and make a killing.”

Nura snorted. “If you got your hands on a crate of this stuff to sell, you’d be in violation of several inter-realm treaties.”

“Oh. Well. Treaties
 .” She took another sip, chasing it with a hefty forkful of potatoes.

Nura lifted her glass, waiting until Liana followed suit, clinking the rims. “Here’s to today’s invigorating training exercise.”

Liana blinked. “Training exercise?”

“Yah. The newbies got some exercise, a little action, and a pat on the ass for a job well done after. No one died so- training exercise.”

Liana rolled her eyes. “All I
 got was the exercise. And a whole lot of sulky man.” She stared at her glass, thoughtful. “Though I guess the expensive steak and Fae wine makes up for it.” She should send Vera a selfie. Oh, damn. Vera.

She tried to call. Vera didn't answer the phone. Liana thought about whether she should be worried, but after the second glass of wine Nura poured in her glass, she couldn't quite drum up the energy to wonder if her sister was with the catering guy or had just decided not to answer. But still.

&quot;My sister isn't answering the phone,&quot; she said. Taking care to pronounce each word. She set her glass down and rose, pretty certain her feet were on the floor. &quot;I have to go to her place, check on her. She was a candidate.&quot;

Nura's brow rose. &quot;That's good bloodlines. Not many families have more than one. Sit down.&quot; The guard put the tip of her finger against Liana's shoulder, and pushed.

Liana sat, blinking. &quot;She could be in- uh, wait, wait. Danger.&quot;

Her companion, disgustingly sober, pulled out her own device. &quot;I'll send someone to check on her. You aren't going anywhere for a while, kid. Better be glad this hotel is swank.&quot;

&quot;Am I a prisoner?&quot;

Nura glanced up, shaking her head. &quot;No. But until we have the Old Blood faction in this city pinned down, it isn’t safe to wander around when they've already targeted you.&quot;

Liana took three tries to spear a stalk of broccoli. It was so green. And when she held it up to her face, really close so she could examine it properly, the tiny buds formed an intricate pattern. Liana put it in her mouth, chewing slowly, offering silent thanks to the gods of broccoli for its sacrifice.

She heard a sputter of laughter and glanced at Nura, whose expression was neutral. &quot;More wine?&quot;

&quot;Ah- I think I'm good.&quot;

Nura topped up her glass. &quot;Have a little more. So. What do you think about Eero?&quot;

&quot;He's really bossy, isn't he? But he's not gonna be the boss of me.&quot; Liana chortled. &quot;Hey, that rhymes. Isn't he, boss of me.&quot;

&quot;I... see.&quot;

&quot;That rhymes too! Isn't he, boss of me, I see. It's a- a... couplet? No, that's not right. Let me look it up.&quot;

&quot;No, don't look it up. Liana.&quot; Nura snapped fingers in front of her face. Liana jumped. &quot;Focus. Humans.
 It's just that, we had a bet, and I'm the only female guard.&quot; The dusky Fae's expression turned mournful. &quot;I really want to win the bet.&quot;

&quot;Okay. Ghurls got to stick toghedher.&quot;

&quot;The bet is on whether or not you will allow Eero in your bed before the week is out.&quot;

&quot;Oh, my. Oh. Jeeze.&quot; Liana wasn't sure how the chair scooted sideways and dumped her on the floor.

Nura rose and grabbed their plates. &quot;Yeah. Humans always wind up on the floor after the first few. Anyway, within the week? Yeah? He's been in a real foul mood waiting for you.&quot;

&quot;Shonly been few hours.&quot;

&quot;Naw. He's been crazy stalking... uh... investigating you for weeks.&quot;

&quot;That's... trippy. Wha for?&quot;

&quot;He wants to choose right the first time.&quot;

Liana thought about the softly spoken words. Really tried to think. &quot;I just met him. I'm not that kind of girl.&quot;

&quot;Yeah, but he's hot. And he's all yours. So- no more than a week, okay? That's enough time to make your point, but not put the rest of us through any more misery. He's been a fucking beast during drill.&quot;
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H
 E WAS GONE
 THE next morning. Liana didn’t know where he slept- she assumed he had a suite to himself somewhere, except that when she peeked through the drawers and closets, they were full of clothing that belonged to a male. And even with her human nose, she recognized he unique scent she was coming to associate with Eero.

Liana opened the door of the suite and stared at the blank faced guard posted in the hall. He held up a hand and asked her to stay put for a moment, and ushered her back into her rooms without physically touching her- quite a feat. Bare moments later Nura popped in.

“Hey, kid, cafe downstairs is clear- you can breakfast there or spend some time up here. Pool, exercise room and media center on the first floor and after 4pm, there’s a lounger on the top floor.” Nura’s eyes narrowed. “I’d say don’t go crazy with the booze, but you don’t look hung over one bit.”

Liana blinked, startled. Nura had drunk her under the table last night, but she felt normal, if a big caffeine deprived.

“Huh,” the Fae said. “Interesting.”

“I’ll go to the cafe. I have classes and things. If I miss-”

Nura was shaking her head. “Naw, that’s a no go. Just chill for the next week, okay? Everything will sort itself out.”

The female couldn’t keep Liana company that morning, but assured her that there were warriors stationed discreetly ‘here and there.’ Liana shrugged. Despite yesterday’s drama, she didn’t feel like she was in that much danger. And she’d have to have a talk with someone about who and what the Old Blood were, and why they’d wanted her dead. She figured that was pretty important information to have.

And speaking of information, she had contracts to read, though she wasn’t quite sure the point. She couldn’t imagine they said anything that changed her current lot, or that Eero would allow anything that did to be used against him.

She wasn’t hungry and just sipped on a caramel macchiato, pissing off the barista when she asked for it iced and upside down. Liana knew that defeated the purpose of a damn macchiato, but that’s the way she wanted it. When she took her seat she felt the barista’s eyes on her, and deliberately stirred it up, just to add to the coffee snob’s anguish.

This was ridiculous. “What the hell am I supposed to do all day?”

As if the air was going to answer her. But Eero did.

“I have some ideas,” he said, sitting in the seat across from her.

She hadn’t heard him enter, hadn’t even registered a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye. Liana stared. He wore his hair in a tight braid today, making it look short and exposing the curved planes of his face. A thin sweater with a slight v the color of his eyes when he was mad accentuated the breadth of his shoulders. They weren’t body builder huge, but elegant. From what she could tell, shaped nicely and agile. Her fingers itched to- she jerked her thoughts away from there.

He placed a shoe sized white box on the table. “Open it,” he said when she just looked at it.

She popped the lid off and stared at a black velvet tray of beads. Fire Mountain beads, an array of jewel bright crystals and polished stones in every color she could think of, each type in a clear, round container.

“We retrieved the supplies from your apartment,” he said.

She unscrewed a container of blood red diamond shaped crystals, tiny holes drilled through the center, and spilled them into her palm. She splurged for a set of six on occasion when she had a showpiece design in mind. But this case was full of them- but also with quieter, modest beads. Proving he didn’t disdain subtle, humble beauty.

She looked up, meeting impassive eyes. “These aren’t from my apartment.”

“No.” His fingers tapped the table, once, then stilled. “There are more in our rooms. A… gift.” He hesitated, and an emotion she would have descried as discomfort if he were human crossed his face. “I hoped it would make up for being indoors while we eliminate the threat to you.”

She couldn’t smack him down. Not now, when sheepishness settled over his shoulders like an ill-fitting choir boy’s robe. One he kept trying to shrug off, but it clung like the laundry room was out of dryer sheets.

“Thank you,” Liana said. “It’s very thoughtful. Maybe I’ll make Nura something.”

“Fae men wear jewelry as well.” Eero rose, looking down at her. “But if you make her a gift, it must be something an enemy can’t grab if she is to wear it regularly. She would be honored to receive such from you.”

“Okay.”

He lifted a hand, a finger tracing the curve of her lip. She didn’t dare move, afraid that she would lean into his touch, demand more.

“I might not see you again today, but I’ll try and join you for dinner.”

She nodded and after another slight hesitation, he left.



* * *



S
 he gathered
 her courage to leaf through a few pages of the contract. The section that seemed innocuous enough dealt with the requirement Eero provide her with medical insurance. Working people didn’t much do insurance anymore, with the astronomical rates. Some had some money in savings, most went to a government run clinic or did without. Knowing she wouldn’t have to worry about medical care if she became pregnant lightened her mood. A little.

She set the paperwork aside after a few more minutes skimming legalese. She'd have to grab a law student to translate it into plain speaking for her. More pressing was why there were Fae who'd wanted her dead, and why. She understood it was political, and not personal. But if she was going to live in Eero's world, she wanted to understand it better.

Finding the hotel's business center, she spent a good hour on a laptop going through social media news, reading up on the radical fringe Fae group who called themselves Old Blood. The name wasn't a great translation, but close enough for human purposes.

Liana was also aware she wasn’t alone. Though discreet, there were black and green clad Fae tucked away here and there. Security, she supposed.

&quot;Liana.&quot;

She glanced up as the nearly white haired guard entered the room. She was the only one at the long, sleek counter and though many people passed by the glass doors of the center, no one entered.

Turning her chair, she stared at him. &quot;I guess we haven’t really been properly introduced.&quot;

He took a seat, pale eyes curious. &quot;Is it still a custom with humans? Introductions?&quot;

&quot;Sometimes. It depends.&quot;

He nodded, grave. &quot;I am Assar, First Guard of Lord Eero. Nura is my second and the one mainly responsible for overseeing your security.&quot;

&quot;I'm Liana. Do I really need security?&quot;

His brow rose, eyes flicking to the monitor at her side. She didn’t bother to hide her tabs. &quot;You ask me that after yesterday?&quot;

She sighed. &quot;I don't keep up with news much, and even less news about Fae. I’m in grad school. But now I have some idea of why people wanted me dead. so how much of the stuff I’ve read is true?&quot;

He leaned back in the chair. &quot;What have you read?&quot;

&quot;Some of you don't want human genes in Fae bloodlines. You know, my particular kind of human spent centuries enduring the kind of sick treatment associated with the hatred of racial purists.&quot;

&quot;Not hatred. You don’t hate a roach.&quot;

Her eyes widened. &quot;Are you calling me a roach?&quot;

Assar smiled. &quot;No. A poor choice of words. The Old Blood look at you as roaches. Small, plentiful and slightly disturbing but easy to crush except in great numbers.&quot;

Liana stared. &quot;Whose side are you on?&quot;

He laughed. &quot;I did not say I share those views. I only repeat them.&quot; Assar rose. &quot;We will protect you from those who would harm you.&quot;

&quot;I've been taking care of myself for a long time.&quot;

“Well, now you have allies. Powerful allies.”



* * *



“M
 other
 ?”

“Liana, what’s going on?”

She sat up in alarm, switching the phone to speaker. “Are you okay?”

“There is a government official here at my job. And a Fae. They want me to come with them.”

“What! No, mother, don’t go anywhere. Stay on the phone.”

She scrambled off the bed, and ran out of the bedroom, across the living area and flung open the door.

The unfamiliar guard looked up, alert.

“Where is Eero?” she asked. “I need him, my mother is in trouble.”

He said nothing, but pulled out a cell and typed something in. A moment later a strange number came through her line.

“One sec, Mom, I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere, I’m putting you on hold.”

“Liana.” Eero’s voice on the other end of the line. “My apologies for not forewarning you. You mother is safe. The men with her are mine.”

Relief washed through her and on the heels of relief, irritation. “What are you doing?”

“Relocating her somewhere safe. Do not worry, you’ll join her soon.”

“Lord Eero, I appreciate your concern for my mother’s safety. But like me, she has to work.” Especially now that Liana would be short a week’s pay and couldn’t slip a few extra groceries into the shopping cart.

“You are mine, and that makes your mother my responsibility as well,” he said. “She doesn’t need to work any longer, she will be well cared for. She may choose to rest, to study or find some activity which pleases her.”

“Where are you taking her?”

“Home.”



* * *



A
 ssar entered the cafe
 , aware from the wary glance of the barista that he must look like shit.

If she'd had a beating like he'd just had, her hair would be less than perfect, too.

Lord Eero called it training.

He sat across from Liana, the woman looking up from her tablet to survey him with inscrutable dark eyes. For a moment he allowed himself to be caught, trying to put himself in his cousin's place.

She was lovely, and he would admit her voice has a quiet, pleasing tone. Feminine without being insipid. When prompted, her conversation was amusing as well, showing flashes of wry wit before her barriers slammed down and she retreated behind careful neutrality.

She was almost Fae, in that. In fact, with several decades and Eero's training, she would be as formidable as Josephine. And that was probably why Eero had chosen her.

&quot;Have pity,&quot; he said. &quot;I've had to send for new clothing twice this week.&quot;

She set her paper cup on the table with a deliberate click. She made recycled paper click. Talent.

&quot;Is this tag team? Nura plays the sympathetic girlfriend, and then they send the cute boy to blink his pretty eyes at me?&quot;

Assar paused. She thought him... cute? Were he a few years younger, he'd be pleased. But he was now aware cute was for puppies, and cupcakes. Not Fae warriors. His eyes narrowed.

&quot;This is an appeal,&quot; he said. Then bared his teeth at her in a... smile. &quot;We will be living together for quite some years. It behooves us to cooperate.&quot;

She began wrapping one of the curls in its loose ponytail around her finger. Examined the ends for a moment and satisfied, moved on to the next curl.

&quot;What are you doing?&quot;

Liana sniffed. &quot;Playing with my hair, obviously.&quot; She refused to look at him. It was difficult to tell, beneath the brown skin, but he thought her cheeks were pinker than normal. &quot;I really wish you would all stop betting on when I'll...&quot; she faltered. And took another long sip from her cup.

Modesty. How... cute.

&quot;It's not that simple,&quot; she said. &quot;I can't just. I mean- he hasn’t really said anything. And he's... him. And I’m just me. And-&quot;

Assar stared at her. Was he hearing her correctly? “Are you trying to tell me you aren't sure he wants you?&quot;

Her full mouth firmed and she glared at him. &quot;I'm not skinny. And I don’t look anything like any of you. I’m pretty to my own people, but-&quot;

&quot;You're mad.&quot; Was this a human defect, or simply the foolishness of young women? &quot;He choose you. Do you think he was blind, deaf or dumb when he did so? Or coerced, perhaps? I don't understand human women. You're either as predatory as jungle cats or...&quot; he cut off the line of thought. It wasn't winning him any biscuit points.

She stood, stiff. &quot;I think this conversation is over. I'll take what you've said under consideration.&quot; Black eyes brightened into hard little agate chips. &quot;But get this- as long as I feel like I've been bought at auction- and I wasn’t even the seller- then his Lordship won't be getting anything more from me than a polite good morning. So, happy training.&quot;



* * *



S
 he answered
 a call from Vera before she got halfway across the lobby. It served to distract her from her ire.

“Vera?”

“I told you you wouldn’t get away.”

Liana blew out a breath. “Whatever. And you are incommunicado for a week and then call to tell me that?”

“I’ve been busy. Look, let’s have lunch. You’re free right?”

“What?” Liana stared at the phone. Since when did Vera want to have lunch?

“Come on, Liana. I know you haven’t been at work.”

She made it sound like Liana was basking in a lap of luxury, sitting on her ass all day. Well, yeah, but not by choice. “That’s not my fault. I’m on lockdown.”

“Whatever. Meet me in thirty minutes. I’ll text you the address.”

A text pinged a moment later and Liana sighed, irritated. She turned on her heels and went back the way she came, meeting Assar as he came out.

“Look, I need to leave. My sister wants to do lunch.”

Assar studied her face. Liana figured she sounded as thrilled as if she was about to chase down a wasp.

“Look, I know I’m supposed to be on lockdown, but please. I’ve got to get out of here. The place is only a few blocks from here and it’s broad daylight.” She conveniently ignored the fact that the Fae didn’t care about attacking humans in broad daylight. But this was downtown, and there were more police patrols.

“I’ll escort you,” he said after a moment. “But if Lord Eero is angry-”

She held up a hand. “I’ll take all the blame. Let’s just get this over with.”
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L
 IANA SLID INTO the booth
 , picking up a menu to give herself something to look at. Not that she could see Vera's eyes anyway, covered in dark shades.

&quot;Are you drinking again?&quot; she asked.

Vera's bored expression didn’t change. &quot;Let's skip the small talk. I already ordered you a salad.&quot;

&quot;I don’t like salad.&quot;

&quot;You need the nutrients.&quot;

That was a nicer way of saying she didn’t need the calories of the chicken alfredo she usually ordered. With a side of broccoli, of course. Her sister must be in a good mood.

&quot;I don’t like salad.&quot;

The blonde made a noise and picked up the glass of clear liquid that probably wasn’t water. &quot;I made them put stuff on it,&quot; Vera snapped. &quot;I didn’t come here to argue over your atrocious diet.&quot;

Liana’s eyes narrowed. A certain type of woman always assumed Liana didn’t eat right because in these times of ration coupons and limited choices of processed foods, being generously curved was a little harder to maintain. She ate just fine, and would defend genetics or her love of fresh bread and rich dipping sauces any day. Bring it on.

Besides, Eero didn’t seem to mind at all. And God knew that man could have any woman he wanted. In triplicate, at the same time.

&quot;Fine. What do you want?&quot;

&quot;A Fae.&quot;

Well, she did appreciate one thing about Vera. She didn’t try to use her pouting wiles on Liana.

&quot;Sorry, not following you.&quot;

Vera hissed. &quot;Look, cow. We are both genetic matches. That makes the pair of us a rarity. Our daughters will have their choice of mates because it will be assumed they come from an unusually compatible family. You'll need allies among the Fae and if you find me a reasonably high placed man to sign a contract with, it will benefit us both.&quot;

Liana signaled a server. &quot;Can you box my order to go, please?&quot;

Vera reached across the table and grabbed Liana's wrist. &quot;No, you owe me. I helped you and now you're going to help me. We can’t stand each other, but this is business, and feelings should never come between family anyway.&quot;

&quot;You are certifiable. I don’t have any authority or influence to find you a-&quot;

&quot;Oh, my God. You are so pathetic. You're the mate of Lord Eero. Do you have any clue what that means? Of course you don’t.&quot; Vera blew out a breath. &quot;Asher would laugh herself sick.&quot;

The server returned with Liana's food.

&quot;Don’t forget the better placed we both are, the better looked after Mom will be. She isn’t getting younger, and her boyfriend is an ass.&quot;

Liana rose. &quot;She isn’t old, and she probably wouldn’t like you thinking about her like she's a decrepit old woman. I’ll call you if I figure something out. Don’t call me unless it’s an emergency.&quot;

&quot;Whatever,&quot; her sister said as Liana turned and left. “Just remember this. I may be a gold-digging survivalist bitch, but you’re an underachiever content to settle for spam when you can have steak. We can use each other.”

&quot;That's your sister,&quot; Assar said, neutral.

&quot;Shut up.&quot;

He said nothing as they walked back to the hotel. He escorted her up to the suite, halting when they entered and Lord Eero looked up from his chair in the corner.

&quot;Recall,&quot; Assar said.

&quot;Yeah, yeah. Full responsibility.&quot;

The First Guard left speedily, leaving Liana to face her fate.

Eero rose. &quot;I believe I gave explicit instructions.&quot;

&quot;My sister called. I take full responsibility for Assar's disobedience.&quot;

Eero smiled, moving closer. Disdain in the expression, dark amusement in eyes that swirled with the multi-hued sheen of a green opal. &quot;He thinks I favor you. That I will indulge you.&quot;

He placed a finger under her chin, titled her head back as his lowered, mouth hovering over hers.

&quot;Will you?&quot; she asked.

&quot;For a price.&quot;

He waited, eyes on hers until he saw the acquiescence he needed, and took her lips. Soft, deceptively soft skin. But the strength in just his mouth, teasing hers open with sensual skill so his tongue could plunder her, reminded her he was no tame dinner date. Pheromones, or whatever witchery he possessed could take over her mind and body. Before she could control it, she was pressed against him. The raw silk of his hair bunched in her hands because even though the kiss touched every part of her, activated every instinct to pull him down to the floor and between her legs, she still needed an anchor. A defense. Although she likely wouldn’t get a chance to tear his hair out if it came down to it.

He slid a hand onto the small of her back, his obvious hardness pressed into her stomach. Thick, moving restlessly against her body, all the evidence she needed that he wanted her. Would take her, and probably not gently.

Eero moved from her mouth, caressing her jawline. &quot;I want you.&quot; Lips trailing down her neck, teeth biting gently into flesh. &quot;I will have you. Open for me, let me make you scream.&quot;

She shuddered. Everything throbbed, nipples tightening, clit a sensitive ache.

&quot;You haven’t even taken me to dinner,&quot; she said.

A moment of startled silence before he stepped back. And bowed. The courtly gesture flustered her; it was shorn of any mockery.

&quot;Lady, allow me to escort you this evening, then.&quot;

She looked down at the carpet. &quot;Lord Eero- dinner doesn't obligate me to have sex.&quot; She stopped, thought about it with growing horror. &quot;That contract doesn’t obligate me does it?&quot;

He measured her. &quot;I believe a year and a day is mentioned. But do you really think there is no heat between us? Will you be able to deny me for so long?”

Liana looked up, held his eyes. She knew she would succumb sooner or later. Her body craved the knowledge of how such a man would feel inside her. But... damnit, she was going to make sure he respected her in the morning.

Eero held out a hand. &quot;Come to dinner, Liana. There is time.&quot;

She changed into a dress that she hadn’t brought with her. A deep sapphire blue with shimmering hints of purple, the bodice a strapless, corseted affair that pushed her breasts up over the top. The flirty skirt brushed her knees. She eyed herself in the mirror, wondering that he'd had whoever buy her a dress that bared her arms. The breasts were a matter of course- what male wouldn’t want to stare at all of that all night?

She slipped into heeled shoes, pleased at how athletic her calves looked, and hunted for a scarf to go over her shoulders and arms but gave up after several minutes. She exited the bedroom, Eero rifling through some papers while he sat on the couch.

He looked up, expression shading from a business like placidity to a sexual hunger so raw she nearly scrambled backwards.

&quot;Li-ah-na,&quot; he said, a deep purr. &quot;Why don't we forgo food- I can eat you instead.&quot;

Liquid pooled between her legs. She struggled to breath, inhaled.

He smiled, predatory. &quot;Nura is getting a raise.&quot;

&quot;She picked this out?&quot;

Eero circled her. &quot;Hmm. I told her to buy you something that would please me. This pleases me, very much.&quot; He paused, thoughtful, not bothering to hide his perusal of her breasts. &quot;I’m not certain I want another man enjoying what is mine, even if only by sight.&quot;

So he had a sheer black scarf covered in crystal beads brought to her, and draped it himself to give her just a little coverage.

He took her to a nearby restaurant, again proving that even with him, they were taking no chances with her safety. Warriors sat at tables a discreet distance and she knew more were stationed outside.

The server brought a bottle of wine. She spied the label- more of the Fae vintage. &quot;I had that with Nura,&quot; she said.

He arched a brow. &quot;What you had was horse swill. This is true nectar.&quot;

She took a sip, and blinked, setting the glass down. The droplet slid down her throat, spreading warmth through her body. She took a second, longer swallow, just to be certain. And, oh, yes. She was certain. &quot;I think I'll pass. This might be a little too heady for me.&quot;

His eyes glinted. &quot;You refuse my drink?&quot;

She frowned at him. &quot;Eero, unless you want me piss faced drunk in public, you don't want me to drink that.&quot;

&quot;Very well.&quot; He nudged her glass of water towards her, but she could tell he was displeased. &quot;You called me Eero.&quot;

Liana blushed. &quot;I’m sorry. I told you that stuff is too strong.&quot;

Amusement. &quot;My tongue has been in your mouth; my cock will be in your pussy. You can call me by my name, Liana.&quot;

She hissed. &quot;We’re in public.&quot;

He laughed. &quot;You take me to task.&quot; It pleased him for some reason. The man was insane.

She waited until the middle of the meal, and broached a subject that had been bothering her. &quot;The other day you and Assar said you could hear me.&quot;

His demeanor shifted slightly, attention sharpening. She realized he'd been... relaxed. &quot;Yes.&quot;

&quot;What did you mean?&quot;

He held her gaze. &quot;You know what we meant, Liana.&quot;

She stared at her plated dessert. &quot;I don’t understand it. How that could happen. I’m human.&quot;

&quot;There have been humans of power over the years of your history.&quot;

&quot;Not many.&quot;

&quot;No.&quot;

&quot;Is that why you wanted me? Did you know?&quot;

Eero regarded her, thoughtful. &quot;It would be a good strategy, if I had known. But I didn't. It... complicates matters. I prefer to draw no more attention to my household than necessary. That might be more difficult now.&quot;

&quot;Why? Who else is going to figure out they can hear my thoughts?&quot;

&quot;The fact that we can hear your thoughts means, in time, you can learn to do the same- tune into the minds of others, even Fae. That makes you valuable, and dangerous. But you are still human, and not all Fae love what is mortal.&quot;

She grimaced. &quot;Demonstrably, since some of them tried to kill me.&quot;

His expression hardened. &quot;I will deal with those.”

“Why do you want me?” The question had to be asked. She wouldn’t be able to be herself with him if she didn’t know the answer.

Inscrutable eyes, sensual smile. A Mona Lisa, if Mona Lisa was Fae, hot as fuck male and a warrior. “Why do you think I want you?”

“That’s a cop out, to answer a question with a question.”

“‘Of this matter is little Cupid's crafty arrow made,” he said softly.

She stared at him. What kind of answer was that? “... Shakespeare?”

“I wanted you because you are beautiful. Isn’t that enough?”

Liana shook her head. “Now you think I’m a fool. They said you... observed me for weeks.”

He caressed the rim of his wineglass with the tip of a finger, staring into liquid as if he could see the future. “They
 speak too much.”

“Is it true.”

A pause, a slight shrug. “It is.”

“Why, Eero? I’m missing something.”

He left the wineglass alone and instead reached for her hand, lifting the palm to his lips to press a kiss against her skin. “I have not lived as long as I have without knowing when I see something of great value.”

“I’m a preschool teacher.”

“You will be formidable. I see the woman you will grow into; I see the children I can produce with you. And I want you, more than I’ve ever wanted a woman. Can that be enough for now?”

Was it enough? Would she insist on love before sex? How many couples had even respect between them, combined with chemistry and commitment?

“Are you finished?&quot; he asked.

She tensed. &quot;Yes.&quot;

&quot;Are you sated?&quot;

A long moment where they stared at each other. A question, a silent demand. She picked up her discarded glass of wine and took another long swallow.

&quot;No, I’m not sated. I’m still hungry.&quot;

He rose. &quot;So am I.&quot;



* * *



T
 hey returned
 to the hotel in silence. His apparent serenity didn’t fool her- walking so close to him the heat of his tension drew sparks from her skin. He paused outside of their suite to speak to a guard, Liana entering ahead of him. A moment later he followed behind, closing the door and leaning against it, arms folded.

“Come here,” he said.

This time she went to him. Eero’s hand slid up her arm, burying in her hair. His grip forced her neck to bend according to his will, giving him access to her lips. He claimed them- not a hesitant kiss, but a plundering, a demand that she acknowledge his right to her; body, mind, and soul. He pulled her against the full length of his body.

The hard lines of his muscles overwhelmed her soft curves. Her back arched to accommodate the difference in their heights, and she felt the heaviness of his erection pressing into her stomach.

Her body reacted- the response of any red-blooded female when presented with an inferno clothed in silk and steel flesh- and Liana’s mouth softened under his, opening to yield him access. His tongue plunged into her, a rhythmic motion kindling the dampening of her panties. His kiss engulfed her, branded her. She'd been kissed before, but never with such single-minded focus, as if her body was his- first, last, and always. She knew that if she had the courage to take what he offered, she would experience physical pleasure of the sort other women spent every night of their lives dreaming about to escape the drudgery of the mortal men at their sides.

Liana whimpered, her hands trembling. Desire and fear entangled in her stomach; she didn’t know which emotion to heed, didn't even know if it mattered.

He pulled back to brush kisses along her cheek, moving his mouth to her ear, where warm air made her toes curl.

“What do you want me to do to you?” he asked.

She closed her eyes, biting her lip. His grip tightened, shifting around her waist. He turned, backed her against a wall, capturing both of her wrists in one hand and pinning them above her head.

“Answer me,” he crooned. “You already owe me for one disrespect this evening.”

Liana’s eyes opened in outrage. “What! I haven’t disrespected you.”

He smiled, the slits of his eyes dilated. The textured paper covering the wall at her back scraped her skin. She struggled, wanting some relief from the irritation, but she only managed to rub herself against his erection. His eyes narrowed, smile disappearing.

“First, you refuse my drink. Now, you toy with me.”

“I’m not playing with you.” She squeaked when his hand cupped the curve of her butt and squeezed, lifting the cheek of her ass with enough force that pleasure bordered pain. Liana stifled a flinch in reaction to the ire heating his eyes.

“Tell me what you want. No, open your eyes, kha’insan
 .”

Liana knew he would make her say it, and the longer she waited, the harsher her punishment would be.

“You refuse to speak? You desire punishment, Liana?”

“No,” she whispered, pausing and clearing her throat. She could barely speak around the beating of her heart. The sibilant way he spoke her name, Li-ah-nah, making something exotic and lyrical of the simple syllables- it made her feel beautiful. “No, I mean- I don’t know what I want.”

“You lie.”

“I want to leave! I want you to let me go.” So there.

He shook his head slowly, eyes never leaving hers. “It’s a shame to think the mother of my child a liar. What should I do about that, hmm?”

Eero lifted her into his arms in an easy movement that betrayed the depth of his strength. No lightweight girl, Liana’s curves offered plenty to please, if that was his preference.

He opened the door to the bedroom of the suite, leaving it ajar so the light from the living area could shine onto the massive bed. He threw her onto it and crawled in after her, kicking off his shoes.

“Now,” he said. “I will give you one more chance, only out of courtesy for your status, to tell me the truth before I punish you. And just so you know…”

His hand smoothed along her thigh under her skirt. In an abrupt motion, he flipped her onto her stomach, skirt shoved above her ass, panties pulled down. He slapped her cheek, a hard, stinging smack that made her flesh jiggle. Liana bit her lip, refusing to cry out.

He leaned over her, mouth to her ear, voice silk and venom. “Tell me what you want.”

Tears stung. “I want you.”

His hand caressed her sensitive skin. She felt him lift his hand just over her flesh.

“Tell the whole truth, nothing but the truth,” he taunted. “Quickly, kha’insan
 , before I punish you again.”

“I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“How do you want me?”

“I- I don’t understand-”

He spanked her again, this time harder, and she cried out, wriggling beneath him. He shifted so his thighs straddled and held her immobile.

“You like being punished. You want me to make you cry out. Is that all you want?”

“No.” You bastard. “I-I want you inside me.”

He leaned over her again, placing a kiss on her neck, smiling against her skin. “Better. How do you want me inside you?”

“Hard. Fast. I just want you to fuck me.” Liana’s hands curled at her sides, eyes squeezing shut in mingled embarrassment and desire. “I hate you.”

He flipped her over again, and she stared up at him, teary eyed and resentful, clit throbbing.

“You wish you hated me.” His smile was cruel. His hand cupped her mound, the meat of his palm pressing against her clit. She gasped, unable to control the involuntary pump of her hips as her traitorous body rubbed against him, seeking pleasure. “But you don’t.” He slipped a finger inside her, just one. She ached for more.

“You’re wet for me, kha’insan
 . No, don't speak. Your lies displease me. Your body speaks truth.”

He lifted her into a sitting position and proceeded to strip the dress from her body in quick, efficient moves with the sole purpose of revealing her for his sight, no seduction intended. She wanted to cover her breasts, but her held her arms at her sides.

“Magnificent.”

Her head dropped back as he cupped one breast, lifting its weight in his palm, flicking the nipple, echoing his phantom touch earlier. He lowered his head to her breast and bit down, tongue beading the nipple. She cried out, feeling the walls of her core further moisten. Throbbing, beckoning. He switched his attention to the other breast, and his free hand traveled down her body.

She clenched her teeth in anticipation, but at the last moment, he backed off the bed, then reached forward and yanked her body to the edge so she fell onto her back, hips hanging over the edge. He knelt, a devilish smile playing on his lips.

“Scream for me,” he said, and when his tongue laved her clit, she obeyed, control dissolving. He flicked the nub back and forth in a fast, rhythmic motion that made her squirm with need.

Pressure built, a sweet agony. When he penetrated her pussy with his fingers, sliding in and out to match the lapping of his tongue, her body shattered. Liana cried out from the orgasm, clenching the sheets between her hands. Eero stood, one hand reaching to unfasten his trousers while the hand drenched in her clear fluid placed itself on her lips. She licked, obediently, dazed but wanting more.

He released himself, and her eyes widened at the length and breadth of his cock. Her breath caught in appreciation as she eyed it, all silken gold and veined in amethyst. But she began to worry. It had been so long…

Before she could voice her apprehension, he flipped her onto her stomach again, this time positioning her so her chest and face were pressed against the bed, ass in the air. He spread her legs wide, and she felt the head of his cock nudge her entrance.

“Are you ready for me, Liana?”

“Yes, please,” came her desperate breath.

“Please what, Liana?”

“Fuck me! Damn you.”

He rammed into her. She cried out, unused to the invasion. But he remained still for a moment, allowing her walls time to adjust to him before he began to move.

She felt odd, naked while he was still fully clothed, but when he began to fuck her, all thoughts scattered. His cock pummeled her pussy so hard she grabbed the sheets to keep from being moved upward on the bed.

She moaned, a low, uncontrolled sound of pleasure. Moving against him, she met his heavy thrusts, increasing the fury of his strokes. She had never been fucked this way, never been taken with such ferocity. It was like he wanted to devour her pussy, dominate her body, wring every last drop of pleasure from her.

Liana had never known herself to be a vocal lover, but she knew now. Her moans and cries filled the air, combined with his growls of pleasure. She felt the pressure build again and sobbed, unsure her body could take so much. In an involuntary reaction to get away, she pushed herself up onto her hands.

His arms wrapped around her waist, immobilizing her. Her breasts swung in time to his thrusts, and she was truly trapped beneath him, unable to do anything but endure the incredible pleasure and all the pain that came with it.

The orgasm burst over her in a wave of ecstasy and she cried out again. A moment later, she felt the wetness of his seed spill into her. He thrust once, twice, and a third time and fully sheathed himself, grasping her hips hard, as if he were trying to implant every last drop of semen in her body. He shuddered, slipping out of her and she tumbled forward onto her stomach, knees unable to hold her, utterly spent.
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E
 ERO STOPPED SHORT
 , eyeing Assar stretched out on the couch, feet propped on the coffee table as he watched the entry door. His guard glanced over, giving Eero a thorough look.

“How long have you been sitting there?” Eero asked, shutting the door with care so Liana remained asleep. He didn’t want to face her ire if she discovered they’d had an audience- even if only aural.

“Is she pregnant yet?” Assar asked laconically.

Eero leaned against the wall, arms folded. “It might take more than one evening. I’ve heard that around somewhere.”

The irony went over Assar’s head. “You sure about her? I like Liana, but you’re thumbing your nose by choosing her.”

“Haven’t we had this conversation?”

“A blonde would at least mask your grandmother’s blood. This one will emphasize it.”

“You mean a natural blonde. The humans say there are none left.” Eero didn’t have the heart for anger. Assar said nothing that his men- and even members of his household- didn’t already think.

The guard shrugged. “Nura said to take her to a doctor for a physical soon. Something about iron and vitamins. She’s female. I guess she’d know.”

Eero strode over and picked up the glass in front of Assar, sniffing before taking a generous sip. “Where did you get this swill? Surely I pay you enough to afford better.”

“I get paid?”

Eero stared into the glass of foul liquor, frowning. “Demoncracy. Remember? We have to pay you now.”

Assar stood, clapping Eero on the back hard enough that a lesser man would have been moved- Eero flinched not a millimeter. “Bet she’s pregnant.” Assar grinned, wide and taunting. “Sounded like you gave a good accounting of yourself, cousin. Oh, and it’s demo
 cracy.”

“I know what I said. Get out.”

His First Guard sauntered out of the room after snagging the glass from Eero’s hand, quietly closing the door behind him. Eero caught a brief look at who was on duty outside- and how many- and shook his head. She’d be really pissed off if she knew just how many had been listening.

He placed an order to room service, shuffled some paperwork around, taking his time when he heard the sound of sheets rustling, feet padding softly across carpet and onto cold tile. A moment later the shower started. His cock hardened. He imagined the water slick over her brown-gold skin, heavy breasts lifting high as she raised her arms to lather her hair. His mood darkened, shifting from semi-business mode back to something much more predatory.

Eero knew his human didn’t realize the contract she’d signed the previous evening included a lifetime clause he could invoke at any time. Unusual, since most Fae preferred to get their child and settle the mother in a nearby estate, convenient yet out of the way. He accepted his intention to keep Liana- he wouldn't fight the impulse. He would keep her in his home, in his bed. He was old enough that he knew his own mind, knew the chemistry between them coupled with the evidence of wit and courage she’d shown was a rare combination, one he refused to waste.

Eero strolled into the bedroom as Liana exited the shower, a towel around her head and another around her body.

Clicking his tongue, he removed both towels. “I didn’t give you permission to cover yourself.”

Her obsidian eyes narrowed, the war between cool suspicion and heated lust driving his own desire. “Still playing that game, huh?” she asked. “For the record, I didn’t ask.”

She snatched the abandoned towels off the bed, delighting him with her defiance. Another female would have bent to his will with practiced submission, molding herself onto his body with choreographed passion.

“Ah, my kha’insan
 . We are going to have so much fun together.”



* * *



L
 iana wanted
 to step back but refused to allow her cowardice to control her body. The way he looked at her- a mix of unrighteous glee and hot desire mixed with a devil’s smile- made her pussy, still sore and abused from the previous evening’s fucking, begin to moisten. She took a deep breath, blushing when his eyes fastened on her chest. Men were men, after all. Fae or human. He moved towards her, and she held out a hand to stop him.

“Wait. I want to see the paperwork you tricked me into signing.”

He grabbed her wrists, tugging her to him with enough force that she stumbled into his arms, as if they were in an old romance novel. She curled her lip, craning her neck to be sure he saw her utter lack of fear.

“No trick, Liana. You were in such a hurry-”

“That is a blatant lie.”

“-you simply didn’t read it properly. Don’t interrupt me,” he warned. “I will tolerate much from you, but you must learn to be respectful. My- our- people cannot see you talk to me like this.”

“Maybe you should throw me onto the reject pile. Get another application from the mile-high stack on your desk.”

He laughed at her. “I don’t think so. I like you.”

“You don’t even know me.”

He drew her closer. Their bodies pressed against each other, satin skin against hard flesh. “Doesn’t that make it more exciting? Besides, I know what I need to know. The rest time will take care of.”

With an easy movement, he lifted her, one arm under her buttocks, the other around her waist. Automatically, she wrapped her legs around him, gasping when her clit rubbed up against his flesh. Backing her up against the wall, he tested her pussy with a finger.

“You’re so fucking wet,” he said, teeth scraping her tilted neck. “You make me want to do terrible things to you.” He bit down on the soft flesh right above her collarbone, sucking, inhaling the delicate jasmine scent of her hair. He inserted a second finger into her, moved around in her body until her juices coated him. Played with her small nub. Her breath caught, breasts jiggling with her shudder. “You like it when I bite you, don’t you?”

He looked up when she remained quiet, a silent threat in his eyes. She blinked at him, already succumbing to a fog of pleasure. She squeaked when he pinched her buttocks, hard enough to bruise, but not hard enough to interrupt her pleasure.

“Yes! You arrogant bastard, you know I like it.”

He shifted her hips until the head of his cock touched the entrance of her pussy, and in one strong stroke, sheathed himself in her. She cried out at the invasion. This time he refused her time to adjust, grasping her plump buttocks in both hands and pumping into her with a speed and force that wrung strangled cries from her throat.

“I can’t… it’s too much.”

He ignored her pleas, altering the angle of his hips to hit the sweet spot that made her scream. Smiled, satisfaction in his face as her walls convulsed around him, squeezing mercilessly. He cried out, remaining fully sheathed as his body shuddered against hers, seed filling her ripe womb. He kissed the side of her neck, lips moving up to her ear.

“Kha’insan
 ,” he murmured, “I’m keeping you.”



* * *



L
 iana lay on the bed
 , exhausted and throbbing, pussy so worn she would have wept if he looked at her again with that glint in his eyes. She’d never been so well used, so completely satisfied. The sex was unlike anything she had ever imagined, and she was fearful of the future. She didn’t know how long she could keep up with his demands, if the last night and current morning were an indication of his appetite. And even as she worried, he lay down next to her, placing a tray of food by her side, a long stemmed rose in the valley between her breasts.

Her heart softened, and desire stirred, albeit sluggishly. Liana hoped she didn’t fall in love with this man. He would break her heart.

“Eat,” he said, placing a hand over her stomach. He tugged one of her curls. “You need enough energy for three.”
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A
 NY OTHER WOMAN
 would have been happy to have been matched to a Fae Lord, genetically chosen to bear him a child for his dying species in return for the life of ease that came with such status. It was the price human society paid for asking the Fae to reverse the damage humans had done to their own farmlands and water sources during the War.

Not Liana. More than just unhappy, her mood continued to descend the scale into ‘really pissed off.’ Once the sexual daze wore off- okay, to be honest, the sexual daze still gripped her by the insides and shook her around like a pit bull with a mangy stuffed toy, and she couldn't lie to herself and say she wasn't on board for the ride- the reality of her new life dawned on her loud and clear.

The High and Almighty Fae Lord Eero told her to quit her job. The manner in which Eero told Liana- a sort of offhand, slightly distracted assumption of obedience- just begged for her to tell him in precise terms what she thought of his demand. Telling him had landed her in a limousine on her way to clear out her apartment and quit her jobs anyway. With an escort.

Assar stared straight ahead, a tiny furrow between his brows, hands folded in his lap with the care of a girl at her first fancy dinner social. On a normal day, this might have been good for a few laughs, but between her silent fuming and shameless venting, Liana could not quite enjoy the sight of a Fae First Guard doing a masculine, impassive version of a whole-body cringe.

It was his own fault. He should have kept his stupid mouth shut. Her morning had gone as well as could be expected, considering she had woken up next to someone she hadn’t known existed a few days ago. Evidently, sunrise cock was a bit more special than middle of the day or late evening cock. There was something about just jumping aboard and riding before the man even totally woke that made a girl feel... well, liberated.

She blushed, again, at her own behavior. What did Eero expect her to do, ignore him, lying there all stiff and ready for the taking? Not that he had complained. She rubbed her cheek, wishing she could rub the nether cheek as well. The man had a penchant for spanking, and so far she loved it. Every morning this week started with mind-blowing sex. Today was the first day her rabidly over sexed Lord deigned to let her out of the suite. That wasn’t the problem.

His shitty attitude was the problem. Nura just thought it was funny.

