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CHAPTER 1
Devin Alexander stared at the love of his life, Nessa, waiting for her to acknowledge what he just heard. Some unknown redheaded sidhe had just asked to court her. She wasn’t available for courting. Vanessa McKinny was his, and only his. They loved each other. They were bonded. Their souls were entwined for eternity. They could never live without the other. They had tried to break the bond but found that their lives were linked permanently. She was already taken, so courting wasn’t even an option. What more of a reason did you need beyond that to be considered the one courting her? Nessa didn’t reply right away. She didn’t even look over to Devin. Was she actually taking the redheaded oaf’s offer seriously?
“Yes,” she whispered. 
Devin stared at her in shock. He had come to the sidhe village to free himself of her, but along the way he found that he actually didn’t want to be free. He loved her and wanted to be with her forever. Only moments before the stranger showed up, he’d just been about to propose marriage to her, and now she was saying yes, allowing some unknown sidhe to court her. Devin had thought they were on the same page, that she even loved him like he loved her. He thought she would say yes to him. Again, his life wasn’t working the way he expected.
“You know I can’t decline,” she added, finally looking at Devin, pleading with her eyes for him to understand.
He didn’t understand. Devin turned his back to her, not even saying good-bye, and made his way to the bridge leading to the village. He didn’t stop to glance at her. The love of his life had just told someone else that they could court her. Even if he didn’t know the exact details of what courting meant to the sidhe, he knew enough to know that it meant competition for Nessa’s affections. As Liam began talking again, Devin blocked out what they were saying and slowly made his way back to the palace and the room he shared with Nessa. Maybe he wasn’t supposed to be with her. Maybe fate was telling him that they were not as matched as Devin felt. The moment had been perfect, and he still didn’t get the chance to ask her to marry him.
When Devin walked into Nessa’s apartment, he began to look around the room for his things. He didn’t have much with him, as he originally thought this would be a short trip, and he placed it all in a bag. There were plenty of empty rooms in the palace, and he needed to get away from Nessa for a while. 
How could she just say yes? Why didn’t she say no? Was it that hard to do? Devin had just told her how much he loved her, and now she was allowing another guy to court her. It was wrong, and Devin didn’t need to stay around to find out why she did it. His bag was packed when his friends Ronan and Turner entered the room only moments later.
Ronan looked to Devin and then at his bag. They obviously didn’t expect him back so soon.
“I’m not sure, but I take that as a sign things didn’t go well,” Ronan surmised with a grim expression. Nessa’s older cousin had been rooting for them from the day Devin arrived.
Devin shoved his last shirt into his bag and glanced up at Ronan. “Not exactly.” 
His tone was icier than he intended. Ronan looked a bit hurt. It didn’t faze Turner; they’d been friends since they were children, and he knew Devin’s tone meant he was closing things out emotionally. Devin had a knack for being able to close off everything emotionally and just do his job. It might have been since he was raised by one of the most powerful night humans around who had himself lacked the ability to feel for others, or it could have been from his traumatic childhood where his family was murdered by a night human before his eyes. Either way, Turner knew that tone well. Devin was shutting down.
“What are you fighting about now?” Turner asked, pointing to the filled backpack. Turner, along with Ronan, knew that Devin and Nessa were a perfect match, even if they quarreled often.
“And where are you going?” Ronan added, getting over the momentary anger radiating off Devin.
“Going?” Devin echoed, as if he hadn’t thought that far yet. “I was going to find a new room in the palace, but I think I’d feel better in the village. I know a couple people there and hope that they can take me in for a day, maybe two, until I decide what to do next. I’m not sure where I’ll go after that, so it might take a few days to plan.”
“You’re leaving the sidhe, not just the palace?” Ronan asked in shock. A fight meant Devin and Nessa needed space, but moving on meant something else altogether. “This is serious,” Ronan told Turner, who nodded. They both realized the truth behind his words. Devin wasn’t angry about something. He was sad, and Devin didn’t hide that from them.
“What happened?” Turner asked a second time.
At that question, Devin shook his head. It made no difference now if he told them. He already heard Nessa’s reply. She would allow that other sidhe to court her. If she had her doubts about Devin, she made it clear now. She didn’t love him like he loved her. It had all been one-sided. What he believed he felt through the bond wasn’t really there. Devin could see it now; all he had been feeling were his own emotions, not Nessa’s feelings. Their love wasn’t what he thought it was. She wanted the chance to date someone else.
Ronan looked at Devin. “What happened?” Ronan repeated Turner’s words. They both were worried. Devin’s anger melted a bit as they stared at him. Both were obvious in their concern.
Devin sighed and gave them the short version of events. “I was about to ask her to marry me when some other sidhe showed up. Guess he took the early train to the village for the coronation, but whatever. He interrupted me as I was asking Nessa by making it very clear he’s interested in her also. He asked to court her, and she said yes.” 
Turner’s mouth dropped open in shock. He understood exactly what Devin was feeling. Nessa was choosing to allow someone else to court her. Devin looked like he might be repeating history.
Ronan smiled and laughed. Turner and Devin both turned at his laughter in shock. Where they came from, you didn’t court other people when you already loved someone, especially someone you were already bonded to. Ronan, it seemed, didn’t take it as a serious matter. 
“Who was it?” Ronan was still smiling.
Not finding anything about the situation amusing, Devin glared at Ronan. There was nothing funny about Nessa breaking his heart. Devin never really gave his feelings freely. When he loved, it was with his full heart. Now it was broken.
“No. Seriously, who was it?” Ronan asked, sobering up at the look Devin gave him.
“A big redheaded guy named Liam,” Devin replied like it mattered. Nessa had said yes, that was enough to crush him. Who did it matter who she said yes to?
Ronan shook his head. “Liam Kay came early. No surprise there.” He didn’t seem worried about the situation at all. Devin was planning to leave the sidhe, and Ronan was laughing. How could Ronan laugh when the one person who held the power to fix everything was running away?
“What do you mean?” Turner asked, getting into the gossip a bit when Devin just wanted to head into the village and disappear. He didn’t need to know more.
“Liam Kay has had a crush on Nessa since we were all children. He put in a formal request to court her when we were small, and her father said yes. Nessa wasn’t saying yes because she was interested in him,” Ronan explained to Devin, “she had no choice. Her father already promised. She couldn’t break her father’s word that, when she came of age, Liam could court her. Nessa is just following tradition, and the promise of her father that was already given. It had nothing to do with her love for you. She’s just doing what she has to do and that’s all.” Ronan smiled like he was pleading for Devin to understand the situation meant nothing to Nessa.
That was odd news. Devin wasn’t sure Ronan was correct. He had seen the smile she had when she recognized Liam. And if Liam truly had been one of the first ones to save Nessa from Rhys’ wrath, then she probably did have feelings for him at one point. There was no way Devin could sit around in the same room as her if she was confused about what she wanted from life. Just because they were bonded, that didn’t mean they were married. Nessa was still allowed to make her own choices, and Devin didn’t want any doubts in their relationship. He loved Nessa completely—that much he knew—but did she feel the same? He couldn’t be sure, and he was still moving out.
“Fine. If you say so,” Devin replied, swinging his bag over his shoulder.
“Wait. Where are you going?” Ronan asked. The smile vanished from his face as he realized Devin was still leaving. “There’s nothing to worry about.” Panic was about to set into the sidhe.
“That may be why she said yes, but we’re nothing more than two people bonded together. She’s allowed to court and do whatever else her father promised. I don’t have to sit here and watch it,” Devin answered. Turner nodded in agreement. Devin was thankful that even though he had a rocky relationship with Turner at times, he was still his best friend.
“But you can’t leave us,” Ronan continued, starting to panic. He understood what it meant if Devin left, even if Devin didn’t get the gravity of the situation. He was the force that was holding the sidhe together. Without Devin and his power to keep everyone under control, they would revert back to the old ways where the clans would fight each other for power. Devin needed to stay to maintain the peace if nothing else.
“I’m not leaving the sidhe,” Devin answered. He could feel the anxiety pour off Ronan. He didn’t completely understand his powers yet, but they were keeping Nessa safe. He wasn’t about to leave her unprotected, even if seeing her with someone else was crushing him.
“Then where are you going?” Ronan asked. He was getting to the verge of being hysterical.
“I’m not leaving. I’ll stay in the village and tell your father where I end up. Don’t worry about it. I’ll make sure everything remains safe for everyone,” Devin replied. Ronan’s reassurances weren’t enough to keep Devin around when Nessa returned. “But I’m not going to sit around here and watch someone else win over Nessa. If she wants someone else, that’s her choice. I can live with that. But I don’t need to see it happen. I’ll be around.” With his last statement, Devin turned from Ronan and Turner and walked away. He gave a wave back to them as he walked. He would be true to his word. He would protect everyone if it came down to it. He would even protect Nessa if she decided to be with the big oaf. That was one part of himself that he couldn’t stop—he’d been raised to protect others. Too bad he forgot to protect his own heart this time.
 
As Devin kept walking, he passed more people heading home after the night. He had never really noticed the time difference too much growing up inside, but out in nature it was different. It felt like the sun had set not too long ago, and the sidhe village burst to life. It was fun to see it happen. What looked like well-worn pathways through the woods were actually walkways through the village. The houses blended so perfectly with their surroundings that you didn’t actually see them as you passed by. Trees, large bushes, and vines hid just about everything else. After spending the past few days in the sidhe village, and time before that in the common part of the village, Devin was seeing the difference between everything. The large tree to his left wasn’t really a thick trunk, but the doorway to a home. The overgrown bushes on the other side weren’t just overrun; they were the front wall to another home. It was like that all around him. His first walk-through he could barely make out a single home—nature hid the inhabitants—but now, as he spent more time with them, he could see it all.
Devin nodded to the first sidhe he encountered, and the person bowed to him. He was a little taken aback by the gesture, and then realized that everyone was figuring out who he was. Reluctantly, Devin nodded again to the man. It was simpler just to be the day human pet of some elite sidhe. No one treated him differently then. But now it was going to be different. He could already feel it. He made his presence known when he ran through the village the day before, wearing the sidhe king’s twin swords on his back and searching for the assassin. Things were going to be awkward now, and Devin wasn’t too happy about that.
The pathway became more rugged as he walked on. He was coming to the end of the road and couldn’t go farther, or he would be out of the village. He had yet to find any options for a place to crash, and he didn’t want to stay in the palace, since it was too close to Nessa. Yet, he didn’t want to leave the village. It wouldn’t be safe to leave them either. There was something about being on the sidhe lands that made him connect with everyone. What was he supposed to do?
“Day Human.”
Devin turned to the voice of a man beside him. He had been lost in his thoughts and not realized that he was standing still.
“Hello,” Devin said to the old man. He had met Old Man Winters on his first outing in the village.
“You look lost,” the old man commented, stroking his white beard.
Devin shrugged with a slight smile. Winters had not bowed to him before speaking. The old man wasn’t acting like Devin was any different. There was no change, no fear in his eyes.
“Just trying to figure out what to do,” Devin replied, looking at the pathway that ended abruptly feet away from him.
“Whether to stay or leave?” Winters observed.
“Oh, I have to stay,” Devin replied. He knew that much was true. His life was already linked to Nessa’s. “I just don’t know where. I’m not sure where I belong at the moment.”
The old man nodded as if he understood. “If you need some time to decide, you can always stay with me,” he offered. “I know my place isn’t much because I don’t need much, but you’re always welcome with me. What’s mine is yours. That is our way here.”
Smiling, Devin nodded. He didn’t want to impose on the man. In fact, he didn’t want to impose on any of the common sidhe; they had it hard enough as it was. Winters saw in Devin’s eyes that he would be refusing.
“Why not just come in and have a seat while you think about what you will be doing? You don’t have to stay, just rest a bit. The sun will be full up in a few hours, and I’m sure you’ll have an easier time getting around with everyone in bed.” The old man had seen the reactions of the villagers that Devin was struggling with.
The old man didn’t wait for Devin to reply, but walked up to his house and opened the door. Devin followed behind as the man led him into his small home. There was a bed on one side of the large open room, and a kitchen on the other hosting a small table. Only one chair sat at the table. The man went to his hearth and took a kettle off the fire. Pouring a cup, he set it on the table and motioned for Devin to sit, but Devin didn’t want to impose or take the only seat in the house.
“I have deliveries to make. By the time I return, I’m sure it will be easier for you to wander in through the village.” He smiled like he already knew Devin would never stay long.
“Thank you,” Devin replied.
The old man stared at Devin and then nodded. “It will take much, but know that no one likes change, especially those in charge. No one person is meant to stand still in time. Change is supposed to happen. Traditions can kill a race if they let them, and the sidhe are steeped in tradition. Most don’t even know why or when the rules they follow began. Don’t let that deter you. Be the man you’re meant to be. The rest will just have to deal with it. That’s the burden that comes with power.” The old man hobbled back to the door. “Feel free to stay as long as you’d like.”
Devin didn’t respond as the old man shuffled out the door and to his waiting cart. He wanted to ask what the man meant, but Old Man Winters’ horse was well now, and there was really no excuse Devin could make to go help the man. And he was right, Devin needed to think, needed to decide what to do next. 
This wasn’t what he planned, and even if his plans kept changing he definitely never wanted to be in the situation where the girl he loved was begin sought after by other men again. He had done that before and lost. He didn’t want to repeat it.
Devin took a drink of the tea in front of him. He could taste a handful of different herbs in it, but the honey did well to blend everything together to keep Devin from analyzing it too much. He looked around the meagerly furnished house. There was a hearth with a fire that seemed to be well stocked. Also, a small set of kitchen cupboards that were mostly empty. The tiny bed was only inches off the ground, and a well-worn blanket was neatly made across the bed. There was one thing on the walls, a picture of an older woman Devin had never seen. There had been a Mrs. Winters at some point. Beyond the picture, there were no more decorations. The old man had very little to himself. Were all the common sidhe like this? Devin had to wonder about the village. The elite had rooms upon rooms packed full of stuff, but this old man, who supplied the milk to the villagers, had close to nothing.
Devin stood and walked around the small space. It was too closed in to think. He needed to be outside, even with the slight nighttime chill still in the air. Finding a second door in the house he opened it. It led outside to the back of the house. Devin stepped through into the overgrown pasture. It must not have been used recently as the grass was waist high. He walked through the meadow to a spot by the side of the house that allowed him to see when the old man returned. He didn’t want to leave without thanking him.
Devin sat down in the grass, and it covered him while he could still watch the house. People didn’t come past the house as it was the last one before the lane ended, but Devin could still see the commotion of people up the road. The old man was right that it was slowing down. The day would be the best time for Devin to wander more in thought. He would have to stop and find a place to rest eventually, but his mind was too busy for sleep at that moment. He needed to plan. Devin didn’t like to do anything in life without a plan, and a backup or two.
Devin glanced up beyond the trees where the sun was beginning to rise. The lighter streaks in the sky told him the day was coming, and the village would be quiet again.
He felt the tingles as Nessa walked down the street before he could see her. Devin had blocked his mind from her since he found her saying yes to being courted by someone else. He could still feel her through the bond, but he was sure the only thing she felt was his location.
Nessa walked up to the door of the Winters’ house. She paused and raised a fist to knock on the door. Quickly, she lowered her hand and stepped two steps back. Devin wanted to eavesdrop into her mind but decided against it. Nessa paced a few steps, and then returned to the door. This time she knocked. Devin didn’t reply as he wasn’t in the house, and he didn’t really want to hear her excuse.
Nessa placed her hands on her hips and blew her curls out of her face in frustration. She knew he was there and not replying. Devin found himself longing to touch the stray hair that wouldn’t stay in place.
Nessa reached up and knocked again. Still no response. Her anxiety turned to anger as she stared at the door like she could see inside it.
“Devin Alexander, I know you’re in there,” she complained, hands on her hips, tapping her feet. Devin still didn’t reply. It was childish, but he didn’t care. He didn’t want to deal with her at that moment, and part of him wanted to make her angry.
Nessa backed away from the door like she was contemplating trying to look in the window next to it. She paused before deciding not to, and instead stood in the street staring at the house. Devin was sure that she felt him through the bond, but he still didn’t reply.
“Fine,” she muttered, turning on her heels to walk away. She paused as Ronan and Turner approached.
“Find him?” Ronan asked.
“Oh yeah, I found him,” she replied before turning back to glare at the house.
“And he won’t talk to you,” Turner interpreted correctly.
“Nope,” she added. This time her anger simmered a bit, and Devin could feel the hint of sadness in her voice. He had planned to stand up and greet Ronan and Turner to make Nessa even angrier that he had watched her try to talk to him, but he decided not to. He didn’t need the bond to see that under her anger was sadness.
“Give him some time,” Turner added. He patted her shoulder as he passed her and continued on to the old man’s house. Nessa nodded, and with only one last look, she turned and walked back the way she came.
Turner strolled up to the door and tried to turn the handle. He wasn’t one for formalities like knocking. Suddenly, he pulled his hand back, acting as if it zapped him with electricity. Ronan stood beside Turner, laughing away at his reaction.
“Sidhe homes are made to warn the owner if someone is trying to enter that they haven’t given permission to. Unless you knock, and they let you in, it can be a bit painful to enter,” Ronan explained.
“So we just sit here and knock like Nessa?” Turner asked. Devin saw the doubt crowd his face.
“Yes,” Ronan replied, raising his fist to knock.
“Or you could just join me in the grass,” Devin suggested loudly from his spot on the ground. Turner’s head snapped to him, and Devin’s best friend easily jumped the natural fence of intertwined growing bushes to join Devin. Ronan was a bit more cautious and looked for the gate to go through instead.
“Still pouting?” Turner asked as he sat beside Devin. He stretched out amongst the tall blades of grass, finding the perfect spot that the rising sun was hitting as the day light began. 
Ronan joined them and sat beside Devin, staying as best he could to the shade. All night humans had some sensitivity to the sun, but shifters like Turner didn’t seem to care too much about the possibility of a sunburn. He seemed to enjoy the sun while most night humans cowered away from it. Devin always thought maybe Turner was more cat than wolf.
“You really aren’t coming back to the palace?” Ronan inquired, unsure how to judge Devin. They had met only days ago, even if it seemed like Devin had been part of the sidhe for much longer.
“Nessa needs her space,” Devin replied. At least that was the excuse Devin wanted to believe.
“Or you need yours,” Turner suggested, opening one eye and then closing it again.
“I don’t need space,” Devin replied. He didn’t. That much was true. “I know what I want. She doesn’t.”
Ronan shook his head. “I told you; this is all tradition. Nessa didn’t have any other choice but to say yes to him. If she had not, it would have been a slight to his whole family. She would have been going back on her own father’s word.”
“It may be tradition, but she could have said no. Some traditions need to be broken,” Devin remarked. Ronan didn’t look as shocked as Devin expected him to be. Instead, he seemed to contemplate the words.
“I think you and my father must secretly be the same person. He’s always complaining about the traditions around here.” Ronan added, “But that might just be because he wants me to feel welcome and not inhibited around him. I’m not traditional, so you don’t have to talk to me about breaking old customs. But I do understand Nessa. She didn’t want to start out as queen by angering one of her most supportive families.”
“The sidhe need change and that won’t happen if people keep following tradition. Nessa needs to make a choice, and I’m not going to stand in her way,” Devin stated. He was sulking now. He felt it through the bond and was a bit surer that Nessa wasn’t changing how she felt about him.
Standing up, Turner shook his head.
“We better head back to the palace,” Turner told Ronan, who was scooting ever so slightly to stay hidden from the direct sun rays. Devin had noticed that the sidhe was subtly uncomfortable.
“And what about you?” Ronan asked, standing and moving to a more shaded spot. “You can always stay at my place. It’s not as big as Nessa’s, but I still have space for another person in it.”
“I’ll find somewhere out here to sleep,” Devin replied. “I’m not really interested in going back to the palace yet.” Devin felt resigned. He would return to Nessa, and he knew it. As much as he wanted to give her space to make her own decisions, they were bonded. He couldn’t deny that much.
“All the homes here have people in them,” Ronan replied. Devin hadn’t thought about sleeping in a home. The sunlight was warm enough; he could curl up where he was now to get some rest. “What will you do? Sleep with the outcasts?”
Devin stood up and looked at Ronan. That was actually a good idea. He had just moved the would be assassins Mara and Colin to Turner’s village, so their house would be completely free. He wouldn’t be imposing on anyone.
“I think that’s exactly what I’ll do,” Devin replied. Ronan, no matter how liberal, had to hide his disgust at the idea. Turner laughed at the sidhe’s response. Devin would have been laughing, too, if he weren’t still upset with Nessa.
“Have fun, man,” Turner replied, patting Ronan on the back as he seemed still in shocked at the idea that Devin would move out of the palace and to the outcast village. “Just realize this isn’t the same.”
“What?” Ronan asked, finally returning to the conversation after his momentary shock at Devin suggesting that he was going to the outcast camp.
“Stay with Ronan for now. I can’t protect you from the sidhe as I should be able to do,” Devin admitted. He brought his friend into the village, but there was nothing he could do about it now. “Once I figure out what I’m doing, I’ll let you know.” Turner nodded to Devin and followed Ronan. He didn’t seem to mind much. Turner was using his visit as an extended vacation to get out of duties back home.
“Nessa isn’t Arianna,” Turner added, not explaining for Ronan, but speaking for Devin’s benefit. “Arianna wasn’t yours to lose because you never really won her. Nessa is yours. You won her over before you even came back here. If you let her go, this will be your fault, and you’ll regret it.”
Devin stood and watched Turner walk away with Ronan. He wanted to give Turner some witty reply, but his friend was right. Devin hated when Turner was actually being smart about something. He preferred his friend to be the laid back one, not the smart one doling out wisdom. Unfortunately, Turner was right. Nessa wasn’t Arianna, and what Devin felt was different. 
Nessa was the real deal and his other half. He wanted Nessa, but he wanted her to want him, too. She didn’t feel for the newest suitor what she felt for him, but he needed her to be sure. He didn’t want her to regret anything later in life, and the only way to achieve that was to let her now make her own choice. She may have allowed the suitor to court her for tradition, but it was a choice. For now all Devin could do was wait. If she was meant to be with him, then it would happen. He didn’t want to regret letting Nessa go, but there was nothing he could do until she made up her mind. The best he could do now was focus on the common sidhe and make their lives better.
The old man returned to the pasture with his horse and cart as Devin made his way to the gate.
“Time to leave already?” Winters asked.
Devin nodded.
“So you made up your mind on what you’re going to do?”
Devin nodded again. 
“Good,” he added as he unhooked his horse from the cart and ushered her through the gate. “You do know there’s nothing wrong in fighting for someone.”
Devin paused at the old man’s comment.
“It may be chivalrous to let the lady make her own choices, but it doesn’t hurt to let her know that you’re the choice she should make,” he added, as if he could read Devin’s mind.
Devin just nodded. He wanted to make Nessa choose him, but he wasn’t sure how to go about doing that without interfering in letting her making her own choice. He needed some time alone to think and make a plan. Nessa was his to win, and he was pretty sure that she needed to know that, too.
 
Devin made his way back through the village to the outcast camp at the edge of the city limits. It was nice that the sun had risen, and the sidhe had retreated indoors for the day. He didn’t pass a single soul on his walk, and he was more than thankful for that. Their bowing and the fear in their eyes stung a bit after not being anything to them just the day before. He wasn’t quite sure how to help the common sidhe now that they had turned to being afraid of him, but he was determined to do so. Once he got a few hours’ sleep he would be able to think more clearly about what to do.
Devin walked into the outcast camp and found they had not retreated for the day. Most of them still milled about getting their chores done, yet no one really paid much attention to him. At least there was one place he didn’t change. The house he was going to no longer had inhabitants because he had taken them to a new town earlier that day when they were banished from the sidhe village for trying to assassinate several people. Walking over to the abandoned house of Mara and Collin, Devin paused to survey it. It was in decent shape and would do as a place to rest for the day. It wasn’t like anything in the outcast camp was nice by any means, as large cracks protruded into practically every home there, but it was still better than sleeping outside. He did have to wonder how they made it through the winter, but that would be a question for another time. For now he just needed to rest and come up with a plan.
“The palace not fit for your comfort?” someone asked from beside Devin, eyeing over Mara and Colin’s place.
Devin turned to the voice and noticed that while most of the outcast sidhe were finishing up their night and heading indoors after their chores, a man stood beside him doing nothing. Devin guessed that he was old and maybe didn’t have chores to do, but it was difficult to be sure. The outcasts all appeared much older than they really were. Even if Devin thought the man seemed to be at least in his fifties or sixties, it probably wasn’t so.
“It’s a little too crowded and getting worse there,” Devin replied.
The man nodded before thrusting out his hand. “Keaton,” he introduced himself. “Colin was like a little brother to me. I was sad to see him leave, but I guess I shouldn’t be.”
Devin wanted to reply, but he had to keep it all under wraps. He needed the sidhe to believe he had punished Colin and Mara by sending them away, but that wasn’t even close to the truth. The sidhe were afraid of the outside world and thought banishment was worse than death. He knew that just their being away less than a day meant that Colin and Mara already had a better life than they had for years in the outcast camp. In Triclan City they would have a house that didn’t let in the rain, food to eat without having to live on the vegetables Mara grew, and jobs that didn’t include being the lowest form of life like they were in the sidhe village. They would be happy in Turner’s hometown. All night humans were happy there.
“What do you guys do for winter?” Devin asked, changing the subject since he couldn’t tell the truth to the man.
“Winter?” Keaton replied. He shrugged. “Shiver through it like we’re meant to.” The older man made a fake shiver with a sad face before breaking back into a grin.
“Meant to?”
“We’re all here for a reason. This isn’t supposed to be luxury. We’re meant to suffer while we live out our pathetic lives,” Keaton added, but Devin didn’t get the feeling that Keaton thought it was just like he made it sound.
“And your reason?” Devin replied, finding the friendly sidhe interesting.
“Not praising and worshiping the past king, Rhys, well enough for his satisfaction. That guy was a jerk, and everyone knew it. No one wanted to be near him, let alone work for him. Not like I had a choice. From what they told me before forcing me here, I wasn’t nice enough to him. I guess I just wasn’t smart enough to fake it.”
“You’re really here because you didn’t like him?” he asked. Devin had met Rhys personally only a few months ago. He knew firsthand how much Rhys wasn’t likable, and it didn’t strike Devin as odd that someone wouldn’t like him. It did seem strange, though, that they would be cast away because of it.
“Well, he might have overheard me telling a few people what a jerk he was,” Keaton added with a shrug and a sly grin.
“You worked in the palace?” Devin asked. The only outcasts Devin had met worked part time in the palace. The new sidhe seemed a bit different, but Devin couldn’t put his finger on why. 
“Worked?” Keaton asked in reply and laughed. “I suppose you could call it that. Well, no, I guess you couldn’t. I never worked a day in my life until I ended up here.”
“You’re nobility?” Devin replied in shock. He really hadn’t thought that any of the nobility ended up with the outcasts. Everyone he had met thus far was more concerned with their status than anything else. None would ever dare do to an offense to end up here.
“Was nobility. Part of the Ferguson family,” Keaton explained. “Though I suppose they aren’t nobility now.” Keaton was actually grinning at the thought. “I went to school with Rhys and was one of his forced groupies. I never cared much for it, and like I said, once you get caught bad mouthing the king, you can guess where you’d end up. No one thought he’d actually send me here, but surprise, he did. I wasn’t surprised. Rhys was a jerk, and everyone knew that, even if no one else had the guts to say it. At least you aren’t a horrible king like him. The sidhe now stand a chance with you around. Maybe we won’t kill each other off after all.”
Devin stared at the man. He had guessed he was younger than the forties or fifties he looked to be, but he didn’t guess he was only in his twenties. And then there was the comment about saving the sidhe again. Devin had no clue how he was going to do that if he didn’t even know how to save the relationship between him and Nessa. These were quite the expectations everyone had for him. Devin still didn’t know how to use most of the sidhe powers Nessa’s grandfather had given to him.
“We’ve been waiting a long time for a king like you,” Keaton added. This time there were no smiles or joking in his voice. Keaton was dead serious.
“I’m no one’s king,” Devin replied. It was true, he wasn’t, and he was getting further away from even possibly being king as Nessa was courted by other sidhe. “Nessa is courting now. So I might never be the king you’re waiting for.”
Keaton laughed. “The princess says yes to a suitor, and you think that means you’re replaced? She could go and marry someone else, which she won’t do,” he added before Devin could reply, “and you’d still be king. You don’t have to marry Nessa to be king. The power that flows within you makes you our king. No one else can tell you no. You’re at the top of the pyramid here in the sidhe world. Get used to it. You are our king.”
Devin considered everything said, and it made more sense. Marriage to Nessa would bring a title to anyone, but the sidhe power to do anything was inside Devin. It was true within him it was greater than everyone else’s, but he had no clue how to use it, or what he could do. It made no sense to have the power and not know what was going on. It meant nothing to him if he didn’t know how to use it, yet the sidhe didn’t see it that way. Devin couldn’t imagine what the old king had been like to have everyone revere his power that highly.
“You’re right; I don’t get it,” Devin replied. “Power is one thing, but knowledge is far more productive.”
Keaton laughed. “I wish I came from your world. It sounds like a fairy tale to those of us here. Did you know all the outcasts combined have more knowledge than the entire palace, but it doesn’t do us a lick of good? There isn’t a single outcast powerful enough to change things. The sidhe are ruled by power, and the one with the most is always on top. That would be you.”
“I hope to change that,” Devin replied, still completely unsure what to do. “After I get some sleep and think this over.” Devin nodded to Mara and Colin’s little lean-to house.
“You plan to get sleep in there?” Keaton asked incredulously.
Devin shrugged. “Sure.” It wasn’t a hotel, but it would be fine. He’d slept in worse places.
“I have no idea what world you come from, day human, but you’re quite entertaining,” Keaton laughed. “I think the sidhe truly stand a chance with you around.” He turned to walk back farther into the outcast village. “Just so you know,” he kept talking as he walked away, “the king is the only one with the power to make homes in the village. Everything you see was made by one of the kings. You have the power to make a better home to sleep in than that thing. Kind of goes along with all that power you have.”
“Are you serious?” Devin asked. He really had no clue what he was capable of.
Keaton turned around and stared at Devin. Even from ten feet away, he could see that Keaton’s face was lined in shock.
“They said you had no clue, but I figured it was just an act,” he remarked. He walked back to Devin. “No one taught you what you could do? You really don’t know?”
“I have no idea,” Devin answered honestly. He never felt the need for power to take care of himself. Since the moment he had entered the village, he’d relied on nothing but his day human skills. The power the former king gave him was just extra on top of Devin’s already extensive training. He didn’t feel bad to admit his lack of knowledge on the sidhe to this man. Something about Keaton made Devin feel like he could trust him. “I may have been raised by night humans, but this world is more foreign to me than you could ever guess.”
Keaton shook his head in awe. “So they were true when they said you protected Nessa as just a day human, no extra powers?”
“You mean when I first came here?” Devin clarified.
“Yes.”
“Yes. I protected her from your family line,” Devin replied. He really should have been more suspicious of Keaton—he was a Ferguson after all. It was the head of the Ferguson family, and then several of her relatives including her own son, that had been trying to kill Nessa since the moment she started her trek back home over a week ago. Keaton was a Ferguson, but somehow different.
“I’m not sure what to make of you. You can fight evenly with a sidhe as a day human, but at the same time as our king you have no clue. I think you just might need me, Day Human King, don’t you?” Keaton grinned.
“I just might,” Devin added. He didn’t mean to admit that out loud, but if Keaton had grown up in the palace, he was an asset Devin sorely needed. There was much that was still to be learned. It may have been luck, but Devin was going to go with it. “Now, how do I make a nicer house to live in?”
 
 
 



CHAPTER 2
Nessa gave herself one last look in the mirror. She hadn’t been as nervous seeing Devin any time since she had met him as she was now. Although she knew she hadn’t done anything wrong in accepting the courting proposal by Liam, she had still felt the way it affected Devin before he had cut off his emotions from her. Nessa was hurt the most by that. She had seen how he easily detached himself from Arianna when he had liked her, and Nessa didn’t want the same to happen now. When push came to shove, Devin had walked away from Arianna because he was no longer emotionally involved. Nessa didn’t want that for her, too. 
Devin was meant to be with her, and she knew it. Even though she had said yes to allow Liam to court her, she had no intention of that changing anything. She still loved Devin completely. It was just that she had to say yes to satisfy tradition. It would have been an insult to Liam and his family if she had said no after her father had already arranged everything. Devin had left before she had the chance to explain that.
Nessa followed the well-worn path as she neared the end of the village and the outcast camp. She knew exactly where to find Devin, and wasn’t the least bit surprised to find he went there to rest for the day after he left Old Man Winters’ farm. When she walked around the last bend in the pathway, she stopped in her tracks. She was at the outcast camp, she had been there not even twenty-four hours ago, but it didn’t seem like she was there. Instead of the run-down shacks and lean-tos that the outcasts lived in, she found a well-made city street in front of her leading to well-formed homes.
She stood at the end of the road and looked around. Beyond the fact that there were now full houses instead of shacks, something seemed different. The houses were made of nature, just like all sidhe homes, but they were not as hidden or as one with the nature around them. The houses were distinct, and even a few that were more than two stories tall. They were all different shapes and sizes, and all were as completely visible as they lined the circular pathway. Nessa gaped at the street in front of her and didn’t even notice the man standing next to her.
“Like his handiwork?” the man asked, startling Nessa out of her shock.
“His?” she asked. There was no way one person could have built that much in such a short time.
“Our king,” the man replied. “Who else has the power to build on to the city?”
Nessa finally turned and looked at the deep blue eyes that stared back at her. She didn’t recognize the weathered face, but the voice sounded familiar. She eyed him over for some sort of recognition, yet had no clue who the man was.
“We have no king at this point,” Nessa reminded him. Technically, she wasn’t even queen yet. That wasn’t going to happen until later in the day.
“Oh, we have a king just as we have a queen, Nessa. You don’t need a coronation to be what you are,” the man added with certainty. Nessa peered closer at him. She really didn’t know who he was, but he seemed to know her.
“You still don’t get it,” the man added. “The power of the throne was passed on to you when Rhys died. No voting or coronation needed. It just went along to you. When you bonded yourself to the day human, that in turn made the power go to him. He has the authority of the king, along with the powers from your grandfather.”
“How do you know so much?” Nessa couldn’t deny or confirm what the man was saying because she really had no clue about most of it—that was what Uncle Rolf was for. Maybe if she had paid attention to her lessons, she would have been able to understand everything better, but she hadn’t. All the sidhe rules were boring, and she never had any intention of growing up and needing them. She was wrong about that.
“I see you’ve met Keaton,” Devin said as he approached. If Nessa hadn’t been confused by the man next to her, she would have felt Devin get closer through their bond.
“Keaton?” Nessa asked. She had known one sidhe before named that, but he wasn’t an old man. He was a few years younger than her brother, and only a year older than she was. The withered old man before her wasn’t the Keaton she knew, but it was such a unique name. “Are you part of the Ferguson family also?”
“Also?” Keaton raised his eyebrows.
“I knew a Keaton once,” Nessa replied. “He was best friends with Finn. I think he was a cousin or something. No one ever told me what happened to him, but one day he was just gone. Is he your son or relative?”
Keaton began to laugh, and Nessa watched. She had no clue why he was laughing. What was funny about her question? Devin didn’t seem to see the humor, either. When Keaton finished laughing, he wiped his tears away.
“There’s only one Keaton, and you’re looking at him, Nessie.” Keaton used a nickname that only those that grew up with her still used from time to time.
Nessa could feel her mouth drop open. There was no way this old man was Keaton, who would be only eighteen. This man had to be at least in his forties or fifties.
“Not possible. You’re too old,” she replied. It had to be some sort of joke.
“Oh, I’m only eighteen, no matter what my body looks like,” Keaton replied. 
“But how?” Nessa asked, still in shock.
“How do I look like this?” he asked in reply.
“Yes, how do you look old, and how are you still here? My brother said you were dead. Even Finn confirmed that,” Nessa added, answering his question.
“Of course they did.” Keaton glanced up to the sky and shook his head. “It wasn’t like they wanted anyone to go searching for me. Not that anyone would believe me anyway looking like this. Your brother put me here and found someone to curse me into this.”
“Curse you?” Nessa asked, not sure what he meant. Sidhe dealt with magic, but they didn’t curse anyone—their powers were more nature-based. However, Nessa was finding more every day that she didn’t know about. “Like a sidhe power?”
“Oh no, Princess. Sidhe didn’t do this, and hence, it can’t be reversed by sidhe. If it could, I would have asked our king there to fix me. He can’t. This was done by witches,” Keaton replied, pulling at his graying hair.
“But we don’t deal with outsiders. They aren’t even allowed in town,” Nessa quickly added. It made no sense. How could a witch curse him? No one beyond day humans, and now Devin’s lycan friend, Turner, had ever been in their village.
“You might be the only one naïve enough to follow all the rules, at least from within the palace walls. Just because no one has brought a witch into the city, doesn’t mean you can’t just step outside the city limits and meet one there. Your brother met many outsider night humans. Did you think it was just coincidence that he got others to side with him to kidnap the dearg-dul, Princess? Like it was the first time he had met them? Everyone said how naïve you are, but I didn’t think it was true. Even after all these years, you still don’t see the elite sidhe for what they are?”
“What they are?” Nessa repeated, unsure what Keaton was saying.
Devin placed a hand on Keaton’s arm and shook his head no. Nodding, Keaton backed up.
“Devin, why don’t you tell Nessa what it is that you’re thinking?” Keaton suggested.
“I’m surprised she had time to visit us here. Why isn’t she out on a date with her courtier?” Devin replied, a little more snarkily than Nessa had ever heard him. Devin shook his head and looked at Keaton. “Not now, Keaton.” Keaton grinned.
“Enjoy your little chat, my king and queen,” Keaton added before walking away.
Keaton left, and Nessa was still unsure what to think. Was he really the Keaton that grew up with her in the palace? Could that be true? And was Devin truly that mad at her?
“Sorry about that,” Devin said quietly as Keaton disappeared into one of the homes. “I didn’t mean that. Really, I get it. Ronan explained it to me. It’s just hard to understand, or rather, to get my heart to understand. That’s all.”
Nessa let out a sigh of relief. She was unsure of what she was going to say to him, but that made things much easier.
“So you’ll come back with me, then?” she asked. Nessa didn’t want to face the court without him beside her. He had been the one constant since she had returned to the village only a week ago.
“No,” Devin replied.
“No?” she asked in surprise. Maybe he did mean what he had said.
“No. I’m not going back there. The palace, the court, they’re all your world. That’s where you belong, but I’m not one of you. They will never accept me as a day human, and now all they do is fear me. I’m staying here. The people here see me as a person. I can help them, and they need me,” Devin replied, motioning around him.
“Here?” she asked, prejudice from growing up in the palace still tainting her view of the outcasts, no matter how hard she tried not to let it. “In this …” She wanted to add mud hole, but it was no longer that. It was a town now.
“This is my city,” Devin replied. “Keaton explained to me that the ruling king makes the village. I gave it a try. This is my city.”
Nessa wanted to beg him to return with her, but now she saw it. The houses, while made of nature, seemed just like day human houses. She glanced back to Devin, who was surveying the street. He was combining the sidhe and the day human worlds. That was always what her grandfather had talked about doing, but since he had been raised with the sidhe, he told her he would never be able to do that. She looked around at the merged worlds. The day human elements stood out, but they were made of nature. Devin was doing exactly what the old king had wanted. This was his dream.
“Then you aren’t coming back?” Nessa asked, trying to keep the hurt out of her voice. She never thought of being queen alone. Since the day she had bonded herself to Devin, she never looked back. She felt like he would always be there. Now he was not.
“I’m not leaving,” Devin added.
“But you aren’t staying with me either,” Nessa finished what he was implying.
“You need time to decide what you want,” Devin told her. Nessa scrunched her face in reply. She hated being told what to do. 
“I already decided that months ago, didn’t I?” Nessa referred to the time she saved him with a blood bond—the same bond that was currently making her life a bit difficult.
Devin ushered Nessa over to a bench to sit down. The circular walkway street was lined with benches. Nessa followed, even though she didn’t like the tone he was using with her.
“You’re confused and not sure what you want. I get it. You bonded with me to save my life. I’m thankful, but that doesn’t mean you have to be with me. Trust me. There are people that are bonded and go on to marry others. The bond doesn’t mean you have to choose me,” Devin explained. He was all chivalry, but that disappointed Nessa more. Couldn’t he feel what she felt through the bond?
“But I did choose you. Why can’t you see that?” Nessa was exasperated. How could Devin not see or feel how much she cared about him?
“Not completely. And I get it. You’ve never dated. You’ve never loved another before. This is all new, and you aren’t sure of your feelings,” Devin replied. 
“You don’t know that,” Nessa retorted. She was very sure of her feelings. She loved Devin. Wasn’t that enough for him?
“I do know that,” Devin replied. Nessa hated that he was so certain. He was wrong. She had never doubted what she felt about him, but she had no clue how to make him see that.
“No, you don’t.”
“If you felt for me what I feel for you, you would have never said yes to that man’s proposal to court you.”
“But you just said you understand that,” Nessa replied, starting to get angry. Was he fine with it or not? She wished he would stop talking in circles.
“I understand why you did it, and I understand that if you so choose, you could have told him about us. Yes, there would have always been the possibility that it would have upset his family, but if you had let me finish what I was saying yesterday, it wouldn’t have mattered.” Devin’s explanation just left Nessa still confused by the situation.
“Why wouldn’t it have mattered?” Any sidhe family upset was going to cause them more problems.
“Because I was going to ask you to marry me,” Devin answered. Nessa stared at him in shock. She had seen the ring on the table where he left it, but she didn’t know that was what he meant by it. She didn’t want to admit it, but maybe she was a little naïve about things.
“You do know that a sidhe accepting a ring is essentially marrying them instantly,” Nessa added when she finally got her voice back.
“Yes,” Devin replied. His eyes told her everything, even though he kept his feelings hidden. He did want to marry her and loved her completely. And he was completely correct, she had screwed that up majorly. She didn’t need to say yes to Liam. Her acceptance of the ring would have made his courting null.
“Let me go get the ring,” Nessa suggested. “If I say yes, then no one can court me.”
Devin gave her a smile that let a little sadness through the bond. It wasn’t a happy smile.
“I won’t ask you that question again until I’m sure it’s what you want,” Devin replied. 
Nessa couldn’t help the anger that boiled beneath the surface. It was easier than feeling the sadness of rejection. Nessa focused on the anger. He was back to telling her what she wanted or didn’t want.
“Why do you get to decide that? Don’t I get to decide what I want?”
“You wouldn’t have said yes to Liam if you were sure about me,” Devin replied. He might have been hiding it, but Nessa saw the hurt. “Court him or anyone else that you choose. If you don’t want to be with them, and still want me, then I’ll ask you again.”
Nessa opened up her mouth to complain, but Devin stood. She turned around to see her uncle at the edge of the outcast camp.
“Nessa, Devin, you are both needed back at the palace. The guests are arriving now,” Rolf said, explaining his presence.
 
