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Summary: Devin follows Nessa home to the sidhe people to undo the binding between them. Along the way he has to decide if he really wants to be free of the girl that drives him nuts or not.
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TWO WEEKS PREVIOUS…
 
Vanessa McKinny stood and reflected her brother’s second blow toward the small blonde-haired girl who had offered to change the world. Luckily, the girl’s guard had sensed Nessa’s brother Rhys before Nessa had, and he had taken the first blow. The second blow bounced off Nessa and back at Rhys, ending his life. Years ago, Nessa had secretly cast a spell on her brother that would reflect any death blow toward her back upon him, but she never thought it would come to that. Rhys was the ideal older brother and king of her people. He was fair and kind and devoted to the sidhe night humans. While Nessa had her own qualms with the night human tribes, she didn’t have to worry about her brother. That was until they arrived at the competition for Arianna Grace’s hand in marriage. Something about seeing the possibility in the girl brought a different person out in Rhys. He was no longer the brother she adored, but just another power-hungry night human bent on getting his way. Rhys had broken all night human protocols when he tried to end Arianna’s life. What Nessa did by stepping in was the only way to save her family and their honor. It also may have been the only way to save the young guard who was now lying on the ground, bleeding to death.
Nessa kneeled by the young man’s body as the blood continued to flow. It was coming too fast. He smelled appetizing, being that he was a day human, but it wasn’t hunger crossing her mind now. One thing night humans knew a lot about was blood, and Nessa knew that this would be too much loss for the man to live through.
“Save him,” Nessa demanded to the people around him. Nessa was still unsure how she felt about Devin Alexander, but she knew two things. She needed more time to figure it out, and she wouldn’t be getting more time if he died.
“I can’t,” the blonde-haired girl, Arianna replied. “I can’t use my blood because I promised him.”
“You let him save your life, and now won’t save his?” Nessa was angry, yet ready to beg if needed. Night human blood was powerful, and Arianna had the most powerful blood of all. Nessa had seen, only moments before, how Arianna’s blood could heal even the worst wound on a day or night human.
“Devin doesn’t want to be one of us,” the man behind her replied as Arianna could no longer talk. Arianna was weeping with a sorrow as strong as Nessa felt inside at the deathly-hurt Devin.
Most of the people present on the field had one thing in common. They were all night humans who lived on the blood of day humans. Devin was the only one there that wasn’t a night human. He was just a day human. He was fragile, and yet he fought beside everyone. Even being a day human with no extra abilities or strength, he could fight toe-to-toe with night humans. Devin was a truly amazing day human, and he didn’t deserve to die at the age of nineteen.
“What do you mean?” Nessa knew precious moments were fading away. Soon Devin would be dead. It didn’t take much to kill a day human, even one as strong as Devin.
“Arianna is a pureblood, and purebloods can create another by feeding on a day human and then giving them their blood. If Arianna gives her blood to Devin now, he will turn into one of us. He asked us never to allow that,” the dark-haired man beside Arianna replied, watching only Arianna now.
“Then you save him. You did it before,” Nessa replied. She wanted to slap sense into Arianna and her mate, Andrew, to save Devin. How could they just let him die? Devin had done everything he ever could to be there for Arianna. He had been her right-hand man for the past few years, and he had been the one who offered himself to her on the day of her turning, even though he knew it would end his life. He was prepared to die for her then, and was about to now.
“So that’s it? You’ll just let him die?” Nessa was shocked. She stood up and wanted to scream, but she didn’t. They were doing what Devin wanted, yet it seemed wrong. His life was slowly fading. She had to be able to do something. Nessa wanted to run, jump up and down, or just fly away. It was too unreal to comprehend. Even as all-powerful as Arianna was, she couldn’t save one day human. The one that mattered the most right now—Devin.
“It’s okay,” Arianna whispered. Nessa couldn’t tell if her words were meant for her or for Devin. “He says to tell you he will be fine. He’s been waiting for this day for over ten years.”
Devin looked up to Nessa briefly before closing his eyes. He didn’t even acknowledge the pain he was in. It had to be tremendous, but then again, Devin was tough. He was a warrior; he wouldn’t show pain. Nessa knew warriors. The elite sidhe families were always warriors. She was raised as a warrior. A warrior wouldn’t fail in the end, and Devin had not failed. He had saved Arianna. Nessa looked back down at him. It wouldn’t be long now before he was dead. She didn’t want to cry. She was a warrior, but her tears were already forming.
Devin rested and looked like he was sleeping as his life slowly slid away. For once in her life, Nessa cursed her sidhe blood. The sidhe couldn’t make another with just an exchange of blood. Nessa’s blood was safe for Devin, but it wasn’t strong enough to save a day human from a fatal wound. Devin deserved to be saved. Nessa never really cared what happened in the night human world she was raised in, and couldn’t wait to get out. But Devin cared about this world, and he wasn’t even one of them. He deserved to live.
One of the sidhe warriors who had come with Rhys moved from Rhys’ dead body to Nessa.
“Can you bear to be with him forever?” the older man, Candor, asked.
“What?” Nessa asked, she was snapped back from her sorrow.
“If you bind a human, you will bear the weight of the wound with him. Together, you can both survive, but alone he will die,” the man replied before moving back to Rhys’ body.
Nessa looked up at the man. He wasn’t even from her family, but he was offering advice. Was he telling the truth? Could Nessa deal with Devin forever? Forever was a long time, but it wasn’t much of a choice if Candor was correct. She could bind her life to Devin’s, and he would live. Or she could choose not to, and watch him die. Devin could be a bit hard to deal with, but he deserved to live. He deserved to watch the world change. He was still needed here.
“Devin,” Nessa said quietly, and looked to Arianna for a response. “You need to be willing for this to work.” Nessa had been the one to give the book to Arianna about how night humans could bind their lives to another, which led to Arianna binding to her mate. Nessa knew exactly how it worked.
Arianna looked down to Devin and had a silent conversation with him. Devin didn’t open his eyes or even twitch as the blood seeped from him, but he must have been responding from the look on Arianna’s face. Nessa wanted to listen in, but she didn’t have that kind of power. That was unique to Arianna.
“He agrees,” Arianna told Nessa.
Nessa had read the bonding book she had given Arianna only days ago, and knew it was easy to bond to someone. Perhaps she should have taken more time to think about it, but Nessa knew that time was running out. Devin wouldn’t live much longer. Nessa immediately wiped the fresh blood off Devin’s chest before feeding him her own. It was a simple, yet powerful, motion that changed her life.
Nessa hadn’t been expecting the instant pain that seared across her chest as it split open. The deep cut began to close on Devin as the matching cut broke open on her. She gritted her teeth as her own night human blood began to knit the skin back together. It was a lot more painful than she had been expecting. The cut was deep, and tissue and muscle were torn. The pain filled her body. She couldn’t help but drop to her knees, even if it was a sign of weakness. It was too much to feel. She gaped in awe of Devin. He was much stronger than she ever expected, and now they were bonded.



 
 
CHAPTER 1
Devin Alexander concentrated on the road as he drove and tried not to look across the seat to his passenger. She was clearly uncomfortable in the car. In fifteen minutes she had opened and closed her window over twenty times, rearranged the vents, and changed the temp another fifteen times. Now she was busy trying to find the best way to sit in a car while she wiggled around. He had tried to convince her to ride in a plane, as it would be quicker than driving from the upper Midwest to the Appalachian Mountains on the East Coast, but she refused. Consequently, they were stuck riding across the middle of the US in his 1970s era black Pontiac GTO. Devin would’ve much rather preferred a shorter trip, especially now. It was only just the start, but she was driving him nuts. It was bad enough that Devin and Vanessa McKinny could barely stand each other. Now there was a whole new tension to deal with because of the car.
“No matter what you say, traveling in a dead metal box is unnatural,” Nessa complained for at least the tenth time in the past five minutes.
Devin concentrated on the road. He had dealt with more difficult obstacles over his nineteen years than a seventeen-year-old girl. In the past he had dealt with much more stress at one time. This should have been easy. He was used to fighting large night human monsters that drank blood to survive. It didn’t matter in the least that the girl he wanted to get back to, Arianna Grace, was one of those monsters. She wasn’t the scary kind. Nessa really wasn’t the scary kind, either; she was the more annoying kind of night human. Devin sighed. Yes, he thought as her window went down another time, she really was the annoying kind.
He had one mission now. Get Nessa home to her family and break the bond she had placed on him to heal him. Once the bond was broken, he would be free to go home to his normal life. It wasn’t that he wasn’t grateful for the bond she used that saved his life; he just had to get back to where he was needed. His life had one goal, and that was to keep Arianna Grace, the girl that saved his life when he was seven, safe. He should have felt that same bond to Nessa after they were connected, as she also saved his life, but he did not. He only wanted to be free of her and her complaining.
“How much longer is this going to take?” Nessa complained. Her window was now down and the cool spring air traveled across the car to Devin. He enjoyed the breeze and wished it came with silence.
“Ten minutes less than the last time you asked,” Devin replied and kept his eyes on the road. It was going to be a very long trip.
“And that would be?” Nessa asked, tapping her fingers on the car.
“Don’t they teach math where you’re from?” Devin asked in reply, suspiciously eyeing her long fingernails as they tapped. He didn’t need her using any abnormal night human abilities to ruin his car.
Nessa stuck her tongue out at him and then turned back to the window to watch the passing scenery. It wasn’t a very mature response, but better than the eye roll he got ten minutes ago when she asked.
Devin focused on the afternoon breeze as he continued to drive. The sidhe night humans were not as sensitive to sunlight as the dearg-dul, the vampire-like humans, that Devin had been raised with, but they were still sensitive to it. He had planned every detail of the trip, including when they were to leave. It was close to dusk, and the sun would be setting in a few hours. Devin had calculated the trip to allow them to arrive at their destination by the next morning, if he didn’t stop to strangle Nessa first. Now he was regretting his plans and realized he should have driven during the day when she would’ve been forced to be hidden, preferably in the trunk.
Devin’s thoughts drifted as she continued to wiggle uncomfortably. His life had changed too much in the past year. He was happy the way it had been when Lord Randolph, the man who took him in and raised him, was alive. Randolph was a scary night human with a skewed sense of right and wrong where there was no middle ground, but he was always fair. Devin knew what to expect. Insubordination wasn’t acceptable, and Devin had been the perfect child. When Randolph died, Devin’s world changed. Everything that he thought was constant no longer was. He hated to be in a state of flux. He needed stability, and it wasn’t there anymore. The last stable thing in his life was no longer his. Arianna wasn’t there anymore. She was given a choice between Devin and someone else. She had chosen someone else.
Devin had been a child the day he first met Arianna, but his life changed forever. Arianna found him. She rescued him from the nightmare that was his life after his parents were murdered. Arianna, with her bright blonde hair, was the one light in the world of darkness he’d entered. He had been kicking himself for over a month now that he so easily gave Arianna to Andrew. He had to make a choice, either choose to love her as she needed, or choose to protect her. Devin couldn’t do both. He didn’t have it in him to do both, and Andrew did. Andrew was different than Devin. Even after being raised in the harsh night human world where death was always around the corner, Andrew was still able to love and protect. He knew that Andrew was the better choice for Arianna, but that didn’t mean he was happy about stepping down and giving her away. The only thing that made it worthwhile was that Devin knew she was happy.
“Are you thinking about her?” Nessa asked. She had been watching him for over an hour.
Devin didn’t respond, choosing instead to continue concentrating on the road. Reaching over, he turned on the radio for a bit of distraction. Just mentioning Arianna made Devin’s mind wander more.