Liana’s eyes shifted back to Assar. In a nearly imperceptible movement, he attempted to scoot yet further away from her. Damn shame a handsome man was such a baby. His tousled blond hair, ears peaking out between razor cut strands, pearl-gray eyes- what she could see of them when he looked at her- and toned body were all Fae and all man. He really shouldn’t have come with her today. Nura would have been a better choice. The female guard didn’t have a cock, after all.

“I didn’t know Fae could melt through car doors,” she said.

He, naturally, didn’t respond. Liana considered upping the verbal nastiness to see just what it would take to pick a fight- because, yes, he was a part of the reason for her foul mood. During the midst of a heated debate with Eero over the day’s itinerary, Assar walked in without knocking, a rather mischievous smile on his face, announcing that the honeymoon must be over. And implying all kinds of other things that led Liana to the conclusion that all Fae had really good ears. She’d hunted down Nura in the female guard’s suite, for confirmation- and then flipped her lid.

“This is nothing,” Eero said, rather brusque when he’d found the women a few minutes later. “Human modesty is foolish.” He paused. “You must be overtired. I suppose it’s a good thing you’re quitting your job.”

“Are you mad?” she'd nearly shrieked. “I’m not quitting my job.”

Eero’d winced, rubbing his ear. “You can’t work while you are with child, Liana.”

She’d stared at him. Liana surmised from his carefully reasonable tone, that he thought he was being carefully reasonable.

“First of all, I’m not pregnant. Second of all, most human women work while they're pregnant. Nura, help me here. He is obviously in-”

Nura coughed.

Eero glared at Liana, who’d snapped her mouth shut with an audible click, folded his arms across his chest. “Not human women carrying Fae children. Your pregnancies are too unstable. You will have to rest frequently.”

He thought she wanted to go through nine months of rest? In theory, it sounded great. She would probably even enjoy the first month or two. And after that, boredom would set in, her brains would start leaking out her nose, and boy, would that not be sexy.

“Besides,” he’d continued with an oblivious smile, loosening his arms to twine a curl around his finger, another habit he seemed to enjoy, “we are leaving to go home soon.”

“What?”

The ensuing length and volume of their argument attracted Assar’s attention, who sauntered into Nura’s suite, again without knocking- demonstrating certain privacy barriers the Fae hadn’t quite figured out in all their millennia of living.

And that had set her off for a good hour, cornering two grown Fae men- the woman slunk away early- with her ranting until the one who had rights to her rediscovered his spine and put an end to her fit. He went from henpecked boyfriend to scary Fae in a second, snapping orders at Assar and nearly tossing her out of the suite with shouted instructions not to come back until she was jobless, homeless, and had a box of her stuff to prove her obedience.

Tears stung Liana’s eyes. Years of hard work, down the drain. Working the fields during the summers, fighting to remain in school after the mandatory six grades. Clawing her way into college on a merit based grant. Holding down two jobs while advancing her degree. And none of it meant anything anymore. She would be leaving her city, her friends, what was left of her family, and everything that made her feel productive. She sniffed, swiping at her eyes.

“Liana,” Assar said, turning his head to look at her, alarm in his face, though none of it sympathetic. “Are you sick? What’s wrong? Should I call Ee- Nura?”

His arms unfolded, hands waving in front of her face. She almost had the heart to laugh.

“I'm not sick, I’m sad.” Liana winced. She sounded like one of her four-year-old students. The reminder darkened her mood. “What am I supposed to do? I can’t have sex all day. I trained to be a teacher. I wanted to open my own business. I like people. I don't want to go live in a Fae enclave and do nothing with my life. I'm not going to live forever.”

“Talk to Eero again, after he’s cooled down,” Assar advised. “He is used to a more... decorative type of woman. He’ll come around if you keep at him. Cuz is a little slow.”

“I kept at him this morning, and look what happened,” she snapped.

“You defied him, and in front of me. You cannot be seen to defy him; he will push back. Do what he asks, be sweet, and then tell him what you want.” He paused. “Save the little things for right after sex, and the biggest thing for when you tell him you’re pregnant.”

Liana gaped. “You have the mind of a gold-digging socialite.”

“Well, I am pretty, aren’t I?”

It didn't take long to grab a few more belongings from her apartment. Mostly just additional clothes, and a few tattered books, the old paper kind. She bundled up her quilt as well. A family heirloom, she knew she would need its comforting familiarity in the upcoming days.

She opted to call the daycare on the way to the restaurant, explaining the situation. Liana couldn’t bear to see the small faces and know it would be the last time. She’d made the cut inadvertently with her several days long absence. Better to keep it that way. The center manager sounded both titillated and sympathetic- besides, girls with early childhood credits were a dime a dozen. Liana’s place could be filled in a day, probably in an hour.

The restaurant was a bit different. The owner-manager, Jack, an ill-tempered grump, barked at his staff like a walrus and worked them harder than marines. They had a special kind of relationship. She’d worked for him for almost ten years. In that time, his irascible nature coupled with blunt mentorship and the occasional fist upside jaw of a rowdy customer placed him firmly in the uncle category.

“Whaddaya mean you’re quitting?” he screamed. “We’re in the middle of a rush. You can’t quit! Get your ass back there and get to work.”

Liana’s shoulders hunched. “Uncle Jack-”

“Don’t ‘Uncle Jack me,’ girl. I don't give a dancing rat’s anorexic ass about no sissy Fae. We have customers.”

Assar, who’d agreed to stay near the entrance, straightened, eyes narrowing. Jack eyed the guard as he stalked towards them, displeasure in every step. Jack snorted.

“I fought in the wars, boyo, you ain't gonna scare me with that shit.”

Liana turned to Assar. “It’s a rush, and he’s already short-staffed. I have to work this one last shift.”

Assar was shaking his head. “Lord Eero-”

“Forget him! He isn’t the boss of me.”

“Atta girl.” Jack cackled.

“Well, technically-” Assar began.

“They have great pizza.”

Assar paused and looked at Liana. Looked at Jack. Liana looked at Jack.

“All right,” Jack said, grudgingly, after several moments of silence. He understood the Fae, after all. “You can sit at the bar. Pick a pie and a beer. Four hours. Now go get changed.”

Liana hurried into the beauty room before Assar could change his mind and make things difficult for her. Not that he could actually stop her, but man, did arguing with those men take energy.

The beauty room was a storage closet converted into a powder room for the waitresses where they made up their faces, changed into the restaurant’s uniform of black hot shorts, black V-neck blouse cropped almost to the navel, and heels. Not stilettos, since the girls had revolted years ago, but ‘sensible’-Liana snorted- three-inch heels. She put her hair up in a loose ponytail, allowing the curls to spill here and there, reddened her lips and cheeks and darkened her lashes and bent over to plump up her considerable chest, grabbing a note pad. She knew she filled out her uniform like a pinup up girl old- a little extra meat on her bones, but close enough. Plenty of the men didn’t seem to mind, especially in this old neighborhood where the locals were from countries that appreciated real women.

She made her way to Assar first to make sure he was being taken care of.

“Assar? You good?”

She stepped around into his line of sight and froze. Gray eyes paled to silver, flaming with an open heat that took her aback. Her spine stiffened, the look affecting her despite herself. Liana took a careful step back, and his eyes were simply gray again.

“Hell no, you’re not wearing that.”

Liana blinked. “What? It’s a uniform.” She looked down at herself, struggling to conceal a smirk. “What’s wrong with it?”

“It reveals too much of-” Assar cupped his chest, making a jiggling motion she hadn’t seen since grade school. Well, since freshman year of college. “Rabd
 Eero won’t like it. Go put on an abaya or something.”

She snorted. “Not likely.” Turning to the bar, she yelled. “Hey, Frank, get this man a beer, alright? He’s obviously dehydrated, and it’s impairing his brains.”

“I’m texting Eero,” Assar half-yelled when she walked away. She gave him a small wave and went over to her first table, putting an extra jiggle in her walk.

Just to piss him off.
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T
 HE MEN
 IN THE crowd were restless today.

Liana didn't know if it was the weather, or if unemployment was high again. Their moods began to affect her, her smiling strained by the middle of the shift. It didn’t help that her uniform chafed at her over sensitized skin.

Damn Eero. Heat simmered inside her, a constant banked desire that never seemed quite quenched. She'd never precisely thought herself sexless, or frigid- but she certainly hadn't been one of those sex crazed women. But with Eero.

She closed her eyes, took a minute in the kitchen to cool off in the walk-in. Even thinking about him... she bit her lip, sliding a hand underneath the waist of her tiny shorts, delving into her moist center. Relief. That was all she needed.

She moaned, hips arching as she frantically plunged in and out of her pussy. It wasn’t helping, only making her body wilder. Voices in the kitchen snapped her out of her sensual reverie and she cursed, jerking her hand back where it belonged, cheeks flaming. What the hell was wrong with her? A few weeks with a Fae and she was a complete maniac.

She rushed out of the walk-in with a bright, false smile and grabbed her next table. Another group of men, white collar workers. The kind with decent, dark haired looks she would have considered attractive before Eero.

&quot;Can I get you a drink while you're deciding?&quot; she asked

The man closest to her eyed her, a small, friendly smile on his face. &quot;You look like you could use a drink yourself.&quot;

It didn't sound like a come on, so her smile relaxed into something more natural. She winked. &quot;Don’t worry about me, sweet. I've got a fifteen coming up in a few.&quot;

&quot;Put it on my tab,&quot; he said, returning the wink.

She thanked him and took the drink orders, a little regretful. He watched her as she went behind the bar. A normal man with warm eyes and a healthy build. The kind of man she should be over the moon for. Normal, safe, maybe someone to settle down and have a real family with. What gave Eero or the government the right to breed her like a prize cow just because her genetics matched the Fae's?

She brought the drinks, a small kernel of rebellion kindling the smile she sent the brown-eyed man. He tapped the back of her hand as she moved away from the table.

&quot;What's your name?&quot; he asked.

She normally didn’t flirt- seriously, anyway- with customers. It could give a girl a bad reputation. The kind that would cause her and the restaurant trouble in the long run. But he seemed so... nice. Screw Eero. He wasn’t the boss of her.

&quot;Liana,&quot; she said, shifting on her feet.

He noticed the movement, and reached over to a nearby table, dragging a chair. &quot;Sit for a minute. I'll tell the boss I made you.&quot;

She laughed. &quot;He won’t buy it. I’m no pushover. Besides... I have a boyfriend.&quot; And as much as she wanted to thumb her nose at Eero even with some harmless flirting, she couldn’t take it too far.

&quot;Shame,&quot; he said.

She chatted a few minutes, laughing and smiling before excusing herself, satisfied she'd made a point to a man who wasn't even there to witness it. She passed Assar on the way to put in the order.

&quot;Careful, Liana,&quot; he said.

She started, glancing at him. &quot;What?&quot;

Grey eyes warned. &quot;Remember who you belong to, and don't encourage the kha’insan
 . You'll get him killed.&quot;

She rolled her eyes, and took a stool next to him. It wasn’t even that serious. &quot;Well, I’m on break for fifteen, so that should make you happy.&quot; She hopped down and rang herself up for a beer, then sat next to Assar again. He sipped his, an arm resting on the counter.

&quot;At least the tips were good today,&quot; she said, kicking off her heels. &quot;Some days they aren’t.&quot;

He snorted. &quot;I’m entirely unsurprised your tips are good today.&quot;

She slanted a look at him, uncertain what he meant. Or was implying. Taking a long drag of her beer, she swiveled to face him, her restless energy finding a target. Assar was safe. She’d pick a fight with him.

&quot;What does that mean?&quot; she asked.

He glanced at her, then away, frowning. &quot;I speak English very well. You're deliberately enticing the little men.&quot; His eyes flicked towards her... blouse. Pointedly.

Liana shrugged her shoulders, some devilment prompting her to inhale. Noisily. &quot;A girl can’t help if she has some meat on her bones, and the locals like it.&quot; She arched a brow. &quot;Why so grumpy? This is a bar- um, restaurant for fine wines- full of pretty women. Pick one and chat her up.&quot;

&quot;I don’t think so.&quot;

The arrogance in his tone was delicious. She leaned into him, dropping her voice into a deliberate, deep purr. Uncertain what in the hell was getting into her. She didn’t normally act like this. &quot;What’s the matter, Assar? Human girls too much woman for you to handle?&quot;

She had his full attention then. It wasn’t quite like facing down the full fury of her enraged Fae Lord, but the silver eyed blond in front of her was no... fairy. She tensed for a second before relaxing.

&quot;Don't tug the tiger’s tail, Liana,&quot; he said, softly. &quot;You'll get bit.&quot;

She smiled. &quot;I like to live dangerous.&quot; Her mascara coated lashes cloaked her eyes as she leaned back, taking all of him in, tense shoulders, ticking jaw. &quot;Too bad.&quot;

She brushed the top of his clenched hand with her nail as she slid off the stool to walk away. He grabbed her wrist, yanking her towards him. She stumbled, a little startled, looking up into sun bright silver.

&quot;You belong to my Lord,&quot; he said through clenched teeth, &quot;and I will defend his claim, even from myself and your own foolishness. Don’t force my hand, Liana.&quot;

She stumbled back, heart racing. She hadn’t meant to get his goat that much- just tease him a bit. Which was uncharacteristic of her, but again she blamed Eero.

Liana closed her eyes, suddenly ashamed. &quot;I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m behaving like this. It's not really me. I just feel so...&quot;

She wouldn’t say horny, not to him. And it was more than hormones. More than a newly awakened sexuality. Her eyes opened to see Assar watching her closely, all trace of his tension gone so the easy, steady guard remained.

&quot;I... see,&quot; he said, thoughtful. &quot;The sooner you're done here, the better.&quot;

She nodded, and stuffed her feet back into the heels to go back to work.



* * *



“M
 other
 .”

“Eero.” She sounded pleased for once, her normally cool, contralto tones warming. “Have you been successful?”

“Yes.” He paused. “Her name is Liana.”

“Lovely. Do you have a picture?”

He texted the photo he’d taken of Liana.

“Oh. Oh, Eero.”

Eero knew the sudden drop in her tone meant trouble. “Yes, mother? Isn’t she lovely?”

She was silent a moment. “She is very lovely,” Aivelona said slowly. “She has a look of my mother about her. Eero, this isn’t wise. Your children-”

“Yes?”

She hesitated. Eero could hear the swish of fabric as she shifted on a seat. “Let me be blunt, my son. I loved my mother. But our Line must be seen to be pureblooded if we are to garner influence in the higher courts.”

“I don’t care about the higher courts, Aiva.” He managed, just barely, to hold back the edge in his voice. “We’ve had this discussion.”

“We’ll have it again, then.” She stopped, modulating her tone into a neutral register. “We need to maintain a voice in court. Our lands could be taken and given to another Line if ours is seen to have been diluted.”

“And I think you are wrong. We will be seen as one of the few Lines who have obeyed the King without complaint and presented him with children to increase the ranks of his Guard.”

“But if the children look half human-”

“Don't grind your teeth, mother.”

“Then they will be marginalized. You know that I believe the real motivation behind this-”

He sighed. “I know. It is a scheme to weaken all the noble Lines with human blood until only a handful of pureblooded Fae Lines remain, giving them free reign to seize power, uncontested.” He considered the reasoning while she waited. “I don’t think you are entirely... wrong. The King plays a long game, with no Consort to distract him from his ennui. But I also think we need children, and this gives us an excuse to do what we should have been doing every few centuries once we realized our women were failing. If we’d been breeding human fertility into our families spread out over the course of generations, then we wouldn’t be facing a catastrophe now.”

“Good. Then you agree. Put this one back and bring me a tall blonde girl.”

Eero laughed. “She isn't a doll to be put on a shelf. She could already be with child. Besides, I like this one, mother.”

“What?” She sounded shocked. “That’s not possible. You’ve not been there long enough.”

“She reminds me of you,” he said cheerfully, and hung up on her. Slipping the cell into his pocket, he withdrew it again as a text alert pinged.



:Come get your woman, cousin. She is beside herself. Look!:





Though blurry from movement, the clarity of the pic was enough that Eero’s blood boiled, for more than one reason. Liana bent over a table, chest spilling out of the nothing top, legs bare and ass outlined in- was that underwear? Eero texted back a terse reply.



:On my way.:







* * *



T
 he brown eyed
 man didn’t try and talk to her again- after her interaction with Assar, he probably thought the guard was her boyfriend. But there were plenty of jerks to fill the void, as if karma had decided to call her bluff.

&quot;Hey, sweetheart, you look all woman. Why don’t you have a drink with me.&quot;

She set the beer in front of the customer, the kind of single man who came here just to find a 'date' for the night.

&quot;Sorry,&quot; she said. &quot;Have to work.&quot;

He grabbed her wrist as she turned away. &quot;I know the bar's policy. Boss won’t mind as long as I'm buyin'.&quot; He grinned at her, eyes roaming over her body. &quot;And I’m in the market.&quot;

Was he a moron? She stared at him, eyes flat. &quot;I’m not for sale.&quot;

Yanking her wrist away in a move she'd learned in a self-defense class years ago, she whirled away. Wasn’t about to get into a verbal pissing contest with an asshat.

A meaty hand slapped her ass in retaliation. &quot;Everything is for sale, sweetheart.&quot;

Her temper broke, energy funneling into a single, justifiable outlet. She turned on her heels, balled up a fist, and rammed it into his unsuspecting nose.

He yelled as blood spurted, surging to his feet, a full foot taller and plenty wider. &quot;You bitch.&quot;

&quot;Yeah? You want some of this?&quot;

Assar grabbed her balled up fist and yanked her behind him. The Fae had just popped out of nowhere, though she supposed it was stupid to think he'd just sit by while she beat up a customer. She poked his back.

&quot;Hey, I’ve got this.&quot; Said back stiffened.

&quot;Would you like a moment to rethink your evening’s entertainment?&quot; her guard said to the customer.

Liana didn’t know what the human saw in Assar’s face, but it must have been scary.

&quot;Drink is on the house,&quot; she called out as the man hurried out of the restaurant.

Eero spoke. “Liana, why are you provoking me?”
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T
 HE “OH
 , MY” AND

widened eyes of a nearby female customer alerted Liana to who stood behind her. The dining room had long since become used to Assar’s brooding, eagle-eyed presence, and since the fight wasn’t going to happen, attention was free to shift elsewhere.

Liana turned around, balancing between resignation and irritation. She recalled Assar hunching over his cell phone texting with the dexterity of a teenage girl several minutes ago and hadn’t thought anything of it. She should have known better. The guard refused to meet her eyes.

She grasped Eero by the arm and hauled him along with her, not bothering to even look at him. With a brief detour to drop off the ticket, she dragged Eero into the beauty room.

“What are you wearing?”

“‘Let me be that I am and seek not to alter me’,” she said, facing him after shutting the door. She’d looked up pretty words from their first night together. Another conundrum that was Eero. A Fae quoting Shakespeare. Well, she refused to be outdone.

His presence overwhelmed the closet. The Fae Lord’s beauty stood out in stark relief in the dingy room, the bones of his face underneath glowing gold skin hewn with the kind of perfection imagined by artists of the far past. His hair, crackling with its own energy, spilled over his broad shoulders in silky waves. He'd unbuttoned the top few buttons of his crisp white shirt, muscular chest peeking through and begging to be caressed.

He folded his arms. “If I had known you were a hooker, I would have second-guessed my choice.”

She didn’t even bother getting angry. She recognized his attempt to needle her after several days imprisoned with him.

“That’s disrespectful. I think you should apologize, since you know this is an establishment for fine wines and Italian cuisine.”

“And yet, you’re dressed like a common street worker.”

“It’s a uniform. So the servers can look uniform
 .”

“I mislike it.” He unfolded his arms and took a single step forward, enough to crowd her up against the door. She had to crane her neck to look up at him. He wasn’t looking at her face. Her pulse revved in anticipation. Green fire scorched her, and she felt her nipples pebble. She closed her eyes. All he had to do was look at her.

“If it wasn’t for the fact that your pussy is so tight, that I know you are mine and mine alone-”

“I’m sure the background check was helpful, too.”

“-then I would be jealous.”

She opened her eyes. He smiled at her, slow and dark. His hands rose and palmed her breasts, lifting the heavy weight of them, thumbs rubbing circles around her nipples.

“Most men wouldn’t admit to jealousy,” Liana said, breath unsteady. “They think it makes them look weak.”

He lowered his head and nipped at her neck. “I’m very secure in my masculine side.”

“Do you have any other side?”

He glanced at the doorknob and she heard the click of a lock. Liana froze. It was the first small evidence of Fae magic she had seen other than his glamour the other night. When he abandoned her breasts to unzip and tear down her shorts, she forgot about magic and gasped.

“I’m at work!” She twisted, attempting to evade him. He hooked an arm around her waist and lifted, walking quickly to the battered desk that served as a vanity table. He swept aside the scattered cosmetics, and she found herself braced on her stomach, feet on the floor and spread-eagled.

“I don’t care. You belong to me. All of this-” he filled his hands with her ass, squeezing. Not once had he ever objected to her generous curves, suggested she'd look hotter if she lost a few. It was as if he didn't even notice she didn't fit the current standard of svelte, grass-fed beauty. “-belongs to me. You don’t want other men looking at you and seeing how fuckable you are.”

She inhaled slowly in an attempt to control her breathing. “Why not?”

He bit her ear, warm breath sending tiny shock waves down her spine.

“Because then you would have to clean up the mess, Liana.” She froze. The mix of ice and heat in his tone both chilled and aroused her. “Don't forget what I am. I may be lenient with you, but never mistake that extends to anyone else.”

She gripped the edge of the desk. Good thing I’m wearing heels,
 she thought irreverently. Otherwise the height difference would have made the logistics of this position... awkward. Eero obviously wasn’t thinking about logistics. Pulling down the neck of her shirt- which didn't take much, considering the low cut of it- her breasts spilled free, releasing from the cups of her bra. Reaching between their bodies, he slipped a finger inside her. She stifled her gasp when he freed himself, kicking her legs further apart, probing her entrance with the head of his cock.

“Who do you belong to, Liana?”

She met his eyes on the mirror, twin maelstroms of emerald fire eroding her will, stirring her desire until her body flamed with need.

Liana closed her eyes, refusing to answer. She wouldn't fight his branding of her, because to fight would be to tell herself a lie her body didn’t believe. But she could refuse to voice her submission. She could retain at least that much independence.

Eero's hand tangled in her hair, tilting her neck back. A small pinch on her buttock punished her. “Who do you belong to, Liana?”

His hand moved around her body, grasping her nub between two fingers, manipulating her with frightening ease. She gasped, pressure pooling between her thighs.

“You refuse to speak?”

The pleasure built to a crescendo. He pulled his hand away. She half-growled, half-whimpered, reaching back in a movement swifter than she knew she was capable off, grasping his wrist to pull it back where she wanted it to go. She met his narrowed, calculating eyes.

“Who do you belong to, Li-ah-na?”

“You prick,” she said, baring teeth in a snarl. “I belong to you. Just fuck me.”

He smiled with dark, masculine satisfaction. His power over her was greater if she submitted of her own free will.

Her lids drifted shut as he put his hand on her again, her enflamed nub throbbing and jerking under his ministrations. He yanked her hair, and her eyes snapped open. Eero moved her head, forcing her to watch them in the mirror as he pleasured her. And through his eyes, she began to see the woman in the mirror beneath him as something... beautiful. Not perfect, but ripe with passion. Lips red with more than rouge, cheeks flushed, body lush and squirming with sensuous need.

Liana pushed her hips against him, silently demanding his entry, more than a mere plea. He obliged, entering her in one long, sure stroke, fucking her with steady strength that banged the rickety desk against the wall.

He filled her to stretching, the angle sharp and nearly painful. But oh, the intensity as the head of his cock rubbed up against her sweet spot! She forgot about the noise and simply reveled in the feel of him inside her, knees liquid and trembling, held up only by his grip on her hips. He hissed his pleasure a moment after the rolling waves of her orgasm overtook her, seating himself to the hilt and spilling his seed deep into her pussy.

Collapsing on the desk, Liana rested her forehead on the rough wood, trying to exert some control over her trembling fingers.

“Who do you belong to, Liana?” Eero whispered in her ear.


You,
 she thought, her admission louder than spoken words. I belong to you.


She knew from his body language that he heard her.



* * *



L
 iana forced
 herself to overcome the afterglow of sex and address the issue. She wouldn't allow him to control her or brush aside her concerns by fucking her brains out. As they drove away from the restaurant, she folded her arms and took a deep breath.

“Lord Eero,” she began, attempting to put some distance between them. “I appreciate your position, and I even appreciate the fact that I am legally bound to bear you a child. I only ask for a small amount of consideration.”

He glanced at her, brief and inscrutable. Assar had taken the limousine, while they were in a modest, understated silver convertible with platinum accents, similar to something she’d seen on a show about hobbies of the rich and famous that equaled the gross domestic product of a small, well-fed nation. Nothing fancy, though.

“Have I been inconsiderate? Forgive me. These are early days yet, and I’ve had business, which has taken up much of my time. What do you need?”

“A life, Lord Eero.”

“Are you not alive, Liana?” This time, his sidelong glance included a banked ember of green fire. “I don’t make you feel alive every evening?”

“And every morning, several times during the afternoon and right after a bedtime snack.” Staring at him, her lips quirked, firmed. “That isn’t the problem. I can’t live off sex. I need purpose.”

The fingers of his right hand tapped the steering wheel. “And having my child is not purpose?”

“It is. But I need to be something more than a mother. And besides, I'm not pregnant.”

“Yet.”

She took a deep breath and let it out to a count of ten. “You’ve made me quit school, quit work.”

“We will be living too far away, Liana. You can’t commute three hours every day.”

“I think you’re being deliberately obtuse. What am I supposed to do, Eero?” She struggled to keep her voice from rising, and lost. “Besides be your contracted womb?”

“There is nothing else.” The finality of his response chilled her. “That is everything. You will serve no other purpose.”

The words punched her in the gut, taking her breath. She didn’t fool herself into thinking he loved her- but she wanted to matter. She hoped that to the father of her first and maybe only child, she would mean something more than just a means to an end, an unwanted solution to a sticky problem. No longer angry- the weight of her hurt and its omnipresence allowed no room for anger- Liana remained silent the rest of the trip.

Eero glanced at her again after several moments of silence.

“Liana?”

She said nothing.



* * *



H
 er silence
 eventually drove him away once they were back at the hotel.

“Let me know when you have accepted what must be, Liana,” he finally said, then hesitated. “You may go out if you wish. Things have quieted down some. But take a guard with you.”

She sat for several minutes, stood, and wandered to the window and drew back the curtains, staring down at the traffic. Mostly foot, with some vehicles, a luxury item these days with the shortages of fuel. And of course, Lord Eero demonstrated that there were yet markedly different classes of luxury.

Deciding that moping in the suite wasn’t going to do her any good, she grabbed her wallet out of the box of items Assar delivered several moments ago. Opening the door, she stopped short. A guard stared at her from the hall, pale eyes impassive. She took an experimental step out, shutting the door firmly behind her, a shoulder twitching.

“Liana? You need something?”

Nura. She turned as she opened the door of another room a few feet down.

“No, I’m just going out.” She walked determinedly towards her, having no clue whether Eero had left orders to keep her confined to the hotel. She wouldn’t be surprised if he had. The female guard fell into step beside her. Liana stopped at the elevator.

“You don’t have to go with me. I know my way around.”

“Sorry, kid. Orders.”

“That’s ridiculous,” she said, fuming. The elevator pinged and they stepped in. Liana punched the lobby button with her forefinger. “You have better things to do than babysit me.”

“Nope, I actually don’t. Where we going?”

They exited the lobby, eyes following them as always. The Fae would command attention no matter where they went, and therefore, any human accompanying one of them would also be an object of curiosity.

“Water Tower.” The rebuilding finished several years ago, and it remained one of the few active shopping centers in the city. Still overpriced, though. “I want to take the bus.”

Nura shrugged. “Weird. But cool with me. Lord Eero cleared you for the day.”

“You guys get too much attention,” Liana said, warming up to a rant. “It would be worse if Assar were here- every female eye staring me down and wondering why he hired me to carry his bags. But you’re like the hot chick taking pity on the poor, dumpy girl. One of these things does not belong.”

“I don’t think Rabd
 finds you dumpy,” Nura said, voice dry. “So… you piss him off? Way to go.”

“Did I
 piss him
 off?”

The conversation degenerated from there.
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L
 IANA WAS CERTAIN
 , after standing twenty minutes for a bus and another twenty-minute ride crunched up in a narrow, threadbare seat, that Nura found the whole rant vastly amusing. Their ‘discussion’ provided plenty of entertainment for anyone listening- all that was missing from the holy gossip grail were the drugs and rock.

In typical Liana fashion, the rant relaxed her, almost like a purge. By the time they entered the glass doors of the Water Tower and ascended the escalator, she felt relaxed and ready for some mindless browsing. But relaxing as it was, she also realized she couldn't keep going on like this. One tantrum after another- it wasn't getting her anywhere. What she needed was to regroup and make a plan. Shopping, fortunately, was the perfect activity for regrouping.

“Best guard duty ever,” Nura said, surveying the rows of stores with satisfaction.

Liana glanced at the Fae, brows rising. She supposed women were women, whether human or Fae. “Don’t you get to the mall much?”

“Naw. Not assigned in the city that often. But they figured Eero’s human would need another girl around.”

“Can we ixnay on the Eero’s umanhay?”

“What?”

An engaging discussion of pig Latin carried them into one of Liana’s favorite shops. They entered the boutique, the muted refrain of an unadorned piano decorating the air, cool gray and taupe hues on the walls along with glass and silver shelving encouraging a person to slow down, to linger.

“Good stuff,” Nura approved, lifting a pair of knit pant off the rack. “I could fight in these if I had to.”

Liana surveyed Nura’s current outfit. The Fae wore a pair of supple dark leggings and a tank top under a black jacket. No jewelry, nothing an enemy could grab ahold of.

“They have that in purple,” she said to the guard, hinting. Liana couldn’t wear all black. She needed color in her life.

She approached a dress on display, running a hand over the tightly knit, flowing sapphire dress. The fabric oozed quality, the design simple and understated, something that could be dressed up with natural stones and strappy heels for a night out, or dressed down with flats for a walk on the lakefront. The scoop neck draped beautifully, high enough that her ample chest would be both highlighted from the cling of the fabric, yet modestly covered.

Drawing the dress off the rack, she took it to a nearby mirror, holding it up to her chin. As she thought, the color complimented the dusky tones of her skin and hair perfectly, making her look exotic.

Liana checked the price tag, wincing. Did some rapid calculations while taking out her phone to access her account for actual facts on her balance. It was about as ugly as she thought. Disappointed but used to doing without the prettier fripperies, she put the dress back on the rack, giving it one last wistful caress before turning to walk out of the shop. No use browsing anymore, it would only depress her. Time to find a bargain basement.

“Why didn’t you buy it?” Nura asked.

They walked out, joining the milling crowd. “Eero made me quit my job, remember?”

Another reason why she felt so furiously bitter. Her pride kept her from admitting one of the main reasons for her vehemence lay in the practical fact that she needed to be able to buy things- like pads, duh- and that she wasn’t born with a bank account like a Fae Lord, or whatever the equivalent was in their own world. He might be providing food and shelter, but how could she even afford a new pair of underwear? Had he ever even dealt which such mundane realities? And the price of maternity clothes was astronomical. She knew ‘cause she’d checked already, curious about how far her budget would stretch to cover a new wardrobe.

“I can’t spend any of the money I have left on a dress like that. He’s so selfish. All about him and his baby.”

Nura stopped, full mouth pursing. Shoppers flowed around her, irritation evaporating once they shot the Fae sharp glances and receive a death stare in return.

“Did you read any of the documents you signed?”

Nura’s response wasn’t what she’d expected. Liana frowned, losing a struggle with a sulk. “Some. What’s the damn point? Are there any loopholes?”

“None that benefit you.” Nura regarded her for a long moment, eyes measuring her. “And you obviously didn’t see the packet lying on the table before you left.”

Liana began to get irritated. She absolutely hated when people communicated cryptically- usually for the sake of pointless drama.

“Unless it had a big flashing sign that said, ‘Liana, open me,’ I wouldn’t have paid any attention. What are you getting at already?”

Nura sighed, shaking her head. Reaching in her jacket pocket, she pulled out a wallet. Liana paled, then stiffened as Nura rifled through the wallet and withdrew a stack of gold promissory notes as thick as her pinky.

“Here,” the Fae said, taking Liana’s hand and pressing the folded stack of paper into her palm.

“I can’t pay you back, are you crazy?” More money than she’d seen in a lifetime, Liana stepped forward to shove the offending notes into Nura’s pocket as if they were coals, even as the guard danced out of the way, cackling.

“Liana, Liana,” Nura said, swatting her hands away. “When you signed that paperwork, you were given an advance on your push present, as well as a yearly income in perpetuity.”

She stared at Nura, not understanding until the import of the words caught up with her brain. Outrage curled her toes.

“You mean he bought
 me?”

Nura tugged at her hair, closing and reopening her eyes. “You are the most frustrating woman,” she snapped. “Do you have to see the most negative side of everything? First you whine about being poor, and now that you know you’re not, you complain about that, too. &quot;

“I want money I earn, not an allowance. I’m not a teenager!”

“No, you’re just a moron.”

Shoppers scattered. Nura hadn’t exactly shouted, but the hiss of her irritation filled the open area. Liana flinched.

“You aren’t married in the human courts.” Nura took hold of herself, evened her tone, and stepped closer, taking Liana by the arm to draw her out of the general walking area. “But you and he have a contractual obligation to each other. You are providing him with something precious that is mandated by our king that he produce, and in return, he is compensating you according to the worth of what you are giving. That is, essentially, what a marriage is. No, you don’t love each other,” she continued when Liana opened her mouth. “But how many couples really do? You humans marry and divorce as a matter of course- your vows mean nothing; your ‘love’ means nothing. You are not a wife, in a human sense; you are far more than a wife.”

Clutching the gold notes, she slowly lowered her hand to her side. Throwing an arm around her shoulders, Nura turned her back around to face the shop they’d just exited.

“Be happy. Since you make more money than I do now, you get to pay for lunch. Right after you buy that dress.”



* * *



S
 he bought the dress
 , and a rope of mixed rough and polished stones as an accent. Deciding that they might as well splurge, she ordered a slice of cheese pizza the size of her head and a ganache-covered brownie to celebrate. Nura, watching her eat, laughed. They fell into an easy conversation, relaxing as they watched people watching them.

Liana eyed the dessert case, considering how long the giant chocolate chip cookie covered in mint chocolate frosting would last if she brought it back to the hotel with her in an attempt to ‘save it for later.’

“Hello.”

She didn’t realize the female voice addressed her at first, then noticed Nura’s subtle yet immediate shift from relaxed friend to impassive guard. Liana turned her head, startled to see a tallish blonde in skintight jeans and a loose silk tank top standing next to her. The woman looked vaguely familiar. Liana blinked, almost sure it was the same woman from the callout she’d pointed out to Eero as a perfect candidate.

“Uh… hello.”

Not the most erudite reply, but Liana’s etiquette classes never covered this. Oh, wait, what etiquette classes?

“You’re the woman chosen by Lord Eero, aren’t you? I recognize you.”

“Yup.” Liana replied, not really wanting to encourage conversation.

Especially when two others joined the ex-candidate, both of the same salon-manicured variety.

“Is this the girl, Ash?” One of the women asked. “My god. She is
 brown.”

Liana stiffened. She knew of a certain class of pretty, entitled bitch who felt free to run her mouth at will because no one had ever introduced her spoiled ass to reality.

“Honey,” the woman addressed Liana, “hasn’t he taken you to a stylist yet? That hair. Absolutely wild.”

Liana stood, gathering her bags.

“How in the world did he overlook you, Ash?” another woman asked. “For her? Unreal.”

The women laughed, but the one they called Ash remained silent, studying Liana.

“Shut up,” Ash said, almost absently. “That’s the concubine of a Fae Lord you’re insulting. And from the look on her face, she's about to beat your silly asses.” Digging through her smooth-as-butter white and gold bag, the woman drew out a glossy card, handed it to Liana with blush colored talons.

“You know about the second best laws?” Ash asked Liana.

Taking the card automatically, Liana grimaced. “I have a sister who may have mentioned it.”

Ash’s face was impassive. “Yes. I know your sister. After a woman has presented herself to at least one callout and hasn't been chosen, she’s up for grabs for whatever Fae wants her, as long as there is at least 70% genetic compatibility.”

The card dangled in Liana’s hand. “What’s your point?”

“Some of the other concubines act as... go betweens for Fae men and Seconds. Find me a Fae of good rank, and you’ll get a commission from my settlement.”

Nura snorted. Loudly. Well, evidently everyone but Liana knew about the push money.

“Okay,” Liana said slowly. “But I… I don’t know anyone. I don’t have any clout like that.”

The woman’s look blended pity and contempt. “You’d better learn your own value if you want to survive the Fae.” Ash looked at Nura, conveying a steely determination mingled with appraisal. “Second Guard. My file number is on the back of that card.” Ash glanced at Liana again. “I could be useful in… helping your Lord’s concubine.”

Liana stared after the women, nonplussed. “That was different.”

More interesting was the consideration with which Nura watched the retreating Ash, eyes narrowed in thought.

“Don’t tell me you’re considering it. She’s a gold digger.”

Nura looked at Liana after a minute. “There are all kinds of people, and all kinds of skills. She might be... useful.”

Liana possessed enough dignity to restrain her impolite comment. “Well, where to next?”



* * *



T
 hey didn’t spend too much
 longer in the mall. Nura talked her into- well, she didn’t have to try that hard- stopping at a salon for a hand and foot treatment, including a frivolous coat of poppy gel paint on her nails. The Fae didn’t mention Liana’s wild curls at all, neither in reference to cut, color, nor straightening. Liana wondered if she owed her silence to tact or if she thought Eero didn’t mind Liana’s hair.

“Can I ask you something?”

They sat on a bench waiting for the bus, Nura’s legs stretched out, Liana’s crossed more demurely, her bags at her side. Though plenty of people milled about, a clear bubble of three to four arm lengths separated them from the crowd. Liana thought it fascinating. And realized there were perks to having Fae company.

Nura quirked a brow. “’Sup?”

“How come Eero has so many guards? I mean-” she struggled to find words that wouldn’t imply she thought Eero wasn’t all that important, in the grand scheme of things, that he needed a hall full of guards to accompany him everywhere.

Nura grinned at her, obviously understanding the words she didn’t say.

“Tradition, mostly- and historically, there’s been enough petty infighting that the Lords had to stay guarded, especially when there was no direct heir. These days? He keeps us employed. Times changed when we had to come here.”

“Am I still in danger?”

“Ah. Well.”

Her tone stiffened Liana’s shoulders. “What aren’t you telling me?”

The guard looked up at the sky, maybe searching for clouds to take her away.

“Nura.”

She sighed. “The Old Blood will always be a danger. It’s only a matter of time. We’re reasonably sure they aren’t in the city today- that’s the only way I was able to garner permission to take you out of the hotel.”

Liana chewed her lip. “Are they going to attack again?”

“Yeah. Matter of time. Don’t worry about it, though. We won’t let anything happen to you. Eero would murder us dead.”
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N
 URA ANSWERED
 A call as the bus rolled up.

Liana glanced over as the Fae stiffened, standing. “What’s wrong?”

The woman’s relaxed attention had sharpened into something more lethal. “Come on.”

They boarded the bus. It was only a short ride back to the hotel, but the guard sat tensely the entire time.

“Tell me what’s going on,” Liana demanded under her breath.

Nura sighed. “I may have spoken to soon.”

“About what?”

“The Old Blood not being in the city. Eero is on his way back. Assar will meet us. Sorry, kid. You’ll have to stay cooped up until we take care of this.”

Oh, yeah? Liana wouldn’t put herself in danger, but she’d be damned if she’d allow them to lock her up for an indefinite period of time. She said nothing though. Better not to broadcast her intentions. They’d all learn she wasn’t the sit still and be a good girl type.



* * *



A
 ssar kept
 her company on and off the rest of the day. The two Fae exchanged inscrutable looks as they passed Liana between them. She figured her best option was to pretend to ignore everything going on while she formulated a plan. So they ordered pizza and cheap sparkling wine because Liana insisted on the cheap human stuff, played chess- which was a revelation. She didn’t know how she felt about Assar’s ruthless disregard for the lives of his men in an effort to protect the King. She pointed out that she could have been doing coursework if Eero hadn’t been such a prick. Which began a food fight, naturally.

The Lord walked in just as she dumped a bag of methodically crushed potato chips over Assar’s head. Stopped and stared at the two of them, dripping various foodstuffs. They stared back.

“I see you’ve been keeping yourselves entertained,” Eero said, hands in pockets.

Liana pushed Assar’s head down far enough that she could swipe the crumbs out of his hair. The pale chips blended so well.

“I serve,” Assar replied, shaking his head and standing. Then smirked. “I’ll leave you to clean up the mess.”

Liana snorted, gathering the debris made by their melee. “I’d like to see you
 clean up the mess.”

“Stranger things,” the guard half-sang as he exited the suite. He was interesting drunk.

The silence after he left reminded Liana of the stubborn discord between her and Eero.

“Did you enjoy your shopping trip?”

She folded the pizza box and stomped on it with both feet to compact it enough to shove into the small wastebasket. The question rankled. She knew he hadn’t meant to sound condescending, but the wording still bothered her, as if there was nothing more important for her to do than waste time in a mall.

“Liana, you don’t have to do that,” Eero said finally, after several minutes of watching her attack the cleaning with gusto.

She turned on him, eyes bright with more than temper. Grabbing the neck of the nearly empty wine bottle, she began to drop that into the overflowing bin, frowned, and downed the last of the burgundy liquid.

“I don’t have to do anything but fuck, do I? Just a fuck buddy. I don’t have any other function.”

Eero folded his arms. “You shouldn’t be drinking.”

“I think we’re about to have the exact same argument. Going in circles with no resolution.”

He unfolded his arms and walked toward her, eliminating the space between them. The heat and strength of him pressed lightly against her body stirred a now familiar ache, planting roots she knew would dig deep and engender an attachment she wouldn’t be able to easily extricate herself from.

She closed her eyes, fighting the sensation. Where Assar radiated comfort and friendship, Eero represented both furnace and fortress: a source of raging desire and impenetrable protection, only the protection in this case also doubled as a cage.

“There will be no argument. And your resolution comes when you are pregnant, Liana.” Touching her cheek, he drew his fingers down over her jaw line, caressing her neck and collarbone. “Is a child not enough purpose?”

Eero’s kiss brushed her lips with the gentleness of a velvety petal, seeking instead of taking. His arm slid around her waist to anchor her to him but softened in response to her mood; the usual demand for submission seemed muted. Deep in her darker thoughts she had to admit to herself that she reveled in submitting to him, in the way he took her body and wrung pleasure from it without yielding to her pleas, as if he knew what she wanted more than anything was a man with a will to equal her own. She reveled in the lack of control because for once in her life she knew she didn’t have to be the strong one. She could just be, allowing herself to drift on a dinghy someone else would steer to shore. In a way, it was strangely liberating to surrender herself.