Devin walked behind Rolf and Nessa. They went over who had already arrived, but in reality he didn’t care. He was too busy looking around. Now that Keaton had told him about his power to build the village, he could see everything. Nothing was hidden from him as it had been only the day before as he walked through the village. Where an old tree bent to make the roof of a house, it was individual branches that made up the thatching. The next house was just as expertly hidden, but he could easily see the framework. 
The sidhe were used to the hidden houses, but he couldn’t help the way his own little street turned out. The outcasts didn’t seem to mind. He had to build it from scratch, and it was the best he could do. All the homes were made out of nature but were definitely day-human-style. And of that, it was basically the same look, over and over again. Devin had only lived in one home growing up before moving into the Randolph manner at the age of six. He really hadn’t seen many single family homes in his lifetime.
As they made it to the palace, Nessa and Rolf didn’t stop when she entered and set off the alarms. They were both too caught up in their conversation. Devin paused at the noisy gate and placed a hand on the nearest branch he could reach, as he had seen Rolf do many times before.
The trees and bushes that made up the fence around the palace, silenced at his touch. They felt warm and inviting, and it was almost like they were speaking to him. Devin held his hand there and tried to listen. It wasn’t every day a plant tried to talk to him.
‘King,’ a faint voice said. Devin couldn’t tell if it were male or female. ‘What can we do for you?’
Devin was never going to get used to the plants talking to him. It was the same feeling when he made the houses for the outcasts, but that time he was reaching out to them instead of the other way around.
‘Can you make all the gates to keep track of Nessa and inform me if she leaves the palace?’ he asked. There was still one gate she could sneak out of. It wasn’t a problem when he was in the palace and could tell how far away she was from him, but while he lived with the outcasts, he didn’t want to take any chances.
‘It will be done,’ the faint voice replied.
‘And could you not go off when I go through the gate?’
‘We don’t know the difference between you two. You carry the royal blood in your veins,’ the plants replied. That much was true. When Nessa bonded to Devin, she had given him some of her blood.
Devin looked down at his hand and sliced a finger. Dripping just a drop of blood on the leaf closest to his hand, Devin watched as the blood disappeared.
‘I may have the king’s blood, but I also have day human blood. I am the only day human here; use that to notice the difference,’ Devin suggested.
The plant had bristled in his hand before it responded. ‘We can do that.’
“Thank you,” Devin said out loud to the plant. He was happy to not have anyone around catching him talking to the plants, especially not his best friend, Turner. He would have endlessly been teased for that.
‘And king,’ the plants said as Devin was going to pull away.
“Yes?” 
‘Know that you are not the only one.’
‘The only king?’ Devin replied. He was confused. Was it possible to have more than one king?
‘The only one that has asked to keep track of the queen. There was another earlier today that came to us. He asked to be informed if she left the grounds and what way she left.’
Devin looked at the intertwined leaves. They had no eyes to see with, and he doubted they knew who it was even if he asked.
‘Are they a king here?’ Devin asked. If he had competition, he had to know.
‘They are not, but somehow they could still speak to us,’ the walls replied.
“Someone has sidhe magic to talk to plants,” Devin deduced. It didn’t sound too farfetched. The sidhe could do most anything nature related with their magic.
‘Not sidhe magic,’ the plants replied. ‘Witch magic.’
Devin stared at the plant. He knew what he had heard, yet he still couldn’t believe it. The sidhe were reclusive and never associated outside their lands. Now for the second time in one day, he was hearing of them using magic—witch magic. In the night human world, there was only one region with witches, and he knew a few himself. What was he supposed to do now? With the old king’s power, he could easily keep the sidhe in line, as he could do anything another sidhe could do, but he wasn’t versed in witch magic. What could he do against that? It was like trying to combine oil and water. The types of magic were different and distinct. Was there someone hidden in the sidhe posing as one of them? It was the only solution Devin could think of. Somewhere, there was a witch, and things had just gotten a bit more dangerous.
 



CHAPTER 3
Devin stood behind Nessa in his designated spot and watched the audience. Someone that was currently sitting there staring back at him wasn’t what they appeared to be. It didn’t seem possible for a witch to disguise themselves as a sidhe since they were as day human as Devin was, but the plants didn’t lie. They couldn’t lie. He had learned that much already this morning from Keaton. People could lie, but plants could not. If there was a witch there, it had to be a very clever one. How could they have been there amongst the sidhe without them ever knowing? From what he had been told, day human blood smelled distinct, and all night humans had a great sense of smelling for blood. 
Devin scanned the faces of each person. No one was looking at him directly, but they were all staring at the stage. He needed to try to force them to tell him the truth quickly. It would take forever to question each one, but if he had to, Devin would be willing to apply force for Nessa’s safety. People talked to their neighbors as they watched the stage. There were many new faces and many old ones, too. Devin still was unsure which family each belonged to, but at that point it didn’t matter. He had seen how easily the people here changed sides, and even turned on their family as Maureen had done to her own daughter Fiona only days ago. Maureen was willing to kill her child just to gain power. These were the kind of people Devin was dealing with in the audience. Nessa’s brother fit right in when he was king.
Nessa’s uncle stood at the front of the stage Nessa was sitting on and far ahead from where Devin was standing. He would have to get Rolf alone and talk to him sooner rather than later. The witch in the crowd wouldn’t be too much of a problem if they weren’t especially interested in Nessa. She still wasn’t crowned yet, and even then, Devin doubted her being a target would end. Something had to change, and he had to figure it out soon. He had already spent the majority of his time protecting Nessa. He would never be able to help the sidhe if he had to constantly guard her. The crowd sat in the raised rows in front of them. Rolf lightly tapped the cane in his hand against the earthen floor to make a muffled sound, and the audience quieted.
“We welcome you all to the palace for this joyous occasion,” Rolf said. “Coronation will take place promptly at midnight, followed by dinner and a dance in the honor of our new queen. All formalities are to be adhered to. Any questions?” Rolf was short and to the point with his introduction.
The red-haired man that wanted to court Nessa stood. Devin had no doubt as to his question.
“I want to declare my intentions to court Vanessa McKinny formally,” Liam told the crowd.
Cheers erupted around him. A pang of jealousy and anger built inside Devin. Nessa turned to look up at him, and he realized he let that slip through their bond accidentally. Devin pulled his emotions back under control even though it was quite hard to do with the red-headed oaf smiling proudly at Nessa. She kept a fake smile plastered on her face as she looked back, but even knowing that it was fake didn’t help anything. Devin was sure it wouldn’t take much to get him angrier over the situation. It was all too unreal to deal with. He was almost going to marry her not even twelve hours ago before the oaf showed up. This wouldn’t have even been an issue if the timing hadn’t been perfect to interrupt them.
A second, thinner man with deeply tanned skin stood. His dark eyes lit up as they gazed at Nessa. “I would like to request formally to be allowed to court Princess Vanessa also.”
Devin reached forward and grabbed the top of the chair Nessa was sitting in. The hard wood crumbled in his grasp. This was unreal. She was already bonded, yet no one seemed to notice or care.
“As do I,” a third man stood and spoke.
“Then each of you will have to take the oath to make it official,” Rolf said from his position at the front of the stage. 
The three men all hurried down to the stage. As they walked across, they bowed and presented themselves to Nessa. It was like watching a peacock display their feathers, enough to make Devin’s blood almost boil. Rolf stood and walked over to Liam first. Devin couldn’t watch. Three men were pledging themselves to court his girl.
Nessa quickly stood and positioned herself between Devin and the three men. There was nothing she could do at that point but accept the proposals, but he wasn’t close to being able to deal with it. It was taking every ounce of self-control to not just freeze the whole audience and take Nessa away from it all.
‘If you think that will solve our problems, I’d be up for it,’ Nessa said silently in Devin’s mind.
He hadn’t realized he was projecting his thoughts to her. Fantasizing ideas to kill off all three of the men would have to wait; he was certain there was no way in his current state that she wouldn’t see that. Devin was unsure why he was having trouble keeping his emotional walls up. He had spent years of intensive training to do just that, as the night human enemies he’d fought on a daily basis for years could feed on and feel emotions better than anyone. She pushed her love through the bond, and it calmed him a bit. She didn’t feel that for any of the men standing, but it was still hard. She was his, and he didn’t want to share her with anyone.
Nessa turned back to Devin, and her forced fake smile changed to a real one. The love she felt was the same as his at that moment. Devin, with crossed arms, tightened the grip he had on his biceps to keep from reaching out to her. The waiting game for her to choose him was going to be impossibly long.
‘To officially court them I have to go on one chaperoned date with each man. After that I can decide that they aren’t for me,’ Nessa explained. She had to be reading Devin’s thoughts, and while most of the time it bothered him, he kind of really didn’t care too much that she did. He could already tell that it was going to be impossible to keep anything from her.
‘And I can be the chaperone?’ Devin asked in reply. Images of killing all three men kind of sprung to mind.
Nessa covered up her laugh with a cough. ‘Sure, if you can promise not to kill them.’
Devin paused and thought about it. Nessa on a date with someone else might just bring out his protective side a little. He doubted he would kill them unless they tried to put a move on her. Yes, there was a probability that he would kill them. He wanted to do bad things to each of them right at the moment for just suggesting that they date Nessa. He wasn’t the best choice for a chaperone if they wanted to keep a sidhe war out of the picture.
‘Then you’ll take Ronan with you,’ Devin amended. Nessa was more correct than he wanted to admit.
‘Is there anyone else you would let protect me?’ Nessa probably had already guessed that much.
Devin thought for a bit. ‘For the moment it would have to be Ronan or Turner, if he sticks around after the coronation.’ They really were the only two people Devin trusted to keep her safe.
‘So you’re good with this?’ Nessa questioned cautiously.
‘Good with men trying to win you over, three men at that?’ Devin asked sourly in reply. There was no way he was ever going to be “good” with that idea.
‘Can you handle it?’ Nessa rephrased her question.
‘Oh, I could handle them if you left me alone in a room with them for five minutes,’ Devin answered. He was back to playing scenarios over in his mind where he could cause each of the men the same pain he was feeling at the moment.
Devin could sense her eye roll even with her back to him.
‘One date with each, and I can tell everyone that they are not what I am looking for,’ Nessa answered.
‘Fine,’ Devin agreed. It was probably the best he was going to get. He was trying to be all valiant by letting her date and find out if she really wanted to be with him, but as he stood in front of the men eyeing over his Nessa, he knew it wasn’t going to happen like that. He couldn’t just sit back and watch her go away. And he couldn’t hide those feelings from her and the bond, either.
Rolf was returning to their side of the stage with each of the three men behind him. He had stopped before each man, and they spoke, but Devin hadn’t been listening. He’d been too focused on Nessa. Now he had no clue what was going on, but he kept his place and straight-faced composure as they each passed Nessa and bowed to her again.
The three men lined up beside Rolf and next to Devin. Rolf addressed the crowd.
“These three men standing before you now are publicly acknowledging for you that they intend to honorably court Princess Vanessa. Each has pledged to apply all courtly customs and to abide by her final choice. In accordance to custom, they will be given a chance to tell everyone why they are the best choice,” Rolf explained before nodding to the first man.
The tall, skinny man with fair hair glanced at Nessa and then the crowd.
“I stand before everyone now pledging my desire to date our future queen. Princess Vanessa has known my family since we were both kids, and I have grown up hoping to get the chance to court her. I come from a strong family and know that we will be the perfect match. She can provide the beauty, and I can provide the brains to make us the strongest royal family the sidhe have had in centuries.” The man walked over and knelt at Nessa’s feet. “Please accept my pledge to honor you and my desire to court you.”
“I do,” Nessa replied. The man reached forward and kissed Nessa’s hand.
Devin gritted his teeth as the man stood and returned to his spot.
‘It means nothing,’ Nessa told Devin, trying to calm him. It wasn’t working. ‘Besides, why would I want a man who thinks I’m only good for my beauty?’
This time Devin had to stop from laughing. He was too focused on his anger to have registered what the man had said. While the other sidhe women in the crowd were fainting at the man’s speech, Nessa wasn’t a normal sidhe woman. There was no way she would be even remotely interested in a man that thought she was only good for her beauty and nothing else.
The second man stepped forward. He walked over to Nessa and instead of making his plea to the crowd, he was completely watching Nessa. His dark eyes matched his dark hair and tanned skin.
“While we have never met, Princess, I’m sure that won’t hinder our relationship. I am Henry from the southern village. I have traveled through the villages for most of my life, yet have never seen a sidhe quite as graceful and beautiful as you. I couldn’t help myself but to ask to court you, for I’ll never get another chance quite as great as this one. I know you know nothing about me or my family, but I promise to tell you all you want to know. I come from a strong line and would be able to protect you with more than just knowledge. I pledge to honor you and hope you will accept my pledge to court you.”
This time Devin listened closer and couldn’t get mad at this man. He was as delusional as the first one. They might have thought that was what women wanted to hear, but Nessa didn’t need a man to think for her, or to protect her. She was quite capable of both on her own. Devin wanted to make a smart-aleck remark, but he could already feel how much that man rubbed Nessa the wrong way. She was gritting her teeth as she forced herself to reply.
“I do,” she barely got the words out.
Devin held back the chuckle that wanted to escape. That man stood no chance with his Nessa. He was beginning to think maybe he would need to chaperone that date to keep her from killing the willow of a sidhe that planned to protect her.
Liam Kay was the last one, and he was just as amused by the man before him as Devin was. Devin tried to keep his anger in check at seeing that. He hated that the sidhe could possibly know Nessa that well.
“I’d make some great elegant speech like the first two idiots,” Liam began, to the shock of the men next to him and the audience watching, “but that’s not what Nessa needs. Trust me. I know her. If you think she’d make a pretty object to sit next to, or that she needs protecting …” Liam jabbed at each man. He turned back to Nessa and knelt at her feet. Taking her hands in his, he continued. “Then you’ve got another thing coming. Nessie, I pledge to honor you and hope you accept my proposal to court you. Well, actually that last part is unnecessary since your father already accepted my offer ten years ago.”
The crowd gasped and cheered in anticipation, and Devin felt his anger rise. There was no way he was going to be able to stay calm much longer with the oaf touching Nessa.
Devin heard the whispers and tried his best to ignore them. Nessa’s father’s promise seemed to mean more than she was letting on. It was clear that several people in the audience thought that it was a match that was already made. They were all eager to get rid of Devin. Many even made the comment that it was an arranged marriage. If the King sanctioned it, then the idea must have been floating around. Devin gritted his teeth. He was going to have to leave. There wasn’t much more he could handle. Everyone sitting around was eager to give Nessa away to Liam because he was a sidhe. Not a single person there was on his side in the matter, or on Nessa’s side either. They were all too eager to have her with a sidhe. Devin could see the prejudice against him.
Liam kissed Nessa’s hand, and Devin couldn’t stay another minute. It was too much, and he was too likely to do something he’d regret later. Nessa turned to him as his emotions traveled over the bond. Devin was likely to haul off and hurt one or more of the men if he didn’t leave.
‘Sorry,’ Devin told Nessa. He had to go.
Suddenly all three men fell to the ground at Nessa’s feet. Devin was as shocked as everyone else, but Nessa glanced up to him. He had been filled with rage just moments before. Devin’s manner completely changed. He was no longer jealous, but worried. He grabbed Nessa and protectively put her behind him. What was this new trouble? There was no sidhe magic being used. It had to be the witch. Devin scanned the crowd, but no one stood out. They were all as shocked as Devin was by the sudden change in events.
 
Nessa peeked around Devin’s shoulder to the men on the ground. Had he done something to put them there? All three had just been standing there professing their desire to court her, and now they were all on the ground before everyone. She felt the magic in Devin before she could respond, and was encased in the protective bubble he was getting better at casting every day. At least she was also getting better at sensing it. Nessa stopped moving where she was trapped. 
Devin moved forward and bent down to the closest person who happened to be Liam.
“What’s wrong with him?” Nessa asked over the noise of the audience freaking out. Devin had cast a spell to both keep the stage safe, and to keep the three men’s families from rushing the stage. They didn’t seem too happy about it, but it was better that way
He placed a hand on Liam as he had done each time when saving everyone else. Devin was getting stronger by the minute.
While Devin checked over Liam, Nessa watched the crowd. Some were visibly scared and trying to flee the room while others stared in anger at Devin. Most of the angry sidhe were visitors and didn’t understand how strong Devin truly was, but they did get that he was the one stopping them from getting on the stage. Nessa looked back at Devin.
“What’s wrong with them?” Uncle Rolf asked as he stopped next to Devin.
“I’m not sure,” Devin replied, his hands hovering over Liam. He paused and looked up at Nessa. Releasing the protective bubble, he let her move forward.
“What’s wrong?” she asked tentatively. She wasn’t interested in Liam romantically, but he was an old friend. She hated to see him unconscious as he was.
“I don’t know. He’s barely holding on,” Devin replied quietly. The relatives of each of the three men were pressed to his barrier.
“What’s going on?” one of the men yelled.
“Let us in,” another yelled beside the first. He banged his fists on the see-through barrier.
Devin looked back down at Liam and closed his eyes to concentrate. Suddenly, he pulled back his hands and Liam began to shake.
The faces of the men trying to get in matched Devin’s horror at the sight. Something was gravely wrong with Liam.
‘What is it?’ Nessa asked silently.
‘Magic,’ Devin replied. Not surprising news. Nessa had figured out that much on her own already. 
‘Day human magic, witch magic,’ Devin added
Nessa gasped and couldn’t help herself. Her surprise made the men outside the barrier even angrier. If anyone else had told her that she would have argued back that it wasn’t possible. But from Devin, and after what Keaton had told her, she was beginning to see that maybe she didn’t see the sidhe the way they really were.
‘I think touching them made it worse,’ Devin told Nessa.
‘But Uncle Rolf touched them.’ Nessa has seen her uncle touch the one nearest him as Devin rushed over to them. In fact, her uncle actually caught the first guy from dropping off the stage. Why would Devin make it worse?
‘Because I’m a day human, and this is day human magic. I think I’m the catalyst for it. No one else will make it worse. You’ll have to take care of them until I can get some help here,’ Devin explained, standing back up. ‘I can’t help them, and I doubt any sidhe can unless you can find the witch in here and convince her to. I need to get some friends to help us.’
“He’s killing our boys,” the first man said, pointing at Devin.
“He’d never do that,” Nessa snapped at him from her lost thoughts. “He’s already saved several of the sidhe here in the village.”
“And killed a few more,” the second man answered. “We’ve all heard. Finn Ferguson was killed by the day human.”
The first man nodded. “Wasn’t Finn your betrothed? Does the day human have a problem with men being promised to you? Maybe he was acting first this time and attacked Liam.”
Nessa could feel the anger bubbling beneath the surface for Devin. Their words were hard for him to hear as it was for her also. She hadn’t done enough to explain who Liam really was, but she got a clear idea that Devin knew now. Liam shook more beneath Devin. His anger seemed to trigger an even stronger reaction from Liam’s friend.
“He’s doing this. Let us through. Let us protect our men from the day human,” the second man pleaded. He was much smaller than the first man who Nessa knew was a relation of Liam’s.
“Devin would never hurt an unconscious sidhe,” Nessa replied. She at least hoped he wouldn’t. She was sure before that Devin was just acting out of jealousy, but now there was much more anger inside him. Nessa was unsure how long he would be able to hold it together. She should have told him the truth earlier, but she was afraid he was going to leave her.
“Never?” the second man questioned.
“Never,” Nessa replied, sure as she could be. She was more positive the anger was something he wouldn’t act on. Devin had more self-control than anyone she had ever met.
“How about if he was the one to make them unconscious? Then he didn’t do it to an unconscious sidhe. Maybe this is his plan to hurt them and cover it up by acting like he’s trying to save them,” the first pointed out. “We saw how angry Liam was making him. I can see you two are bonded. Can you be sure he wouldn’t act on his instinct to keep you to himself?”
“He’s not like that,” Nessa replied, exasperated. No amount of talking was going to get the sidhe to not view Devin as an enemy.
Devin stood and moved beside her. He was calm for the situation, and all his emotions were checked back behind the emotional wall he liked to put up. At least on the outside no one would see the anger that Nessa was still sure was there. The ironic part was his anger was no longer directed at the courtiers. He was angry with Nessa, but none of the men there would ever be able to tell the difference. She really should have told him more about Liam.
‘They will never trust me,’ Devin told her.
‘Doesn’t matter,’ Nessa replied. Even with all the emotions she did feel from him, and the anger and jealousy that had been there only minutes ago, Nessa was sure that Devin wasn’t the one causing the illness. Unfortunately, the other sidhe thought the complete opposite.
“Devin, it might be a good idea to back away from this until we can get these men better,” Uncle Rolf suggested. Nessa didn’t want Devin to leave her with several angry sidhe. The anger was directed at Devin, but she still didn’t feel safe with them.
Devin looked at him and nodded. He turned to leave, and Nessa’s mouth dropped in shock. He was walking away so easily. That wasn’t like him. Was he part of it after all? Was he just going to let the men die? Was he leaving? Without turning around, Devin talked silently to her in her mind.
‘Take them somewhere in the palace together,’ he told her. ‘Keep them safe and isolated from everyone. I’m going to get some help on this one.’
‘What?’ Nessa asked in disbelief. Of all the times to listen to her uncle, he was choosing now? Was he really leaving? 
‘Don’t worry, Princess. Whoever did this won’t hurt you.’ Devin mistook her shock as fear for her own safety.
‘What?’ she asked, still too shocked at seeing him leave the room.
‘I’ve gotten better at my spells. You’re completely safe,’ Devin answered. ‘Just keep them isolated. I don’t know what set this off, but there has to be a witch around. I’ll get some help so we can figure this all out.’
Nessa didn’t understand but knew enough to do what he asked. Devin was planning something, and she was sure he would do it perfectly. Devin had a knack for situations like they were in now. She trusted him completely.
“We need to take them to our sick wing of the palace and keep them isolated,” Nessa told the men. “It might be contagious.”
“See,” the second man said as Devin disappeared out of the room, “I knew the day human did this.”
“Devin wouldn’t have done this,” Nessa snapped, starting to get angry herself at all the accusations.
“Then why is the day human leaving?” Liam’s relative asked. He was still glaring at the spot where Devin had just been.
“Because, unlike the sidhe who want to sit around and point fingers, he’s actually going to investigate what happened.” Nessa was furious with the sidhe now. It was true; they were never ones for figuring out the truth. All they really wanted to do was sit and cast blame until someone killed the accused, whether the person was guilty or not. Maybe if they opened their eyes, they would see that Devin was actually an asset and his day human way was a bit more productive than that of the sidhe.
“Only he can activate a curse like this,” the second man complained, still blaming Devin.
“This wasn’t a curse from the sidhe,” Nessa replied, exasperated at how much they wanted to blame Devin. “This is a witch curse.”
The men immediately backed away from their relatives in fear. Outsiders were not tolerated well in the villages, but outside magic was even less tolerated. 
Uncle Rolf reached down to usher Nessa away. His hand wrapped around her arm, but there was a space between his hand and her arm. The bubble Devin had encased her in was still around her, but tightly. And she could move it. Devin had been practicing, and she appreciated it. Any lingering fear for her own safety disappeared when she saw that. Even if he wasn’t around, Devin was still protecting her. She should have never doubted that he would keep her safe.
Uncle Rolf noticed her new protective skin. “What is that?” he asked quietly after directing the relatives of the sick men to take the bodies and follow them.
“Devin,” she answered. 
Smiling, Uncle Rolf shook his head.
“That’s some day human you got there.”
 



CHAPTER 4
Devin waited in the glen for his visitors to arrive. Luck was on his side in that they were already near enough to only take a couple of hours flying to get to him. If they hadn’t been at the retreat at the lake they would have had to fly all the way across the United States, which was considerably longer than the two hours total it took for them to catch a plane, land, and drive out into the national forest where the sidhe lived. It would have been quicker to pull them through the trees, but he wasn’t about to try that yet with normal humans. Night humans were much easier to heal than day humans, and pulling a non-sidhe through the trees was bound to hurt them somehow. He was unsure if he could actually heal a day human without making them a sidhe anyway. 
Lindsey sat hidden not too far away from Devin. The old sidhe was one with nature, but Devin’s new insights made it obvious where the old one was. Lindsey didn’t pay attention to him but watched the trees. Devin looked in the direction he was staring. The older sidhe was connected to nature more than any of the others. The life inside him reacted with every touch to the plants around him. Lindsey turned his head slightly. The signals from his body fed into the earth and the plants around him and then came back. It was amazing to see. Devin could feel it now, too. Lindsey was ancient, even in the terms of night humans who could live several day human lifetimes. If Devin had to guess, it was even possible Lindsey was an original sidhe.
“They should be here in less than a minute,” Lindsey told Devin without looking at him.
Devin nodded.
“The day human witches don’t belong here. Be careful of them and what they teach. Sidhe should only know one kind of magic. When you start to mix them, there will be problems.” 
Devin nodded again to Lindsey’s advice. There was much he still didn’t know about the sidhe, and the giant old sidhe before him was a great source of knowledge.
“They can mix?” Devin asked to be sure. “I was under the impression only those born of the witch bloodline could do their magic.”
Lindsey turned his huge green eyes to Devin briefly before looking back to where the witches would come from.
“If accepted by the witches, anyone can learn witch magic, day or night human. They don’t discriminate,” Lindsey replied. He sat as still as the large trees next to him.
That changed everything. Devin gazed into the forest for his guests. He could feel them walking, but had yet to see them. If Lindsey was correct, Devin might not be looking for a witch in the sidhe village after all. He could have a sidhe that was trained by witches. Was that even possible? 
Lindsey seemed to be following Devin’s realization and nodded to him. “While the sidhe keep their villages isolated, they do leave them. Most sidhe, beyond the princess, are raised to leave every now and then. No one speaks of where they go, and everyone keeps it a secret. They like to pretend they don’t need the outside world, and that it’s better in the village, but the elite males have all traveled outside at some point in their lives.”
That made even less sense. “The witches are all females.” Or at least Devin thought they were.
“Not all,” Lindsey answered before sitting down and blending into his surroundings. “Like I said, they accept everyone.”
Devin glanced up at the two approaching women. This was getting a bit more complicated. He hated to draw more people into the mess, but he was sure he was going to need to. He couldn’t fight a magic he knew little about with his own magic that he knew just as little about. Keaton might have thought power was the answer, just like the sidhe, but knowledge could be just as powerful, too.
The older of the two women smiled at him as soon as she saw him. Her dark hair was plaited into one long braid that almost reached her waist, making her seem older than the thirty years she was. Her dark, almost black, eyes crinkled as she smiled. She came forward and wrapped Devin into a hug.
“It’s been a long time,” she complained, not letting go.
“Four years isn’t that long, Maria,” Devin remarked, hugging the woman back. 
He had spent a summer with the witches and their night human counterparts but had not been back since. His memories of his tie with the witches and skinwalkers were all enjoyable. It had been the first time in a long time he didn’t have to fear for his life. There was no fighting and no wars. No night humans waiting to attack. He had spent a summer just being a teen, for the most part, with a little combat training on the side. To Devin, Maria looked exactly the same as she had the day he said good-bye to them.
“It’s what,” she paused and counted, “a fifth of your life? I’d say that’s a long time.”
“It may have been a fifth of my life before, but since I don’t know if I’ll live a normal day human life now, it might be nothing in the long run,” Devin replied. Things had changed, and he didn’t want to think about that part. He was pretty sure Nessa wasn’t interested in the night humans that were to court her, but the thought of a long, possibly forever life where he had to watch Nessa be with someone else sounded agonizing to him.
Maria stepped back and looked Devin over. Her dark eyes sparkled as she examined him.
“Now that’s interesting,” she replied. “I never pegged you for one that would become a sidhe. In fact, if I recall correctly, I think your very words were, ‘I’d die before becoming a night human.’”
The younger girl beside Maria coughed, and Maria glanced down at her.
“He’s not,” she said, barely more than a whisper, and her cheeks flamed red.
Devin looked at her and tried to remember which witch this one was. Nothing about her stood out. She had shoulder length brown hair and brown eyes to match. As she stared intently at the ground, she blushed, yet that still didn’t give him any idea who she was. He stared harder, but he couldn’t tell. It had been four years, and it seemed like she was barely a teenager. She would have been a little kid when he was with them before, and he hadn’t exactly been looking to play with kids during his stay. He was there to train against magic and to learn how to defend himself. The night human skinwalkers the witches paired up with were some of the most powerful fighters in their human form. He had spent three months of getting beat again and again by those men to grow stronger and enjoyed every minute of it.
“She’s right.” Devin still didn’t know who the girl was. “I’m still a human.”
“Not possible,” Maria exclaimed. “You have sidhe magic in you now. Even I can sense it.”
Devin laughed. “Seems I met someone that didn’t believe in anything being impossible. The former sidhe king proved a lot of things possible that no one thought could be.”
Maria’s mouth hung open. “The grandfather king?” she asked in awe. Obviously, even the witches knew about the sidhe king.
“Oh yes, it’s quite the story. When we get time, I’ll tell you all about it. But right now I need you to help me. There are some sidhe under a spell, and it gets worse when only I touch them. I’m pretty sure it’s witch magic,” Devin explained, turning to lead the way.
“There are no witches here besides us,” the girl pointed out, and then looked back at the ground as her face reddened even more.
Devin turned back to her. She was still avoiding his gaze. The girl seemed to have a great sense of magic around her. She was strong. It hadn’t even taken her a moment to sense the whole village. Even Devin with his super sidhe powers needed more time than that to check on everyone. There were a few thousand people in the village after all. It hit Devin then.
“Cassie?” he asked. She had just turned thirteen the last time he saw her. She had been around when he studied with Maria, but she was more of a nuisance than anything. She was the only witch he met that didn’t know about the night humans. He never understood why they wouldn’t tell her about them, and he was surprised at the lengths everyone made to keep it from her when they were training her as a witch like her mother.
Cassie finally met his gaze. Her chocolate brown eyes studied him and looked deep within. He remembered how unnerving it could be to look at her when she was reading your soul. Even back when he was in their city years ago, he knew not to look directly at her.
“He has magic within him, but it’s not witch magic,” Cassie commented to Maria, and then turned away. She obviously saw more but was keeping it to herself. He was glad that time taught her a little control of her power. Cassie looked to Maria before continuing. “I don’t understand. You said he wasn’t a sidhe. How can he have magic then? You said they would all have some magic, but this isn’t some. This is a lot. How can he have this much magic and not be part of their kind?” Cassie was great at sensing magic, and could actually read a person’s potential if she so chose. Devin had no clue how they kept her from knowing about the night human world with her gift.
Smiling, Maria nodded to Devin. “This is a whole different type of people here. Remember, I was explaining that on the way here. They have a little magic each, but it seems Devin went and found the only one that had a lot of magic. I’m guessing he somehow gave it to Devin without making him one of them.”
Cassie nodded but wasn’t satisfied with the answer. It seemed like she wanted to ask more, but stopped when someone else entered the clearing.
“You can’t bring outsiders into the village. They aren’t welcome here,” Nessa commented as she joined them where they stood. Nessa looked more apprehensive than mad about the visitors.
“Not like we have much of a choice,” Devin replied. “I know what I felt, and I know what the trees told me. Someone is using witch magic in the village. Cassie says there are no witches here, so the only other thing it could be is a sidhe that’s doing it.”
“Not possible. We aren’t witches,” Nessa replied, eyeing the two strangers. Cassie kept her face down toward the ground, but Maria stared defiantly at Nessa.
“You may not be, but obviously someone is,” Maria responded. “I can feel it from here. Someone is using witch magic in this town at this exact moment.”
Nessa turned to gaze at the village behind them, and then back to Devin.
‘I don’t trust them,’ she replied in his head.
‘I do,’ Devin answered. ‘I know Maria and Cassie. They aren’t bad people. They’re here to help, just like Turner.’
‘Turner is different,’ Nessa said. 
She hadn’t verbally objected to Turner when he arrived, but Devin still felt her distrust of him. Nessa had been raised to distrust everyone—he understood that—but they did need the help of the witches. If the three suitors died, there would never be a place for him beside Nessa. They had to cure the cursed sidhe.
‘Because he doesn’t wield magic?’ Devin asked, hitting the nail on the head. He could tell from the moment Nessa looked at them. The witches were a threat to her, and he had no clue why. It was strange because of any of the night humans, the witches, even though they were day humans, were the closest to the sidhe in their abilities. It wasn’t the time to go into those details, though, and he would have to ask her later.
‘How do you know that they can even help? You say it’s witch magic. What if it’s just disguised sidhe magic?’ Nessa was grasping at straws. She believed him deep down, but her fear of the outsiders was keeping her cautious. ‘There’s no way anyone around here would associate with witches.’
‘No way? Your brother using someone to curse Keaton was just a coincidence, or was that sidhe magic also?’ Devin asked, raising his eyebrows to emphasize his question.
‘I’m not even sure that’s the Keaton I know,’ Nessa replied. The entire situation was making her uneasy.
‘Fine,’ Devin replied. He would have to convince her before she would let him sneak the two witches into the palace to heal her suitors.
“Sorry that we don’t have time for a tour, but we need to make sure your magic works here,” Devin told Maria and Cassie.
“They can’t come in here without an official invitation,” Nessa quickly spat out as soon as she realized Devin was going to let the outsiders in the village.
“Official?” Devin asked.
“Yes. The leaders of the sidhe can only invite people in,” Nessa answered.
“Well then, this is easy. Maria and Cassie, let me invite you to the village,” Devin replied, waving his arm at the bridge they were about to cross. 
“It isn’t like anyone can invite people in,” Nessa stated, standing back from the bridge, but not stopping them, like she knew something was going to happen.
Maria and Cassie followed behind Devin as they crossed the bridge. Nessa stood for a second in the glen in shock before running after them.
“That’s not possible,” she said, catching up to Devin and stopping him. “You can’t just invite people in. You aren’t sidhe, let alone our leader.”
“Are you sure about that? I could always let you do a thorough check on me to be sure. I promise I’m not hiding anything,” Devin teased Nessa a bit. He needed her to lighten up. 
“You know what I mean,” Nessa replied with a huff. “Only the leaders can invite people in.”
“And since I let them in, what does that mean for me?” Devin hinted. Keaton was right, and Devin had just proved it to himself. Even if Nessa wanted to choose someone else, she couldn’t take away what he was. Devin was a leader, and he intended to take authority  after he saved the stupid suitors.
“But that’s not possible,” Nessa muttered, understanding that Devin was insinuating he was one of the leaders. “We never …” Nessa trailed off, not finishing her sentence.
Devin raised his eyebrows, wondering what she was going to say.
‘The trees told me that I am the king no matter who you choose,’ Devin finally explained.
‘But what does that make me?’ Nessa was confused.
‘You are the queen. Don’t ever doubt that. Let’s just say it might be a two-power system here now instead of one,’ Devin replied. 
He wasn’t too sure himself what was going on, but he didn’t have time to sit and fret about it. They had three men that were under some sort of spell and possibly dying. They couldn’t have that on the eve of Nessa’s coronation. They needed to sort things out quickly for Nessa’s sake, and hopefully find the sidhe that was going against her still. Maybe a display of power in front of all the sidhe would be what it took to make the attempts on Nessa stop. Devin hoped so. It would be nice to have this be the last battle.
 