Arianna Grace had turned into a night human just over a year ago, but Devin had been following her, and protecting her, most of his life. He attended her high school, watching her in the hallways and in a few classes. He kept his eyes on the other night humans in her school, and made sure she was safe. He rode the same city buses as her, and hid in the shadows to watch over her. His job was to keep her safe, but he found himself falling for her instead. When she turned into a night human on her birthday, Devin was the one holding her, and he was the one willing to give his life for her need of day human blood. When she was forced into a competition for her hand in marriage, Devin entered the competition against thirteen night humans. There was about nothing that Devin would not do for Arianna. The petite, golden-haired girl was everything he ever wanted, and he owed his life to her. Without her in that first week after his parents were killed, he would have never left his room in the Randolph estate. Devin was more than grateful to her grandfather for saving him physically, but it was Arianna that saved him mentally. Arianna was his light, but now she belonged to someone else. Devin always knew it couldn’t be him. She had made her choice. He could never be what she needed, but that didn’t make it hurt any less.
 
Nessa looked through the clear window in the black box in front of her. She recognized some of the foods, but it was still strange to see it all packaged up in a machine. Shaking the coins in her hand, she counted out the correct change. Devin had given her enough to get several items from the vending machine, but she didn’t find much that seemed that appetizing. Packaged food wasn’t the most enticing when you were used to everything being fresh. Nessa came from a world that was much less complicated than the one she was standing in now. She couldn’t wait to get back to what was familiar, even though she dreaded returning home, and to the possible exile she faced for her brother’s death.
Pressing the letter B and the number 7, some sort of candy bar fell out of the machine. The picture had nuts on it, and Nessa knew at least no one could screw up nuts. She had discovered at the last stop that just because the picture had berries on it, it didn’t mean the food that came out had real berries in it. Nessa didn’t spend too much time in the day human world, and it was all new and exciting for the first five minutes. After that, she just wanted to go home. She wasn’t looking forward to what was left there for her, she had just killed her brother and king, but she was glad to be going back to the familiar, less complicated, sidhe world. All she ever wanted to do was get out, and now that she’d experienced the outside world, she was even more confused as to where she belonged. She didn’t like the sidhe ways and traditions that had dictated everything in her life thus far, but she didn’t like the outside world too much either. All the metal and manmade objects were scary, and the lack of nature was unnerving.
Nessa sat on the picnic table in the dark wayside as she waited for Devin to return. It was nighttime and the wind whistled through the trees, but to Nessa it wasn’t scary as most people found it. Nessa loved the trees at night. All the day creatures were asleep, and a whole new world opened up. Nessa listened to the crickets and laid back to see the stars. The wayside stops were the most relaxing part of the stressful trip. This was where she could feel nature again and feel like a real sidhe.
After being away from home for the first time in her life, and for two months at that, Nessa was excited and scared to return. It was the adventure of a lifetime to be out, and maybe the only adventure she would ever get to take. Most of the sidhe never left the mountains. The real world wasn’t that inviting when you were connected to nature. Devin’s first stop for gas was far enough into the city that she couldn’t wait to get home. All the dead cement and metal was sad for her to see. The world, at one time, was filled with living things everywhere, but now it wasn’t. Day humans came and destroyed it. She had been taught from when she was little about the evils of man and their ways, but now Nessa saw firsthand that it was true. Day humans didn’t respect nature, so the sidhe justification for drinking the blood of day humans was actually more valid than Nessa ever knew before her trip.
“Need more time?” Devin asked as he sat beside her on the table. His hands were empty of food.
“Yes,” Nessa replied, finishing the chocolate bar that thankfully had actual peanuts in it. “Doesn’t it ever bother you to be around so much dead stuff?” Nessa pointed to the sidewalks and the shelter he had just returned from.
“Well, that’s quite the misconception,” Devin replied. “Calling all the night humans around the Randolph estate dead isn’t very nice.” Devin was referring to the common misconception everyone had about the blood-sucking night humans. None of the night humans were actually dead, and Devin had to know that. He didn’t even crack a smile, but Nessa knew he was teasing her.
Nessa reached over and swatted at him. “I wasn’t taking about me or night humans. We’re very much alive, thank you. I was talking about the roads, the buildings, the cities, and cars. It’s all dead. There’s no living spirit in any of it.”
“That was what the freak-out at the gas station was about?” Devin replied as if he just had just gotten the clue into what was on her mind.
“Freak-out?” Nessa asked, sitting up now. It was a bit insulting when Devin said it like that. “Not really a freak-out. I just said I didn’t want to go inside.”
“Really,” Devin asked, raising his eyebrows. “Then what was all that ranting and squealing about? Get us away from here. What are you doing? If you don’t show me how this thing works, I’ll curse you and all your children,” Devin said in a fake raised voice. “Kind of like a banshee. Oh I get it now. Ban-sidhe. Guess it comes with the family line.”
“I wasn’t ranting,” she replied, now getting a little upset with his description. “And I’m not a banshee.” Nessa remembered seeing the banshee cult of her tribe once as a child, and she didn’t want to be compared to those women. They found great pleasure in terrifying and dismembering the people they wanted to eat on… something about terror making the blood so much sweeter. Nessa liked to think of herself as better than that. And there was no way Nessa would be caught dying her naturally dark hair the white-blonde color that was part of their initiation into their group.
“If you have such a problem with cars and buildings, tell me what you do. What do you live in? How do you travel?” Devin countered, challenging her.
“We live in houses, just natural ones,” Nessa replied. Everything in her world was living. It was nothing like the cement world of the day humans. It wasn’t that much different, but just created differently. There was no way to make a day human understand that. They were all about cutting down trees and making things dead.
“Sure, natural,” Devin replied, standing up. It was obvious that he didn’t believe her. “And how do you travel if not for a vehicle? By horse I’m guessing.”
“If it’s a short distance, then yes, by horse,” Nessa said. Devin was mocking her, but she didn’t want to give in. No matter what she said, he wouldn’t understand.
“And long distances, or do the sidhe never leave home?” Devin was correct in that most sidhe never left the villages, but Nessa wasn’t about to tell him he was correct. He was quite keen for a day human, but she would never admit that, either.
Nessa controlled her anger as she looked at Devin. He was just as she was told growing up. Day humans were frivolously ignorant beings that really didn’t deserve to be alive. Any regret she may have had for feeding on day humans was quickly vanishing. The way Devin talked like she was the crazy one when wasn’t he crazy for living in a dead box, along with getting from place to place in another dead box on dead pathways?
“We obviously leave home. I’m here now, aren’t I?” Nessa asked. Devin just shrugged.
“And you and your brother are the first sidhe I’ve ever seen. And, trust me, I’ve seen a lot of night humans. Randolph made sure of that,” Devin answered. That had to be the truth. Devin was far more trained than even men twice his age. Nessa got the feeling that Lord Randolph was very thorough in teaching Devin. She had seen some of the scars peeking out from his white T-shirt sleeve.
Nessa hated Devin being right, and hated that he knew he was right. She guessed that Devin had never seen a sidhe night human before. They never fed too far from home, and most found it better to lure day humans to the mountains than to go outside the tribe’s territory. But why did he have to be right about everything? Why did he have to be so perfect? Nessa glared at Devin. And why did he have to be cute while being right?
“We travel via butterflies,” Nessa spat out, and watched Devin laugh. She calmly whistled three tones and waited as Devin’s laugher slowed. Soon fifteen butterflies landed on Nessa. It was spring, and there shouldn’t have been butterflies, let alone fifteen all landing on her. Devin’s laughter abruptly stopped as he stared at her in awe. Nessa smiled before the giggles got to her. Nessa stood and brushed the butterflies off her gently. She couldn’t hold the farce much longer.
“You really believed me?” Nessa asked. “You think it’s possible to travel with these? They can barely lift themselves, let alone another being. Sometimes day humans are so gullible.”
Devin stood and began to walk away once he realized she had been teasing. He didn’t like to be made fun of. Nessa stood and ran to catch up with him. Devin didn’t slow his pace as he went back to the vending machines.
“Sorry. Really, we travel through the trees,” Nessa offered before Devin decided to leave her behind. He paused only momentarily and she seized the opportunity to jump out ahead of him. He obviously didn’t believe her. “I’m serious. I’ll show you.”
Nessa pointed to the nearest tree. Devin waited, but didn’t turn to look until she moved. Nessa hurried over and put her hand on the tree. She waited to make sure he was watching her.
“All the trees are connected. We just tell the tree where we want to go, and we end up there,” Nessa pointed to the next tree about three feet away. Whispering words under her breath, her hand slid into the tree a few inches before she just vanished, only to reappear at the other tree. Devin nodded and continued to walk away. He didn’t seem too impressed with her show. Nessa ran and stopped in front of him again. Devin finally looked at her, his gray-blue eyes as closed off as ever.
“Then why are we traveling by car?” he asked. That was a good question to ask.
“Because I’m not sure what it would do to you. Normal day humans, or even other night humans, can’t use the trees to travel. I know my blood flows in you now, but I’m not sure you’d be safe. I didn’t want to chance killing you when we could just travel otherwise.” Nessa watched his face for a response. She could tell Devin was weighing her words. Nessa waited a second more before adding, “And this might be my last trip out of the mountains ever. I wanted to see more of the world.”
Devin paused and stared into her eyes like he was assessing what she said. Nessa stood still and stared back at him, unafraid of what he would find in her eyes. Devin was the only person in the world that knew what it felt like to belong, yet not belong. He was the only day human in the night human world around him. He was exactly like she was. Part of it, yet not. Devin reached to touch her face. She waited for him to say something more. It looked like he wanted to, but instead he dropped his hand, nodded, and walked around her, back toward his original destination.
He shut down the moment that she was connecting with him. Nessa hated when he was closed off. She had seen him do it many times over the past month and a half, mostly around Arianna. He seemed to have a way to not let anything out. Nessa didn’t want to be included in the ones he wasn’t real to.
Nessa walked back to the table and sat down to wait for him. She didn’t want to be near him, or be back in the car any longer then she needed to be. Devin just could never understand how depressing the car was to her. He may have called it his baby, and treated it like it was alive, but it wasn’t. It was a metal box on wheels. It smelled funny, all cars did, Nessa had discovered after being outside the sidhe villages. She swore that it actually disliked her as well. At times the car doors locked themselves to keep her out, or other times the doors unexpectedly opened, almost spilling her to the ground when they arrived at rest stops. The car seemed to hate her as much as she hated it, but that had to be all in her head. It was a dead metal box.
She felt the blade pierce her skin only milliseconds after it happened. The suction sound it made as it was pulled from her body was the second thing she felt, after the intense pain from it entering. It was a sidhe blade. Only a sidhe blade could cause the pain she felt. The sword that entered her from behind was retracted, and she stood and spun to face her attacker at the same time. No one was behind her. The sidhe was invisible.
Nessa said a few words to turn herself invisible as well, and pressed down on the wound from both sides to prevent the trail of flowers that formed from her blood as it hit the ground. All sidhe were attached to nature, and the grass told her attacker where she was. Instead she jumped from table to table to avoid the grass.  After a few jumps she was at the cement sidewalk, pausing to catch her breath through the pain. For once she was thankful for the dead walkway as it hid her.  The attacker had aimed to kill her with a blow right through the middle. It was a purposefully done in a way to make her feel pain as she died. The person following her didn’t just want her dead, but seemed to want her to suffer.
A now-visible sidhe assassin dropped on the ground a few feet away from her, and she looked up to see Devin. He was fuzzy-looking, but he was there. Her invisibility spell must have worked on him also, due to the blood bond, but she could still see him through their connection. At least she hoped it was the bond that let her see him, otherwise he would now be the target.