The gentle kiss kindled a hope that maybe he could be something besides a master. Maybe he could see her as a person instead of a means to an end- no matter how desperately the end drove him. She understood the Fae race was dying. She understood that they couldn’t afford to take the sensibilities of mere human working class women into consideration when dealing with survival, at least from their point of view.

“Eero. Let me stay in Chicago. I can have a baby here, raise it here until I finish school, and then I can bring the child to you… Eero.”

He pulled away, expression hardening. “I have said what will be. I won’t repeat myself.”

She placed her hands on his chest and shoved with all her strength. Despite his surprise, he didn’t budge, looking down at her as if she were an interesting bug.

Anger drove her. Her hand balling into a fist, she pushed past him, bumping his body with hers to relieve some of the anger and aggression. The helplessness. Where were those damn papers she’d signed? It was high time to read them and figure out what her rights were in this situation. What the consequences would be if she took her rights into her own hands.

“I could always get an abortion.”

Her words sank into the room with the finality of gravestones. She heard no movement. Eero’s hand wrapped around her upper arm and swung her around to face him. She stifled the surge of fear. The golden skin of his face shimmered with an angry, pale light. His half-moon pupils contracted, pinning her with the ferocity of a predator preparing to shred its prey. An actual physical chill as if she were standing inside a blast freezer radiated from him, raising bumps along her skin.

“If you kill my child I will kill you.” The soft words, all the more deadly for their utter inflectionless quiet, strangled the breath in her throat. Her heart stopped beating for a split second. He stepped back, imprisoning her gaze. Liana raised shaky hands and stuffed them under her armpits, warming her icy fingers.

The door opening brought some measure of relief.

“Rabd
 ?” Assar spoke, all trace of the casual, playful companion gone. Her back to him, she heard the careful, alert neutrality. The First Guard addressing his Lord.

After another long moment, Eero released her, looking at Assar.

“Rabd
 , a representative of…” Assar hesitated, “…a representative has asked to see you.”

Eero nodded and strode out of the room. Liana turned slowly, her face frozen. Assar studied her for one long moment.

“Whatever you said, Liana, don’t ever say it again,” he said, and shut the door.

She stood in the empty suite for a long time before she could gather the warmth to move.



* * *



“

 

R
 abd

 Jarel
 .” Eero entered the small meeting room set aside for his use. The place irritated him; he was sick of the bland, dusty carpets and stale air. He wanted to go home, but both his business and Liana delayed matters. He didn’t want to leave until both were settled- but he didn’t want to purchase a home. It would seem like surrender. “Are you here to surrender Thannos?”

Lord Jarel turned away from the window. The incoming light framed him like a halo until he moved closer, the epitome of a Fae High Lord, ageless power and terrible fashion melded into a combination as lethal as it was touchy. The fact that the man still wore the traditional robes of the High Court even though they were in Chicago spoke volumes of both his contempt for human culture and his refusal to accept the King’s command to blend the fuck in.

“Eero, I am told you have succumbed to the King’s madness.” The High Lord swept aside his azure robes and strode forward, hair falling in perfect braids over his shoulders. Night black at the roots, it shaded from fiery sunset red to persimmon orange and finally a yellow the hue of candle light at the tips. A sunset captured in the hair of one man. “I had thought better of you.”

“You probably shouldn’t have,” Eero said. “My Line has failed, Jarel.” He said it with a distinctly un Fae like practicality. No few of the elders preferred death over an open admission of failure. Eero preferred to get it out of the way and move on. He supposed it was a symptom of his- relative- youth.

The elder Fae’s stare challenged him. “There was a time you were one of the most vocal opponents to the King’s decree. You, more than anyone, understand the price of bearing human blood.”

“There was a time my mother washed my ass, as well, but we all have to grow up.” Eero stopped short, reined himself in with some effort. He couldn’t afford Nura’s insouciance or Assar’s stubborn hauteur.

“You will truly do this thing? Contribute to the annihilation of the genetic fabric of our people?”

Eero sighed, expression hardening. A dull ache started in his teeth. The elders tended to produce that kind of effect. “I will do it. If it makes you feel any better, I do it with reservations. We must adapt, Jarel. The summer of our youth is long behind us and our inability to change will usher in a long, cold winter.”

Jarel held his eyes a long moment, then began moving toward the door. “I’m pleased poetry has not completely forsaken the souls of our youth. Give my regards to your concubine.”

Eero stiffened. “Don’t make me your enemy, Jarel.”

“We are on far opposite sides of a philosophical conundrum. I fear we are already enemies.” Jarel paused. “I will protect your human as long as I can, Eero. But I advise you to set her aside if you care for her at all.”

Eero remained in the room, motionless, for a long while after Jarel left, torn between two courses of action, neither of which presented him any certainty of success.



* * *



A
 ssar caught
 her on the way down to the lobby. As the elevator door pinged and slid open she clenched her teeth, seeing him standing there, a faintly challenging look on his face.

“Going somewhere?”

Feigning nonchalance, Liana shrugged. “Just to the lobby for a coffee.”

“Is room service broken?”

“No, but apparently I’m either a prisoner or a moron if I can’t get a cup of coffee without a big bad Fae to hold it for me.” She smiled brightly. “How many Fae does it take to get Liana a cup of coffee?”

He stepped aside after a moment.

“Alone, Assar. Can I go just this one place alone, by myself, like my life is still my own?”

He studied her face, perhaps seeing her valiant attempt at calm beginning to crack.

“Alright, Lia,” he replied softly. “I’ll wait for you upstairs.” He paused. “Don’t talk to strangers.”

She was about to snap at him when his tone sank in. She searched his face; for what, she didn’t know. But the completely serious neutrality of the command…

“Is there something I need to know?”

“Just don’t talk to any strangers, especially Fae. If you’re not back in ten-”

“Twenty. I might want to sit and sip.”

“-then I’m sending Eero after you.”

Ok. So that was a good threat. But it couldn’t change her purpose.

“Deal.”

Liana crossed the lobby and went up to the cafe/bar counter, perching on the edge of a stool. A smiling employee came over, neatly uniformed in a sleek navy blazer and discreet nametag, hair slicked back. Liana ordered a fancy coffee drink and pulled out her phone to pay. She saw the recently loaded app, which connected to her new bank account, and stared, thoughts swirling. There was enough money in there to run a long, long way away if her legs moved fast enough.

Accepting her coffee, she looked around with deliberate casualness, picking out any familiar Fae faces in the few people who lingered around at this time. Early evening, most people would be making plans for dinner or wrapping up business to engage in a meal later in the evening.

Liana slid from the stool and walked across the lobby to the revolving doors, wondering why she had placed some type of cage on her mind that she thought she couldn’t just walk out any time she chose. Of course, she had nothing with her.

Walking toward the closest bus stop, her mind began to race. No, she didn’t have anything with her. But what was to stop her from withdrawing a chunk of cash from an ATM? Granted, it would be hard to find one that actually worked- who used cash anymore? And the curiousness of a woman carrying actual paper money would stick in people's minds, but paper was still the best way to go if one wanted to be untraceable. She could get on a bus and head to one of the cash crop states where they were always hiring farm hands, paying in cash. Some of them even had barracks for the labor. Maybe she’d have to lie low for a few years, but hell, what did that mean besides living cheap somewhere quiet?

She began to walk faster and faster, thoughts racing. Stopped suddenly, realizing she could just take a cab. Glancing back at the hotel, Liana didn’t see anyone giving chase. She approached the curb, cursing the days when cabs were a dime a dozen. Government subsidies went into public transportation these days as a more environmentally-efficient alternative to providing individuals with vehicles.

“Human woman.”
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L
 IANA FROZE
 . THE

words, accented with the sibilant tones of the Fae, were not friendly. She turned and nearly recoiled at the fleeting look of hostility on the faces of the group of three Fae men standing behind her. Not too close, but close enough that if anti-human sentiment was the reason for the reservation Assar thought he was hiding from her, she would be in trouble.

“You keep company with Fae,” he spoke again. Long ashy brown hair- if that could even describe strands the color of warm, aged pewter, a sheen in the fading light women would pay top dollar in a salon to achieve- draped over his shoulders in tiny braids tipped with polished beads. He wore embossed leather over a shirt so obviously not mass-produced she knew it wasn’t human-made clothing.

Normally the Fae who stayed in human cities adapted to the dress and culture. She didn’t know what they did in their enclaves, but at least around humans they made an effort to tone down the otherworldliness, even to the point of glamour, at least the few who were still strong enough to cast. Liana, like many humans, was sick of listening to Fae bemoan their lessening blood Lines and gifts over the last several years. She suspected it was all a public ploy to soften the hearts of women in case they ever faced being ripped away from lives and families to bear children.

“I don’t know you,” Liana said, her throat dry. She inched closer to the curb, glancing into the street to see if any cabs were coming. Assar had warned not to talk to strange Fae. “I’m not talking to you.”

He laughed. It jarred her ears.

“Do you hear? The human says she will not speak with us.” He reached out a hand to her, and she watched in fascinated horror as his eyes began to pulse. Not with the same ruthlessly-contained power of Eero, but enough that she knew she was toast if these men decided to use her to make a political statement against Fae-human relations.

“I think you will speak with us. I think you have many interesting things to tell us, starting with what business you have with Fae.”

“Thannos.”

The man’s hand dropped to his side as he turned his head. If this one made her nervous, then the one approaching activated every survival sense she had left, urging her to run. She must have made a subconscious movement because he looked at her and she could no longer move.

“Rabd
 , we have seen this human in the company of Assar. We sought to question her.”

“This one you will leave for another day, Thannos.”

His hair was a dozen different shades of flame, startling against sapphire-colored robes that flowed around his tall frame. High, flat cheekbones curved under eyes that gleamed with the faceted light of amethyst jewels; just as hard and infinitely more cold. He did not look human; no glamour softened the alien features. Liana realized that she had not seen the true face of a single Fae that surrounded her on a daily basis. She didn’t know whether to feel betrayed or foolish because they thought they had to hide themselves from her. The man in her bed hid himself from her.

This Fae looked no older than any of the others yet the stillness of his carriage and utterly emotionless beauty, perfect in an otherworldly way which spoke to a complete distancing from any human influence, told Liana that if this wasn’t one of the elder Fae, then he was damn close.

“Woman, why are you alone without your Guard?”

Her throat thawed enough for speech. She began to actively flex her muscles to combat the creeping numbness.

“I’m an adult, a free citizen of this country. I don’t need a guard.”

He laughed softly. “Foolish child. And you are to mother our race? May your Lord enjoy the training of you. Come.”

When he said &quot;come,&quot; her limbs obeyed. Helplessly, she walked behind him as he turned and headed back in the direction of the hotel. Her mind railed, anger burning a hole through the ice of his command and beginning to give her some spark of free will.

It was too late. They entered the lobby and the first person she saw was Eero, having just exited the elevator, the picture of a Fae businessman acclimated to human society. Dark trousers and crisp white shirt, long dark hair with its slight wave breaking up the bland attire. Narrowed eyes slashed toward her in one glance that encompassed the whole of her body, piercing through the ice that numbed her will. A split second of rage drained the color from his face before his expression tamped down into neutral inquiry.

“Jarel?”

“Your human was wandering the streets alone, Eero. Have a care, you are too lax with your possessions. I will not always be there to divert the attentions of my more enthusiastic supporters.”

“I see. Liana, come here.”

The numbness snapped and she began to rush toward him, checking the hurried movement before she’d taken more than a few steps, doing her best to match his nonchalance. But she knew, somehow, she sensed the rage lurking beneath his exterior.

Eero nodded at Rabd
 Jarel- he couldn't be anything else but a Lord, though she suspected his rank was much higher- and took her arm, guiding her back to the elevator. The silence enveloped her, heavy with an undercurrent matching the grip on her arm she was sure would leave a mark.

They walked down the hall, empty for once, for which Liana was grateful. She didn’t need an audience for the inevitable tongue-lashing she was about to receive. He opened the door to the suite without using a key card, the little lights flashing once and the wood swinging open. When she saw he headed to the bedroom, Liana dug in her heels. She didn’t know what he intended, but she would not sleep with him when he was angry.

Eero stopped, releasing her arm. She swung around to face him, backing up a few steps so she didn’t have to look up.

“You disobeyed me.” The inflectionless quiet of the statement chilled her.

“No, I didn’t. You never told me I couldn’t leave.”

His expression pinned her in place, icy with rage. “I never said you couldn’t leave. But I did say you could not leave.” His subtle emphasis was not lost on her. Eero knew she wasn’t just hopping in a cab to go to a movie or the mall. He knew she had wanted to leave him for good.

“What do you expect me to do?”

“Honor your word.” The words fell like stones. Stones that flared into flames.

“My word? My so-called word is a contract meant to enslave me for a purpose that would have been considered barbaric centuries ago.”

“I have been too gentle with you. And now you have put me in debt to Jarel.” She felt him draw away from her, a distance all the more pronounced since she hadn’t realized before then just how keenly she felt his presence when he was with her.

“I have rights.”

“You have the rights I give you or the rights you are strong enough to take. There is only one avenue to power for you, Liana, and you refuse to embrace it.” Eero stepped toward her and cupped her face between his two hands, delicately, as if he were considering crushing her skull. The erratic pace of her heart renewed. “You are a fool.”

He kissed her, viciously sweet, his lips forcing hers apart for a gentle invasion, her head held perfectly still. She raised her hands and struck at him in the chest, shifting so her knee could follow. In one of his ghostly quick movements he had her back pulled against him, arms trapped at her sides.

“This is the last time you will put yourself in danger,” he said. His hand unbuttoned her jeans, slid inside the fabric of her panties to cup her mound. She arched against him, hating herself for the lustful answer of her body. “You don’t understand what could have happened.”

“Then tell me!” she cried out as he penetrated her with his fingers, a rough stab that found her sweet spot with the skill of experience and began to stroke in and out of her body until she was trembling with need as much as with fear.

He lifted her into his arms and strode into the bedroom, kicking the door shut with a loud thud, tossing her onto the bed with no thought toward tenderness. Liana immediately shot into a sitting position, scrambling to slide off the edge. He covered her with his body, the lean strength of him a cage of muscled heat, lifting her arms above her head and locking her wrists together with one of his hands. The other hand slipped under her shirt and unclasped her bra, finding a nipple and pinching it. Hard enough for pain even as pleasure throbbed in her clit. The desire between them rose, a furious clawing heat that never ceased.

“Eero-” She didn’t know whether she said his name to stop him, or to urge him on. There was no denying her own passion. She wanted to scream.

“Don’t speak. I am angry, Liana. That is not a good thing for you. And I can think of better uses for your mouth.”

He stood, pulling her off the bed and pushing her shoulders until she knelt in front of him, trapped between his body and the bed. Eyes trained on her face, he quickly undid the fastening of his trousers, withdrawing his cock, silky gold skin over blue-veined steel.

“I'm going to fuck your disobedient mouth, Liana, and then I’m going to fuck your pussy until I’ve broken every thought you have of leaving me.”

She took him in, body desperate for any gratification he would give her. He filled her mouth, her tongue swirling up and down the length of him, jaw wide and aching from his girth. She lubricated him with her saliva, tasting the salty pre-cum released from his tip, moving her head back and forth, taking him as deeply into her throat as she could. When she moved her arms with the intention of touching him, he pinned them to either side of the bed.

Liana wanted him to cum in her mouth, wanted to take all of him, knowing she had the power to make him lose control. She began working him with greater focus, intent on her purpose.

He grabbed her neck, pulling himself out of her, raising her to her feet.

“No, kha’insan
 . I’m going to come in your pussy. Maybe I should come in your ass, hmm? Use every orifice in your body until you want nothing more than to please me.”

She recoiled in combined fear and desire. The thought of him inside her ass scared her even as she longed for yet another invasion, hating herself for wanting the subjugation.

He chuckled, the sound dark and rubbing against her body with dark intent. “No?”

The mockery in his tone angered her, incited her. She bared her teeth at him in a snarl, fear overwhelmed by challenge.

&quot;Do what you want with me- if you can.&quot;

He froze, nostrils flaring, then stripped her of each item of clothing with a deliberate menace, eyes holding hers as if to nail home that she was his to do with as he pleased. When she was bare before him he lifted her up by the waist again, placing her on the bed, a hand on her stomach as he dealt with his own shirt and pants. The perfect beauty of his sculpted body took her breath away, as it always did. Not the overblown artificial physique of a gym rat, but the tone and strength of someone who had spent years in real training, learning how to field with ease something more deadly than a dumbbell, but just as heavy. His hair fell over his shoulders, the silky ends brushing her breasts. She buried her hands in the strands, wanting to roll her body in it.

He pushed apart her thighs, lifting her legs over his shoulders as he climbed over her. She clutched his biceps as if to hang on for the ride, even as he entered her in a sure stroke, digging her nails into his skin, scoring him with savage purpose. She cried out, shocked anew that no matter how often he fucked her she still felt as tight as if it were her first time. He withdrew, and then sheathed himself to the hilt again, his cock touching her cervix, coated by her walls and slick from her juice.

Eero moved inside her, the angle deep and nearly painful, but the pleasure overwhelming. He rubbed continuously against her sweet spot, the pressure building inside her. Her hips bucked, an involuntary move demanding more, wanting everything her could give her. He rubbed her clit and she screamed, an orgasm bursting through her body. Wrapping a hand around her neck, he leaned forward to capture her mouth in a kiss.

“Mine,” he warned, and then stilled, seed shooting inside her, his head thrown back in his pleasure. Her thighs were sore, her pussy throbbing when he pulled out, settling her so that they spooned on the bed.

He took her again and again that night, pausing only to allow her to use the restroom or eat. By the time he allowed her to succumb to sleep, her body was utterly spent of strength, curled next to him in a state of total vulnerability. She mentally and physically couldn’t have denied him anything.



* * *



S
 atisfied
 that he’d fucked the defiance out of her, Eero allowed some of the anger and fear driving him to subside. He knew his kha’insan
 didn't understand that there were far more damaging methods he could use to break her, but he wanted her with him willingly, and as happy as possible. He wanted their child suckled by an adoring mother, not a desperate woman trying to escape a burden.

He also knew it was only a matter of time before she discovered her own power. Fledgling, pitiful compared to that possessed by the Fae. But it was there and of enough strength to give him pause. Much could be accomplished with little. Women had successfully defied their mates with less.

He stroked her hair, whispered in her ear. He enjoyed the words of the bard- they allowed him to speak his feelings but cloak his meaning. “‘When you depart from me sorrow abides and happiness takes his leave.’ “

He felt her stir, a small, exhausted sigh escaping her full lips. He enrobed the quietly spoken words with power, brushing her ear with his lips as he breathed his compulsion into her.

&quot;Stay with me.”
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“M
 Y MOTHER intimated
 that motherhood and education are not entirely incompatible,” Lord Eero said. The words Lord Aivalona used that morning had been far less courteous, however.

Liana turned from watching the unending landscape of farmland to look at her… consort. Assar had convinced her that ‘consort’ was an appropriate label for what Eero was to her, even if Liana wasn’t entirely convinced, herself. She struggled to think of their contract as a marriage but agreed, though reluctantly, that at the base that was what marriage was: a contract for sex, procreation and the sharing of assets.

“Wow, what a breakthrough in logical thinking,” she said.

She’d felt testy for the last several days and was having a hard time reining in her more sarcastic impulses. She couldn’t get ahold of her sister and that troubled her. She’d been tempted to ask Eero for help, but wasn’t sure she was doing Vera any favors by bringing her to the attention of the Fae- even if that was what she wanted. So she worried. Car sickness didn’t help. She pressed a hand to her queasy stomach, deliberately refusing to think about the reason as to why she might be queasy.

“How is it that your mother can think rationally and you can’t?”

Eero just looked at her, hazel-green eyes calm. She wondered if he thought he was fooling her anymore. She knew the hazel was a glamour and thought it a little stupid. Did he mean to have his entire household conceal themselves indefinitely? It would only make them resent her if they thought her so silly she couldn’t deal with a few... other... looking people.

Assar was good at pretending he wasn’t present, usually a sign she was about to push things too far. She caught her next sentence and kept it between her teeth. Eero was surprisingly permissive for a Fae Lord, if permissive meant not allowing her to work or finish school or barely leave the hotel suite without a full guard. But she knew from the flat way he watched her, like a snake, that he was nearing the end of his patience. She just wished he’d blow up already, and release some of the tension between them.

“I spoke to my mother,” he said evenly, “to garner her thoughts on some of your concerns. I respect my mother’s advice, and I have decided to take it.”

“Well, what was the advice?”

His fingers tapped his knee. The limo they traveled in was spacious enough he was able to stretch out his legs. But he still managed to give the impression of being... coiled.

“She reminded me that you would be instrumental in raising my Heir.”

Liana waited. Eero sat there with the air of someone who had made a complete point. Of something already obvious.

The Fae and their petty power games. “And?”

“It would be a bad idea if my child’s mother was stupid or uninformed.”

Liana ignored the insult hidden in the statement and jumped at the meat of it.

“So I can go back to school?”

“Yes. You may resume online studies. I may have been a bit… inflexible in initially suggesting you withdraw.”

Suggesting? It hadn’t been a suggestion- it had been an order with which she was forced to comply. Liana set her teeth against more words, and decided to focus on the gained ground.

“Thank you.” It never hurt to be polite. “I’ll sign up for the upcoming semester.”

He inclined his head with all the regality of a Lord accepting his just recognition for superior generosity. It set her teeth on edge.

“What about my mother?”

Point in his favor that he didn’t ask her to clarify her question. “She is well, I’m told, and settling in. You’ll see her when we arrive. I am also told she is being difficult.”

“I’m sure you were told wrong. Difficult implies that my mother is a child, and she isn’t.”

His brow rose. “You are all children to us, Liana.”

Liana glared, and then she smiled. “If the woman you are sleeping with is a child, what does that make you?”

Assar twitched, coughing. “Some hair,” the guard said, when Eero glanced at him. “In my throat.”

Her fingers twitched with an odd kind of heat and she forced her mind away from the irritation of being trapped, sick, in a car with two of the most annoying males she’d ever had to deal with. Her male watched her, eyes impassive. Predator impassive. He always seemed to know when her hands tingled, as they’d begun to do lately, and watched her even more closely. Well, any Fae in striking distance would watch her more closely. It was like they were all attuned to her foul moods. If she still had a sense of humor it would be funny. What did they think she was going to do to them?

Liana frowned, wondering how grant aid would work now that she was a consort. She couldn’t quite imagine asking Eero for his income information. She pondered this until the car swerved to avoid road kill. The motion caused whatever sickness was in her stomach to sit up, slosh around, and howl in protest. Liana slapped a hand to her mouth, inhaling sharply.

“Eero, stop the car,” Assar said, dropping the horrific like trash. Later, Liana would dissect the tone he’d used, and the familiar use of his Lord and cousin’s name. Not that the First Guard didn’t use Eero’s name all the time, but not usually quite so… authoritatively.

The driver wasn’t stupid. A brief flick of eyes in the rearview mirror and the limo pulled over. Liana threw open the door, lurching out onto the side of the four-lane highway into a copse of wildflowers that bordered the edge of another interminable stretch of corn. And heaved, emptying the meager contents of her stomach. Eero crouched beside her, an uncapped bottle of water in one hand, the other resting on the small of her back.

“Take a sip,” he said, voice quiet.

She took a gulp, swishing the water around her mouth and spitting it out, then taking another small sip to rehydrate.

“Are you pregnant?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Could just be stress.” Or several weeks’ worth of unprotected sex.

He nodded, helping her to her feet. She didn’t need the help, but the small courtly gestures that seemed second nature to him went a long way toward balancing out the more infuriating aspects of his personality. Liana glanced at Assar, who was standing several feet away, his eyes scanning the horizon as if a spaceship was going to materialize with blasters and attack them all. She realized how far she’d run from the car, and began to walk back when an explosion ripped through the air.

The explosion was fast. Eero was faster. The full speed with which a Fae warrior could move on a dime, without notice, dazed her. He picked her up and tossed her several feet away into another pack of bushes. Liana expected to land with a sickening thump, but her fall was… cushioned.

The air around her felt muffled, glistening as though she were looking through a giant rainbow bubble, the kind she’d played with as a child. She tried to stand but slipped several times, finally resigning herself to staying on her butt.

Assar stood in front of her, a long, wicked flash of steel unsheathed in his hand. She stared at it, wondering who the hell brought a sword to a… what kind of fight was it? Not that she really had room to criticize. She hadn’t brought anything to the fight. Warriors popped out of the air, materializing with a suddenness that brought a shriek of surprise to her lips. The sound trembled there, but she refused to give in, clamping her mouth shut. The limo burned; she remembered the driver with a sickening dread in her stomach; he hadn’t gotten out of the car.

She could neither feel the heat nor smell the flame. The shield around her seemed to be protecting her. The media had hinted at such things for years, but no one had ever actually caught one of the rumored force fields on camera, same as anything warlike the Fae refused to discuss. Their weapons, powers, defensive strategies- they talked about just enough to put the fear of God into humans, but not enough for humans to make any intelligent offensive decisions. Though what they discussed behind closed doors with the government was anyone’s guess.

“Assar, go help them,” Liana said, fingers digging in the dirt. She kept her tone calm with force of will. Last thing anyone needed to deal with was a hysterical human woman.

Eero was fighting. The two cars in their caravan had pulled over when Liana went to puke, and the warriors inside were now engaged in combat too. Swords and blades flashed, the battle silent except for the occasional grunt of pain or sound of a foot on earth. The utter silence, the speed and ring of steel mesmerized her. Of course, Assar said nothing, moved nowhere. If she needed any more proof that his main job was now her, not Eero, this was it.

A flicker in the corner of Liana’s eye alerted her a split second before another warrior materialized, eyes intent on her. Assar whirled, blade at the ready, engaging him. Another appeared in Liana’s line of vision, steel swinging down on the barrier surrounding her with a ruthless persistence that terrified her to her toes. She screamed, scrambling back, trying to get her feet underneath her. There was nothing she could do. She had nowhere to run, no skills for fighting. She could find a stick like a ridiculous romance novel heroine, just to show how brave and feisty she was to stand up to her attacker with so little protection- but that was just stupid. A stick wouldn’t help her against a sword.

She could at least stop screaming, though, and stop distracting her guard who even then dispatched his opponent with a savagery she wanted to applaud, considering the circumstances. A head dropped from enemy shoulders. The blood and gore didn’t bother her; every child grew up with such images, she was inured to it. Assar leapt towards her, the warrior pulling a small projectile weapon from inside his embossed vest. Her eyes caught on the garment. She’d seen that style before.

“Assar!” she cried out, knowing there was nothing he could do against an advanced weapon at close range.

She punched the bubble, not having any idea what she was going to do, only having the surge of will to do something. She wouldn’t just watch him die protecting her. Heat seared the flesh of her hands, bursting through the tips and tearing a ragged flap in the bubble. The heat solidified into a visible streak of light and reached the enemy, then dissipated like ashes a bare inch before reaching him.

But it was enough to distract him. His focus renewed on Liana, eyes widening. The weapon dropped from limp fingers, the enemy warrior’s eyes glazing over. A blade withdrew from his body and he fell onto his knees.

“Abomination,” he gurgled, then fell face down in the dirt.

Eero stood behind him, raking her with one thorough glance, and nodded at Assar before turning and running back to the main fight. Assar parked himself back in front of Liana, as if he’d not just killed one man and almost died himself.

“God,” she whispered, staring at her hands.

“Which one?” Assar asked, voice cool, setting the tip of his now bloody sword in the dirt, and standing guard.

A moment later, the flap resealed around her, once more encasing her in its protection. “Don’t break the seal again,” he warned. “We’ll discuss this later.”
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A
 T HER INSISTENCE
 ,

Eero released her from the bubble long after the sun had dropped from the sky, and the field of enemy dead had been thoroughly scrubbed of any trace of fighting. The Fae, led by their Lord, efficiently stripped bodies of weapons, only relieved from the grim duty by a crew of men who arrived almost two hours later. Liana sat in the car, hands and teeth clenched from the enforced uselessness, feeling as if they were sitting ducks. Having to trust that Eero knew what he was doing. But she itched to get indoors to some semblance of shelter and safety, regretting she wasn’t of any practical help.

He wouldn’t speak to her about what had happened. “Who were they? How did I- what was that?”

“Peace, Liana. When we reach home we will speak.”

“Why can’t you tell me now?” Liana realized her voice was rising into a hysterical register and clamped down on the last word. Eero watched her long enough to make sure she had calmed herself, then settled back into his seat with an approving nod. She wondered what he would have done if she’d thrown a fit.

They were on their way again when it was dark. The stony faces of the two men sitting opposite her- in a new limo- discouraged conversation. She couldn’t forget they’d lost comrades today, and for once her angst and anger dimmed to nearly nothing. Whatever her problems, they paled in comparison to men losing their lives. If her worst trouble was that she had to bear and raise Fae babies, that maybe she couldn’t have the exact lifestyle she’d wanted- her life wasn’t all that bad.

She’d expected a suburb or maybe a small town. What she got was an enclave. One minute they were driving through farmland, and the next the car turned off the highway onto a single lane road. She strained her eyes to see through the thick darkness. Occasionally, the moon was revealed from behind a cloud, and she was able to see something more than just shadows. They pulled up to a stone barrier, white and elegant and out of place- it looked like the kind of privacy barrier she’d seen on rich estates up north. The barrier stretched on for miles and one lone guard was posted in front of the iron gates. No lights- the Fae wouldn’t need them.

As they rolled through the gate, Liana felt like she was entering another world. The farmland was now expertly tended lawns interspersed with small parks of wildflowers, meant to look unkempt and natural, no doubt. She spied benches and small grottoes. Torches were interspersed here and there, lighting small, gurgling fountains.

She stared, wondering who the hell kept torches going all night? Or if it was an illusion, maybe some type of fancy lantern her tired eyes just didn’t get. Oddly enough, the landscaping gave her something to look forward to in the morning. She would enjoy exploring the grounds in the day, sitting among the flowers and allowing the peace and quiet to seep into her cranky psyche.

On the grounds were houses- well, not simple houses, more like mansions. Stretches of land separated each mansion, but they were close enough together to give a sense of community, albeit a haphazardly arranged one. She wondered how many Fae Lords called this enclave home, and how many concubines.

The car pulled up onto a private driveway leading to one of the mansions. A round courtyard with yet another garden/natural fountain combo sitting right in front of the front doors. She saw a woman, tall and elegant with a drape of dark hair over one bronze shoulder. She wore a long, loose dress of some glimmering material, managing to look casual and yet ethereal. Liana studied the bones of the woman’s face, and thought she saw the genesis of Eero. Turning her head to look at her consort, his gaze met hers.

“Rabd
 Aivalona, my mother.” He hesitated. “She can be… difficult. Be respectful, but do not fear her. You are the mother of our Heir.”

The weight of the words combined with the majesty of the compound and the attack- she began to understand the seriousness with which the Fae took this whole baby thing. While she’d been seeing it as an unfair, life altering incident and Eero as someone attempting to take away her freedom, now she began to see it through their eyes. To him, this child meant far more than one young woman’s protests. They showed her a kind of honor- at least in their perspective- even though she was being required to submit to seclusion. They were not doing this to her to be petty or tyrannical, they were trying to survive.

But all of that was nothing she hadn't already known. Years of media propaganda shoved down the throats of human women in the form of rosy commercials and brochures, public service announcements and seminars in high school. They spent time and money to prepare girls, so she knew why she was in this position. She knew it wasn’t about her, Liana, personally. And she needed to stop whining and start figuring out how to gain as much leverage as she could. If she was going to have a child, it would be her child, and she needed to be in the best position possible to raise and protect him or her.

Liana supposed that in a romance novel Eero would have lifted her, sleepy and still in shock from the events of the day, out of the car and into his arms to carry her to bed. But she was wide awake. Tired, but awake. She accepted his hand and he looked at her, the slight narrowing of his eyes almost funny. He was wondering why she was on good behavior, no sarcasm, no protests, no ignoring his hand. Stupid. She was about to meet his mother, and he expected her to act up in public? After an attack during which his men had risked their lives in her defense? He didn’t understand her at all.

“Rabd
 Aivalona,” Eero said softly when they stopped in front of the Fae Lord. “My consort, Liana Sandoval.”

She didn’t know much about Fae etiquette, but she was intelligent enough to say nothing, do nothing. Allow the elder woman to speak first. When in doubt, fall back on old-fashioned manners.

Eero’s mother surprised her. She closed the small distance between them and lifted her hands to Liana’s face, cupping her cheeks briefly and placing a cool kiss on her forehead.

“Welcome, child. I have heard of this day’s events. We may put aside ceremony and retire for the evening. I’m certain you’re weary.”

Liana lowered her head. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”

Aivalona smiled indulgently, touching Liana’s cheek again briefly. “You do indeed have a look of my mother about you. We will see if you have her spirit, hmm? Eero, leave the child in my care and go about your business.”

He must have begun to speak, for she cut him off. “I won’t cause her any distress. Now go.”

Eero bowed, a small sigh escaping his lips. Liana glanced at Assar as Aivalona touched her shoulder. Liana fell into step slightly behind her.

Aivalona noticed, eyebrow rising. “You have some manners.”

“I… know only little of Fae etiquette, ma’am. I may need some instruction.”

“Of course, and I am glad you are being sensible. Eero-”

“I really wouldn’t listen to anything he says about me,” she said in a rush.

Aivalona laughed. “No, indeed. He is male, after all, so I am sure his view on matters is somewhat lacking.”

“I’d like to see my mother.”

“Of course. But in the morning. It’s a bit late, dear, and I’m certain she needs rest.”

Instead of entering the wide double doors in the front, she walked them around the side of the house. They entered a small, walled-off garden area that looked more practical than decorative. An acre, at least, of dark soil with various plants in neat rows. There was a lack of light except from that which came through passing windows, and Liana gave up squinting after a few moments. But she could guess it was an extensive kitchen garden.

Entering a side door, it revealed a commercial sized kitchen. Larger appliances and tall cabinets plus a picnic type table were pushed off to one side. An island with a farmer's sink with various pots hanging from a rack attached from the ceiling.

Aivalona walked to an oven, picking up a mitt and opening the door. She withdrew a casserole dish and took it to the table where there was already a double setting of plain white dinner wear.

“I thought you might be hungry, and too tired to face the dining room. Would you like to sit here with me? I still cook for myself on occasion.”

“Can I wash my hands?”

“Of course.” Aivalona nodded towards a prep sink next to a dishwasher. Liana wondered where all the plumbing and electricity came from. They were in the middle of nowhere. It must have cost a fortune to rebuild the infrastructure all the way out here. But then, she realized, she was being stupid. Of course there was infrastructure. There were farms. They used modern equipment for farming, despite being set back technologically several decades because of the War.

Liana slid onto the bench style seat, a little bemused as the Fae Lord dished a portion of savory-smelling casserole onto a plate and slid it towards her with a fork and napkin. It was… homey. Liana knew there had to be a catch.

“There,” Eero’s mother said. “Eat, feed my grandchild, and then I’ll take you to where you may sleep. Tomorrow, we will choose permanent rooms to your liking, hmm?”

Liana ate. It tasted of vegetables and cheese and tomato- some type of hearty stew and slathered in a fancy white cheese. She finished the first portion and eyed the casserole dish- discreetly, she thought. Aivalona laughed.

“I’ve forgotten the appetite of young women. Please yourself.”

She slid the dish towards Liana, who took the woman at her word. Only after she had eaten and felt pleasantly full did Aivalona speak. She’d been sipping on a glass of water, slowly picking at her own dinner.

“I enjoy cooking,” she said. “It gives me time for reflection, though my son thinks it beneath my dignity. He is traditional in ways I am not. But then, my mother was human, like you.”

Liana studied the Fae, hoping her regard wouldn’t be considered rude. Liana saw very kha’insan
 in her. Perhaps a slight softening of her bone structure, a fullness of her mouth. Her hair was pin-straight, but that could have been the work of a flat iron. Golden brown skin the work of creams or the sun.

“Was that… before?” Before the War, she meant, when the Fae took advantage of the devastated state of human civilizations and stepped in with an offer no one could refuse.

“Long before.” Aivalona could see the question in Liana’s face. “Our longevity is nearly the same as a fullblooded Fae. The difference is negligible and due mostly to the strength of the Line.”

“Why aren’t the Fae having babies?” Liana asked bluntly.

“Ah.” She smiled, and it was wintry. “That is a complicated question, and one for another time. Suffice it to say, our genetics react poorly when there is not enough new blood introduced.”

It sounded like a nice way to say they were inbreeding. Liana, tired as she was, made a point not to actually say that out loud, though.

Liana stared at her plate. Aivalona seemed forthcoming enough. “Something happened with me during the fight.” She looked up, watching the Fae’s face. “Eero wouldn’t talk about it.”

“Ah.” She paused. “I know what you are referring to, and I don’t know if it would do you any good to discuss it. Awareness seems to… aggravate the incidences in human women.”

Liana’s hands curled into fists. “I am tired of being treated like a child. Either I am Eero’s consort, his word, and mother of his child, or I am a human idiot who is to be quiet and sit in a corner.” She stood angrily. “Well, if I’m not to be treated like an adult, I won’t stay here.” Folding her arms across her chest, she glared. “You’ll have to make me.”

Aivalona studied her. “That wouldn’t be so difficult, girl. But… very well. You carry a Fae child.”

Liana wanted to pull her own teeth out. “That isn’t confirmed.”

“You confirmed it when you channeled Fae magic to protect your guard. It is a unique phenomenon of some human women. When you are delivered, the ability will gradually fade.”

“But... it was there before I was pregnant. I’m sure of it.” The more she thought about the tingling heat in her hands whenever she felt angry or threatened.

Aivalona’s attention sharpened. “I see,” the woman said softly. Her fingers tapped on the table, oddly reminiscent of her son. “Eero is playing games. Well, nonetheless, every woman this ability manifests in is different. It is one of the reasons there is such strong dissent against the practice of concubines. Many believe that kind of power, temporary as it is, is a threat in the hands of humans.”

Liana gaped. “How are pregnant women who have no idea what they are doing a threat?”

“Eventually, every potential weapon is refined, its power harnessed. How long until the human government decides to mimic these circumstances on purpose, and to what effect?”

Liana shook her head. “That’s ridiculous. No one is going to go around breeding women to try and turn them into waddling, nine-month magic bombs. It doesn’t even make sense; there are so many possible holes in that idea.”

“Even so, it is a possibility many are wary of. And is one of the reason there is hatred in some quarters against the human woman and their halfling children. I can see you’re exhausted.” The Lord rose. “I’ll save what I wanted to discuss for tomorrow.” She paused, watching Liana as the younger woman got slowly to her feet. “I’ve arranged for a midwife to attend you in the morning. We keep one in the enclave to tend to our women. She is human, so I hope you will feel comfortable.”

Liana nodded. She wished someone had asked her, but it wasn’t an unreasonable action to take, considering how difficult it must be for people who lived centuries to even think of her as an actual person. She wasn’t even in the middle of her second decade. She must seem like a child to them, if that. And on the heels of that thought came the realization that she needed to stop making excuses for the Fae, and start demanding they stop treating her like a child.

Aivalona took her up a flight of stairs and into a carpeted hallway, the Fae’s steps silent while Liana’s sank into the floor with an audible swish. Dark red carpet. She’d never seen that before. Neutral walls with tasteful art here and there. Windows that she imagined in the morning would show the grounds. Right now, she was too tired to care. The Lord opened a door, stepping aside so Liana could enter. A soft light came on, just enough to see but not enough to abuse tired eyes. Liana’s eyes followed the Fae as she crossed the room to another door, opening it.

“There are towels and a selection of bed clothes for you to choose from. I’m sure you want to bathe.”

Aivalona was the type to be sure of a lot, it seemed. Liana was sure she wanted to sleep, but she could take a hint, and glancing at the sumptuousness of the bedding on the queen sized four-poster. She wasn’t about to crawl into that filthy.

“Yes, thank you.”

“I’ll leave you. Breakfast will be brought up in the morning an hour before your appointment.”

Aivalona left and Liana took a quick shower, wishing she had the energy to admire the tile and fixtures and decor that normally would have left her wide-eyed. Clean and clothed in a simple, long gown of fine cotton, she crawled into the bed. And she never thought, until she was almost asleep, to wonder where Eero was.
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I
 N HER DREAM
 , EERO claimed her lips in a gentle kiss, laying next to her on the bed, caressing her long curls as his mouth trailed down her neck. She rose from sleep, just enough to wonder if she was awake, and realized she didn’t care.

He settled a hand over her stomach, his head resting briefly on her chest. She thought, distantly, that she must
 be dreaming. He was never tender. Fierce, infuriating, passionate, demanding. Sometimes friendly. But never tender.

“I need you tonight,” he said, softly. His hand slid from her stomach to cup her mound. “Shall I leave?”

Fingers slipped inside her pussy, playing with her. Not
 a dream. Somehow, her nightgown was around her thighs, panties gone. When had that happened? Dream magic. Her back arched, a moan slipping from her lips.

“Don’t go.”

He rolled on top of her, resting his weight on his arms, tugging the nightgown up over her head, leaving her completely bare to him. He cupped her breast, lifting the heavy weight, lowering his head to kiss her nipple. He studied it, tongue flicking out to roll the pebbling nub. Her clit responded, little sparks of pleasure firing off.

“These will suckle my child,” he mused. Then grinned, something she’d rarely seen in the last few weeks. For a moment, he reminded her of his blonde cousin, Assar. “Poor little baby will be smothered. They’re so… ample.”

She didn’t know if it was a compliment or a criticism. He’d never once mentioned he was dissatisfied with her figure. Liana rocked ass, hip, and chest for days, filling out even her most innocuous clothes to the point where she knew she looked like a walking invitation. Her slender sister had always said Liana had the figure of a well fed milk maid- the kind men were happy to grab hold of at night, but pretended they didn’t like in the bright light of day. Especially nowadays, when it was fashionable to be slim. Heavier girls were looked at with scorn during times when food shortages were common. No one seemed to remember that it had nothing to do with how much she ate. She was just born curvier.

“They’ll get bigger,” she said.

His eyes widened just a little. “Bigger?”

She wanted to smile. He’d said it with such masculine avarice. Men were all alike, Fae or human.

“I’ll gain weight.”

“Hmm.” His hands trailed her sides, slow and sensuous caresses designed to increase her desire. “You’re young. What’s considered beautiful has changed so many times in human history. You are lovely. When you grow big with our child, you will still be lovely. And after, whether you want to lose or keep the weight you gained to nourish our baby, you will be lovely.”

It was the sweetest thing he’d ever said, all the more potent for his sincerity. There were facets to this man she hadn’t even begun to explore, for all his snarly autocratic behavior. Maybe in the relative safety of his home he would relax and she could get to know Eero, the man, the son, the cousin. And kick the Lord to the curb.