It didn’t take much to convince Nessa that there was witch magic in the village after a visit to the outcast camp. When Maria reversed the spell on Keaton, and he turned back into the same sidhe she had grown up with, Nessa was sure of it. There was no way possible Keaton would have remained as an old man for long if there had been a solution in the village. He had never officially been banned from the palace, but without being himself, she was sure he would never set foot back inside. As much as Nessa didn’t want to admit it, Devin was right. She was going to have to be nice to the witches and go against everything she had been raised to believe in order to counter the witch magic.
“You can come back,” Nessa told Keaton when they got ready to leave.
“Nah,” Keaton replied, shaking his now reddish golden hair. 
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Nessa replied. Voicing an opinion against a ruler wasn’t punishable by exile. Her brother had been wrong in what he did.
“I don’t belong there anymore,” Keaton explained. Nessa saw Keaton in a whole new light. She would have never guessed a noble would want to stay in the outcast camp, yet here he was. “I belong here. These are my people now.”
Nessa looked up at the village Devin had created. It was different than the palace. The houses were stacked together, some even on top of others and a few up higher in the trees. Nothing separated the clans, and people milled about with whomever they chose. Devin had even created a small market that had a few people setting up shops. He could combine the sidhe that were all outcasts for not fitting into the normal sidhe way of life. That was what Devin was there for. This was his purpose.
“The barriers extend around the outcast camp. Maria set up a second set to keep out witch magic. We don’t know who’s doing this, or who their target really is,” Devin told Keaton. “Make sure that everyone knows the boundaries, and that no one else can come in here. We don’t need the other sidhe seeing this yet, and I want everyone to stay safe.”
Keaton nodded to Devin. He seemed as intent as Devin in protecting all of those around them.
“We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Devin told him. 
Keaton gave him a small bow of his head before turning back to the village.
“You don’t think they’re safe here?” Nessa asked as they walked to the edge of the village.
“I’m not sure if you were really the target on this one,” Devin replied. “It could have been me. Everyone knows that I can heal the sidhe. Someone could have put the spell on them hoping that I would try to heal them quickly and kill them in the process.”
Nessa stared at Devin. She hadn’t thought of that. She assumed that with more people plotting, and magic being thrown around, it was to stop her ascension to the throne. Everything in the sidhe world was about power. It made more sense to attack Nessa than Devin to get it, unless someone else already figured out that Devin was walking around like the king.
“In that case, should you be entering the palace with me?” Nessa asked. She didn’t need Devin to be even more of a target than he already was.
Pausing, Devin thought for a second. “You’re right. I should keep my distance. Maria and Cassie are shielded and invisible outside the outcast village, but I guess I should be careful also,” Devin replied. 
Nessa was in shock. She was surprised to find that Devin would even consider himself in danger. Nessa looked him over. Was he feeling okay? Was there something he wasn’t telling her?
Devin smiled at her. ‘I spent a summer with the witches. If someone truly can use their magic, then we are all in danger. I can’t act rashly with that on my mind.’
‘But you have my grandfather’s power,’ Nessa replied. She had been raised to dislike the day human witches, but she was never given a reason why she should.
‘And though his power is great, it’s not infallible. If I don’t stay safe, there’s no guarantee I can keep you safe. They might just be trying to get rid of me to get to you,’ Devin explained.
“Nessa is going to head back on her own,” Devin told Cassie and Maria. “We will follow close behind, but I need to keep as hidden as you two are. I can hide myself from the sidhe, but not the witch. For that, I’ll need your help.” Maria nodded and dug into the bag around her shoulder.
Nessa turned to go, but paused and glanced over her shoulder at Devin. Was it safe to be bringing him back to the palace if someone was trying to kill him? For the first time, she was feeling what he must have felt all along. No wonder he learned how to control the magic shield he could create. Nessa was wishing that she could make one for him, too. It wasn’t fair that he was protecting her still when it might be his life on the line this time. 
Reaching forward, Devin grabbed her hand. He squeezed it and nodded to her like he knew her fears.
“It takes more than just a witch to kill me off,” he told her. “I’d never leave you unprotected,” he added even quieter, just for her ears to hear.
Nessa smiled as much as she could for his sake, but she was still worried. She hated that they had been fighting not even hours before, and that it was her fault. If only she had told Liam to wait when they were in the glen the day before, she could have let Devin finish talking—he could have asked her to marry him. She had no doubts she would have said yes, because she wasn’t about to live her life without him. Just the thought that someone was going to hurt him made her worry. Life without him would have been impossible if they could barely manage to even survive without each other.
Nessa began to walk away but stopped short. Devin was waiting right behind her. “What about the gates?” she asked. Anyone would know when they came and left the palace. If she entered and then it went off again when Devin entered, the mystery witch sidhe would know.
Grinning, Devin stepped closer. “Won’t be a problem. I already had a nice talk with the trees about that one. I can come and go without anyone knowing.”
“And did you explain it would be nice if they didn’t do that for me?”
“Not a chance,” Devin replied before leaning in closer and kissing her. “Stop worrying so much. Between my powers and Maria, we should be fine.”
“Should?” Nessa added.
Devin shrugged. He never made promises he couldn’t keep, and Nessa knew that much. It was hard to see him not completely confident about the situation. Devin knew much about the night human world. There had to be more he wasn’t telling her, but there was no time to question him. Without a solid reassurance, she was going to continue to worry.
Nessa looked back one last time before turning to go into the village. She walked with Devin close behind … at least she thought he was. The magic the witches used seemed to dampen the bond Nessa had with him. Was it possible the magic of the day human witches was stronger than the night human sidhe? She wished she had paid more attention.
As she walked into the palace grounds, she heard the wailing of the alarm. She was never going to get used to that. It only lasted a moment before it stopped. By the time she made it across the courtyard, Devin entered with the witches. Nothing happened. Devin was correct, the trees had obeyed his wishes. She was going to have to have a talk with the trees herself when she found the time to figure out exactly how one talked to trees.
She hurried through the palace to the sick wing where they had escorted the witch-cursed sidhe. Not surprisingly, the three men were surrounded by their families. No one touched any of the men in fear of making it worse, but she was sure that was all that was stopping them. Liam’s cousin looked to her as she entered.
“Did you find the day human?” he asked.
“No, why?” Nessa replied. She had never said she was looking for Devin to anyone in the room.
“Your uncle said you went in search of him to bring him back here to fix what he did,” the man answered. 
Nessa searched her brain for his name. She was sure she had met him before.
“He didn’t do this,” Nessa snapped, exasperated that no matter how many times she told them that, they all felt it was Devin’s fault. At her words, the others in the room turned back to her. Some were sad, but more so they were collectively mad at her. No one would openly show that, of course, as they knew she would be queen in a matter of hours, but they couldn’t hide their reactions completely.
“You’re blinded by your feelings for him,” one of the men complained. “You don’t see him for what he is.”
“And that is what, exactly?” Nessa was sick of how the sidhe treated Devin. He had given up everything to stay with her in her world, and now she was regretting his decision. Nessa was even regretting that she came back. They could have stayed in the night human territory of any of the four that Devin had previously worked for. They could have had normal lives, where people weren’t always accusing them of something or trying to kill them.
“He’s an outsider,” Liam’s cousin spat out. “And no amount of sidhe magic within him will change that. He isn’t one of us. His loyalty will always be to the day humans.”
Nessa couldn’t help her eye roll. It was getting old, having to defend Devin to idiot comments. No one wanted to give him a chance within the palace walls. If the nobility didn’t see that, then they were either blind or maybe that was their dislike of him. No one born and raised noble had ever even tried to befriend the common sidhe, let alone the outcasts. Maybe their assertions of Devin being an outsider had nothing to do with his day human blood, but more with his day human mannerisms.
‘Can you get them out of here?’ Devin asked.
Nessa had momentarily forgotten that he was in the room. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment that Devin had heard how the men in the room disliked him. How could she ask him to stay and be with her when it was probably impossible to change that?
‘Sure.’
Nessa looked around the room. Angry eyes all stared back at her.
“If you think he’s the one that did this, then why don’t you all go looking for him?” Nessa suggested. “I will stay here and take care of the men, and you can find Devin to question him.”
All seven men in the room perked up at the idea.
“Just know that you can’t harm him in any way,” Nessa added. “I’m linked to him. Any harm to him is harm to me.”
The men all appeared way more motivated than they should have been. Nessa hated to have to trick them that way, but time was short, and she needed her suitors to be healed. The sooner she went on a date and rejected each one, the sooner she could work on convincing Devin that he was all she truly wanted.
 
Maria dropped the cloaking spell as soon as the men were gone and the door shut. Devin dropped his own spell at the same time. They need to concentrate on the men and get it done as quickly as they could, as no one knew how long the men would be out searching for Devin. It was time to save the suitor. Devin motioned to the three men lying in sick beds.
“I’d advise not touching them. I think they react to humans and not sidhe,” Devin explained.
Maria walked over to the nearest man and bent down near him to look closer. Her long, dark braid fell over her shoulder, but she expertly caught it like it was a normal occurrence. She closed her eyes as she took a deep breath. Opening her eyes, she stood back up and turned to Cassie.
“Do you sense anything?” she asked.
The younger of the two witches moved closer to the men, but didn’t get as close to them as Maria had. Devin didn’t know if it was out of fear, or if she didn’t need to. She stared hard at each man in turn.
“Devin was right,” Cassie finally said. “They are set to react to our human blood.”
“So this is a trap for Devin?” Nessa asked. 
Devin already knew it was. He had been waiting for someone to realize the only way to get to Nessa was to take him out first. There was no way he would ever allow something to happen to her.
“Yes,” Maria replied. She turned to Devin. “You make friends everywhere it seems.”
Grinning, Devin nodded. Nessa seemed horrified that Maria was joking, so Devin reached out and took Nessa’s hands in his own.
“It’s fine,” he said and pulled Nessa back to the other side of the room. The witches would need room to work on fixing the three men.
“She’s joking while they lay there dying,” Nessa complained. Devin saw a hint of jealousy along with her concern. “Their relatives could come back at any time.”
Devin shrugged. “They could, but they won’t be getting in here until we’re done.”
“What?” Nessa asked, looking at the doorway.
“Just a little protection bubble is all.” Devin grinned. He wasn’t worried about the other sidhe. He had protected the room from the moment they all left. No one was coming or going into the sidhe sick wing unless he told them they could. It had been a very useful spell to learn, and now Devin could do anything with it.
He pulled Nessa to a couch that was by the doorway.
“It’s going to be a while,” he said, sitting down. Nessa unexpectedly allowed herself to be pulled down beside him.
After a few minutes of Nessa watching the witches remove all the items off a table and pull out the supplies they carried, Devin realized Nessa was slightly curious, so he motioned for her to go ahead and go over near them. However, he remained on the couch. He had spent a summer with the witches and knew about what they carried with them. Between Cassie and Maria, they would probably have close to a hundred different plants in their bags. Even on short notice, the witches always traveled with their supplies. Very few witches could cast magic without a potion.
Nessa returned to her seat beside him after her inspection. She seemed more curious than mad now.
“Do you know what they are doing?” she asked.
“The gist of it,” Devin replied. Then understanding her question, he said, “No I didn’t study witch magic.”
“But you stayed with them once, right?” she asked. Devin hadn’t told her much about his past, but he had answered any question she had. He wasn’t going to keep secrets from her.
‘I was there to train with their night human partners,’ Devin turned the conversation to silent. Wondering why, Nessa raised her eyebrows to question him. ‘We can’t talk about night humans around Cassie.’
‘What?’ Nessa was confused. The witches came to a night human village. Devin knew how odd that sounded in the situation.
‘They haven’t told Cassie yet about night humans,’ Devin answered. He wasn’t sure why, but he respected Maria.
‘So that lady drags her off to a village of night humans, she is raised with night humans, but no one tells her about them? How is that even possible? And why?’ 
Devin smiled. Her worry eased as they talked. Nessa was under much pressure; it was strange to sit with her and just talk, considering they had three close-to-death suitors and a coronation to deal with soon. Devin wondered if they would get many moments like the one they were having now.
‘I don’t know why they don’t tell her, but they can’t. If we say anything, it would put Maria in a bind, and considering she flew here without any explanation to help me, I’d say we should be as nice as possible to her.’ Devin watched Nessa, who glanced back over at Maria and Cassie as they talked quietly and picked through the vials in one of the bags.
‘Then what does she think we are?’ Nessa asked. Devin smiled. It was nice to hear Nessa say we. Everyone else within the palace walls saw him as an outsider, yet Nessa never had. There was no room for him in the palace around the nobility, but Nessa always saw a place for him.
‘I guess she thinks we’re witches of a sort,’ Devin replied.
Nessa snorted and tried to cover up the laughter that was coming out. Maria looked over at Devin, and he tried to shush Nessa. Noticing the strict look Maria was giving Devin made her start to giggle more.
‘She’s barely older than us, but she’s got that look down,’ Nessa replied, calming down her laugh a little.
‘She’s thirty-three,’ Devin told Nessa, and she stopped her giggles outright.
‘Not possible. She’s a day human. They don’t age slowly like that. She looks like she is in her early twenties.’ Nessa turned back and stared at Maria in awe.
‘Good genetics,’ Devin replied, happy that Nessa finally stopped laughing. He wasn’t trying to make her laugh, but it was nice to hear anyway. Too bad they had to be quiet. The one thing the witches hated was being interrupted while they created a potion. Any distraction could have dire consequences. 
Nessa leaned back into the couch cushions. When she grasped Devin’s hand, it took everything in him to not peek into her mind to see what she was thinking. He already had once earlier and knew that she was worried about how he would feel. Devin tried to concentrate on keeping out of her mind by watching the witches across the room. Cassie dipped her hand in the mixture they were making before she went over to Liam first. Nessa noticed they were about to do something and sat up straighter to watch.
“Is it safe to touch him?” Nessa asked, a bit more worried than Devin liked. He was able to keep his jealousy hidden this time as Liam was unconscious and Nessa was sitting there holding his hand. It wasn’t going to get easier once the big lug was awake again.
“Yes. The potion will keep a barrier between Cassie and the man. She will do the rest,” Maria explained.
Devin looked beyond Cassie to Maria, who nodded to him. It was rare for Maria to let someone as young as Cassie cast the spells. He turned back to Cassie to watch. The young girl laid her hand gently on Liam’s barely rising chest, closed her eyes, and concentrated. No one spoke and hardly made any audible breaths as they waited. Cassie mumbled something, and a slight spark appeared around the hurt sidhe before fading. As she placed a second hand on Liam, Nessa gasped beside Devin. Cassie paused and looked up. She didn’t have the same scowl for being interrupted as Maria.
“Don’t worry. It isn’t human touch that’s made the spell start,” Cassie explained before turning back to Liam. “Whoever did this was an amateur. They made it so that anyone who loves Nessa romantically would activate the spell,” Cassie explained. “Since I don’t even know her, I can’t activate it.”
Maria didn’t add anything, but Devin could see a slight bit of awe from her. He guessed now why Maria had brought Cassie along. Devin had thought she was Maria’s apprentice, but now he saw that was probably not the case. Cassie pushed down and said another muffled word. Liam’s breathing became stronger and more rhythmic.
“He’ll wake in about five minutes. That should give me time to get the rest of them finished before we’ll want to run out of here. I can feel those men that were here before returning,” Cassie said before going back to Maria and dipping her hand in the same mixture as before. She was calmly finishing fixing the men without sparing a worry about the angry sidhe.
“If the spell was made for someone who liked me, then it was made for you,” Nessa told Devin quietly while Cassie continued to work.
“Not necessarily,” Maria said, coming up to them.
“But everyone knows we are bonded,” Nessa replied, confused why it wouldn’t be for Devin.
Devin nodded to Maria. “I don’t know if it was for me or not. You don’t notice the sidhe. They don’t like me and pretend I don’t exist. I don’t know if anyone here in the palace would even think that we like each other, or that it would even be possible as I’m a day human.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Nessa replied. “Everyone should know by now.”
“Have you made any public declarations?” Maria asked. 
Nessa seemed to think back.
“No,” Devin replied.
“Showed any obvious affection?”
“No,” Devin replied for both of them again.
“No, no,” Nessa corrected. “He’s held my hand several times in front of them.”
“That’s not a sign of affection. He could easily be using his magic to shield or protect you. Holding a hand doesn’t indicate anything romantic,” Maria explained. “Who are these three men anyway?”
“My suitors,” Nessa said quietly, like everything was falling into place.
“Suitors?” Cassie asked, walking up to them on the couch. “Like as in, you have three guys wanting to marry you?”
“Four,” Nessa added, inclining her head to Devin.
Cassie’s lips formed a silent “O”. “Well, I certainly think you have another who is mad about your current situation. Maybe you have a secret admirer.” Cassie wiped her brow and glanced over at Maria. “I hate when this happens.”
Devin stood and caught Cassie when she fainted. Maria was already up and across the room, packing up her supplies. Nessa looked confused at the situation.
“So she’s not an apprentice yet?” Devin asked, lying Cassie on the couch.
“Nope, hence the whole ‘don’t tell the teenage witch about night humans’ rule still very intact,” Maria haphazardly threw her vials into the bag she brought. Nessa turned between Devin scooping up Cassie and Maria grabbing the two bags they brought with them.
“What the heck is going on?” Nessa stood with her hands on her hips like she wanted answers.
“Cassie was right on all accounts. It looks like you have a secret admirer, Princess,” Maria said, coming back over to Devin and puffing some powder around them. They disappeared from sight. “And your visitors should be back in just a minute.” They were hidden from everyone, but Nessa could still feel him.
“But wait, what am I supposed to do?” Nessa asked. She was very confused now.
“The three men should wake in a few minutes. Tell them whatever you want, but we need to leave.” Maria was already at the door, waiting for Devin. Nessa looked around the room and stopped where she sensed him.
“Sidhe and witches generally don’t get along. If they find Maria here, the sidhe are likely to attack, and I doubt they will believe you if you tell them that they just saved those three. In fact, even if they believe you, it probably won’t matter to them. I need to take these two back to my place right now. If you want more answers, come back as soon as you can. I guess Cassie will be out for a few hours, and we can’t plan anything more without her,” Devin explained as he opened the door, which was made from trees, with his sidhe abilities. It was easy now that he had spoken to the trees that were part of the palace. He could sense them with every step, and he could speak to them just as easily.
“Plan?” Nessa squeaked out as one of the men began to stir. “I’ll be there.”
Devin nodded to Nessa though she couldn’t see him. There was much that had been kept from her over the years. It was good in many ways, as she didn’t have the prejudices the noble sidhe had, but bad in others. It made her seem almost too innocent, as she was completely different from the noble sidhe. Things were going to have to change, and Devin now had a few friends that would be more than willing to help him teach her all she needed to know. It was only hours until the coronation, but the teaching would have to wait. Devin was sure he would show Nessa the truth when they got a chance. 
The families of the sidhe in the room rushed passed him and Maria. He held back against the wall and waited for them to go by. He felt their thoughts and cringed. They were all on the hunt for him. Every one of them was bound and determined to catch him and make him pay for what they assumed he had done. He couldn’t blame them; they had views that were deeply rooted in how they were raised. However, they weren’t his fight. Nessa would have to change them. He had enough troubles just trying to keep her safe.
 



CHAPTER 5
Nessa sat in Devin’s new house. It was foreign but familiar at the same time. He had made everything from nature, just like every other sidhe home. It was familiar, but different. This one felt like the day human world he came from. Even out of trees, bushes, and dirt, he couldn’t change his style into a sidhe. Devin was, and always would be, a day human. But Nessa was kind of proud of him for how much he had taken to heart the sidhe world. Admiration filled the eyes of the outcasts when Devin was around. He had found himself a place in the sidhe world, and she was sure it wouldn’t take much to charm the common people into Devin’s ways either. He didn’t even know he was doing it, but Devin was making allies just by being himself.
Nessa looked to the couch where the brown-haired girl was finally stirring. Devin and Maria were gone with Turner and Ronan, searching for the unknown witch sidhe. Last time Devin checked in, they were outside the city. It was likely someone that had come to the city for her coronation, and with their current theory, it was someone that was an admirer.
Cassie sat up and rubbed her head. Her hair was flattened against the side of her face she had been lying on.
“Are you okay?” Nessa asked. The younger witch still seemed dazed.
“Yeah, just takes a lot out of me to do that,” Cassie replied, yawning and trying to comb through her hair with her fingers at the same time. “Maria told me the more powerful of a spell I use, the harder it is to recover. Can’t wait until I can apprentice and this will all go away.”
Nessa nodded though she had no clue what Cassie was talking about. Rising, she moved to sit across from Cassie. It wasn’t often she had met outsiders, and they had never come to visit before. Of all the outsiders Nessa had ever met, Cassie appeared to be the youngest.
“This is a pretty cool place you have here. It’s like fairies, but in a grown up world. I always dreamed of a place like this as a child. I thought it would be so much fun to just live out in the trees. I never knew anyone lived like this.” Cassie was looking around the room now.
Nessa nodded. She wasn’t sure if she was to answer or just let the girl talk.
“So they say you are the queen?” Cassie asked, and yawned a second time. “Aren’t you a bit young to be a queen?”
Nessa didn’t quite know how to reply to that one, and she wasn’t sure Cassie was asking a question. The girl in front of her looked like she was barely a teenager herself.
“Sorry,” Cassie quickly added, “I tend to talk without thinking sometimes, especially when I’m nervous.” Cassie tried her best to smooth down her hair and sit up straighter. “Let’s try this again. Hello, I’m Cassandra Booth.”
“Vanessa McKinny,” Nessa replied, taking Cassie’s outstretched hand to shake. It was an odd greeting but since her trip into the day human world, Nessa knew what to do.
“I just finished my sophomore year in high school, but I guess from what I see around here you guys don’t go to a normal school,” Cassie added.
“No, I was tutored until I turned thirteen. Since then I have been training with my brother’s men,” she explained. Nessa was unsure about the grades in day human school, but she was sure a high school student had to be around her own age.
“Man, you’re lucky. They don’t let us train until we are out of high school. I can try for an apprenticeship anytime I want, but they won’t let me start until I’m eighteen. I still have two more years to wait. It’s about being a consenting adult or something like that.” 
Nessa was still unsure what the girl was talking about, but doing the math in her head she figured that Cassie was sixteen. Nessa stared in shock at her. Thirteen was about the oldest she was going to guess.
“You’re sixteen?” Nessa asked. She had to have done the math wrong.
“Yeah,” Cassie replied with a shrug. Nessa was a little embarrassed that she was shocked by it. It wasn’t that she met many day humans, but even so this one seemed really young-looking. “I get that all the time. Maria says it’s just part of being in the Zeffer family. Maria’s my aunt, and over the past decade has never looked a day older than twenty-one.”
Nessa observed Cassie closer and tried not to take an obvious whiff of her. The only people Nessa ever met that aged that slowly were night humans. Was it possible that they had night human blood, and no one had noticed? Could they be night humans without Devin even noticing? Nessa doubted it. Devin was way too good at the night human life for that to have happened, but it was still strange. Cassie was certainly a day human, but how could she age slowly?
“Genetics,” Devin said as he entered the room. He had used that excuse before, yet it was a term Nessa wasn’t completely sure about, either. Maria, Turner, Ronan, and Keaton were right behind him. Nessa raised her eyebrows to Keaton, and Devin made a slight nod to her.
‘We need him around, and I trust him,’ Devin told her silently.
‘Need?’ Nessa asked. All she could remember of Keaton growing up was how much he disliked her brother. Nessa would have loved to befriend him and share stories, but he disappeared before she could.
‘His gift is unique. I’m still learning how to do it,’ Devin replied. 
Keaton nodded to Devin, as if he already knew Devin was telling her about him.
‘What is his gift?’ Nessa asked, though she was wondering if she really wanted to know. The more unique their gift, the more likely it wasn’t a good one to have.
‘The gift of honesty. If Keaton asks anyone a question, they have to tell the truth,’ Devin replied.
While it was true, a gift like that would prove to be handy to use in various situations, Nessa was unsure if she wanted to be around someone like that. Sometimes it was good to keep things hidden. Looking across at Cassie, Nessa was pretty sure Maria didn’t want anything close to the truth told to the young girl, even if Nessa had no clue why. Cassie already obviously knew about the witches, why not night humans?
“So what did you find?” Cassie asked.
“Just as we thought,” Maria answered, sitting next to Cassie. You could see a slight resemblance as they sat together. While Maria was olive skinned with thick black hair, Cassie was pale with clear blue eyes that almost matched Nessa’s own. It was the difference in coloring that made it hard for Nessa to see them as family. Yet side by side, and ignoring the difference in eyes, hair, and skin tone, Cassie and Maria shared the exact same shape face. Their eyes and noses were an exact match, and only Cassie’s smile was slightly different. There was no doubt they were family.
“The trail ends at the glen,” Turner replied, informing Nessa and Cassie of what Nessa already knew.
“Ends? Can someone just mask their trail?” she asked Maria.
‘In the trees,’ Devin explained what they weren’t telling Cassie. ‘They either came from or went to the trees after using their magic.’
“We are sure the magic came with someone who recently entered the village,” Maria replied, trying to cover up the awkward silence.
‘And it wasn’t their kind of witch magic,’ Devin added more secretly to Nessa.
‘Not their magic?’ Nessa asked. ‘Didn’t you say it was witch magic? And Cassie healed the guys from it. That makes no sense. Are there other witches out there?’
‘Oh, yes, it’s witch magic, just not their clan’s magic,’ Devin replied. ‘There are two day human witch groups out there. The sidhe with magic trained with the other group. That’s why Maria has no idea who it might be.’
“So what you think is that the person came into the village,” Cassie added, “and didn’t leave yet, right?”
“Right,” Turner replied, watching Cassie as she thought.
“They just aren’t using witch magic for the moment, but when they use it again we can tell, right? Then we still can catch them, correct?” Cassie asked.
Maria put a hand on Cassie. “This isn’t our fight. We are to leave as soon as you are able to travel.”
“Leave?” Cassie asked incredulously. 
‘Leave?’ Nessa asked Devin. She hadn’t thought about it when they came in because firstly she was surprised Devin could let them in, and secondly, they needed their help, but no one could leave the village unless they were a sidhe. There were spells that kept the non-sidhe in the village.
‘They can leave at any time. I already checked into that before inviting Turner here. The spells that keep people in the village have to do with whoever asks them to come in. If they say the person can leave, then the spells don’t activate,’ Devin explained to Nessa’s thoughts.
“Yes, leave. We were given permission by the elders to come here and help Devin wake the sidhe that were infected by witch magic. We were not given permission to stay longer,” Maria explained. 
“So we just leave Devin here to sort this out?” Cassie asked. She glanced at Devin, and her cheeks turned red as they had every time she had spoken directly to him since she had arrived. Nessa found it cute that Cassie was shy around him. “That’s not fair.” Cassie was sulking.
Maria gave her a soft smile and shook her head.
“What were you given permission to do?” Keaton inquired, looking into Maria’s eyes as he asked.
“To come and help Devin save the sidhe that were dying from the witch magic,” Maria replied, shaking her head like she knew exactly what Keaton was able to do.
“And do you think you are finished doing that?” Keaton asked, his blue eyes still keeping their hold on Maria.
“Yes. Those three men are better. We need to be on our way.” Maria didn’t turn away from him, but also didn’t mind answering. Was Keaton using his truth forcing power or not?
“How about you, Cassie? Do you think everyone is safe?” Keaton asked Cassie.
She glanced up at him, and her cheeks reddened more.
“I think we saved those three men, but I don’t think anyone is safe until we find the one using witch magic,” Cassie replied quietly as she looked back at the floor. Nessa was surprised by how quiet Cassie got around the group. She was fine and quite friendly only moments before they showed up.
“Cassie, we can’t stay here. This isn’t our problem. We helped Devin as he asked, but we can’t just become paranormal investigators,” Maria added. She wasn’t being mean, but more overprotective. Maria seemed to be like an older sister to Cassie than anything else. Nessa would have loved to have an older sister or a brother that was kinder than the one she had. 
“And we can’t just leave Devin here to deal with this alone. He asked for our help, but what sort of help is it to put a bandage on a wound that needs stitches? He needs us to help find the witch,” Cassie argued. Nessa was surprised Cassie felt that strongly about helping Devin. 
Maria sighed and looked over at Devin, who discreetly nodded. Non-verbal communication seemed to have passed between them.
“Fine. We help him find the witch sidhe, and then we go,” Maria told Cassie. “We don’t stay a day longer, and you don’t give me any trouble about leaving.” 
Cassie grinned as she nodded.
‘Maria says in order for them to stay, we have to make sure Cassie doesn’t learn about the night humans. It’s important that we keep that knowledge from her as Maria is unsure how she will take it when she does find out. Her power is quite unstable as it is! We don’t need her finding out there’s more power inside of her from something like blowing the village apart due to shock,’ Devin told the group silently. Everyone nodded to him, and luckily Cassie was back to studying the ground and didn’t notice. ‘Nessa? You’re the closest in age to her. Can you please make sure to keep her safe from the sidhe? I don’t want them to think she’s a treat to snack upon.’
Nessa looked up to Devin and noticed he was still talking to the group. All their eyes were on her.
‘Of course,’ Nessa replied. She didn’t know why they were protective of Cassie, but she wasn’t about to decline any question of help from Devin.
“So what do we do to find this witch?” Turner asked, bringing everyone back into an open conversation. “I could track them outside the village as they left one trail, but they have been all over the village already. I can’t keep straight where their pathway begins and end.”
“If we can get close to them, Cassie and I can sense other witches even if they aren’t using magic,” Maria explained. “But that would require us in the palace. Maybe if we could see the whole group at once, but just wandering around wouldn’t be safe. If anyone finds us, it would be bad all around. The longer it takes us to search, the more likely that will happen.”
“What if we could get the visitors all in one place at one time?” Devin asked.
Everyone turned and looked at him. There was no way he could call the sidhe together. The nobles all wanted to hang him for hurting their sons. They weren’t about to listen to him and congregate in one area because he asked them.
“How would you do that?” Maria asked. She had picked up on the hostility as much as everyone else.
“At Nessa’s coronation, the whole sidhe village, along with visitors, will be there,” he answered. 
Nessa looked around the room to all the nodding heads. She had already forgotten what the day was, and that she needed to be back in the palace getting ready.
“That should work,” Maria replied. “We find the witch, and then we leave.” 
Nessa was kind of sad to hear they would be gone soon. It wasn’t often they had outsiders around, and she had a lot more questions for them. Nessa didn’t want to let them go yet, but she understood. Maria was in charge of Cassie, and it was safer for them to leave. Nessa had been raised to distrust the witches, but it was far deeper for the others. From the little she caught of how the sidhe felt about witches, Cassie and Maria weren’t exactly welcome in the village. Nessa might have been against them also, but now she was more curious than anything. It was too bad they had to leave.
 
Devin escorted Cassie and Maria back to the palace to wait. He could keep them in Nessa’s apartment, and no one would know the difference, or at least that’s what he hoped. He had already guarded that part of the palace extensively. It was going to take a bit of time to get Nessa ready, even if she insisted that it wouldn’t. He kind of liked that about Nessa. She was beautiful and girly, but she never took too long to get ready. She was more likely to just pull her hair into a ponytail and run out the door than to sit and pamper herself. And she didn’t need to, either. Nessa was beautiful on her own. He was slightly curious if they would let her get away with being herself for the ceremony.
Devin sat in Nessa’s room while she was whisked away to be dressed for her coronation. She looked utterly miserable, and he couldn’t help but laugh. She would be fine as her four invisible palace guards went with her to places, and they wouldn’t be happy if he joined them.
Maria sat down on Nessa’s book-filled couch and waited. Cassie stood staring up at the open ceiling.
“That makes no sense,” Cassie said to no one in particular. “What happens when it rains?”
“I’ve heard the rain doesn’t come in,” Devin replied, “but I haven’t been here long enough to tell you if that’s true or not.” Cassie blushed and joined Maria on the couch. Devin had to chuckle. Cassie seemed to blush any time a male spoke to her. How she was going to get through life like that was beyond Devin.
“So what’s the plan?” Devin asked Maria. He was unsure how they could tell who the witch was exactly.
“If you can get us close enough to view everyone, we should be able to tell,” Maria said as Cassie lay back amongst the books. She seemed to still be tired from her healing of the three sidhe.
“You just need to look?” Devin asked specifically.
“Yes, all it should take is a look. The sidhe and the witches give off a different aura. Anyone practicing witch magic should have the witch aura clinging to them. It shouldn’t take anything more than that,” Maria replied, closing her eyes, too.
Devin nodded to the two almost sleeping witches. He was glad they both felt safe enough with him to sleep, and he didn’t dare leave them alone in the sidhe palace even if he wanted to do more surveillance. Someone was practicing magic, and from what he got out of Maria earlier, it wasn’t her form. That was a little disturbing to him, as the other form of witch magic was more powerful and more detrimental to the user. Maria and Cassie practiced light magic. It was more focused on healing and preserving life. They could use spells and energies, but they never hurt another human being to do so. The dark magic clan oftentimes used sacrifices to do their magic. Dark magic was powerful and damaging. Devin was unsure if his sidhe magic would stand up to someone desperate.
Life would have been easier if Nessa was his now. Any secret admirer would have had no chance once she slipped the ring on her finger. That alone could have stopped all they were dealing with right now.
‘I’m sorry I didn’t say yes before,’ Nessa told Devin through the bond while she was getting ready in another palace room. He had let his guard down and was probably sending all his thoughts to her by accident.
‘This isn’t your fault,’ Devin replied, standing and walking away from the witches. While they couldn’t hear his conversation with Nessa, it still felt private.
‘It kind of is,’ Nessa answered. ‘If I had let you finish and accepted your ring, maybe the person would have given up before even trying something. You are right. This could have all been avoided.’
Devin shook his head. He wanted to blame someone, but Nessa wasn’t it. He was sad she hadn’t let him propose, but he didn’t blame her for the situation they were in. It might not have made a difference if she had said yes, anyway. Love wasn’t logical like that.
‘We are almost done here,’ Nessa informed Devin. 
He was surprised. How did they get her ready that fast? Maybe they were going to let her become queen without all the fuss and just as herself. 
Nessa laughed across the bond.
‘No, they did all the fuss,’ she replied to his thoughts. Still, he had forgotten to shield them from her. ‘Magic, remember?’
Devin nodded to no one in the room. ‘Is everything set?’ he asked. He hadn’t been watching the time, but as he looked outside at the moon through the opening in the ceiling, he realized that it was almost at its peak in the sky.
‘Yes, Uncle Rolf is here to escort me, and we’re just waiting for Ronan to return from his patrol with Turner,’ Nessa replied. ‘Did they find anything?’
Turner had not returned to tell Devin anything yet, so Devin took that as a no. Nessa followed his train of thought and sighed.
‘Can Maria and Cassie really find this person?’ Nessa asked, a little apprehensively. Worry laced her thoughts even if she wasn’t saying that to him.
Devin walked over and tapped Maria. It was a short nap, but nothing he could do about that. They needed to join Nessa as she was already being ushered into the main square of the palace.
‘I hope so,’ Devin replied to Nessa, not completely convinced. 
They had hundreds of people to look at and very little time. From what Ronan explained, the actual coronation would take only minutes, and then the party would begin. They only had those few minutes of the ceremony to find the witch. Devin was sure that the party didn’t include the common people, and he wasn’t going to make the same mistake as he had only days ago, when he assumed wrongly that only the nobles were behind everything. It could just as easily be someone from the village that had a crush on Nessa.
“Time to go find this imposter,” Devin told Maria, who had already woken Cassie. 
Cassie yawned and nodded.
Maria and Cassie followed Devin to the door of Nessa’s apartment.
“If anything happens, keep Cassie hidden,” Maria told Devin. Devin nodded. Maria loved Cassie more than anything. She didn’t have any family around as her sister was banished at the time of Cassie’s birth. Cassie was the last family Maria had. Devin understood that much.
“Cassie and you will be safe,” Devin replied. He was positive of that. He had enough power to keep them hidden. He just didn’t know if he had enough to keep Nessa safe from her admirer.
 