‘Are you all right?’ Devin asked inside her head. Nessa didn’t know how to respond. All night humans could communicate silently if they were connected blood to blood, but that meant they had to be touching. Devin was communicating with her without touching her. She had only ever seen Arianna do that.
Devin didn’t wait for her reply as he scooped her up and set her back down several feet away from the body. Devin was already planning his next move as Nessa still wondered about how he talked to her in her mind.
‘Once I draw the other one away, examine the one I killed. We might not get more time to figure out who they are,’ Devin ordered.
Nessa nodded. It was clear that even though they were invisible they could see each other, and until she figured out how to talk in his mind, she could just nod. It was also clear that Devin knew there were more assassins around.
There wasn’t time for a witty remark or even a debate. They had to work together to get away from whatever was sent after them. Nessa glanced down at the sidhe assassin only feet away. It was a secondary assassin. They were trained after everyone finished school, and most families boasted one assassin or more. The colors the assassin wore were black, and she would never know who sent him without a clan affiliation. All families had one, and some even worked for hire. If this one was hired, she would never know by whom. She walked a little closer and looked at the bare neck. There was no family mark, just the black assassin bird. This person was unknown and hidden. She wanted to pull the mask off, but most assassins were set up with spells to hurt anyone who did so. She would never know who the person was. But she already knew one thing: someone wasn’t happy about her homecoming.



 
 
CHAPTER 2
Devin ran across the grass to attract the invisible foe since he had seen Nessa avoid the grass to do the opposite. When he was sure that he had been followed, he jumped onto the tables and began to hop between them and the cement, being sure to touch the grass every now and then to keep the assassin following him. Devin paused and looked back behind him. He saw the faint outline of movement, the assassin. There was only one. Devin moved to an area which would be optimal to fight in and waited. The assassin wasn’t too far behind, yet wasn’t following him as well when he didn’t leave a trail.
Devin looked across the rest stop and saw that Nessa was examining the body. Devin needed to keep the assassin’s focus on him in order to allow Nessa the time she needed so that she could at least get some idea of who was sent after them.
Devin reached down to the table he was now perched on and rubbed some of Nessa’s blood he had on his hand from carrying her onto the table. She had only been sitting two tables away when she was struck, and now the table he was on also had small flowers trying to root into the wood table and grow. It worked just as he had suspected. Nessa’s blood somehow could make things grow. It attracted the assassin’s attention immediately. The assassin honed directly onto the growing plants.
Devin was ready and met the first swing head on. Devin’s own blade clanged against the invisible metal. It wasn’t unusual for Devin to travel with at least several weapons on himself. He had grown accustomed to needing them over the years in the night human world. It was far different than the day human world he had been raised in as a child where it was a crime to kill someone. The night human world didn’t see death as a crime, but as a way of life.
Devin countered a few more of the moves of the assassin before starting his own offensive. He only had to take a few swings to gain an advantage, and the assassin had trouble keeping up. While trained well, Devin found his opponent lacking in combat skills against an invisible foe, and he began to gain the upper hand. Devin made a few more swings of his weapon before finding the opportunity to pin the assassin to the ground.
“Don’t touch him,” Nessa warned from the sidewalk. “He’s covered in spells.”
Devin saw a green haze around the assassin. It looked faintly like the way radioactive glow was portrayed in cartoons. Devin now knew that meant that he saw the magic.
“Who sent you?” Devin asked.
The man was no longer invisible, but flickering back and forth. Devin stared at the eyes of the man, who turned toward his voice from where he had been staring at Nessa. The assassin’s body was covered all in black, as was his face, but his eyes were visible. Devin stared at the piercing blue eyes that stared hatefully back at him. The assassin didn’t reply.
Devin jumped back off the table suddenly as a spell exploded where the man had been. The glow had intensified, and Devin could guess what was coming. He didn’t wait to watch the man disappear. Instead, he ran across the yard to Nessa.
“Time to go, princess,” he said, scooping her back into his arms and racing to his car. There had been only one left, but he didn’t want to wait around to find out that the assassin had called for back-up.
Devin opened the driver’s side of the GTO and tossed Nessa into the passenger seat without much thought or effort. He slammed his door shut and turned to dig in the seats behind them rather than starting up the car to drive away. Devin pulled out a towel and handed it to Nessa.
“Why are you still bleeding?” he asked. “Did he hit an organ?”
“I don’t think so,” Nessa replied, taking the towel and pressing it to the wound. The blood continued to come out. Devin was concerned about the amount of blood and didn’t want to see flowers sprouting in his car.
“Let me see,” Devin ordered, pulling at the towel and her hand pressed to the wound. Devin used the bond to see into her train of thought.
Nessa wanted to protest. She never had anyone else look at her wounds before. She was a warrior. She was tough. When people fought with blades, people got hurt. It wasn’t the first time she had been cut by a sidhe blade. She had never been stabbed from behind by a sidhe assassin, though. That was a first.
Devin waited while she warred in her own head and pulled back out of her mind without her knowing. He hadn’t jumped into her thoughts on purpose, but the bond was stronger the closer they were. Nessa finally let go of the towel and turned sideways so that Devin could view the wound from the back. He touched around it tenderly, and allowed the towel to soak up more blood. It wasn’t closing quickly. Devin couldn’t understand why. That was one thing all night humans had in common; they all healed efficiently. The closing of the wound and the stopping the blood flow should have happened in minutes if it really missed any organs.
Nessa jumped as something came flying at her car window, and then she yelped as Devin touched the wound. Devin didn’t even flinch at the sound. The car was safe.
“Shouldn’t we be driving off in this thing, like soon?” she asked, unconcerned about the blood flowing freely from her. She waved her hand at the car’s steering wheel. Devin didn’t even acknowledge the problem of sitting still. He was more concerned that Nessa wasn’t healing.
“Did the bond do this to you?” he asked, finally moving back to the driver seat properly.
“No. Now can we get going before whoever is out there decides to take a chance and touch this metal box?” Nessa asked. She was as testy as ever, but the color had drained from her face. Devin was still concerned.
“It isn’t an issue. They won’t be coming in here. We’ll leave when we’re ready,” Devin replied, reaching back behind the front seats again. He pulled out a first aid box. He had never used a Band-Aid on a night human before, but then again Nessa was a bit different.
“We’re just going to sit and wait for the assassin to get brave?” Nessa asked incredulously.
“We’re not waiting for anything,” Devin replied, pulling out what he needed to fix her up. “If he could get in, he would have the first time he tried to open the door, or maybe the second or third times.” Nessa’s face dropped. She hadn’t even seen anyone approach the car.
“Wait, you said he tried to open the car?” she replied, still shocked.
Devin wasn’t shocked. Desperate people did desperate things, even if they were afraid of technology and cars like the sidhe. The assassin was desperate. Devin had seen that in his eyes.
“And tried to throw something at it- I don’t know what, and I don’t care. Well, I do care if it scratches the paint, but that’s something I can fix later. We don’t need to worry about the assassin. What I care about right now is getting the bleeding to stop on you. He may not have hit an organ, but he did leave a mess that needs to heal now before you bleed out on me,” Devin scolded.
Nessa was momentarily speechless. She looked outside her window for her attacker. It was too dark to see far, and the wayside wasn’t well lit. Devin knew she wouldn’t see him. It was weird that the sidhe saw through their spells if they let each other, but if they didn’t, they were blinder to the spells than Devin was. Sidhe magic was a conundrum to Devin.
“Why can’t he get in?” Nessa finally asked.
Devin threw his hands in the air. He was busy trying to save her life, and she was worried about something he had told her not to worry about. “You get three questions, and then we figure out how to get you better and stop bleeding.”
Nessa pouted. Obviously her bleeding wasn’t as issue to her, but it was to Devin. It was his car, and she didn’t even know how to drive. They weren’t going anywhere until Devin said so.
“Your friend can’t get in because I say so. This is my car, and only those allowed in by me can get in,” Devin replied logically.
“That makes no sense,” Nessa replied, irritated with Devin. The car was not alive. Only live objects could make the choice to allow one in or out.
“You aren’t the only night humans that do magic. I had a favor to call in and this was it. My car is my protection. Once bound to me, no one else can enter without me letting them,” Devin replied. “Question one done. Now what?”
“Why do you think that that person is my friend?” Nessa asked. She had figured it was a sidhe, but Devin had admitted to her being his first sidhe ever.
“Because he gives off the same shadow as you do when you go invisible,” Devin replied. “Question two done.”
“That isn’t done. I’ve no clue what you mean by shadow.” Nessa pressed down on the wound and tried to hide her gasp from the pain with a small cough.
“Each night human class casts a different shadow. Yours looks just like his over there, by the table you were sitting at before.” Devin pointed out the front windshield of the car. No one was sitting there, but there was a distinct shadow on the ground. Most people would have missed it from the varied light cast around the parking lot, but Devin did not. He didn’t miss any details.
Nessa nodded. Devin hoped that meant she accepted his answer.
“That man, even if he’s hidden, is the same as you, a sidhe,” Devin replied. “What is your final question?”
“How do you know he is a he?” Nessa asked.
Devin looked over to her to see if that was really her last question. It was more than obvious to him as he fought the man that his opponent was a man. Even the one he left on the sidewalk was a man, although a small man. Devin was unsure what her question meant. How did one know male from female? Did she mean that she was wondering if he felt some body part to indicate whether the person was male or female?
“Because he is,” Devin replied, not sure why he needed to explain that to her. Millions of small details made men different than women, but he was sure she had to know that by now.
Nessa suddenly realized that Devin might interpret her question in an embarrassing way. “No, I only asked if you were sure because there are very few assassins that are male. In fact, I don’t know any families that train male assassins.”
Devin shook his head. Her question wasn’t about physical difference after all. “Definitely a male. Now, your question time is done. I need an answer before you bleed all over my car. How do we stop it?” Devin was sure that she wouldn’t die from the wound, even if they didn’t stop it immediately. There was always the issue of how the trip would affect him now that they knew that it was more than a little dangerous to be outside his car and he couldn’t just go into a hospital.
Devin pushed back her hand again to view the wound. It wasn’t healed over at all. That was a first in his book for night humans. Part of him wondered if this was how sidhe naturally healed, or was it an unintended side-effect of the bond she placed on him? They shared blood now. He had tried only weeks ago to convince Arianna not to bind to Andrew as it could weaken them both. Did Devin do this to Nessa? Could his humanity be delaying her healing?
“Blood,” Nessa finally answered in not more than a whisper.
Devin looked up from her wound. He was only inches away from her. He couldn’t tell if the whisper was from the pain, or from being so close to what she needed in order to heal.
“Sidhe don’t feed more than once a month, as they don’t need blood to sustain their magic. That comes from nature. The only thing we need blood for is healing from sidhe weapons,” Nessa replied.
Devin still hadn’t moved. She needed blood. It wasn’t safe to leave the car at this point, and he was unsure if the sidhe fed until a victim was dead. All night humans were different. There was no way he was going to try to find some innocent person if they could end up dead.
Devin cocked his head to the side exposing his jugular vein to her. It really was the only option. Nessa pushed him away. She still had some strength left.
“There’s no way I can feed on you,” she replied. “And this isn’t life threatening. It will heal eventually. Maybe even by the time we make it back to my village.”
Devin grabbed her hand as she kept him pushed away.
“Yes, I can tell it isn’t life threatening at this point,” Devin replied. He pulled her closer. “But that still doesn’t mean you can go without feeding. If there is one thing I’ve learned from night humans, it’s that you don’t want to be a day human caught in a car with a hungry night human.”