He slid down her body, strong hands grasping her thighs and pushing them apart, leaving her splayed open for his pleasure. He looked up at her, green eyes during dark.

“Pleasure is the best exercise,” he said. His tongue flicked her clit, teasing her. “More pleasure.” And again, harder this time. She squirmed a little, wanting the pressure on her nub. “As much pleasure as you can take, and when you are spent and begging for sleep, even more.”

His dark words ran through her, stiffening her spine. A gasp trembled on her lips as his tongue licked up and down her slit, capturing her clit and suckling, playing with her. It was no idle promise. He delighted in bringing her to climax over and over, wringing every last drop of pleasure from her even as she begged him to stop. Proving his control of her, of her body. And she could only lay helplessly, taking all he gave, riding the waves of his sex.

An orgasm sighed through her, molten liquid pooling in her pussy, her walls tightening with pleasure and anticipation as he rose over her. He pushed down his loose pants, withdrawing the cock that always frightened her a little when she saw it. Wide, silky brown gold and veined, pearly pre-cum beading the tip.

He pushed it into her, slowly this time. An agonizing inch at a time, watching her face. The delicious, slow friction infuriated her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, silently demanding more. But he refused to increase his gradual, relentless pace until he was sheathed.

He kissed her, fully inside her body, tongue playing inside her mouth, teeth nipping her lips. Gripping her waist, he began to move. In and out, slow strokes that drove her mad.

“Eero!”

He laughed, masculine satisfaction in his tone. “Do you want me to fuck you harder, Liana? Is that why you call my name?”

The way he said her name when he fucked her- Li-ah-na- drawing out each sibilant syllable until it sounded like a sorcerer’s incantation meant to bind her to him, shivered through her. A warning that she could become embroiled in this man, hopelessly entangled. Battling the strength of his personality exhausted her; she wondered how long she would be able to resist being consumed by him.

Liana knew what he wanted: capitulation. Whether he demanded it because he was arrogant or insecure, she didn’t know. She understood only that he needed to hear her utter compliance.

“Yes, please. God, fuck me harder, Eero.”

He took her legs from around his waist, draping them over his shoulders to sharpen the angle, his strokes increasing in speed and strength, hips finding their place inside her with the expertise of experience that drove her wild. She squirmed beneath him, crying out from the building pressure. Her climax overtook her, the same addicting feeling of completion her body was coming to crave.

Eero sheathed himself fully, body shuddering as he filled her. He was usually careful not to hurt her, but the strength of his fingers around her waist squeezed her to the point she knew she’d have bruises. Liana said nothing. He’d fought today, protected her, whether her presence during the attack had been incidental or not. She could suffer a few bruises.

He half collapsed on her, careful to continue to hold the majority of his weight on his forearms, his face buried in her neck for several moments. With a soft kiss on her ear, he rolled over and left the bed, returning a moment later with a warm damp cloth. He cleaned off their mingled cum from between her thighs, then took the disheveled covers and pulled them up over her.

“I have work,” he said, brushing her cheek gently. “And I will face my mother’s wrath if I sleep here. She told me to leave you alone tonight.” A boyish rebellion lit his eyes for a moment, which Liana found adorable. Then he looked… sheepish. “She thinks she is still Lord here. Sleep well, Liana.”

He passed a hand over her face, and she slept.



* * *



L
 iana woke
 to the sound of metal against wood, and recalled Aivalona promising her breakfast. Waiting until she heard the door closed- she wasn’t up to meeting more Fae- Liana pushed aside the covers and sat up, sliding off the bed to approach a small table that sat in front of a large window. Someone had pulled the heavy outer drapes to the side but left the sheers alone. This suited Liana just fine, who sat and set aside the cloche covering her food. Fluffy eggs and sliced fruit with a side of- she took a bite- turkey sausage. A homemade cinnamon roll on the side. It looked so… normal. And also assured her Eero wasn’t going to start becoming the nutrition police. Liana didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but was glad the Fae seemed to eat human food, or at least weren’t averse to preparing it for her. Though eventually she’d want to be able to cook her own.

Liana made her way through the plate quickly, more because she didn’t want to be caught half-dressed when Aivalona came to fetch her than from hunger. Wondering about clothes and luggage, she rose and approached a likely looking door, opening it to find a walk-in closet the size of her former bedroom. Her suitcases weren’t inside, but there were plenty of options for outfits. Liana wondered if rich Fae kept fully stocked guest wardrobes just in case, or if this was for her.

She looked at a tag on a pair of pants.

“Huh.” The sizes were suspiciously accurate.

Choosing a pair of silky steel gray pants that caught around her ankles and a matching blouse in a cheery yellow shade, Liana dressed. She didn’t feel comfortable wearing real shoes inside, so she slipped on a pair of lace-covered flats, the kind made from fabric that women used as backups when their heels started killing them. As she was coming out of the dressing closet, a knock sounded on the door.

“Come in,” she called.

Eero entered the room. He stopped just inside, closing the door behind him. They stared at each other. He took her breath; even the short amount of time away from him lessened his beauty in her mind, making it all the more startling whenever she saw him again. His presence now against the backdrop of his own home… she felt something she’d never felt before. Shy.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked after a moment, hazel-green eyes studying her. For once his overwhelming dominant personality was muted, the strands of his dark hair still against his shoulders, rather than crackling with energy.

“Yes.”

He hesitated. “I… apologize for the difficulty yesterday. You should not have been subjected to that.”

Liana blinked. The apology threw her as much as the idea that he thought he had to.

“It wasn’t your fault. Can you tell me more about these... Old Blood?”

“I will, but at another time. The midwife is here, and I would like to know you are well.”

“I think I can tell you that I’m well, Eero,” she said, tone a little tart.

“You rarely say my name,” he replied, softly. “You’re not angry I slept in another room?”

“Nooooo….”

His eyes narrowed. She wondered if her response offended him. But she would never be the kind of woman who didn’t enjoy her own company, or was clingy. Still, for the sake of diplomacy…

“I was very tired. I didn’t really notice.”

Liana didn’t think that helped much, but he sighed and crossed the room to her. Wrapping a hand around the back of her neck, he placed a gentle kiss on her lips, and then her forehead.

“I do not like that you didn’t miss me, but I suppose my mother was right.” He stepped back, grimacing. “She usually is. I hate that.”

The annoyed admission startled her into a laugh. “I think most sons feel that way. Eero, we can’t just ignore what I did yesterday. I need to know if it can happen again. I could hurt someone.”

“Unlikely. The power seems only to manifest in times of grave danger. We will discuss it, I promise. Just not now.” He smiled, took her hand. “Come. I will take you to the midwife.”

She didn't move. “Where is my mother?” Guilt pricked- she hadn’t thought of her mother until now, and the previous day’s hectic events were no excuse.

“I'm told she is settling in. I’ll bring her to you after you see the midwife.”

“She’s my mother. She can come to the appointment.”

He nodded. “If you wish. Will you come?”
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E
 ERO
 .” SHE SPOKE when he paused in front of a door on the lower level. “When are we going to talk about what happened?”

He glanced at her, pausing, and then turned away, opening the door. She sighed, supposing she had her answer. Fine. If she had to corner him into a discussion, corner him she would. But not yet.

They entered a small room on the lower level. Liana looked around. Decorated in shades of blue and gray, it appeared to be a sitting room of some sort. She wondered how many random rooms were in this place. A human woman sat on a soft fabric sofa, sipping a delicate mug of something steaming, legs crossed at the ankle. She looked over and smiled, setting the cup on the table in front of her next to another cup and porcelain pot, rising. Shoulder length sandy hair and warm brown eyes, she appeared to be in her mid-forties and comfortably average of figure. Khaki slacks and a button up blouse in a soft pink completed the wholesome image.

“You must be our newest recruit,” she said, smiling. Liana found herself smiling back. She liked the gleam of humor in her eyes.

The woman gave her a welcoming hug, then led her to the sofa. She picked up another cup and poured what looked like tea, handing it to Liana. Liana held it up to her nose and inhaled. Green tea with honey.

“Are you still here?” the midwife asked, brow arched as she glanced at Eero.

Eero hesitated, then for the second time, bowed cordially and left the room. It once again struck Liana, the nearly deferential courtesy she’d now seen her autocratic Fae Lord display towards not one, but two women- both with human blood. Where was the cold, demanding, inflexible tyrant she was used to?

“I’ve delivered many of their children, it gives me a bit of leeway,” the midwife said, drawing Liana’s attention. “I’m Carolyn. How are you feeling?”

Liana hadn’t really known what to expect at a first doctor’s appointment, but this wasn’t it. Still.

“I feel fine.” She hesitated. “I was a bit queasy yesterday.”

“That’s normal. Lord Eero seems to be certain you’re pregnant. Do you think you are?”

“I… my period isn’t due for another few days.”

Carolyn bent down, drew a narrow white package out of her purse.

“This is a fairly accurate pregnancy test. There’s a bathroom right there. Pee on the stick and let it sit for three minutes, then bring it to me. Make sure you soak it good.”

Liana took the package, opened the indicated door to find a small, two-piece bathroom, and tore open the plastic. She peed on the stick, washed her hands, and played with her hair while she waited, then picked it up and went back into the sitting room.

Carolyn glanced at the plastic when Liana thrust it at her, still sipping her tea.

“You can throw it away.”

She tossed it in the bathroom waste bin, restraining her impatience.

“You’re pregnant,” Carolyn said, watching her.

Liana’s knees gave out. She sat hard on the couch, feeling as if her breath was gone. Carolyn rubbed her back until Liana was calm again.

“Drink some tea,” the older woman advised. “I gather you aren’t a Fae chaser?” One of the women deliberately seeking a Fae mate.

“No.”

Liana took a deep breath. She wanted to panic, but refused to lose her cool in front of this warm, unruffled woman.

“Well, you have plenty of time to get used to it,” Carolyn said kindly. “I’ll give you a book to read- a favorite of mine. Spiritual Midwifery by Ina May Gaskin. It’s old, but it always seems to put mothers in the right frame of mind.”

“I- how did it happen so fast?”

Carolyn smiled. “You’re young and healthy. And it only takes once, technically. I’m a ‘let nature take its course’ kind of gal. Eat healthy- lots of fruits and vegetables, lean meat if you eat it. I can give you a supplement or have the kitchen send you up juices with every meal. I prefer the juice. Natural vitamins are the best. Don’t overeat. You only need about an extra hundred calories right now. An extra apple and banana will take care of that. Plenty of water. And just listen to your body, it will tell you what you need. Lots of positive thoughts and plenty of rest when you need it.”

“That’s all?” Liana asked.

Carolyn laughed. “They pay me the big bucks to tell my mother’s that pregnancy is a natural process which shouldn’t be interfered with. There was a day when they used to subject women to dozens of tests… but really, until baby comes, I don’t do much work. It’s all monitoring to make sure your body is healthy.” She hesitated. “I will tell you that some human women have a bit of trouble with Fae babies. A loss of energy. We think maybe the Fae take more of the mother’s nutrients to produce, burn more calories. So if you start to feel hungry or tired, eat and rest.”

“When am I due?”

“Hmm. That’s the question they always ask. Plan for thirty-eight to forty-four weeks from now. Anything in that range is normal- every woman is different. We don’t want you to go into labor any sooner than thirty-eight, but you could stay pregnant as long as forty-six weeks and I wouldn’t be alarmed. Do you have any questions?”

Liana shook her head. Carolyn reached in her bag and pulled out a beautifully bound leather book.

“Read this, and call me if you want to talk. There are a few other women here who are also carrying. So you’ll have company.”



* * *



L
 iana was
 at a loss what to do after the appointment. No one came to fetch her- but she wasn’t a child, she didn’t need anyone to hold her hand. She sat in the room for a few more minutes and then decided to get up and explore. After all, if there was some kind of agenda for the day- hadn’t Aivalona mentioned choosing a room?- then someone should have been on time to get her. Or they could find her. Whatever.

But Eero kept good on his word.

&quot;Mom!&quot;

Liana ran across the sitting room when the door opened. Her impassive Fae Lord watched the women hug. She wondered what was wrong, but then her mother's arms were around her.

&quot;Liana, baby. This one insisted you were fine.&quot;

The tone of her mother’s voice warned Liana. She drew back, looking into the smooth brown face of the older woman. But for a slight difference in coloring, they could be sisters, though Maryam’s bone structure favored Vera just a touch more. Liana took after her father.

&quot;What’s wrong?&quot;

Brown eyes lightened to copper in anger. &quot;He didn’t believe I was your mother. Had his goons detain me for questioning.&quot;

Liana's mouth gaped. She stared at Eero. &quot;What’s wrong with you?&quot;

He looked aggrieved. &quot;I thought she was an imposter. She looks like your sister.&quot;

True. Mom did look young, but she had good genes, a healthy lifestyle and plenty of raw shea butter. Plus, Liana suspected her mother kept her hair dyed its youthful black to hide any grays.

&quot;Well, this is my mother. Your mother looks like your sister, but no one called her an imposter.&quot;

Liana paused, knowing the logic of her argument wasn’t quite solid. And it occurred to her that her mother might be an oddity to the Fae, who probably were used to thinking of older humans as gray and decrepit.

&quot;Anyway, humans live much longer now. Better food and air and everything.&quot;

Eero took a step back and bowed. &quot;I have things I must see to. It would please me if you both joined me for dinner.&quot;

Maryam sniffed. &quot;We'll join you, and put these past few days behind us.&quot;

They waited until he closed the door. “Liana, where is your sister?”

Liana paused, about to tug her mom to a couch. “What do you mean? I don’t know.”

“She hasn’t called me in several days, and that isn’t like her.”

She chewed on her lip, watching her mother’s expression. Maryam was trying to remain calm, but Liana could tell the older woman was worried.

“She was a candidate, too. Maybe I should ask Eero. If there are attacks on candidates.”

“Do more than ask. If I can’t get in touch with her in the next day, I’m going back to Chicago.”

“Ma- I don’t know if they’ll let you leave.”

“Let, Liana? No one lets
 me do anything.”

Liana didn’t point out that it hadn’t exactly been Maryam’s idea to come live in the enclave. Her mother wasn’t stupid, though.

“I know what you’re thinking, girl, and you’d be wrong. If I hadn’t wanted to come here, I would have put up a hell of a lot more fuss. But you need me now- and I don’t know nothin’ about these Fae. My grandbaby will need me.”



* * *



S
 he decided
 to explore the grounds, leaving her mother to do some more unpacking and take a nap. Liana made her way out of the house and onto the grounds, walking slowly around the house and through the lawns until she reached one of the small parks. Turning around, she saw the house somewhat in the distance, maybe a city block or two, and shrugged, settling onto a bench placed in front of a gurgling little rock stream, placed to look natural but the result of expensive landscaping. The Fae had money to burn, evidently.

It was quiet, something she wasn’t necessarily used to. Birds and the murmur of a warm breeze through trees- but not much else. Peaceful, if she could forget why she was here.

“You must be Eero’s concubine.”

Liana started, realizing she’d fallen into a light doze. Twisting, she saw a woman in the middle stages of pregnancy standing a little behind her, a book and clear rectangular container clutched to her chest. Long, medium brown hair and blue eyes, mid-twenties. A pretty, girl-next-door type. Liana stared, then remembered herself.

“Yes, I’m Liana.”

The woman took that as an invitation to sit. She… waddled over and cumbersomely lowered herself onto the empty part of the bench with a sigh, setting her items next to her.

“I walk every morning,” she said. “But the best part is always when I sit my fat ass down.”

Liana blinked. Looked closer, and realized the container was filled with colored pencils.

The woman laughed. “Don’t mind me,” she said. “Being pregnant puts you in one hell of a mood. All that glowing shit is a lie they tell us before we know better.”

Liana was really at a loss for words. Finally, someone who talked… real. And she looked so wholesome, too.

“So… who knocked you up?”

The woman laughed, patting her stomach. “I’m Patrice. My contract cock is Ehmund.”

Liana coughed. “Contract cock?”

Patrice grimaced. “Don’t tell yours we call them that. It’s rather… pejorative. They don’t like it. But they aren’t boyfriends- not when some of us had no choice about the contracts. And they aren’t husbands, especially when we are relocated two years after the birth.”

Liana held up a hand, heart sinking. There weren’t many ways to interpret that statement. “Wait. What? Relocated? What is that?”

Patrice looked at her. “Aw. You’re one of those. You didn’t read your paperwork, did you?”

“I-” Liana stopped. “No, not all of it. I’m not usually that stupid. There just hasn’t seemed to be a quiet time to sit and…”

Patrice sighed and pressed her book open on her stomach, taking time to choose a blue pencil. “Yeah. I get you. You have to read it though. It’s the best protection you have.”

“So what is relocation?” Liana watched, bemused, as Patrice began to color, using her belly as a kind of... writing table.

“Look, we’re here for one reason, and that isn’t happily ever after. I’m not saying some of the couples don’t stay together- there are a few like that. But the contract gives a mother two years to nurse her child, and then she’s sent away so the father can get on with his life.”

Liana took a deep breath, forcing herself to stay calm. “And the baby?”

Patrice didn’t look at her, and that did little to ease Liana’s nerves. “I’ve only heard of one or two times the man kept the child away from the mother. Contractually, they are obligated to provide you with housing and a stipend until the child reaches maturity.”

“Does the baby belong to the father?”

“Yes.”

Liana watched Patrice’s hand clench her pencil. “The best advice I can give you is don’t make waves. Be pleasant, undemanding. Don’t give him a reason to think you would be a problem or a bad mother. A lot of them allow the baby to stay with the mother, and they're placed in housing close to the father.” Patrice glanced at her. “You know their society used to be matriarchal? Yeah, years ago. So the men aren’t as douchy as human males, but still. Cock is cock, you know?”

“So he isn’t my consort.”

Patrice’s brief glance was full of pity, and it stung Liana bitterly. “They say that term is the closest equivalent in their language. There’s just a built-in separation.”

Liana stood, rage uncurling in her stomach, hands tingling with a now familiar energy. Looking towards the house, her vision sharpened, focused on a figure walking towards them across the lawn. She recognized the walk. Perfect.

Patrice grabbed her hand as Liana began to stride away, then jerked away, cursing.

“What the hell was that! Never mind. The act starts now. Bury your anger, it won’t do you any good. Your baby needs you to be smart.”

“I am going to be smart,” Liana replied, eyes glued to the approaching figure, teeth gritted. “The Fae only recognize one kind of smart.” The kind accompanied with force and flashing lights. Power.

“Look, if you need anything, or need to talk- I’m the first house along the drive. With the firebird crest.”

But Liana was already striding away.
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S
 HE MADE HERSELF remember
 , as she nearly ran to him, that he’d been the one along with Nura who kept telling her to read the contract. But he’d also been the one to paint it in such a pretty light, too.

“Liana,” Assar said, sharply. “You shouldn’t be wandering the grounds without telling someone. Come inside.”

She slapped him, the sound of her palm against his skin a loud crack in the late morning quiet. He froze, utterly still, pearl gray eyes paling to translucent ice.

“You had better have a reason for that,” he said, the utter quiet of his tone warning her.

She didn’t care. But she filed the reminder that this affable, laid-back and sometimes goofy man was also a warrior.

“You lied to me.”

He glanced over her shoulder, refocused on her a moment later. “I see.”

“When were you going to tell me that my baby could be taken away from me?”

Liana put her hands on his chest and pushed. She felt betrayed. Abandoned by the person she’d come to think of almost as a friend. Stupid. He was Fae, and Eero’s- Lord Eero’s- First Guard. He was not her friend.

He grabbed her wrists, held them still against his chest. “Liana. That doesn’t happen very often.”

“It shouldn’t happen at all. If any of you try to take away my baby, I will kill you.”

Her hands warmed. Anger lit his eyes, but not without understanding. The awful momentary coldness began to thaw. A mother’s protective rage he could understand.

“Calm down, Liana. Not all of the women are like you. Many sought the eye of the Fae they have now, sought a child so they could live a life of ease. What kind of mother do you think a woman like that would make?”

She couldn’t judge, wouldn’t judge. “You don’t know what would drive a woman to want that kind of financial security. You don’t know anything about any of us. We’re just wombs to you. A woman can be a gold digger and still love her baby.”

Assar sighed. “My cousin does not wish to see his child separated from its mother. You don’t have to worry about that.” He paused. “Though if you try slapping him, you had better give him... something... to make it all better.”

She snorted. “And what do I give you to make it all better?”

When the words left her mouth, she realized how that question could have been misinterpreted. And blushed, making the verbal goof worse. Only… a spark of something she didn’t want to examine too closely lit his eyes.

“A kiss,” he replied. “And I’ll forgive you.”

She was thrown, utterly baffled. “W-what?”

His stormy sky eyes stared at her, inexorable. Jaw set. “A kiss, Liana. Then all is forgiven.”

“I- am I allowed to do that?”

He raised a white gold brow. “You want to go ask Eero for permission?”

Her eyes narrowed. She didn’t have to ask that man permission to do a damn thing. Liana stepped up to Eero and raised herself up on her tip toes. He didn’t move, didn’t help her. Didn’t release her wrists. She hesitated, then brushed her lips against his. No reaction.

Allowing her eyes to close, she inhaled the ephemeral scent of him. The slightly woodsy, slightly citrus scent she’d come to associate with him. The scent of home, and comfort. She pressed against his mouth. His hands tightened on her wrists, and he inhaled sharply, his lips moving against hers, returning her caress with interest.

He pulled away sharply, eyes narrowed, releasing her wrists. “Debt repaid,” he said, voice rough. “Aivalona sent me to find you. You’re wanted in the house.”

Liana walked past him, saying nothing. Wondering why, for just a split second, his voice had seemed to catch on the word ‘wanted.’



* * *



L
 ord Aivalona waited
 with every indication of patience. Liana stopped, still uneasy, phantom tingles in her fingers. The skin felt tight, like all the moisture had been sucked out.

“It happened again,” Liana said. “Well, almost. I got mad at Assar, and…”

Liana was rather proud of herself. She’d managed to bury her anger and still the tremble in her voice.

Aivalona inclined her head slightly, dark eyes cool and watchful. “I think it best you confine yourself to the house until you have had a talk with Eero. There are… matters… which have things unsettled right now. All of the concubines are being thus warned.” She paused. “And if we continue to try your temper, then Eero will be forced to offer you some instruction. Enough to stay under control.”

Liana approached her. “You said things are unsettled. Does it have something to do with the attack on the way here?”

Aivalona’s expression chilled. “Perceptive,” the Fae replied, dismissively. “But on to happier things. We must have you choose a suite of rooms. Come.”

Liana fell into step beside her and was led back up to the upper levels of the house.

“I took the liberty of narrowing your choices down to three. There is no point in overwhelming you. Each of the suites has a room suitable for a nursery, which makes them ideal.”

Aivalona took her on a brisk tour. The suites were all nice, but just… not to her taste. Plenty of space and light, but the decor was so…

Eero’s mother watched her carefully. “You are dissatisfied.”

Liana hesitated. She didn’t want to appear ungrateful. “The suites are all very nice. I- I guess I’m just used to something simpler. And lighter.”

They were standing the middle of the third. The carpets were lush, a deep blue. More of the heavy dark furniture and drapes of a thick, fancy material. The main room was set up like a living area, and appropriate to entertain friends and family. A bedroom and attached bath were through another door, as was a study which could be made into a nursery. She’d have to ask for a baby monitor, since it was clear across the suite from her bedroom.

Aivalona studied the rooms, then sighed. “I think I see. Well. We can repaint it a neutral color instead of this blue. And exchange the furniture for something lighter.”

Liana’s mood began to improve. “I can pick the colors?”

“I don’t see why not, unless your taste is unacceptable, and then I’ll have to step in.” She gave a thin smile.

“Well, let’s hope it isn’t awful.”

So she chose her suite based on the view, and curled up on the couch. After sitting for about ten minutes, she began to pace. What the hell was she supposed to do? And she still had a bone to pick with Eero. She wanted her contracts. She needed to read them.

“If it’s not too much trouble, Liana,” she said aloud, sarcastically.

Boredom faded a little as her things began to arrive. She occupied herself with unpacking, rearranging her few books and clothing onto shelves and into the dressing closet. But after, that she was left with nothing to do once more. She spent some time with her mother, but Maryam seemed distracted and left after a few hours.

“I told him this wasn’t going to work,” Liana muttered to herself, leaving the suite. She was going to find him, and they were going to sit down like mature adults and get this ironed out once and for all.



* * *



I
 t took her a while
 , but she was wandering around with such noisy aimlessness that someone was bound to notice her. Eventually. One of the warriors coming in the front door as she was loitering in an airy, high-ceiling entry corridor saw her and stopped.

“Ma’am.”

There was something… cute… about a Fae guard calling her ma’am in that slightly wary tone.

“I’m looking for him.” Her emphasis on the word left no doubt as to his identity, nor her temper at the moment. He hesitated, but in the end escorted her through the place- did they really need all this space- to her errant Lord.

Eero looked up as they entered. Liana stopped in the doorway, a little intimidated in spite of herself at the gathering of men… and Aivalona. But she focused her eyes on him. Cautioned herself to be polite and keep calm.

“I wanted to speak with you, but it can wait.” Damned if she would throw a TSTL heroine fit in front of all these sober-faced people who looked like the problems they were dealing with were a little more urgent than one woman’s mind numbing boredom. Still, his business gave her the moral excuse she needed to take her lack of activity into her own hands and come up with a creative solution.

So Liana was surprised when Eero excused himself and approached her. He took her arm, another small courtly gesture, and it wasn't like he was dragging her away either, but truly demonstrating a public sort of respect. If he could do that much for her, maybe she could behave and not embarrass him.

“I may be much occupied for the next several days,” he spoke after they had entered a small room a few doors down.

Liana noticed, a little absently, that his pattern of his speech seemed to be reverting into a more formal, accented kind of English. The kind she imagined they used among themselves when not trying to appear hip and modern to unsuspecting young humans.

“Is something wrong?”

He smiled. “There is always difficulty of one kind or another. What did you want?”

“My sister isn’t answering her phone. She was a candidate.”

“I’ll contact Nura. She is still in the city.”

“Thanks. My mom is worried.” He inclined his head. “Eero, you said I could go back to school. I know it seems petty, but I’m already bored out of my mind.”

He played with her hair. “I’ve thought about it. The other… women-”

“Concubines,” she interrupted, tone a little acid. Didn’t want him trying to prettify her role.

He lowered his head, verdant eyes catching hers. “Even so. The concubines all have things they do. I did ask, Liana, when we arrived. Why don’t I bring a few of them to the house for you to meet? Perhaps you can discuss the matter of your occupation with them.”

“That sounds fine. There is one more thing.”

He waited, patiently, as if he didn’t have a room full of people with problems waiting on him. She was impressed by his acting.

“Are you planning on taking my baby away from me after two years?”

His expression iced over. “Who have you been talking to?”

“Nevermind that,” she snapped. How dare he lose his temper with her. “Just answer the damn question.”

“Why don’t you read your damn contracts, Liana.”

She knew that particular note in his voice. He was well on his way to angry, and that was usually when he began making life difficult for her. On purpose. Liana, remembering Patrice’s advice, gritted her teeth and reined her ass in.

“I will do exactly that. You have to understand my concern, Eero. No mother would be calm hearing something like that.”

His expression softened. “Of course not.” He hesitated. “There is a clause in the contract in the case a woman is seen to be unfit.” He studied her. “Do you feel you are unfit to raise a child?”

“Nooooo,”

He kissed the furrow in her forehead. “Then don’t worry about it, Lia. I love my mother, and I loved my grandmother. Do you think I would take my child from his mother?”

She relaxed. “Okay.” Standing on her tip toes, she pressed a brief kiss on his lips. He blinked. “Go back to what you were doing, and give them my apologies for interrupting. Blame it on my condition.”

“You need not apologize. You are my Heir’s mother.” With a final brush of fingers across her cheek, he turned and walked out, pausing before closing the door. “There’s a library on the first floor. There are devices you may use to connect to the Internet. And you have money, Liana. Spend it.” He waved a hand, vaguely. “Women like to shop.”

She did have money. And after seeing the quality of the wardrobes around here... Even the damn staff dressed better than her, she was damn well gonna shop, despite his rather insulting assumption that all women were shopaholics, kinda like if she had said all Fae had long hair and magic wands.

She found the library- Eero had known half the fun would be in her searching for it. Several hours of window-shopping later, Assar found her ensconced in a comfortable chair, cradling a laptop, eyes glued to the screen. The sales, oh, the sales.

“Liana.”

Blinking, she looked up a moment later, eyes focusing on Assar.

“Hey.”

“Did you even eat lunch?”

“I didn't really think about it,” she replied, realizing she was hungry.

Assar shook his head. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

He left the room for several minutes, returning with a tray. Liana set aside the laptop and rose, meeting him halfway to take the tray from him.

“You aren’t my servant,” she said.

“It’s nothing, Liana. Eat.”

Placing the tray on the small table, she looked back up. “You didn’t come looking for me to see if I had eaten.”

He watched her as she picked up a few grapes and put them in her mouth.

“No.” Assar hesitated. “Look, stay in the house today, alright? There’s some trouble, and you’re safer inside.”

“Is it the same group that attacked us? The ones who don’t like the human concubines?”

“It’s a little more complicated than that, but yes. So stay inside until we make sure the grounds are clear. Nura’s being recalled after she deals with your sister.”

Liana’s face brightened. “Eero is bringing her back from Chicago?”

“Yes. For what it’s worth, I told him you needed a female guard.”

She waved her hand. “This is Eero we’re talking about. He doesn’t strike me as the type who does the easy thing if a more annoying course of action presents itself.”

The expression on Assar’s face caused her to laugh. She knew the First Guard didn’t know whether to smile or curse at her open disrespect.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said, kindly. “It’s just us.”
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T
 WO DAYS PASSED
 IN mind-numbing boredom while they were busy ‘making sure the grounds were clear.’ Classes didn’t begin for another six weeks, and there was only so much shopping she could do. Aivalona brought her look books to transform her suite and design the nursery, which killed a few happy hours. Every night Eero visited her, and he made a point to spend a few minutes with her during the day, but Liana could tell he was distracted.

On the second day, at the end of her admittedly limited patience, Liana rose from her knees in a foul temper after a bout of afternoon dry heaving, determined to track Eero down and determine exactly what, if anything, she was supposed to be hiding from. She’d heard the comings and goings in the house, seen his men leave and return in pairs of two. Heard muffled conversations in the study, the voices alternating between grim and aggravated. She understood that something serious was going on, but she felt a little resentful that she was being kept out of the loop like a child. And whenever she brought up the subject of her protective light display, the conversation would invariably become evasive and end shortly after. No one seemed to want to talk to her about it.

Loitering in a hallway near his study, Liana waited until people filed out of the room (at least they seemed to work on a schedule), and she was certain he was alone. After a moment to make sure, she approached his door, raising her hand to knock when she heard the phone ring. An actual desk phone.

Pausing in obedience to instinct- okay, nosiness- she looked around and then pressed her ear against the door, stilling when she heard the sharpness in Eero’s tone.

“What the fuck?”

Liana blinked. Eero never swore.

“We apologize for the discrepancy, it doesn’t happen very often, but we are almost certain.”

“'Almost' isn’t good enough, and your apology is useless,” she heard him snap in response to the muted voice on the other end of the line, tone harsh. Evidently he wasn’t worried about privacy. Convenient for her. “She’s already harnessed the child’s power once. So whether you’ve decided we aren’t a compatible genetic match or not, the babe is obviously strong.”

Liana frowned. It was her power, not the baby’s. Why was everyone trying to ignore that fact? Wait a minute-

“We will do one more check, of course- it’s policy to do a third verification when there is some doubt.” The voice sounded both bureaucratic and apologetic.

“And what am I supposed to tell my consort when you finalize that you fucked up the DNA testing and we aren’t a legal match? She’s already with child.”

“I know this is difficult. Fortunately, there is still time to terminate the pregnancy.”

Liana reared back, in shock, then slumped against the door again. Eero said a few choice words, and she heard him stab the phone, disconnecting the call. Silence in the room. She backed up slowly, mind reeling. Her mother had always told her eavesdroppers never heard anything good about themselves, but in this case, the 'not good' was definitely under the 'need to know' category.

She covered her stomach with her hands, trying to not overreact. It sounded like Eero was defending her- defending their child. But it also sounded as though she wasn’t actually a match, then he might have to take the expedient route: dissolve the contract and enforce the termination of her pregnancy. Though she’d danced around a mother’s protective instincts before, now they came surging to the forefront. No one would kill her child, not even its treacherous father.

Remembering her conversation with Patrice, Liana walked towards the kitchen. The front doors always had an honor guard, but the kitchen might be empty. She didn't want anyone knowing where she’d gone once Eero realized he couldn’t find her. She needed a good few hours to figure out what to do and to talk to someone who would be on her side.

Leaving through the kitchen door, Liana crossed the estate at a light jog. She remembered Patrice mentioned the house at the beginning of the long winding drive into the compound. It felt like a mile and probably was two. She knew by the time she reached the house with a red door and a bird-type symbol emblazoned in gold, she was out of breath and realizing she really had no plan from here. Knock on the front door and ask for Patrice? Liana was sure the Fae talked to each other; wouldn’t they call Eero and let him know where Liana was?

She was standing in the front trying to decide what to do when the front door opened. Patrice appeared, looking curious.

“Liana! What are you doing here?”

“I need to talk. Is there somewhere the Fae can’t hear us?”

Patrice walked toward her as quickly as her huge belly would allow, her expression showing her concern.

“Not really, but we can go sit in the gardens. It’s out of the way visually, and pretty quiet.”

Patrice led her to a small garden on the side of the house, thickly shrouded with tall shrubs and exotic foliage, again in the style the Fae seemed to prefer: wild and overflowing and providing plenty of visual screening. It occurred to her that the persistence of using burbling creeks and fountains in their designs was from a desire to have somewhere to speak where it would be hard to overhear. Liana helped Patrice sit, settling into the soft grass.

“Now what’s wrong, and why don’t you want the Fae to hear us? What did you do?”

Liana grimaced. “I didn’t do anything.” She told Patrice about the conversation she’d overheard. The pregnant woman rubbed her belly, grimacing.

“I wish I could say he wouldn’t do it- order a termination. But the Fae are obsessed with making strong children to infuse their bloodlines. If someone told him that this pregnancy isn’t the result of a genetic match…” Patrice hesitated. “I don’t normally say this, but maybe you should try and leave.”

“How?”

“That’s the question. The gates aren’t exactly locked, but the guard would want to know why Eero didn’t tell him you were leaving. They keep a pretty tight tab on us, especially since the dissident groups have been making threats.”

Liana frowned. “Eero won’t talk to me about that- I think he’s hoping we won’t encounter them again. But I recognized them- they were dressed the same as some of the Fae I saw on the streets in Chicago. They weren’t very nice when they spoke to me.”

Patrice snorted. “If ‘not very nice’ was all they were, you were lucky.” She frowned, chewing on her bottom lip. “Let’s go inside. I have to pee, and we can have some lunch. I’m always hungry these days.”

Liana helped her to her feet and they began to walk back around the front of the house. It would have been nice to stay longer. The gardens were quiet and nearly private. It was hard, from some angles, to see the rest of the house and the driveway. She could probably hide out here for a few hours before someone found her.

A Fae female stepped into their path, dressed in slim dark pants and a tank top, blue hair confined in a tail. Black eyes glittered queerly. Liana tensed, instinctively.

“Patrice Clarkson?”

Patrice halted, expression wary. “I don’t recognize you.”

The Fae smiled. “Ehmund has been detained on his business and asked me to bring you to him.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “That’s odd. He usually-”

Liana glanced at Patrice. A warm tingle caused her fingers to spasm. Liana’s hands jerked up almost of their own accord, palms flat and outstretched. The flow of nacreous light streaming from the Fae hit Liana’s palms, coursing through her arms and sending her reeling back several steps. She absorbed the attack and spit it back out. The Fae’s eyes widened, and her arms sliced through the air, diverting the counterstrike to either side, harmlessly. Well, except for the bushes. Foliage burst into flame. Patrice ran. The woman cursed but tracked Liana, the immediate threat.

“No one mentioned you, girl. But if you dare to use fire against me, no one will ever mention you.”

She needed Eero! Liana cried his name, not even knowing if she shouted aloud, but the slippery bubble sprang into place around her.


:Liana.:
 His voice in her head didn’t even surprise her. She was too afraid for surprise. Afraid and angry. :Do not engage. I am on my way.:



:Well, hurry, damnit!:



:There is some difficulty here:
 His mental voice was cool. :Remain calm. Do not channel. The shield will protect you.:



:That’s what you say, but for how long? This woman looks pissed.:



:Ehmund is coming:


The Fae dissident had tried a- a kidnapping? An attack? In broad daylight, with Patrice’s Lord close by? If it had worked, it would have been hours before anyone knew the pregnant woman was missing. Especially if Ehmund was like Eero and conducted his business all day with just a brief check in sometime after the noon meal.

But as much as she wanted to obey Eero’s instruction, as she had no desire to burn anything else down, her power had a mind of its own. Eero said it reacted to fear and anger, and even now, she could feel the searing pain of heat gathering in her arms and trailing out the tips. The second strike seemed to emerge stronger, nastier. With it, Liana’s knees crumpled, as if the sinew had melted. She felt shaky, like she’d just spent the morning throwing up everything into a basket. She was dizzy, eyes sore as if she’d kept them crossed for several minutes. Wetness at her nose alerted her to a nosebleed.

“I don’t know which one you are,” the Fae woman said, voice grim, “but you will do in place of the other abomination. In fact, you will be more valuable. She cannot channel.”

A strike against the shield and another, they rained on the bubble. Liana thought wildly that she would have to find out the real name of the shield, she couldn’t keep calling it a bubble. She knelt on one knee, braced. Waiting on help to arrive, knowing that another inadvertent fire bomb would likely knock her unconscious. She dug her fingers into the ground, grabbing into the soil as if it were an anchor. Not bothering to wonder why the bubble parted to allow her access to the earth. A coolness like a breeze or a stream of water flowed into her, dampening the awful prickling heat of the fire, dampening and seeking at the same time, almost as if it were waiting for her to direct it.

Liana raised her head, flinching underneath yet another blow to the shield, and… pushed. As if she had invisible hands and the ground were a mound of sand for her to reshape, she pushed. The earth trembled, just a little. But that little was enough to send the woman stumbling back several feet.

“This is becoming tiresome,” a male voice said, stepping into view. The Fae woman didn’t have time to counter his touch. Just a brush of fingers against her neck and she stiffened, eyes rolling back as she fell to her knees. Black eyes glanced at Liana. “And you are channeling too much power, girl. Let it go.”

“Who are you?” she asked, hoarsely.

“It’s alright, Liana,” Patrice said, though Liana couldn’t see her. The man turned his head.

“I told you to stay inside.”

Patrice peeked around his shoulder, ignoring the snappish tone.

“This is Ehmund. Your Eero should be along soon.”

“Rabd
 Eero,” Ehmund corrected her, dour.

“Whatever. That’s a Fae thing.”

“Tell him to hurry,” Liana said, voice strained. She was trying to let go of the power, but it continued to gather underneath her nails. She felt as if she’d drunk too many bottles of water and was about to burst, but the feeling was all over.

“I’m here, Liana.”

Eero stepped around the prone figure of the Fae woman. Assar was there too, kneeling down at her side.

“Take her for questioning,” Eero said. For a moment, the look in his eyes frightened Liana. Then he knelt next to her, the glare fading- but only slightly.

“Why did you leave the house?” he asked. “You were told there was danger.”

“Help me,” she said, reaching for him. The bubble dissolved, and he grasped her arms. The power lurched, then was drained from her. She slumped in relief, womb aching.

“She will need training,” Ehmund said, stepping closer. “If only to prevent a miscarriage. She channeled far too much.”

“Yes.”

Eero lifted Liana into her arms. She figured if he hadn’t she would be crouching there for another day or two, that was how empty her bones and muscles felt. As if all the sinew and marrow had been burned up, the ashes washed away. She could barely lift a pinky and allowed her body to slump in his arms.
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H
 OURS LATER
 , WHEN she had slept and eaten, she sat with Eero and Aivalona, preparing for a lecture. At least they had the grace to wait until after she’d finished a light meal.

“Why did you leave, Liana?” Eero asked. “You were told-”

“I know what I was told,” she cut him off, voice tight. She stared at her plate, then raised her head, eyes fierce. “I heard the phone call about you and I not being a match. About terminating the baby.”

Eero stilled, the hand resting on the table near his glass of water, unmoving where he'd earlier channeled his aggravation into incessant tapping.

“I see. And you sought to accomplish what by speaking with the other woman?”

“I thought to get a little advice from someone who would be honest with me. So what are you going to do, Eero? Drag me to an abortionist?”

“I would never harm you,” he said softly. “I would never harm our child. If the… discrepancy… proves accurate, we will continue as we have been.”

“Except my contract will be void and I’ll have a bastard Fae-human baby with no rights in either world.”

“That will not happen.” Aivalona spoke, expression icy. “There will be no discrepancy. Excuse me, son. You should have told me of this matter sooner. I will make a call.” Aivalona rose and left the room with the air of a woman preparing for battle.

Eero watched her, sighing. “Now look what you did,” he said. Then he smiled, and it was nasty. “The petty bureaucrat she sinks claws in will wish he’d never woken up this morning.” He snorted. “Discrepancy. Liana, don’t worry about that. Instead, we must focus on training you so you can learn to control the powers you can channel. You’ve shown an affinity for fire, and now for earth.”

He fell silent. Liana spoke up, prompting him. “Is that common?”

“Common? No. But heard of enough that you have just focused the fears of the dissidents on our Line. But- we must continue the fiction that the source of your power is the child. If they figure out otherwise it will make you a more tantalizing target.”

“So that woman today- she was one of them?”

His expression hardened. “Yes, and she was not the only one. There was a coordinated strike, an attempt to take several women at once.”

Liana shook her head, puzzled. “But how did they expect to walk out of the enclave with several human women all at once?”

“That I do not know, but when I find out…” For the second time that day, the look in his eyes chilled her. She hoped she never did anything to put herself on that side of his temper. “But come, you need to rest.”

The way he said 'rest' let her know he didn’t have sleep on his mind. Liana was beginning to understand that Eero reacted to stress by having sex. She didn’t know if she should feel flattered or insulted. Was she just a warm body, or did he come to her because she was herself, Liana?

Whatever it was, he led her to a new bedroom. It looked lived in, books and papers scattered over surfaces. A bedspread pushed back, a jacket draped over the back of a chair. She realized this must be Eero’s private room.

“My mother put you in your own suite because that is how most Fae couples prefer it. When you live thousands of years, you learn to like your own space.” He laid her down on the bed. “But I want you here, in my bed.”

He covered her body, lowering his head to nip at her lips.

“Mine,” he whispered in emphasis. His mouth traveled to her ear, the warmth of his breath tickling the lobe until she shuddered. Clothing was slowly peeled from her body, kisses following cloth as it revealed bare skin. He stood for a moment and removed his own clothing, laying back in bed and pulling her against him so she lay on her side, draping her leg over his hips.