When Devin
arrived with the two witches, Nessa couldn’t see him. With both the sidhe and witch magic cocooning him, she couldn’t even make out the fuzzy lines that he had taught her to see through the sidhe magic. She was disappointed to not be able to see him, but understood that they needed to find the sidhe causing problems. The desire to have his face to focus on was going to have to be unmet. He was keeping them safe, and in turn keeping her safe.
Nessa followed behind her uncle as he wove through the audience, tapping people to get them to move. It was strange to walk amongst the sidhe as she had been hidden from them for days each time her safety was threatened. It was nice that Devin found a way to encase her in his protective magic, allowing her to go closer to everyone without them knowing that she was still protected. Only Uncle Rolf so far had figured it out.
As she stepped onto the stage in the middle of the courtyard, she was happy to find Ronan off to the side with Gemma. They both beamed proudly at her. With the way her life had been thrown upside down many times in the past few years, it was more than surreal to be standing before the sidhe now. Her younger cousin Gemma’s infectious grin was more than enough to keep her from feeling too overwhelmed. Gemma smiled and pointed to the other side of the stage.
He’s over there, she mouthed.
Smiling, Nessa nodded to her younger cousin. She knew exactly who Gemma was referring to: Devin. Nessa didn’t turn to see if she could see him in case she gave away his location to anyone else, but she was comforted to have him close by. Her whole life had been turned upside down when she begged her brother to let her leave the sidhe and see the day human world and he agreed. Devin had been the constant in her life from the first time she met him. She might not have liked him too much then, but she liked him plenty now. She couldn’t imagine doing everything she had done without him there. In fact, she would have more than likely been married off to Finn by now, or even dead. Devin was the reason she was able to stand there in front of her people to accept the crown that her uncle was holding and talking about.
Nessa smiled at the crowd as her uncle talked. She wasn’t paying attention to what he was saying, but she smiled anyway. Instead of focusing on his words, she was watching the crowd. Would the sidhe using witch magic stand out? From what Nessa had been told, all Cassie and Maria needed was to view the audience gathered. If it was that easy, could Nessa see them, too? She glanced around, but didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. All she saw were the faces of the people she was to rule staring back at her. Nessa couldn’t see far enough back to see the commoners, and the front rows were all the nobles, including her suitors. Everyone from her village and representatives from each family in the other villages were there staring at her. She recognized a few people, but not others. Would the hidden sidhe be a friend or someone unknown? 
She couldn’t even venture to guess. Nessa would have never thought her brother’s best childhood friend, and her former fiancé would try to kill her, and that had already happened. Also, the woman she thought of as a second mother had been always plotting to control and then kill Nessa. While it was easy to think someone who didn’t know her would be plotting, she had dealt with those close to her doing it before. Now she had no clue what to expect.
Her uncle continued to talk and motioned to the suitors in the front row. Each nodded their heads back to him. She should have been listening to them, but it was hard to concentrate on what her uncle was saying when she knew one person out there was willing to kill anyone that liked her just to get to her. Nessa suppressed an involuntary shiver. She hated the thought that someone would be trying to kill Devin, too. She was sure almost everyone knew she was bonded to him. If the witch sidhe knew this, would they not kill him, but do something else? What if it wasn’t an admirer at all? What if it was a way to get to Nessa? Cassie seemed sure the person liked Nessa, but how did that teenage witch even know that? She was only a girl, just like Nessa.
Uncle Rolf turned to Nessa, and she realized a little too late that she should have been paying attention.
‘Follow him,’ Devin told her, knowing that she had no clue what was going on.
‘Thanks,’ she mumbled through the silent bond as she turned and followed behind her uncle.
Uncle Rolf led Nessa past Devin. The breeze reached out to her, and she knew it was her invisible bonded human. He slipped something into her hand as she passed. She didn’t dare stop walking and kept behind her uncle, who didn’t even seem to notice. Uncle Rolf kept walking as he passed the nobles and ventured further into the crowd. She never thought in a hundred years that she would be the family member being crowned one day. She always assumed her father would live a long life, and when he didn’t, she was sure her brother, Rhys, would be king long after she was dead one day. She never thought she needed the knowledge of the crowning ceremony, and since her return, she had no time to ask about anything. She had spent the entire time back worrying about her own life, and now Devin’s life.
Uncle Rolf finally stopped walking at the tree Devin had previously used to travel outside the village. Nessa was shocked to be standing there. Was she supposed to go somewhere else?
“This is the sapling from the tree our great king planted when he assumed the throne, and the wars for the crown ended. Vanessa’s own grandfather and my father saved this piece to plant when the tree was destroyed close to sixty years ago. While we no longer have the tall oak it came from, the same magic lives in her baby, just like the same magic of my father lives in Vanessa. To prove this, her blood will be added to the tree.” Rolf handed Nessa a dagger he was holding.
Nessa tried to hide her surprise, but it was hard. She already knew that her barrier wouldn’t let a knife penetrate it. How was she to prove anything with her blood? Would Devin drop the barrier? She felt for him, and he was at the back of the crowd. There was no way he was going to let the barrier down, but she was unsure what she was going to do. Nessa glanced up at her uncle, and he shrugged. He was just following tradition; she was sure.
‘In your hand, just keep it hidden,’ Devin replied.
Nessa felt the small thing in her hand. She squished it between her fingers and was still unsure what to do.
‘Pretend to cut your hand,’ Devin instructed, noticing she had no idea what it was.
Nessa wanted to complain, but hundreds of expectant eyes were watching her. She had no option but to listen and do what Devin told her. She hesitated as she placed the blade against the soft item she was holding. The crowd had to think she was hesitant about cutting herself, but she was unsure what she was even cutting.
‘You can’t hurt yourself, just pierce the pouch and put the blood on the tree,’ Devin told her. He knew exactly why she hesitated. 
Nessa’s instincts told her to complain about being bossed around, but she was too nervous to do so. Too many people were watching her expectantly. She pushed the blade against the pouch in her hand, and nothing happened.
‘Push harder,’ Devin told her. Why did he have to be bossy?
‘I was just going to,’ Nessa replied before adding some more force. She felt the squish of the contents from inside what Devin had given her. She glanced down to see blood spill across her hand.
Devin chuckled across the bond. She looked up briefly in his direction. She could feel him stronger when he let his guard down emotionally.
‘What’s this?’ Nessa asked.
Uncle Rolf took her hand and stared at it. The barrier was still intact, but her own blood was spilled across her hand she pretended to cut. He seemed baffled but proceeded anyway by taking her hand to the tree and wiping her blood on the leaves. The tree soaked up her blood instantly and the audience gathered grew silent. They waited along with Nessa, who had no clue what was going to happen. She found out quick enough as the dark sky began to fill with something headed her way. Nessa would have been scared if she hadn’t already heard their chatter.
Thousands of butterflies descended on Nessa and the crowd. No one moved as they watched the tiny, fragile little beings work together to pick up her crown from her uncle and move it to her own head. Nessa stood and watched them. They talked excitedly to each other. She had always been able to call to butterflies, but she had no clue what that meant. As they all took to the air, one remained behind. The pretty blue-colored winged creature was neither the largest nor the smallest of the ones that came. She flitted around Nessa’s head before landing on her crown.
“Like the others that have come before her, Vanessa McKinny is rightfully queen, and all of us will follow her,” the butterfly spoke. Nessa watched the faces of those around her. It was clear she wasn’t the only one that heard the butterfly this time.
People began to kneel to Nessa.
“We, the life around you here in nature, are yours to command. Lead our children of nature well, for like the butterfly, you have grown and changed. They will need you to survive. Please take care of the sidhe,” the butterfly spoke to Nessa. 
Lifting up into the air, Nessa watched the blue iridescent wings disappear into the night.
“Princess Vanessa, from here forth will be addressed as queen. Hail, Queen Vanessa,” Uncle Rolf announced. The audience gathered returned the cheer.
“Hail, Queen Vanessa.”
Nessa was still looking to the sky as her uncle spoke. Was it that easy? A little blood on a tree made her queen? Nessa had to think not, but it seemed that was it. Nessa looked to the crowd. Around her people bowed their heads any time she caught their eye. It must have been that easy because, in one moment, she was officially the Queen of the Sidhe.
 



CHAPTER 6
Devin waited but already knew the answer. He knew the moment the crowd started to leave and the witches didn’t move what that meant. He didn’t need the witches to tell him what he had already felt, too. They hadn’t found the sidhe using witch magic in the crowd.
“Are you sure they weren’t there?” Nessa asked as they waited in her room for everyone to make it to the dinner and ball being held next. She had to wait as she was to be the last to arrive. Devin chuckled at her reaction when she had been told this. Her face had said it all anyways. She hated to be the center of attention.
“They were there,” Cassie replied. She seemed to have no problem looking Nessa in the eyes, unlike Devin.
“We couldn’t tell who it was,” Maria expanded Cassie’s answer.
Devin had been looking himself and knew what they meant. He could faintly feel the witch magic and the difference between sidhe and witch magic, but it wasn’t coming from just one spot.
“I thought all you had to do was look?” Nessa replied, now staring at Maria.
“Oh, we did,” Maria replied. “But it almost seems like they knew we were looking for them. I saw trace amounts of witch magic on many people, including you. Whoever it is was, was near enough to touch you.”
Devin gritted his teeth. He couldn’t hide that it made him visibly upset that the witch sidhe magic user had been close to Nessa. She was protected, and he made very sure of that, but it still made him upset. Nessa was his to protect, and since someone got that close, it meant he had failed. He was lucky Nessa wasn’t the target, but he couldn’t take any more chances like that. He needed to find the witch sidhe, and he needed to do it now.
“So what’s the plan?” Turner asked from across the room. Devin nodded to him. His friend noticed how much it bothered him that Nessa wasn’t absolutely safe.
“I would be able to tell exactly who it was if we could analyze who touched you one at a time,” Cassie replied with a shrug. “But how do we get people to line up for that, especially if someone knows we are onto them?”
Maria nodded. She must have been thinking the same thing.
That was a dilemma. If Cassie needed to see the touch to tell, then she needed to be closer than Devin found comforting. It was hard enough to be sure to keep Nessa safe, but now he was worried about Cassie, too.
“Why don’t we open up the possibility to court Nessa to everyone?” Ronan suggested.
Everyone turned to him to wait for an explanation as Devin gritted his teeth. That wasn’t something Devin wanted to do. He didn’t need more men chasing after his sidhe. Ronan noticed the anger starting in Devin’s eyes, but kept talking.
“There’s dinner and a dance in like fifteen minutes,” Ronan added quickly. “If we say anyone that wants to court Nessa has to dance with her, we can kill two birds with one stone. Nessa can turn down as many men as she wants, not including those horrible suitors, and you guys can look at each person alone with her. You said it was someone that loved her. If her secret admirer is out there, wouldn’t they want the chance to court her?”
“And what happens when she turns them down?” Devin asked. He could just picture the witch-magic-using sidhe turning his powers on Nessa when she disappointed him.
“Cassie and Maria can tell Nessa if the person is who they are searching for before Nessa tells them no. That way she stays safe,” Ronan replied, looking at Cassie and Maria for confirmation of his plan.
“It could work,” Maria said, pausing to think for a moment. 
“And what if the magic is as muddled as it was before? Looking at them won’t tell you who they are,” Devin replied, not liking the plan for multiple reasons, but the strongest was because he didn’t want more people trying to claim Nessa.
“If she wears gloves, and we can’t completely see who it is, she can just leave the gloves on the table halfway through the dance, and I can tell from that,” Cassie explained. Devin found it annoying that everyone was working to make this a plan.
“From gloves?” Nessa asked. She was completely new to the witch magic but had been told only a few of the witches were strong enough to tell an aura from what was left behind on objects. Cassie must have been one of them.
“We don’t have the power to stay hidden and do that, Cassie,” Maria replied before she could answer Nessa.
“We wouldn’t have to hide if Devin just tells everyone I’m his relative or something,” Cassie replied. “If I don’t use my magic, no one will know I’m anything but a normal girl.”
As much as Devin didn’t like it, they all had a point. Holding his emotions in check, he thought for a moment. It was true, without being a full-blooded witch yet, Cassie was just a day human like Devin was. No one would know the difference. He looked over at the teenage witch. Her dark brown hair was a stark contrast to his blond, but they did have the same blue eyes. It was possible he could pass her off as his cousin. Cassie was staring back at him with those clear blue eyes, waiting for his reply. For some reason, she felt very strongly about helping Nessa.
“I don’t like that,” Maria stated. She understood completely that what Cassie was saying was true, just like Devin got it. “I can’t leave you alone in a room of sidhe unprotected. Our uncle would kill me.”
“I wouldn’t be alone. I’d be with Devin,” Cassie replied.
“And us,” Turner added, pointing to himself and Ronan.
“Didn’t you say once that Devin was the strongest human you ever met, and how you wished he was a decade older so you could date him? Now he can do magic, too. Doesn’t that make him doubly strong?” Cassie begged, and Maria’s face burned red.
A pang of jealousy flitted across the bond he shared with Nessa. Devin laughed, and Nessa actually seemed a bit resentful. Devin had to stop the laugh that was going to grow stronger if he looked at either Nessa, who was jealous, or Maria, who was very embarrassed. He turned his attention back to Cassie.
“I’m willing to take you with if you promise to do exactly as I say,” Devin told her. He remembered the kid Cassie that had been with the witches when he had trained there. She was known for being quite stubborn. “Any disagreeing with me and Maria will instantly be there to whisk you away.”
Smiling, Cassie nodded. Devin hated the plan of offering Nessa to more people, but it was the best one they could think of. If he didn’t let his jealousy take over, Devin would have admitted it was a good plan. He was unsure if he believed that Cassie could do as he asked, but she was the best bet for finding the mysterious magic using sidhe. Devin hadn’t a clue who the person was, and needed to find them soon before they cast another spell. They might not get as lucky and be able to reverse it this time, and he was sure he didn’t want to find out what would happen if one of Nessa’s suitors was killed. Like it or not, Nessa was going to be dancing with a lot of men at her coronation party. Devin had a feeling it would be the greatest test yet of his self-control, and it was one he couldn’t fail.
 
Nessa entered the dinner alone. It was nerve-racking to stand before everyone and be crowned, and now she had to walk in front of them while they all stopped their meals to stare at her. She begged to have Devin escort her, but Ronan explained that he could not. He wasn’t even officially a suitor and therefore he had no claim on being beside her as she was presented to everyone. Nessa walked in and went to the table where her uncle and cousins were sitting. They stood and greeted her as she sat. Ronan smirked at her as she squirmed under the attention. Nessa was going to have to pay him back later for his obvious enjoyment of her misery. Wasn’t that what cousins were for?
Nessa looked around and found Devin not even ten feet away. He was sitting at a table with Cassie and Turner. No one else sat at the other three place settings. Devin shrugged when he noticed her eyeing over the empty chairs.
‘I didn’t think I was going to win any popularity contests,’ Devin replied. He was doing fine so far, even if Nessa worried that their plan might be a bit too much for him. ‘Guess I need to invite more friends the next time there’s a party.’
Nessa smiled and shook her head. She knew how much the sidhe feared and loathed him, but it was still shocking to see that no one would even sit at the same table with him.
‘Besides, it makes it easier when they hand out blood. I won’t have to explain that one to Cassie,’ Devin added. 
Nessa hadn’t thought of that. Bringing Cassie after she volunteered seemed like the perfect plan so she could catch the witch sidhe, but now Nessa had no clue how to keep her word to Maria in regards to keeping Cassie unaware of the sidhe being night humans. A human blood toast was always part of a sidhe dinner and celebration.
‘Don’t worry about it,’ Devin replied to Nessa’s thoughts. ‘I’ve had plenty of practice keeping the night world a secret, and your uncle promised there would be no live blood drinking going on when I explained to him that my cousin didn’t know about night humans.’
Nessa nodded and turned back to her family at her table. It was strange how much Devin knew what was going to happen as she continued to forget he was in constant contact with both her uncle and cousin for details. He was prepared for everything. The food was already set and waiting when she entered, and everyone was eating. She never had to think about the details.
“Nessie, are you excited to dance with your suitors?” Gemma asked around a mouthful of food. It was clear her cousin was excited to just be included in the festivities.
“Not exactly,” Nessa replied. She hadn’t had time yet to fill her younger cousin in on the details. She was sure Gemma would like to hear about the predicament of suitors as soon as she found out more since her barely a teen cousin was filled with romantic ideas. Having three suitors when Nessa wanted to marry another man was anything but romantic.
“Oh, yeah, forgot. Not a fan of traditions,” Gemma added, shoving more food into her mouth. Nessa let that be the reason.
“Gemmie, can you be any more unladylike?” Ronan asked, poking his sister.
When she smiled, food squished out of her mouth. Queen or not, they were still her cousins. It was fun to see Ronan tease Gemma, who picked up an even larger spoonful and shoved it in her mouth. Ronan cringed and shook his head. His words had the opposite effect than he had wanted.
“Having any luck finding out who poisoned the three suitors?” Uncle Rolf asked, distracting Nessa from her cousins and returning her to reality.
“Nope. Seems they are hidden quite well,” Nessa replied, looking at all the people sitting around the open dance floor. Someone out there was doing their best to sabotage Nessa, and she didn’t even know the reason why. 
“Don’t worry, I’m sure Devin will keep you safe.”
Nessa smiled at her uncle. He was one of only three family members she had left. She had many distant cousins, aunts, and uncles, but no one directly related to her mother and father beyond Rolf, Ronan, and Gemma. She was happy she still had all three of them.
“And who did he bring with him?” Uncle Rolf asked, noticing Cassie.
Nessa was unsure what Devin shared with Rolf, but since he didn’t tell him who Cassie was, she wasn’t about to either. Things only got more complicated as they had more people in the loop. It was actually nice of Devin to leave Uncle Rolf out since he had much more he needed to do. He didn’t need to worry about Nessa.
“His cousin, I think,” Nessa replied. “Something about wanting to show her a queen being crowned and not sure he’d ever get another chance.” Nessa tried to mumble some sort of coherent reason. 
Her uncle seemed to believe her as she focused on her food. It was hard to lie to him, but she trusted Devin. It seemed only Turner, Ronan, and Nessa herself knew who Devin brought into the village, and it was better that way. The more people who knew, the more likely Cassie could get into trouble. Nessa didn’t like lying to her uncle, but it was to protect both of them.
Nessa finished up her food, and when she took her last bite, music began somewhere. Nessa cringed as one of her suitors stood from his table across the room and began to walk toward her.
“I have to dance already?” Nessa complained to her uncle. 
He smiled. “Yes, the job is never done for the queen. It’s up and dancing for you.”
Nessa wanted to pout and say no to the approaching man, but she couldn’t. He was officially her suitor, after all. All three of them were. Nessa would have given anything to find a hole and be swallowed up by it. She didn’t want to dance with her suitors, and the anger that kept slipping across the bond was driving her nuts.
‘Before you dance with him, tell everyone you are allowing any suitors,’ Devin told her. 
Nessa had forgotten she was to activate the plan. It would do no good if just her suitors danced with her. Cassie was sure that none of her three suitors were the actual witch from when she healed them earlier. Nessa needed to dance with the witch sidhe to make the whole night worthwhile. Nessa turned to her cousin.
“Ronan, wasn’t there something you wanted to tell everyone?” she asked. She still didn’t want to dance with anyone, but she would find out who was attacking this way.
Ronan looked at her with questioning eyes before he snapped his head back to the approaching suitor.
“Oh, yes, I completely forgot,” Ronan replied, standing and motioning for the music to stop. The suitor stopped in his tracks.
Nessa was unsure how Ronan was going to tell everyone their plan, but she didn’t worry much over it. Ronan was now her second-in-command, as was protocol that the closest relation of similar age would take that role. He had begged her to deem him ineligible and choose Gemma instead. Nessa didn’t let his plea dissuade her. She needed him beside her, and there was no way she was going to drag Gemma into all of it. Gemma had already been poisoned once, and Nessa wanted to keep her out of danger as long as she could.
As Ronan stood before the crowd, everyone looked at him expectantly. He fidgeted with the cuff of his shirt before standing up straight. His sly glance to Devin told her all she needed to know. Even if Ronan didn’t think he had the strength to be the second-in-command, Devin did, and he would make sure that Ronan had all the support he needed.
“While discussing Queen Vanessa’s options in suitors we realized that we hurriedly agreed to the three choices yesterday. In our haste, we found that we left out other options for suitors that either were not present yesterday or not prepared to announce their intentions. We have thus decided to reopen the options for our queen, and any man that wishes to marry the queen—be it a noble or a common sidhe—can announce their intentions by asking her to dance tonight.” Ronan waved to the musicians and sat back down. 
Only Nessa saw his hands shaking under the table. Grasping it, Nessa gave him a silent thank-you. He nodded to her, and then back to Devin. Nessa only glanced at Devin before noticing the crowd had stayed silent and were still watching her. No one seemed to know what to make of the change. She knew that would happen, and Ronan even prepared her for it, but it was still strange. Were the sidhe so set in their ways that one little change would make them think the world was ending? Nessa glanced over at her uncle, who held the same stumped expression on his face. Change was in the air. Nessa knew wholeheartedly she couldn’t choose someone else. She had to be with Devin. The faces around her proved it as they slowly shook off the shock of the slight change and warmed to the idea. The sidhe needed him as much as she did.
 
Devin sat beside Cassie as another sidhe asked Nessa to dance. The offer to court her had worked well, and she had not stopped dancing all night. It was wearing on her, but Nessa was tough. If she could handle assassins trying to kill her, she could handle dancing all night at her own coronation ball. As the song ended, and Nessa finally got a chance to sit down while the musicians took a break, she made her way back over to their table. Discreetly she took off her gloves and dropped them on the table between Cassie and herself.
“I didn’t know you knew how to waltz,” Devin teased Nessa. “I was pretty sure you avoided all court teachings.”
Nessa stuck her tongue out at Devin. Even if she was exhausted, she was at least in good spirits.
“I didn’t realize there were that many people that wanted to court me,” Nessa replied, closing her eyes and rubbing her forehead. Devin had to hold himself back from taking her hand in his. He could ease her pain a bit, but it was too risky to touch her in front of everyone. They needed the people gathered to all think they had a chance to court her in order to catch the witch sidhe that had a crush on her.
“Any news at all?” Nessa asked Cassie when she finally opened her eyes.
“Not yet,” Cassie replied.
“So more dancing?” Nessa asked wearily. 
Cassie looked at Devin, and he nodded. ‘She can feel the magic in the room. They are here, but they haven’t danced with you yet,’ he explained.
“Ugh,” Nessa muttered as she stood. Devin grinned at her. Even though she complained, Nessa was tough. Dancing might have been a form of torture, but she would survive.
The music had begun, and someone was making his way through the people that were on the dance floor again. Nessa’s momentary exhaustion left as Liam parted the crowd and approached their table. Devin tried not to peek through the bond, but he couldn’t help it. Nessa was happy to be rescued by Liam and happy to go dance with him. She walked away on Liam’s arm. It was hard to see, but a good reminder of why he even came to the sidhe village. They’d been trying to break the bond. Now he saw that they should have tried harder. The witch sidhe was trying his best to get Devin out of the picture. Would he go as far as to hurt Devin, and thus Nessa? Nessa’s life had been in peril since the moment they’d returned to her village, and now it was Devin that was putting her there. A secret admirer wouldn’t be trying to hurt Nessa, just him. Devin needed to see if the old king was wrong—he needed to find a way to break the bond.
A new song began, and Liam led Nessa around the dance floor. When the song ended, he didn’t let go of her. Nessa laughed and smiled as a second song started, and they began to dance again. Devin could feel the happiness across the bond. She had a life in the sidhe village, and Devin did not. The sidhe feared him, but all he saw all around him was the love they had for Nessa. She was needed in the palace with the noble sidhe. He was needed with the outcasts. They were two different people needed in two different ways. Maybe their fate wasn’t to be together. Liam was her match. He was nobility and someone that cherished her. Was he a better fit for her?
“So how did you bind your life to hers?” Cassie asked as she watched. She saw way too much for someone they were trying to keep a secret from.
“A blood bond,” Devin replied. 
Cassie nodded as the people danced more. “Never considered that.” Cassie looked around more. The light sidhe didn’t tend to use blood in their spells. “And you now have regrets?”
Why did the only teenager in the room have to be so astute? Devin wanted to lie, but he knew that what Cassie saw. She wasn’t going to believe his fib, anyway.
“I do, but not the way it sounds,” Devin said. “I don’t regret being with her. I’d gladly spend the rest of my life with her. However, I regret her having to be with me. I’m not one of them. I never will be. You can’t say you don’t see how much we are outsiders sitting here.”
“But you have their magic, even if you were never trained like them,” Cassie replied. She didn’t see a difference, and Devin wished the sidhe didn’t see the difference either. His life would have been a whole lot easier if the sidhe were as open to differences as she was.
“Having their magic and being one of them are two different things,” Devin explained. “And my being here alone is putting her in danger. The bond we have makes it so that if something happens to me, it also happens to her. If I get stabbed, then so does she. My life is connected to hers, and this is the first time I am regretting it.”
Nessa seemed happy in Liam’s arms. She was her carefree self that Devin missed. Her life would never be completely untroubled, but he worried that he was part of the strain. The sidhe would never accept him, even if Nessa did. She needed to be with a sidhe to be free of that, and as much as it hurt to see it, Devin did want her happy more than anything else.
Cassie’s eyes widened a little at his explanation and then she nodded. “I guess I can see that. The bond between you is strong. It’s stronger than the one between the guy she’s dancing with and the woman way back there in the purple.”
Devin looked to where Cassie was pointing. A smaller, yet beautiful sidhe, was sitting with Liam’s family. Her bright blue eyes went perfectly with blond hair that curled almost as much as Nessa’s dark unruly mane. Liam didn’t turn around or indicate he even knew the girl, but Devin wasn’t about to not believe Cassie. She had a knack for the night human world, even if she didn’t know about it.
“He’s bonded to her?” Devin asked. Liam was about to move up on Devin’s suspect list if that was the case.
“Yeah, just like you and Nessa, but not as strong,” Cassie added. The song finished, and Nessa returned to her table where her uncle and cousin sat. After talking to them briefly, she came over to Devin and Cassie.
‘Let her check your hands,’ Devin told Nessa silently.
‘Why?’ Nessa asked. She was defensive about Liam. A bit of jealousy tinged at her defensiveness.
‘Because he’s bonded to someone else,’ Devin replied, not even being nice about.
‘So what?’ Nessa replied. Devin paused. Nessa already knew. ‘They were forced to bond together when they were preteens. It was part of a family agreement.’
‘Then why is he chasing you?’ Devin asked in reply. ‘He already has someone else.’
‘Because he doesn’t love her. His strength keeps her safe and gives her a place in his family, but it isn’t love,’ Nessa answered.
Devin was unsure if that was even possible. The former king had said the bond doesn’t form unless the people want it to be there. If Liam didn’t want to be bonded to that girl, then it wouldn’t have worked. But the real question was why was he pursuing Nessa if he was already bonded? Some people might have been able to bond without experiencing the romantic feelings of love, but Devin was pretty sure Liam wasn’t one of them. 
Devin looked at Nessa as she continued standing and didn’t sit down. He didn’t need to feel the bond to know that she was upset with him and his unspoken accusations of Liam. She might have told him that she wanted to be with him, but Devin saw the doubt. He could never give her the security of being married to a sidhe. He would never be accepted by all of them. He would always be a day human.
‘Liam is a good guy and would never be into witch magic,’ Nessa defended the red-haired man that was still watching her intently. Part of Devin wanted to go over and punch the dreamy-eyed expression off the oaf’s face, but Devin was lucky his years to practice self-control kicked in, even if it felt like he had less where Nessa was concerned.
‘Just show Cassie your hands, and I’ll lay off him,’ Devin replied. He didn’t really think that Liam was practicing witch magic. The guy was too much brawn and not nearly enough brain to be a witch, but he had to be sure anyway.
Nessa sat down beside Cassie and placed her hand discreetly under the table for Cassie to see. Cassie was good at deception and looked around the room as she talked to Nessa.
“So this makes everything official?” Cassie asked. “A crown and now a dance makes you queen? It’s that easy?”
“I guess,” Nessa replied, refusing to meet Devin’s eyes.
“For being a queen, you don’t seem to know much about your people,” Cassie commented with unabashed honesty. “Sorry. There’s that talking without thinking thing again.” Cassie apologized, but Nessa didn’t seem to care.
“I never thought I’d be queen, and so it wouldn’t matter what I did and didn’t know,” Nessa replied back just as honestly. There was much the two girls had in common, and in the short time getting to know each other, they actually were kindred spirits in the weird night human world.
“They don’t have queen school here?” Cassie asked. Her expression didn’t change as the next suitor approached Nessa.
“No, and I wish they would have warned me that being queen came with hours of fun dancing,” she added sarcastically as she stood and faked a smile at the man, extending him a hand and walking back to the floor.
“I don’t envy her,” Cassie commented as Nessa danced. “Everyone always wants to secretly be a princess. Nessa is proof that it isn’t what people think it will be. I’m glad that I’m just a normal girl.”
Devin coughed at the word normal. Cassie was anything but normal. She turned to him and for once looked him in the eyes.
“What?” she asked with a smile. “I’m normal. Really. Just ask my family and friends.”
“Is that what you call yourselves these days? We must be looking for a normal sidhe,” Devin teased, careful to not use the word witch.
“At least I’m normal where I come from,” Cassie added as she caught on to what Devin meant. 
He chuckled. Cassie was far from normal, but anyone that was connected with the night human world, and didn’t know about it, tended to not be normal in any capacity.
“And was he normal?” Devin finally asked as he noticed Liam now dancing with his bonded sidhe.
“Oh, he has it all over him, but it isn’t him.” Cassie shrugged casually like it was of no consequence. She was looking for the witch, not one that the witch had touched.
“Of course he did,” Devin replied, thoughts processing the situation. Liam had witch magic all over him, yet wasn’t the witch. “The person cursed him to put him into that coma before.” Devin was really hoping Liam was the suspect, and he would have an excuse to get rid of him. Witch magic residue proved nothing.
“No, this wasn’t from before. Sometime in the last few hours, he touched our suspect,” Cassie explained as she kept looking around the room casually.
“So Liam’s part of it?” Devin asked. He hadn’t been expecting that. Maybe he would be able to get rid of the annoying oaf.
“No. I don’t think so. His love for Nessa feels different than the magic user,” Cassie explained. “His love is purer. There’s no evil in that man, no matter how much you dislike him.”
Devin glanced across the floor to Liam. He was dancing with a girl he loved enough to bond to, but he wasn’t even looking at her. His attention was completely on Nessa. Devin didn’t want to see another man eyes all over his Nessa, but then again it was becoming more obvious; Nessa wasn’t his. He could never be the sidhe she needed. Maybe, since Nessa and Liam both had someone they were bonded to, they did have more in common than everyone else. Liam was still a sidhe, and that put him even higher on the compatibility list. To hear Cassie explain that Liam’s love was pure hurt, but it made it easier to ask Cassie his next question.
“You can see our bond, right?” he asked. 
Cassie nodded. Devin took a breath. He was going to cross a line, and he wouldn’t be able to go back. He took one last look at Nessa. Liam was making faces at her as she danced with the tall, lanky suitor. He was an uncoordinated as he was tall. Yes, Nessa needed to be free to make a choice that would help her and her sidhe. 
“Can you break it?”
Cassie stared harder at Devin and then glanced across the room at Nessa. Nessa wasn’t looking at the man she was dancing with, but was laughing at the silly gestures Liam was making behind the man’s back.
“Yes. I think I can,” Cassie replied. “If that’s really what you want.”
Nessa danced more, and Devin couldn’t take his eyes off her. He loved her. He knew what love was, but he was unsure if she loved him. She said she did, and he could feel the bond that she did, but he still had doubts. Would she love him if the bond wasn’t there? Would she still pick him? The man she was dancing with clumsily turned her around. Liam maneuvered his bonded so that he could continue to entertain Nessa. Devin peeked through the bond. Nessa was exhausted beyond belief from the day and all the dancing, but the moment her eyes caught Liam, she perked right up. He made her happy. He made her fit in. He was what Devin could never be. Liam was a sidhe.
 



CHAPTER 7
Nessa sat in the courtyard next to the first sidhe courtier. She had just met him a day ago, and Nessa would be glad to see him gone from the village as soon as he would leave. The tall sidhe even dwarfed her as they sat. He didn’t seem to care or notice that he sat close enough that she had to bend her neck at an uncomfortable angle just to see him. He just kept talking the whole time. He didn’t even pause for an answer when he asked questions. That was actually good, as Nessa had stopped listening to him ten minutes into the date.
She was worried when they didn’t find the witch sidhe the night before. They’d been sure the ploy would draw the person out, but now Nessa worried that the witch sidhe might have known Cassie was a witch. That could create problems if it got out, and Devin had made sure to whisk Cassie and Maria back to his place in the outcast camp to keep them safe.
Nessa was more than happy to be getting the dates that she was required to do with each suitor over with. Luckily she didn’t have to add any from the night before, as Ronan explained that he didn’t approve of a single one after none were the person they were looking for. It was too bad Ronan couldn’t have unapproved of the ones left over, and she could have been free to help them search for the witch sidhe.
Charlie, annoying suitor number one, paused for a breath, and Nessa considered excusing herself and not returning. A bathroom break seemed appropriate. She didn’t get the chance as he continued to talk, now with even more energy than before. Nessa caught Ronan’s eye as he sat across the empty courtyard, and she rolled her eyes at him. Charlie was back to his one and only topic, what a smart guy he was and why he was essential for Nessa’s rule.
Nessa let her mind wander as he droned on. Everything was still too complicated. She had hoped that becoming queen would ease her life— Devin’s iron fist rule that scared almost all the palace sidhe into submission didn’t hurt anything—but there were still problems. Would her life get any better? Was Nessa always going to be a target? She was beginning to regret even coming back. If they had stayed with the dearg-dul clan, she wouldn’t have had to deal with any of it. And now deal with suitors. That was just icing on the cake of annoyingness. Nessa was already sure what she wanted. Why did she have to follow tradition? What about what she wanted? Why couldn’t she just say no to everyone and be done? It was pointless and a waste of time to listen to the self-absorbed sidhe beside her drone on.
Finally, Nessa turned to Charlie, noticing that he had stopped talking. She looked at his smiling face and still didn’t understand what was going on. Was she supposed to say something? Was he waiting for an answer? Nessa glanced over to her cousin, but he wasn’t paying attention either. Turning back to the sidhe that was courting her, he held her hands. She hadn’t even notice that he had taken them in his own. He was that dull.
“Umm,” Nessa wondered. She had no clue why he had a stupid grin on his face.
“I can’t believe you accepted it,” he replied, finally.
“Accepted what?” Nessa asked. There was nothing she wanted from him other than for him to go away. That she would have accepted.
“My ring, of course.” Charlie smiled proudly, staring at her hands.
Nessa looked down at her own hands in shock. There was a ring on her finger. For a moment panic set in. Sidhe law was you were wedded once the man asked you, and you accepted his ring. Nessa always thought that required a vocal response but then again, maybe not. With the stupid sidhe in front of her smiling proudly, she was sure no verbal response was needed. Nessa tugged at the ill-fitting ring and took it off. Her suitor’s face dropped when he saw her do so. She handed it back to him.
“But I asked you,” he said.
“But I never said yes,” Nessa replied. She cringed at what she had to say next. She didn’t want to admit the truth brashly, but she had to say it. “In fact, I didn’t even hear you ask me.”
“It doesn’t matter if you heard or not. I got the ring on your finger. That means we’re married.” Charlie was now starting to get upset. He sat stiffly with the ring in his hand. “It shouldn’t have come off.” The sidhe was pouting at the ring now. Even Nessa knew their law. The only way a ring came off if you were married was by death. He was right, it shouldn’t have been able to come off. Nessa let out a sigh. They were not wed.
“You have to ask and be accepted,” Nessa replied a second time. It couldn’t be as easy as just slipping a ring on a girl; at least, Nessa hoped it wasn’t that easy.
“I have to ask, and you letting me put the ring on your finger is accepting. No verbal reply is needed. Trust me. Remember, I’m the smart one here.” He was still baffled at the ring.
Nessa bristled at his answer. She may not have paid attention to sidhe laws, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t smart. She was sure he had to be wrong.
“He’s right,” Ronan said from across the way. He didn’t even stand or come close; he just continued to look at the sky. “He asks, you take ring. That’s all it takes.”
“Well, I didn’t take his ring. Obviously. It let me give it back,” Nessa replied. Charlie reached forward and shoved the ring on Nessa’s finger again. Nessa pulled her hand back and ripped the ring off a second time. He really wasn’t wanting to take no for an answer. “I’m not marrying you.” Nessa was being as firm and blunt as she could. It was obvious that the sidhe wasn’t getting the hint by her giving the ring back to him.
“You don’t get that choice since I got the ring on your finger. We are married, and as your husband and the king, I get to decide everything.” Charlie stood, still confused by how easily the ring was off once more. He didn’t attempt to put it on again, but it didn’t seem to matter to him. “I don’t know why it isn’t staying on, but that doesn’t matter. I’m king now, and the sidhe will finally have a ruler they are fit to have. With my knowledge, we will …”
Nessa stood up and was still a whole head shorter than him. That didn’t matter to her. She was used to being shorter than everyone around her as she spent years training with the male sidhe since women typically didn’t train unless they were at the assassin village. Charlie kept rambling on about how he was going to change everything and how much better it would be. Nessa reached up and slapped him across the face, hard enough to get him to stop talking.
“You are not the king, so just shut up,” Nessa said, anger growing inside her. The sidhe was already getting on her nerves, but the fact that he readily told her he was tricking her and now was assuming power was too much.
Charlie’s calculated eyes changed, and anger flared behind them. It was probably the first time anyone told him to shut up, or maybe it was the first time he had been slapped. It didn’t matter which, but he was clearly upset with her. Most female sidhe were a bit more docile, and Nessa could only imagine the man that had raised such a disagreeable sidhe. Charlie reached down and grabbed her wrists. Nessa stared back at him as Ronan now stood and came beside her, ready to help her if she needed.
“You. Are. Not. King,” Nessa repeated, emphasizing each word. 
She went to pull her hands from his grasp when she noticed that even though his hands were around her wrists, he wasn’t touching her. Devin’s protective barrier was still completely intact. Nessa laughed, and that was enough to cause Charlie to loosen his grip. Ronan quirked an eyebrow at his cousin’s reaction.
“You can think what you want. I put my ring on your finger. That makes us married,” Charlie sneered at her. All attractiveness was completely gone with his change in attitude.
“We aren’t married. In fact, if I even hear you doing this to another sidhe, I will inform the girl that if she chooses to kill you in your sleep, I would give her a pardon. Marriage isn’t something you go into by trickery. Marriage is a choice.” 
Nessa was completely calm, and her offer to let someone kill him in his sleep made his mouth drop. She reached for his hand, and he involuntarily pulled back a fraction after her blatant threat. Nessa kept her giggle inside as she took the ring from him. Slipping it on her finger she looked closer at it. It was around her finger, but not a single part of the metal touched her skin. Ronan now noticed also and grinned.
“Well, that day human is something else,” he commented. Charlie was still in the dark, but didn’t dare speak.
“You see,” Nessa explained. “There have been many attempts on my life. So to keep me safe, Devin created this nice bubble of protection around me. It seems his protection included the likes of scum like you. This ring never touched my finger. We are not married.” 
Nessa held her hand up for Charlie to see. Shock lined his face. Nessa slipped the ring off and stepped closer to him. His flinch was enough to keep her from seriously hurting the stupid boy.
“Like I said—if you ever trick a sidhe into marriage as you tried to do to me, I will pardon her, or anyone else for that matter, in any crimes against you, including murder. Marriage is something both people have to agree to without deception. Make sure you remember that.” Nessa turned on her heel and left Charlie standing there. While he had been angry only moments before, she could feel the relief slide off of him as she let him go.
Ronan followed behind as Nessa left the palace courtyard.
“Where to now, Your Highness? That is, if I’m allowed to ask without you possibly threatening to kill me in my sleep?” Ronan asked as she paused at the gate. He held up his hands like he was afraid she was going to turn on him next, but his grin said he knew otherwise. He was just being extra cheeky after her words with the suitor.
Nessa rolled her eyes at him as he walked forward through the gate. As soon as she left, the alarm would sound. She hated the damn gate that kept everyone alert to where and when she left.
“I need to see how everyone else is doing,” Nessa replied, still on the inside of the gate.
“You know, as queen, you can just tell the gate to knock it off,” Ronan told her as he suspected why she was waiting.
“What?” Nessa asked.
“I’ve seen my dad do it before, actually tons of times,” Ronan added. “He has to turn it off all the time if the gates throw up the alarm that you aren’t safe.”
Nessa swatted at him. Ronan jumped back out of the way on the opposite side of the gate to avoid being hit. “And you are really just telling me this now?”
Ronan rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. “Well, I wasn’t sure it would work until after you were officially queen. I knew it worked for my dad when he was regent, but I wasn’t sure if you needed authority or something to activate it,” Ronan babbled on.
Nessa rolled her eyes again. She was going to get dizzy if she spent much more time with her cousin.
“How?” she asked.
“Just do a blood communication like you would between night humans. It already knows your blood,” Ronan told her.
Nessa stared at him, unsure if he was just trying to make her look stupid. She had never seen a sidhe communicate with plants with just blood. Ronan understood her hesitation.
“I’m completely serious,” he told her. “And I know the consequence of tricking you in any way. You’ll kill me in my sleep, and then pardon yourself.” Ronan grinned as if he couldn’t help himself.
Nessa wanted to smack him again, but he was too far away outside the barrier. The look in his eyes said enough. He was serious, and that meant it would work fine. She pricked her finger and touched the nearest leaf.
‘Hello, our queen,’ the vine told her.
“Holy crap, it worked,” Nessa said out loud. Ronan smiled and was obviously relieved it had.
‘Can you not sound the alarm every time I leave?’ Nessa asked.
‘If we feel you are in danger, we must sound the alarm,’ the plants replied.
‘But what if I am just leaving?’
‘Every time you are outside these walls you are in potential danger,’ the leaves answered.
‘And there is plenty of danger within these walls, also.’ Nessa found herself arguing with a plant. They seemed to think the outside world was the problem, but by headcount since she had returned, more nobles had tried to kill her than commoners. It was actually more dangerous behind the walls than outside them.
‘You mean the magic user,’ the plants answered. They had guessed an answer. Nessa was finding it strange enough to just be talking to a plant, but to argue and have them guess things was even weirder.
‘You know who this is?’ Nessa asked eagerly.
‘We do not, and we have told the king so. We will do our best to assist him to keep you safe. That’s why we must tell people when you are in danger.’
Nessa wanted to ask what the plants talked with Devin about, but she needed to be on her way. ‘Right now, am I in danger?’
The leaves rustled and flicked in the windless night. A few vines found their way to Ronan and then back to Nessa.
‘You are with him?’ they asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Then you will be safe for now. If you leave with someone we deem safe, we won’t sound the alarm.’
Nessa sighed. It wasn’t what she was looking for, but it was better than no change. Ronan looked at her.
“Did you get them to shut it off?” he asked.
“Kind of,” Nessa replied. Not really, but it was going to have to do for now. She’d need to have a talk with Devin about it. Good thing that was right where she was heading.
 