“I’m not hungry.” She pouted. Devin had to admit her pout was cute, but her denial was even cuter, like he would judge her for wanting blood. Devin held back his own eye roll and just smiled. “And I can’t feed on you. I’ve never fed on anyone in my life. Blood was always brought to me. If I try to feed on you, I will probably end up killing you.”
“You won’t kill me,” Devin said confidently. He placed her hand on his chest to feel the beat of his heart beneath it. All night humans were drawn to the beat of a day human’s heart.
“You don’t know that for sure,” she replied, looking away, but not moving her hand.
“Yes, I do. I know you. You won’t kill me. In fact, I don’t even think you could if you wanted to.” Devin smiled slyly at her. She couldn’t hurt him. He could annoy her as much as he wanted, and he would be safe. He already knew that. The only way he’d be dying around her was if it was possible to die from someone rolling their eyes at you too much.
“Sure I could. Do you have some sort of memory problem? I’m the night human, and you’re the day human.” Nessa tried to pull back, but the beat of his heart was too alluring.
“I’m bonded to you. You won’t kill me. You can’t kill me.” Devin let go of her hand. She didn’t move to push him away. Devin knew at that point he had won her physical argument. Now he just had to win the verbal one.
“I don’t know how,” she complained, eyeing his neck hungrily.
“No one knows how the first time,” Devin replied, watching her every move. He was winning the argument. “I think it’s simple if you just let your instincts take over.”
Nessa closed her eyes and shook her head.
“Then you must need some motivation,” Devin replied, moving even closer to her.
Both of them now were sitting in the passenger seat, Nessa on Devin’s lap. He reached up and touched her face gently. She pressed her face into his hand. Devin knew the effect it would have on her. Between the beat of his heart, and his close proximity, she could feel the blood as it pumped through him. The bond made the closeness feel right and perfect. Devin knew he was correct. Nessa wouldn’t hurt him. She couldn’t. Inside her mind she was still warring with herself. Devin pulled her closer to him. Without thinking any more, Nessa bit down.
 
Nessa pulled back in horror at what she had just done. She had drank blood from a living day human. She had never in her life fed on a live human before. It was completely different that drinking blood from a cup. It was warmer, fresher. It tasted much better. But she wasn’t willing to admit that to Devin. As she pulled back and savored the new taste, she was still wrapped in Devin’s arms. He was studying her intently. She blushed from the proximity. Everything about drinking his blood was different. Drinking blood from a human was much more intimate than she ever imagined.
Devin didn’t let go of her right away. He stared at her. He analyzed her. His eyes were unnerving. He wasn’t scared of her, or the fact that she just bit him and drained some of his blood. In fact, he was concerned about her. Nessa wanted to wiggle away, but there was nowhere to go. He was in her seat with her. Nessa looked back at him, and found that he let her go far enough back so that he could look at the wound.
Once he was sure she was fine, Devin slid back across the middle of the car, over to his seat. He started up the engine and backed up in the parking lot, backing up further then he needed to go. He paused, looking out Nessa’s window to the wayside bench. The shadow he had described was still there. Devin stared across the sparsely-lit parking lot at the assassin. It was as if Devin didn’t just see the shadow, but the actual person. Nessa looked out there and didn’t see anything; she turned back to Devin.
The marks from her teeth faded slowly as she felt them appear on her own neck. The bonding had made it so that his wounds would transfer to her since she had the ability to instantly heal when properly fed. As quickly as they appeared on her, they were gone. She had the stronger blood of the two of them, but as he gave a nod to the invisible foe, she would never admit it to him. Something about the nod he gave to the unseen assassin told her she wasn’t the stronger one of the pair. Devin Alexander was an amazing day human and so different than she ever imagined.
Devin drove back on to the highway, and Nessa found the car wasn’t uninviting now. The car kept them safe. Maybe it was with Devin’s blood in her that she was more comfortable, but whatever it was, she found herself curling up in the seat.
“It will still be a while,” Devin said quietly, as if not to disturb her.
Nessa yawned and had no time to ponder the tenderness in his voice. She was too tired to ponder anything, and was off to sleep. The soft gentleness of the road kept her in the soft lull that made her sleepy. It wasn’t until that lull stopped that she woke. Nessa woke with a start to find herself sitting alone in the car with it turned off. She opened her eyes and glanced around. Was the assassin still chasing them? Nessa rubbed her eyes and looked out the window. Was Devin safe? Devin tapped the back window to get her attention. They were at a gas station.
“Do you need anything?” he asked, pointing to the building.
Nessa shook her head no. Devin finished pumping the gas before going into the store. He returned quickly. It was if he could feel her fear at stopping.
“We’re getting close to where you said we need to go. I’ve seen no signs of the assassin following us,” Devin said, starting the car back up. “We should make a plan before we get there. I have a feeling you’re not going to be welcomed with opened arms.”
Nessa shrugged. She never expected them to be happy she was home. All she was hoping for was exile over death after killing her brother. Finding assassins attacking her made her realize they didn’t even want her to get home.
“Can you tell me the vital details of how we go about unbinding?” Devin suggested.
“I don’t know,” Nessa replied. Devin looked dubiously at her. “Really. I don’t know. I have more books at home about the binding. We might need my grandfather. If we do, I’m sure he’ll be able to tell us.”
“Okay. Then how about the details of the sidhe in general? What is the social structure, hierarchy, who are the important people to not piss off?” Devin probed. He was in serious planning mode. Nessa saw the warrior in him making all his mental preparations.
“I can’t tell you that. It’s against sidhe law to tell any outsider those details,” Nessa whispered and watched the anger leak through Devin’s fine mask. She was being difficult, but this time it wasn’t on purpose. It really was against sidhe law. She was already in enough trouble- she wasn’t going to risk it if she didn’t need to.
“Let me get this straight. You basically want me to go blind into your psychotic faerie world, and everything will be just fine once we find and talk to an old man? Is that really how you expect this to work?” Nessa didn’t reply. For once she wasn’t trying to make him angry. “Fine, be that way,” Devin grumped when she didn’t reply. “I guess I got all I really needed to know since another sidhe attacked you. And I doubt he was just trying to say hi. So what does it matter if you don’t want to share any other details, even though technically I do have sidhe blood running through my veins.” Devin was correct. He did have sidhe blood, Nessa’s blood. “I thought this whole bonding thing was supposed to be a partnership, but if you won’t even tell me any details, I can tell there’s nothing of a partnership here at all. Just don’t expect me to greet you like your fellow sidhe did back there at the rest stop.”
Nessa didn’t reply to his rant and watched the scenery pass as they made their way back onto the road into the flow of almost non-existent traffic. Devin was correct. The bonding was a two-way street. She consented to give her blood, and he consented to take it. They may have had different motives, but they were looking for the same result; help Devin live. Now she was leading him into her world with little more than a few rumors to go on. It wasn’t nice to keep him in the dark. He deserved more than that. What more could they do to her for breaking the laws since she broke the number one law by killing her brother since sidhe can’t kill their king?
“That wasn’t a greeting.” Nessa finally spoke, and turned to watch him as she talked. Devin focused on the road, though he had to know she was looking at him. “That was an elite assassin, obviously sent to kill me.”
“Then the sidhe want you dead?” Devin asked, concern lacing his voice. Nessa was unsure if the concern was for her or for himself.
“Not the sidhe in general, someone wanted me dead. If it was an official verdict they wouldn’t have been so sneaky. They tend to come right out and demand you submit to your death honorably. This one was sent by one of the five families.” Devin didn’t interrupt, so Nessa continued, “Each of the five families has their own training for assassins. The one you killed had the mark of an assassin on his neck, but it was covering a family mark. He wasn’t born into the assassin tribe, but trained to be one. I didn’t see the other, but I know that the assassin tribe doesn’t work with outsiders.”
“These non-assassin-tribe assassins weren’t very good then, were they?” Devin asked, trying to assess the strength of the sidhe in general.
If his only experience with sidhe was really only Rhys and Nessa, he would have a slightly skewed stance. The McKinny family was the strongest, and while Rhys and Nessa weren’t even close to the strength of their grandfather, they were still stronger than most of the sidhe.
Nessa shook her head no to Devin and sighed. “No, familial assassins tend to be just as good as the tribe assassins. I think you must have thrown them for a loop.”
“But you’re still alive,” Devin replied, stating the obvious. “They don’t seem to have very good aim.”
Nessa shrugged. She knew exactly what Devin was hinting at. She knew, as well as he did, that the guy who attacked her didn’t miss on purpose. Nessa watched Devin drive for a few more minutes. Devin was bonded to her after all, and he was trustworthy, but Nessa didn’t know how much she should tell him. Devin didn’t prod further as she debated mentally.
Nessa distracted herself by looking at the contours of his face. He was handsome, much better-looking than the men she grew up around, and something about him was a draw to her. Yes, she hated him most of the time, and found it fun to annoy him, but there was something else. Devin Alexander was different—special. He saw through sidhe magic, and he wasn’t even a night human, let alone a sidhe. He could fight toe-to-toe with even the strongest of the night humans, which he had done only weeks ago. He was strong, different, and completely confusing. One minute she felt something between them, and the next he would shut it off. Nessa wanted to trust him, but wondered if she should.
“When I was seven, my grandfather told me a spell,” she said, her eyes remained on Devin. He was completely open with her right now. Even though he was watching the road, he was entirely attentive to her, and only her, and her words. She had to tell him the truth.
“Well, rather, he told me two spells. The first one he told me would turn the person’s hair green for a day and that I should practice it on anyone and everyone I could find. Being that I was seven, I did just that. Unfortunately, I thought I was really bad at magic and the spell didn’t work. No one’s hair turned green, not even my older brother. I really wanted to see that. I went back to my grandfather, and he said maybe it just didn’t work for me. Instead, he told me I should try the second spell on myself. I tried and tried, day after day, to turn my own hair green.” Devin snickered and Nessa smiled. “Come on, I was seven. It would have been cool. It wasn’t until years later, in one of my grandfather’s books he gave me, that I found the spells. They were original spells, ones he made up on his own, and as far as I can tell, he had never told anyone about them. They weren’t spells to turn someone’s hair green. They were protection spells. The first would cause any death blow to be reflected on the wielder, that one led to Rhys’ death. And the second caused any death blow on me to be deflected.”
Nessa waited for Devin to respond. He wasn’t the type that seemed to appreciate sidhe magic, maybe because it didn’t mean much to him.
“Your grandfather is a smart man. I truly hope he can help us with breaking the bond,” Devin replied.
Nessa had never told anyone about the spells before. Her grandfather had made her promise she would never tell anyone the specific words, because it was something sacred and special. But Devin was right. They were not sacred. Her grandfather was smart and had to have planned it all along. He let her put the spell on half the palace before he taught her the spell to protect herself. Devin did understand the sidhe better than she thought.
Realizing that Devin understood her, Nessa felt her own emotional walls go back up. He was even more perceptive than she thought he was, which made his kindness hurt even more. They were bonded to save his life and nothing more. Even if she thought he was cute, Devin still belonged to Arianna.
“What do you want to know about the sidhe?” Nessa asked. Temporary or not, he was her only ally. She had already told him something sacred to her, so there was no harm telling him more.
“Start off with social structure and ruling structure. Who is in charge since your brother was…,” Devin paused.
“Since I killed my brother?” Nessa replied, and laughed a little. Now he was concerned with her feelings? He didn’t seem to care before. “Technically speaking? Me.” Nessa waited for a shocked look, but instead found him nodding.
“Makes sense. Your brother was in charge, thus now you are. Are you the only sibling?” Devin asked. Nessa nodded. It did make sense, but it was also somewhat demented that she could take power by killing off the king she was sworn to never hurt.
“Yes, there was just me and my brother,” Nessa replied.