Testing the wetness of her pussy, he began fondling her clit as his engorged cock pressed at her entrance, sliding inside her tight sheath slowly. Each time he took her, it felt every bit like the first, but with less of the terror and uncertainty, the width of his cock a delicious invasion. He rubbed her clit, fondled her breast, grinding inside her, angling his hips to find her spot and lather it with attention. She held herself up on an elbow, a trembling elbow at that. Each tiny thrust inside her sent another shockwave of pleasure through her body. She reached back with her free arm and gripped his wrist, not knowing if she was trying to stop him or urge him on. All she knew was that again, even after all these times, the pleasure he brought her was indescribable.

Her moan was long and low when she came, head lolling back against his shoulder. He wrapped an arm around her middle and held her still, grinding until his body stiffened and he gasped, his cum inside her body mingled with her own juices. Liana’s eyes began to drift shut. When he pulled out of her, she hissed a little, the skin around her entrance stung, evidence of the fierceness of his fucking. He left, then brought her a warm, damp towel, placing it between her legs to soothe the burn. He didn’t say anything, but she supposed any man felt pride at fucking a woman raw. Especially when she didn’t complain, but just laid thereafter, completely spent and helpless in his bed.

He settled on his back, pulling her to drape over his body. His hands drifted over her body, caressing skin, playing with her hair. As her eyes drifted shut again, his hands settled on her bottom. Lips brushed her forehead.

“I’m keeping you, Liana. Match or no.”

Liana heard the words and was comforted by them. Eero would guard her, guard their child. But she knew that the battle wasn’t over with; the battle with him for her independence, the battle with dissidents for safety and peace... everything might be okay for now, but the real difficulties had only just begun.



* * *



“I
 ’m going back
 to Chicago,” Maryam said, wiping her hands on a towel.

Liana picked up the colander of dripping romaine and began patting dry the leaves, then tearing them into smaller pieces.

Vera would be shocked. They were preparing a salad.

But since Aivalona had shown her the kitchen garden and Liana tasted the difference between mass produced vegetable and what could be raised with care and nutrient rich soil- she’d never tasted tomatoes and cucumber and carrots so flavorful. Besides. She had homemade blue cheese dressing and plenty of freshly toasted croutons. If she was going to eat salad- the baby needed its veggies- then it would be a salad.

They sat at the kitchen table, politely ignored by kitchen staff who came and went. The reaction of the Fae household members at first had been scandalized- Lord Eero’s consort and consort’s mother, cooking for themselves. But Liana pointed out that Aivalona cooked, and the attitudes changed. While disdainful of working class practicality, they understood upper class eccentricities.

Liana rolled her eyes, thinking about it. Eero wouldn’t say, but she’d bet the house the Fae were still feudal in their homeland.

“I don’t know if he’ll let you, Mom,” she said.

Her mother stared at her, bronze eyes disdainful. “That boy has no say over what I do.”

“I know, but it isn’t safe, Ma. Let him find Vera.”

But it had been several days since anyone had heard from her. Liana, though she didn’t like her half-sister much, was still worried. Tried to hide the worry from her mother- who wasn’t stupid.

“He’s kinda one of the bosses around here. If he says you can’t leave, they won’t let you leave.”

Maryam rose, and grabbed a glass pitcher of ice tea from the fridge, then set it on the table with a thump.

“Ma. you break it, you buy it.” Mother gave her a look. &quot;She probably just took off with a man.&quot;

But Liana was worried, too. Vera would be waiting for Liana to call, tell her to come out to the enclave.

&quot;I’ll talk to Eero.&quot;



* * *



&quot;S
 he is missing
 .&quot;

Liana gaped at her... hell, she still didn’t know what to call him, changed her mind a half dozen times a day. &quot;What do you mean, she's missing?&quot;

He leaned back in his chair, looking for a moment just like his mother in how he rested his hands on the desk. When he gave her his arrogant, vulpine look, she knew it was because he was going on the defensive.

&quot;You said you would look after her!&quot;

“Lia-”

“Don’t you Lia me! My sister is missing.”

“You don’t like her anyway.”

She would pull his long, pretty hair out. “That is irrelevant. Do you like every person you’re responsible for? And my mother likes her just fine.”

Eero frowned. “You shouldn’t upset yourself. You don’t want negative energy going into the baby.”

Liana stared at him for a long, tense moment. Then turned on her heels to stride out of his study.

“Liana.”

Fine. He wouldn’t help her, she would help herself. To a car. Ma was scary enough. No one would mess with them. She turned the knob but nothing happened. Her shoulders stiffened.

“You release this door right now.”

Heat along her back, silk brushing her cheek. “Or what?” He brushed the top of her ear with his lips.

Liana suppressed a shiver. Arms wrapped around her waist, pulling her flush against his hard chest. It rose and fell with his breath. So close to his heart, the intimacy of being held by a Fae Lord of his power and wealth momentarily took her breath.

Until she remembered she didn’t give a fuck about all of that. Liana turned her head, considering the consequences if she sank teeth into his bicep.

“When you’re angry, your eyes turn to obsidian and I see the woman you will be in thirty years.”

“Yeah. Old.”

“No, Liana. I don’t think so.”

She turned in his arms. “What use will you have for me after this baby is born? Even if you keep me around to raise him, that’s only eighteen years.”

He smiled, the expression lazy quirk of lips. “Are you asking me for a declaration of undying fidelity? You really haven't read your contract yet, have you?” He clucked his teeth. “Liana, that’s beyond foolish. I am Fae. You need to read the contract. Never make a bargain with Fae if this is how poorly you will protect yourself.”

“Are you saying I shouldn't trust you?”

Eero lowered his head, lips hovering over hers. “Trust, Liana? Would you trust a man who has no intention of ever letting you go? Don’t you know I would lie, kill and deceive even you to keep you with me?”

Her heart jumped, breath coming a little faster. “You sound a little crazy.”

He kissed her, a deep drugging caress that played havoc with every good intention to remain sane around him.

“At my age, sounding only a little crazy is an accomplishment.” Eero drew back, eyebrows creasing. &quot;And I am reminded- we can’t avoid the subject forever.&quot;

She stiffened. &quot;What subject.&quot;

He waited.

Liana squirmed, trying to get away from the circle of arms. He didn’t budge, patient. &quot;Look. Can we deal with one problem at a time?&quot;

&quot;You need to be trained. These bursts of power will become a problem. I'd rather the problem remained confined to our household...&quot;

&quot;I got ninety-nine problems, but a-&quot;

&quot;Liana. If you demonstrate your growing ability somewhere... inopportune... it will bring attention on us I don't want to waste resources deflecting right now. I’m not willing to indulge you in this.&quot;

&quot;This is really important? Dangerous, if I don’t learn?&quot;

He inclined his head. &quot;Yes.&quot;

&quot;Well- can't you just make me learn?&quot;

His eyes widened a fraction. &quot;Are you insane?&quot;

She smiled. &quot;Maybe. So, tell you what. I’ll learn how to control my power after we go to Chicago and find my sister.&quot;

He went from an exasperated but indulgent lover to a Fae Lord in an instant. The difference chilled her. Liana realized the face he gave her in private was much softer than the one he presented to the world. &quot;You would bargain with me over this?&quot;

&quot;Wouldn’t you, if you had a sister? Whether you liked her or not?&quot;

Eero stared at her for a long moment, eyes cold. Then he stepped back, releasing her. &quot;Very good, Li-ah-na. ‘I will live in thy heart, die in thy lap, and be buried in thy eyes- and moreover, I will go with thee to thy uncle’s.’ That is the last bargain you will gain so easily from me &quot;

“That isn’t the right quote for this context,” she half yelled as he shut the door behind him.



* * *



S
 he stopped
 by Patrice’s house before leaving.

“Can you look after my mother?”

Patrice shifted her belly on the couch, grimacing. “Oh, shit. Ms. May doesn’t know you’re leaving her behind, does she?”

“No. But it’s for her own good. Please- keep her from coming after me.”

Patrice waved a hand. “The Fae won’t let her leave.”

“You don’t know my mother.”

“Alright, I’ll do my best.” She paused, thoughtful. “We need to find her something to do. You know- I’m a little surprised Eero is taking you. You’re pregnant.”

Liana folded her arms. “I kinda talked him into it.”

Brown eyes widened. “How?”

“I told him if he didn’t take me, I wouldn’t let anyone train me.”

A low whistle. “Wow, I hope you were prepared to back up that bluff, girl.”

“You know, everyone seems to forget how rotten these contracts are, anyway. It isn’t right he can just take over my life like this. I still don’t even know why he wanted me in the first place. It’s so weird.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. And I doubt very seriously the party was the first time he saw you.”

Liana frowned. “It wasn’t. Nura- one of my guards- said that he watched me for weeks before.”

“Hmm. There’s no one more obsessive than a Fae Lord. They decide they want something and -poof. They get. Even if it’s against all reason.” Patrice hesitated, dread creeping into her voice. “Don’t ever betray him. They are loyal- but there’s a flip side to that.”

Liana pressed a hand to her stomach.

“If we were talking about a human man-”

“Yeah. Might have to get a restraining order. Not that it would be anything but a piece of paper to wipe your nose with.”

There was no deja vu on the ride back, but the unreality of it all struck her. Here she was, driving in a car with a Fae Lord who called her his consort and a handful of his chosen guards- to go find her sister. A few weeks ago her only concerns had been grading undergrad papers, her thesis, and wiping snot from baby noses.

&quot;Remember your vow,&quot; Eero said. &quot;We find your sister- and she will come with us in return for the trouble- and you will train.&quot;

&quot;I remember. But Eero, we don’t have any say over her life.&quot;

He glanced at her, eyes sparking. He was actually driving, Liana beside him and the warriors in the back. It was a sleek black van with tinted windows- like in a spy movie.

&quot;We do now. She should not have drawn the attention of the Fae if she wanted to remain autonomous.&quot;

&quot;But she didn’t draw your attention! I did.&quot;

&quot;You are mine. Your attention is my attention.&quot;

Liana fumed, choosing silence over the frustration of pounding her proverbial head against the brick wall of his stubborn arrogance.

&quot;It isn’t so bad, Lia,&quot; Assar said from the back, voice kind. &quot;Our Lord will find her a male- she is compatible, after all. Your sister really shouldn’t be allowed to run wild in the city anyway- it makes her a target for those who might want to use her against our Lord. That may be what has happened, anyway.&quot;

&quot;Thanks,&quot; Liana muttered. She was already worried, in spite of herself. Her anxiety arrowed up another notch. &quot;Can you drive this thing any faster?&quot;
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T
 HEY HEADED
 STRAIGHT to Vera’s apartment after picking up Nura. If straight meant a fifteen-minute detour to supermarket after a heated verbal struggle. Eero thought pregnancy meant she had to be fed and watered at regular intervals, whether she was hungry or not.

“When the present difficulty is resolved,” Eero said, “I will turn my attention to curing you of your present malady.”

Liana scowled, refastening her seatbelt. “What malady?”

“Your incessant need to argue with me.”

“Ha! And how to you think you’re going to do that?”

He smiled and glanced at her as he pulled off, eyes deepening to a shade of emerald that usually preceeded a long, exhausting night in bed.

“My dear, I’ve been busy and haven’t had time to attend to you properly.” A flicker of phantom sensation caressed the inside of her thigh, traveling up, up. She shifted in the seat, sitting on her hands to prevent them from trembling.

“I don’t know what that means.”

He laughed. “You will.”

Of course she knew what it meant- but playing dumb saved her some face. If he thought tying her to the bed and making love until she was mindless was a form of discipline…

“Are you well, Liana?”

The bastard. She pulled the plastic lid off a clear container of assorted olives, mushrooms and cubes of tangy cheese. If her mouth was full, she didn’t have to respond.

“Good girl.”


Refused
 to respond.

He drove round the block of Vera’s apartment building twice. Warriors hopped out at various points, swift and discreet, dispatched to whatever kind of reconnaissance they were trained to do. Eero had said nothing, given no verbal instruction. The Fae simply moved.

“They’ll scout the area,” Eero said. “It is a precaution.”

He parked a half block away and paused before leaving the car. “Can I persuade you to stay here?”

“What? No.”

“Liana-”

She opened the door. “No.”

He was next to her before she blinked. An arm bracketed her on either side, creating a cage of warm, hard male. Male in a temper. “I allow you volition in this- but you give me your word you will obey my instructions as if you were a sworn warrior.”

Liana paused, thought before she responded. Was he asking her for anything unreasonable? Only the same obedience his trained, loyal warriors showed. The respect he accorded them, even though he was their Lord, was obvious and born from years of service. It was in the way he spoke to them, giving instructions only when necessary, and listening with attention and consideration when one of them spoke. Was she any better than one of them? Nope.

“Okay. But don’t treat me like a moron.”

He stared at her. “Kha’insan habr
 , if I thought you were a moron, we wouldn’t be here.”

“Fine.” She stepped into his body, rose onto her tiptoes and grabbed two handfuls of his hair. She could tell she’d startled him, but he returned her kiss with interest, wrapping an arm around her waist and trapping her against him.

She kissed him because she could, because he was hers and by his choice. This man had chosen
 her, and not by whim or a moment’s lust. She was afraid of what she would find when she reached her sister’s apartment, and Eero made her feel like everything would be okay. How could anything bad happen with a man of his strength and power at her side?

Eero tore away from her, taking a step back. “Woman- enough. You’re a distraction.”

Her lips curved, smug. She walked past him, an extra sway in her hips. He made her feel all woman- the way she felt hot eyes on her backside. Tonight would likely be a little more interesting than usual.

The apartment was on a relatively quiet block on the north side of the city, and area where shops and the train was within walking distance. Parking wasn’t as bad as it was in previous years since not as many people owned cars anymore, and fuel was rationed.

At this time of day there was only a moderate amount of foot traffic, mostly young mothers or students or people on lunch break. Assar and Nura appeared at Liana’s shoulder as she approached the building with Eero.

The woman’s presence bolstered her spirits. There was only so much testosterone a girl could take, after all.

Eero didn’t like elevators so they took the stairs- one of those unspoken things Liana had learned over the weeks about her lover. She supposed the exercise required to keep up with long legged, athletic Fae for three flights did her some good, though she did pause to catch her breath when they entered the hallway of Vera’s floor. She vowed that after all of this she was going to focus on improving her fitness. Not to lose weight, or fit some physical ideal, but so she could be at her best for her baby.

Nura was watching her, but addressed Eero. “Rabd
 , when we return to the enclave, I’d like to begin her on a training regime. She should know how to run, and basic self-defense.”

Eero nodded.

“I know how to run,” Liana said, annoyed, despite her internal vow. “You put one foot in front of the other and go.” Assar snorted.

“Not that kind of run,” Nura said. “The kind of run that might save your life. There’s the short sprint to safety, the cross country jog to safety, the-”

“I get it.”

“And there are a few blocks that might buy you a few seconds for help to get to you,” she concluded. “After you throw the babe, we’ll train you for real.”

“Is this in my contract?” She felt obligated to make some
 kind of protest- even if just for the sake of asserting her autonomy. But she was pleased. Free personal training by an elite Fae warrior? Yass.

“Nope.” The Fae sounded far too cheerful.

“Okay, but I don’t want to look like a man. I like my curves.”

“I heartily concur,” Eero murmured.

Nura nodded. “I know how to train women, so you’ll retain a feminine shape. Trust me.”

Liana knocked on Vera’s door. “V? Open up, it’s Lia.” She tried the knob and the door opened, swinging wide on squeaky hinges. It was an old door, made of real wood and steel hinges rather than cheap pressed board or fiberglass. “Oh, shit.”

Eero pushed her behind him, fingers pressing hard into her arm in silent warning. Assar and Nura’s expressions blanked, eyes going flat. They flowed into the apartment, Liana still behind Eero, the Fae performing a quick, thorough search.

“Clear,” Nura said. “I locked it when I left.”

From the emphasis on the word, Liana suspected Nura’s locking had been beyond the merely physical.

“Maybe her landlord or a friend came by,” Liana said, chewing her lip.

“They would have locked up behind them.”

“Someone wants us to know she was taken,” Assar said, appearing from the hall that led to Vera’s bedroom. “The bedroom is ransacked.”

Liana ran; Eero didn’t stop her. She stared in the room. “My God.” Drawers pulled out, their contents upended. A lamp on the floor, the mattress half off the bed.

She felt Eero behind her. “Hmm. It looks staged.”

“What?”

Strong hands settled on her shoulders, offering comfort. “Look again, Liana.”

She tried to see it the way he must, and after a moment her eyes adjusted. It looked just like a scene in a movie, the destruction almost choreographed.

“Why would someone stage a struggle?” she asked.

“Bait,” he said. “But for who?”

“Diannath can scry,” Nura said.

Eero didn’t respond right away. “That might not be a good idea.”

“It’s really the only option.” She said it with the air of someone speaking what everyone was thinking.

“What’s a scry?” Liana asked, leaning against Eero. She hated not understanding the subtext in a conversation. She hated the feeling of helplessness, looking at the mess someone maliciously made of her sister’s private space. “And why isn’t it a good idea?”

“Some among us have the ability to… tune in… to another person using an anchor. An object of some personal significance.”

“Telepathy?”

&quot;Of a sort. The essence can be traced and the scryer may lock onto the person's mind and form a kind of picture.&quot; Eero made a noise and then spoke the strange, lilting syllables of the Fae tongue. She didn't often hear him speak it so openly in front of her. The clicks of his tongue sounded like... frustration. &quot;Mortal languages are imprecise. It's difficult to translate the concepts, even for me.&quot;

She patted his hand, resting on the curve of her waist. &quot;I've got an imagination.&quot;

&quot;Diannath is here,&quot; Assar said.

Eero nudged her further into the bedroom and a moment later she heard the click of the front door. She turned with Eero as one of the Fae who'd traveled with them entered. Medium height, hair a choppy cut of deep black she knew shone a natural purple under sunlight. He had the sharpest cheekbones she'd see on a Fae, the tilt of his aqua eyes nearly as steep.

&quot;Lord,&quot; he said in a quiet tone and began prowling the room. He picked up several objects- a blouse, one of the few paperback books she recognized as a holdover from their childhood- and put them back where they'd laid. After a moment he shook his head.

&quot;There's nothing here I can use,&quot; he said. &quot;If I had an amplifier, perhaps.&quot; Diannath looked at Liana.

Liana worked to understand his speech. Normally the Fae they let out around humans spoke accentless English- Spanish, too, the few times she'd heard it and she knew enough to be sure.

&quot;Liana.&quot;

&quot;What?&quot;

&quot;Go to Diannath.&quot;

She didn't budge, eyeing the Fae. &quot;What for?&quot;

Lips brushed the top of her ear. Liana sighed. It was always a sign he was irritated with her. She yelped, jumping.

&quot;You pinched me!&quot; She whirled, glaring up at him.

His brow rose, haughty. &quot;That's the punishment for spoiled children,&quot; he said. &quot;But it’s your right to change you mind if you no longer wish to find your sister.&quot;

She pressed her lips closed against a retort and spun, approaching the guard. He held out a hand after a glance at Eero. For permission to touch her, she supposed, a bit sour. They were so antiquated sometimes.

&quot;Am I going to feel a stick?&quot; she asked. He didn't understand the humor, head tilting. &quot;Never mind.&quot;

&quot;Is there an object here your sister handled more than another?&quot; Diannath asked.

She glanced around, ignoring the coolness of his skin around hers. &quot;For real? Probably her makeup. The lipstick is the best choice.&quot;

Nura disappeared into the bathroom and emerged a moment later with a slim tube in her hand. &quot;This is the oldest looking.&quot;

Diannath nodded at it. &quot;Take it please, Lady.&quot;

Assuming he meant her- even though she was no lady- Liana took the tube and cradled it in her palm.

&quot;Think of your sister.&quot;

She obeyed, Vera's face as she'd last seen it, irritated and covered in ginormous black sunglasses, appearing in her mind.

&quot;Good,&quot; he said, voice sonorous. &quot;Continue to think of her in the present. No- the present, lady.&quot;

Liana pushed aside the girlhood image of Vera and replaced it with the most current, then began to imagine what her sister would be wearing today. It was a weekend, so she'd swap the sleek office wear for anything skintight, pastel and ultra girly looking. Not Liana's style, but it worked for Vera.

A low hum in Diannath's throat and she sank further into the image she built in her mind. She hoped Vera was okay. With the attacks on the candidates, anything could have happened.


Vera, where are you? If you ran off with a man, I’ll kick your ass.


Diannath's hand jerked, just a little. The hum halted, though Liana barely registered it. &quot;Rabd
 , she-&quot;

&quot;I know. Do not speak of it.&quot; Eero's voice, and curt to the point where she might have winced and took a step back if it had been aimed at her.

&quot;Of course not.&quot; Her tone would have been all kinds of salty, but Diannath spoke simply, response sincere. &quot;I will try something... Lady, what do you see?&quot;

A conference room. A high class conference room if the mostly glass walls and skyscraper view was any indication. But there was one white wall, and an insignia in gold lettering. No- not insignia, but initials in nearly unreadable font. Well, that was a branding faux pas. She knew that from her business classes. Couldn't develop brand awareness if no one could read your fonts.

A movement in the corner grabbed her attention. &quot;Vera!&quot;

Her hand jerked and the image dissolved. Diannath clicked and took her hand again, this time without asking. She had a feeling it was his version of rude.

The image formed in her mind again, albeit as if she were looking through a sheet of cloudy plastic.

&quot;Focus, Lady,&quot; the Fae said.

Liana realized, then, what was happening. She sucked in a breath, made herself exhale. Now wasn’t the time for shock, or fear. She pushed aside her questions, and focused until the image cleared.

She hadn’t noticed Vera before because her sister matched the decor. Pale blond hair, pale skin, and dressed all in shades of white. but the way she sat wasn’t natural. She was too still, like a mannequin. Liana didn’t see any restraints.

&quot;They wouldn’t use physical restraints,&quot; Eero replied, and Liana realized she'd spoken aloud. &quot;Clumsy.&quot;

Which brought forth the question... who was ‘they’?
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Y
 OU DON’T RECOGNIZE
 the insignia?” Assar asked.

She’d done a quick sketch while Diannath looked on, nodding his approval. Liana frowned at her lines.

“It looks vaguely familiar.”

“McCaffrey Towers,” Eero said.

She turned, reacting to the chill in his voice. “Business moguls, right?”

“They aren’t exactly on the right side of the law,” Nura said. “But they’re rich enough to get away with it.”

“Thannos. Again.
 ”

Eero turned and walked out of the apartment. Liana watched his rigid back and then turned back to Nura.

“What gives?”

The female Fae’s black eyes were neutral. “It is the Rabd’s
 business to tell.”

“He would have told you to keep your mouth shut,” Liana said. “He knows I’m going to ask questions.”

Assar laughed. “She is correct. Thannos and Lord Eero trained together in their youth. It is a bitter thing to be on opposite sides.”

“Of what?” Liana blinked, her mind catching up with her mouth. “Wait- this Thannos guy is an Old Blood?” There wasn’t any other ‘opposite side’ she could think of that would piss Eero off in this particular moment.

&quot;Of the more fractious kind.&quot;

Okaaay. &quot;The ones who want to actually kill people?&quot; She stared after her lover. &quot;And they used to be friends? That... sucks.&quot;

&quot;Yes.&quot;

Diannath left the room, Liana and the others following behind.

&quot;This should prove one thing to you,&quot; Nura said, sounding almost smug.

Liana glanced at her, eyes narrowed. &quot;What?&quot;

&quot;Your power needs to be trained.”

She rolled her eyes. &quot;Whatever.&quot;

They met Eero in the van. He wasn't there when they returned, but joined them several minutes later.

&quot;We can't just storm McCaffrey Tower,&quot; Liana said, for the fourth time. &quot;They do have security.&quot;

Nura was frowning. &quot;I feel like I’m forgetting something.&quot;

&quot;I hate that feeling. And I've felt like that ever since I met you.&quot;

The guard's face cleared. She snapped her fingers. &quot;That’s it. That human woman who spoke to us in the mall- the insignia on the card she gave me-&quot;

Liana was already there. &quot;Wait. Are you saying that Ash was the
 Asher McCaffrey? The heiress?&quot;

&quot;I don’t like when things are simple,&quot; Assar said.

Nura waved a hand. &quot;Coincidence does happen, on occasion. The key is knowing the difference between that and a well laid trap.&quot;

“Traps are amusing if you spring them on purpose,” he murmured.

The Fae looked at Liana. Liana looked back. Nura pulled out her cell and texted a few minutes before looking up, dark eyes gleaming with satisfaction.

“I have the number from the card she gave me. Call her.”

“What, me?”

“Yes, you. Spring the trap.”

Liana took the phone, stared at it a moment and then pressed the call button.

A woman answered on the third ring. “I don’t recognize this number.”

Liana’s brows shot up. That was an interesting way to answer the phone.

“Apologies, this is Liana Sandoval. We met-”

“I know who you are.” A subtle change in tone. “I didn’t expect you to call me so soon.”

“Can we talk in person? I can be at McCaffrey Tower in thirty minutes. Sorry for the last minute, but I’m only in town a few hours. Baby shopping.”

Liana wasn’t certain how it was the lies just flowed so smoothly out of her.

“Congratulations,” Asher said. “And wise to become pregnant so quickly. I’ll tell security. Someone will meet you in the lobby.”

“See you soon.” She disconnected and handed the cell back to Nura, irritated. She hadn’t deliberately gotten pregnant. That made it sound like entrapment, though she supposed it was
 entrapment- just Eero, entrapping her. “Now what?”

“You got us in and past security, we’ll do the rest.”

“Well, she’s not expecting me to show up with a contingent of Fae warriors.”

A ripple of amusement through the group. Diannath spoke to another softly, who chuckled.

“Okay, what’s the joke?” She turned back around in her seat to look at Eero, who quirked a brow at her.

“We will not be seen unless we wish to be.”



* * *



T
 he lobby was also
 in shades of white. The only color was in the gold veins running through marble. She clicked her heel against the floor discreetly. It sounded like real marble. Was that even legal?

She knew Eero and the other Fae were with her- she just couldn’t see them. Not really, anyway. If she didn’t focus, a flicker of movement in the corner of her eye would give someone away. But if she turned her head, nothing. Eero assured her it wasn’t invisibility, just a trick.

Some damn trick.

A suited security officer escorted her to an elevator and punched in a keycode. She hesitated in the doorway, keeping the doors open.

“Can we take the stairs?” She smiled timidly at the officer, wringing her hands, channeling Vera. “I have this irrational fear of elevators. Ever since that time when I was twelve and I got stuck for three hours. I think it’s why I’m claustrophobic, too, but...” She rambled on for a minute, the brush of fingers on her palm the agreed upon number of times letting her know everyone was on board who was supposed to be.

Luckily it was wide enough to fit everyone and if the officer didn’t move around, he wouldn’t bump into any not-invisible Fae.

“Ma’am,” the officer said, cutting her off. “Too far up to walk.”

“Oh, right.” She stepped in, doing her best imitation of girly unease. Which wasn’t too farfetched because her nerves were already strung tight.

The doors slid open on a silent, white carpeted hallway. She was led to a waiting room where there was plush white furniture, a low coffee table covered in magazines and a three tier stand of different color macaroons. Liana eyed the cookies, and decided it would be out of character if she didn’t help herself. Had to stay in character.

Biting into the crisp outer shell of a pink, raspberry flavored cookie, she closed her eyes. “Oh, my God, this is better than-”

“If you say sex, I’ll know you’re a liar,” a smooth contralto voice said.

Liana opened her eyes as Asher McCaffrey walked in, long blonde waves expertly styled at her back. She wore narrow pants and a beaded silky tank, bangles around slim wrists. She oozed high maintenance- the exact kind of woman Eero should be with. Not a waitress/grad student like Liana.

She shrugged mentally. He was with her. If he didn’t like it, it was too damn late now, whether their match was a screw up or not. Which reminded her- she needed to pay the clerks who’d screwed up her testing results a nice little visit. Soon.

Asher sat, crossing her legs, and plucked a blue macaroon from the tower. “So, I assume you’re here about the little proposal I made?”

“Not quite,” Eero said, and flashed into visibility. “Please do not scream. It would be pointless. I am not here to harm you.”

Asher didn’t move, blue eyes diamond hard. “Rabd
 Eero. How may I be of service?”

White teeth flashed. “I am pleased you desire to be of service. There is a young human woman being held in a conference room of this building. This woman is my responsibility. I would like her released.”

“Why didn’t you go to my father?” Asher asked. “I don’t have anything to do with his… business dealings.”

“For reasons I care not to discuss, I prefer this matter be resolved discreetly.”

“Who else is here?”

Liana was impressed. The woman wasn’t stupid. Eero said nothing, however, and Asher rose. “This room is one of the few in the building that isn’t bugged,” she said. “I hate my father’s guts. Anything I can do to derail his business, I will be happy to do. Give me a few minutes.”

“I’m afraid I cannot allow you to leave unaccompanied.”

Asher’s eyes narrowed. “Then how do you expect me to find out which of the dozens of conference rooms this woman is being held in?”

“It is the uppermost room,” he replied, cool. “Overlooking the lake.”

She paused, then nodded. “There is no way to approach that particular room with stealth. They will know I helped you.”

Eero was staring at the woman, his eyes bright. “Such cooperation. I find it extraordinary. Humans are usually as tractable as rabid goats.”

“No need to be insulting,” Liana muttered.

Which drew Asher’s attention to her. “Why are you here?”

“The woman is my sister. Vera Sandoval.”

“Vera
 ?” Blue eyes widened. “Why in the- never mind. You need to make it look like coercion. And you owe me. Both of you.”

“The debt is mine,” Eero said softly. “Mine alone.”

Asher paused. “Fine.”

Liana wouldn’t have contradicted him when he spoke in that tone either.



* * *



E
 ero did
 something that drained the color- such as it was- from Asher’s face and lessened a bit of her studied grace. They were led, Eero back in his cloak of invisibility or whatever it was, to a higher floor through a private elevator. This elevator was smaller, and required Asher’s thumb scan.

Liana felt Assar and Nura at her back, two solid but unseen warriors, Eero at her side. The elevator slid to a smooth stop and pinged. The door opened.

And the Fae standing on the other side looked at Asher, and then Liana. And moved.

He would have caught Liana had she been alone, but Eero blocked the grab, wrestling the newcomer into the elevator. The doors slid shut.

Liana was pushed into the corner as far from the struggling Fae as possible. They moved soundlessly but for the brush of cloth on steel walls, almost as if they were in a choreographed dance and not a close quarter scuffle. Said scuffle lasted a few seconds, no more, but at the end all the Fae were visible.

“So,” the Fae enemy said, staring at Eero. “You come down from your ivory tower.”

Liana snorted. “That’s rich, considering our location.”

The Fae looked at her. He seemed familiar somehow, the long strands of mink bronze hair and malevolent golden brown eyes- she nearly took a step back.

He was the one who nearly accosted her on the street that night a few weeks ago. The one who’d wanted to teach her a lesson until the fire haired Lord stopped him. This was Eero’s childhood friend?

“Where is the woman being held?” Eero was asking.

“You are too late,” Thannos said. “Slow, very slow.”

“He isn’t going to cooperate without questioning,” Assar said.

For some reason the word questioning chilled Liana. No one in the small space radiated friendliness. Even Asher remained silent, blank eyed. Smart. Stay silent and wait to see how the chips fell and then pick the winning side.
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T
 HEY DIDN’T BLINDFOLD Thannos
 , but it was obvious the male couldn’t see. Half of the guards surrounded him, the other half, including Eero, bracketed Liana. She didn’t say much, just observed the way they fell into silent formations without anything so clumsy as verbal orders required. And though, despite human misconception, they didn’t all look alike, they did move as one.

Liana wasn’t surprised when they returned to the hotel where Eero had the entire top two floor penthouse for himself and his staff to quarter in. Instead of rows of rooms, the lower level contained suites for the guards and a common living area complete with a study/library. The upper floor was Eero’s suite, study and rooms for the First Guard. Liana knew there was also a small private kitchen, though she had a feeling no one used it since the hotel provided a dining room for its wealthy guests that was open all day.

Eero pressed a hand to the small of her back and nudged her towards their suite.

“I will join you shortly,” he said.

Liana side stepped his hand and turned, glaring up at him. The others proceeded to wherever they were going, Thannos with them, leaving Eero and Liana alone.

“You said you were going to question him,” Liana said. “Is that a euphemism for torture?”

No expression on his face. “Do you care?”

Because his tone wasn’t flippant, she paused to actually consider the question. There was little love lost between she and Vera- but a sister was a sister, not to mention the scary precedent being set if human candidates could be taken willy-nilly. But.

“Torture is wrong. And how can you be sure what he says is the truth?”

Eero smiled, the slight tilt of his lips cruel. “My dear, we are not mortal. We have had millennium to perfect the art of questioning- we are not like you barbaric humans.”

She was a little sick of listening to the same refrain over and over again. “I want to be there.”

He frowned. “No, I don’t think so.”

Liana folded her arms. “I could learn something useful.”

Eero lifted a hand to her cheek, smile turning indulgent. “And what do you imagine you will learn, Liana?”

Be a good girl and let the big boys handle the business, Liana. She relaxed her jaw. A display of temper would only prove his point.

“This is my sister, I have a right to be there.”

He shook his head, once, and moved around her to proceed down the hall. She turned to watch him leave, but didn’t follow.

“You call me consort, but that’s just an empty word, isn’t it? It’s a pretty title you give the human girl so your child isn’t considered a bastard.”

Eero stopped, his form so motionless he might have been a statue. He lifted a hand. Liana moved, catching up to him.

“Very well, Li-ah-na. But do not interfere.”

What, was she stupid?



* * *



F
 ive Fae watched Thannos
 , who sat in a chair, hands on his thighs. He met Eero’s eyes as they entered the room, ignoring Liana. She moved to the side, out of his direct line of vision where she could at least pretend to be unobtrusive.

“So you’ve chosen complete betrayal,” Thannos said. “I told Jarel you would not see reason.”

Eero stood in front of the seated male. “You must believe me a fool, if you hope to convince me Rabd
 Jarel has chosen such poor tactics. Taking a human woman? There were more graceful ways to gain my attention, Thannos.”

“Your attention is nothing to me. And as I’ve said, you are too slow. Your human cow’s kin is likely dead by now.”

Liana sucked in a breath, light headed. She wanted to rail, to call him names, to storm across the room and grab a double handful of his pretty bronze hair and rip it out. If he told the truth, her mother would be devastated. If he lied merely to torment them- Liana’s sense of fair play was beginning to diminish.

“That may be, but you will yield her location.”

Thannos laughed. “You will have to ask nicer than that, traitor.”

Evidently Assar’s temper was less sanguine even than Liana’s. The First Guard moved, suddenly in front of the imprisoned male, a hand wrapped around his throat.

“Now call him a traitor,” Assar snarled. “You think he won’t harm you so you run your mouth. I never loved you, so I care nothing if you live or die.”

Thannos’ lip curled, managing to ignore Assar. “You have base born dogs to do your bidding now, Eero? Is this not the male gotten illegitimately on your father’s sister by a troll-human hybrid? Have you no better servants?”

Liana’s eyes widened. A troll human hybrid?

There were trolls?


“Assar.”

The First Guard released Thannos’ neck, leaving a red mark on pale skin, and stepped back.

Eero shook his head. “I don’t have time to play with you.” He reached out a hand and touched Thannos’ right temple.

The Fae stiffened, silent, eyes widening. Liana watched, the muscles of her back stiff from tension, as beads of sweat began to mark her enemy’s forehead. She didn’t understand the internal battle he faced, or what was happening.

And then he screamed.

Liana made herself stay in the room, even though the sound was one she never wanted to hear again. It struck an atavistic cord along her spine. Eero removed his hand, and Thannos slumped, briefly.

“Tell me where the girl is.” Eero spoke softly, voice shorn of both emotion and command. The emptiness of it chilled Liana. If he could cause agony with a touch- agony that left no external marks- what would he do to her if he ever felt justified?

Thannos spoke in the Fae tongue, and the tone of his voice served as translation for his response. Eero waited another moment, and then touched the male again.

Not barbaric like humans, no. The Fae were far, far worse.

She didn’t leave the room, though she wanted to after long minutes that felt like long hours. She forced her face into the same blank repose as the other Fae. It was her sister they were looking for. Whether she agreed with their methods or not, she would not look weak. If Thannos could experience the pain, the least she could do was witness. He was here partly because of her.

The male broke after a time, giving up a location. She began to relax, thinking it was over, when Eero touched him again.

No. Goddamnit. “Eero, stop! We have the location.”

The Lord’s eyes were cold. “We have the location he chose to give.”

She strode across the room, grabbing his arm. “Are you mad? No one is going to lie under torture.”

“No human.”

“Liana,” Nura said, voice quiet. “It is necessary.”

“It’s-” she couldn’t say inhuman. They were demonstrably not humane. “It’s wrong.”

Eero’s cold silence warned her. She’d broken her word, and interfered. Thannos laughed, the sound emerging from his ruined throat hoarse.

“Behold the weakness of humans,” he said. “This is what we taint our ancient Lines with.”

Eero met her eyes, waiting until she released his arm. Which she did, slowly to avoid admitting her own sudden fear of a man she slept with. Liana stepped away, forcing her face to smooth. Nura moved near her, a presence at her back Liana wasn’t sure was meant to be comforting or restraining.

“Lady,” the female guard said. “We may retire if you wish.”

“I do not wish.”

She remained until Eero was certain Thannos spoke the truth.



* * *



T
 he address Thannos
 gave was a closed restaurant in a neighborhood straddling the line between residential and commercial. Mostly young couples, or singles. Not many families.

As they approached, the skin of Liana’s hands tingled. Then twitched, muscles spasming. She massaged her right hand with her left, gritting her teeth. Assar placed a hand on the glass door, opaque with a frosted white paint.

Eero noticed, of course, and halted, eyes sharp on her face. “Liana, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I mean-” she hesitated. “My hands feel the same way they did when Patrice and I were attacked.”

He turned toward Assar, who already stepped back. “Be wary. There is something here designed to avoid Fae detection.”

The First Guard nodded, then kicked in the door. Liana jerked, but the glass didn’t shatter, and it made no noise.

The restaurant had obviously seen better days. It looked like someone had tried to spruce it up with fresh paint, but cracks in the walls and yellowed ceilings showed aged. The thin, maroon carpet wore thin under the tracks of hundreds of feet and poor upkeep.

The guards fanned out, though Liana wasn’t sure what for. There were three doors that she could see. One to the alley, another to a unisex restroom and the third to the kitchen.

“Unless there’s a stockroom off the kitchen we aren’t seeing, where would she be?” Liana asked, moving close to Eero to speak softly. “These buildings don’t have basements.”

The tingling in her hands heated to active pain as they neared the Formica counter next to the kitchen door. An old cash register sat on the top. As she looked at it, it began to waver, like a mirage. Her hands jerked up involuntarily.

“Liana, no!” Eero said.

A second of time to register heat morphing into light and flaring up to shoot out of her hands before the register exploded. Eero threw her to the floor, body covering hers. The heat snapped back into her body and she screamed from the stinging pain. Plaster and debris showered them and her only thought was that Eero was covering her- but who was covering Eero? And Nura, and Assar?

Power flared again, and then her senses went black.



* * *



S
 he wondered
 , dimly, if this was what it was like to be in a waking coma. After a time, she heard a murmur of voices. Groans, really. And someone speaking her name, urgent. Weight lifted off her and she could breathe.

A groan left her lips. Her body felt like a giant bruise.

“She’s awake.”

“Don’t move her.”

“I’m not stupid.”

The tones were vicious- from worry, she thought. Struggling to open her eyes, she twitched. Pried lids glued together with sawdust. Realized it was bright daylight and she didn’t remember getting outside. Her ears felt stuffed, and there were piles of concrete and countertop lying next to her.

Liana pushed her arms underneath her and got to her knees. Her head hung down for a moment, spinning sickly.

“You shouldn’t move, Lady.”

Diannath’s voice.

“Where is Eero?” She didn’t feel him. The force of his personality was absent. “Eero?” Even she heard the thread of panic in her voice. “Help me up.”

Diannath supported her as she pushed to her feet, swaying. Looked around to find Eero. And when she saw him lying on the sidewalk, hands resting on his chest, she ran. Nearly tripped, and dropped to her knees beside him.

“Eero?” She patted his face, much like a child. To see this tall, powerful man felled...

“He isn’t dead,” Diannath said. “He spent a great deal of energy shielding us when the bomb exploded. None of us has the power he does.”

Assar’s voice behind her. “Some of it was hers. I saw it.”

She twisted her body to look at the First Guard. Scrapes, a thin trail of blood and debris in his hair, but otherwise he looked fine. He met her stare, pale grey eyes narrowed.

“Even Eero is not so fast. She already had a shield partly built before he took it over.”

Diannath rose. “This isn’t the place to discuss this. Thannos betrayed us.”

She would have said I told you so if she wasn’t in a state of growing panic. “Why isn’t he awake?”

Assar knelt down. “Soon. His reserves need to rebuild.”

“Where is Nura?”

“Scouting. Come, Liana. He wouldn’t want you exposed like this. We’ll take care of him.”

“I’m not leaving him.”

She placed both hands on his cheeks, acting on an internal knowledge springing from an unknown source. Or maybe just instinct, or animal dumb luck.

“Eero, wake up.” He needed energy? She had plenty, evidently. She willed her power to flow into him. Thought of him as a sponge, or maybe a rechargeable battery. Leaning down she brushed her lips against his, as if she could send life as well as breath into him. Kissed him with every ounce of passion in her body, willing him to wake.

A harsh curse and hands on her shoulders, trying to pull her away. But she was fused, committed to the act until it was done. When her power withered to a thin trickle and then flickered out, she collapsed on his chest, darkness claiming her for the second time.










26








Y
 OU ARE
 A VERY curious human, Li-ah-na.”

She opened her eyes, swimming back to wakefulness. She’d been dreaming, and now the strands of the sleeping images eluded her. She pushed aside unease.

“Are you mad at me?”

The Lord Eero sat on the side of the bed, dark hair draped over one shoulder, green eyes with their faint glow fixed on her face. They were in the suite, so she hoped whatever’d happened after she blacked out was no cause for concern.

“Do you understand what you did?” he asked.

His calm didn’t fool her. She sat up, immediately regretted it. While her body was content to remain in repose, sitting was no part of its plans. But she refused to lie down for this argument. She gritted her teeth through the lurch of nausea in her stomach, hand flying to cover her mouth.

Eero moved, lifting her with speed and gentleness out of the bed. He got her to the bathroom just in time for her stomach to empty itself. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been sick, and didn’t like it. No control over her own heaving body.

When she was done she rinsed her mouth out with water, then cleaned her teeth and face for good measure. She actually felt… better. Which made no sense. But still tired. Tired began to fade as anger took its place. She’d almost died- her baby would have died with her. And Eero… she wanted to scrub the picture in her mind of him lying so still on the cement, black hair mingling with the dirt grey of dust and debris.