Nessa walked into Devin’s new house and still was in awe of it. She couldn’t believe how he was able to make it sidhe-like, but not. It was more Devin-like than anything: a mixture of sidhe and day human worlds. He had done such a great job, and yet had no clue about the powers within him. Nessa couldn’t wait to see what things would be like in ten years after he had done this much in just over a week in her village. Her grandfather was right—the sidhe needed to change. Observing the room she was sitting in while waiting for Devin to return was just the emphasis she needed to see that her grandfather once again knew what he was doing.
Ronan was lounging on the couch, obviously bored at his job of watching over Nessa, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. He was now her second-in-command and had drawn the short end of the deal when everyone else had jobs to do. They weren’t alone, either. In the corner of the room, Cassie was sitting with her herbs and a bowl. Nessa watched Cassie for a moment before the young witch noticed her.
It was strange for a day human to be calm amongst night humans. Even those that didn’t know about their world still felt the strangeness of being a food target, even if unintentionally. Cassie didn’t even blink at being amongst them. Nessa had to guess that was from being raised amid them. That was the only reason she could come up with, at least. Cassie noticed Nessa studying her.
“Can I borrow a couple drops of your blood?” she asked Nessa.
Nessa was startled by the question, but didn’t see a reason to refuse. She had no clue what the young witch was working on, but the girl was there to help. She had already made it clear that she was the one that wanted to stay when Maria wanted to leave. Nessa stood and walked over to the witch. When Cassie held out a small pen knife, Nessa took it from her.
“How much do you need?” she asked.
“A few drops is more than enough,” Cassie replied.
Nessa pressed the tip of the knife to her finger, piercing the skin. She dropped five drops onto the plate Cassie had before her. Cassie nodded her thanks before grabbing another bottle of herbs. The young witch was too absorbed in what she was doing to even notice Nessa now. Nessa returned to the chair beside Ronan. Everyone was still out doing their own investigations, while she could only sit and wait.
It didn’t take long before Devin returned. He had known she was waiting, but Nessa didn’t feel like bugging him too much. They were all busy, and she had nothing to do but go on dates. At one point in her life that would have been fun, but now her time was being wasted. Turner and Maria returned behind Devin and Keaton.
“Good date?” Devin asked. He had to already have known what had happened, as Nessa noticed him trying not to laugh when he asked. Turner perked up, looking between Devin and Nessa.
Nessa didn’t say anything but turned to Maria instead.
“Did you find anything?” she asked the older witch. 
“No,” Maria replied. Her dark eyes had seen the exchange, too, but at least she was keeping on task. “We followed the cold scent that came from the woods, but once it goes into the town it just disappears. It faded almost as if the witch didn’t want to be found.”
Devin raised his eyebrows and looked at Turner. 
“No, she’s correct,” Turner added, defending Maria. “It really just disappears. I couldn’t catch a trace of it anywhere in town. We’ll have to do a second check, but it seems like whoever it is, they are well hidden now.”
“So our only lead is on Liam Kay?” Devin asked. “You are sure you sensed it on him?” He turned to Cassie, who was partially listening in but mostly focusing on her own spell.
“Mmm hmmm,” Cassie replied, not even looking up from her herbs as she mixed them slowly.
Devin raised his eyebrows at Maria, and she shrugged. It was obvious there was more said between them, but Nessa had to wonder if it was being kept from her or from Cassie. Everyone seemed to know more than Cassie did, and no one planned to share it with her. It seemed the younger witch may have had more in common with Nessa that she originally thought.
“So, what do we do?” Nessa asked. There had to be something. Could she just ask Liam what was going on? Would he even have a clue?
Devin glanced from Ronan to Turner. He nodded at each, and then replied to Nessa, “Nothing for you to do besides go on a few more dates.”
Nessa’s shoulders dropped. She didn’t want to go on more dates. It was pointless to be sitting around when there was someone using the wrong kind of magic in her city. It was dangerous, and she was more than afraid that Devin was the target for this person. He didn’t seem to mind being right in the middle of everything, but she worried about him. Nessa peered closely at Devin and could easily see that he didn’t have a protective bubble like she did. Why did it matter to protect her if he wasn’t protected, too?
“There’s got to be more I can do,” Nessa complained. She needed to help, and she needed to keep Devin safe.
“We can’t decide on anything until they check the city again. If there’s no trace left of the mystery sidhe, we have to see what we can get from Liam,” Devin told her.
“We passed him in town,” Turner added. “I didn’t get a scent on him right now.”
“In town?” Nessa asked. There was no reason for Liam to be outside the palace. The elite sidhe didn’t leave the walls of their homes unless they had to. Devin looked over to Ronan again, and he shrugged. Nessa hated that Devin could communicate mentally with everyone and thus be able to leave her out.
“Go on your next date, and we’ll meet back here afterward. Just don’t let the sidhe be an idiot and think he can marry you by placing a ring on your finger,” Devin told Nessa, but it was for everyone else. Nessa pouted. She didn’t want to go on another date. “If Maria and Turner can’t find where the witch sidhe went, we have to come up with a plan B.”
Every nodded to Devin and stood. What he said made rational sense, but Nessa didn’t like it. She wasn’t a tracker like Turner, or could sense magic like Maria, but she knew a few things about the village that could be handy. Dates were a waste of her time. She needed to help.
‘Nessa, there isn’t anything we can do until they check one last time. Turner is the best at tracking, just don’t tell him that. He already has a big enough head as is. If he can’t find a trace outside in the city, then we know that the witch sidhe is holed up in the palace. It will tell us where to look. Please just get rid of any suitors you aren’t interested in, and we can then work on making it safe,’ Devin pleaded mentally with her. 
Nessa may have thought he was too busy doing everything else, but he still seemed quite in tune with her emotions.
Nessa shook her head. She wasn’t interested in any of the suitors. What she wanted to do was argue and be allowed to help, but he was right. She had to get the dates done.
 
Devin walked out of his new house with Keaton right behind him. It was unusual for Devin to be able to trust someone as fast as he had the sidhe beside him now, but he did. Nessa reluctantly left with her cousin. Part of Devin was extremely upset when the last sidhe tried to trap her in marriage until he saw how she reacted. She might have been a bit naïve about everything, but she was stronger than anyone expected. Her threat alone had made Devin stop in his tracks and start laughing. He was more than in love with Nessa, and it was even more important they break their bond. Nessa had to be free to make her own choice, but more importantly she needed to be free to stay safe. He was sure the witch sidhe was targeting him, and who in turn would hurt Nessa, also. Maria reassured Devin that if there was a way to break the bond, Cassie would be able to.
“Same spot, boss?” Keaton asked as he placed his palm on a tree in the courtyard of their new outcast village.
“Yep,” Devin replied, placing his hand on another tree.
Devin thought of where he wanted to go and then felt the pull of the tree. His stomach dropped like he was on a roller coaster, and then he found himself exactly where he wanted to be. He would never completely get used to being a sidhe, but the tree traveling was kind of fun. Devin kind of lucked out in the sidhe department. He got all the perks without ever needing the blood like the real sidhe. Tree travel was quite a nice perk.
Devin stepped into the clearing they had been working in earlier. The buildings he had made were still there, standing empty.
“And this is all really necessary?” Keaton asked.
“What stops the common and outcast sidhe from being heard is their dependence on the elite for everything. If we make a place they can go for medical help, they will be free to make their own choices. Right now, they have to do what their families dictate. This way they will not,” Devin explained.
“And your friends will be here soon?” Keaton asked, still doubting what Devin was up to.
“Yes, they should be here in minutes.” Devin picked up his phone which he had left out. “In fact, we need to get down to the parking lot to walk them up.”
Devin led the short walk through the woods to the parking lot where his car sat. He had left it parked in the national park lot over a week ago, and, strangely enough, no one had a problem with it. Devin had never thought that it would be there that long, but it had. It might be sitting there quite a while now that he could travel through trees. He didn’t exactly need a car or a plane for that matter.
A large moving truck was parked next to his car. Keaton stayed at the edge of the woods as Devin left the seclusion of the trees for the asphalt.
He reached the truck in time for someone to step out of it, and smiled at the man who looked like he just woke up. Jackson rubbed the stubble on his normally bald head. Devin had spent years training with the human, who was one of his only day human allies in the night human world.
“It’s night, man, why are you yawning?” Devin complained. The first rule of integrating into the night human world required you switching your sleep patterns to daytime hours.
“Yeah, but someone asked me to fly off to some city and then drive a truck hours away from civilization into the mountains on short notice. I might have had to skip sleeping a bit.” Jackson grinned at Devin, reaching to give him a brief manly hug. It was obvious the older, dark-skinned man didn’t mind in the least.
“Did you get everything?” Devin asked as he approached the truck.
“Yeah, it’s all here, but I doubt it will work without electricity,” Jackson replied.
“Hence the reason I called Mori first,” Devin added. The tech wizard from his old life would easily be able to help him, and he was right. Mori jumped at the chance to combine the nature loving sidhe with his own tech filled world. Mori thought everyone who didn’t have a computer plastered to their face all day was lacking.
Jackson laughed. “I assumed that was the case when he insisted that I promise to pick him up as soon as his plane lands.”
Devin grinned. It was going to be easier to set up a hospital and lab for the sidhe than find their target witch. Devin missed his old life a little. Things were easier there, but he had to not think about it. His life was now with the sidhe—he accepted that the moment the old king turned him into one of them. Now he just had to bring the best parts of his old life to the sidhe, and that would make Devin’s world perfect. He’d have the technology and the girl of his dreams, if she chose him after her dates.
“So where do you need all this stuff?” Jackson asked, opening the back of the truck. It was packed full of boxes of various sizes.
“I have a place I made not too far away. We’ll have to carry it, but Keaton can help,” Devin replied, motioning to the sidhe still standing in the grass. 
Keaton’s hesitation came from the five years he’d not left the village. Seeing the day human world was always shocking for the sidhe, who liked everything around them to be natural.
“Are you sure he can help?” Jackson asked, noticing the hesitation.
Devin shrugged. “He’ll help, but you might have to carry the boxes to him. It’s been a while since he’s been out of the woods.” 
Jackson nodded like that was a completely legitimate explanation. Devin grinned. It had been a while since he had been around day humans, and then with the witches in camp it made everything even more strange. It was odd for Devin to be around day humans that pretended the night human world didn’t exist. He had forgotten how easy it was to joke around with Jackson, who had been there the whole time Devin grew up in the night human world.
“How’s everyone doing?” Devin asked as he grabbed a box.
“By everyone, you mean Ari?” Jackson replied.
Devin shrugged. At one point, she would have been the first thing on his mind, but it was different now. Nessa came first. He didn’t know when that changed, but it had. He really had completely fallen for the sidhe princess who was now queen.
“Ari understands. So does everyone else. I actually think it’s really good for you,” Jackson added as he grabbed a box. “You needed to get away from all of that. You’ve never really been out in the world. He raised you to only be concerned about Arianna. Now you’re free to do as you please.”
They walked over to the wooded pathway where Keaton was standing. Devin handed him the boxes he carried, which the sidhe readily took. While it seemed like Devin was free, he wasn’t. He felt too connected to the sidhe to leave them. He was one of them now, even if they didn’t see it that way.
“So where are we going again?” Jackson asked. The day humans may have lived in the night human world, but they still were a bit at a disadvantage of not being able to see as well as their night human counterparts.
“Give me a drop of your blood, and I can make it easier for you to see,” Devin replied.
Jackson’s mouth hung open. “You really are one of them now?” 
“Not really, but kind of,” Devin answered, handing Jackson a knife. 
Jackson shrugged. “How much do you need?”
“Just a drop.”
Jackson pricked his finger and held it out for Devin, who wiped his own fingers across the drop and then placed his hand on the ground. Concentrating on nature, Devin looked for the pull of the life in the ground. He really hadn’t thought through what he was going to do, but it just came to him. Slowly, Jackson’s blood seeped into the ground along with Devin’s magic. For a moment, the world quieted around them, and then suddenly a glowing pathway lit up the way they planned to walk.
“Awesome,” Jackson said in a bit of awe. “And you didn’t let one of them change you into them? Like possibly a curly, raven-haired one that fancies you?” Day humans couldn’t sense whether someone was a night human or not like night humans could. It was a legitimate question.
“No, I’m still day human, but yes, one did turn me into this,” Devin explained. Jackson wiggled his eyebrows. “And it wasn’t Nessa that turned me into a day human with sidhe magic. It was her grandfather.”
Jackson’s joking immediately disappeared. “The old king did this?” Devin nodded. “So you really are one of them without being a night human?” 
Devin nodded again. Devin already figured that no one was believed Mori when he told them about it. It made no sense, even to Devin, and he still had no clue how the old man had done it.
‘Are you kidding me,’ Nessa said across the bond. ‘If I have to sit through another one of these dates, I might kill a suitor.’
‘You might want to come back before she really does hit this one,’ Ronan added into Devin’s mind.
“Can you take him to the buildings? You can put the boxes anywhere. Once Mori gets here, he’ll set it all up,” Devin told Keaton and Jackson. Keaton nodded to Devin without questioning him. “Nessa isn’t in the best mood with her latest suitor.” Devin shrugged at Jackson.
“Suitor?” Jackson asked.
“Long story. Keaton can fill you in,” Devin replied, going over to the closest tree. “Oh yeah, by the way, Jackson this is Keaton; Keaton this is Jackson.” The two men looked at each other and nodded because their hands were too full to actually shake hands. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“We got this,” Keaton replied, much more confident now that he was surrounded by the woods. 
Devin nodded. Keaton would be fine, and Jackson was more than willing to help Devin in his new adventure. That’s what friends were for, after all. 
Devin placed his hand on the tree and willed himself back to the palace. He had concerns showing up in the courtyard but knew that Nessa was just annoyed and not yet ready to kill her latest suitor. He still had time to observe, so he ended up outside the palace. Devin snuck inside and then kept to the dark hidden corners as he stalked his way closer. Ronan was sitting in his place across the courtyard while Nessa was standing, staring at the large sidhe named Henry.
Nessa rolled her eyes at her date. 
“So let me see if I get this right; you believe all women need someone to protect them?” Nessa asked.
“Well, of course.” The sidhe puffed out his chest. Nessa rolled her eyes again. Devin couldn’t wait to see how she would handle this one.
“And if I don’t, you’ll just go away?” Nessa questioned.
“Yes. If you don’t need me like that, then I have nothing to offer,” Henry spoke like he was talking to a small child. Devin could feel the anger from her even across the courtyard where he hid in the shadows. “Women need to be protected. That’s what every man should do for the woman he loves.”
Devin smiled. The sidhe was correct, and he completely felt that way as well, but he would never tell Nessa that. She wasn’t the kind of woman that wanted to be protected ... well, at least not all the time. Henry might not have had bad intentions, but he was surely rubbing Nessa the wrong way as she glared at him.
“And if I told you I didn’t need protecting?” Nessa replied.
Henry gave her another humoring smile, which kicked her annoyance up a notch. The large sidhe waved to Ronan across the way. “Then why bring your cousin?”
“So that I don’t kill you myself. It’s been a long night, and I’m not really in the mood to humor people who just want to be king. The last one was lucky he left here alive,” Nessa spat out, but the sidhe wasn’t scared of her. He still thought she was something she wasn’t. 
The anger grew in Nessa. “If I can prove you aren’t needed, will you walk away from all of this and quit trying to pursue me?”
The shock on the sidhe’s face was evident, though he covered it up quickly.
“I guess that would be true. If you don’t need me, then yes, I’d walk away.” He didn’t seem to mind the bargain he was striking with Nessa. Her anger was replaced with determination. She looked over the sidhe, sizing him up. He was larger than her, and much taller. A hand-to-hand fight wouldn’t be to Nessa’s advantage. From his physique, Devin guessed any sort of head on combat wouldn’t favor the smaller Nessa.
Nessa reached forward and grabbed the knife at the waist of the sidhe. He was startled by her quick movement but didn’t let it throw him off. Nessa stalked over to where her cousin was sitting and drew an X on the bench back next to him. Ronan stared at her, and then quickly stood. She wasn’t asking him to move as she would have no problem hitting the mark. She would be fine, but neither knew how good the other sidhe would be. After returning to her suitor, she dragged her foot across the ground, making a line to stand at.
“Two chances or one?” Nessa asked.
“One,” the man replied, and took a second dagger out of his boot. He offered Nessa the choice of blades. She kept the one in her hand.
“Will this be enough to prove it to you?” Nessa asked for one last agreement.
“If you can hit closer to the mark, then yes, I’ll decline being your suitor,” Henry replied.
Nessa nodded and waved her hand to indicate for him to go first. Henry hesitated, but stepped forward to the mark she had drawn on the ground. He looked back one last time at Nessa and carelessly tossed the blade at the target. He hit a bit to the side of the mark, but close enough that in any sort of actual combat it would be enough to injure or kill a person. He moved aside with a condescending smile. Nessa stood up to the line and didn’t even look at the sidhe she was getting rid of. Tossing the blade, she hit the mark exactly. Henry’s mouth hung open. He slowly walked to the blades now stuck in the bench.
“Thanks for playing, but maybe now you’ll believe I don’t need protection from you. I can do a pretty good job of it myself,” Nessa replied.
Henry bent down and looked closer at the two blades. Devin had no doubts what the sidhe saw. Nessa had perfect aim.
The courting sidhe stood up and pulled both knives out of the bench before tucking them away on his person. As he approached Nessa, he held his hands up in surrender.
“Vanessa McKinny, I rescind my intentions to court you. I do hope you find a man that can match you in your strength as I can clearly see I’m not needed here. I wish you luck.” Henry bowed to Nessa, and then made his way away.
“Is that enough for you? Did I play my part?” Nessa asked Devin as she peered into the shadows. Their bond was too strong for either to hide from the other. “Can we get back to finding our sidhe now?”
Devin stepped out into the moonlight and smiled. She was nothing like any girl he had ever met. He would never grow bored with Nessa, that was for sure. 
 



CHAPTER 8
Cassie was still at the table mixing herbs when Devin and Nessa returned. Cassie’s head was shaking as smoke puffed from the last combination she had made. Nessa wanted to ask what was going on with her, but Devin passed without stopping, so she decided to do the same. Cassie seemed caught in her own world anyway, and would probably only tell them once she had finished making whatever it was. Nessa hoped it would help, since they still couldn’t find the witch sidhe.
Nessa sat down on the couch and waited for Devin to talk. He had been silent since they’d left the courtyard only minutes before. She hadn’t been nice to the sidhe courtier, Henry, but there was no reason to be. The man was fuller of himself than the last one, even if he meant everything he said with sincerity. Nessa wasn’t interested in her suitors and was just happy to find that Devin was still around. She’d been sure that when she returned from the glen to find him gone that he didn’t want her now. At least that didn’t seem to be the case … she hoped.
“So what’s the next plan?” Nessa asked Devin as he sat down beside her. She had hoped he would take her hand, but instead he pressed his fingers together as he stared at them in thought.
“We know the sidhe entered the village, but the scent went cold somewhere. We know that the sidhe must have had access to your suitors at some point to put the spell on them,” Devin started to list his thoughts.
“But anyone could have access to them. The sidhe were all called together in the amphitheater. Cassie said they don’t need to touch, or even be right next to a person to cast a spell on them. Anyone could have walked around and been close enough to curse them,” Nessa pointed out. 
Devin nodded and continued to stare at his hands. “The only other trace of them comes from the dinner and dance. The sidhe we are looking for must have been near Liam at some point because there were traces of magic on him,” Devin added.
“Could the witch sidhe be Liam?” Nessa asked cautiously. 
It would make no sense for him to curse himself, but she had seen even more things than that which didn’t make sense since she had returned home. If it was Liam, they would be in a bit of trouble. She needed to be able to reject him in order to be with Devin, but if combining the witch magic and sidhe magic was potentially more powerful than Devin, could she really tell Liam no?
“No, it’s not him,” Cassie said, standing from her spell making and joining them in the center of the room. “Maria agrees with me. That man has the magic on him, but he isn’t the person we’re looking for.” She sat down next to Nessa.
Nessa wanted to ask how Cassie knew that. Sidhe magic wasn’t as distinct. If you cast a spell, you didn’t leave pieces behind on other people.
“I agree; I couldn’t get anything from him that would make it him either,” Devin added. Nessa forgot that he could go into the minds of any of the sidhe. It wasn’t exactly easy to do with a fully conscious sidhe, but Liam had been passed out earlier.
That made things a bit better. Nessa didn’t have to worry about telling Liam no, but they still didn’t have much to go on to find the witch sidhe.
“So what do we do? The witch sidhe knows Liam,” Nessa added, trying to get a grasp of the situation.
“No, the witch sidhe touched Liam,” Cassie corrected. “To leave a spell residue as he had, the witch sidhe had to have touched Liam, not necessarily know him.”
“Touched?” Devin asked, to clarify exactly what Cassie was saying.
“Yes, touched,” Maria said as she entered the room. “Liam touched the witch sidhe, or the sidhe touched him. Either way, they had to have come in contact with each other to leave a magical residue.”
“And since the witch sidhe trace in the village is all gone now …” Turner added, not finishing his sentence.
Devin nodded to Turner, who smiled in return. Nessa hated when they did their best friend guy thing, where they could think the same thing without talking.
“And for the rest of us?” Nessa asked. They were definitely planning something.
“There’s only one place left to look,” Devin told the group. “The palace. Our witch sidhe is a noble, either from here or from another city. If they were a commoner, we would have found at least a trace of something in the village. The only way we could have found nothing was if they didn’t hang out in the village. They must be in the palace.”
“Or someone who works in the palace,” Nessa added, trying to remind Devin of their last assassins.
“No. This time it has to be a noble,” Turner replied. “If they came outside the palace at all in the last twenty-four hours we would have caught a scent. All the workers do leave to their own homes, correct?”
Nessa nodded. None of the workers lived in the palace. Turner was right, but Nessa hated what that meant. A noble sidhe had gone way against laws and reached out to another night human clan to train in witch magic. It was bad enough when she had to contend with sidhe magic and those wanting to kill her, but this was in a league of its own. Why did they even have laws if the nobles were going to pick and choose which ones they would follow?
“At least the sidhe we are looking for has a crush on you,” Cassie reminded Nessa, pulling Nessa from her thoughts. 
Nessa cringed. That was even scarier. So far the only two dates she had ever gone on in her life made her even surer she didn’t want to end up with anyone but Devin. He was the only person that ever truly saw her for who she really was. What if the unknown witch sidhe had some way to get Nessa to be his?
“If we want to find this sidhe, we need you guys to search inside the palace.” Devin looked between Maria and Turner. Maria slowly nodded.
“It was one thing to walk around the village, but I can’t leave Cassie alone outside the palace walls while I search with Turner,” Maria explained.
“Then we take you both inside,” Devin replied. He was already planning several steps ahead, as usual.
Nessa wanted to protest. It was hard enough to sneak Cassie and Maria in when they had before, and it was a risk each time. The sidhe wouldn’t take well to finding out a witch was in the village, let alone two. Nessa hated placing them both in danger. 
Cassie must have caught Nessa’s concern and smiled at her. “No one will know we’re there,” she told Nessa. “Maria is the best at covering us up.” 
Nessa looked to Maria. She didn’t seem as confident as Cassie, but she nodded anyway.
“Why don’t we just bring Liam out here and search his mind to see who he touched since he’s been here?” Nessa suggested. 
She didn’t care how fine they were going to be within the walls of the palace again; she didn’t want to chance it if they didn’t have to. Her dates had only reminded her how backward the sidhe still were. She was beginning to see the truth. Even as queen, she didn’t have too much power. There was no way she would be able to save them if it came down to them being discovered. She was shocked when the mob of sidhe wanted to go get Devin. 
‘Are they in danger?’ Devin asked silently. 
‘I don’t know. I just get this feeling that we should be careful with them. I thought the sidhe were ready to change, but I see that maybe they really aren’t,’ Nessa replied. 
Her grandfather had told Devin to change the sidhe, but Nessa doubted it was possible. Even the younger sidhe seemed set in their ways. Maybe there were some things that couldn’t change. The noble sidhe seemed like they could be one of those things.
“Do you think Liam would come here?” Devin asked for everyone to now hear.
“What do you mean?” Nessa replied. She was still worrying about what would happen if Cassie and Maria were found out.
“If you asked him to come here, would he?” Devin explained.
Nessa shrugged. She had no clue. She hadn’t seen the older sidhe in years before he showed up the other day. When they were kids, she knew him better, but now he was more of a stranger than anything. She wanted to be able to trust him as she had when she was little, but she wasn’t sure of anyone anymore after finding her brother’s best friend and her former fiancé had been trying to kill her for weeks before she returned to the village. Nothing in the sidhe world was as she remembered it, and Liam could just be another one of those cases. He was genuine in his interest, but he was as he always was to her: just a friend.
“If she dates him a little bit, would that help?” Cassie suggested. Nessa stared at Cassie in shock. What was she suggesting? “If you don’t know if he is safe or not and if we don’t know if he even knows anything about the witch sidhe, maybe Nessa should date him a bit and see what he knows. At least she should be able to tell if he’s trustworthy.”
Devin was nodding along with Cassie, and Nessa couldn’t stop her mouth from dropping open. Was he seriously considering allowing her date Liam? She had felt his jealousy before. Would dating him really be a smart thing to do?
‘I can hold it together if it keeps everyone safe and lets us find the witch sidhe,’ Devin told her, reading her thoughts again.
Nessa raised her eyebrows at him. She wasn’t about to believe that, even if he said it with confidence. She could still sense a hint of jealousy behind his words. It made Nessa kind of happy to have him jealous, but it wouldn’t help when dealing with Liam. They needed Devin completely on his game to make any plan work, and she wasn’t too sure they were making a safe plan.
 
Devin stood in the shadows, watching Nessa on another date. He had done this all before. Once, another time, he had watched the girl he thought he was meant to be with fall in love with another man. He hated to sit by and watch it happen again. He didn’t worry about the first two dates—those two sidhe were idiots—because they knew nothing about Nessa and didn’t stand a chance. They were quite lucky she didn’t end up hurting them. This time was much harder. The previous time he had gone to her when her anger came across the bond, and he wanted to protect her from hurting the sidhe. This time he felt no anger. She was very relaxed. When Liam reached over and tugged on one of Nessa’s curls, Devin could feel the jealousy bloom inside him. This was a real test of his control.
‘Does he know anything?’ Devin asked mentally, interrupting Nessa and Liam’s conversation.
‘I don’t think so,’ Nessa replied, her smile only faltering a little when Devin intruded into her mind. 
He didn’t need to be asking; he had heard the conversation himself as he hid close enough. He had been asking just to disrupt the laughs they were having.
Devin hated feeling the emotion of jealousy. He had been trained from early on how to compartmentalize everything in his life. He wanted to do just that, but it was close to impossible with Nessa. She was the one thing he couldn’t control his emotions over. He hated to not be in control.
‘I think he doesn’t know anything, but it would be best to have him talk to Keaton,’ Nessa suggested as she smiled and laughed again at whatever Liam was telling her. 
It was probably true. Nessa and Devin weren’t the best ones to be judging Liam’s character. Nessa had experienced several close friends, and even her brother, turn on her in the past few months. Devin himself was too jealous to give an accurate assessment. They needed to be sure. If Devin let his desire to off the sidhe chasing his Nessa, then they would give the real witch sidhe a chance to act. Devin doubted the witch sidhe was Liam, but they did need to be sure, and even more they needed to know who he had touched since he came into the village.
‘Can you get him to come to the outcast camp?’ Devin asked. 
Keaton had remained in the camp or out at Devin’s project, not venturing into the village since he had been restored to his old looks. He worried that someone in his family would notice him and bring him back to the palace. After many years in the outcast camp, Keaton no longer considered himself a Ferguson, and didn’t want anything to do with the clan politics and plotting.
‘I think I can,’ Nessa replied.
Devin nodded from the shadows, and he was sure she had seen.
‘Keep watch over her,’ Devin told Ronan, who was lounging on his seat in the courtyard.
‘Always,’ Ronan answered, not moving from his spot, yet completely alert to the situation.
Devin gave one last look to Nessa and regrettably left her alone with the sidhe that was obviously pining for her. He hated to walk away, but they needed to find the witch sidhe. It would have been nice to be able to set everything aside and figure things out with Nessa, but no one was safe enough yet to do so.
Devin walked over to the nearest tree and placed his hand upon it. He willed himself to where his clinic and lab were being put together. Stepping into the clearing he couldn’t help but grin. Mori was on the roof installing some sort of equipment Devin guessed were solar panels. A dearg-dul night human that would burn up in sunlight was using it to power a building for another night human clan. It was a bit ironic.
Devin walked into the building and found Keaton unpacking a box.
“That other one got here on his own,” Keaton said, pointing to the roof. 
Devin nodded. That sounded like Mori. He was always a bit too excited about anything tech related to sit by and wait for someone to pick him up.
“I need to take you back. We aren’t sure on Liam. He might know more than we suspect, but we need you to use your talents to find out,” Devin told Keaton as Jackson entered with more boxes.
“Taking away my help?” Jackson asked, sweat gleaming on his semi-bald head.
“Sorry, man, but I need to use his sidhe abilities a bit,” Devin replied, heading toward the doorway Jackson had just entered.
“It shouldn’t take long,” Keaton told Jackson. “I’ll be back to help in no time.”
Devin looked between the two men and shrugged. Keaton wouldn’t even step outside the forest a short while ago, but unpacking all the tech stuff that Jackson had brought with him didn’t seem to bother Keaton in the least.
“A little enthusiastic about this?” Devin asked as they walked back into the woods.
Keaton shrugged. “That Mori guy is really smart.”
Devin chuckled. It wasn’t Jackson he was going back to help, but Mori—he had a way like that. Most people could easily overlook the mousy dearg-dul, and many didn’t even see the small guy as he hid behind computers almost all of the time, but if you got the chance to speak to him, he could probably persuade you to do just about anything he asked. There was too much logic in him to keep you from counter-arguing.
Devin and Keaton instantly appeared in the outcast camp before making their way into Devin’s home.
“You know, if I could control the trees a bit better in regards to who could come and go through them, it would be useful to just keep a tree in my house,” Devin told Keaton.
“You can control the trees that well,” Keaton replied, shaking his head. “Who do you think made all the trees in the palace travel-proof?”
Devin hadn’t thought too much about that. He assumed that someone a long time ago had done that to keep it safe. It was been one of the first things he would have done when building a palace.
“You still don’t understand all of what you can do,” Keaton told him as they moved back into the main living space. “You can do anything. If you don’t want a tree to let someone travel through it, you just tell it. You do know you and Nessa are perfect for each other. You see the sidhe world much clearer than she does, but you are still almost as innocent as her. You wonder why you feel what you do with her, and I’ll tell you. Fate brought you guys together because you are much alike, yet complement each other perfectly.”
Devin stared hard at Keaton. The man was used to seeing other people’s secrets, so Devin was sure he had a great grasp of the situation, but Devin had yet to think of it that way. Did he compliment Nessa? Keaton saw Devin’s inability to do things in the sidhe world as innocence, while Devin saw it as a failure. He never saw himself as being a compliment to Nessa, but more of a hindrance now that the sidhe wouldn’t even look at him because he wasn’t one of them.
Cassie looked up from her corner as they entered.
“I think I almost have it,” she told Devin. “I need a little more blood from you, but I think it should work. Well, at least I hope it does.” Cassie shrugged. 
Should work was a lot closer than the old man telling Devin the bond could never be broken.
Devin walked over and poked his finger with the knife sitting beside Cassie. He dropped his blood onto the clean plate she was holding. He had no idea how someone that young was going to do what the old, all-powerful king said couldn’t be done. She was more than he ever expected her to be.
 