“What about older generations?” Devin replied. He was back in planning mode. “Your parents for example.”
“My father is dead and my mother hasn’t been around, and she’s not in the direct line to the McKinny family,” Nessa replied.
“You father is dead?” Devin sounded shocked at that.
“Yes. It was thought to be natural, but now I doubt that. I have a feeling Rhys had a hand in coming to power earlier than everyone expected.” Nessa shrugged.
The thought had crossed her mind several times since in the past month and a half. Rhys had shown a new side of himself she never thought was possible. Yes, as kids Rhys would play mean jokes on her, causing her friends and family to defend her, but she had always been the annoying little sister. She was eight years younger than him, and he didn’t like her to hang around. He was never a bad person, or so she thought. She now saw him differently, even if she didn’t want to. Her older brother who she saw as a hero was gone. Instead, all she saw now was the madman he was at the end.
“And the structure below the ruler?” Devin asked, getting back to details.
“Below the king are the five high families, and one hundred and forty-seven lower families. Originally, the king would come from the five families, and rule for twenty-five years and pass the kingship onto the next family. Each of the five would come to power and rule once every hundred and twenty-five years. It was a way to keep the peace between the upper five, and thus the lower one forty-seven. When my grandfather came to power, he decided that our family should rule completely as we had the strongest blood line. When his twenty five years were up, he refused to step down and he had the lower families support to stay on as king, and pass the crown down to his son when he was done.” Nessa explained. She was breaking sidhe oaths by telling Devin, but she had decided to use the excuse of sidhe blood to keep him safe from his knowledge.
“Well, that would explain the enemies within the families and the assassin guild,” Devin replied. “I’m guessing they would like a chance to have power again.”
“I don’t think it was the assassin guild, but just family assassins. The assassin guild isn’t one of the five, and can’t become king. I don’t even know if it was from a family or just someone that didn’t like me. We’ve signed agreements between all the five families not to use assassins on each other. Formally, the families can’t hire hits on each other. I’m technically part of one of the five families, and thus protected- or at least should have been,” Nessa replied.
“Unless they have already made you ruler, and not one of the five families,” Devin suggested. “Then it could be a family targeting you and not just one person.”
Nessa stared at him. That was a good point she hadn’t considered. Even though she had watched her brother die and seen them take his body away. It didn’t feel like he was dead to her. It still felt like he was around.
Devin drove a bit more before asking his next question.
“How do we go about unbinding us then?” Devin asked. “Do we just walk in and find your grandfather? How do they treat day humans?”
Nessa didn’t really want to reply to that one. Day humans were the lowest form of life to sidhe. Even the animals and plants came above day humans. Nessa had seen only a handful of day humans over her lifetime even enter the sidhe village. They were almost always for sacrifices, and it never ended well for them. The remaining few were considered pets of the sidhe that they belonged to. She was pretty sure there was a law that forbade day humans from leaving the sidhe villages, but she had never really paid attention in her classes and therefore she couldn’t be absolutely sure. She was taking a risk by bringing Devin in, but it was necessary. If anything, he was strong enough to get out. She didn’t doubt that.
“That bad?” Devin asked, seeing her hesitation.
“Worse,” Nessa replied. Devin couldn’t imagine how day humans were treated.
“What do we need to do then?” Devin asked, obviously already making a plan on how to get through the village and unbind himself from her as soon as possible. He took her lack of description as the big warning that it was meant to be.
“We need to go back to my place first. I have all my grandfather’s books, and even those no one knows about. He wrote a lot that he didn’t want in other’s hands. I was hoping that the answer will be in there,” Nessa responded.
She didn’t have a concrete plan, since she never really read the books that well, and she never intended to be bound to someone. It was her hope at least that she had the answer to unbind there. The second option wasn’t going to be easy to explain to him.
“Wouldn’t it be easier to just go to your grandfather?” Devin asked. Nessa didn’t reply right away. Devin turned and looked at her before looking back to the road. “Why isn’t your grandfather still in power? He was the most powerful of you-” Devin paused. “Was?” he asked. He finally realized she hadn’t used present tense.
Nessa bit her lip. She had to spill more secrets, and she was worried how much to tell Devin. This one was for his safety more than anything. Rival families were always looking for someone who knew how to wake the sleeping sidhe. Then there was the overall problem of telling him too much of anything. She was still not sure how anyone would treat him once he entered the village. If she told him too much and he was found to have that knowledge, they might never let him leave or even live for that matter.
“How good are you at keeping secrets?” she asked. Devin rolled his eyes. That had to be obvious to Nessa by now, and it was.
“Better than most,” Devin humored her with a reply. Nessa nodded. She was sure of that, but she needed him to be sure of that, too.
“The sidhe won’t let you leave if they know I told you all of this. My own family alone won’t let you leave with the knowledge I’m telling you, let alone the rest of them. We keep our knowledge close to home, and that has given us the advantage over every other night human race we’ve ever encountered.” Nessa worried about Devin. He wanted the bond to break, and to do so might make him more of a target, unless they could get him out of the village.
“You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve had a bit of training in that department, also,” Devin replied, trying to reassure her.
Nessa nodded. It wasn’t exactly reassuring. She didn’t expect him to break under torture, but she still didn’t want to be responsible if someone knew. She hoped he was right, and she wouldn’t need to worry.
“My grandfather was the greatest king of the sidhe,” Nessa responded, repeating what she had said earlier. “He was the greatest grandfather also, or at least to me. He was so great that my family worried that he was going to rule absolutely and never share his power with my father or us. They forced him into an eternal sleep when I was a child. When a sidhe goes into eternal sleep, their descendants gain power from their slumber. The sleeping sidhe doesn’t completely lose their power, but some of it gets syphoned off and passed to the next in line. Same goes when a sidhe dies. If the right rituals are observed, the descendants can take that power to increase their own. Rhys was strong because he had grandfather’s power, and that was only a fraction of it.”
“He can’t help us then if he is sleeping?” Devin asked, not very shocked by their system as Nessa thought he would be. A way to grow in power with every generation had led the sidhe to be powerfully advanced against the other races.
“I had planned to look through his books first. He left everything to me, and gave me books years before they took him away. He said every answer I ever sought would be in there, but then again I don’t know if he would’ve had the foresight to know I’d bind myself to a day human.” Nessa shrugged. Those had been his exact words. Every answer she ever sought would be in those books. “If that doesn’t work, then we have a harder task. We’ll have to wake him.”
“And that’s why you agreed to let me come with you, isn’t it?” Devin asked. He could sense from the beginning she had hesitations about him coming into her world, but now he knew why he was needed.
“I’ve never woken a sleeping sidhe before, but I know for my family it will take both of us, a day human and a night human, to do so,” Nessa replied. “I wasn’t there when they put him to sleep, and they say only legendary assassins protect him. I don’t know who chose them, but if it was someone that wanted to keep him asleep, then there’ll be a fight to be had.”
“Then I guess we hope the answer’s in the books. If not, we get to knock some heads and wake the dead.” Devin smiled.
The crazy day human wasn’t deterred by meeting deadly assassins or an old sidhe with the power to crush him in just his pinky. Nessa still wasn’t sure it was a good idea to tell him everything even now. Obviously, Devin thought the trip was going to be more worthwhile than he originally thought it would be. He even looked excited for their trip into danger.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER 3
Devin stopped the car in a parking spot at the national park Nessa had directed him to and looked over at her. The last part of the ride was shorter then they both expected, and it was probably because they were both lost in their own thoughts after they met the sidhe assassins. She still seemed a little worried about everything, but Devin was a bit excited. It was crazy to be excited about seeing the reclusive sidhe and not knowing what they would find, but it was actually a little thrilling to him. He had spent his whole life knowing what he had to face day in and day out. Not knowing was a change, and he had never woken a sleeping night human before. That part sounded exciting, too.
“How exactly do we enter?” Devin asked, pulling Nessa out of her own thoughts and back to the car and their plans. “With butterflies?” Devin suggested. Nessa frowned at his joke.
“It’s a little hike, and then you’ll have to fight Lindsey,” Nessa explained, cautiously following him out of the car. Devin had already scanned the area and was proceeding out of the car. If he saw or felt something, they would’ve stayed inside, but Nessa’s eyes darted around anyway. If one assassin lived to go back and say she wasn’t killed, it was likely more would be sent. Even if he didn’t know the sidhe, Devin understood assassins.
Devin waited for her to calm down a bit before he continued their conversation. The area was safe and he had no clue why the assassin wasn’t waiting for them. It didn’t matter, though, since he would keep his guard up. An assassin wouldn’t be stabbing Nessa in the back again this time. He was going to make sure of it.
“And what, exactly, is fighting her going to do?” Devin asked about Lindsey, whoever she was.
“Outsiders aren’t allowed into the sidhe villages. Lindsey is the judge of whether you’re strong enough to be there or not. Technically, I don’t think you should have to fight Lindsey. You have my blood in you; hence, you are theoretically one of us, but I doubt Lindsey will stop to let me explain. When Lindsey sees you approach, you’ll stick out as a day human and not as a sidhe. Fighting is Lindsey’s job,” Nessa replied.
“What exactly is Lindsey?” Devin asked. Nessa was holding back something and smiling too sweetly to make Devin not feel a bit hesitant.
“An ogre or a troll would be the best description. Lindsey is over a few hundred years old, and has been around since the villages moved in. Lindsey is the gatekeeper,” Nessa replied. It sounded like an ordinary answer- well, as ordinary as one could be in the night human world. Devin didn’t understand Nessa’s sweet smile.
“Do I have to defeat her, or just fight her?” Devin asked. Fighting an ogre didn’t sound like bad practice, but he didn’t want to overstep and hurt the girl if he didn’t need to.
Nessa smiled more. “Just fight. Lindsey can tell intentions by how a person fights.”
Devin nodded before retrieving his clothing and some weapons from his trunk. There was no telling how long they would be stuck in the sidhe village. He dug around, looking for one last weapon before tossing it in a backpack along with his coat and a change of clothes. Nessa watched him. There was nothing she needed from the dead metal box.
“This way.” She pointed in the opposite direction from the marked trails at their stop in the parking lot. Devin was comforted a little bit to know that the sidhe were not openly taking humans that were out hiking if they lived in the other direction.
Nessa led the way, and Devin kept alert through their hike. If the assassin didn’t give up, being surrounded by trees would be the perfect opportunity to take things up again. Nessa was gazing around. They both could feel the tension. It would be a strained stay in the sidhe world no matter how long it took to find the answer to unbind them. Neither talked as Nessa wove between the trees and Devin followed right behind her. They walked for a couple of hours as daylight was finally nearing, and she eventually slowed. They were approaching a clearing and Devin had yet to see any village or other sidhe on their walk.
Nessa stopped in the clearing and waited. Devin stood beside her, ready. He had no clue when a fight would begin, so Devin was always ready.
Nessa rolled her eyes at him. “Only the assassin would start a fight without announcing it. The rest of the sidhe are honorable,” she told him.
Devin wasn’t completely convinced. He hadn’t met a night human yet that he considered honorable. It wasn’t in their nature.
“Lindsey,” Nessa called, looking straight ahead into the empty knee-high grass.
Devin looked the same direction and tried to find the fuzzy shape that told him where a hidden night human was. He didn’t see anything beyond hills and grass. It was only spring, but here there was already an abundance of growth on the ground and the trees, unlike where they came from, which was still covered in dead grass with no leaves on the trees.
“Lindsey, I brought someone to enter the village,” Nessa called again.