He waited in silence until she was done then lifted her again, muscles bunching with ease as if she weighed no more than a toddler. This time he settled in an armchair, draping her on his lap. He fussed with her hair a moment, situating the strands just so- she couldn’t talk around a mouth full of curls either.

“Where is Thannos?” she asked.

He gave her a long look, likely hearing the tremble in her voice. Her fist closed, opened again.

“What do you remember?”

Odd question. “You were knocked out and they said you would wake up when your energy was back up. So I-”

She stopped, not quite able to explain in rational terms the processes going on her in mind at that time. It was all a bit muddled.

“You drained yourself.” His hand tangled in her hair. She winced. “You could have snuffed out the life you carry, or even your own were you weak.”

She hadn’t had much time lately to think about being pregnant, and despite a bit of fatigue, she didn’t seem to suffer any of the pregnancy complaints common in early stages.

“You’re the strongest magic person we have, and you were out cold. I didn’t know if we were going to be attacked, or-” she stopped. Not wanting to put her fear for his life in words. Not wanting to truly admit her own feelings. Rage was easier than fear, cleaner.

“Magic person?” Amusement this time in his voice. “No more delays.”

“No.” She would learn as best she could. And if magic was used against her again, she would fight back. “Where is Thannos?”

“Why do you want to know, Liana?”

“My sister.”

He didn’t say anything for a moment, then rose. “Come. Food has been brought.”

Liana followed, jaw tight, stomach in no mood for the lush meals Eero liked to provide her. But she sat at the table in the living area once the staff had left dishes set out and made her way through a yogurt parfait and a croissant. She was a little surprised.

He must have read her expression. “No mage feels well after a drain of power. And I know you prefer lighter breakfasts.”

So he’d been paying attention. She finished the yogurt. “Thank you. I guess I was hungry. But we need to talk about what happened. You can’t protect him from me.”

Eero’s eyes hardened. “Thannos lied.”

Liana stared at him, expression set. “You said the torture was to make sure. He almost killed us.”

“He and I were trained by the same master. He is not weak.”

“So it was a trap. For you?” The planning involved might have impressed her if it hadn’t nearly killed her. And she still didn’t know what had happened to Vera.

“Perhaps. Perhaps for us both. I am one of the more visible Lords in this city, and news of our joining has spread.”

He wasn’t telling her everything. “Is there some convoluted Fae politics at work here that I need to know about?”

His fingers drummed the table. “In time. For now, you have greater concerns.”

She knew he meant the baby, but, “What about Vera? I saw
 her.”

“The search will continue.” He rose. “When you are well, we will try again.”

“But that plan didn’t work the first time.”

Eero inclined his head, arrogance in every line of his body. “True. While you are scrying, I will be hunting.” His smile was chilly. “I’ve kept a better eye on Thannos than he supposed over the years.”

She stood. “He took my sister- or was involving in taking her. He lied to us and almost got us killed.” She took a deep breath, hands pressed against her stomach. Closing her eyes, she fought back anger. Vengeance. “I want him to pay.”

And when she opened her eyes again, Eero’s measured her. Her temper, her resolve.

“Anger is useful, Liana. But only if you are the rider, and not the ass.”

“What good is power if you can’t use it to protect yourself, or punish people who think they can hurt you and get away with it?” Moisture pricked her eyes. “I don’t deserve this. My sister doesn’t deserve this. I don’t know about you- but the baby doesn’t deserve to die before she’s born. I refuse to live like this. They will know that if I am provoked, I will protect my own. I won’t be an easy target, Eero.”

He smiled warmed. “No. You will not be, Liana. And in time, your enemies may even grow to fear you.”



* * *




R
 abd

 Jarel was no fool
 . This time he did not come in person, but rather addressed Eero through the safe distance of electrical wires.

“You’ve offended my Lady,” Eero said. “She has sworn vengeance, and I am of a mind to let her hunt.” His brow rose. “It would be useful training. And Thannos the perfect training ground.”

“Thannos is a fool, and disobedient, but he is mine. I would have you return him to me.”

Eero contained his rage, allowed no hint of his inner turmoil to reflect on his face. Any show of emotion was a show of weakness.

“Thannos led my consort into a trap that may have killed her had my guard not acted in time.” He would keep the knowledge of Liana’s power as quiet as possible for as long as he could. Already he gave orders to shore up security, bring in new warriors and test their defenses. She was a prize, for various different reasons.

But she was his prize, and he would not give her up.

“You are unharmed.”

Where Jarel stood, the sunlight shone on his hair, igniting it into a halo of flame. If any mortals were near, they would be mesmerized. Another reason to keep him away from Liana.

“And I am told it is at the hand of your human that you regained your strength.”

Eero waited a beat. “If you have that much knowledge, then you also know where her sister is, a human called Vera.”

Jarel shrugged one shoulder. “I know nothing. Thannos acted on his own and those who are with him have also been punished.”

“Do not lie to me. You are a leader of those against the King’s edict. You have no love for humans or for our halfling offspring.”

“None whatsoever. But I would not stoop to killing bugs with bombs.” Distaste on Jarel’s face. “And I would not murder our children, either, even tainted as they are.”

“Then you have rogues within your organization,” Eero said, voce soft. “I fear you have attracted my undivided attention until this matter is resolved.”

They stared at each other through the screen of human technology. Jarel nodded his head, once, then disconnected.

Warning given, warning received. It remained to be seen if this was battle, or war.



* * *



S
 he saw little of Eero
 , or Assar, for the next three days. Nura was on babysitting duty, though Liana supposed her guard had been upgraded from sitter to drill master. Nura put her through simple exercises. The kind, she stated, Fae children learned when they were still in toddling pants.

Liana was happy to start at the beginning since she understood the value of proper scaffolding. So if Nura was trying to needle her, the Fae failed.

“I don’t think we’ve trained a pregnant human woman before,” Nura admitted during a session. “So we go slow to gauge how your body and the babe reacts. There’s no way of knowing how sensitive he’ll be to your magic until he’s a bit older.”

She understood, but after three days began to get restless. “I want to go with you,” she told Eero. “I want to help find Vera.”

He cupped her cheek. “Love, your spirit is fierce, but we move faster without you.”

Liana started, the endearment falling so easily from his lips. An endearment she hadn’t heard before.

“Patience, kha’insan habr
 . Continue your studies, continue training and when the baby is born I will allow you a hunt.”

She swatted at his hand. “I don’t want to hunt for the sake of amusement, Eero. This is my sister.” She paused. “You can make it up to me. Let me have a crack at Thannos.”

Eero laughed, leaning down to capture her lips in a kiss. “Blood thirsty beast. I have no intention of leaving you in a room with him. Lord Jarel wants him back, and that makes him valuable. I won’t have you gut him when he is useful to us.”



* * *



T
 he heat
 of his rage turned cold over several days. The sins of his enemies spurred his desire for vengeance. First, they attacked his woman and his people on his own land. They attempted the simultaneous capture of other human women under his protection. Foiled, they used Liana’s sister as bait to draw him out, goad him into a mistake by using the ghost of his friendship with Thannos. Thannos might not realize he was but a pawn- but Eero knew.

The Old Blood were adept at hiding. Jarel insisted the increase in violent acts throughout the major cities was not on his orders. If this were true, and Eero was inclined to believe him, then Lord Jarel had an insurrection on his hands.

He called in several old favors, reminded his human soldiers of their mutually beneficial alliance- and tracked down the scattered hubs of his enemies one by one.



* * *



T
 he escalation
 of violence disturbed Liana. She shut off the television, turning to Nura.

“Where is Eero?”

Nura didn’t look at her, eyes on the string of beads in front of her.

“Nura.”

The woman looked up finally. “He’ll be here when he has an enemy to lay at your feet, and not any sooner.”

“An enemy, or a corpse?”

“Is there a difference?”



* * *



T
 hey unveiled
 themselves inside the club, sending a shockwave of human female shrieks from their sudden presence. Eero and his warriors, clad in the black and green armor of his household, moved through the crowded dance floor towards the back. Club lights picked up the eerie glow of Fae eyes, glanced off the slant of bone or highlight in hair no human could ever hope to match. They were beautiful, alien, and deadly.

The humans scattered to get out of their way.

The doorway they wanted burst into red flame, a charred black symbol flaring to life. Eero paused, lips moving. His guards didn’t hesitate, and the protection was destroyed even as they reached the door. No hesitation, no fear that their Lord would fail and they would be harmed from touching the enchantment.

Five different clubs they’d raided over two nights, leaving very public destruction in their wake, acting in a not-quite-easyily discernable pattern. Before the advent of television, it had been more complicated to send such messages to enemies- or misdirection. Now all he had to do was send an anonymous invitation to a news camera crew.

Because his warriors were busy attacking two other locations in the city, giving the appearance of ignorance of this particular club, his enemies were not quite prepared when he showed up.

They flowed down the steps to the basement headquarters. The enemy met them, a force left behind to allow an escape for the others. Eero smiled. There would be no escape.



* * *



T
 he midwife cleared
 her to begin training on the less… strenuous… exercises. Nothing that would send her flying onto a mat. Nothing that could inadvertently land a blow to her stomach. Liana watched the warriors train and was glad for the gentle introduction to self-defense. Nura concentrated on endurance training and methods to escape an enemy’s hold. Some of them Liana knew, and Nura made her practice.

“You have aptitude,” Nura said. “You aren’t as clumsy as most humans.”

“Gee. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. After you have the baby-”

Nura froze, head titled, then turn and ran out of the training room.

Liana darted after her, realizing she was a bit faster on her feet from all the sprints Nura’d made her practice. Who knew bursting into a flat out run from a lying, sitting, or standing position was a life skill?

The Fae were gathering in the living area, Nura among them. She detached herself and strode towards Liana.

“They’ve found Vera,” Nura said. “Stay-”

Liana pushed past her. “You’re insane if you’re about to tell me to stay behind.”

Nura hissed. “This isn’t the time to be babysitting toddlers.”

Liana turned, glaring. “Unless you have leave from your Lord to restrain me, I am going.”

Nura stiffened, holding Liana’s eyes. The guard cursed. “You fall in line,” she snapped.

Liana inclined her head. “I will follow your instructions as if you were Eero.”

Nura stared at her. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad.” The woman threw her hands in the air, muttering in her birth tongue.

And Liana learned another small lesson in how to maneuver the Fae, and of her own power among them.
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T
 HEY REACHED
 THE club as the double doors belched a panicked stream of people. Demonstrably, the Fae were making their presence known.

Liana inhaled, hands jerking. “There’s magic here,” she said.

Nura glanced at her, then gestured curtly. Three guards surrounded her, forming a shield.

“Can you sense the source?” Nura asked.

Liana blinked. “I- it’s getting stronger.”

Nura nodded, eyes sharp. “Good. You’ll be our bloodhound.”

There was something odd about the Fae relying on her to sense magic, but maybe it was true that not all of them had an affinity. That is was a fiction they perpetrated just so humans thought they were all mages.

Their path was clear though the club, the dance floor empty. Smoking remains of a door confirmed Liana’s magic sense. She headed towards the threshold with confidence, the Fae flowing around her.

“Down there.”

“Can you call your light?”

“It tends to call itself.”

Nura’s mouth thinned as they began to descend the steps. “Try not to hit any of ours.”

It began as a narrow, dry walled stairway, the damp scent of half-finished basement in her nostrils. And then a wall of energy slammed into her- or rather she into it. Liana cried out, or would have had the breath not been sucked from her lungs. Hands on her shoulders pushed her through the invisible barrier and the damp scent changed.

She blinked. The stairs were old, stone broken by time and the strength of moss and green things growing through the cracks. Trees the size of buildings loomed in the sky, blacking out sun so only tendrils of light shone through. Where they shone, leaves shimmered with colors never seen on Earth trees. The battle raged, for all that it was silent, or nearly silent. The wind through trees made more noise than struggling Fae.

They were beautiful, and terrifying. For the first time she saw them in their full glory. Saw him.
 She’d thought him beautiful, especially with the hint of human blood that bronzed his features. She’d been wrong. Beautiful was too poor a word. His hair flowed around him as he whirled, a short staff of condensed power searing his enemies. She was mesmerized by the play of light off raven black roots, shading into a true forest green and finally tipped with a jade so bright it would have seemed unnatural on the human world.

They’d stumbled into the Fae realm, and here Eero was fully himself, shorn of human artifice. And when he turned, meeting her eyes, everything faded away as a crash of emotion flooded her. His, hers, she didn’t know where one heart began and the other ended. All she felt was his resolve to die defending her, if her safety meant his death. His child would live, Talo and Josephine’s blood.

Her power rose in fierce denial. He would die for her? She would destroy
 for him.


Liana.


His voice in her mind, resonant, sibilant syllables caressing her name.

“Get down!” Nura yelled, snapping Liana back into the present time.

Nura hurtled into her back, Liana tumbling to the ground with an oomph. The whizz and thump a split second later, follow by a shower of the same, warned her they were under fire.

Liana’s power flared to life, a sphere of luminescence surrounding her and the guard. She wriggled.

“Nura? I can’t breathe.” The Fae was heavier than a horse.

Nura rose, stretching out an arm but not quite touching the magical barrier. “Can you dissolve this enough for me to get through?”

“You keep thinking like I have actual control over this.”

“We’re going to have words when this is over.”

And then Eero was there, in front of her, and in her mind.

“Liana.”

She drowned in his eyes, gem bright and rimmed in sorcerous black. The barrier fell, responding to Eero’s guidance, as if he communicated with something deep inside her she wasn’t fully aware existed. Nura sprang free, black sword drawn, and joined the fight. Eero pointed.

“She is there.”

Liana followed his finger. “Vera!”

“Do not release the protection.”

And he was gone, the swirl of enemies engulfing him as he joined his warriors again. She had a split second to take in the joy with which they fought, before running to Vera. And noticing that as she passed the Fae, friend and foe alike, shied away from her. Or rather, the shimmering of magic encasing her.

Vera stood by a tree, one hand resting on the bark. Liana slowed, meeting her sister’s eyes. Something wasn’t right. Vera was shaking her head and motioning for Liana to move back.

She concentrated, heat in her hands, crawling from deep inside her chest, the new center of warmth. Liana looked, the air in front of Vera shimmering with a red glow, a black symbol appearing. Then the vision faded. She shook her head, eyes feeling as if she’d been crossing them.

“What did you see?” Nura asked, joining her, eyes feral, blade slick.

“A symbol. Black, with red fire.”


A ward.
 Eero again. Whoever cast it is dead, or it would not have revealed the human. Already it weakens.


The way he said it, with anger and loathing in his voice, made Liana look at Vera. And notice that her sister didn’t have the look of a woman relived to be rescued.

Liana walked forward. “Vera?”

Her sister’s lips moved, but no sound came out. Liana recognized her expression- the same expression whenever Liana had foiled a misbehavior when they were children. Angry defiance and frustration. As well as a promise for later retribution.

Her hand rose, curling into a fist. Power flared, forming a hold around her hand and she drove it into the… ward. She had no conscience thought, simply took action. The ward shimmered and she punched it again.


Careful, Liana.


She punched the ward a third time and it dissipated, the black symbol flaring to life then disintegrating to ash. Whether it was physical ash or simply an interpretation her mind made of something magical, Liana didn’t know. She looked down at her sister, now kneeling, arms instinctively covering her head.

“Vera.”

Vera pushed to her feet. “You shouldn’t be here,” she said. “I had no choice.”

Eero joined them. “There is always a choice.”

“Vera,” Liana asked. “I saw you. You were being held. Mother was worried.”

“You shouldn’t have come,” Vera said. “The trap was for him.”

“Why?”

“Why?
 Because not all of us have protection, Liana.”

“You could have called me. Eero would have protected you.”

“He wouldn’t have had time.”

There was something else as well. Liana knew Vera. “What did they offer you to play possum?”

Vera said nothing. Liana smiled, and slapped her sister. The woman jerked back, crying out.

“What did they offer you?”

“I don’t have to tell you a damn thing.”

“You know? I’m going to convince you otherwise.”

Vera watched in horror as the power flared back to life, this time crawling in rivulets down Liana’s arms and forming perfect gloves of black fire.

“Liana,” Nura said, voice warning. “If you hit her with that, it will kill her.”

Her own sister had participated in a plan to capture and kill Eero. A plan that had almost killed Liana, and her unborn baby. Her sister had betrayed her in the vilest way possible. And Liana knew it was because she’d been promised a Fae to mate. “I don’t think I really care right now.”

“Enough.”

Liana turned, the fire-haired Fae standing on the steps they’d descended. Liana looked around. Green and black clad warriors were herding a few remaining enemies into a group. She watched as one of Eero’s men walked a circle, the outlines flaring to light before disappearing. And she understood what a ward was. The fire haired Fae stepped forward.

“Liana,” Eero said. “Do not.”

Her light pulsed, then dimmed as she slowly lowered her hands.

“Wise,” Lord Jarel said with ancient, emotionless eyes. He stepped into the room, gaze encompassing and dismissing the people in it before focusing on Liana.

“So,” he said. “A human of power. Eero plays a long game.”

“He didn’t know.”

A disdainful smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Is that what he told you? Leave here, and the woman.”

The statement was directed towards Eero, who placed a warning hand on Liana’s shoulder.

“The woman is sister to my consort and is mine to protect, and to punish.”

“What punishment is needed? She has sworn no oaths, broken no laws.”

“She allowed herself to be used to lead me and Eero into a trap,” Liana said, forming the words around her deep anger. “If she belongs to anyone in this room, it’s me.”

The last word was said with a snarl as Liana turned back to her sister, who continued to stand, face white.

“You backed the wrong side, sister.”

Vera met her eyes. “I do what I have to do.”

“I’m so
 glad you understand necessity.”

She took a step forward. Eero caught her around the middle, hands wrapping around her wrists and whirling her away.

“Stop this,” he said in her ear sharply. “What would your mother say?”

It was the only thing he could have said to instantly halt what would have been a mad tantrum to escape his hold and kill the bitch dead. The damn sneaky Fae bastard.

“Liana, the power is making you angry. You have to control it.”

“If you cannot,” Jarel said, each word distinct, “then you will have to be
 controlled.”

She drug her head around to look at him. She didn’t like how he’d phrased those words.

“What the hell does that mean?”

“You are too old, coming into too much power too quickly,” Eero said. “If you cannot be trained, they will force me to strip you.”

Liana knew he wasn’t talking about her clothing. She stilled, the word provoking an instinctive fear.

“Yes,” Eero said softly.

She closed her eyes, opened then again. Calm. Able to speak without her voice full of the echoes of bloodlust.

“She comes with us,” she said to Jarel. “I don’t care about your Old Blood. I just want my sister.”

Jarel measured her, then glanced at Eero. “If you cannot control her, put her down.”

“You are not my Lord,” Eero replied, cold.

“Then take her to Talo.”

“I will keep my own counsel.”

She didn’t know who Talo was, why the name made Eero stiffen, or why rancor flared between the two men for a moment.

“Can we go?” she asked, suddenly tired.

“We will speak soon, Lord Eero,” Jarel said, stepping aside.

They were allowed to take Vera without a fight. The rest of the evening passed in a dim fog. Fatigue smothered her like an overly warm comforter, but she didn’t have the strength to fight it off. She knew the Fae escorted Vera and stashed her somewhere safe. Eero took Liana to their suite, stripped her down and tucked her into the bed after making her drink a bottle of water.

“Sleep,” he said, pressing a kiss on her forehead. “Tomorrow is soon enough to think again.”



* * *



“W
 ill you repudiate her
 ?” Eero asked. “You don’t have to take responsibility for her.”

They’d sent Vera ahead in an armored car with an escort. They would stay behind a few more days to take care of the mess the Fae had made of the city. Bribe a few officials, spin the story in media.

“I was so angry,” Liana said. She stared out the window of their bedroom down at the street below. Turning, “But if she’s killed because we withdraw our protection, my mother- I don’t want her hurt like that.”

Eero watched her face. “You have a child coming. A new life to replace the old.”

“Would you forgive your daughter? Would you want her abandoned to her fate?”

“What will you do with her then? You can’t imprison her forever.”

“I can try.” Liana blew out a breath. “No. But, damnit. She has to learn how to not be so selfish.”

His head tilted. “There is a place I can send her. A... work camp. Of sorts. She will be safe, but required to work for her food and shelter.”

Liana considered it. “How long?”

“Until she learns.”

That could take forever. But- it was fair. “Do it.”

He nodded. “I’ll make the arrangements. Now.” He took her hand, drew her away from the window. “I have something for you. A human custom.”

“Really?” She grinned. “A present?”

He smiled, and entered the bedroom, returning a moment later. Liana stilled, looking at the dove grey box in his hand.

She shook her head. “You know, there are social connotations to boxes that size and shape…” her voice trailed off as he opened it, revealing the jewel inside.

“There are human customs I mislike, but this one I approve of.” He paused. “It belonged to Josephine. Talo gave it to her when their third child, my mother, was born. It took him that long to declare his love.”

The band was black, the same material as their swords. A sapphire heart was set in the middle, two smaller sapphires on either side ringed by diamonds. Twisting around the band were tiny filigree and diamond leaves. It looked alive, crawling with energy.

She looked at him, looked at the ring. Reached out slowly to take it from the box and slid it over her right index finger.

“That’s the wrong hand,” Eero said, voice sharp. His eyes were narrowed with his lightning temper.

She found her voice. “I- I’m not supposed to wear rings on the left. It would mean-”

“I know what it means.” He exhaled, shaking his head and stepped forward, switching the ring from the right hand to the left. “Difficult woman. Kha’isnan habr.
 Liana.” He waited until she looked up again. “’I do love nothing in the world so well as you- is not that strange?’”

“For which of my bad parts didst thou first fall in love with me?” she whispered.

His smile might have blinded her, if her eyes weren’t already shielded by tears. Eero drew her into his arms, resting his chin on her head.

“What bad parts?” he asked. “There are annoying parts, and difficult parts, and-”

She elbowed him. He laughed, sliding a finger under her chin to raise her head to meet his lips. His kiss was sweet, though there would always be the dark, roiling possessiveness.

“Thank you for my child,” he said. “Thank you for fighting at my side.”

It took her two tries to speak. “No problem. Good training exercise.”

Eero laughed and she felt like as long as he could laugh with her, nothing would ever go wrong in the world.
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Chapter 1








P
 ASHA ROSE
 FROM her bed just as tendrils of dawn chased the last gauzy vestiges of moonlight from the sky. She walked through the cool halls of her sprawling ranch style manor, a flick of her finger opening the front door on silent hinges. Stepping outside, she drew her nightgown over her head, laying it on the porch swing so Mathilde would know she had gone.

“The wards,” a low voice said, the musical masculine tenor muted with tension. Its owner appeared from behind a sight shield and bounded lightly up the stairs, coiled and ready to hunt.

“I know. I'm going now.”

She knew the mind of every one of her people. This she had brushed lightly against was not Fae, though she sensed it was also not human. The possibility of discovery had always been a worry, and now it seemed as if her safeguards were justified after all.

“You stay,” he said. “I'll investigate first.”

“No.” The beginning of a growl in her throat should have warned him. She misliked the command in his statement, backed by a subtle push of power. Because the attempt at manipulation came from her cousin she would ignore what would have been a challenge from anyone else. Pasha was a responsible Lord. She would not risk herself, and thus the strength of her Line, needlessly. Reichart forgot himself.

“Sha-”

A whirl on graceful ankles, her lip pulled up over gleaming sharp teeth in warning. She caught his throat with a clawed hand, long fingers steely and elegant, tipped with sharp nails. In that brief second she had him against the blush brick of the house, reminding him that she was Lord for more than her bloodlines.

The women of her Line, and the people oathed to them, had held the valley for six human length generations and it would not fall during her rule just because she encouraged her people to speak their minds- or because her male cousin, and only acknowledged living relative, felt free to argue against her will.

“I said I will go,” she said, increasing the pressure around his throat.

This was too important for him to let his concern interfere. She tasted the power of the intruder through the medium of her wards. This was her land, her people. Her beast stirred, peeking out of her eyes, sleepily eager for violence.

Even though she had to look up, Reichart still lowered his gaze. Only his hair dared move, dancing insouciantly in a timid breeze, causing the gossamer stands to caress her cheek like a lover. The edges of her own wavy mass brushed below her buttocks, a reminder of why she was standing out here, naked. She drew in a deep breath of pine scented air and stepped back.

“You won't go alone,” he said.

Pasha turned and ran, fleet and silent, towards the forest. It was tacit permission. Her dignity wouldn't suffer by the presence of a chosen guard. It was a small revenge, too; her shift was smooth, a powerful thing to behold as befit her rank, the pain washing over and through her even as she gathered the energy of the earth under her paws to speed her run. Her cousin would have to work to keep up and the pain of rushing through a change would be a small chastisement as well as a reminder.

That graveyard, ironically, was their lifeblood. If whoever lingered there did so for ill, then he or she would die. Pasha would deliver the blow herself. Even now her beast yearned for blood and death, rumbling in anticipation of a kill.

As she weaved through the evergreens, a stab of fire shot through her heart, a connection in her mind suddenly severed. She stumbled, knocked out of her animal form.

Sprawled in the loamy earth, she gasped for her breath. Reichart halted several feet in front of her and backtracked, loping swiftly to her side. He nuzzled her cheek and she flinched from the wetness of his nose, shushing him as a whine escaped his throat.

“I'm fine,” she rasped, pushing to her feet, fear blossoming.

She didn’t know to whom the connection belonged; she’d deliberately distanced herself all those years ago after the initial casting. Her people would have rebelled, curse or no, if they knew their Lord could monitor their minds and emotions. Not that she wanted to, anyway. She shuddered away from even the barest glimpse of foreign thoughts; nothing good ever came from eavesdropping.

“Go. Hurry.”

The aftereffects of the sudden, searing pain lingered but she opted to continue forward in human form. Reichart proved his stubbornness, as usual. Instead of leaving, he ran slightly behind her and to the side until they were nearly to their destination.

As they approached, the sense of intrusion solidified. He bumped her hip and streaked off in front. She allowed him to draw attention, circling the graveyard as he burst into the open in a flutter of harmless white petals and crouched, lips drawn back to reveal deadly fangs, a growl deep in his throat. A petal fell on his nose and he shook it off, sneezing.

The graves were unmarked, scattered amongst the thick trees and overgrown with foliage in no discernible pattern to an outsider. Only a fool would name the remains of the powerful. But it could be no coincidence that the man crouched in the spot he did, over the particular blood-red bush that he did.

Pasha stood behind a tree, taking the opportunity to observe while the intruder was occupied with what he thought was the threat, his attention suddenly riveted on the bristling wolf.

What she saw might have stopped her heart had fear translated into a physical reaction. As the man rose, the broad shouldered back of him curtained in a fall of hair not much shorter than Fae tradition dictated, he held in one hand a luminous glass globe in which bloomed a single perfect rose, freshly picked.

Reichart bunched as if to attack and Pasha ran forward. They were too late and now she would have to bargain. She would have to be clever. What the intruder possessed was precious and couldn't be taken by force.

“No!”

Pasha leapt in front of the stranger, understanding what would happen should the globe shatter, or its maker be killed. Only that delicate encasing of magic made crystal kept the rose alive, and the person whose life was bound to it. To a flower that bloomed over her grandmother’s grave and the graves of others who'd fallen to the curse before they'd fully understood its nature all those years ago.

Reichart twisted in midair, missing her by a hair’s breadth. Testament to the control of the male behind her that he twitched not so much as a nail; her senses so finely attuned to him at her back she would know if he moved, at all.

She held the pale eyes of her cousin’s beast until he subsided. Pasha pivoted, shoulders itching with the focus of the man's stare.

No- not man. Wolf, and natural born. Shock held her immobile while she took his measure. Shock because somehow, against all odds, she knew him. An image from her girlhood, carefully set aside in the back recesses of her memory, rose and superimposed over the coldly elegant face of the man in front of her. An image placed inside a mental trunk designed to lock away hope, and wishes, and unfulfilled desires.

It was Ahman, of the Nunavut Territory Wolf Clan, younger brother to their reclusive, some said mad, Alpha.

Her mate.

He was beautiful, of course, the Wolf Prince’s brother. As beautiful as any she had ever seen, a perfect symmetry to the sharp bones of his face. She let her gaze be ensnared by his, testing the weight of mind behind the angular, stormy eyes, and felt her physical self respond to his beauty in a way it never had to any male.

Did he recognize her? Did he know who she was? Had he been searching for her? Did he even recognize her, now, as the woman she was and not the girl she had been, on the cusp of blooming?

She drank in his face. Fae of this region were typically either as pale as the French settlers or as dark as those native to the land. This man straddled the divide, skin a light golden brown, plying off the burnished red-black of his hair. Her Line tended towards the pale, though in a few of the younger generations the mixing of blood with tribal mortal witches had produced a particularly exotic mix of black eyed children. Herself included- except when her beast peeked through and her eyes became the glowing green of a wolf.

“I am Lord here,” Pasha said, speaking in the lilting tongue of her people. “Why do you come to my lands without making yourself known?”

“I meant no offense,” he said after a moment.

His voice shivered through her, a smooth depth of sound reminding her of the evening drum and song and ceremony she'd witnessed as a child before the modern human world reached up to even their remote lands and gobbled the humans whole. She barely recognized these new modern creatures- and she was among the youngest of her clan. She couldn't imagine how the older felt. That thought produced a real shiver. The older ones simply went mad.

“It was my intention, but I saw this rosebush and my young sister loves roses...” His voice trailed off and the globe in his hand rose a few inches into the air.

Pasha sucked in her breath, then forced herself to still, the expression of her face to smooth into perfect repose. She didn’t know if he remembered her, could not afford the weakness to ask.


Kill him,
 her beast urged. He steals our rose.


“The roses are mine.”

His stare sharpened, and she could feel him trying to assess the glimpse of the forbidden lolling beneath her skin. “I will pay whatever fair price you set for it.”

“Can you pay the price of a death? Because if the globe shatters someone of my Line will die and it will be your fault.”

Something dangerous slithered over his face. She relented, a little. It didn't do any good to anger him.

“You will have to explain,” he said. “You're young to be a Lord, and I sense foul magic at work here.”

Reichart growled.

The Wolf glanced at her cousin. “Does your bitch understand speech? I cannot tell if that one is natural to the shape it holds.” His eyes met hers again, narrowed. Pining her in place. If he recognized her, he would know
 the beast was not natural. They had not been born were.

Pasha’s heart lurched. If his brother found out, if her King found out... She glanced over her shoulder. “Quiet.”

Ahman’s eyes lingered on the bristling wolf, assessing. “My presence here is not by chance. I am… hunting.”

She smiled grimly, holding herself still and distant. “I didn't think it was an accident the Wolf Prince's publicist was here.”

She used his human job title, a subtle snarkiness. Media liaison would have been more graceful, but with that rose floating at his side she wasn't feeling very nice. She supposed he could keep it encased, and therefore alive, forever if need be. This Wolf's power was very well documented, partly as a show to keep would be contenders from the seat of the Prince.

Ahman stepped towards her, slowly, raising a hand. He ignored Reichart’s bared teeth, fingers trailing her cheek. As they did a delicate shock, an involuntary psychic seeking skittered over her skin. And she felt her own essence respond greedily, locking on and drawing in energy.

Mouth thinning, he closed the small distance between them, the silk of his shirt pressed against her bare skin. Light gray eyes darkened to pewter as infinitesimal sparks bridged the tiny space between them.

“So,” he murmured. “I do
 know you. I thought I was deceiving myself. But you have… changed. Almost as if-”

Pasha took a step back, disguising the retreat by simultaneously turning to walk away.

“I am Lord here,” she repeated, knowing he would hear. “Come.”

Obviously, they were going to have to have a long talk.










Chapter 2








T
 HEY FLANKED HER
 , Reichart casting little suspicious looks towards the Wolf who mainly ignored him, the crystal rose bobbing behind Ahman like a young puppy.

“You have not taken a consort?” Ahman asked.

“No,” she said, curt. “It matters not. You're the first natural born Wolf we've seen in fifty years.”

“You were born here?”

She felt his eyes on her. “Again yes. Few of my Line are from the old country.”

“The summer you and your grandmother begged hospitality from my pack,” he said, voice utterly neutral. “You did not say who you were- or who your grandmother must have been.”

“No.” Pasha considered how best to answer the unspoken question. “Grandmere thought I needed to experience some kind of life without the burden of royal title, even as distant as ours is.”

“I looked for you.” He stopped walking and she halted as well, reluctantly, though she did not turn towards him.

She jerked a shoulder in a shrug. “You are a Wolf. I am a Lord of the Fae.”

He laughed. “I am also a Lord
 , though my people don’t use such titles. Your grandmother said you were too young for alliance that summer.”

“Not really. Sixteen is old enough.” She began walking again. “We don't need allies, regardless. We've always held the valley.”

“And yet… you appear enrobed in a kind of magic I thought was forbidden by your King. A kind of magic that smells of my people.”

“You've determined that already?”

He was silent a moment. “I've felt something similar before. You are cursed, I think.”

Her jaw clenched. “It’s a long story. Do me the courtesy of allowing me to tell it once we are inside, and I may offer you refreshment. I will not have it said my Line was inhospitable to a brother of the Nunavut Alpha.”

“Pasha. My suspicion is that your story, and the reason I am here, are the same. And if that is the case, I am obligated to help you.”

She stopped, assessing the grim tone of his voice. They stared at each other. “You could have searched for me.” Pasha regretted the words as soon as she said them; they revealed too much.

“I was… advised otherwise.” His expression darkened, eyes turning inward for just a moment.

Pasha digested his words, and the word she didn’t speak, in no hurry to return, weighing what she knew of him and what she knew of the bloody, tragic events that wracked her Line so many years ago. Weighing what she knew of the combined ruthlessness of her grandmother and his brother- if they had not wanted Ahman and Pasha to mate, they would have worked tirelessly to prevent it.

“You have no children?” She did not know if they could be… friends. If they could explore the tentative promise two young- well, younger- people had begun to make before life snatched them apart. But she knew that she should at least consider the possibility.

“No. My sister is the last pup born to my pack. And she no longer considers herself a child.”

Pasha stepped on something sharp and cursed, balancing on one foot to inspect the injury.

He coughed. “If you were dressed, that wouldn't have happened.”

She glared up through her hair, fallen over her face when she bent over. Neither of their peoples were particularly modest, but the way his eyes roamed over her body, then away, deliberately veiled by thick lashes…

“I would be clad if I hadn't had to rush out of my bed this morning to figure out who the hell was on my land,” she said.

“Ah. Forgive me.”

She straightened and continued forward, struggling to keep the annoyance out of her voice. “No, this whole damn situation is my grandmother’s fault, but she's dead so I can't yell at her.”

“Tell me.”

It was a command and she forgot herself enough to snarl at him. He stopped and his hand lashed out, grabbing her chin and turning her around to face him. She was startled enough to lose the snarl. Reichart, more critical, leapt forward. The Wolf turned his head and pinned her cousin with a slashing look.

Reichart froze, caught. The wolf form would be vulnerable to an alpha male, though Ahman would be hard pressed to try the same trick while Reichart was wholly Fae.

“Release him,” Pasha said, her beast rippling through her voice.

He ignored her. She supposed she shouldn't allow Ahman the liberty of pushing up her lip to inspect the delicate curvature of her teeth, but it was part of the curse, so he might as well see. And as he might claim he had right to touch her... which was an argument she wasn't ready to deflect.

“So.” They stared at each other. “Is your cousin going to attack me if I release him?”

She smiled broadly, flaunting her teeth. “Only if you put your hands on me again.”

“I see.” Ahman paused. He stepped back and bowed, hair falling over his shoulders. “My apologies. I was startled. I never expected to see the shadow of my people on your face. It… moved me.”

Reichart dropped out of the air and immediately sat down on his haunches, threw back his head, and howled. Pasha clasped her hands over her ears and noticed Ahman merely blinked at him, tucking a bit of loose hair behind his ear.

“Great,” she said, sourly. “Now the whole Line will be atop us when we get home.”

Ahman turned glittering silver eyes towards her. “Are you not Lord here?”

“Nice of you to remember.”



* * *



I
 t wasn't quite
 the whole Line who met them. A few lingered in the trees, Pasha catching glimpses of gold, russet or ebony hair and fur, the flash of eyes glowing with strong emotion. They correctly interpreted her expression, however, and remained hidden. It must have been a sight, though, the three of them emerging from the forest. She clad in only her curls, Reichart padding sullenly on her one side, snapping at the air in strange intervals while the Wolf walked on the other. Infinitely graceful, hair flowing down his back, eyes lowered almost coyly. She wanted to smack him.

Mathilde met them at the front door, blue eyes impassive, black hair coiled perfectly at her nape even at this early hour.

“Breakfast is in the dining room,” Mathilde said. “If our guest has not yet eaten.”

“The assumption being that he is a guest because he is not breakfast himself?”

She'd only made that mistake with an unexpected visitor once, and she'd been very young, new with her beast. That it was a townsman no one in the valley had much liked didn’t matter. It was Mathildes' way to allude to it now. Besides, the meat hadn't tasted all that well.

Pasha came back to herself to see the three of them, Reichart having left and reappeared dressed, staring at her. She frowned.

“Did someone say something? I was thinking.”

Ahman's expression was strange. She didn't know him well enough now to read it so she shrugged and went to her room, trusting he would be seen to. She chose a spring green dress that draped to her feet, leaving arms and shoulders bare to the summer winds, eschewed footwear as normal, preferring to feel the ground under her feet.

The Wolf rose when she entered the dining room. She waved him back into his seat. Her guess that Mathilde would serve a more formal meal proved correct. Most warm days they sprawled on the front porch with plates and napkins unless they had meetings. Today though, they would sit around the heavy carved table in high backed chairs and sip coffee from delicate china cups. She eyed them with a kind of loathing as she took her seat. She considered china a form of playing with one’s food.

“You're not hungry?” she asked her cousin, sparing him a cursory look. Usually he would have devoured half the sideboard by now, but she supposed he was minding his manners today. Her question was a subtle way to let him know he needn't stand on ceremony. They were not of the King’s Court anymore. She cared little for formal manners.

“I seem to have lost my appetite,” he said, staring at his plate, maneuvering bits of food. “But I'll eat lest I wilt away to nothing.”

She smiled sweetly. “We couldn't have that. Who can I expect at my table this morning?”

“I told them to stay away.” His sourness faded beneath arrogance. “I'm here. It's sufficient.”

Pasha turned to Ahman, who watched them with interest. “Try the French toast, my Lord.”

She passed him the platter which he took and helped himself, seeming at ease with the informality. Though he did wait until she'd taken some of the toast and heaped her plate with thick slabs of turkey bacon, popping one into her mouth before turning his attention to his own meal. He ate with a speed and precision that amused her, and secretly began to race he and Reichart, who’d apparently gotten over his faint appetite when faced with the wolfiness of Ahman’s.

When they both reached for thirds at about the same time a small chuckle escaped her. The boys immediately looked up. She shook her head, waving a hand in front of her face.

“No, no. Don't mind me.” She picked up her coffee cup and settled back into the chair, waiting until Ahman was in the middle of his plate before speaking.

“There were three new children born to the Line in the last 150 years.”

He paused eating, lifting a brow. “Three?
 ”

She nodded. Best to start with the children. Remind him of the innocent, the vulnerable.

“Is it the water?” he asked, staring into his teacup.

Mathilde chose that moment to enter the room with a platter of sliced fruit and more coffee. “Our men have had nothing else to occupy their time, contained as we’ve been by our Lord.”

Reichart snorted softly.

“Goes to show what a little hard work can do,” Pasha said. “I’ve discovered the secret to renewing Fae fertility. Enforced idleness.”

“It is work?” Ahman asked, eyes glinting.

She eyed the carafe of coffee, debated the virtues of another dollop of cream. “If not done correctly, my Lord, I would imagine.”

“You imagine? And how does a man earn the benefit of your imagination?” he asked. “And I am no Lord. My name is honorific enough.” Pasha glanced at him, meeting his steady gaze. Mathilde stiffened in the act of clearing a plate.

“Pasha is Lord here-”

Ahman held up a hand; no one mistook the imperious gesture. “I mean no offense, mistress,” he said.

He looked at Pasha inscrutably then held out his hand to her over the table, managing to convey both request and demand. After a moment she sighed, reaching across to place her hand briefly in his. The sparks danced. Mathilde sucked in her breath and Pasha pulled free.

“But it means little,” the older woman said, recovering herself. “Such things are not always pursued-”

“I will pursue.” He spoke with quiet finality. “My parents were the last such in my pack. My sister and I are the only pups who have been born in decades, and I am no youngling.”

“I am cursed.” Pasha spoke as if it meant nothing.

Ahman smiled grimly. “I have guessed the nature of your curse. You are not... tainted, though.”

Pasha looked at her plate, coming to a quick decision. “I will consider your suit. Why not? We liked each other well enough as younglings. But there is a price.”

He regarded her steadily before lowering his eyes. “Of course,” he said, then turned to Mathilde, who had not moved. “Your meal was fit for a Prince, mistress.”

“Flattery,” she retorted, eyes still slightly distant with thought, but Pasha could see pleasure edging her expression.

Pasha rose and the men immediately came to their feet. “Shall we walk? There's business to discuss.”










Chapter 3








A
 HMAN’S UNDERSTANDING of business
 , and hers, seemed to differ.

“Lord Pasha.” He spoke her name without inflection as she made her way to the door, conveying no obeisance. In fact, conveying the opposite.

She turned to meet his eyes; they held her still with steely resolve as he paced the length of the room towards her. Pasha looked up to keep her eyes trained on his as he closed the gap between them. She would not back away, not in her own home.

“You need my aid,” he said.

Her eyes narrowed, anger calling flecks of yellow. “You know this how?”

“The curse I sense upon you has the same taste as the one I am hunting.” His words ground through the sudden tension in the room. “You will not be able to contain him without my aid. It is a magic foreign to the Fae. Pack magic.”

“There should be no price for your aid, if he is one of yours. That means the havoc he caused here is your responsibility.”

“He could not have caused havoc without Fae help.” He looked at her, with such dark knowing that if she were paler, her skin would not have hidden her reddened cheeks.

“There is only one way the sorcerer could have escaped his confinement, Pasha.”

She turned away, holding up a hand to ward off his questions. She could not yet face her grandmother’s treachery, her mother’s punishment, and now her burden, so baldly before an almost stranger. Even Ahman. Especially Ahman. He followed her into the hallway, Reichart silent at his heels.

“I will pay whatever fair price you set.” She echoed his earlier words. “And there is still the matter of the enchantment laid upon the rose you took. If the enchantment dissolves, one of my people will die.”

“Then it will not dissolve. Pasha.”

She turned, bracing herself, shoulders set proudly, the picture of a young Fae beauty in the blush of womanhood. But for the lurking beast in her eyes, the grim set of her full lips and the ready way she held her hands, as if prepared to swipe an enemy, she would have seemed nothing more than any other youngish woman. Certainly not Lord, skilled as she was at masking her power. And certainly not vulnerable, though that, too, was the truth.