Nessa stood outside the outcast camp which was now a village. She was unsure if she was doing the right thing in bringing Liam there. Devin had gone to lengths to hide the village from everyone when he built it. All the sidhe knew at this point was that Devin was living with the outcasts. Not a single normal sidhe that wasn’t within Devin’s circle of trust knew what was hidden behind the illusion he set up around his new village. Was bringing Liam in worth it? If he knew the witch sidhe, he would be telling everyone about the camp. For the time being everyone thought that Devin was still working on getting a grasp on his abilities. Nessa could see otherwise. Devin still hesitated, but he was much more in tune than he would admit. Nessa paused outside the illusion with Liam.
“Your bonded sidhe …” she began, but was unsure how to ask him.
“Why would I be looking to marry you if I already love her?” he finished the question for her.
That was exactly what had been bothering Nessa. It made no sense to her, and part of her hesitation to let him in on the secret of the outcasts was that she was still unable to understand why he was even pursuing her.
“Lele has been part of my family as long as I can remember. My father brought her home, and she just kind of fit with everyone. I do love her, and that’s why I could bond to her, but it isn’t the kind of love you think it is. I love her like my own sister. She’s as close as family as she can get, but she still didn’t have a family herself. Without a bloodline, she couldn’t be protected. They were going to force her to move to the outcasts. We couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t let that happen. So I bonded with her. The trading of blood made her one of my family. I did it to protect her, but I don’t love her romantically.”
Liam’s explanation was perfect. Was it too perfect, though? Nessa had been overly trusting when she had returned to the village. Was she making the same mistake now? Was she trusting him when she shouldn’t? Was she believing him when she shouldn’t? Liam stared back at her. His deep brown eyes were clear and hopeful. She wanted to believe he wasn’t lying to her.
“What I’m going to show you, you have to promise to keep a secret,” Nessa told him. She moved through the illusion and stood on the other side. Liam was in the normal part of the village, and he couldn’t see what Nessa could now see. He moved to stand beside her, but Nessa placed a hand on his chest to stop him. She really hoped Devin was correct in trusting that they could bring Liam into the outcast camp. “Promise.”
Liam’s eyes questioned her, but he replied, “Promise.”
Nessa looked hard one last time at her old friend. She had had a crush on him when she was little but felt none of that now. He was just an old friend to her. Everything she felt was for the day human that stood hidden in his own doorway. He was watching her, and that made Nessa feel safe. If Devin had doubts about Liam, he would have never let him into the village. One thing Nessa knew would always be true: no matter what, Devin would protect her and these people. Too bad he couldn’t see that he truly was the king the sidhe were waiting for.
Liam stepped through the illusion, and froze in place when he saw the changes Devin had made. The rundown shacks Liam had been expecting were gone. Keaton stepped out of the shadows he had been standing in with Devin, even though Devin remained hidden.
“Welcome,” Keaton called to Nessa and Liam. “In order to stay here and not be bounced back outside the barrier, I need to ask you a few questions.”
Liam moved only a slight step in front of Nessa to protect her from the stranger. She would have laughed at his attempt, but the serious look on his face told her that he wasn’t joking or trying to be rude. He felt in danger. Keaton did have that effect on people. It was almost like a warning to keep away from him and his ability.
“Nessa, I don’t know what he’s doing here, but I don’t think you should stay,” Liam commented. Nessa was surprised to find that Liam recognized Keaton.
“Liam, it’s fine. Keaton needs to ask you a few questions to make sure you’re safe,” Nessa told Liam, placing a hand on his arm to distract him from the attack he was planning. Liam hesitated only a second at her touch before launching himself at Keaton. He clearly didn’t feel fine with the situation.
Devin jumped from the shadows instantly. His hand appeared as if from thin air as he stopped the punch Liam had headed for Keaton. His sudden appearance surprised Liam and made him stop his planned attack. 
“As the guest here, I would think it would be in your best interest to refrain from attacking people unprovoked,” Devin said curtly. Vines had grown out of the ground to restrain Liam as Devin was ready to restrain him physically. “It might be seen as an act of hostility if you are invited into a place and come in swinging away.”
“Devin,” Nessa complained as the vine continued to grow and completely immobilized Liam, “that’s not necessary.”
“I believe it is until we find out what side he’s on,” Devin stated. He seemed to be holding himself in control, but Nessa wasn’t sure. Would he act rashly if Liam said the wrong thing? Was Devin really restraining Liam for safety, or because he disliked him? “He walked in here and tried to attack us. This is just a precaution, but one I think we need.”
“If you saw him as a threat, then why’d you let me bring him here?” Nessa crossed her arms and tapped her foot. Devin was being unreasonable. Even if Liam wasn’t a threat, it was more a matter of what Liam knew.
“Keaton, ask,” Devin directed Keaton, ignoring Nessa’s anger. 
Keaton, for his part, hadn’t even flinched as the larger sidhe moved to attack him. Either he was really stupid or had complete confidence in Devin. Nessa guessed it was the latter.
“Do you know any sidhe that practices witch magic?” Keaton asked, keeping his eyes connected with Liam’s.
“Why would I know someone breaking the law?” Liam replied. Clamping his mouth shut he glared at Keaton. His face was going red with exertion as he stared. Keaton looked harder at Liam. “No, I don’t.” His words came out in a rush, like he was letting go of his breath. Liam knew what Keaton could do, and wasn’t happy being on the receiving end of it.
The vines holding him in place began to retreat.
“Answer any questions from Devin or Nessa truthfully,” Keaton ordered Liam. “Or we can do this again, and I won’t just be asking you one simple question.” 
Liam continued to glare at Keaton, but he didn’t give any answer. Nessa hated to see her friend threatened, but she wasn’t sure anymore if he was her friend completely or not.
Keaton nodded and walked back to Devin’s house. Devin, in turn, ushered Liam and Nessa to the benches in the center of his little village. None of the outcasts were outside. Most were working, as they needed additional help in the palace with all the guests and parties that had been planned. Her uncle was already plotting another party since he was sure she would choose one of her suitors to marry. It was tradition, after all, to get married after suitors made themselves known.
Devin looked at Nessa as if to see if she wanted to ask him questions, but she wanted Devin to go first. Questioning Liam didn’t sound as fun now that he was already a little on edge from Keaton. Nessa hated for it to be that way.
“Do you like what I’ve done with the place?” Devin asked casually, though Nessa knew that there was nothing casual about Devin.
“You?” Liam asked in disbelief. “You’re just a day human.” 
His last sentence was colored with the disdain of the nobles Nessa had grown used to. She hated to hear it that way from Liam. He was better than the rest of the sidhe. He always had been nice to her, even when Rhys wasn’t. Nessa thought he was a nice guy all around, but she wasn’t sure now.
“So you haven’t heard the rumors about me, then?” Devin was still testing Liam. 
Nessa was surprised to find Devin in complete control again. He’d been more emotional than she had ever seen him since Liam arrived, but now he was back to being the stone cold, controlled guy she first met. It was good for the situation, but Nessa worried. Was he closing off permanently?
“A day human can’t do something like this,” Liam replied. He wasn’t entirely comfortable with Devin and his questions, but he wasn’t fighting the compulsion to tell the truth. Liam moved to stand and walk away from the conversation like he was finished talking, or maybe didn’t want to talk with Devin at all.
Keaton stepped away from the house as vines sprouted out of the ground again, keeping Liam in his seat.
“I don’t believe either of those are answers,” Keaton added from his spot, not needing to move more.
Liam glanced up and glared at Keaton again. There was no love between the two sidhe.
“Yes. I like what you’ve done with this place, and no, I don’t listen to rumors,” Liam replied, his arms crossed over his chest. He didn’t seem to like being threatened, and Nessa found it rude, but she trusted Devin. He knew how to handle the sidhe better than she did, and some sidhe needed a flex in power to be able to understand that Devin was serious.
“Nessa, what is this all about? Who is this day human?” Liam had turned his questioning to her.
“I’m her day human, and the one her grandfather gave all his powers to in order to keep her safe,” Devin replied for Nessa without sugar coating it. His bluntness was appreciated, but still quite blunt.
“Not possible,” Liam answered. His face said he was warring with the idea of believing Devin and Nessa versus believing all he had grown up being taught.
Devin stood, and the dual swords of the old king appeared at his back. That was enough to convince anyone where Devin got his sidhe powers. There was no one in history that had those swords beyond Nessa’s own grandfather. All the sidhe kings before him had grown wings on coronation day. Her grandfather grew swords. It seemed to be a bit handier in the sidhe world where they were constantly fighting and trying to kill each other, so he never complained. But it was a clear sign that Devin now had his powers.
“Oh, it’s possible and true.” Keaton grinned from his place while he watched them. He seemed to find enjoyment at the shock on Liam’s face. “Have you guys really not heard the rumors?” Keaton seemed even more shocked about that.
“My dad said something about things being messed up here, but I thought he was talking about all the assassinations.” Liam continued to stare at the two swords that were on Devin’s back. Devin hadn’t moved.
“Maybe the rest of the sidhe don’t know,” Nessa suggested. 
Liam had no reason to lie to them about not knowing. The expression on Devin’s face told her that it hadn’t occurred to him, either. He hadn’t been subtle about having her grandfather’s powers, but the fact that the sidhe kept it within the walls of their own village was a bit strange. There had been no need yet for a display of power since all the new sidhe had arrived; therefore to them it would be only a rumor even if they had heard about it.
Keaton came over to Liam.
“We need to know what you say is true,” Devin explained. He was a bit nicer now to the sidhe after finding out that there seemed to be more deception than they all expected going on.
“Did you ever hear about Devin getting Nessa’s grandfather’s powers?” Keaton was doing his weird eye staring thing again. Nessa silently planned to never again look into Keaton’s eyes like that.
“I never heard of word about that. If I had known, I wouldn’t have stopped him in the glen. King McKinny wasn’t someone you ever went against,” Liam told them honestly.
“What?” Nessa asked. She was confused. “What did you see in the glen?”
“I saw that he was about to propose to you, and you would have said yes. Anyone that can’t see the bond between you guys would have to be more than blind. They would have to be stupid, too,” Liam replied.
“You knew he was bonded to me and yet you still asked to court me?” Nessa was surprised. His bond didn’t mean what it did to her, but still it was strange. Very few people would even consider coming between people who were bonded.
“That’s why I explained my bond to you with Lele. I wanted you to see the bond doesn’t have to be about attraction. I was trying to prevent you from losing your rule over the people by marrying a non-sidhe. You know the sidhe won’t follow you if you marry a plain old day human. I thought you were in danger of losing the sidhe because you had fallen in love.”
“He may be a day human, but he was chosen by my grandfather. All the sidhe here seem to respect that at least,” Nessa explained. It was still curious why none of the other villages knew what was going on.
“I can see that. No one would mistake those swords,” Liam replied. “I’ve heard rumors about you on the outside as being a warrior. I’m guessing here, but you know how to wield those, right?” Liam asked, and Devin nodded. 
Until her brother had told her about the competition for Devin’s night human charge, Nessa hadn’t known about anyone in the outside world. Now to find out others knew of Devin, it was a little strange. Did the other nobles already know about him, too? 
“And you know how to use the sidhe magic of the former king?”
Devin nodded again without a word and pointed to the plants at Liam’s feet. He was still sizing up Liam, and probably overanalyzing his questions.
Liam laughed a loud, boisterous laugh. “Here I thought you had more people hiding and doing the work for you. I was calculating how many people I’d have to fight, and it was only you all along.”
“I prefer to do my own work,” Devin replied with a casual shrug, but he didn’t do casual. Everything about him was calculated. Nessa couldn’t make out what Devin thought of Liam, and with his closed-off mind she couldn’t even guess.
“Man, I’m happy you stopped and took the time to tell me all of this. I had like a hundred different scenarios of how to get Nessa to safety.” Relaxing, Liam took a breath and looked around the outcast camp before nodding. “So what can I do to help you guys?” Liam asked, offering Devin his hand.
Devin took it and shook as Liam stood up. Liam was wider than Devin, with large arms and his hair was almost carrot red compared to Devin’s blond, but when they stood side by side, Nessa couldn’t help but see the similarities. They were both handsome men, yet retained some of their boyish charms. Liam’s smile lit up his whole face and screamed mischief most of the time. When Devin gave a real smile, there was a slight dimple just below his left eye. While Liam was quick to throw around a smile, Nessa was certain his was almost kin to Devin’s. It was hard to look at them both as they silently assessed each other. Either man would make a perfect choice for a husband and king. Liam was a good guy, but his immediate change to wanting to help her and Devin just cemented it. If he was serious in his offer to court her, Nessa was going to have to break his heart. 
 



CHAPTER 9
“I think he is correct. That would work perfectly,” Ronan added from his chair inside Devin’s living room. 
Everyone was sitting around in Devin’s place as they argued over what to do. Liam fit right in as they began trying to explain everything to him. He was more than happy to help plan, and just explained what he had thought was a good idea.
“No way. We can’t do that,” Nessa complained. She was quick to say no to any plan that involved putting someone at risk. “I don’t want to pretend to be courting anyone anymore.”
Devin smiled. It was nice to have Nessa dislike their newest plan, and he hoped it wasn’t because Liam would be at a risk of getting hurt. Liam suggested that he continue to pretend to court her to see if they could draw out the witch sidhe. He still had no idea who might have touched him that was the witch, but he was sure that he wanted in on protecting Nessa. Nessa, on the other hand, didn’t want to continue pretending to like anyone, including Liam. It was nice that she didn’t want to even pretend to like another person. Devin was a bit more reassured that she wanted to be with him when she argued like that.
It had been easy to accept Liam once Devin found out the truth. Liam was just trying to protect Nessa. He could see now how the redheaded sidhe looked at her. It wasn’t love like Devin felt, but more like how one would feel for his sister. Liam truly was just a white knight in disguise. He had a habit of saving people, and he thought Nessa needed saving. Now that he knew the truth behind Devin and his powers, Liam didn’t once suggest that he truly intended to marry Nessa. Devin trusted him.
“It would work,” Liam reassured Nessa. “If this sidhe is targeting those that like you, I completely agree that you can’t let Devin play that part. If they outright attack him, I’m not sure how your grandfather’s powers stack up against witch magic. If Devin gets hurt or killed, it pretty much will end you.”
“Maybe this person is just trying to kill me through Devin,” Nessa suggested. She was still trying to protect everyone.
“I considered that also until I found out the other villages weren’t told about my powers,” Devin replied, sitting beside Nessa on the couch. “If they don’t know about your grandfather giving me his powers, then it very much is likely the person trying to get to you doesn’t know that our lives are connected.”
“I still don’t like it.” Nessa was pouting now. Devin had to try hard to hide a grin at her response.
“It’s a great plan,” Ronan added. “With everyone distracted with an engagement, Turner and Maria can get into the palace and do a check around there. We might be able to find the trail of the witch sidhe before it ever comes to a party.”
Ronan was correct. Everything about the plan sounded strong. Liam was willing to deflect the anger of Nessa’s wannabe suitor. Turner and Maria could go on searching for the witch, and Ronan would look after Nessa. It even left time for Devin to help finish up his plans for the new clinic and lab, two things that sounded like they’d need sooner than later. He had to be able to get the sidhe to see outside the village, and a clinic for all would more than likely not be able to be hidden away from whatever code the village was using to keep Devin and his powers a secret. Devin couldn’t understand why the sidhe—who readily threw rumors around—were silent on his power. He had to wonder if they feared him more than he thought. Giving the common sidhe a way out of the rule of the elite might just be enough for them to stop fearing him.
“But, but …” Nessa had nothing left to argue. Everyone in the room was happy with the plan and ready to act their part. “Fine. What do I have to do?” Nessa was resigned to her role even if she didn’t like it.
“When we return, Liam has to go to my father and tell him that he intends to propose,” Ronan explained. “My father will then have to start planning an engagement party for it to happen properly. If this person is set on stopping you from getting married, they will be there. It will be the perfect time to catch them.”
“Shouldn’t we tell your dad what’s going on?” Nessa asked. She was only looking for another person to help stop the acting she was going to have to do.
‘Nessa, you will be fine,’ Devin told her in her mind. He could feel her nervousness and anxiety about the situation.
‘No, I won’t. What happens if you guys don’t find the witch sidhe? What happens then? I can’t just say no in front of everyone. No one cares how I feel about this. All Liam has to do is ask and put a ring on my finger. Then it’s over. I’ll be married. Do you really want me to be married if this goes too far? What happens if the witch sidhe doesn’t come out to stop it all?’ Nessa was ranting now. 
Devin reached over and took her hand in his. Her ranting stopped at his touch. Everything from Devin was calm and soothing. He hoped that it would soothe her mind, too. He wouldn’t let anything happen to her, and he sure wasn’t going to let her marry someone else.
“We should keep this plan between the eight of us sitting here.” Devin looked around the room. “I don’t know about any place else, but this is the only spot I know that is safe. No one can overhear us here. If we go back and tell anyone, even your uncle, it might get back to the witch sidhe. We need to call them out on our terms, not be surprised by them.” Everyone nodded in agreement. “So let’s get everything ready and head back to the palace before day breaks.”
Their plan was solid enough. They’d get the witch sidhe to show himself, and then they would decide what to do if the witch didn’t want to come peacefully. Devin wasn’t afraid of a battle—he’d done that a dozen times since he had entered the village—but it was sweet that Nessa worried so much about everything.
‘You’re safe and will stay safe,’ Devin told Nessa. She still didn’t feel safe, and Devin needed to convince her. ‘Even if Liam has to go as far as putting a ring on your finger, you won’t be married to him. Didn’t you catch how well that worked for Mr. I’m-so-smart sidhe? You’re protected from marrying anyone unless it’s your choice.’
Nessa let out a sigh. Devin could feel some of the tension leaving her.
‘Wait a second,’ she added as Devin stood. ‘If you can put a protective bubble around me, why don’t you do that to yourself? Then we’ll both be safe.’
Devin gave her a reluctant smile. He had already thought of that. It would have been nice to be able to make them both safe easily, but he knew why the old king was dead. He was able to protect everyone else, but the power to place a protective shield around himself wasn’t possible. Devin could only protect those he loved and not himself. He’d have to rely on his training to keep himself, and thus Nessa, safe.
‘It doesn’t work on me,’ Devin replied without any more explanation. It wasn’t needed as she nodded half-heartedly. He wished it could be that easy. His life with Nessa would have been complete by now if it were.
“Everyone except Keaton go back to the palace for some sleep,” Devin directed the group. “Can you go back to Jackson and Mori and make sure they stay safe for the day?” Devin asked Keaton, who nodded.
“Jackson and Mori are here?” Turner asked hopefully. 
“Not as backup,” Devin replied to what he knew Turner was thinking. “I needed help with another project.” 
Nessa raised her eyebrows at Devin. He shook his head as if to say not now. He wasn’t quite ready to show her what he was doing, and part of him worried that she wouldn’t understand and be hurt by it all. Devin directed the group to the doorway and paused as they began to walk in front of him. He hoped this would all end finally. He didn’t want to continue fighting with the sidhe. They needed a new world. They needed to be able to choose for themselves. The sidhe world needed to find a new way to live and it was almost time to show them.
 
Nessa woke the next morning to her uncle calling for her from the front room in her apartment at the palace. She didn’t want to move. She was comfy in bed, even if Devin had already been gone for hours. He had been kind enough to stay with her when she went to sleep, but he wasn’t a long sleeper. She heard him leave, but didn’t have to energy to accost him on his actions. Everything was tiring. Dating was tiring. People trying to constantly kill her was tiring. Dealing with all those people wanting her to rule was tiring. She had been queen for less than two days and already wanted a break.
“Nessa,” Uncle Rolf called again, this time pushing her door open a crack. 
He paced the front room and stopped at her closed guest room door. Nessa got the feeling he was going to peek into that room also, so she hurried to get up. They needed to keep Maria and Cassie a secret, which would be hard to do if her uncle opened the door. They were still passed out in that room with Turner.
“Uncle, what is it?” Nessa asked, rubbing her eyes, but happy to see that she had distracted him from investigating the room.
Rolf turned back to her with a grin. He was more than ecstatic. His pacing had been from happy energy this time, rather than the nerves that had been there for the past week.
“Liam wants to marry you,” he said quickly and proudly. He grinned at her, waiting for her to reply. 
Uncle Rolf had grown old over the years, and Nessa was just now seeing it. His hair was starting to gray at the roots and the deep wrinkle from his smile didn’t seem to leave his face when he was not smiling. The prospect of marriage made him very happy. She hated to lie to him further, but she had promised Devin. He was certain the witch sidhe would be listening, and they would never know when or how. They couldn’t let their plan out.
“Really?” She gave the best reply she could. It wasn’t that Liam was a bad catch; she just didn’t want to marry him.
“Ahh, I know he isn’t your day human prince and all, but he’s a fine catch. He comes from a good family, and marriage to him will help stabilize everything. Devin isn’t one of us, and he never will be. You had to have known that. He doesn’t understand our ways, but Liam does. You need someone beside you that will keep our traditions. You need someone that already knows the sidhe. Liam will make a fine king,” Rolf stated.
While she appreciated his honesty, she wasn’t sure she agreed. Tradition was killing the sidhe. Her uncle had always wanted change, but what he wanted was very limited change. He didn’t want real change. The older sidhe were never going to do it no matter what they said.
Nessa scratched her head as she went to her small kitchen to search for something to eat. She honestly couldn’t remember the last time she ate. This life as queen was a lot more stressful than she had imagined it would be. Wasn’t a queen supposed to sit around and do nothing? So far she had found that wasn’t the case. Maybe that was why Rhys finally snapped? He had never been the nicest brother growing up, but he wasn’t the monster he had died as. Maybe the stress of the throne had gotten to him.
“So, what happens now?” Nessa asked. She had a good clue from the talks with everyone the night before, but if she were to play her part well, she had to pretend to not know.
“Well, since Liam asked this afternoon, I think we can swing a dinner tonight for everyone. Most of the important people remained here since there were sidhe courting you. You know, it’s tradition after all. The staff will have to work a little harder, but we can do the ceremony tonight.” Uncle Rolf was still grinning.
Nessa tried to make her smile natural as she nodded back, but she was sure it came off as more of a grimace. All the talk of engagements and courting first thing after waking up was a bit much for her to pretend to enjoy. Nessa didn’t want to marry anyone but Devin. She finally understood that, but she could say nothing. Uncle Rolf didn’t seem to notice as he said good-bye and left humming.
Turner cracked open the doorway to the guest room and peered out. Since the room was empty, he stepped a foot out into the living room with Nessa.
“Phew.” He pretended to wipe his brow.
“What would we do if he saw them?” Nessa asked. The only extra person that could come in her apartment was her uncle. She regretted not letting him in on the details, but there was no way she could tell him now. He was so happy it made her not want to disappoint him either.
“Everyone already met Cassie, but I was going to have to jump in bed with Maria, and pretend she was my girlfriend or something,” Turner replied with fake horror while wiggling his eyebrows.
Maria was standing behind him with her hands on her hips. She had a fake scowl to go with his fake face.
“You’re a bit too young for me,” she commented.
Nessa laughed. She didn’t think Turner was trying to make being Maria’s boyfriend an undesirable thing. In fact, Nessa had caught him checking out the older witch more than once, and why not? Maria was beautiful. Long, thick, dark hair and dark eyes made her look very exotic. It didn’t hurt that she had curves in all the right places, either. Actually, Nessa was sure that his disgust was faked only for Nessa to get a laugh.
“Now out, my fake boyfriend,” Maria said, shooing Turner into the front room with Nessa. Maria shut the door behind him.
Turner pretended to be hurt by the witch pushing him out of the room, but even Nessa knew better. It took a lot to make him even smile slightly less than normal. He was just naturally a happy person. With all the stress, she was happy to have him around. She saw now why Devin was best friends with him. When she had first met him, she wondered how they could even be friends let alone best friends. Turner was happy-go-lucky all the time, and Devin was serious. Turner was what you needed around in such a stressful life as Devin’s. He could take any situation and make it fun. Devin needed that, and maybe Turner needed a bit of the seriousness that Devin brought all the time, too. They were perfect friends.
“I just thought of something while your uncle was here. One thing no one asked you before: how are your acting skills?” Moving to stand beside her, Turner took the poured glass of orange juice from her before she could take a drink.
“Acting skills?” Nessa asked, confused.
“Well, since there will be an engagement tonight, I think you’ll need to do a little acting to convince everyone. That is, unless you really do want to get engaged to Liam.” Turner snatched the apple she had just picked up.
“Is this your passive-aggressive way of asking me if I want to be with Devin or not?” Nessa reached forward and tried to take her apple back. Turner was quicker than she thought, and he pulled away at just the right moment.
“Possibly, depends on what your answer is,” Turner replied.
Nessa pretended to reach for the apple again with her right hand, forcing him to pull to the left as he had just done a moment before. She waited and reached out at the perfect time with her left hand to take the apple back from Turner. She could play his game, too.
“I have no intention of marrying anyone without it being my complete choice,” Nessa stated cryptically before biting into the apple. She smiled at Turner and walked back to her bedroom to get changed for the day.
 
Devin made one last sweep of the empty hall. He was certain it wouldn’t remain empty for long. The ceremony was to begin in twenty minutes, and everyone would show up right beforehand. Cassie sat on the edge of the stage and watched Devin make his rounds. He had checked everything over half a dozen times, but he was still checking again. Devin was always like that. He wanted to be sure of everything, especially since people were putting their lives out there. He couldn’t help the need to protect everyone. 
“Do you think we’re ready?” Cassie asked, not getting specific. Maria and Turner were still tracking the witch trail through the palace. 
“Can one truly be ready for things like this?” Devin asked in reply. 
Cassie squished up her nose at him, not happy that he answered a question with a question. “I’m almost ready for the other thing, too,” she said.
Devin approached and sat down beside her.
“Good. We can take care of that after we take care of this.” He was still looking over the place, but no longer pacing around. His watchfulness couldn’t be dulled, even when there was no one around.
“Why is that good?” Cassie seemed confused.
“Why what?” he asked, scanning the seats now.
“Why break the bond?” She was braver now that she was alone with Devin. “Anyone can see that she loves you and only you. Why break it if that is so?”
“How much do you know about these bonds?” Devin asked. He couldn’t go into specifics about night humans, but Cassie had some sort of understanding of the bond between him and Nessa.
“It’s some sort of magical blood bond. I’ve been trying to learn more from studying yours, but I don’t know much,” Cassie admitted. 
Life would have been easier if someone had told the young witch about night humans, but Devin was sure she could be given a little more information without giving away the night human world.
“This bond connects us, that is true, but do you understand what that means?” Cassie shook her head no, so Devin continued. “It means I feel what she feels. I know when she needs me. She knows when I need her. We are always connected. We feel each other mentally, but we also feel each other more physically. When she’s in a room, it’s like she’s the sun, and I’m a planet. I gravitate to her no matter what I do. I’m always drawn to her, and her to me. You can’t even look at another person again without thinking of the one you are bonded to,” Devin explained.
“Wow, instant love like I read about in books?” Cassie tried to bring the situation to a level she understood. It was similar, except that they chose to bond to each other permanently when they swapped blood.
“That and much more,” Devin replied as he finished his scan of the chairs. 
“And that’s a problem because …” Cassie still didn’t understand. 
Idealized love was appealing to anyone, but Devin knew the truth. He didn’t want insta-love, he wanted the real thing.
“Because I want her to choose me because she has an actual choice. I don’t want her to think she had to choose me. I don’t want how I feel to play across the bond and make her choose me,” Devin explained. “This needs to be her decision, and it can’t be when the bond is intact. Nothing is just my or her decision now. We feel everything the other person feels.”
“But you want her to choose you?” Cassie asked, still a bit confused. She thought for a moment and added, “You don’t want to make her choose you, but you want her to choose you.” Cassie was getting it a bit. It sounded a little messed up, but it was true. Devin wanted real love.
“Yeah, that’s pretty much it,” Devin answered as their first guest arrived. Devin stood, and Cassie followed him to a chair that was way off to the side.
“What if she doesn’t want to break it?” Cassie now talked in hushed tones, though Devin knew that the sidhe that entered would want nothing to do with the day humans in the room.
Devin shrugged. “I don’t think she knows what she wants. That’s why I need to break the bond. She can finally listen to her own heart and discover what she wants.”
Cassie opened up her mouth to argue when another sidhe entered. 
“Stay here and don’t move. I have a better vantage point right there.” Devin stood and pointed to the stage right next to where Cassie was sitting. “I can keep watch over you and the sidhe from there.”
Devin watched the crowd as more sidhe trickled into the room. The nobles and those that felt they were the highest in line were obvious by their air of superiority. None of them even glanced his way. He didn’t care, but he understood what Rolf had been worried about. Nessa didn’t know that Devin had been in the guest room with Turner and Maria planning their search of the palace. 
While the announcement was going on, and everyone was gathered in the auditorium, it would be the perfect time for Turner and Mria to go into rooms to search. They just had to be careful, and Devin helped them plan the most efficient route. He had heard everything Rolf had said. Devin respected the older man and understood that it wasn’t personal that he didn’t like Devin, he just wanted Nessa to be safe. He couldn’t blame the man—Devin wanted that, too. 
When the room finally filled with people, Rolf led Nessa into the room and up to the stage. She smiled at everyone, but Devin saw how fake it was. It was a good thing none of the sidhe really knew her, or they would see right through her façade. Nessa stood on the stage awkwardly as she waited, and Rolf began to talk. Her discomfort and awkwardness in the spotlight made her even more endearing to Devin. She wasn’t in a position of power because she wanted it. People like that tended to make the best rulers. The sidhe were lucky to have her, even if they didn’t realize it themselves.
Rolf talked about the history of the sidhe and their traditions, but Devin tuned his words out. It didn’t matter that much to him at this point. Maybe in the future he could learn more about traditions, but right now he had a job to do. Liam was planning to make his pledge, and Devin need to be sure that wherever the witch was, they would find him before he had a chance to attack Liam. Devin was startled as the crowd began to stand and move. He jumped down from the stage to be next to Cassie.
“Umm, guess we go with them?” she asked hesitantly.
“Go with them?” Devin asked. He should have been paying attention to Rolf.
‘We’re going to a dinner and second ball in too few days,’ Nessa told Devin, who smiled. She had to have seen his confusion or felt it across the bond.
‘So no ring yet?’ Devin asked. He was ready to find the witch.
‘No, we have all night to wait. Seems there’s much more than even Ronan expected,’ Nessa replied with a mental sigh. 
She was tired. Devin wished he could just scoop her up and put her back to bed. This had been a stressful trip back to the sidhe, and even now the excitement had not ended. They had thought getting her crowned would bring things to an end, but it didn’t. There was always more just beyond what they thought.
Nessa was still looking at him as they left to be sure that he was coming. Devin nodded and followed behind all the sidhe. He wouldn’t leave her unprotected. The few straggler sidhe that were unlucky enough to be behind him kept their distance. While the newcomers didn’t know about Devin and his power, the people behind them did. Devin watched the crowd in front of him, but he tried his best to keep an eye on the ones following as well.
He entered the ballroom behind the crowd and noticed everything was set up exactly as it had been for her coronation ball. The decorations had been changed, but the arrangement was still the same, except for one little detail; Liam was now sitting at Nessa’s table. Devin waited as everyone made their way to the same seats. He nodded to Cassie, and they made a wide circle around the sitting sidhe to their own table near Nessa. Only two seats remained.
“Table for two,” Cassie giggled as she noticed they would be alone. 
At least she found the sidhe’s behavior humorous and not as hostile as Devin saw it. He wished sometimes that he could be as blind to the night human world as Cassie was. Blissful ignorance would have been nice for a life, but there was no changing that. He was stuck. He’d never admit it, but he was happy to be stuck with Nessa. Without the night human world, he would have never met her.
Food was brought out as soon as everyone was seated. Devin looked down at it but was more interested in finding the witch. He could feel the tingles of witch magic in the air … or at least he thought so. The witch was somewhere. He looked from face to face with each bite he took, never really looking closely at what he ate. Each time he found a new face that could be the witch, he was sure that they weren’t. It wasn’t like Devin could pick out a witch by looks alone, not even Cassie could do that, but Devin felt that if he looked hard enough something would make the witch sidhe seem different. Devin kept checking with Cassie, but she didn’t seem to feel a witch.
As the meal progressed, he grew more disappointed in his inability to keep Nessa safe. The witch was still in the room somewhere, and he couldn’t find them. Maybe she did need someone like Liam after all.
“Don’t drink that,” Cassie told Devin as he grabbed the glass in front of him. Startled out of his thoughts, he let the drink remain on the table.
“Why not?” he asked quietly, but urgently.
“I don’t know what is in it, but your drink is different than everyone else’s,” Cassie explained.
Devin looked at the red mixture. Of course his was different. The staff wasn’t clueless enough to feed him blood, so his would be just wine compared to the glasses around the room filled with blood, but how could he tell Cassie that? She didn’t know about the night humans, and he had promised Maria that she wouldn’t find out while in the village. When Cassie took her glass and brought it to her lips, Devin reached up to stop her. If his was the only different one, then he had to keep her from drinking blood and asking what was going on.
“What?” she asked.
“Isn’t yours different, too?” he asked. Maria would kill him if he let Cassie drink blood. There was no way she wasn’t going to find out about night humans if that happened. Devin took her glass from her. 
“Um, no,” she replied. They had given her blood like everyone else. Yep, that would have been awkward.
“I can tell there’s something in yours, also. Maybe sidhe magic. Don’t drink it,” Devin replied with a white lie. What else was he supposed to say to her? He hoped it would be enough. 
Cassie scrunched up her nose at the liquid and nodded.
Clinking glasses brought their attention back up to the main table where Nessa sat. She was clearly uncomfortable, but still played along with everything, doing her best to try to block her thoughts. Devin didn’t need her thoughts to know that she didn’t like to be the center of attention.
“Let us all raise a glass to my niece on this wonderful day,” Rolf said, and the crowd responded by elevating their glasses. Devin and Cassie lifted their glasses along with everyone else, but they didn’t plan to drink any of it.
As the liquid from Liam’s glass swirled, and he tipped it toward his mouth, Cassie stood. Devin only had a millisecond to realize that maybe Cassie was trying to stop Liam, and he had to trust his gut that was what it meant. The liquid hit Liam’s mouth as Devin tossed his dinner knife to knock it out of the sidhe’s hand. The room all stood in shock while those at the table that had come with Liam moved in anger toward Devin and Cassie. Devin stepped in front of Cassie, but there was no need. The men that were going to back up Liam stopped short in shock at the mess at their feet from the glass. The red liquid Devin had assumed was blood was now on fire. The others in the room backed away in fear. The sidhe could control anything natural, but fire wasn’t natural. Devin concentrated to cover Liam in a similar protective bubble as Nessa and Cassie were both in. His face was burned where the drink had splashed him, but he was alive. Ronan and Rolf had rushed out of the room to get the village healers as soon as they had seen the mess Liam was now in, while two men in the audience stood and pulled rain out of the sky to stop the fires. Nessa knelt at Liam’s side but stared wide-eyed at Devin. He wanted to help and comfort Nessa, but Cassie placed a hand on his arm.
“The witch is here,” she said, her eyes glazing over as she looked around the room. “I can feel his residue everywhere.”
‘Turner,’ Devin called silently to his friend as plants sprouted instantly from the ground. People who had not fled were tied to their spots. Devin couldn’t take any more chances. If the witch was in the room, they would have him, and if he had fled with the many that did, these people wouldn’t get in the way. 
‘Yes?’ Turner replied. He wasn’t too far away in the palace. ‘What do you need, Your Highness?’
Even not finding the witch and running around the palace couldn’t put Turner in a bad mood. He was as cheeky as ever. Before Devin had a chance to reply, a crowd of sidhe must have run past Turner. 
‘Let me guess … It’s time to go witch hunting.’
 



CHAPTER 10
Maria placed yet another charm on Cassie. Devin wasn’t sure what would keep the young witch safe, but he would do everything in his own power. Maria’s concern made it clear that Cassie was very valuable to her, and Devin treasured his friendship with Maria. They didn’t have much time as they needed to track the witch sidhe, but Maria insisted. Devin was fine with the extra protection, but he still was anxious to get moving. They would cover more ground if Turner continued to track with Maria and Cassie came with Devin, but Maria was still fussing over the logical arrangement.
“You are sure that the witch isn’t here?” Devin asked Maria one last time, and she nodded.
Devin glanced back at Nessa, who was cradling Liam in her arms. The healer was on his way, but that didn’t do much in the meantime. Liam had to be in a considerable amount of pain, even if he kept his mouth shut as he waited. Devin wanted to heal him, but wasn’t sure if he was laced with the same magic as before where Devin’s day human touch would make it worse. Cassie and Maria didn’t have time to make their potion to let Devin help if they wanted to track the witch sidhe. This was the best lead they had so far. Still, Devin was torn. Liam had offered himself to protect Nessa and now was suffering for it. Devin wanted to help, but he wanted to catch the witch scent before he disappeared again.
‘Go get the bastard,’ Liam projected mentally to Devin even as he lay there, grimacing in pain.
‘You gonna survive?’ he asked. Asking a warrior if he was in pain was practically insulting his manhood. Devin knew that well enough.
‘Yeah, I’ll be around to make sure you treat Nessa right,’ Liam replied.
That answer was enough for Devin to know that his injuries weren’t life-threatening. 
“Stay here with Liam and keep him safe,” Devin told Nessa. She wanted to help find the witch, but she was safer and more useful helping their latest ally. “Tell me when the healer gets here, and I’ll drop the barrier around him.”
Nessa peered up at him through her now thoroughly messy curls. She was scared. Devin hated to make her feel like that. He would do everything to keep safe, and it was always foremost on his mind. It forever would be. Nessa was his life now.
“Stay safe,” she whispered. 
He could feel the dread in her statement. She was honestly worried about Devin. He wanted to assure her that he was safe, but it wasn’t true. He was as much of a target as Liam was. This witch sidhe didn’t want anyone else to marry Nessa.
Devin bent down to Nessa on the floor and cupped her face in his hands. He tried to reassure her as best he could, but even he wasn’t infallible. The old king, who had given him the powers, had died. All the power in the world couldn’t make one live forever. Nessa’s eyes had tears in them as they gazed at Liam. It would take a lot to heal the sidhe that had only wanted to help them, and he might never be the same, no matter how he was staying strong now. But that was what people like Liam and Devin had to do, something inside of them made them want to protect people. That drive would carry Devin through. He needed to protect Nessa. He needed to protect the sidhe. Turner was right, it was time to go witch hunting.
“I will come back to you,” he told Nessa.
Nessa bit her lip and nodded. No matter what he did, the moment felt like good-bye. He hated that his need to protect everyone took him away from her. Since they had entered the village, he had done everything with Nessa. It was a bit hard to go away from her now.
“Done?” Devin asked Maria as she finished her protection spell while still watching Nessa.
“Yes,” Maria replied. “This will keep her from dying, but I can’t keep her from getting hurt like you can.” Devin placed the sidhe protection barrier back on Cassie. Maria looked at Cassie and reached out to touch her. She couldn’t get any closer than two inches away from her.
“I’ll be fine,” Cassie tried to reassure Maria.
“Fine isn’t what I expect,” Maria replied. “I want you back here better than fine. You’ll keep her safe, Devin?”
“With my life,” Devin replied. 
Maria nodded and walked back to Turner.
“If you find something, or we do, we will contact each other,” Devin said to their small assembled group. All three faces staring back at him nodded. It was time to find the witch sidhe before he could hurt someone else.
Devin and Cassie made their way to the backside of the room as they moved to leave. Devin looked one last time at Nessa on the floor. She wanted to be beside him helping, but they both knew that they owed Liam to stay by his side to see him healed. If Nessa didn’t stay behind, Devin wouldn’t know when to lift the barrier, and that could cost Liam his life if he had to wait too long. Devin regretted leaving her behind, but it was for the best. She was safer beside Liam since the witch sidhe was on the run. Devin wanted her protected more than anything.
Just past the ballroom doors, Devin stopped and turned to Cassie. No one inside could see that they had halted.
“Did you bring your spell with you?” he asked. 
If it came down to it, Devin didn’t want Nessa to get hurt by the careless witch sidhe. He was prepared to break the bond now if he needed to. He hoped to have time to explain to Nessa that he was going to break the bond, but if they didn’t have time, he would break it to save her life.
“Yes,” Cassie replied, seeming shocked by the turn in the conversation.
“I need you to promise if I get mortally hurt, you’ll do that spell as quickly as you can,” Devin told her. 
She stared back in surprise. “I thought you were going to talk to Nessa about it first.”
“I will if there’s time, but there’s one more thing about this bond. When one of us gets hurt physically, so does the other. Do you understand?” Devin replied.
Cassie’s eyes widened in shock. “It’s more than just an emotional link?”
Devin nodded. Cassie nodded, too. She understood.
“If I get stabbed, the same stab wound will appear on Nessa. If I take a life-ending blow, so will she. There’s a short time before the wounds transfer. We will have to act quickly if I’m dying. I don’t want her to die, too. Promise me that you will break the bond if I get hurt too bad, and I’ll promise to hold on long enough for you to break it.”
“I promise,” she said, following Devin outside the walls of the palace to the courtyard. Maria and Turner had gone the other direction. They were alone completely, as most the palace guests had been trapped in the ballroom and the ones that fled were safe back in their rooms. 
‘Every sidhe is to stay inside their homes until notified they can leave,’ Devin spoke mentally to all the sidhe at once. He wasn’t sure how he did it, but it just came naturally. It was safer for them to stay in their homes. ‘Lock your doors and don’t let any strangers or non-strangers in your home. There was an attempted assassination and the assassin fled. Don’t let anyone inside your home, and do not leave until I tell you it’s safe.’ Devin didn’t want to give away how much they knew about the witch sidhe, but he wanted everyone to stay safe and out of their way as they hunted for him.
Cassie stood still as Devin watched her and took inventory of their surroundings.
“That way,” she said, pointing to a door that left the palace. “I feel magic that way.”
“Did you find a trail?” Devin asked, anxious to call Turner for backup.
“No. The witch didn’t come this way. It’s more that I feel magic in that direction,” Cassie said. She shrugged. “My powers are a bit different from Maria’s. I don’t sense witches, but magic. Your magic is different than witch magic, and I’m sure there’s witch magic right now in that direction.”
Devin nodded. He needed to leave Maria and Turner looking for the witch their way, and he and Cassie would search Cassie’s way. It would have been stronger to be two witches and two night humans against whatever they’d find, but he would make do with just him and Cassie if he needed to. He had to hope the young witch, along with himself, would be enough to battle a witch sidhe. Cassie had already proven she knew more than the average teen witch. They had no idea how long the sidhe had trained to be a witch, but they were about to find out.
“This way.” Cassie pointed ahead, and Devin took a few steps in front of her. They had no clue what they would find, but they had to work fast. They hadn’t caught a trail of the witch sidhe since they arrived, and now the guy was active. Something was going on, and they needed to be there to stop it from escalating.
Devin glanced back once at the palace. He could feel Nessa inside. She was worried about Liam as he sat in pain, but she was even more worried about Devin. Her concern made him want to go back to her, but his will to protect everyone won over. He had to go and find the witch. Devin began to go the direction Cassie had told him. He hated to leave Nessa behind, but he had to be confident for the both of them. He had to find the witch, and he had to win. There were no other options.
 