The ground beneath them rumbled a bit as Devin and Nessa tried to regain their balance. Soon, the hills that Nessa had been talking to moved and a very large, somewhat deformed, sidhe stood and stretched. The sidhe had to be over seven feet tall and three feet wide. Devin hid his shock as best he could. It would just make Nessa laugh more. He could already tell why she hadn’t told him much in in the way of details about Lindsey. The old sidhe was enormous and scary just to look at. The sidhe was covered in grass and moss, adding an additional bulk to it. Devin analyzed the sidhe from head to toe briefly. He looked for soft spots and easy targets, but there wasn’t much difference between the mass of green that was the body and that which had to be the legs. He couldn’t really even make out the face at that point.
Slowly the sidhe unfolded a bit more, now towering over eight feet, and shuffled forward. The mass of green foliage, grass, and moss didn’t move smoothly, but with more of a limp.
“I’m supposed to fight her?” Devin asked Nessa quietly. The sidhe didn’t look to be much of an object beyond size. Lindsey looked like an old grandma sidhe that obviously hadn’t been called out in a long time, based on the grass and moss growing on her.
Devin didn’t even feel the hit that threw him across the clearing. He landed in the soft earth near where Lindsey had just been lying.
“Oh yeah, I forgot one detail,” Nessa added as she smiled at Devin from across the way. She was still standing where they had entered the clearing. Devin didn’t even see where Lindsey had gone. The massive hulking green form was now gone. “Lindsey hates when people call him a girl.”
Devin ducked as the air around him tingled. A large limb went flying over his head. Nessa moved back to the line of trees around the clearing to watch. Devin saw the smile still plastered on her face for only a moment as he had to duck again, and roll out of the way. The large, green monster could actually move faster than expected and was a much better fighter than Devin had imagined. He didn’t even get a chance to swing back as blow after blow came his way. Devin danced across the clearing, ducking and maneuvering away from all the hits. All he could do was be on the defensive. The large sidhe wasn’t leaving a shadow or a haze as other night humans did, and Devin didn’t have a moment to analyze the sidhe before he had to start ducking and blocking blows. Maybe fighting an ogre wasn’t a fun idea after all.
“Is this a fight until one of us yields or what?” Devin yelled to Nessa, who was content to just sit and watch.
“It normally doesn’t take Lindsey that long to decide on someone. You must have pissed him off a lot,” Nessa replied, sliding her fingers through the grass and relaxing like she was on a picnic.
Devin ducked and moved toward Nessa’s area. He forced the fight back over near her to not have to yell as he spoke, and in the hopes she’d tell him what he needed to do to prove to Lindsey he was worthy to enter the village.
“You could have told me that he wasn’t a girl,” Devin replied as he blocked a hit. The old sidhe’s fist connected with Devin’s shoulder as he moved. The hit shook his whole body. It was much harder than the one that fell before. “No disrespect meant,” Devin said to the empty air where he hoped Lindsey was.
“You never asked.” Nessa smiled as she scooted a few more feet away, trying not to get caught in the fight.
Devin huffed and ducked another blow aimed for his head. Nessa was right, he had never asked. But still, she should have told him; especially if she already knew the sidhe was sensitive about being called a girl. Devin moved back closer to Nessa as he dodged another fist through the air.
“But you seemed to know it would make it worse.” He called her out on it. He had seen her smile the first time he called Lindsey a she. Nessa faked shock, but couldn’t hide her smile. “And you probably knew that the only Lindsey’s I’ve ever met were girls.”
“I told you Lindsey was a few hundred years old. Not all names that are girl names now were always girl names. You should know that, at least, with your own name,” Nessa replied, pointing out a true fact. “You shouldn’t assume things.”
Devin saw the air shudder around Nessa as the blow he ducked was coming toward her by accident. Devin moved to take the blow himself. It was a powerful blow to his left shoulder that had already been hit before. He felt the bones crack and give way as it connected, but he didn’t move, fearing that Nessa was the target and not an accidental miss.
Lindsey instantly materialized right next to Nessa, and the large form was looking more and more human-like with arms and legs that were distinguishable from the rest of the body now. The hulking form dropped to his knees.
“Your majesty, I’m sorry for breaking your toy,” he mumbled in a deep voice. Devin could make out a face on the green form now because his lips moved while he talked.
Nessa smiled as the bones in her shoulder broke due to the bond between her and Devin. Lindsey looked up at her when he heard the cracking. His mouth dropped open.
“Your majesty,” Lindsey said as Nessa’s bones knit back together as quickly as Devin’s had. “If I had known he was under your protection, I wouldn’t have touched him. I am ready for my punishment.”
Nessa sighed. Devin looked between her and the hulking and mossy green man. He remained bowed at her feet. Nessa hadn’t sounded sure of what her place was in the sidhe society with Rhys gone, but Devin now saw with his own eyes that her place was on top.
“Do you wish me to keep this a secret?” Lindsey asked. He obviously already knew something.  Devin wondered the same thing. Would it need to be a secret?
“No, they’ll know soon enough,” Nessa replied, motioning him to stand. It was true. “Nothing gets past the wind near the villages. It wouldn’t be a secret for long. The first time your blood is spilt, everyone will know what I have done,” she explained to Devin.
Devin was unsure if the bond would be a problem for Nessa or not at first, but he was beginning to think it would be. He already had an idea that day humans were not treated well by the sidhe since Nessa refused to truly answer, but Lindsey confirmed his suspicions when he called Devin “Nessa’s toy.” Could Nessa, the future queen, bond to a “toy” and not upset the sidhe? Devin looked between Nessa and the bowed green form at her feet. It was going to be important to not spill any blood then to keep it a secret.
 
Devin watched as Lindsey had walked over to one of the larger trees in the area. He knocked against the wood of the tree and the branches of the nettles at its base began to move. Lindsey bowed again to Nessa, and she nodded to him with a sour look on her face. This would be the norm in the sidhe village, but it wasn’t something Nessa was fond of at all. Nessa reached over and took Devin’s arm. She pricked her finger with her nail and swiped his arm to cause a shallow cut to form. With their blood pressed together, she could speak silently with him as all night humans could do. Nessa had yet to figure out how Devin could without their blood touching.
‘Follow my lead,’ she said to him.
‘You do know the blood-to-blood contact isn’t necessary,’ Devin replied, not commenting on her instructions. Of course he was going to follow her lead. He had no clue where he was, or how they would even treat him. He was walking food in a cave of hungry night humans, and he wasn’t fooling himself that the only thing that would even make them hesitate was Nessa. He had no plans to leave her side until he knew how the sidhe society worked and where he was safe. All night humans had one thing in common, and the sidhe would be no different. They craved day human blood.
‘I have no idea why it isn’t necessary for you to have a blood-to-blood contact, but it is for me. Not all of us are magical day human people,’ Nessa complained. She was back to being moody. The nearness of the village was starting to bring it out more in her.
‘It isn’t me,’ Devin replied as she pulled him to the bridge. He didn’t want to deal with her being moody, but he doubted it was going to get better the closer they got. ‘It’s our bond. We’re already bonded, hence we already share blood. If you just think the thoughts directly at me, I can hear them,’ Devin patiently explained.
Nessa paused and looked at him. Devin had logically explained it, and it did make sense. But that a human could readily use a blood bond without contact did seem a bit farfetched, even for Devin. Nessa debated internally while Devin watched. She let go of his arms and moved ahead on the one-person bridge. Devin followed behind her.
‘I promise, all you have to do is project your thoughts to me and I’ll hear them,’ Devin explained. His voice traveled through the air between them and into her mind. He had had tons of practice communicating mentally with his charge Arianna for the past year. It wasn’t a stretch to talk to Nessa that way as well.
Nessa paused at the base of the bridge and looked back at him, waiting for him to catch up. The few sidhe outside parted to make a clear path for Nessa to walk through the sparse crowd of people without having to walk around anyone. It was becoming clearer to Devin who was now in charge, even if Nessa didn’t see it.
‘You make it sound easy,’ she complained, oblivious to the people around her as she waited for him to step off the bridge.
‘It clearly is,’ Devin replied with a genuine smile. Nessa huffed, but secretly smiled as she turned back around. It was that easy.
Devin continued to follow Nessa as he stepped off the bridge behind her. All around him he analyzed the world he had just walked into. People milled about on dirt pathways. As they passed the first home, he saw that trees had been converted into houses. Branches were bent in several directions, forming walls, and plants grew up the sides, covering any openings. As Nessa had said before, it was all natural. He could tell from the shapes of the homes that the trees they were made of were still alive.
A few people were outside in the morning air, hurrying with chores before the sun rose completely, but for the most part they were more alone then he expected to be. That was the best way to make an entrance, but it worried Devin. He had no clue how many people actually lived in the strange houses, and for that matter, how many houses were actually there. Everything was well hidden, just as Lindsey had been, that Devin was worried he might miss something. The sidhe world was far stranger then he had expected, and had hidden pockets everywhere. If he was going to keep Nessa safe, he had to know and see more.
Nessa led the way through the trees and homes as she turned at what seemed like random points, but was in fact on a path to somewhere. Without a paved pathway, Devin was unsure where they were going. He made a mental map of the route they were taking. There was no telling what to expect, and he needed to know how to get them out of the village if needed, or if Nessa was unable to tell him how. Thus far, they had met two sidhe at the rest stop that tried to kill them, an ogre sidhe that worshiped the ground Nessa walked on, and a handful of sidhe that didn’t even notice them pass. There was no one way they were being greeted, and Devin needed to keep track of it all. His life might depend on it.
When Nessa finally reached her destination, she paused for Devin to take it in. Two large trees stood in the middle of the mass of growth. It was as if vines grew a latticework to make the walls. Between the trees was a large doorway with streamers of plants dangling down like a weeping willow tree. Even from their close vantage point, the whole structure was massive. Nessa waved a hand and the dangling branches moved aside to let them pass. Nessa led the way in, Devin following behind. The massive structure outside was actually a wall, and past the doorway was an open-air courtyard. Devin wondered if the village homes were the same way, a protective wall outside the home. If so, then he hadn’t really seen any homes, just their outside walls.
“Everyone in the immediate McKinny family lives here,” Nessa explained. “Each of the five families have their own compound.”
Devin looked down the wall. It led off to the left and right as far as he saw. Random doorways, like the one they walked in, dotted the walls.
“Why the wall if there is no one there to protect it?” Devin asked. There had to be at least ten to twenty doorways from what he saw, but not a soul around to guard them.
“Spells,” Nessa replied. “You can only enter with permission of a resident.”
Devin nodded and followed her as she led them between more buildings. The structures they passed were again natural, but were looking more like man-made structures. Nessa stopped at one and opened the door. It was completely dark inside, but came to light once she passed the threshold. It had to be Nessa’s home. Devin glanced around. They were in a moderately-sized, studio-like room. The kitchen was off to the side, and the bed was next to the other wall. In between were tables, chairs, and a couch.
Nessa rubbed her forehead and the stress seemed to be lessening now that she was home. Devin watched as she looked around the room and nodded to herself, as if she were taking inventory. Devin wondered how she could take inventory of the disaster that was the room. Books and papers were strewn everywhere in the large, one-room home.
“I’m going to take a shower and get to bed. It’s been a long day,” she explained. “Do you want the couch or the bed?” she asked. Not waiting for an answer, Nessa went into the only other doorway in the house, which Devin assumed was the bathroom.
Devin looked between them both. There wasn’t much room on either for a person to sleep. Books literally covered every surface in the house. The couch would be impossible to lie on, but the bed wasn’t in much better shape. Devin glanced at the bed, and it was probably the only place someone could sleep. There were only a half dozen books there compared to the at least fifty on the couch. And the bed was big enough for two. Devin took the books that remained on the bed and piled them on the floor next to it. He paused as he looked at the top book.