“You have not heard my price, Pasha.”

The dark, masculine undercurrent in his voice warned her, the way the gray of his eyes heated to molten silver.

“Then state it.” She managed, just barely, to curtail her curt tone.

“Get rid of your cousin.” The soft words were no request.

Reichart snarled. Pasha looked at the cursed wolf. He struggled against her, a mere moment, before bowing his head and leaving. He would always struggle against her if he thought she was in danger; it was his nature. But in the end she was Lord because her will was darker, stronger.

When she sensed his presence had not only left the house, but the surrounding grounds, Pasha turned her focus back to the man standing in front of her.

Holding his eyes, her arm slowly rose, fingers brushing the cloth of her dress at the nape. The fabric parted at the back as if there were an invisible seam, slithering down her body to fall silently at her feet. Ahman was frozen, a subtle blush of color high on taut cheekbones. His eyes scorched her, and she measured the tension in his shoulders, in the hand that curled at his side.

“There was a time,” she said, “when we were a less… civilized… people. The body of a Lord was considered fair recompense for a debt of aid.”

“That was a long time ago, Pasha.” He took a step towards her, holding her gaze. “I want far more than your body.”

She remained calm, remote. “What do you want?”

He reached her in one move, spurring the beat of her heart with his speed. His hand tangled in her hair, dragging her the last small inch towards him, free arm locking around her naked waist. Pasha felt the heavy, heated length of him pressed into her belly. Felt an answering throb between her thighs, an inner melting as her body betrayed her attempt to remain unmoved.

“I want all of you. Not just your body. Your mind, your heart. I’ve thought of nothing else all these years.”

She did struggle then, using a considerable amount of her not inconsiderable strength to tear free from his grip. Temper surged when he countered her easily, as if she were merely human

“I doubt it. You didn’t even look
 for me.”

He laughed at her. Laughed.
 At her.
 Pasha itched to eviscerate him. Her beast surged awake, eyes yellowing, fangs and claws lengthening. The insult would be avenged. She would rend him, strip the flesh from his bones until he begged for mercy. Until he begged forgiveness for the long lonely years of abandonment.

“Pasha, Pasha, control it. Leash it.” A cool wind washed through her. Her attention was caught by dancing sparks, those that proved- at least to wolfkind- that she was his mate.

“You-” she struggled with the rage, though it was a good sign she could now speak. Somewhat. “You laugh at me. You dare.”

“Because you are silly. I will never give you up.”

Her breath caught, rage evaporating as if it had never existed, vanquished by shock. He shook his head at her.

“Pasha, don’t you understand what it means that you are my mate? I explained it, all those years ago before your grandmother took you from me.” And now his anger flared, nostrils widening before he controlled it. “And if you think it wasn't deliberate, her taking you away and covering your tracks so completely a Wolf
 could not follow- then you are a fool.”

Ahman kissed her. The touch she had spent a thousand nights dreaming of, hoarding her fantasies and doling them out as if they were expensive chocolates, one piece at a time. For years she’d banned any thought of him, allowing herself to think of her lost almost-mate only when she was too weak to deny herself or when her fatigue and despair threatened to overwhelm her.

True, the man in front of her was not the youth she had known. The mischief she remembered, the devilishness, was absent, subsumed by the gravity of responsibility. But in his eyes, in his touch, she sensed the same gentleness he’d shown that brief summer when they were still naive. Or as naive as an Heir and brother of an Alpha could be.

Her lips opened beneath his, drawing him in and giving back as much as he gave. Her arms rose and wrapped around his neck even as she stretched onto her toes, pressing her body into his. She felt him smile, the warm breath of his laugh on her skin. His hands lowered, filling with her buttocks, squeezing and massaging the flesh, enflaming her need. He lifted her, Pasha wrapping her legs automatically around his waist. He backed her up against the wall, breaking off the kiss.

“Where is your bed? Or I’ll take you where we stand.”

She arched against him, reveling in the feel of his fabric covered cock rubbing against her spread pussy.

“I am yet a maid, I would prefer a bed for my first time.”

“What?” His eyes widened, head rearing back.

Pasha laughed at him. “Down the hall, turn right. The last door. Hurry. I want you.”

But he did not move. “I don’t know if I can be… gentle with you.”

“Then don’t be. I am a virgin, Ahman, not a child, or something fragile.”

His brief moment of wavering resolve broke. He held her tightly, walking swiftly through the halls, having enough presence of mind for curiosity as he entered her room. The room echoed her nature- cool and collected on the surface with minimal, dark pieces of smooth furniture, but hiding an inner fire.

Her bedspread was silk, and a deep fiery orange beaded with a myriad of purple, fuchsia, blue and green crystals. Large cushions in echoing shades were thrown about the room strategically for reclining, creating little nooks perfect for company engaged in salacious activity.

The headboard was a carved screen of woods, its pattern intricate and vaguely eastern. Ahman tossed her onto the bed. Her hair was caught underneath, her body was completely displayed to him. She arched her back, a vision of restless sensuality.

“Open your legs,” Ahman said, with silver wolf eyes.

Holding his gaze, she spread her thighs, teasing him with slow obedience. Her hand drifted down her body, slim fingers parting the folds of her sex to further display herself, pink and moist, lips plump with desire.

“I have never seen such a feast laid before me.”

Her eyes narrowed, heat warring with suspicion. “Then partake,” she said, coolly. “Unless you are no longer hungry.”

“My desire runs deeper than mere hunger.” He placed a knee on the edge of the bed, leaning over her so his hair fell over his shoulders, brushing the tips of her breasts. “But I would savor you. You deserve more than to be ravished because I have endured famine.”

She closed her eyes. “Oh, Gods, you talk too much. Just fuck me, Ahman. I don’t need your pretty words.”

Pasha’s eyes flew open when she felt the touch of his tongue on her clit, lapping at her with the thoroughness of a…wolf. She’d heard of such things, read of them. She was no child. He drew her engorged nub between his teeth, suckling as if she were a delicate bud of lavender alfalfa, and he sought the sweet nectar inside. There were no words to describe the sensation so Pasha stopped trying to think and just felt.

“I’m going to make you cum,” he said, a low rumble in his voice as he lifted his head to lock eyes with hers. “And when you beg me for more, I’m going to bury my cock so far in you, you will no longer know where I begin and you end.”

His hands slid up her body, cupping her breasts, massaging the round globes, thumbs playing with her nipples like little hard candies. The sensation shot straight to her pussy, an unfamiliar feeling of slick lubrication readying her passage for his possession. She opened her eyes, looking down at his large hands covering her, his head between her legs. The image seared itself into her brain, far hotter than any fantasy she had conjured. Heat built up, a pressure in her clit like a raging before a dam.

When he withdrew one of his hands, disappointment collided with anticipation. Her body tensed as his finger teased her opening, causing her hips to buck, seeking. His finger slid in, followed by a second and she gasped from the tightness, the strange sensation of fullness, invasion as he fucked her with his hand, preparing her body for his true possession.

Her body was on fire with sensation, an overload of mounting pleasure boiling in her blood. Her beast, restless, wanting more, slipped through her lips, a throaty growl that demanded more.

“Take me,” she demanded, writhing beneath him. “Now.”

“You don’t command me, Pasha,” he said, then deliberately bit down on her clit.

Pasha screamed, orgasm flooding through her in an inescapable wave. But she wanted more, could take more of the sweet torture. She reached down, tugging him up her body, hands tangled in his hair. He allowed it, moving over her body until he covered her completely, leaning in to ravage her mouth, pinning her wrists to the bed above her head.

She tore her mouth from his. “Let go of my wrists.”

He loosened his hands, warily, and she reared up, grasping his shirt with the strength of Fae and beat and tearing the cloth, shredding it with elongated nails until it was a mere rag she tossed to the floor, turning her attention to his pants. Ahman leaped away from her, laughing. She hated when he laughed at her.

She rose onto her knees, shoulders hunched, a snarl on her lips. He teased her, unsnapping the button of his dark trousers with a deliberate flick, sliding the zipper so slowly she heard the click of each metal tooth. She wanted to scream in frustration. Her hand crept to her pussy, fingers seeking. Ahman’s eyes narrowed, no longer amused.

“Be still,” he snapped, pushing his pants to the floor. She froze, as much from the sight of his cock, wide and jutting, seeming to be a instrument of punishment as much as pleasure, as from the command.

Pasha’s lip curled. “Either fuck me or get out.”

He covered her in an instant, all trace of playfulness gone. She realized that despite their similar heights- it was hard to tower over a Fae- he was much bigger than her. The width of his shoulders blocked her vision, biceps bunched above her, hard abs taut with tension.

Holding her eyes, he nudged her thighs apart, lowering himself to probe her entrance with his cock. Pasha wrapped her legs around his waist, reaching between their bodies to guide him into her.

“I’m trying to be gentle, woman,” he growled, touching her forehead with his. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Life is pain, Wolf.” Pain was no stranger.

He pushed into her, not wavering when her body resisted, tearing through her barrier, forcing her sheath to accept him. She refused to cry out; a Lord did not give way to petty physical pain. Her nostrils flared with the faint scent of her own blood, nails scoring Ahman’s back, reacting to the possession.

Her hips met each furious thrust, a strength and eagerness to match his own. If he harbored illusions that she would be submissive or hesitant due to her virginal status, such delusions were shattered into dust

He slid out of her completely, looking down at her with a small devilish smile that said he knew exactly how he affected her. Pasha warned him by raising her head to bite his lip, teeth draw a single drop of blood. He rammed into her, the force of his thrust pressing her deep into the bed.

“Fuck!” The pleasure pain of his cock inside her offered no quarter.

He laughed, dark. “Language, my Lord.”

A crescendo built in her body. She felt as if he were steadily pushing her to the edge of a cliff. Once last thrust, and she tumbled over, a tidal wave of pleasure rushing through her and temporally taking her breath.

He sheathed himself fully, and she felt his cock jerk, the hot seed spill inside of her. Reveled in his roar of release, the utter lack of control. Reveled in the power it gave her over him. She was the only one who could bring him such release, the only one who ever would.










Chapter 4








T
 HEY STIRRED SOME TIME later
 , Pasha’s sense of duty spurring her into action. To be fair the Wolf himself was also restless. He had come to execute a task, and the sooner they got on with it, the sooner they could begin their lives together. He allowed her no room to think otherwise.

“You know you’re mine,” he said, a warning in his voice as he rolled over onto her body, underscoring his words by sliding his cock into her body, a leisurely possession. Her breath caught, eyes drifting shut.

“I know no such thing.” She was amazed she had the presence of mind to form a coherent sentence.

“I will mate you, Pasha. It is not always done with you suspicious, power mad Fae, but I will do it.”

“Oh, shut up.”

His later play in her shower also delayed them. By the time they emerged from her suite, Pasha’s inner thighs aching, Reichart was waiting, sprawled on an overstuffed leather couch in the living room, brooding.

“The town elders desire a moment of your time, if you aren’t otherwise occupied,” her cousin said, refusing to look at her. She sighed, approached and bent down to kiss his forehead.

“Don’t be passive aggressive.” She glanced at an impassive Ahman, watching her cousin thoughtfully. “Come.”

The town lay nestled a mile down the valley, a steep decline winding down a forest path cleared by centuries of two-legged travel. She occasionally made the trip by sled in the winter. Pasha stared up into the canopy of trees as they walked. She knew the path by heart and had no fear of tripping. Reichart walked several feet behind, evidently deciding to assume the deferential role of vassal.

Maybe he thought her dignity as Lord demanded it. She thought he was more worried about face than she was. But then he was male.

“My grandmother,” Pasha began, then paused, reshaping her words. She could no longer delay the explanation Ahman’s silence demanded. “She suffered from what many of our old ones do.”

Ahman hesitated, then spoke. “The Fae live longer than Wolves. I have heard of… age madness.”

“Why is it the women fall so much more readily to the madness than the men?”

She didn’t really expect him to answer, but he surprised her. Ahman glanced at her. “I've wondered. I asked my father, once, when I was younger. He said maybe it is because they are changed, more volatile, once they have children. The protective instinct brings them closer to the savage side of the Fae nature.”

She didn’t deny that side existed. “Hmm. Did you know our women are prone to post-partum depression?” A low hanging branch lay in her path and she would have ducked under but he reached out and raised it or her, a courtesy that pleased her silly, feminine side.

“That's a human malady,” he said, neutrally.

She returned his look. “And you think that just because the humans named it, it doesn't visit us as well?” She shook her head. “Never mind. Three children born to my clan, until we realized they all three had the beast. That the curse was passed down through our blood as well.”

Pasha stopped and grabbed his wrist, halting him as well. He turned back patiently, unconcerned in her grip. She ignored the small shocks that fluttered between their linked skin and after a moment the effect subsided.

“Whatever wrath my grandmother has brought on us, the children are innocent.”

“I didn’t come here to harm children.”

“We know the view of your Alpha on blood magic. It is a view shared by the King.” Her mouth tightened. “I don’t disagree with them, but I would not have my valley eradicated down to the last youth. Your Alpha did so with the last blood sorcerer among your ilk.”

“That's not the entire truth. They attempted succession. And many of them were tainted, not cursed. It's different.”

She released him. “Is it?”

He regarded her, expression thoughtful. “A victim of a curse is usually innocent. One who is tainted invited the evil upon himself. There is a difference, one taken into consideration.”

His words didn’t reassure her. “Enough of my elders were worried about retribution that they have fought me every time I said we must ask for aid.”

He shook his head. “Just tell me what happened.”

They began to move again. “My grandmother wanted to be young and beautiful again. She was old enough that she could be mistaken for a woman in her late middle age.”

“When age finally overtakes us, our people don't accept it lightly,” Reichart said.

“She sacrificed a child,” Pasha said. “Blood magic to reverse time and make her young again, powerful enough to re-enter the King’s Court. The werewolf spirit unleashed so she could siphon its power and knowledge.”

She fell silent and they walked slowly, Pasha setting the pace involuntarily as she looked into the past.

“That day, my mother felt the stirring of blood magic and took a few elders with her to investigate. I was young, but I was the Lord's granddaughter, so I had a right to defend if defense was needed. When we saw… my mother hesitated. She wasn't executed because they believed she hesitated from disbelief and horror, not collusion. But she was eventually asked to step down as Lord when they feared she might fall to the same malady. She didn't argue. Her time as Lord was short and violent. But that could have been because so many of the newly cursed had no control.”

“Who killed your Grandmother?”

“I did. The child sacrificed was my infant cousin,” she said, bitter. “The blood of a relative is more potent than a stranger. The spirit she unleashed, that she thought she could control-”

“She could not control him. It is why we choose the containment we did. Somehow, he was able to reach beyond death-” he paused. “I don’t know how. I think it best that way. Whatever arcane knowledge he gained while among the living is best lost.”

“In the fight to destroy the spirit he infected us with his beast. We went mad. When I was able to think again… there is an old spell, that allows the caster to tie one’s life force into a living thing. I… altered the spell. I was able to funnel most of the loupism into the spell and tie each person’s beast to a physical anchor- the roses. I could have picked something better. I wasn’t thinking too clearly at that point.”

“Pasha, a casting like that isn’t lightly broken. I don’t know if there is even a way to reverse your curse.”

“Do you think I don't know that?” She closed her eyes in frustration. “After the second backlash we stopped trying. I wouldn't risk any more lives when we didn't know what we were doing.”

“I can teach your people to live with it,” he said. “They can learn how to deal with their beasts, so at least you no longer have to contain them.”

She sighed. “It is a hard thing, for a Fae to admit to weakness. But if that is the only way, I will command them to accept your help, if need be.”

“Take me to where the child was sacrificed. I can start the hunt there.”

“How did you even track him this far?” Reichart asked.

He did not answer immediately. “I am not a mage. But there were fail safes built into the containment, which tagged the sorcerer so should he ever escape we could follow. Like a blurry signpost. I had a general idea of where to look. Your wards have managed to hide him, though I’m certain that is not what you intended by erecting them.”

Pasha blinked, a bit taken aback. “Not at all. The wards are meant to keep him, and my people, in the boundaries of my lands. None may leave without my permission who were born here. Humans come and go as they please.”

“I will find him, and I will put him back into the containment.”

She lowered her head. “I’ll take you to the foul place where this all began.”










Chapter 5








T
 HE TOWN WASN’T large
 , maybe two or three miles from end to end. It consisted of a few clothing stores, a coffee shop and a diner, a bookstore and a school that served all grades. A farmer’s market/grocery store provided what staples the people didn't grow themselves. Most everyone had their own small plots of land or shared communal acreage which was farmed. A local woman made her living with a garage converted into a salon and those who wanted church services used the town hall on Sundays.

They walked down the brick paved streets. There were a few people out, mothers with young children traveling to school who stopped to stare. Pasha was their Lord, and they knew Reichart, her Heir. But Ahman was new, and not human. Though she could see a puzzled half recognition on some faces. Television,
 she thought sourly. A few even figured out where they were headed and discreetly followed them there.

“I don’t understand,” Ahman said. “She cast this magic in the town
 ?”

Pasha shrugged, masking the sickness in her gut. “Grandmere always said to keep spell casting away from your home. She used an abandoned soap making shop, claimed she couldn't get it rented out. Let’s go around back, I don’t want anyone to see us enter from the front.”

The building was a small one, windows blacked out, a padlock on both front and back doors. The padlocks were an illusion, the true locks a set of complex wards it took her several minutes to unravel. When she pushed open the door, she winced from the rusty iron creak of worn hinges.

Stepping inside quickly, Pasha shut the door behind them, immediately struck by the foul physic odor the ward had masked from the outside. Her knees trembled as the sound of a child’s weak cry assailed her ears, sibilant chanting and her own screaming. Old blood and black magic filled her nostrils. A gray cloud blocked her vision as her mind instinctively tried to shield itself.

“Pasha, Pasha.” Warm arms around her, holding her steadily. A strength she would have paid any price to have had that night.

“I’m fine.”

“Sha.” Reichart touched her shoulder, sending a warm flow of love and energy through their bond of blood. She pulled away from Ahman, touching his cheek briefly to show thanks, and turned to Reichart.

“I’m sorry.”

His eyes were dark, face drawn and impassive, but his voice was gentle. “It wasn’t your fault.”

Her hand curled into a fist. “You should have demanded blood-gilt. You have a right. I would pay it.”

“Demand a debt of blood for my sister, from my cousin who had nothing to do with her death? Destroy what is left of our family? That doesn’t make sense, Pasha.”

“You should let her pay the debt.” They both looked at Ahman, Reichart surprised, Pasha… she didn’t know how she felt. Ahman regarded them both, an indecipherable expression in his eyes.

“With blood magic, when things are unbalanced it leaves room for an even greater evil to follow. The child died. A debt must be paid, and it falls on the Lord to do so.”

Reichart eyes narrowed. “You aren’t Fae. You don’t know what you’re asking.”

“You think I don’t? I know you harm your Lord by refusing to resolve this between you.”

“It is resolved. Our grandmother is dead. If there was blood-gilt to pay, she paid it.”

“Blood-gilt is paid by the family of the condemned.” Ahman’s tone was implacable. “The condemned cannot pay the debt.”

Pasha held up a hand, halting what she saw would degenerate into a heated argument. “We can discuss this later, and in a different place. For now-” she looked at Ahman “-we have work to do. Reichart, get Eslana and Beirun,” she ordered, naming two of the elders she knew would be in the town hall on this day, available for territory business. “They should witness.”

When Reichart left, Ahman went to the heart of the store, crouching down to the floor in the center, fingers touching stained wood. He looked up, grim satisfaction in his eyes.

“I can track him from here,” he said, rising. “But I’ll need-”

Floorboards exploded in a shower of wood splinters, an invisible force picking Pasha up and flinging her against the far wall. Her head struck the wall, momentarily stunning her, before she shook the threat of unconsciousness away, leaping to her feet, power welling between her fingers.

Ahman struggled with… something. A shadow, half-man and half-wolf, arrested between the two forms. Ahman roared, picking up the creature and flinging it into a glass case. Whether it had taken corporal form, or if Ahman had enough mage in him- despite his protests- to meet it on its own plane, Pasha did not know. She began to approach, warily.

“Get back,” Ahman snarled at her, eyes nearly white in rage.

The shadow wolf howled and rushed Pasha. She thought maybe he recognized her- she refused to entertain that he thought her the weaker target. She shot him with a blast of power- which went right through him and blew a hole through the wall, leaving a gaping second back entrance.

She cursed, whirling aside at the last second, just as Ahman’s leap carried him into and… through the shadow wolf. It imploded in a soundless vacuum. Pasha knew, from experience, that it didn’t mean Ahman had killed it. It had simply fled.

“Ahman?” She approached him, steps careful, ready to defend herself if he proved violent. He stood still, back to her, as if he were staring at the wall.

“Get away from me.”

Pasha halted, seeing a ripple across his shoulders.

He turned, the whites of his eyes black. “Run.”

He obviously wasn’t thinking clearly. Not only would running from a mad Wolf be the absolute worst thing she could do- but no Fae Lord would ever run, regardless of any threat of death.

Pasha smiled, disdainful. “I don’t run
 .”

He roared, and leaped at her.

Pasha allowed him to take her to the ground. What he didn’t understand was she had plenty of experience dealing with mad wolves. The first few nightmare months after the curse was nothing but subduing one mad wolf after another until finally she managed the spell tying the loupism into the roses. It was how she learned that her beast was dominant, how she learned that if she were truly a werewolf, she would have been one of the rare Alphas.

His hands, morphed into claws, pinned her to the ground at her shoulders. She also knew she could not allow him to leave this shop, could not allow a natural wolf of his power free to run havoc over her lands. The massacre…

She controlled her breathing, light shallow breaths that betrayed her fear. Deliberately began to slow her heart rate.

Head thrown back, Ahman’s incisors elongated into gleaming fangs. Shoulders broadened, splitting the fabric of his shirt, biceps doubling in size. His hair flowed down his back to the floor. He was preparing to shift, and she realized that he would be magnificent. Much larger than the Fae wolves, cursed as they were to the shift instead of natural born to it.

She felt the strength in his hands as they held her down. No Fae would ever go up against a wolf in hand to hand combat with no other weapon unless he or she were a skilled warrior already- even then it would be foolish to allow oneself to be pinned.

Though the strength of the Fae far outweighed that of humans, their main abilities lay in their speed and agility. Her heart pounded and she struggled to control her natural reactions. If his beast, maddened as it was, sensed her fear…

Pasha knew she just needed to give Ahman time. Somehow, the shadow had managed to ignite a kind of madness in Ahman’s beast, as it had in the Fae. But Ahman seemed to be fighting it, warring for control.

“Ahman,” she half sang his name, freeing her natural Fae magic. It rose from inside her, manifesting in a sheen of opalescent light over her skin, an otherworldly hint of music in her voice. Grandmere told her stories when she was young of their home world, the plane where they existed before crossing the barriers to settle on Earth. Here, they were a fraction of what they were. But even that fraction was powerful. Ahman’s head lowered, the tainted black eyes bleeding away into silver, shot through with black. Half wolf, half man, he was magnificent and frightening.

“Ahman,” she sang again, this time looking past the man to the beast. “Do not harm your mate. Fight the shadow wolf’s influence. You are stronger than he.” She lifted her head, slowly, the Wolf watching her, unblinking. She knew the man was there, but not in full control. She touched her lips to his, tentatively, careful of sharp fangs.

He moved, rearing up and hooking an arm around her waist and flipping her onto her stomach, a clawed hand pressing into the small of her back, the other grasping her wrists and pinning them above her head. She remained utterly still, didn’t even try to flex. Would not give his wolf any chance to think she tried to escape him.

“Mate,” he snarled, the rumble of his wolf echoing though the walls. “Mine.”

Claws sliced through her clothing, shredding it as if the cloth were paper, inconsequential. She closed her eyes, tense with fear and sudden desire. Realizing that if he could focus his energy into sex, then she could call the man back, regain control over the maddened wolf.

“Yes, yours,” she breathed. “Take what is yours.”

He tore away her pants, pulling her hips into the air. She felt his thighs nudge her legs wide apart, felt his breath on her shoulder as her bent over her.

“Let my wrists go,” she said, crooning in her sing song voice, wrapping the persuasion around her words. Subtle, for she did not want to make him suspicious of her intentions.

He relaxed his hold on her wrists, giving her hope that enough of the man was aware. She rose up, slowly, so that she rested her weight on her hands. Could take a little more control. Glancing over her shoulder, she froze. The size of his cock, jutting towards her… she went light headed, not knowing if it was desire or terror she felt. In this half beast state it was as thick as her arm, and long enough she didn’t know how she would take the entire length of him.

“Ahman…”

He must have sensed her fear. The black streaks in his eyes widened, lips pulling up over his fangs. He grabbed her hips between clawed hands, the tips yet gentle on her skin. “Pasha.”

“Yes. Your Pasha.”

His power washed over her. He was in her mind, his rage and dark desire, the struggle between man and maddened wolf. His passion ignited her own, creating an echo up and down their connection that intensified every emotion.

Pasha screamed, a sound of mingled rage and desire spilling from her lips, amplified by her Fae magic, flooding the store with a white heat.

She raised her hips, pussy soaked with juices, demanding his entry even as she fought to close the bond, to regain a little of her own sanity. He impaled her, his monstrous cock stretching the walls of her pussy to the point she feared she would tear, the head touching against her cervix.

He pulled out and impaled her again, holding her hips still for his thrusts. Her clit throbbed. She reached between her legs and rubbed herself even as he began to fuck her with the mindless intensity of a beast, her body barely widening to accommodate him.

Pulling on her own beast, she allowed the smallest tendril of the shift to alter her body enough to fit him, lengthening and widening her channel just enough, then could no longer hold onto any form of coherent thought. Simply felt as he took her, the sound of their bodies slapping together small cracks of thunder, her freed breasts bobbing back and forth in the tatters of her shirt. The velvet brush of his fur on her back as he leaned over her, covering her completely, forcing her to use her strength to hold herself up under his weight. Knowing that if it weren't for the added strength of her beast, she may well have broken underneath him.

Pasha felt a scorching hot gush of liquid inside her even as he roared his release. He pulled out of her, flipping her over onto her back. She met his eyes, saw that the black had nearly disappeared to tiny filaments, the wolf in his face receding until he almost looked like a man.

He grabbed her ankles, draping her legs over his shoulders even as he began to fuck her again, this new angle rubbing the head of his cock against a spot inside her so electric she felt her entire body tense, back bowing form the pleasure.

A sound at the back of the shop warned her. She turned her head ever so slightly, met her cousin’s eyes. The two elders watched, stony faced with shocks. Pasha shook her head, just enough. She did not dare try and speak to him mind to mind- Ahman might sense it and react badly.

The warning was enough. No one moved. Pasha banished from her mind any negative reaction to being watched while Ahman fucked her; there was no room for modesty in this. She watched as the man slowly emerged, even as the peak of her orgasm shattered her concentration. Ahman collapsed on top of her, man sized and still.

“Ahman,” she whispered.

“Tell them to get out,” he said, raising his head. His eyes still glowed, but it was him in his eyes; him and Wolf, fully in control.

They left without another word.

“I’m sorry,” he said after several moments of silence, refusing to meet her eyes. He pulled out of her, but her arms around his neck refused to allow him to pull away.

She laughed at him, startling them both. Voice raspy, she said, “For what? The fuck of my life?”

He looked at her then, searched her face- for what, she didn't know, but she felt him relax. “I didn’t know the sorcerer’s influence would take me so easily. I should have-”

She placed a finger on his lips. “Do not speak to me of should haves. Now you know, and next time you will be prepared.” She paused, raising a brow. “Though hopefully that will not be the last time I meet Wolf.”

Ahman sighed. “Fae. Lustier than a tavern full of wenches.”

“Lusty for you, Wolf. Now, we have to go face my cousin.”










Chapter 6








T
 HERE WASN’T ANYTHING
 , she could do about the scent of their furious sex clinging to her skin. Pasha shrugged. She was Lord, and entitled to take a lover if she chose. If her people didn’t like it that was their problem to deal with.

She met Reichart’s eyes when she exited the building, Ahman silent at her heels. Her cousin’s face was pale, the subtle glow of irises betraying his agitation. He would have the worst time of all, thinking he had to protect his cousin from... whatever it was he thought a Lord, and adult female, needed protection from.

“Eslana, Beirun,” she said. “This is Ahman, my consort.”

Eslana stiffened, staring at Ahman. Beirun watched Pasha.

“Consort, Lord?” he asked.

She inclined her head. “It’s a long story, Beirun. For now, we have more pressing matters.”

“More pressing than the sudden mating of our Lord to the brother of the Wolf Prince?”

So they did recognize him. Pasha opened her mouth to remind them of their place- which was not to question her on her personal life- but Ahman responded.

“I am Pasha’s and have been since we were very young,” he said. “Any concerns you have I will address- later.”

“Why didn’t you tell us you were taking a Consort?” Beirun asked. “Traditionally, the elders have some say in who the Lord pairs. The political ramifications-”

“Are moot,” Pasha said. “And I didn’t intend to take Ahman at this time. He is not here because of me.”

Pasha tensed, responding to the crackle of power in her Fae kin as they responded instinctively. She understood the threat they felt- especially considering where they all stood. Eslana glanced at the shop.

“No,” Pasha said, softly, “it’s no coincidence we stand here now. Ahman came to us tracking the shadow wolf.”

“Did you send for him?” Beirun asked.

Pasha’s look was scornful. She didn’t bother to reply.

“No, I came on the direction of my brother,” Ahman said. “We recently learned of- it is better not to name him- the sorcerer’s escape from our containment. It took me longer to track him than it should have.”

“Then we have your people to thank for our current predicament.”

Pasha stiffened. “I think we know exactly who is to blame, and she paid for her evil with her life.”

“But your mother-”

Pasha snarled. “We won’t discuss my mother. My order on that was clear.”

Ahman touched her shoulder after a moment. He was probably the only one who could have without getting his claws torn off.

“I need to track him,” her consort said.

“I’ll come with you.”

“No.”

Pasha turned, incredulous. “No? Do you forget who is-”

“Lord here?” he finished, voice dry. “How could I? But you are needed here, Pasha. You’re the only one who would recognize him were he to attack.”

She forced her teeth to stop grinding. “Fine.”

Ahman touched her cheek. “I’ll return shortly.”



* * *



W
 olf growled
 . He didn’t like to leave their mate in the hands of her kin, kin he sensed were opposed to Ahman’s mating of their Lord. Also, she was young despite her strength and the Fae weren’t exactly known for their loyalty to their leaders.

But they must track the Sorcerer. Finally, after so many years, his prey was in sight and the foul taint could be erased from the land.

He shifted out of sight and bounded off through the streets, ignoring the cries of startled people- both mortal and Fae. And mixtures of every strength in between. He’d never seen anything like this before, and when his hunt was finished, it would be worth study.

Cobblestone transitioned to earth under his paws as he streaked out of town, speed increased by a burst of power. He was not entirely honest with the world about his power- that he was a strong mage was kept under wraps, as much as possible. There were too many who didn’t like the idea of werewolves who were also mages. That combination had been the source of mischief in the past.

Ahman followed the tag he’d placed on the sorcerer during their brief scuffle. It had been a risk using even a small part of his essence to mark the shadow wolf. It made Ahman more vulnerable to influence, but he would have to be vigilant. He knew his brother would not allow Ahman time and peace to mate and raise a family until this duty was seen to. And after long years of hunting, he was tired.

Fueled by the desire to return to Pasha, Ahman hunted.



* * *



“W
 hat now
 , Lord?” Beirun asked.

“We wait for him to return,” Pasha said, curt. “We protect our people.”

There was also the matter of the crystal encased rose, but she preferred to keep that little problem to herself as long as possible. At least until the sorcerer was dealt with and they could turn their attention to reversing the curse. If it could
 be reversed.

Ahman thought he was able to hide his thoughts from her, but she read him readily enough. He didn’t think there was a way to break the curse. Whether that meant there was no way to free future generations as well was what concerned Pasha the most. The living were already lost- she could accept that. Her people had mostly adapted to their beast forms. But children born to them in the future shouldn’t have to endure the taint.

“We need to gather the others,” Eslana said. “They should know what is happening.”

Pasha said nothing for a moment. “No- lets be cautious for now. There isn’t any use in causing concern, or engendering false hope. Once we know what our next steps are, we can convene.”

Eslana opened her mouth to protest. Beirun cut her off. “She’s right. What would we tell them right now? The consort is hunting. Until he returns there is nothing to tell them. But.”

Pasha’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t like buts.

“Lord Pasha- you cannot take this male as your consort. He is not Fae, and your bloodline-”

“Do you think I care about my bloodline?”

“You are cousin to Kings,” the elder said. “And our people are dying. You have a duty to take a full blooded Fae.”

Her brow arched. “Really? There are rumors the King has told the Fae to mate humans to increase our numbers.”

Eslana’s mouth thinned. “Those rumors are unsubstantiated. And we’ve seen the result here. Our power thinned.”

“Does power matter so much when we have children?”

“We should go somewhere else if we have to argue about this the next few hours,” Reichart said, voice edged. “Though I don’t see the point. Of arguing.”

“I agree. For now we wait, and we remain vigilant.”



* * *



T
 hey decided
 to remain in town for now, where the highest concentration of people would be. Reichart would quietly gather the most loyal and discreet warriors and set them to scouting. If the shadow wolf revealed himself again, they would know about it as quickly as was possible. She and Reichart headed towards the town hall where she had a small office set aside for when she needed to deal with issues she preferred to keep away from her home.

“Pasha, do you know what you’re doing?”

Pasha turned on her heels, exasperated. The last thing she wanted right now was to deal with Reichart’s issues. A few people passed, giving them wide berth. Her discussions with her cousin were infamous, which she supposed was a good thing as they wouldn’t draw undue attention now.

“Did you think I would remain unconsorted forever?”

He returned her look, measuring. “No. I had hoped you would choose me.”

She nearly took a step back, shock slackening her jaw for a moment.

“What? Reichart-”

“I think you’re the only one who doesn’t know my hopes.” He smiled, the tilt of his mouth a little bitter. “I should have spoken before this but I did not want to influence your feelings with mine.”

She took a long moment before replying. “I didn’t know. But Reichart- I don’t think of you in that way.”

“Pairings have started out with far less than what we have.”

Pasha closed her eyes a moment, realigning herself. She would have to deal with him differently from now on.

“Reichart, I love you. You are my kin. But I would never have taken you as consort. It has always been Ahman for me- even when I thought I could never have him.”

“And if he were gone?”

Her eyes narrowed. “He isn’t going anywhere, unless I bid him.”

Reichart sighed. “I hope he’s worth it, cousin. The elders are going to protest.”

“And you? Will you support me or do I have to worry about your pushback as well?”

Reichart stiffened. “Don’t insult me. I’ve never betrayed you.”

She nodded. “Good. Reichart- forget about me in that way. There are women here to choose from.”

His eyes were impassive. “There is no one else here for me.”










Chapter 7








A
 HMAN HAD NOT returned
 by that evening.

Pasha knew better than to worry- it was a waste of energy. The territory was vast enough that she decided against searching for him, at least not yet. She’d sensed growing unease among her people as she loitered in her office through the day. And expected the unease to makes itself known shortly.

When she emerged from the office and entered the common area of the small town hall, several of the Fae elders were already gathered.

Pasha surveyed them. “I didn’t call a meeting.”

Eslana stepped forward. “I called it.”

She frowned at the woman. “We agreed to keep our new knowledge to ourselves for a time.”

And the ‘agreement’ had been a tacit order. Pasha tamped down anger at the disobedience. Eslana was up to something.

“The Wolf has not returned.”

Pasha’s brow rose. “No.”

“Good. It is him we are here to discuss.”

She surveyed the gathered Fae. Perhaps a dozen, ranging from her age to her mother’s age. Many with human blood, only a few who were pure blooded Fae- and even they weren’t from a Line as powerful as hers. But they had numbers on their side.

Her expression remained impassive. “Where is Reichart? If there is to be a discussion everyone should be gathered.”

“Beirun sent him to relieve a scout.”

That pissed her off. “Who told you to send my cousin out on sentry duty?”

“He agreed.”

The moron.

“Spit it out, Eslana,” she said. “I know when something is bothering you.”

“You cannot mate the Wolf.”

Pasha stared, momentarily thrown. Her elders were rallying against her because of Ahman? And a rally it was- she recognized their set expressions, eyes tinged with wariness because even though they had numbers on her, no one really yet knew the depth of Pasha’s power. And she was her grandmother’s blood- her insane, cold, powerful Grandmere.

“It is done. And you do not tell me what I cannot do.”

“Pasha.” Beirun stepped forward, voice soft. “You are one of the most powerful among us. Consider- what if the curse is never broken? None of us can leave, by our own oath and your wards. We will wither and die here if we don’t take steps to preserve our genetics.”

“And if you think Ahman will remain here with you forever- you’re a fool.”

“Eslana,” Beirun snapped. “Remember to whom you speak.”

Pasha didn’t need his support- especially when she knew they were playing the old good cop bad cop routine. She watched television. Did they really think her that stupid?

“If I haven’t taken a consort in this long, what makes you think I would do so even if I repudiated Ahman?”

“We said nothing because we thought you and Reichart-” Beirun faltered when he saw Pasha’s expression.

“So you had me paired off with my cousin, and no one thought to garner my consent first?” Pasha spoke softly. “Who is Lord here? If one among you is more suited, then claim my position.”

Eslana raised a hand. “We don’t want to fight you- we can’t afford to lose you. But if you won’t cooperate, we will have to invoke inperium
 .”

Pasha was stunned. “Are you insane? Inperium
 over who I choose to fuck?”

“If it were just sex we would overlook it. But werewolves breed and their genes are too strong. Any child you have would be more wolf than Fae.”

A shield flared around Pasha even as her beast peeked from her eyes, temper ignited. Of all the stupid, disloyal… they finally had a chance to bring this years long nightmare to some kind of close, and her elders were worried about bloodlines?

“Declare inperium
 ,” she said, “and witness how I answer you.”

Eslana’s mouth thinned. “If you won’t submit willingly to the judgement of the elders, then we have no choice.”

Pasha laughed harshly.

And gave no further warning.



* * *



F
 ire streamed from her hands
 . It hit the combined shields of the Fae elders, some penetrating, seeking weaknesses and slithering through, most of the light bouncing off to crash into furniture. Reabsorbing what snapped back to her, she struck again, leaping and weaving through the room to remain a difficult target. Sometimes running was as good a defense as any.

A chair flew at her from the side, she whiled away at the last moment, using its momentum to hurl it at the elders. It struck one on the shoulder, who wavered; she exploited the break in their line immediately, sending bolts of energy through the crack.

But, inexorably, they pushed her back.

Seven to one wasn’t good odds, even if she was individually stronger in one to one combat with each of them. But Eslana had gathered those she was certain would support her. Pasha noted the elders who were missing- as well as Reichart- and put the knowledge in the back of her mind. Those would be her allies.

The battle was short and vicious; Pasha hampered because she couldn’t just pull the building down around their ears. She couldn’t unleash any power that might inadvertently harm innocent bystanders outside- the traitors counted on that. They were also careful, but their care didn’t curtail them as it did her, being the greater number.

Even when they had her restrained, contained behind a ward, Pasha noted with vicious satisfaction that at least three of the Fae were injured- one lying very still. She knew he wasn’t dead; she would have felt the snap in the spell that bound them all to the roses.

She hadn’t expected the iron, though Pasha cursed herself for a fool. How else could they hold her indefinitely? If she had thought for even a moment they would dare she would have gone for their throats and mourned the damage to innocents later.

Metal seared her flesh, wrenching a cry from her throat. She dropped to her knees, poison already weakening her magic.

“When you agree to repudiate the wolf, and seek no vengeance against us, we will release you,” Beirun said.

She couldn’t speak at first, it took two tries to work around the pain in her throat. “You’d better not release me- my beast will tear out your throats and sup on your flesh.”

His expression hardened. “So be it.”



* * *



T
 heir bond was a fragile thing
 . He hadn’t mated her the way he would have another wolf- the Fae disliked shackles of any kind, even metaphysical. But there was enough there for Ahman to know something was wrong.

Her pain and anger seared him for one startling second, nearly forcing him to human shape, before dissipating. He reached for her and cursed; her mind was blocked to him. She lived- of that he was certain.

Ahman turned on his heels, abandoning the hunt with a grim howl. Damnit. But this hunt had been the matter of years and his quarry was contained, more or less, to this territory. Pasha needed him.

And whoever had harmed her would face his wrath.



* * *



“A
 re you all mad
 ?” Reichart stared at Eslana, looking back and forth between the elder and the magical containment they’d erected around Pasha.

Pasha laughed, cold, having regained enough control to hide her pain. Mostly.

“They’ve passed mad and gone straight to stark raving,” she said.

“We declared inperium
 ,” Eslana said with cold dignity.

“That’s even worse! What do you think her mate will do when he gets here?”

“There are seven of us, and one of him.”

Her cousin’s look turned incredulous. “And you think that means anything?”

“She is not a prisoner.”

Reichart looked at Pasha. “Forgive me- what would you call this?”

“Persuasion.” Beirun regarded him. “We simply want her to agree to repudiate the Wolf.”

“She has a right to a consort.”

“Indeed. And there is an acceptable choice standing in front of her.”

Reichart stilled. “Be very clear.”

“We know you love her,” Eslana said. “How could you not? The beauty and power of our old Fae Line’s in one woman- a woman you were raised with.”

Pasha watched Reichart, saying nothing. After a moment he began to breathe again. “I’m aware my feelings have been… apparent. But I still don’t see what this-”

“If she agrees to take you as consort, we will release her.”

Pasha surged to her feet. “So you take your treachery one step further.”

Eslana was watching Reichart’s face. “Speak with her, convince her. We need strong, full-blooded children, Reichart. You would be a potent couple.”

He turned his head, looked at Pasha. “Sha-”

“You’re listening to this?”

He approached, stopping a hair breadth from the ward that contained her. And dropped to his knees.

“You are my cousin and my Lord. I desire nothing more than this to be.”

She looked down, face paling. “So you will allow them to keep me here until I agree to mate you?”

“Would it be so terrible, Sha?”

“I don’t know, cousin
 . When is forced mating ever pleasant?”

He rose, turning to Eslana and Beirun. “I don’t like the idea of her mating a wolf any better than you- but I also don’t want an unwilling wife.”

Beirun’s lips pursed. “You are a good man, Reichart. This is the best thing for all of us- you may need to steel your emotions until she adjusts to the idea.”

Reichart lowered his head. “It will be difficult- but I see the wisdom in what you say.” He sighed. “I must communicate with my scouts again. If our Lord is indisposed, her duties will fall on me.”

The elders nodded in approval. Pasha sucked in a sharp breath.

“Reichart, I will never forgive you if you betray me.”

He didn’t turn back to her, but walked out of the building.



* * *



A
 nger bubbled
 as he crossed the darkened streets of the town. The closer he came to Pasha, the more agitated Wolf became. He literally ran into the cousin.