Nessa sat holding Liam as his breath continued growing shallower than she wanted to hear. He had been hit hard, but he was more than lucky that he hadn’t drunk the actual liquid. It would have burned him alive from the inside out. There would have been no healing from that. Now he at least stood a chance. Nessa was thankful for the witches and Cassie’s quick save.
Nessa looked up as Uncle Rolf and Ronan returned with the healer. Right behind them was Liam’s bonded night human, being carried by family. Her face was badly burned to match Liam’s, and her breath was just as shallow. Nessa hated to see that connection—it would be the same for her and Devin. What happened to one would happen to the other. Lele was set down next to Nessa and Liam, as close as she could with the invisible shield still around them. The hurt girl reached for Liam’s hand but was stopped by the barrier.
Rolf seemed upset as he glanced around the room. 
“Where’s Devin? How could he leave you alone?” Uncle Rolf was distressed, much more than Nessa expected. “It’s his job to keep you safe.”
“They found a trail to look for the person who did this,” Nessa replied. She was still unsure how much secrecy they needed, but it seemed like Ronan must have filled his dad in on a little bit.
“They did?” Ronan asked hopefully.
“Yes, but I had to stay here to tell Devin to release the barrier,” Nessa explained her own presence.
The healer stood beside her and waited for her to do as she said. Uncle Rolf looked impatiently at her.
‘Devin, they are here,’ Nessa said across the bond.
The barrier around Liam shimmered a little bit and then faded away. When it was gone, Lele finally could grasp Liam’s hand. For the first time, Nessa saw what the bond looked like from the outside. A faint shimmer wove around Liam and Lele. When their hands touched, the shimmer responded like it was happy. Even through their pain, they reached for each other, as did the bond.
The healer stared at the two sidhe lying side by side. Liam had been severely burned across most of his face, but now with Lele taking some of it, they looked a little more normal. The healer assessed them from above before leaning down to place his hands on them.
“No,” yelled Maria as she entered the room with Turner close behind.
The room full of sidhe who were immobilized at their tables all turned to see the day human running into the room to stop the healer from healing Liam. Faces all froze in shock at the sight of her, but Maria didn’t stop or let it even faze her.
“There’s a spell on the girl,” Maria explained to the shocked healer. 
He paused long enough to look down at Lele again. He nodded to Maria and then turned to Nessa.
“In my haste, I had missed that. She is correct. There is magic on this young girl. I’m not sure if it’s safe to heal them at this moment.” The healer bowed his head, awaiting punishment.
Nessa looked up at Maria and nodded. The sidhe in the room all took a breath of astonishment. Some of the larger sidhe were straining at their restraints as most of the people came to the realization that if Maria said there was magic, she then could see it. None of them were happy to see Maria, and most of them distrusted her. The man that had brought Lele in moved to attack Maria as she approached. Turner stepped in and stopped him.
“She is here to help,” Turner told the man, but his assurance fell on deaf ears. 
None of the sidhe really even glanced his way the whole time he’d been visiting. Turner waited, ready to defend Maria. Fur grew on his arms and legs as he began to partially transform.
Nessa stood up and stepped beside Turner, trying to stop the escalation. She didn’t need Turner taking on the sidhe and making a rift between his own lycan clan and her village. They distrusted all outsiders; Maria wasn’t an exception.
“She’s here to help,” Nessa said, exactly what Turner had told them. “I invited her here.”
“You’re defending the witch that did this?” Uncle Rolf asked in shock, though he didn’t move to hurt Maria.
“She didn’t do this,” Nessa replied. Why did they always assume everyone else was at fault? Why couldn’t the sidhe see that they were the best at killing each other themselves? “And she’s already helped once to bring Liam back from death.” Nessa looked around the room. “Liam and my suitors were not hurt by Devin. They were hurt by witch magic. Maria came here to cure Liam and assist me in finding this sidhe that is practicing witch magic.”
Uncle Rolf’s mouth hung open. He obviously hadn’t been expecting that explanation.
Nessa looked around the room at the shocked and still angry faces.
“As you can all tell this was done by witch magic, but not this witch. She came here to help when we found out the three suitors were all poisoned with witch magic only a day ago.” Nessa tried to explain again, and begged everyone with her eyes to believe her.
“No. That was your day human pet. We all saw that. He attacked them,” one man, who was still angry, shouted out from the crowd.
“Yeah, he should be held responsible for all of this. We should kill him,” another man agreed.
Nessa rubbed her forehead and then remembered one of the weirder aspects of everything. The people still didn’t know that she was bonded to Devin.
“Devin isn’t my pet,” Nessa began. No one seemed to believe her.
“No. He’s the old king’s pet. We all heard that the old king somehow convinced you to bring him here,” the first man said.
“He’s no one’s pet. He’s one of us now,” Nessa tried to explain. It was like talking to a brick wall. They didn’t hear a word she said.
“He’s no sidhe. He’s a day human,” the second added with a bit of disgust in his voice. “The only magic he could possibly know is witch magic.” 
“He’s as much a sidhe as you and me. He can do sidhe magic. All of it. He has my grandfather’s powers inside him. Didn’t you wonder how you all got trapped here when he ran out? That wasn’t me. That was him. Devin is as much a sidhe as anyone now. And he’s my bonded,” Nessa added, and all the fussing immediately stopped. No one expected that.
Nessa turned to her uncle and nodded to him. She needed someone else to agree with her to drive home her point.
“Yes, she is bonded to the day human,” Uncle Rolf admitted like he was defeated. He turned his back from Nessa as he hung his head.
“And he’s got your father’s powers?” a random person asked.
“Yes.” Was the only reply before Nessa noticed the healer was standing still, close to Liam and Lele, peering down at them. When her uncle turned back, he bumped into the healer, who stumbled and placed a hand on Lele.
Maria moved quicker than Nessa expected from a day human as she threw water onto the sidhe at her feet. Where the healer had touched the young girl, more flames had erupted.
“Take them back to Devin’s place,” Maria told Turner. “And no sidhes can touch them. I’m positive the spell will be activated by sidhe blood.”
Whispers rose up around them as Turner moved and took the girl first in his arms. Maria stood beside Nessa, watching Liam as people talked more. Nessa heard them and was certain Maria could, but she didn’t flinch.
Did you see that? The witch, the witch did that. She knew exactly what was going to happen. Who let a witch in our town? First a day human, then a lycan, now a witch. How can we trust the queen? She’s doing this to us. Look at the poor Kay boy. She did this to him. He will die because of her. The sidhe are fated to die. That’s why we have such an incompetent queen.
Words kept floating around them, but Maria didn’t fail to keep everyone away from Liam. She was a witch on a mission. Turner returned after he took Lele away.
“What are you doing?” Uncle Rolf asked Maria as Turner returned and took Liam.
“I’m going to heal him,” Maria replied as if it were obvious.
Nessa didn’t stay around with the people immobilized in their chairs.
“Where are you going?” Rolf asked desperately.
“Please stay here and keep everyone calm,” Nessa begged her uncle. She couldn’t leave Maria and Turner alone. As soon as word got out about Maria in the village, Nessa was sure there would be sidhe lining up to hunt the witch.
Uncle Rolf nodded and bowed his head to her. His face said he was unhappy, but he didn’t disagree with her.
“Ronan, go with Nessa. Keep her safe and keep me updated,” Rolf said.
Ronan nodded to his father and followed behind as they walked back to Devin’s camp, Turner leading the way and carrying Liam as if he weighed nothing. Nessa didn’t turn back to see her uncle’s disappointed face. He’d been happy about the engagement, but he had to see how it wasn’t going to happen. Nessa would have to spend time later worrying about her uncle. Now she had to save Liam and Lele, and she sure hoped the witch could do just that.
 
Cassie stopped again and turned back the way they came. Devin wasn’t sure if the young sidhe knew what she was doing as her steps seemed completely random, but for some reason he trusted her. Cassie wasn’t the type to pretend. He was pretty sure she felt something, he just wasn’t sure what.
“The witch keeps moving,” Cassie explained as she paused again, searching for the right direction.
‘Devin, there’s still a spell on Liam. We’re taking him back to your place for Maria to fix him,’ Nessa told Devin in his mind. He could see the scene as it happened in the ballroom as she played back her images for him to see.
‘We’ll be right there,’ Devin replied, ready to go help any way he could.
‘No, don’t. Maria said we need to find the witch sidhe. He’s laying more traps, and the longer we take, the more people will get hurt. They tracked the witch to the outside walls before realizing a path went back in. They were confused if the sidhe was inside or outside the palace, because his path kept going in and out.’
Devin nodded. They needed to find the witch sidhe. That much was true, but he felt like he needed to be there to protect them as Maria worked. The sidhe didn’t like outsiders, but they especially didn’t like witches.
‘Turner and Ronan can protect us,’ Nessa added, sensing his feeling across the bond that he forgot to cover up.
‘Call for me if there’s anything strange. Anything.’ Devin wanted to be sure that Nessa understood. She took priority for him.
‘We will. Now find that sidhe, and don’t forget to call for backup yourself.’

The worry from Nessa poured through the bond. She was confident that he would succeed, but she was worried anyway. He had caught a small glimpse of her mind to know that she saw Liam and his bonded with matching burns. The reality of the bond was right there for her to see, but she was completely worried about his well-being and not her own.
“Um, they moved again,” Cassie told Devin, tapping his arm to get his attention.
Devin turned from wanting to run back to the outcast camp to the direction Cassie pointed—the other way. Devin nodded and started walking again. The witch sidhe had them moving in circles, but at least Cassie still had a trace on them.
Devin followed behind Cassie as she stopped every few feet and checked again. They had been moving for several steps in one direction. Devin waited to see when that would change. Cassie paused. Then she scrunched up her face and shrugged.
“I’m not sure, but I think they stopped moving,” Cassie replied, taking two more steps before she stopped again. 
They were slowly running out of village at the rate they were going. Devin was thankful that the inhabitants had done as he asked and hid inside as soon as the magic hit Liam. They might not have liked the royals, but they would follow his orders. It made it much easier to track the sidhe without extra sidhe in the way.
Devin followed as Cassie slowly made her way to the end of the street. She paused one last time and Devin waited to be told that they would have to go into the woods. He really didn’t want to chase the sidhe in there, and more so he didn’t want to have to explain tree traveling to Cassie. He gazed into the dark trees and waited. Cassie didn’t move.
“The magic sidhe is in there.” Cassie pointed at the hidden barn.
Devin didn’t like what he saw. They were standing outside Old Man Winters’ barn, and the witch sidhe was within the walls. Devin had to hope the old man wasn’t involved, but so far he did know way more than Devin expected at every turn. Winters had been very connected to all that went on in the village. He had attributed the old man’s knowledge to age, but it could have been from being a witch.
Cassie watched Devin and waited. She was certain there was a witch within those walls, but she wasn’t going to do anything without Devin and a plan.
“Do you know how to fight using your witch powers?” Devin asked. He really didn’t want it to come down to that, but he didn’t want to take her in if she knew nothing.
“Kind of,” Cassie replied. That wasn’t very reassuring for Devin. “I know how to defend myself.”
Devin nodded. That would have to do. He didn’t have time to call Maria and Turner into the fight before they had healed Liam. The witch sidhe had already moved around too much as it was. They needed to act, and act quickly. He looked at Cassie one more time. She had a barrier around her to protect her from sidhe magic. She had a spell to keep her from being killed by witch magic. Hopefully, that would be enough.
“Ready?” Devin asked as he moved closer to the doorway. Cassie nodded. 
Devin turned back and took a deep breath. It was now or never. Time to see how sidhe magic compared to witch magic. Devin pushed open the door, ready to attack. He stopped in his tracks at the sight before him. Uncle Rolf had a sword at Old Man Winter’s throat, and the old man had one at Nessa’s uncle’s throat. They were locked in a duel that neither could move. Magic was everywhere. Devin hadn’t expected to find more than one person in the barn.
“Which one is the witch?” Devin asked Cassie while keeping his body in front of her as a shield.
Cassie peered over his shoulder and then back to Devin.
“I can’t tell. They both have magic all over them,” Cassie replied. “One of them or both of them. I don’t know.”
Devin glanced between the two older men. What was he supposed to do now? Which one was the witch they were looking for? How could he tell? He trusted the two men in front of him. How was he supposed to pick one? 
 



CHAPTER 11
Devin looked from man to man. Rolf was Nessa’s uncle and the first person that made Devin actually feel safe in the sidhe village. He didn’t seem to mind Devin being a day human, and also seemed to support him in his effort to keep Nessa safe. Earlier was the first time Devin had ever heard Rolf not support him, but that still didn’t make him doubt Nessa’s uncle. He was only looking out for Nessa, and knew that the sidhe wouldn’t support Devin because he wasn’t truly one of them. Nessa had the fake chance to marry a true sidhe, and that was understandable. It was hard to see Rolf as the witch sidhe that had been trying to get him killed. And then there was Old Man Winters, the first common sidhe that accepted him in the village. The old man always had answers, even when Devin wasn’t asking a question. He didn’t seem to mind in the least that Devin was a day human, and somehow he already knew that Devin was Nessa’s day human without being told. Even knowing all of that, the old man didn’t change how he treated Devin. They were both good men, and two men that Devin completely trusted. How was he supposed to pick one as the witch? Was there a way to test them?
“A little help here,” Rolf called to Devin.
Devin looked at him but didn’t move. “Are you sure you can’t tell?” he asked Cassie without taking his eyes off the two men. Neither moved.
“No. There’s magic here and lots of it, but I can’t figure out who it came from. It’s as if they both rolled around in it. I really can’t tell,” Cassie replied.
“Would Maria be able to?” Devin asked. He needed some sort of help. He couldn’t tell which on it was.
“No. I don’t think any witch could. Both of them are too covered in magic.” 
Cassie still looked confused. Devin took a step forward, but she stopped him.
“If they look like they rolled around in magic, maybe we shouldn’t get too close for the moment. There could be spells all over. Let me see what I can sense first.”
Cassie had a really good point. They didn’t know what had transpired, or why they were both covered in spells. They needed to be careful. Devin knew a bit about witch magic, but not enough to want to test his reflexes and own ability to counter it.
“Come on, child. Hurry up and help me,” Rolf said to Devin. “We can’t let this man get any closer to hurting Nessa. We have no clue what he might do next.”
Devin still didn’t move. He stared at Old Man Winters’ face—the wrinkled old man hadn’t moved a muscle since they had entered. He held still like stone and didn’t seem winded. How strong was he? If Devin had to guess, he would have thought it wasn’t possible that the old man could even come close to dueling with Rolf, but from the looks of it, that was exactly what had happened. He might have been old, but Winters was a force to fight with.
“Stay here,” Devin told Cassie as he moved in a wide circle around the two men.
In the faint nighttime light, Devin was beginning to see the outline of magic from the witches they were looking for. He had been in the sidhe village long enough to not have to open his senses to the night human world outside the sidhe. He needed to clear his head, and in doing so open his mind. The powdery-looking magic was poofed over each man like they had been hit with old fashioned powder puffs. The fine, chalky residue was all over the barn. Devin took a careful step and continued to move around the men.
Old Man Winters had a short blade, but with it effectively pointed at Rolf’s chest so that Nessa’s uncle couldn’t move. On the other hand, Rolf had a blade that was longer than his own arm. He held the blade steady at the old man’s neck. Their empty second hands were locked together palm to palm.
“What in the world are you waiting for?” Rolf asked Devin. 
Rolf was getting impatient, but it wasn’t going to rush Devin. Devin had to be sure of which was the witch. If he made a wrong choice, it could end badly.
Devin wasn’t sure himself. Something inside him told him to slow down and not act rashly. He had never ignored that warning, and he wasn’t about to start now, especially since he was facing the witch sidhe that had tried to kill several people. Devin took another slow step and studied the men. There was nothing to be told from them. Unfortunately, he wasn’t any closer to knowing who the witch sidhe was.
Devin made his way back to Cassie, who was standing back far enough to have a straight shot out of the barn if the fighting began again. Devin didn’t blame her for wanting to run. He didn’t want to be stuck between two men dueling. He wasn’t even sure that sidhe magic could compete with witch magic. Devin had hoped that with being able to control all sidhe magic that he would stand a chance against the witch sidhe. He hadn’t trained as extensively with the sidhe magic, but he was still the day human that night humans feared. He hoped that would be enough.
“One of you is the witch,” he stated while he continued to look at them. “Explain to me what happened here.” Devin was buying time to figure it out. He still had no clue which one was which.
“As soon as Liam was brought to safety, I decided to try to help you with searching for the witch. I saw this old man stalking about the village after you told everyone to stay inside, so I knew he was suspicious. I followed him back here where he lured me in and attacked me with his spells,” Rolf quickly said so that his explanation was first.
Devin nodded and moved slightly so that he was directly behind Rolf, and Old Man Winters didn’t have to move his head to see and talk to Devin.
“That was a nice story, but nothing in it was true. I never left my house. I was here all along. When I saw this noble come hide in my barn, I decided to confront him. He attacked me with spells, and I just fought back.” 
His gray-blue eyes never left Rolf, even as he explained. He was more focused on Rolf than anything, which struck Devin as odd. Was he not worried about Devin because he was telling the truth, or because he didn’t expect him to interfere with the fight?
They were still stuck in their standstill. Old Man Winters was having a hard time keeping his hold on the younger Rolf. Devin moved back beside Cassie. She put up her hand to muffle her words as they both stood and continued to stare at the two older men locked in their stalemate.
“Both stories sound plausible, but how can you tell which is the witch?” Cassie asked. She didn’t have a clue as to which one was it, either.
“If you help me out and take our hands apart, I will prove to you it’s the old man,” Rolf said to Cassie’s assessment.
“And when they do that, you will just attack them with your magic. Whatever you do, don’t peel our hands apart. My hand is the only thing keeping spells from flying around the room right now,” Old Man Winters grunted out.
Devin raised his eyebrows at Cassie to see if that could be true.
“Some magic users do it with their hands. They both could be right. If the younger man is the one, when you take their hands apart you’ll see the magic. If the old man is right, then when you take their hands apart the other guy will start blasting us. While it might tell us who it is, I don’t think it’s a good idea.” Cassie still stared at the two men as if she was trying to see which to trust.
That was the problem. Devin trusted both of them, but one had to be lying. 
“How do you know who’s telling the truth?” Cassie asked the exact question to the problem.
He really didn’t want to get Keaton involved in it. While his power to see the truth was great to use, Devin knew that Keaton wasn’t a fighter, he was a charmer. There was no way to charm either of the men that were staring daggers at each other now. Yet he didn’t have much of a choice.
“I suppose I’ll bring in Keaton,” Devin replied. 
Both men faltered at Devin’s words. He noticed the opportunity to jump in at the same time that Ronan burst through the door. Ronan aimed his bow at the old man to save his father, but Old Man Winters raised his hand, and the arrow veered away with a puff of dust. That was their answer. Devin’s heart broke to see the old man wielding magic that wasn’t from the sidhe.
 
Nessa sat as patiently as she could on the couch in Devin’s house. It wasn’t that the piece of furniture was uncomfortable, but something bugged her. He had said they were trailing the sidhe, and she was to stay put in the outcast camp, but she hadn’t heard anything from him. It would have been fine if he hadn’t closed everything off to her. She couldn’t even feel an ounce of emotion from him.
Nessa stood and went over to where Maria was working. She had forced Turner to help, and he sat pulverizing herbs with a stone pestle. He didn’t even look out of place, nor did he ever, and Nessa envied that about Turner.
Maria mixed in a few more ingredients and then placed the goop on Liam’s face. The skin started to knit back together before another fire started on Lele’s face. Turner doused the girl with the water at the table, and the wounds spread back to Liam’s head, but no longer healed his face.
Maria rubbed her head in frustration. It was her second attempt. She had tried a salve on Lele only to have Liam burn more, and now it was the same in reverse. How was she going to fix them when one thing made the other worse?
Nessa paced back over to the couch. Devin was still silent. She hated how it felt. Not that it was fun to have everything that crossed her mind accessible to Devin; it had been that way long enough for it to seem like something was broken without him there. Nessa wished she was strong enough to force her way into his mind to know what was going on. At the moment, she felt useless. She couldn’t help Maria, who was certainly stuck without finding a way to heal Liam. Within the outcast camp, she wasn’t able to help find the witch sidhe. And by now her uncle was back calming all her people, which was a job she should have been doing. Everything was a mess, and there was nothing she could do.
“Maybe if we place it on both of them at the same time,” Turner suggested. Maria looked closely at the two patients. At least her sleeping spell kept them unconscious and unknowing to the pain they kept going through.
“And your best healers know nothing about witch magic?” Maria asked for a second time of Nessa.
“No, it’s illegal to practice any type of magic beyond sidhe magic. If anyone did so, they would be thrown out,” Nessa explained again. She now was wishing the sidhe were a bit more open-minded.
Maria went back to mixing herbs. Once her bowl was filled, she handed it to Turner who began to crush them together. They started the process again, but it wouldn’t work. Something deep down inside her told her why. The one thing she dreaded. Their bond wouldn’t let them heal, just as life would be if someone attacked Devin. 
“It is the bond, isn’t it?” Nessa asked. The bond could be very helpful—it had gotten Devin and Nessa out of trouble on more than one occasion—but this time it wasn’t good. Their bond made the magic work. “So they would be cured by now if they weren’t bonded?”
Maria’s head snapped up. She nodded vigorously. “That’s exactly it.”
“Exactly what?” Nessa asked. 
Maria crushed the herbs with a new fury. Turner noticed and tried to keep pace so that his was done at the same time as Maria. Luckily he was strong enough to mix his herbs in half the time as her, and they both stopped within seconds of each other. Turner waited for Maria to explain more, but she set her bowl down. Reaching over to the pile of magic supplies, Cassie had been working with, she found a bottle that was unlabeled and said a silent prayer.
“I hope she got this right,” Maria muttered more to herself than anyone.
Nessa wanted to ask what was going on, but she trusted the older witch. Something about the woman screamed that she was trustworthy.
Maria bent down and carefully opened Lele’s mouth. Two drops of the golden liquid were placed in her mouth. Nessa gasped as the female sidhe glowed a bit brighter. She had no clue what was going on. Maria waited with expectant eyes, as did Nessa and Turner, who were both completely confused by the situation.
“What is that to do with?” Nessa finally asked.
Maria seemed to be holding her breath. Soon the glow faded, and Nessa saw the string that bonded Lele to Liam start to retract. Nessa watched in wonder as it pulled back further and got thinner. Then suddenly, it broke.
“Now quickly put that on her,” Maria told Turner, picking her bowl back up and slathering the salve on Liam’s face.
Nessa stared in shock. She wasn’t completely sure what she had just seen, but it looked like the bond had been broken.
Liam’s skin grew back quickly, as did Lele’s. Soon their faces were completely back to normal as they both lay on their respective tables, peacefully sleeping.
“Did you just break their bond?” Nessa asked. Her grandfather told Devin it wasn’t possible. He would have known that. He could do just about anything with sidhe magic … except break a bond. It wasn’t possible.
“Not me. Cassie. She made this spell,” Maria explained. Happiness lined her face as she spoke. Liam and Lele were fine now. They had been saved, even though the witch had tried to keep them hurt.
“Do you need to break the bond often in your night human world?” Nessa asked. 
It seemed like a funny thing, to break a bond. Why even be able to form a bond if you were just going to break it? She had spent a long time wanting the bond gone with Devin, but once she realized that it was permanent, she was happy.
“Cassie didn’t make this for us. The bond we use is different, and can’t be broken with a spell. Well, at least not a witch spell. Maybe that’s the key,” Maria seemed to be off thinking in her own world now that the pressure to save Liam and Lele was gone.
“Why would she make that for the sidhe?” Nessa was still confused.
“Oh, he hasn’t spoken to you yet?” Maria asked like she just realized she let out a secret.
“Spoke to me? Who?” Nessa had a clue as to who, but she didn’t want it to be true. There was only one “he” who would want to talk about breaking bonds with her, and who would have had the chance to ask Cassie to make the spell.
“Devin wanted you to be able to choose who you would marry without the bond making you feel like you had to choose him. He asked Cassie to make a spell to break your bond. I thought he talked to you. I really did. I’m sorry. I really thought you had spoken,” Maria apologized. 
“Why?” Nessa asked in shock.
“Well, some of it’s gone. I thought he used it already,” Maria answered the why she thought she had been asked.
Nessa’s world came crashing down. Maybe there was more to why she couldn’t feel Devin.
 
Cassie grabbed Devin and pulled him to the ground as another spell flew over their head from the other direction. It didn’t take long to realize that they didn’t want to be in the barn. Way too much magic was bouncing around, and Devin had no clue how to counter it. The only thing that seemed to stop the spells were the swords each man was swinging. Cassie grunted as a spell hit the ground only inches from them, and she didn’t complain when Devin started to drag her outside the barn to protect her. They paused behind some stacks of hay. It would make a barrier before they could get out.
“I didn’t know magic could bounce around like that,” Devin told her as he stared at the open doors. The three men continued to fight inside the barn. In fact, if they hadn’t just come from inside the barn, Devin would have walked right by without knowing there was a magic fight going on inside it.
“Neither did I, but I don’t really have that much experience with it,” Cassie added. “I really didn’t know you could use it for combat like that.”
“I suppose not. You’re what, a junior? Just starting out your training?” Devin replied. He knew a little bit about the system of how the witches were trained, and he figured her knowledge was limited.
“Actually, Maria’s been training me on the side for a couple of years. I plan to go for my apprentice test when I go back to school in the fall,” Cassie explained, keeping one eye on the other side of a barn. “So what are we going to do about that?” Cassie nodded to the guys.
They were all standing, staring at each other. It was still silent, but too many spells blocked their exit for now. They’d have to either look for another way out, or chance running through the spells while hoping they didn’t get hit by one.
“You are going to stay here, and I’m going to see if Ronan needs any help,” Devin stated. 
He stayed low to the ground and kept up to the one opening in the hay. Peering through, he saw that the fight was still going on. Ronan hadn’t done much beyond disrupting the fight momentarily and then starting things back up. He now was unconscious on the ground on the edge of the circle as the two men continued to where they must have been before they came to a standstill. Old Man Winters was surprisingly agile for his apparent age. He dodged everything Rolf was throwing his way before countering with his own spells. Cassie gasped as she looked on the other side of the barn. Devin froze and watched. Winters would throw a spell, and Rolf would react in turn.
“That’s why the place looked like it had been hit by a spell war. It had,” Cassie exclaimed.
Old Man Winters wasn’t the only one throwing spells. Rolf was doing the exact same thing. Cassie couldn’t tell which sidhe was the witch because they both were. Things had just gotten messier, and Devin was just as confused. Did that mean that all they thought was wrong? Who was the bad guy? Were they both in on it? It didn’t seem so, but he couldn’t be sure. Was there a way to tell one witch from another? And what was he to do with them if he could get them both under control? Witch magic in the sidhe village was illegal, even if one of them wasn’t the one trying to kill everyone.
They continued to fight. Neither one paid any attention to Ronan, who was passed out on the ground. As spells came awfully close to him, Devin knew that before he stopped the two men in their battle he needed to get Ronan to safety. It was possible Ronan was involved, but he didn’t have time to worry about that. If he left him in the barn, Ronan would more than likely get killed in the middle whether he was a witch or not.
“You’re going in to get him,” Cassie told Devin as she scooted closer. Devin nodded. “What can I do to help?”
“Stay right here,” he answered, slowly moving toward the opening of the hay bales. Cassie shifted to join him.
“I’m serious. Stay right here. I don’t know what sidhe magic works against witch magic, and we don’t need to test your combat skills. I’m pretty sure you don’t learn anything like that until after you’re an apprentice, so stay back and stay safe. Maria would kill me if anything happened to you,” Devin told her. 
He could use the help, but he wasn’t confident Cassie even could. She was naïve about everything, and he highly doubted Maria trained her to fight. All knowledge was great when you were sheltered, but it wasn’t great for Devin right now. The only people that could stand by him at this point were battle-tested, like Turner, but he didn’t have his wing man. 
Cassie reluctantly nodded and moved to the opening to watch.
Devin peered around the hay. Rolf and Winters were going at it hard, attacking and blocking each other. Neither even looked his direction. Devin slid around near the door and into the dark shadows that lined the walls. Luckily for him, Ronan was on the right side of the barn opposite the stacked hay, but not so far away that Devin would have to completely go around the barn to get him.
Devin inched his way forward as the room shook from the spells. He had no clue what sort of spells Winters put on the place, but he was sure that it was well hidden. If they’d been causing even an ounce of the same noise only ten minutes ago, Devin would have been able to track the witch sidhe as easy as Cassie. They hadn’t heard a thing in the silent village. Devin needed to get Ronan out now, and then get help. No one would be coming as the battle was well contained.
Devin reached Ronan, and he stirred only a little. He bent down while keeping his eye on the fighting, pulling Ronan’s arm over his shoulder. Ronan was heavier than Devin expected, but he kept his grunt to himself. So far neither man noticed Devin was there and taking Ronan out. The trek back around the barn was even slower. Now he had to look out for both himself and Ronan. A few spells ricocheted off the walls and came close, but he was sure he could make it. As he neared the opening of the door, he realized the spells had stopped. Devin froze in his tracks and turned slowly to face the two men.
Winters was on the ground now, and the sword he had was kicked out of his reach. Devin was sad to see the old man defeated. He didn’t want to believe the man was bad. He had never felt anything but kindness from him. Devin didn’t even think Winters had a bad bone in his body. Devin felt the crushing feeling of betrayal, and knew exactly what Nessa had been going through time and time again ever since she had returned.
Winters looked at Devin with the weight of Ronan on him.
Sorry, he mouthed before lifting his hand to send a spell Devin’s way. Rolf noticed Devin’s position at the same time and realized that his son was with Devin. Rolf stamped down on the charm in Winter’s hand before turning to Ronan and Devin.
Cassie stepped in at the last moment and raised her own hand. The magic hit her and blew her backward into the wall of the barn, knocking Ronan out of Devin’s arms. Without hesitation, Devin called to the plants outside to take Ronan from the barn where they could then move him farther away to safety. One down and only Cassie left to get out of the barn. Devin called to his plants again, and they sneaked into the barn. They seemed to be unaffected by the spells that lined the ground.
“You thought you could stop me. I guess you were wrong,” Rolf spat at Winters. He picked up the crushed charm and grinned in an evil way at the old man. Devin had no clue what the charm was, but he didn’t want to stay around and get in the way when they started their fighting back up.
Old Man Winters continued to lie on the ground, defeated.
Cassie coughed a little as she stood back up from the blow that had shoved her into the barn walls. Maria was right in that she was still alive, but the wind had been knocked out of her.
Turning to Cassie, Rolf glared at her. “It’s you. Young witch, you’re just getting in the way.”
Devin was confused. Cassie had just saved Ronan. Devin turned to Cassie and found she was struggling to stand. She had hit her head hard on the wall of the barn. His protection seemed to fail the moment the witch magic touched her. Devin sprinted to her when Rolf raised his hand to attack. She successfully blocked the last spell, but Devin doubted she would be able to a second time with her head not completely on straight. Rolf let go of the spell, and Cassie teetered a bit. Devin sent up plants to block the path of the spell, but it went right through them. The spell aimed at her chest broke through the sidhe barrier protecting Cassie and hit her in the shoulder. She staggered back to the wall but remained conscious. Devin had been too slow, and his sidhe magic wasn’t effective against the witch magic. Devin turned to Rolf.
“What are you doing? She’s here to help us,” he yelled at the older man.
“Help us?” Rolf replied, stalking two steps closer to Devin and Cassie. “Help? She’s the reason I’m here now fighting with this old man. The sidhe would have gotten rid of you days ago, and no one would have known I set it up. I would have never run into him, and he never would have found out that I have been using his barn for over a decade to store my potions. This all would have been kept a secret. Now I have to kill both of you and find a way to blame it on the old man here.”
Devin was shocked. He didn’t think either of the two older men we untrustworthy, but to find Nessa’s uncle was trying to get rid of him was another blow.
“Don’t you care about Nessa at all? If you killed me, it would kill her, too.” Devin was stunned. He hadn’t expected her uncle to be the witch sidhe causing problems.
“That’s what everyone thinks of the bond. Well, I know the truth. If I kill you fast, the bond can’t activate to hurt Nessa. She’ll be fine. She will mourn you, but she’ll get over you. Soon enough, she will marry a true sidhe and everything can go back to normal around here.” Rolf was certain.
“And what if that isn’t how it works? What if you screw up and kill me just a tad bit too slow? Would you take that chance with Nessa’s life?” 
Rolf looked at the field outside the doorway. Ronan was still asleep on the grass.
“It’s a risk I’m willing to take to clean up this place. If it does accidentally kill Nessa, my son will just have to step up and accept responsibility for being born a McKinny.” Rolf shrugged like he didn’t care which way it turned out.
Devin shut away the pain at hearing Rolf talk so harshly. It was his way to deal with emotions, and it was helpful now. He didn’t need to dwell on the older man breaking all trust Devin had in him. He needed to find the strength to stand up to him. Rolf was older than Devin by several decades. He was the previous king’s younger brother, trained in all the sidhe fighting tactics, and he was a witch. He might have been older, and probably a little less physically challenging than Devin, but his vast knowledge would make him an impressive enemy. Devin didn’t have time to worry. He needed to plan a way to defeat the sidhe. It wouldn’t be the first sidhe that Nessa loved that Devin had to defeat, but he hoped it would be the last.
Devin had been using the conversation to inch closer to Cassie. The burn on her shoulder wasn’t too bad. A little night human blood would clear it right up, but he couldn’t let Rolf attack again now that Devin knew his sidhe shield didn’t work against witch magic, and the plants couldn’t help, either.
“So everything about wanting to help bring a new era to the sidhe, it was all talk?” Devin asked. 
He had to keep Rolf focused on something else so that he could get close enough to Cassie. The young witch didn’t deserve to have to fight this battle, and he couldn’t help but be protective of her. To him, Cassie would always be that oddball witch that no one wanted to be friends with but had the biggest eyes and ears of them all. The reason she was advanced was because she could see magic in everything. Cassie was special, and she didn’t need to be part of the sidhe battle going on.
‘Nessa?’ Devin called to her in his mind. They needed help, and they needed it right now. Devin waited a moment and called again. ‘Nessa?’
Nothing. There was no connection. There was no reply. Silence.
Rolf smiled at Devin like he already knew what Devin was up to.
“Do you know anything about witch magic?” Rolf asked Devin, who inched closer to Cassie. “They use nature, just like the sidhe, but their power comes from within themselves. They don’t need to draw on the power of nature, like the sidhe, but they can still harness that energy. Witches and sidhe are very similar. The best part of witch magic is that you can set it up, leave it places, and make things such as charms.”
“Charms?” Devin asked, trying to keep Rolf talking and distracted as he moved ever closer to Cassie.
“Charms. Like this one.” Rolf pointed to a wad of leaves to the side of the barn. “Do you know what this charm does? I’ll even let you have a guess.” Devin waited for him to continue talking.
“No clue,” Devin replied, noticing that Rolf wanted an answer.
“This charm here cancels out some of the effects of the bond. Even more the reason I think this is the perfect time to get rid of you. You worry that maybe I won’t kill you quick enough to keep Nessa alive. I think these charms might make that even easier for me to do just that. Now you wouldn’t be so kind as to just lie down and let me kill you, would you?”
“Not really my style,” Devin replied, in position and now fully protecting Cassie from any attack.
“I thought you’d say that,” Rolf replied, flinging the same fireball of magic at Devin that Cassie had been hit by.
Devin was ready and ducked down to grab the short sword Winters had been using to fight with the magic. Sure enough, the witch magic zinged through it as he blocked the ball with the sword. 
“Get out of here,” Devin told Cassie. She didn’t need to be told twice and quickly crawled to the doorway. Devin didn’t stay to watch her, but moved to distract Rolf.
The old man was twice his size and Devin expected him to be just as slow, but his first attack went wide and only left a scratch down Rolf’s arm where it should have cut right through him. Rolf was quicker than Devin imagined he would be. Devin didn’t wait for Rolf to attack as he continued his assaults, judging just how well trained the older man was. He had to give Cassie a chance to leave. Devin continued to attack but had to use his full concentration to keep up with the combination of witch magic and sidhe magic being thrown at him. It was easy to tell that Rolf had been using both for many years.
Rolf and Devin danced around the barn as they fought. While Devin wasn’t able to send blasts of witch magic back at Rolf, his sidhe magic worked just as powerfully. They moved together, and Devin tried his best to distract Rolf long enough for Cassie to get to safety. As another blow came his way, Devin turned in time to see that Cassie wasn’t out of the building as he thought. She stared with opened eyes at Rolf as she squished against an unseen barrier. Rolf had noticed before Devin and already sent a blast of combined sidhe and witch magic her way. There was no way Cassie would be able to stop it. Devin jumped in front of the blast. Had Devin known that Cassie couldn’t leave, and had seen the intent of Rolf, he would have been more prepared. As it was, there was nothing Devin could do but throw his body in front of the magic headed for the innocent girl.
Devin didn’t flinch as magic tore through his body, blowing his witch-magic-laced sword from him. Pain erupted from his shoulder all the way down to his waist. The fireball had been larger than the last one. Rolf wasn’t taking any chances; he was going for the kill. Devin was happy to find that unlike the plants, he was solid enough to keep it from hitting Cassie.
Rolf sneered at Devin. “You won’t just let me kill you quietly, but here you step in front of that? You would give your life for a witch. Can’t you see how that makes you not one of us? A sidhe would never do that.”
Devin sucked in his breath and truly hoped the connection was dulled between him and Nessa. He didn’t need her bleeding out wherever she was. Using one of his king’s sidhe swords, he pushed himself to a standing position through the excruciating pain. The blade was too heavy to lift, but it made a great crutch. Rolf was going to have to kill him before Devin would let any more harm come to Cassie. He had made a promise to Maria and would do everything in his power to keep it.
“Devin,” Cassie gasped when the blood seeped through his shirt.
“I’m fine. Keep trying to find a way out,” Devin told her. It wasn’t true, but Devin had to keep her motivated. 
“A way out?” Rolf asked, a sneer still plastered on his face. “She can’t leave this place. She isn’t sidhe. The old man made his barn to trap those that didn’t belong here in case anyone got past the barriers into the town. It’s the perfect place to keep a young witch and end her life. I would thank you for delivering her up to me, but it won’t make a difference. It shouldn’t take more than one more blow to kill you. Are there any last words you’d like me to deliver to Nessa when I tell her how I was too late to save you from Winters?”
“Go to hell, Rolf,” the old man said from behind him. The ground instantly froze. The old man was standing while leaning on the sword Devin had lost from the blast. Rolf turned, but not in time to do anything about being encased in ice.
Devin wanted to help defeat Rolf, but he was too wounded to move anywhere. He stood vigilant in front of Cassie though he was in pain. He was waiting for the attack on him and Cassie, but Winters didn’t move to attack.
“Grab that horseshoe by the door and then you can leave,” Winters told Cassie. “It will break all the witch magic in the barn.”
Cassie reached for the horseshoe.
“Stop,” Devin said. He tried to sound forceful, but it was more of a gasp.
Winters stared at Devin, but Cassie froze in her tracks.
“You need to activate your bond back with Nessa. It will make you heal,” Winters said, now completely concerned for Devin and not his own wounds.
The old man wasn’t a threat—everything Devin had believed about Winters was true. He had spoken the truth before about trying to stop Rolf. They were safe alone with him in the barn.
“Unbind me from Nessa before you go for help,” Devin told Cassie. She stared back at him and then looked to the old man.
“Day human, you will surely die if you unbind,” Winters told him. Cassie didn’t move one way or the other. She was confused and worried at the same time. “And besides, she needs to go get help.”
“And if she walks out there and the bond returns, not only will I die, but so will Nessa. This isn’t a wound someone lives through, no matter if they are a sidhe or not. I’m not going to let my wounds kill Nessa,” Devin explained, slumping down to his knees now that Cassie wasn’t in danger. He didn’t even bother to wipe the blood dripping out of his mouth. He was resigned to his fate.
Cassie rushed to him and helped him lie down on the ground. She glanced from him to the old man again. She seemed to be weighing what they were saying.
“Cassie, unbind me,” Devin said. Lying down had given him enough energy that he could be firmer in his order.
“But he says you’ll die,” she replied, still unsure what to do.
“You really love Nessa that much?” The old man had hobbled closer.
“With everything inside of me.” Devin closed his eyes and took in a breath. It was getting harder to breathe, but he didn’t want to let on about the pain he was going through. Winters nodded.
“Unbind him, then,” the old man told Cassie.
She seemed startled at the old man’s order. Leaning in closer, she whispered into Devin’s ear, “What if he’s the witch sidhe?”
Devin looked back up at the old man, who shook his head.
“He may be a witch sidhe, but I don’t think he was the one that was trying to attack everyone. I have a feeling this barn and his magic was to help everyone, to help anyone that might stumble across the sidhe. He was protecting the innocent and protecting the sidhe,” Devin replied honestly, happy with his assessment of the old man. If Winters truly was trying to kill him, he could have at the same time he encased Rolf in ice. Devin knew that Winters wasn’t a threat.
“Devin is right. I have never used witch magic against another sidhe before tonight. I knew as a young man that witch magic was illegal, but I couldn’t help it. I fell in love. When the village found the witch in our town that I had fallen for, they killed her. I didn’t want that to ever happen again. I made this barn and placed all the spells. This is to keep others from having the same fate as my love.”
Shouting from outside brought all of their attention to the open doorway behind them. Cassie glanced down at Devin, and then back to the clearing. Ronan was sitting and rubbing his head as Nessa ran down the road with Turner close behind.
“Please, Cassie, do this for me. I don’t want Nessa to die. I want her to live. All I’ve ever wanted was for her to have a happy life.”
Cassie nodded and took a vial from her bag. As Nessa got closer, she opened the cap. Devin reached up, and Cassie helped him drink the liquid. Nessa crossed the threshold to the barn, and the bond immediately broke. 
 