It was a handwritten book in an impeccable script. Devin looked at the title on the first page. Binding. This was exactly what he needed to read. It wasn’t the same small book that Nessa had given Andrew and Arianna. This one was much larger, and contained more details. Devin opened to the first page and sat down on the bed. They needed to find answers, and she said they could be in her room. Devin wasn’t going to waste any time and got right to reading. He was part way through the first chapter when Nessa finally came out of the bathroom. She looked to the couch and scrunched up her nose.
“Great,” she mumbled.
“You do know the bed is big enough for two,” Devin said to her without moving from his reading spot. He turned the page and was on to the second chapter. He hadn’t found about breaking the bond yet, just warnings about being serious with the bonding and that the repercussions of doing so were permanent. Devin wanted to believe Nessa that there was a way to break the bond, and thus needed to read more.
“No thanks,” she quickly added. She turned to the couch and sighed again loudly.
Devin looked up from his book and rolled his eyes at her as she began moving books. “You’ve never brought a guy home before, have you?” Devin teased. Nessa ignored him and continued to move books. “I really don’t bite. Day human after all, remember?” Devin patted the bed. Nessa paused. “And I’m sure the bed is more comfortable than the couch.”
Nessa was warring with herself internally. Devin saw that the couch was a losing battle. She’d have to spend at least the next fifteen minutes moving books, and then they would all be on the floor around the couch. If she did that, then she’d have to be careful to move without knocking them down. The couch was really more work than it was worth, especially since Devin had already cleared the whole bed.
Nessa gave up her fight with the stack of books and walked over to the other side of the bed. She pulled down the covers Devin was sitting on and climbed into her bed. Devin went back to reading his book. That was the norm for Devin. He didn’t need more than four hours of sleep per day, and once he was set on reading a book to get answers, he could go most of the day without sleep. The binding book he found possibly held answers. Nessa watched him read as she drifted off.
When Devin was sure she was asleep, he finally turned to look at her and began analyzing his growing need to protect her. It had been a crazy whirlwind of a trip to get into the sidhe village, Devin was sure it wasn’t going to stop now that they arrived. Her eyelids fluttered slightly while he watched her. Her relaxed face looked much younger. She was such a stark contrast to Arianna. Her dark, curly hair framed her face and sprawled out on the pillow around her distinctly unlike to Arianna’s golden hair. In fact, they were as different as night and day. He had watched Arianna for years, never allowing himself to get close enough to care. He never noticed anyone else. Now he was free to choose a life of his own, yet found himself stuck in the same pattern. He was slowly memorizing every detail of Nessa’s face as he watched her. He found himself not caring about anyone else around him. He felt the urge to protect her more than anything now. He wanted to say it was just the bond, and he wasn’t about to admit that it started before he was bound to her. Nessa was mesmerizing to him.
Nessa began to thrash in her sleep. She was mumbling something, but even without words, it wasn’t a good dream. Devin reached over and gently stroked her cheek. It was as soft as he expected it to be, but much warmer to his touch. He always viewed night humans as cold, precise creatures, but Nessa was anything but cold and calculated. Her thrashing slowed at his touch. Devin wanted to take his hand away, but he couldn’t. Something told him to keep it there. He blamed the bond, but beyond that, he wanted to feel her face. She was the first girl he ever truly looked at and wanted to know more about. Devin wanted to deny what his heart was feeling. Maybe there was more between them than he needed right now. Any growing feelings had to be crushed. They planned to break the bond as soon as they could. That was why they were there.



 
 
CHAPTER 4
A loud knock woke both Nessa and Devin from their sleep. Nessa was shocked to find herself cuddled up in Devin’s arms with only the thin blanket separating them. They both hurriedly and ungracefully untangled themselves from each other and jumped up on opposite sides of the bed, pretending like they hadn’t just been caught in each other’s arms. Nessa’s blush matched Devin’s.
Nessa opened the door only to be jumped on by her younger cousin.
“Nessie,” the younger female squealed, grabbing ahold of Nessa. “I told them you were home last night, but no one believed me. They all said you weren’t back yet. Really! I was assigned to find you as soon as you came back, but then everyone just laughed at me. It sucks being the youngest. They always think I’m wrong, but I can tell that I woke you, and I was right. You were back last night. Why can’t the adults believe me? I mean I don’t understand everything they said about a trial and how the houses are all upset about you. And they are all especially mad about you being next in line, since they don’t exactly want a queen but rather a king. I can tell when my favorite cousin comes home.” The girl said all of this in one breath. Devin nodded along, but Nessa knew he could barely make out all the words. No one but Nessa could really understand all Gemma said when she ranted.
Nessa smiled at her younger cousin. “Gemma. Slow down. What did they say about making me queen?”
Gemma’s mouth dropped as she looked behind Nessa and saw Devin. Devin didn’t know if he should smile or pretend he wasn’t there listening in on what seemed to be a cousinly conversation.
“Gemma, this is Devin. Devin, my cousin Gemma.” Nessa introduced them. Devin nodded a hi to the younger girl. Gemma didn’t reply, but just stared at Devin. “Gemma, focus,” Nessa said, stepping between them. “What did they say about me being queen? Think carefully.”
Gemma snapped out of her daze and looked back to Nessa.
“That’s a human,” Gemma said in barely a whisper. “In your house!”
“I know, Gemma. Now back to what they said about choosing me as queen,” Nessa replied.
“You can’t bring a human in here,” Gemma said, glancing behind herself to check if anyone else was around outside the house before fully stepping into Nessa’s house. Gemma shut the door quickly. “You can’t bring food into your home. You are unmarried.” Gemma peeked around Nessa momentarily, and then went back to scolding her. “Even if he is kind of cute.”
“He’s not food, Gems. Now please tell me what they said,” Nessa replied. Gemma tried to sneak a peek at Devin again, but Nessa moved to block her view. “Please.”
“Dad came home about a week ago in a huff. He talked to Mom that night. He was upset, like the rest of them, that the rule clearly states that you are the next ruler. None of those men want a woman in charge. They’ve had their undies in a bundle since they all heard the news. They went back and double checked the laws. You are in charge. They can’t even get out of it as Rhys changed the rules that all new laws have to be ratified by the current ruler. If they want to bypass you being in charge, they need your signature on the law,” Gemma explained, trying to get another peek at Devin.
Nessa stared at Gemma as she thought about what Gemma said. It was news to her that she was in charge. She always knew it was a possibility, since there was no one left in her family, but she didn’t think any of the five on the council would allow it, including her own uncle, Gemma’s father. Nessa truly didn’t think she would be left in charge of the sidhe. There had never been a lone woman ruler before in the sidhe night humans. The sidhe preferred to have a king. Nessa was unmarried, and would be in charge without a male to rule beside her, even if just by marriage. Gemma looked around Nessa again, bringing Nessa out of her thoughts.
“If he isn’t food, what is he then? A new toy?” Gemma asked, as if Devin couldn’t hear her. Nessa heard Devin chuckle.
“Yes, Nessa, what am I if I’m not food?” Devin played along and smiled at her. Gemma turned and looked at Nessa expectantly, waiting for an explanation.
Nessa’s face turned red, but all she could do was shrug. She wasn’t sure what to call Devin either. He wasn’t food, and wasn’t a toy, as the sidhe thought of day humans. He was a person. Did she like him? Yes. But that didn’t matter. They had one goal being back in the sidhe village, and that was to get the binding undone. He was her bonded human. That much she knew to keep to herself until needed. And it looked like, from how the men of the sidhe were reacting, Devin would be in danger if she let that slip. They were probably all looking for a reason right at that moment to take the crown away from her. Bonding to a day human would be enough of an offense, and liking that day human would make everything worse.
“He’s my friend,” Nessa replied, deciding that the best answer was a neutral one.
Gemma’s mouth dropped. “You’re dating a day human? You brought him home and slept with him?” For being such a chatter box, Gemma was quite observant of the messy bed.
Nessa’s cheeks burned as she remembered how she woke up in his arms. She did kind of sleep with him, even if not in the sense Gemma was saying. She felt safe with Devin holding her. For once in her life, she didn’t fear the world she grew up in. Devin did that for her. She might have actually been awake for more than just at the moment of the knock at the door, and she was afraid her red face would give it away now. Nessa didn’t need Devin to know she had been looking at him. She didn’t need to give Devin anything else to use to tease her.
“Yes, we were sleeping,” Devin clarified for Nessa, who was still too embarrassed to reply. “We had been on the road all night yesterday, and we were exhausted when we finally got here. We decided to get some sleep before telling everyone we made it back.”
“Just sleeping?” Gemma asked, actually sounding disappointed. Gemma hid her mouth from Devin and whispered to Nessa. “Really just sleeping? But he’s hot.”
“Just sleeping,” Devin replied, obviously overhearing her loud whisper.
Gemma frowned. “That’s too bad. Nessa is such an invisible cousin. She never socializes with the other sidhe, and never has had a boyfriend, not that Rhys allowed that. I mean she only ever leaves her place for mandatory meetings and lessons. She never even showed interest in guys. I can’t even get her to tell me if she has a crush on anyone. I have this beautiful older cousin, I figured I should at least get girl time with her, but she’s such a fuddy. I guess I should have figured out she wouldn’t have the nerve to get a boyfriend or bring a boy back to do things with. Heck, for that matter, she can be quite moody, and I doubt any boy would actually stay around even if she somehow managed to get them to like her.”
“Gemma, why did you come here?” Nessa said, hoping to stop her chatter and anything more that might come out of her mouth that was beyond embarrassing. Devin just smiled at all the information. He was getting better at understanding Gemma’s ranting, which caused Nessa to turn an even brighter shade of red.
“Oh yeah, I totally forgot. I was to inform you when you arrived that you need to stay here in your place until they summon you for your trial and coronation. Not that I really needed to tell you that. I doubt you planned to go anywhere,” Gemma added and winked at Devin. Nessa huffed and turned Gemma from Devin. “I can at least hope you have something planned. Why can’t I live through you? You know Ronan will never allow a guy near me.” Gemma pouted, and Nessa patted her head. Her fifteen-year-old cousin had grown quite boy crazy in the past year and had been trying forever to live vicariously through Nessa.
“Which order did they say that in?” Nessa asked, getting back to the vital details from all the ranting Gemma had done. Would she be tried first for her brother’s death, or made into the ruler first? The order of events was important.
Gemma shrugged. “I dunno. I didn’t really ask. I figured they already told you. They must have sent over a dozen messengers to you.”
‘That never arrived,’ Devin whispered mentally for Nessa only to hear.
They were both thinking the same thing. Devin would’ve immediately known if any human not of his family had shown up, and Nessa would’ve felt her own kind if they had been there also. Nessa’s hope of getting Devin free of her quick wasn’t looking like an option. It seemed she was more wanted than she guessed.
“Can you do me a favor?” Nessa asked, and Gemma readily nodded.
“Don’t tell them I’m home yet. In fact, don’t tell anyone I’m home yet,” Nessa added. “Except Ronan. Send him to be the one to check later to see if I made it back or not. We need some time.” Nessa pointed to herself and Devin.
Gemma nodded and smiled widely. Gemma seemed to like that idea and mouthed, ‘tell me all about it later.’
“It was nice to meet you. Sorry you’re stuck with my cousin. She can be a bit to manage, but as soon as everyone knows that she’s home, I can give you the full tour. That’s if you stay here,” Gemma added, looking between Nessa and Devin.
“He’s staying here,” Nessa replied. There was no way she was going to leave Devin to some other sidhe. They wouldn’t treat him well, and she knew what his response would be. Who knew how many he would kill before the assassins were sent to get him?