“Ahman,” Reichart said, stepping in front of him. He dropped to all fours to look Ahman in the eye. “Quickly, follow me.”

Ahman trusted his instincts, choosing to believe the man wasn’t leading him into a trap. If Pasha was in trouble, why wasn’t Reichart at her side? Ahman growled as Reichart led him to a darkened corner of a small sitting park.

“Stop that,” the man snapped. “Shift. I need to talk to you.”

Ahman poured energy into his shift, skin and bone popping to reform his human shape. He wasn’t anywhere near his stashed clothing but ignored his nudity as in consequential.

“The elders have taken Pasha,” Reichart said, voice edged. “They object to her mating a wolf.”

“What does taken mean?”

Reichart tensed. “They want her to repudiate you in favor of me.”

He would tear the cousin’s throat out. Reichart interpreted his expression correctly.

“I had nothing to do with this.” He grimaced. “I knew they would try something eventually- they’ve been hinting about a pairing for years. But I didn’t think they’d make sure spectacular asses of themselves, and with such piss poor timing.”

“What did you tell them?”

“I agreed to the plan, of course. They wouldn’t have let me out of there otherwise.” The look Reichart gave Ahman was lethal. “I did not betray her. You may be her consort, but I have been with her all our lives.”

Ahman remained still, waiting a beat or two for his temper to settle. “Then what is your plan?”

“I will gather the Fae with power who are loyal to me and meet you at the hall. We’ll get her out of the ward.” He hesitated, eyes closing briefly. “They bound her wrists with iron.”

Ahman howled. Iron was as corrosive to wolves as if was to Fae. He would kill them.

“Now they know you’re coming,” Reichart hissed. “You fool.”

“I’ll be your distraction,” Ahman said. “Go!”










Chapter 8








T
 HROUGH THE PAIN
 , Pasha smiled. The fire started in her wrists, but as skin broke and iron seeped into her bloodstream, it spread throughout her body a low, thrumming sear that she barely managed to moderate from force of will. It wouldn’t kill her- not for months. But it would damage will, weaken power.

She attacked the ward little by little, pausing to rest and recuperate. And attacking again, wearing at the edges with insidious slowness. The elders who’d remained behind as honor guard watched her- though not too closely. They considered her well contained. But they didn’t really understand the nature of the spell that bound them all, and how the binding allowed Pasha access to their strength.

As she worked through iron agony, she began to understand how easy it was for her grandmother to kill. Teeth gritted, Pasha struggled to control her beast. It wanted vengeance, fury wreaking havoc on her concentration as she tried to escape the containment. How dare her own kin, oath bound to obey her, contain her against her will? Betray her after what she’d done to save them all?

An army crashed through the front doors.

Well, no, it was Ahman.

Pasha laughed. “Well, you’ve done it now.”

She braced a second before she sensed his intentions through their infant bond. Power crashed into the ward. Pasha gasped from the impact- some of the energy was absorbed by the shield and thus affected her. Some of it ricocheted, smashing into walls and ceilings so plaster and beams crumbled.

The fools. So they’d had the impunity to imprison her, but hadn’t thought to guard against her consort? They’d thought when he returned he would come quietly?

“Did you think your petty shields would keep me out?” he asked, deathly quiet.

The present elders formed a circle, linking hands. Looking at their faces, Pasha realized they had
 warded the building against Ahman- but he’d torn through them. Enclosed as she was in her prison, she hadn’t felt it.

Pasha wondered now at their foolishness that they’d so grossly underestimated Ahman. Did they really think him so weak that only three Fae remained behind?

“You have no business here,” Beirun said. “This is a Fae matter.”

“You have my mate imprisoned and it isn’t my business? Do you have any idea who I am?”

“An alpha’s mouthpiece,” another of her elders said, sneering.

Ahman smiled. “A mage.”

“Ahman, stop playing with them,” Pasha said, inwardly wincing from the thread of hoarseness in her voice. When this was over, she’d have to train. A few hours in iron manacles shouldn’t bring her so low. She’d become lazy.

“As my mate wishes.”

The Fae were skilled, but their strength worn from years of living under the magic draining curse. From intermingling with humans to extend the life of their people while enclosed in the territory. And while Ahman worked to defeat them, they defended but could not rally to attack.

It saddened her in a peripheral way. Years ago, a single wolf no matter how powerful, would never have been a match for three elders standing against him.

Pasha gathered her strength and aimed for a weakness in the wards exposed by Ahman’s attacks. He continued to pulse energy towards it, drilling away even as he dealt with the elders.

“Don’t worry about me,” she said, snarling.

He took her at her word, reabsorbing the power he’d used to attack her containment. But he’d done enough. Pasha felt her strength draining, already depleted from iron poisoning and the effort of destroying a shield built by the combined efforts of seven Fae mages. Her face twisted from the effort and she abandoned dignity, dropping to her knees to avoid expending the concentration to stand upright.

The ward failed; Pasha was free. She attempted to stand and tumbled forward a step, sinking back to one knee, head drooping.

“Pasha, come to me,” Ahman said, voice low.

“What do you think I’m trying to do?”

Inhaling, she pushed up. Had to stand, had to fight. The elders would kill him and then turn on her. It was the Fae way- attack an enemy when weak, seize power and control. She ruled because she was stronger and had allies; but now even her cousin had betrayed her.

One of the elders turned her attention to Pasha; she braced for the attack, unable to strengthen her personal shields. By now Ahman would be fully committed to his casting- he wouldn’t be able to help her now without creating opportunities for the others to overtake him.

Blinding light flooded the room; not Ahman’s doing, it was Fae magic. She recognized the feel of it, heart sinking even as rage rose. Reichart stepped through doors that were now ash, his warriors behind him. Young human-Fae hybrids she’d given him charge over decades ago, to train up into soldiers in the Fae way as best he could.

“Reichart!” Beirun shouted. “Contain her!”

She had nothing left to defend herself with, not even a spark. The ember was still there but it would be days before it bloomed again.

Reichart laughed. His warriors unsheathed weapons as one. No metal, but rather the traditional arms of their people. Long black staff, blackwood blades honed to a lethal indestructible edge and short bow. He gestured, and one of the mostly human Fae approached, pulling out a small tool to jimmy the lock on the iron cuffs. They fell away, taking some of her skin with them. She made no sound, refusing to give any show of pain. Or even look at the angry, blistered wounds.

“Eslana and the other four are subdued,” Reichart said. “And warriors loyal to Lord Pasha are surrounding the hall. Do you yield?”

Pasha watched, silent. Mingled with relief was shame that she’d doubted her cousin. She should have known better- a man willing to endure unrequited feelings silently over years wouldn’t suddenly betray the woman he claimed to love.

“According to the laws of our people, there is no punishment for inperium
 ,” Beirun said.

“No,” Reichart replied, pleasant, “but there is no penalty for assassination, either. We can let you go- but we cannot guarantee your safety from those loyal to Lord Pasha. They are angry at her treatment at your hands.”

A moment of silence. “We will surrender to your custody.”

“Wise.”

Ahman approached, for all the world appearing as if he hadn’t just waged a battle against a handful of Fae. He slid an arm around Pasha’s waist.

“I’ve worked up a bit of an appetite,” he said. “How about we go grab something to eat?”

“Mathilde will be waiting dinner,” Pasha said, leaning into his chest. His heart pounded against her ear. She allowed herself a minute of rest, then straightened, meeting his eyes. Anger lurked there, but he was attempting calm. Probably for her sake. She remembered his foul temper.

“Take her home,” Reichart said. “Lord, if you will allow me?”

She nodded. Reichart would see to matters here in her place. That she could still trust him to do so was a relief that made her almost giddy.



* * *



H
 er people had
 long since curtailed the use of vehicles. There were a few farm trucks, vans for transporting goods across the territory if the distance was just a bit too long to walk. But mostly the people used buggies and horses, or their own two feet.

Pasha walked, leaning on Ahman once they were out of eye shot of the town. Then straightened, belatedly realizing he must be as exhausted as she.

“No,” he said, pulling her back, “I am strong enough to carry you. I’m not suffering iron poison.”

“Hmm. They call me pureblood, but they lie. There is some human in my veins.”

He glanced at her wrists. “You are Fae enough that iron harms you.”

“The shadow wolf?”

He sighed. “Lost the trail. I will find him, Pasha.”

“We’ve waited this long. A little while longer doesn’t matter.”

Ahman halted. Pasha looked up at him, though he wasn’t that much taller than her.

“I will free you from this, Pasha. I swear.”

“Don’t swear an oath to a Fae.” She said the words gently, then touched her lips to his.

They kissed under the moonlight, Pasha reveling in the warmth and strength of his arms. Arms she never imagined she would feel around her, matured into a man willing to stand at her side. She’d followed his movements for years, always knowing she could not go to him, exposing her people to possible reprisal.

But the exposure was done, and rather than report them, he seemed inclined to help them solve the problem. And maybe then she could lift the shroud over the territory and allow full access to the outside world again.

She drew away. “Come. We must rest, and we have a monster to catch.”



* * *



M
 athilde tended to her wrists
 , cleaning and bandaging the wounds after applying a cooling herbal salve. Pale blue eyes examined Pasha’s face then looked away.

“What will you do?” Mathilde asked.

“Do?”

“You cannot allow this to go unpunished.”

Pasha sighed. “There’s time for that M- Mathilde.” She glanced at Ahman, watching with arms crossed over his broad chest. “We have more pressing matters to resolve.”

Mathilde followed her gaze to the Wolf. “You can swive your Wolf later.”

“Not that!” Pasha controlled her blush, taking a breath. “We are tracking the shadow. Ahman is tracking it.”

“And if not for Fae mischief, I might even now have him,” Ahman said, voice a rumble.

Mathilde put her first aid supplies back into the container and rose. “Now you may eat.”

Pasha leaned her head back on her chair, closing her eyes. So tired, but Mathilde wasn’t going to let her have a meal in bed. As long as Pasha had the strength to sit and lift a fork to her mouth, she would be required to eat dinner in the dining room.

Ahman took the chair next to her. “I see who is really Lord here.”

She opened an eye. Were it not for the dry irony of his tone, she might have been offended. Pasha smiled a little. Though, it was true. Mathilde ruled household matters as if she were a Lord. Pasha’s smile faded.

Mathilde entered with the serving cart and set dishes on the table. “I will join you tonight. You need my counsel.”

Pasha’s brow rose, but she said nothing as a bowl of soup was placed in front of her.

“Children lack subtlety,” Mathilde said. “It is something learned with time, unfortunately.”

“Why unfortunately?”

“Because the lack of subtlety often leads to the cutting off of time.”

Pasha wasn’t sure if she should reply to the implication that she was both childish and clumsy in her handling of the situation- and that her methods might get her killed. So she said nothing.

Mathilde continued. “You are chasing a creature adept at not being found. Stop chasing it. Make it come to you.”

Pasha and Ahman exchanged a look. “I had had a similar thought. We would need bait,” he said.

The older woman waved at Pasha. “And here bait sits. He wanted the meal of her Grandmother. Make her a tasty meal as well. And when he comes, you can capture and kill him.”










Chapter 9








S
 O IT’S TRUE THEN
 ,” Ahman said, voice gravelly.

Pasha glanced at him, withdrawing her thoughts from where she’d sent them, out into the moonlit night and among her people. Searching, tasting moods and testing sanity. She kept many things from the Fae and humans under her command- how closely she could monitor them was one of her most precious secrets. The Fae, especially, would rebel if they knew their Lord could track them.

“What’s true?”

“Fae don’t need sleep.”

She rose, crossing the room and slipping into the bed next to him. He stared at her from sleepy eyes, the muscled lines of his shoulder, arm and chest utterly relaxed. She would have been fooled, if she didn’t know how dangerous he was.

“Not much, no, even during convalescence.”

His face shadowed at the mention. Ahman sat up, running a hand through his long hair.

“You wear your hair like a Fae man,” she said. “I didn’t really notice until now. But the human men cut theirs short.”

Sheepishness, masked quickly by an arrogant tilt of his brow. When she just stared at him, placid, he rolled his eyes.

“I kept it long for you, woman,” he said.

“Why? You didn’t know if you would ever find me.”

His eyes glinted. “I knew I would, one day.” He paused. “You knew who I was, though.”

“Yes. We’ve all seen you on television. But I couldn’t come to you, you know that.”

“I know.” His hand rose, cupping her cheek. “Like a Fae tale- the beautiful Lord encased in an enchantment by the evil sorceress.”

“Except I’m both the Lord and the sorceress.”

He grinned. “Twisted Fae tale, then.”

“I’m at full strength.”

His grin faded. “Yes. Then I suppose it’s time to bait a trap.”



* * *



P
 asha didn’t know
 when she’d fallen in love with her consort. Certainly as a sixteen-year-old girl she’d thought she loved him. And now the woman felt the stirrings of the same emotions, long suppressed. He stood at her side, not protesting her dangerous part in their plan to capture the sorcerer. Another man- even Reichart- would have tried to shield her. Ahman took her strength for granted, and did not interfere with her duties as Lord.

“The spell she set is basically a tether in the shape of a web,” Ahman said, speaking quietly to Reichart. “If she plucks a certain strand she can call the individual the strand belongs to. The sorcerer has a strand of his own. We’ve identified it, and we will pluck it now to get his attention.”

Reichart glanced at her. “You didn’t tell me you could call the shadow.”

She shrugged. “I didn’t know.” She and Ahman had spent the last two days exploring both the nature of the curse and how she had transmuted it, storing most of the negative energy in the living roses in order to keep her people from going entirely mad. In all that time she hadn’t suspected that she’d bound the shadow wolf in the same web as her people. No wonder he never left the valley; he couldn’t, any more than they could, bound by the spell and territory wards as they all were.

“When it comes, it will have to take over a host. I’m the host-” she paused, looking at Ahman. This part of the explanation she hadn’t quite understood, as it invited the nature of wolf pack bonds.

“I’ll be able to anchor him to me,” Ahman finished. “It is… pack magic. I’ll deliver him to my brother and his soul will either be contained or destroyed, according to the Alpha’s will.”

“I vote for destroyed,” Reichart said. “They’re coming.”

Pasha watched as people, Fae and human, began to emerge from the woods. They chose to perform the spell in front of her home because of the large clearing suitable for a gathering of this size, and because the children could then be sequestered in town away from danger, as much as possible.

“Is it enough?” Pasha asked. They’d called every adult in the valley, needing them to present the illusion that Pasha’s spell casting was an attempt to break the curse, and not a lure in order to spring a trap. And after the shadow was contained…

“It will have to be. You are the main feast, anyway.”

She grimaced. Deliberately dropping her personal shields and weakening herself in an effort to look like a tasty treat to a demon wolf with a predilection for possession wasn’t her idea of a roaring good time, but… oh, well.

“Let’s get started then.”

Pasha stepped onto the porch, elevating herself. “This is Ahman. Together he and I are going to perform a spell designed to capture the demon that has lurked among us for so many years. Your presence is necessary to force him to respond to a spell designed to make me look like a tasty treat. When he appears, Ahman will capture him and remove him from our territory.”

“Will that end the curse?” someone asked.

“No,” Ahman said. “That will take additional efforts at a later time. But once the sorcerer is dealt with, Lord Pasha and I will turn our attention to unraveling the curse.”

“Why are you helping?”

Ahman glanced at her. Pasha watched the faces of her people for a moment. She’d anticipated the question, but hadn’t decided how to respond. But she saw no rancor, or resentment. Only fear and relief… some suspicion, but she suspected that was regarding the nature of the spell work about to take place.

“Ahman is my consort. We met when we were young, and the events here prevented our pairing.” She held up a hand. “One thing at a time. Let’s focus on more pressing problems.” She nodded at Ahman. “Ready?”

She cast a ward to prevent anyone from leaving and disrupting the spell, then sent ripples through the web that bound them, in regular intervals. Reichart maintained the illusion they were attempting a to break the curse, leaving her open to focus on luring the shadow.

And soon she felt the first creeping tendril along the web, a sickness telling her their plan was working.



* * *



A
 hman knew
 the moment the sorcerer approached. He sensed the change in Pasha’s attention, a tension and inward focus. Waiting, he crept along the dormant pack bond, anchored by the bit of his essence he’d previously tagged the spirit with. Ahman held himself still, feeling as the demon took semi-corporeal form, cloaked to the visible eye to any without the skill to see.

The Fae here were thin blooded, and even Pasha, strong as she was, had enough human in her for it to be exploited by an experienced foe.

He waited until the precise moment the sorcerer decided to attack, leaving itself vulnerable in the few seconds it took for it to attempt to enter Pasha’s body. Pasha jerked, eyes flaring a red tinged yellow even as Ahman forged a new pack bond with the sorcerer.

A howl went up, eerie and ethereal at the same time. Pasha dropped to her knees, back bowing as she fought the demon’s attempt to make her shift. She was not natural to her second shape and would not have the control over it Ahman did.

Words tore from his throat, fueled by an urgency to see his mate free of this vile creature. He sprang the trap, tethering the demon to him so it could not flee while dragging it out of Pasha’s body. It howled, writhing, a dark shadow coming in and out of existence. Twisted, one moment man, the next beast and then a mix of the two. Reichart handed him the totem they’d prepared, a temporary magical cage that would contain the demon until Ahman returned him to the pack.

He threw the totem straight at the sorcerer. On impact, the spirit dissolved, sucked into the carved, once living wood. It dropped to the ground, the howls cut off. Pasha looked up eyes still glowing, expression repulsed. She pushed to her feet.

“Is it done?”

“Do you feel it in your web?”

She paused, then shook her head. “No. That was… strange. I don’t think I want to experience an attempted possession again.”

Ahman suppressed a smile. She stood, unflappable, shaking hair away from her face as if she were discussing the afternoon news. She cast a steely eye over her people and her wards vanished.

“It’s rather anti-climatic,” Reichart said.

Ahman shrugged. “The only difficulty you faced was in not knowing how to properly deal with… it. Had you known, you would have resolved it years ago.”

Pasha sighed.

“Pasha,” he said, gentle.

She stilled, then turned to Reichart. “I must pay you restitution.”

Her cousin took a step back. “We discussed this. I don’t want-”

“The spell to break the curse requires no taint of blood magic on her,” Ahman said. “You will allow this or you are all doomed.”

“Restitution is a life for a life,” Reichart said. “What are you offering? To have me kill you? You’re both mad!”

“No.” Pasha pressed her hands to her stomach. “But I am with child.”

A murmur through the gathered adults. They could hear, of course. Every human there had at least a touch of Fae blood to strengthen his or her senses, and the Fae certainly didn’t suffer poor hearing.

“Be very clear, Pasha.”

“My mother’s mother caused the death of your baby sister. It is only fitting the child I carry become yours. If it is a boy, he will be your son. If it a girl, she will be your daughter.”

Pasha lowered her head a moment, before straightening, the flash of grief banished.

Reichart looked at Ahman, incredulous. “You would allow her to give me her child?”

“You live in the same house,” Ahman said. “It would satisfy the intent of the spell.”

“No.” Mathilde exited the front door, closing it behind her. “The debt is mine to pay.”

The color drained from Pasha’s face. Mathilde should not have known that. Mathilde-

The older woman looked at her. “Did you really think your containment would keep me all these years?”

Pasha’s knees buckled. Ahman was at her side in a moment, an arm around her waist.

“Your mind is whole?” she asked, voice a whisper.

“For many years now.”

“Why did you say nothing?”

“Because that is the nature of punishment, daughter. And as long as I am being punished, there is peace in the territory.” Mathilde looked at Reichart. “I will pay the blood debt, and you will give her and the wolf whatever strength they need to break this curse.”



* * *



I
 t took
 Ahman two weeks to return the sorcerer to his pack. Two weeks in which Mathilde retreated back behind her facade as the housekeeper, ignoring Pasha’s attempts to reach her mother.

“You cannot,” Reichart said, gentle. “It was her sentence. Her identity and memories removed, no longer recognized as Lord. If you buck it, they will have her executed.”

It was that which finally convinced Pasha to leave it be. Her heart bled, but a kernel of warmth blossomed. She now knew her mother was awake and aware, and would see the face of her grandchild and know him as
 her grandchild. It was something.

When Ahman returned, with new knowledge on their curse, Mathilde performed the spell that erased the debt between her and Reichart. She could not give him a literal life, but she could offer him blood, power, and service. It was enough, and when the people gathered again for the curse breaking, Ahman pronounced the taint gone.

“You have to recast the spell,” he said, “to reverse it. But it cannot be completely undone.” He looked at her, grave. “The adults will always be half wolf. But your children will no longer be born with the beast, and the wolf-madness will be contained without attaching your life force to fragile things like flowers.”

When it was done, they stood in front of a rose bush that was now just a rose bush. She’d dissolved the territory wards, and now that her strength wasn’t tied into the protections, Pasha was beginning to learn just how powerful she really was.

“The King will call you to court when he learns of it,” Ahman said, hands on her waist.

“If he calls, I must come.” She turned in his arms. “Would you come with me?”

He lowered his head, capturing her mouth in a fierce, searing kiss. “I go where you go.”

“Then for now we live, and we love and we tend our people and raise our child. And if a summons comes we will answer it- together.”
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Renege on a deal with a Dragon Lord, and become part of his hoarde.






CHAPTER ONE






K
 ailigh’s
 youngest daughter was only seventeen. Cinvarra’s dark curls lay limp and lackluster against her damp pillow, face deathly pale, a gray cast to usually golden brown skin, lips shriveled despite attempts to keep fluids in her. A flesh wound that should have healed cleanly was killing her. Once again, Kailigh questioned the decision to remain single all these years. If there’d been a man in the house, he could have stayed with the girls while Kai grabbed her flintlock and blades and hunted the vermin who shot Cin during the kidnap attempt.

Goddamn Ruthus Adjrius. He’d gone too
 far this time.

Kailigh stared at Doc as he rose from his crouch by the girl’s bedside, shaking his head. He took off the magnifying goggles he used along with tweezers to pick the bullet out of the wound. At least it had been the old—fashioned ammunition, and not a vaporizer, one of the deadliest accurate rifles that shot streams of deadly steam at scorching hot temperatures. Shooters wore special insulated leather gloves to protect themselves from the heated hand-holds—anyone who picked up a fully charged rifle with bare hands lost their skin down to the bone.

Her jaw, already sore from clenching, loosened in preparation to blast the man. She’d paid him to heal her daughter—paid in good garden fresh produce and a bag of coal he could trade for hard currency.

“I can’t help her,” he said. Kailigh’s fingers itched to smack him. Her eldest daughter, the silent one, stirred in response to her mother’s temper.

Kailigh glanced at her, forestalling any violence, then focused on Doc. “I paid you to help her. Why can’t you help her?”

“Listen, Kai, we’re in the Outlands here. If it were two hundred years ago, we’d have a nice sterile office with pretty wallpaper and I could just give her a dose of antibiotics and call it a day—but we just don’t have the medicines anymore for this kind of thing. Her blood is poisoned and it’s affecting her heart. If you could get clearance to take her to a City…”

Yeah, right. The Dome enclosed cities were remnants of the days before a thin haired moron started a nuclear world war, and the inhabitants protected their enclaves zealously. Outsiders were thoroughly vetted, and usually only permitted entrance if they were selling something some rich person wanted. They wouldn’t care about providing advanced medical care to an Outland girl. Especially when she was… different.

But Kailigh hadn’t spent seventeen years raising the girl, training her, threatening every man and no few women with death who looked at her, for Cinvarra to perish from a simple gunshot wound. They hadn’t cleared out of town fast enough once they’d sighted the airbus signaling flesh traffickers were coming. Kailigh had produce left to sell, a weekly quota to meet in order to make her quarterly budget for goods she and the girls couldn’t make or barter for here in town. So they’d waited till the last minute, when Kailigh had known
 better, and just hoped he
 wasn’t on board this run.

Goddamnit.

Kailigh closed her eyes, taking a deep, calming breath. “So, I’m supposed to just wait for her to die?”

“Go to Lord Maddugh. He can help her.”

Her eyes snapped open and narrowed on him, instantly aware of his queer tone. “How is that arrogant son of a Fire Dwyrkin supposed to help her?”

Doc frowned. “I don’t understand why you dislike the man, especially since he’s responsible for feeding most of the families around here. Knowing you, I’m sure he hasn’t done anything to earn it.”

Her mouth thinned. No, he hadn’t. But he was rich, powerful, and he controlled the coal mines. And he wasn’t human. The Dwyrkin weren’t all that bad—shifters yanked into this world when the War ripped a hole through the veils between dimensions… or whatever it was. The whole concept gave her a headache. Most of them kept to their small, scattered enclaves. Wolves, pointy eared bastards, stone men with wings, and… dragons. Like Maddugh and his people.

She’d dealt with his human foremen the last twenty years, keeping them at bay, and away from her daughters as they matured into young women. After she’d kicked her ex-husband out on his useless, philandering ass, they’d spent a harrowing year establishing that no, the lack of a male presence in their household didn’t make them prey. A few people had died. She’d even returned some of the bodies to the families. So maybe she just had issues in general, but still—the fire breathing serpent walked
 like he was a controlling prick, and that was enough for Kai. She’d managed to keep her daughters out of his sight all this time—and now Doc was saying she should just waltz up to the man and ask him for help? And what would the cost of that
 be?

Nothing was ever
 free. Goddamn
 it. For once in her goddamn life, why couldn’t help be free?

“Again, how do you think he can help her? Does he have a store of ancient antibiotics? Some arcane herbal medicine he can give her? Maybe his sheer loveliness will rouse her from her deathbed? Oh, I know! A kiss from a Lord, like in the old tales, will wake the sleeping beauty.”

Her voice cracked on the last few words. Wake the sleeping beauty—except this was no fairy tale. As beautiful as her daughters were—and her youngest outshone the two eldest by threefold—beauty was nothing but a curse in this mountain mining town. Too many men, too few women. But after years of searching when she was a young woman, Kailigh had settled here for good or ill. At least she’d been able to build a cottage, clear an acre of land and use her skills with plants to grow some of the best food for miles around. Food she protected as rabidly as her children—down the barrel of a lovingly maintained shotgun. An antique, the kind of bullets that didn’t cauterize a wound on entry. No, these bullets were meant to fester, to kill inhumanely.

She stared at the gold damask wallpaper, purchased dearly and hung with her own hands, eyes tracing the patterns until she was calm again.

Doc’s expression set as he gathered the few obsolete medical instruments which he owned and painstakingly cared for. He might be limited in what he could do, but he wasn’t a hack or a snake oil herbalist. She trusted that if he said the Dwyrkin Lord was her only option, then it was. But he probably didn’t appreciate her sarcasm any more than any other man would, even though he was a healer and not a warrior.

“Go or not, that’s on you,” he replied brusquely. “Serephone, try to talk some sense into your mother before your sister is dead. If you can’t go to the man who drives the economy of this entire town, then you can’t go to anyone.”

Sere said nothing, but then no one had expected her to. Kailigh realized it was time for Serephone’s twin, Persia, to be home. She’d stayed behind in town as a lookout while Serephone and Kailigh brought Cin home and fetched the doctor.

She turned to Sere after Doc left. “I’m going to see what’s taking Persia so long.” She wouldn’t admit to worry. Persia knew how to stay out of sight, and she’d had orders not to engage, just to cover their retreat in the commotion of the gunfight. Kai hoped they wouldn’t get a visit from the constable soon.

Serephone nodded, jaw tight. Probably angry she couldn’t go, too, but someone had to stay with Cin.



* * *



T
 he deep pockets
 of Kailigh’s denim skirt held several little surprises Serephone had tinkered with over the years. That girl was damned handy with her tools, and had the ability to go into deep focus at the blink of an eye. Sometimes Kai wondered if her daughter was entirely sane, or if it was just a manifestation of leftover poison in the air.

She went through a quick check of her main rifle, ensuring it was loaded and that the telescope mechanism was functioning. The tiny pockets of her leather corset vest held emergency medical supplies. A disinfectant strip, needle and thread, makeshift tourniquet to staunch blood. Her aurapiece hadn’t been shattered in the fight, which was a blessing. Listening enhancements were hard to come by, and even Serephone couldn’t make something out of nothing.

Satisfied, Kailigh threw a short cape over her leather vest to hide the flintlock, smashed her wide brimmed hat over her head to help shadow her face once in town. She saddled her horse and was half way to town when a figure dropped out of the trees several meters in front of her. It was night, and the figure was slim, but Kai recognized the sure stride, relief welling. She slowed to a walk and then pulled up alongside her daughter, and dismounted.

“Here, take Horse home, I’m going back to town.”

She needed to talk to the constable before the traffickers paid him off, and she needed to know the whereabouts of her enemy. Today was the last straw—they were now at open war.

“Ma, don’t do anything crazy.”

She snorted, handing the reins to her second-eldest daughter and then patting Horse’s rump. It was evidence of Persia’s worry over Cinvarra that she didn’t argue with Kai, she just left. Well, worry and exhaustion. This life wore on the girls. Their eyes were too grim, even lavender eyed Cinvarra, the happiest of them all.

Kailigh jogged into town, staying off the path under the cover of the forest, avoiding buildings where lights were bright and patrons who spilled out onto the streets. It was a mining town, catering mostly to single men and a few families who’d settled here because the work was steady, if grueling. And steady work in the Outlands was hard to come by, if one weren’t a homesteader. One could make a decent living foraging ruins for scrap metal and tech, but the gear needed to protect a person from residual radiation and super bugs was expensive. Not to mention the requirement to carry one’s own water and filtration system, collapsible night time barriers to keep trouble and critters away… she grimaced. She’d tried it for all of six months when she’d been younger. The third time she’d almost died, she’d thrown in the towel. Some people were cut out for that life—Kailigh wasn’t.

Avoiding Stella’s, the saloon her arch nemesis preferred to frequent, and keeping an eye out for his men, Kailigh made her way through back alleys to the constable’s office, and rapped on the back door.

Constable Hatcher opened it immediately. A lean man with a hard face, hair cropped short to fit under the tall, rounded cap with the emblem of his office. “Get inside, Kai, hurry up.”

His tone of voice told her two things. One, he was aware she was in danger, and two, he wouldn’t arrest her unless she made him.

“Sorry,” she said.

Hatcher swore, lowering the setting of the single gas lamp of his scuffed iron desk. “You know Stella wants me to make you pay for damages, right?” he demanded. “What the hell was Cin doing in there, anyway? She’s not of age!”

Yeah, and Kai would lay into the girl when she was awake. “She’s dying,” Kai said, voice soft. “Lesson learned, I think.”

He stilled. “Ah, shit, Kai. Anything I can do?”

She shook her head. She’d ignored an offer of marriage from him years ago. Didn’t want his help then, didn’t want it now. Not that he was a bad man, but Kai knew she was stubborn and hell to live with. But she was tired, and getting too old to keep turning away help because she wanted to prove she could do it on her own. The old anger was wearing on her.

“I need permission to go to war. I need you to look the other way. Ruthus Adjrius has gone too far. How many girls have gone missing over the years?”

He didn’t say anything for a long moment, then sighed. “These fucking traffickers. They have backing in the Cities. Seattle is the worst.”

“Something made him decide today was the day. He’s been watching Cin for three years now, but never did anything. I thought he figured it wasn’t worth getting shot.”

“More manpower now.”

Which made all the difference. Kai was one woman with three daughters. But when Ruthus emerged from the airbus today, it was with a shiny new suit complete with fancy engraved sheathe for a rapier, and double his usual guard. He’d found financing. She’d watched from her produce stand as townspeople gathered, waiting on goods and loved ones to disembark. It burned a hole in her gut that flesh traffickers used the innocuous exterior to hide their dirty business. Some unsuspecting mother could be lingering near a vendor perusing cloth or candy and have her young daughter targeted for 'recruitment'. The bolder traffickers would try to follow a girl home and snatch her right before the bus was due to leave—the mother none the wiser. But longtime residents knew. And watched.

“You make this fight quick, and you keep bystanders out of it, Kai.” He pointed a finger at her. “And if anyone files a formal complaint, I’ll have to arrest you.”

Who would? No one had taken on Ruthus because of the possible repercussions. Who wanted their home or business firebombed one dark night? But she wouldn’t live in fear of the airbus anymore.

But it wasn’t only her town, and the Dwyrkin Lord would have to do something about the mess, too.

“I’ll get backup,” she said aloud. “Just wanted to give you a heads up.”

“Kai,” he said as she opened the back door.

Kailigh paused with her hand on the knob. “Yeah?”

“You know it’s not really my permission you need, right? I don’t own this town.”

No. Goddamnit. Seemed like everything kept circling back to Lord Maddugh. She nodded once, grim, and left.
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Either she cures the Prince, or she is sold in marriage to a warrior she doesn’t love….






CHAPTER ONE






G
 enetic research wasn’t all
 that profitable these days. Surah wondered if she should chuck it and open a marijuana dispensary instead. Rifling through her assistant’s notes, Surah analyzed the data. Speed reading the conclusions, her heart rate spiked, just a little. Evidently, after several years of painstaking work, they were close to an answer. She’d given up on the research, like a coward, not wanting to continue to see the veiled hope in Malin’s eyes die. She’d silenced her guilt and gnawing worry with wine and partying with her brother, but now it seemed as if dumping the entire project in Cole's lap was the action that might save them both; Malin, and
 Surah.

If Malin died, so would the best part of Surah's heart. And Malin had no clue of her feelings.

“Surah.”

She looked up, eyes focusing on the female standing in the doorway of her office in human form. Lavinia Mogren, her half-brother Geza’s Councilor. And the last person she wanted to see.

“How did you get in here?” she asked.

“Through the front door, of course.”

Of course. Surah had changed the codes twice in the last month–a constant cat-and-mouse game with the Council. They might fund her, but they could keep their claws out of her research. She was a professional. That meant refusing to work with a walking, winged-statue breathing over her shoulder.

“Councilor.” Surah's tone should have frosted the glass in the door. “It’s past working hours. You can make an appointment for the morning.”

Lavinia smiled, stepping into the room; swept aside the hem of her long dress as if there was refuse on the floor. “I don’t think so. I admire the work you do here, Surah. I’ve been meaning to sit and speak to you about it for a while now.”

Surah tugged on her braid, irritated. The floors were plain white tile, waxed clean by bots every night. But, probably, the stench of humans offended Lavinia’s nostrils. Gargoyles, though a minority of the Seattle area population, tended to view themselves at the top of the food chain. Because they kept mostly to themselves, rarely interfering in human culture and vice-versa, they could mostly get away with that crap. Surah, straddling the middle of both societies, knew better. All she had to do was open the latest digital issue of The Stone Lover,
 and skim all the articles and photos keeping up with the latest gargoyle gossip. Malin was in there all the time, Seattle’s resident ‘human’ gargoyle—and Surah was usually there as well. She was the only Ioveanu Princess.

She sighed. “Take a seat.”

As much as the female irritated her, if Lavinia yanked her support of the project, the funding would soon follow. So she’d play the Councilor’s little verbal tap dance–and then kick her ass out so Surah could go home. No, wait. Geza’s damn soiree. Had to show her face at the Palace, that three-towered, stone monstrosity of a complex taking up several city blocks on one of Seattle’s more visible hills, and then maybe she could get some rest. At least there would be decent wine, plenty of it.

Fingers snapped in front of her face–nails a little too sharp, a little too curved, to be fully mortal. Surah started, looking up. Lavinia frowned at her, dark eyes narrowed.

“Do you need a nap?” Lavinia asked with a snap in her voice. She shifted, flexing phantom wings. They wouldn’t come out until night. “I was speaking to you.”

“A nap would be fabulous, actually. What’s your poison, Lavinia? I’ve got work to do before I can go home.”

Lavinia’s gaze held hers, mouth firm. She wouldn’t bother with a lecture on respect for elders and proper formality–Surah outranked her. “You’ve been unsuccessful–for five years–in formulating a solution to the Princes’ weakness.”

“It’s a genetic, degenerative disease, Councilor. I don’t know why you call it the-”

“I’d like you to ensure you remain unsuccessful.”

Surah shut her mouth. “What?”

Lavinia’s smile lacked humor. “Tell me. How different would your childhood have been if you weren’t plagued by your brothers? If you’d been free from blood associations that dictated your destiny?”

For one thing, she only had one
 brother. Half-sister to the current Prince, Geza, through their mother Adagia, many also forgot that Geza’s eldest half-brother, Malin, was not related to Surah at all
 . But the tenor of Lavinia’s question struck her. She knew the gargoyle taught political science to humans at a local university, on staff as their token gargoyle-to-human cultural ambassador.

“Are you starting to buy into your own curriculum, Professor?”

Lavinia tilted her head. Woven into a tight braid, her hair didn’t budge even a strand. “What I believe,” she replied slowly, “is that the monarchy is weak. Geza is weak. His father, Ciodaru, was weak.”

Surah's fingers thrummed along her desk. “What I do here isn’t political, it’s medical. You know—improving lives, not making them miserable. The Ioveanu’s aren’t the only family with this disease, just the most visible. What do I have to do with politics?”

Lavinia shook her head, eyes never leaving Surah’s. “You’re a fool if you think what you do here isn’t political. What do you think will happen if Malin is cured?”

“He’ll be able to shift every night without pain,” Surah snapped. “He won’t face a future where shifting at all
 is impossible–trapping him in human form for the rest of his long life.”

“No. He will take back the throne.” The words fell between them like stones. “There will be war between the Princes, and you caught in between.” Lavinia rose, looking down at her. “You love them both. Which one do you want to die?” Turning, she strode towards the entrance. Paused before stepping out, hand on the lintel. “Will you do as I ask?”

“Nope. It’s not personal, though.” She had to tack that last bit on–she couldn’t afford to make a personal enemy of Lavinia Mogren.

Lavinia glanced back at her as she exited, dark eyes glittering. “Nor will be my response. Careful in the choices you make, Surah. You are only half of us, and therefore as weak in your way as your full-blooded brothers.”

Surah folded her arms, bored. “Is that a threat? It’s not very imaginative.”

Lavinia didn’t reply, just studied her one moment longer then left. Surah waited a few minutes before speaking. “Lana?”

A disembodied voice of indeterminate age filled the air. “How may I serve, O Fearless Leader?”

“Lana, change the entrance codes and set to eye print verification.”

“Clearance level 5A is required to request-”

Surah rattled off the access code, a little smug–it had taken three days and a huge favor to get that clearance.

“Request accepted.”

Perfect. “Dim lights to twenty percent and turn on focus playlist three.”

“Request accepted.”

Classical music filled the air, the crooning male tenor and jarring electrical guitar beat energizing. She sighed, sitting back in her chair.

The next gargoyle who came to ask her to commit treason had better knock.



* * *



“S
 hould have told
 me you weren’t in the mood for company,” Kausar said, voice gruff.

Malin turned and left the balcony off the kitchen, the blades of his shoulders itching. His old weapons master was required to stay indoors where the bright beat of sunlight wouldn’t blind his eyes. This far up in the sky, there were no trees or buildings to block that mad orb. Several miles away, the Space Needle cowered under the shadow of his manmade aerie. A half block away–the required distance he’d negotiated with the city, an air trolley full of tourists pointed, snapping photos with their wrist units. The flashes annoyed him, but he was used to it; he was Seattle’s only resident billionaire gargoyle after all. And the only gargoyle who came out so readily during the day. Kausar was a strong, purebred gargoyle; Malin was weak.

Malin smiled, no humor in the expression. He was impervious to sun these days, even with Surah’s experimenting and relentless insistence that he ‘take his meds.’

“I’m not the best company even on a good day, old friend,” Malin said. “But your presence here is welcome. It reminds me of home.”

A home he was no longer part of, except on the very peripheral of what being the brother of the ruling Prince required. Brother to the Prince, when once he
 had ruled. He didn’t quite regret leaving behind the command of the host. But spending his days surrounded by humans, even high-powered, high-energy, faultlessly intelligent humans…grated.

“You in pain?” Kausar asked, always blunt. He was the only one, besides Surah, who referred to Malin’s genetic illness with open candor. Like a soldier. But then, Kausar didn’t think he was any weaker than a warrior with an old war injury.

“It’s nothing.” He set his water bottle down on a counter. “Surah does what she can.”

“That girl’s a warrior,” Kausar replied, stern warmth in his voice. He adored the ‘girl’, though he’d never let anyone know. Was as close to a father to her as any male had been–and had trained her along with Malin and Geza. “Needs a mate. Prince trying to give her off to one of his…warriors.” Kausar’s sneer was brief, but genuine.

“Who?”

His weapons master gave him a wary, calculated look. “Eh, not telling you, boy. You’ll start a war.”

“Why would I do that?”

“You want the girl. Don’t know why you won’t take her. You’re as good a male as any. Better. And she loves you.”

“Like a brother.”

Kausar snorted. “Didn’t think the disease affected your brains, but I guess it does. Too damn bad.”

“I practically raised her, Kausar.”

He glanced up at the ceiling. “Been around humans too long. That makes you even better for her–you already know her, and she’s comfortable with you. Would you rather she be used as a wife by a stranger? Or loved by a male with her best interests at heart?”

It was a sign of his wavering resolve that Malin didn’t protest the word love. He might have, even a year ago. But he was tired, and Surah’s company soothed him, and he just wanted some peace, some comfort before he completely succumbed to the daylight. With her half-human blood, she could exist in both worlds as he did, and not look at him with scorn when he could no longer shift and fly the night skies.

“I’ll think about it,” Malin said. “I don’t know what to say to her.”

“Start with, ‘Would you like to go to dinner?’”

Courting advice from Kausar–who was single. Perfect.



* * *



H
 e decided on lunch
 , at the last minute, his nerves giving way as soon as he heard her voice. He, former Prince of the Gargoyle Host in the Pacific Northwest, renowned warrior–former warrior–filthy rich business mogul with human women throwing themselves in his lap….and his testy foster sister scared him to death.

“Communicator, connect with Surah.”

“Malin, what’s up?” she asked. A 3-D stationary image shimmered to life on his desk. She must have her live feed off again. He heard the tap of keys in the background, knew she was in her lab.

“Meet me for lunch this week. I have something I want your opinion on.”

“Weird, but okay. Just message when you’re ready.”

She sounded distracted, about to disconnect. This wasn’t going right. He should say something else… “How are you today?”

“What? I’m fine. This formula–son of a…! I hate this computer. Cole! Cooolllleee!”

Malin winced, fingers thrumming his desk. “You’re busy.”

“What were you saying? Look, if it’s important, you should just come to the lab, your key codes still work.”

“That will anger the Council.”

“Fuck the Council. They only think
 I work for them.”

He blinked. She rarely swore, and only when someone had run afoul of her temper. “Careful, my Lady. You are still beholden to the Court, and half-sister to its Prince.”

“Blah blah blah. Cole, hey, take a look at this mess. Do we need to order new machines or did I just break it? Lana, can you run an analysis?”

“Please define parameters.”

Malin sighed.

“Hey, look, Malin, just holler when you want those eats, okay? You’re buying. Lana-”

She disconnected as he said, “Of course.” That was the way courting worked, wasn’t it? Except she didn’t know they were courting. He wondered how he was going to tell her.
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