CHAPTER 12
Nessa dropped to her feet as the bond snapped. She could feel Devin slightly when she approached the barn, but now it was gone. The warm feeling of comfort was gone. She felt empty after months of being able to feel him. Now he was lying on the ground, bleeding. Death loomed over him. She could smell his blood as she got closer and realized how much there really was. He was dying.
“Why?” she cried, looking at his beaten-up body that she could no longer help heal.
Devin gasped as the pain came, and he could no longer deny that the bond had been the last bit holding away everything.
“I couldn’t let you die. The sidhe need you. I need you to live. I want you to be happy,” Devin answered in a quiet voice. His strength was fading. “You can now make a choice of who to love. You aren’t stuck with me, and you can be free. You can be you.”
Nessa wiped the tears that were falling now. “You silly day human. I don’t want to live without you.” She tried to laugh, but just more tears came out. “Why would you ever think otherwise?”
Devin closed his eyes as he smiled through the pain.
“He asked me to make this potion soon after I got here,” Cassie told Nessa. “He wanted to unbind from you so that you didn’t feel his love through the bond. He wanted you to be able to choose who you wanted to marry without being affected by his feelings.”
Nessa leaned down with her forehead to his. “Silly, silly day human.” 
Tears kept coming out of her eyes. Nessa missed the bond completely now that it was gone. She wanted to show Devin how she felt not just with words, but with her feelings. Even without the bond, she felt it. She loved him, and there would never be another person she would love like she did him.
Old Man Winters approached her slowly. 
“Let me save him,” he said quietly. He was looking at Nessa and Cassie, but more at Cassie. “If you broke the bond the way I think, then I can bind to him now to take on all his wounds. Do you have more of your potion left?”
Cassie nodded, but neither she nor Nessa knew what the man wanted to do. Her potion wasn’t created to form a bond. And besides, the bond would only kill both people. Devin had already explained that he was hurt bad enough to kill twice.
“Let me bind to him and once I take on my share of the wounds, unbind me from him. If Nessa then binds back to him, they will both be fine,” the old man replied. Nessa’s heart pattered at the idea of being bonded to Devin again.
“But he said this wound would kill Nessa if he was bonded to her,” Cassie replied, confused by what the man was asking to do. It made no sense for anyone to bind to Devin at that point, or they would die as well. “If you bind to him, then you will die from the wounds.”
He nodded to her in reply, but didn’t say more. He was offering to die to save Devin.
Devin was now unconscious, which didn’t help things much. He would argue if he knew what Winters wanted to do. Awake or not, it still wasn’t an easy decision to make.
“He won’t like it,” Nessa replied. 
She shouldn’t have been eager to take the old man’s offer, but she couldn’t just sit and let Devin die. If she rebonded to him, he would reject her. Her grandfather made it clear that the bond can’t be forced. Would Devin accept the old man’s offer?
“And should that stop us? If we do something the king doesn’t like, but it saves his life?” Winters replied. “As a sidhe, it’s my job to protect the king. That’s exactly what I am doing.”
Cassie nodded along with him, even though she wasn’t a sidhe. She seemed to get the idea of saving the king. Looking up at Winters, she pointed behind him. “And what will happen to that once you’re gone? Will the ice be gone, and he’ll go back to attacking us?”
Nessa finally looked up and realized her uncle was encased in ice.
“What is the meaning of that?” She stood up in anger. Her last surviving older relative was encased in ice. He wasn’t dead, but he wasn’t able to communicate either to tell her what was going on.
“He was planning to kill us,” Cassie replied, still watching the ice statue.
“Not my uncle,” Nessa retorted, still not moving from Devin’s side.
“Yes, your uncle. He and I have known for years that we both knew witch magic,” Winters replied. “He was trying to get rid of Devin because he’s afraid of the sidhe changing. But we don’t have time to discuss this. Devin is dying. Let me save him.”
Nessa couldn’t argue that, even though she really had no clue what was going on.
“He will stay that way until he thaws,” Winters told Cassie, who was still staring at Uncle Rolf. “And most people don’t move too quickly after being frozen. You’ll have plenty of time to deal with him.”
The old man finally made his way over to Devin’s dying body. Simultaneously, he touched the blood on Devin’s bleeding chest and dropped his own blood into Devin’s mouth. Devin gurgled a little bit, but the blood slipped down his throat. Nessa watched and waited. She was sure Devin wouldn’t accept the bond.
“Please let him do this,” Nessa begged, leaning in close to Devin’s ear. “Please let him save you. If you don’t let him, I’ll never forgive you.” She couldn’t help but threaten him.
Devin’s eyes fluttered open a bit, and he viewed Nessa through his now slightly open lashes.
“Please, Devin. I can’t do this alone. Please come back to us.” 
Nessa didn’t stop the tears running down her cheeks. The warrior in her was gone. She couldn’t help but cry and show weakness. She was weakened. She couldn’t stand to watch Devin die. She really meant what she was saying. She needed him back.
 
Devin wanted to die peacefully. He had spent his life protecting Arianna, his first love. He had given his life to save her only to be rescued by Nessa with a blood bond that gave his injuries to her to heal. They had survived, but they were bonded. Now he was dying for a second time, and all he wanted to do was go in peace and quiet. He looked up at Nessa and felt her pain. It was just himself assessing her, but he still couldn’t help it. Her eyes were warring with anger and sadness. He saw it even though the bond was gone. He didn’t need it to understand Nessa. He had been staring at her for weeks. He knew her perfectly, and the one thing he could never do was disappoint her. He was prepared to say good-bye to her once the bond was broken, but now he couldn’t. He couldn’t leave her alone.
Devin looked over to Winters at his other side. The old man waited to feel the pain of the bond hit him. He was completely ready to die for Devin.
Devin felt the ground beneath him. He felt the sidhe magic strongly again once the barn had been opened from witch magic. He felt everything all around him, and more than anything he just wanted time to stop. He wanted to freeze it all to give himself time to make a choice, a real choice. He wasn’t going to make a good judgment with Nessa there next to him crying. It was impossible to say no to her. He loved her too much. He needed time to stop.
Sidhe magic tingled out of Devin. Even with his wound, he could still do sidhe magic. The people around him began to slow down until he couldn’t even see them move. His wounds felt lighter, and he pushed himself up to a sitting position as the world froze. Winters stumbled back at the motion from Devin. He had been left unfrozen.
“What?” the old man asked as he looked around.
“Not exactly sure myself.” Devin took a breath and still felt the pain, but it was bearable now. “We have a few moments to talk now.”
“About?” Winters asked. He was still looking around the frozen world in wonder.
“Why? Why are you offering your life for mine? If I heard correctly, you want to bond to me to take my wounds, then unbind and die,” Devin responded. 
Winters nodded. No one knew if Devin had heard the plan, but he wasn’t unconscious before, he was just too weak to open his eyes. He knew what was going on.
“Why are you giving up your life?”
“You mean what little is left of my life? I’m an old man. I don’t have much time left. This way, I can decide how to die,” Winters replied. Devin nodded but didn’t completely think that was the case. “Do you know what the punishment is for witch magic?”
“No.” Devin had no clue on any punishment.
“For a noble, they can be banished for a crime such as witch magic. For me? I’m just a commoner. My only punishment is death. At least this way I get to choose my death. Let me go the way I choose. I’m an old man anyway. Let my death mean something. Let me save you.”
Winters made a logical argument. Devin wanted to say he could save him and not put him to death, but he wasn’t sure how that would go over with the nobles. Devin needed to keep the village together for Nessa’s sake, and the promise he had made to her grandfather. He didn’t want to use someone else’s life to do so, though.
“I can see you don’t want to do this, but you need to. The sidhe need you. They have to change, even if they’re afraid like Rolf. At one time, he was a good man. He still is, he’s just afraid of change. He’s never lived a life of anything other than privilege. He heard your plan to get rid of the noble system, and he got scared. They’ll all be scared. They need you to keep them in line, and show them that it isn’t too bad. The sidhe need to change. You’re the one to do that. We need you. The sidhe need you. She needs you.” Winters motioned to Nessa. She was frozen with tears falling down her face.
“But I can’t take your life,” Devin replied. The frozen world began to slowly move again. He didn’t have the strength to keep the sidhe magic hold in place. He was finally coming to an end. 
“You aren’t taking it,” Winters said as the world moved again. “I’m giving it to you. I’m offering you my life so that you save the sidhe. It is a present. Please accept this as my present to you.”
He stared hard at the old man’s eyes as the world moved faster, and the agony returned. Devin leaned back down as the pain forced him to. Winters was sure that he wanted to give up his life, but Devin had never intentionally taken the life of someone as pure as this man was. Devin could see it now that he had taken his blood. Winters’ life was as pure as the snow that covered his arms from using his sidhe magic. Winters stared at Devin until he was forced to close his eyes again momentarily. The old man was begging him with his eyes.
Devin relented and let the bond form between them. He didn’t want to do it, but something in the man’s eyes told him there was more to it. He needed to do it for him.
The world snapped back into a fast pace, and some of the wounds healed quickly while others continued to bleed. Winters dropped to his knees beside Devin as identical wounds ripped open on him. Winters held his kneel for only a few second before falling next to Devin.
‘You didn’t say it hurt this bad,’ the old man complained, all hint of his accent gone in his mind. Devin felt the youthfulness he never saw in the old man as he entered the old man’s mind.
‘It’s not too bad,’ Devin replied. ‘I’ve had worse.’ That was the truth.
Winters laughed through the bond. ‘I bet you have.’
‘Why was this important?’ Devin asked as Cassie got ready to put the potion in Devin’s mouth again. The bond would be broken, and Winters would be dead soon. The close connection they now held would be gone. Cassie moved to place the vial at Devin’s mouth, but he put up his hand to stop her.
“Give me a second,” he said, sounding stronger than he had before. The wound was still going to kill him, but not as quickly now as he shared Winters’ sidhe healing abilities.
Cassie paused and questioned him with her eyes, but she didn’t try to force him to drink it. Nessa grasped Devin’s hand tighter as she worried.
“Did the bond not completely take?” she asked.
Devin gave her a small smile. “No, we are bonded. I just need one more moment to ask Old Man Winters a few more questions.” 
Winters gave a grim nod like he knew it was coming.
‘Why is this important?’ Devin asked him. He could see it in Winters’ eyes. There was more beyond the ‘saving the king’ speech he had given the girls.
Devin waited for a verbal reply and was given an image. Cassie. Devin was going to ask more as images of Cassie began to unwind, and Devin saw her age progressively backward until she was an infant in the arms of a woman.
‘Who is she to you?’ Devin could feel the tenderness in the image.
‘My love,’ he replied sadly. The dark-haired women looked familiar, yet Devin was sure he had never seen her before. She cradled the infant in her arms, and all Devin could feel from the image was Winters’ love. ‘Cassie is my daughter.’
Devin was shocked. How could that be? Cassie was only sixteen, and Old Man Winters had to be at least in his eighties.
‘I’m not really Old Man Winters. My name is Cael Ferguson. Keaton is my little brother. I’m surprised you found him. I thought he was dead when Rhys took him away.’ 
The image of Cassie and her mother remained. Devin saw it now. Her mother looked a lot like Maria. Devin didn’t doubt the man’s word. She had to be Maria’s sister and Cassie’s mother.
‘I found him as an old man too in the outcast camp. Cassie and Maria changed him back to his original self. He had been cursed with witch magic, and I think I know who did it. What about you? Are you cursed? Did Rolf do this to you?’
‘No, we did this to ourselves,’ Winters replied, and the image changed to a young man holding the baby now. It was easy to see Winters/Cael as Keaton’s older brother. He had the same slightly crooked nose with a dash of freckles. They even shared their chestnut brown hair. Cassie did kind of look like him.
The woman with the baby met an older couple. The four people stood around the baby, and soon the older people became young, and the young people became old.
‘Why?’
‘I met Nadia when she was lost in the woods.’ A quick image of a raven-haired girl flashed in his memory. ‘She happened upon the village after I tried my best to get her to go away. She didn’t listen. I kept her out here and never brought her within the walls of my family home as I knew it wouldn’t be safe. Once a day human enters, they can never leave. It’s the one rule both the common and noble sidhe agreed to. Nadia stayed here with the original Old Man Winters and his wife. When Nadia had Cassandra, we knew she couldn’t stay here, and we knew the sidhe would never let Nadia leave with Cassie. I took Cassie back to Nadia’s brother so he could raise her, and came back here. When I returned, I found out that they knew about Nadia being a witch. The sentenced her to death. Old Man Winters and his wife stepped in with a plan to switch places. If we became them and they became us, then we stood the chance to leave the village eventually and reunite with our daughter. They never had any of their own children and loved Nadia like she was theirs. They took our place and went to their deaths together like us. Even today Old Man Winters lies in the crypt as Cael Ferguson.’ Winters’ story was brief, but explained everything Devin was wondering about.
‘So why didn’t you leave?’ Devin asked. If he was truly another sidhe in appearance, why didn’t they just walk into the woods and disappear?
‘Because Rolf placed spells around the village. He wasn’t sure if they truly killed a witch when they killed the Winters disguised as us. We hid ourselves well, but he still suspected that Nadia was in the village. He made sure she could never leave, and I never could leave her alone either. We built this barn and put spells on it to allow me to learn everything she could teach me. I became a witch sidhe, which was completely against the laws, but I needed to be to protect Nadia.’
‘What happened to her?’ There had never been a Mrs. Winters since Devin had been in the village.
‘We didn’t realize that the spell we used didn’t just swap us outside physical identities, but inside, too. I am truly an eighty-three-year-old man even though I have only been alive for thirty-four years. I’m old, and I’m dying. I can’t change that. There is no going back from the spell we cast.’
‘And Cassie doesn’t know?’
‘This is the first time I have seen her since we left her with the witches almost sixteen years ago. She looks so much like her mother, I knew the instant I saw her in the outcast village who she was. I knew I was already dying and had a chance to save you, but by saving you, I have a chance to save her, too. Sidhe law doesn’t allow non-sidhe to ever leave. I know you won’t let that happen to your friends. If you died, they would be forced to stay, but with you as king, I know you will keep her safe. I can’t stay around to protect her. Everyone will know that I practice witch magic, and that’s punishable by death. I can’t protect her now, but you can.’
‘I promise I will.’ Devin didn’t even hesitate. He would always protect Cassie. Her father was giving up his life to let Devin live, the least he could do was protect her.
‘Thank you.’ Winters took a shuddered breath in. The wound was harder for his eighty-year-old body than Devin’s younger one. ‘We need to break this bond now. Thank you for everything.’
Devin opened his eyes and nodded at the older man. He wasn’t really an older man, and that made it even harder to watch as his breath labored.
“Devin, we need to break the bond now,” Cassie told him, bringing him back to the two girls sitting and waiting for him.
“Yes,” Devin replied, wishing he was a strong night human for once in his life. He had made the choice to never be anything but a day human, but it was hard not to realize that had he been turned into a night human, the wound might not have been lethal. His day humanness made it hard on everyone, and it was costing the not-so-old-man next to him his life.
“Devin,” Winters gasped out, “tell her about me one day.”
Devin nodded as Cassie opened the vial and held it up to Devin’s lips. Hundreds of images passed before Devin’s eyes. Images from Cael’s childhood until the point they were in now all filed through Devin’s mind. As everything moved forward at a brisk pace, Devin was sure he would have hours’ worth to tell Cassie one day. The images slowed down and stopped. Devin watched from Cael’s eyes the first time he met Nadia. She was beautiful with her waist-length, dark brown, almost black hair. It swished behind her as she ran through the meadow outside the village. She was chasing butterflies with the biggest smile on her face. She was happy. Devin could feel it then. Her eyes turned to meet the man watching her from the shadows. Cael Ferguson was the happiest in his life at that moment. He had found his other half. Cassie was truly a child of love.
The liquid bond snapped between him and the old man. Nessa wasted no time rebinding to him. Devin didn’t need to be talked into it this time. Cael was giving up his life for his daughter. Devin had to make sure Cassie was safe and could leave the village. Devin would protect her; he would change the sidhe. He knew why he was chosen by the old king now. The sidhe didn’t just need to change their old ways; they needed to be completely remade and brought into the world of the other night humans. Devin would do that.
Winters gasped from beside Devin as Devin’s body healed more from the bond with Nessa. She held tightly to Devin as the remaining wounds were now shared with her. As expected, Nessa didn’t complain or cry at the pain. The physical pain was nothing to her. She was a warrior. She held her ground and watched with Devin the old man that had given his life for Devin. There was nothing they could do to help. Devin sat up as Cassie moved over and took the old man’s hand in her own. She stared into his eyes as his breath labored more.
“Be safe, child,” he said as he closed his eyes. “Remember your promise, Devin.”
Old Man Winters took his last breath and life left his body.
 
Devin stood in the clearing where he had tried unsuccessfully to propose to Nessa only days before. Ronan, Gemma, Liam, Lele, Maria, Turner, Keaton, and Cassie were there with him now. Lindsey stood guard not too far away, but artfully blended into the scenery so that Cassie didn’t see him.
“Now you both know exactly what this entails when you say yes?” Keaton asked Devin and Nessa.
Grinning, Nessa nodded, as did Devin.
“Vanessa McKinny, there will be no speech this time, and no time for someone to interrupt us.” When Devin winked at Liam, the redheaded oaf laughed. Devin didn’t need a long speech. Nessa knew exactly what he felt, and he knew what she felt. The bond had returned, as it was always meant to be. “Marry me.” Devin held out a ring for Nessa. She slipped her finger into it and grinned at him.
Devin didn’t wait for Keaton to speak as he began to say something but took a step forward, taking Nessa into his arms and kissing her like he had wanted to since the first time he met her. He didn’t know then what the feeling was he felt, but he knew now. He loved her as much as one person could love another. Nessa completed his life, and now together they would change things.
They had already begun changing the sidhe in the two weeks it took to clean up everything from the mess the two witch sidhe had caused. Devin and Nessa had only needed a day to heal with their combined powers, and from there they began accomplishing what needed to be done. Devin disbanded the royal and commoner class system of the sidhe and moved to elections. Most of the sidhe, including many in the various families, had voted for Devin to lead them. The remaining sidhe stood behind Nessa. A two-part system was set up to govern them, and the laws were completely changed. Maria and Cassie had returned home during that time and now were back to witness the wedding that was finally taking place.
Devin’s clinic and lab were exactly what the sidhe needed. Slowly, the sidhe realized the outside world wasn’t their enemy, and several palace sidhe even worked in the new building. Devin had never thought he would see a day that the sidhe embraced technology, but they were ready, even if it scared them a bit. Change had come, and it wasn’t as bad as the nobles thought it would be.
Rolf had been imprisoned and sent back with Maria to the witches. It turned out his form of magic was not practiced by them, and he had broken many laws and traditions of the witches by stealing from their ancient texts. It was better to have him away from the sidhe as it was. Maria assured Devin that they could keep Rolf contained.
Cassie had returned with Maria, and Devin couldn’t help but steal a few glances at her. She didn’t know she was part sidhe, but then again, she didn’t know about night humans in general. Devin would wait until she found out about night humans to spill the details that he knew. She never had a chance to get to know her parents, and he would be there for her as he understood the pain that went with that. She was special. Even more special than Maria knew. Devin caught a few glances of the sidhe in her and couldn’t wait to see how that all turned out.
Devin pulled back from his kiss with Nessa, and his friends all cheered. Devin couldn’t help but grin. When he was taking Nessa back to the sidhe he wondered what he was going to do with his life, but he didn’t need to wonder any longer. He had a purpose and a reason again. She was right in his arms, smiling back at him. He didn’t know how his life was going to turn out, and he sure didn’t expect after everything to get what he had, but he was fine with that. He had finally gotten his own happily ever after…
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While you are waiting for The Witchling’s Apprentice to come out- check out my time travel college romance series The Chalcedony Chronicles- Here’s a sneak peek at book 1 in the Chalcedony Chronicles
Carnelian
Chapter 1 – Welcome to College
 
I had the perfect idea of what going off to college would be like. I’d move into the dorms on the first day I could. My family would come along and my mom would cry over the thought of me growing up, especially since I was her only child. They would hang around, not wanting to leave, and finally I’d have to shoo them all out, reassuring them that I’d be okay. That’s how everyone pictures it going. Yet, here I sat, a day late, staring at my new home for the next four years, alone. 
My mom and grandfather made the seven-hour trip north with me from Chicago to Minneapolis, but Grandfather got called away on business and my mom had to go with him. He was her ride home after all. Grandfather was in the antique business, and he had a lot of wealthy and powerful clients. I was used to them calling him away at a moment’s notice by now. I drove the last two hours to Lake Superior and Castor, the nice college town that Morton Carole was in. I chose to go to a school far from home, and now I regretted it as I sat outside the campus dorms, pondering my first steps toward being grown up.
Independence. That’s what college was for me. I’ve spent my entire life with my grandfather and mother, and yes, my mother was the hovering type. I never was allowed to go on trips with my friends, or even leave the city without her by my side. She worried every day about my walk to school. She hated cars and was afraid I’d get in an accident. Luckily, grandfather convinced her I would need a car here at college, so I did have wheels now. She never seemed to lack for something to worry about.
Sitting in my used Civic, looking at the massive dorms with people flowing everywhere, independence scared the crap out of me. Right now, the one thing every recent high school graduate wanted was staring me in the face, and I yearned to give it back. I was turning out to be the most timid college freshman in history. Thank you, Mom!
After taking a deep breath, I steadied my nerves and finally turned off my car to go to the registration table sitting outside. I gathered all the courage I found and opened the door. The large square brick building in front of me would be home for the next four years. It was intimidating yet exciting at the same time. College was the pinnacle of growing up, and I couldn’t wait any longer. It was time to start a new chapter in my life.
The registration table was set up with several college students sitting around waiting. The fifteen-foot walk to the table was excruciating. I felt like everyone that passed was staring at me, the scared freshman. In reality, probably no one even glanced my way. The official move-in day was the day before, and I missed the opportunity to be lost in the masses of new students. I was late on purpose. Figuring the crowds would be smaller, I planned to arrive today with my grandfather and mother to help. I tried to concentrate on the table, hoping to see a helpful face, but the girl there just glared at me as I approached. I crossed the parking lot and waited. The beautiful, long-legged brunette who already glared at me, now ignored me and sat talking to the girl next to her. They were obviously friends, as the brunette kept talking and the other girl kept nodding along, never getting a word in edgewise. I stood and waited. I thought the welcome table was to welcome new students, but this girl was anything but welcoming.
“I’m sure by the end of the week he will be coming back to me. He always does. You know he can’t find anyone better than me,” the brunette told her friend. 
Poor guy, I wanted to add. I had grown up with girls like the one in front of me. Everything about her was fake, from her eyelashes to her boobs. Private school at St. Maria’s had prepared me for two things at the same time: fake girls and dealing with the people you never really want to be associated with. This girl was exactly that.
I coughed to get their attention. I didn’t need to learn more about the poor guy that the girl had her sights set on. The brunette looked up, surprised that I was there.
“Marcella Navina,” I told the girl, pointing to my name on the list.
“Oh, a new freshman,” the brunette said as she held out her hand to the girl next to her. The second girl was digging through a box looking for the correct key. Finally, she found it and handed it to the brunette. “Welcome to Morton Carole. If you need any help, feel free to ask. We’re all happy to help new freshman.” From the tone in her voice I somehow doubted that. “You are in Murdley, which is on the opposite side of the dorms here.” She said Murdley with disgust, as if she couldn’t imagine who would want to be stuck in the studious dorm. She held out her hand and her minion placed a map in it. “You can either go through the courtyard, through the connecting hallways, or around the outside to get there. Room 215. Good luck, and welcome to college.” A smile was plastered across her face, but it didn’t reach her eyes. I gave her my best fake smile back as I took her keys and map. I didn’t really need the map. I had already memorized it weeks ago.
Still within hearing distance while walking away, I heard as the brunette added, “I hate freshman. They always think they’re better than the rest of us. Did you see how she talked down to us?” I had no choice but to talk downward because they were seated. She wasn’t the brightest, I guessed.
“I hate fake people,” I added under my breath as I found my way back to my car.
I opened the trunk and looked at my few belongings. I had packed only two suitcases and two boxes. Good thing the dorms came furnished. I stared at my sparse possessions and sighed. The fact that I was on my own for the first time was starting to sink in. I looked over my things, picked the lightest box first, and took a deep breath. Time to walk the gauntlet. 
It’s strange how you can pack your life into just a few boxes. It took me a total of three whole trips to my car to bring my life into my new room. It also didn’t take long to unpack it. In less time than it took to drive to my college, I was moved in and officially home. As strange as it was, this ten-foot-by-ten-foot space with two beds, two dressers, and two closets was where I’d be spending most of my time for the next four years.
I sat on my bed and stared at the empty bed across the room. My roommate, Sim, would arrive later today. She had been gone all summer in India and would be arriving later than me. I was excited to meet her, but being alone didn’t bother me. My mother and grandfather often left for short weekend trips while I was growing up, always under the direct care of our maid. Adding to it, the dorm website said that Murdley was the quiet dorm, for those that wanted a bit of solitude in college. I didn’t mind this in the least. In fact, I didn’t get stuck in Murdley like most of the students. I chose this dorm. I didn’t want to live in the party dorm, Mordoch, which was on the opposite side of the square from Murdley. The dorms at Morton Carole were actually four buildings that were connected to form a square with an inner courtyard; Murdley was one wall of the square with Mordoch on the opposite side. I was completely happy to find my room didn’t even face the inner courtyard. I would get all the peace I wanted in my room, and maybe a little bit more.
Outside my window, which faced the campus’ winding paths that meandered between large, ancient trees, Morton Carole students were wandering around. Most probably arrived yesterday and were already making friends. I didn’t know a single person attending Morton; I was miles away from home and all my high school friends. It was a bit scary to start over, but it was for the best. I was really only going to miss a few of my friends, and they wouldn’t ditch me just because I went off to some small school in the middle of nowhere.
As I puttered around my room, trying to find something to do, a massive maple tree outside my window caught my attention. It looked like the perfect reading tree. I could sit outside and feel the breeze instead of being stuck in my stuffy new home. I wandered down to the tree with my book under my arm. A reading tree was exactly what I needed. I could find time to make new friends and fit in later, after I got through my latest novel.
I opened the book to where I left off. It was new and the pages crisp. Most of my books were a bit tattered from multiple readings, but not this one. It was the third in the latest series I was hooked on. I bought it new when it came out two days ago, and I was already almost finished with it.
I began reading just where I left off. Marie, the protagonist, was just finding out her best friend was a demon. It was sad. Marie’s family had descended from angels that were hunting demons. I felt bad for her. It was easy to slip back into the story and forget about the world around me. I continued to read and ignored the person who sat down next to me at my new reading tree. No one could pull me out of my little world. I needed to find out what Marie was going to do. Would she hunt her best friend? I could hear imaginary music playing as I got more absorbed into the story. If I could write music, I’d have a soundtrack to each book I read. The real world was completely gone as I read with the tune playing on in my head. I turned page after page and didn’t even know how long I had sat there. The last page came too quickly and the book was done. As with the rest of the books in the series, I would have to read it again. 
I closed my book and looked up from under the maple canopy to the blue sky above. I had a normal life, but girls in books always went on adventures. I guess that was what going far off to college was to me, an adventure. My future was already planned, but I’d give anything to be one of those heroines. I wanted to live the life I found in these books. I was still lost in thought over the ending when there was a thump on my lap. College students were walking all around and a few tossing a football between them. I looked down expecting to see a football.
It wasn’t a football. The head of a perfectly cute guy was lying across my lap. He had tipped over from sleeping next to me and stayed fast asleep, even after his fall. I looked at him and waited for him to wake. I mean, his fall startled me out of my daydreaming. He didn’t wake. He kept sleeping peacefully.
He was gorgeous—underwear model material. His dark hair had a glint of red in it and was splayed across his forehead. He had high cheekbones and perfectly-shaped lips. Stubble ran across his cheeks, and it seemed like it had been days since he had shaved. I looked at his fluttering, sleeping eyes and wondered what color they were. Mystery man just kept sleeping, like he had often found himself on unknown girls’ laps, and it didn’t bother him. I needed to move soon, but I was stuck, and I couldn’t help but admire him. He had his shirt off. It was draped partially over his shoulder now, but mostly on the ground beneath him. My eyes wandered down him to find he was very fit. All of the muscles around his shoulders and arms were perfectly defined, along with his washboard abs. His athletic shorts were low on his hips, showing off more than I had been close to in a long while since I’d attended an all-girls high school. I turned my head away before my eyes drifted any further. I had to stop checking out this guy. I mean, yes he literally fell into my lap, but I was beginning to feel like a creeper. How could he still be sleeping?
He murmured a few words in his sleep. “Maat mitra.” I didn’t know what that meant, and I was sure they were another language. Beautiful boy spoke another language, at least in his dreams. A language I had never heard. He continued to talk softly enough that only I could hear him, but none of it was in English, or any language I knew, for that matter. He was foreign, beautiful, and laying across my lap half naked. If I were a bit bolder in my ways, I’d say I hit the lottery. This was going to go down as the oddest start to my school year, but an embarrassing one once he woke up and found me drooling over him.
I looked around at the other college kids wandering about. No one seemed to even notice underwear model guy sleeping on my lap. Or maybe no one cared. Didn’t this guy have a girlfriend following him around devotedly? Someone out there had to be pissed at me right now. I glanced back down at him. Yes, he was probably the cutest guy I had ever seen in person, but that didn’t make it any less weird. I needed to move now, before he woke up and it got even more awkward.
Gently my hand moved under his head. His hair was soft, softer than I expected, distracting me again. The dark auburn color was different. It was almost a chocolate brown, but the red gleaming through it made it otherwise. He was a guy, but the color was just actually pretty. The red was subtler than my own hair, which was a very noticeable bright red. I would have given anything to grow up with hair as dark as his.
Back on task, I lifted his head gently so I wouldn’t wake him. He was a bit heavier than I expected, but I kept going, needing to get away soon. The longer I stayed, the more likely he would wake, probably with my drool on him. Slowly, I slid my legs out from beneath him, and I moved his head to the ground with my hand still beneath it. With my other hand I grabbed my book and pushed myself up to a squatting position. I inched my hand out from beneath his head and quickly made a run for it back to my room. I dodged students as I ran around the corner of the building to the stairs. He was already sitting up, awake, and looking around. 
I didn’t notice the two students in front of me until it was too late. I bounced off the larger of the two. He was gigantic—probably the largest college student I had seen yet. His shoulders alone had to be at least three feet wide. He smiled at me and quickly grabbed my arms to keep me from falling down. He didn’t move an inch. He was as solid as he was massive, and I was just a measly fly.
“Sorry about that,” I mumbled. I needed to get away. It looked like underwear model was looking around for me as I turned the corner.
“Watch where you’re going,” the tall, skinny guy next to the guy I bounced off of replied. He was as abnormally tall as the other was wide.
“Not a problem,” the guy I ran into said. His voice was low and there was a slight chuckle in it. “I don’t mind when beautiful women run into me. You can run into me anytime, sugar.” He winked at me as I blushed. 
I quickly stepped around the two guys and hurried back to my room. An embarrassing start to college, for sure. I flopped down on my bed… I might not survive after all. Morton Carole was a small college with only a few hundred people in each graduating class. I was sure to see “underwear model” guy, “tall ornery” guy, and “big, run-into” guy on campus. And, as most of the students lived in the dorms, I’d probably see them more than I wanted in the one cafeteria. Ugh. College was just beginning, and now it sucked. I threw my pillow over my head. Maybe I could just climb into bed, go to sleep, and start this day all over.
 
If you want to know more of what happens to Mari- pick up the first book in the series for only 99 cents Carnelian. Books 2/3 Chrysoprase and Aventurine are currently out and the final book Chrysocolla will be out this fall.
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