“Are you sure he isn’t your boyfriend?” Gemma whispered to Nessa quite loudly.
“I’m sure,” Nessa replied and pushed her cousin out the doorway.
‘Bit of a complication?’ Devin asked.
Nessa made the lights all flicker out. It was dark in her home, but there was still faint moonlight light from the skylights. Devin was so used to living in the night that it didn’t bother him, and Nessa had perfect night vision ever since she came into her sidhe powers. She only had lights on out of habit. Lights out would hide the fact she was home, at least she hoped. If Gemma was the only one that sensed her entering, Nessa hoped they could at least find the books they needed to read before anyone else sensed them.
‘If I didn’t get a single message, yes. The assassin probably had followed me for more than just that stop. I get the distinct feeling someone doesn’t want me home,’ Nessa replied.
Talking mentally to Devin was even easier now and a great convenience if she was going to pretend to not be home until her older cousin arrived.
‘Or, from the sounds of it, more than just someone,’ Devin added, moving back to the bed to sit down and continue reading where he had left off the night before. Devin didn’t ask anything more. He was back to his book.
Nessa was unsure how to interpret Devin. Did that mean he didn’t care, or that he completely trusted her? He didn’t ask who Ronan was or why she asked for him to be there, and he didn’t ask her about being queen. He didn’t ask about much, yet he seemed to follow every conversation easily. Nessa moved to lie back on the bed. She was still tired. She closed her eyes and waited to fall back asleep. It was way more comfortable in Devin’s arms, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. She could feel the bond between her and Devin was changing. She could now feel the warmth and comfort of being near him, even if he wasn’t holding her. She had never felt that way before about anyone, and it was scary and new. They needed to break the bond soon or she might just do something she would regret later when he chose to go back to Arianna rather than stay with her.
 
‘Nessa, don’t move,’ Devin commanded in Nessa’s mind, waking her from her sleep.
Nessa lay stiff as a board, wondering what was going on. She used her senses to search the room and realized they were not alone, yet her spells hadn’t gone off. She should have known who it was, but they were masked. Nessa worriedly searched the room. Who had come to visit and didn’t announce that they were there? Were they friend or foe?
‘Two in the room, one by the door, and one approaching us from your side of the bed. Keep still, and I’ll protect you. Just watch out for the one by the door,’ Devin said. He looked relaxed, like he was still reading the book, but Nessa knew otherwise. He was ready and poised to fight.
He already knew where they were. Nessa needed him to teach her that trick. The sidhe world would be a lot less dangerous if she saw through the magic like Devin could. She didn’t even know it was possible until she met him.
Nessa calmed her senses and looked around the inside of her home with her magic again. Devin was correct, one by the door and one nearing the bed, but she still didn’t know who they were. Nessa sat up and grabbed Devin’s arm to keep him from swinging as the one neared the bed and she finally realized who it was.
“Ronan,” Nessa scolded the air around the bed. She couldn’t see exactly where he was, but had a general idea that he was near the bed. Devin was staring straight at empty space. Nessa looked to that space. “Ronan, show yourself before I let Devin have a go at you. And trust me; it won’t be as funny as you think it will.”
A red-haired, older, male version of Gemma appeared next to the bed. Devin didn’t need an explanation to know who he was. No one could mistake Ronan for anything other than Gemma’s sibling. Nessa felt Devin tense beside her. Devin looked across the room to the doorway. The person stayed hidden, but didn’t move into the room. Nessa sensed the same presence and didn’t doubt Devin. The sidhe obviously wasn’t going to show who they were, therefore Devin wasn’t about to let down his guard.
“Like he could fight me, Nessie. He’s only a day human,” Ronan stated, sitting down on the bed near her. “And what the heck are you doing bringing a day human home? Gemma told me that you brought one with you, but I didn’t believe her. I had to come see for myself.” Nessa rolled her eyes at the look Devin gave her. Gemma didn’t seem to understand the whole “tell no one that Nessa was home”, or follow her directions to wait to tell Ronan.
“You wouldn’t talk like that if you saw him fight,” Nessa replied, defending Devin. Devin shrugged like didn’t mind in the least being underestimated. Nessa was unsure if it was modesty or strategic planning, but she didn’t want to push it further if Devin didn’t want her to.
Ronan gave a hearty laugh. “A day human fighting a night human.” He laughed more. “That’s a good one. Mark my words. The day a day human can stand up to a night human equally is the day they make me king.”
Nessa rolled her eyes again. Ronan didn’t seem like the type that would ever believe a day human could fight fair in the night human world. Nessa was sure that Devin had run across many like that before, yet he didn’t have a single problem with the sidhe assassin they met. Night humans were always more bark than bite because they thought themselves to be superior. The bigger they were, the louder the thump was when they fell. Ronan was the prime example of what she hated about the sidhe world: chauvinistic males that thought they were better by not just being men, but by being night humans.
‘The second one is still standing just outside the doorway. He’s still watching us,’ Devin told Nessa. Devin kept a grip on his dagger beneath the sheet as he watched the second person guarding the doorway.
She searched the house with her mind to see if she knew who it was. There wasn’t a second person inside the building, she would’ve known immediately who it was if there was someone inside. She had put enough protection charms to tell her when someone entered that wasn’t invited. Ronan was technically invited. She had no clue who the mystery guest was, and they were staying far enough away for her to not be able to figure it out. Devin caught bits of her thoughts as she thought it. The bond had grown stronger.
“Who’d you bring with?” Nessa asked Ronan.
“No one. Why?” Ronan asked as he looked back to the doorway, confused.
“Because someone is right outside the doorway,” Nessa answered back. She was unsure if Ronan was telling the truth or trying to trick her.
Ronan looked to the doorway and shrugged. He flicked his hand and the door closed on its own. “Don’t know. I really came alone.” He held both his hands up in surrender. “Really.” Nessa shook her head. She always believed him when he surrendered. That was his one giveaway to telling the truth. When he lied, he tried to convince you more, but never gave up.
“No back-up to bring me in?” Nessa asked, more teasingly than anything. She didn’t doubt there was another person and that worried her. As long as the person wasn’t with Ronan, it was safe to be in her house still.
‘Assassins shouldn’t be able to enter other family compounds,’ she told Devin. ‘But is it an assassin?’
‘I can’t tell exact features. As a result I don’t know if it was the assassin,’ Devin replied.
“You’re going to fight with me when I actually came to collect you?” Ronan asked, eyeing Devin suspiciously. Devin wasn’t letting down his guard, even with the door closed.
“If I planned to put up a fight, I wouldn’t have come home,” Nessa replied, sighing at his suggestion. She was nowhere strong enough to refuse the council. The council consisted of the five families’ most powerful sidhe.
Devin stood and walked to the window. The mystery person was still out there. He was further back from the house, but he was still there. Devin watched him a bit as Nessa talked with her cousin.
“I need a protection spell on my place,” she told Ronan, but kept an eye on Devin. He was still in protection mode, and she didn’t blame him. Any sidhe lurking around was a problem when she didn’t want anyone to know she was back yet. “A blood spell,” she added to Ronan.
Ronan’s easy quip was silenced by her second statement. He may have been in a jovial mood to finally have his cousin back, but now he finally could sense the energy around the room.
“I need to be protected,” she added without telling him more. Ronan had gotten the hint from Devin alone, but Nessa’s words were worrisome for the entire McKinny family.
“It wouldn’t matter. You won’t be here long enough for it to be worth setting,” Ronan replied.
Nessa whispered a few words and the air near the walls of the house changed. She needed to make a silent bubble around him to tell her cousin more. She needed Ronan on their side. Devin, who was at the window, stepped back from the magic. He may be able to see through it, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t affect him. Devin returned to the bed and sat down. Nessa looked up to him, and he nodded.
“Still there,” Devin added.
“Who’s still where?” Ronan asked.
Devin looked to Nessa and she nodded back to him, encouraging him to speak. She needed Devin to tell him as she was sure Ronan wouldn’t believe her if she did.
“Whoever tried to enter Nessa’s house with you,” Devin replied, not even watching for Ronan’s reaction.
Ronan laughed, but stopped when he looked at Nessa. She wasn’t laughing. “What kind of game is this?” Ronan asked. “Did Gemma put you up to this, cousin?” Nessa shook her head.
“This isn’t a game,” Nessa replied. “Devin can see through sidhe magic. He’s the only reason I’m still alive right now. Because he can see through the magic.”
Nessa left out the part where she was also responsible for being alive due to a spell, and she was sure Devin was noting that. Nessa loved and trusted her cousin, but she didn’t want to tell anyone about the protection spells she placed as a child. She never once thought her brother would try to kill her, yet he did. She wasn’t going to take any chances with her life, especially now that Devin’s was tied to hers.
“Cousin, you must have hit your head. He’s just a day human,” Ronan replied. Ronan eyed Devin over. “They may be good for a tasty snack, but not much for anything else, no offense,” he added to Devin. Devin shrugged. Nessa was sure he had been told his whole life how much day humans couldn’t do. Ronan was no different.
“Devin, show him,” Nessa pleaded. Even then Ronan might not believe them, but Nessa needed Devin to at least try to convince her cousin that he was telling the truth.
“Go invisible again. I’ll even close my eyes and count to ten. Hide anywhere in the room,” Devin said to Ronan.
Ronan wanted to laugh, but he didn’t since Nessa wasn’t even smiling.
“Good luck, buddy,” Ronan replied, patting Devin on the shoulder as he stood and disappeared.
Devin shut his eyes and counted, just as he said he would. Nessa tried to follow her cousin as he disappeared, but there was nothing to indicate where he was. She could only follow him generally by the spells she had cast on her place. She had no idea how Devin could do what he did.
“Nessa, do you feel him in the house?” Devin asked as he opened his eyes.
“Yes,” Nessa replied. She looked around the room. She could feel him there, but had no idea where he might hide.
“Do you know where he is?” Devin asked. Nessa looked around the room again. She wanted to see what Devin saw, but she did not. She shook her head no. Devin stood and turned in a circle. He sat back down. All he needed was a glance, and he knew.
“Somehow he made it onto your couch,” Devin replied, pointing at Ronan. Ronan didn’t materialize. Nessa looked at the couch. She didn’t see Ronan, but she believed Devin.
“Believe me now?” Nessa asked. Ronan still didn’t show himself. Devin picked up the closest book and tossed it at Ronan’s head. Ronan materialized just in time to catch it.
“Good guess,” Ronan replied.
“It wasn’t a guess,” Nessa replied.
Ronan turned into a mist to stand through the piles of books and returned to Nessa’s side. He looked over to Devin and back to her like he was trying to figure out the puzzle of how the day human trapped his cousin into believing things like that.
“Devin is different. He really saw you. And he really saw the sidhe that tried to kill me,” Nessa told her older cousin.
“Who tried to kill you?” Ronan asked. All joking was gone from his voice. Nessa in danger brought him back to focus.
“I don’t know, but if it wasn’t for Devin, and his ability to see through sidhe magic, I might not be here right now,” Nessa replied. Ronan still seemed skeptical of Devin, but was now more concerned with Nessa’s safety. Sidhe skin could heal anything, but being pierced by a blade made with sidhe magic would leave a hidden scar. Nessa lifted up her shirt a bit and bit her thumb to draw blood. She wiped the blood across her stomach where she had been stabbed. A faint scar appeared.
“Devin killed the second sidhe that attacked him, and he fought with the one who did this, allowing us to get away,” Nessa replied.
Ronan stared at Devin, analyzing him. The truth was starting to sink in. He stared for a few moments more before turning back to Nessa.
“There’s something a bit different about him. Are you sure he’s a day human?” Ronan asked Nessa.
“Yes, I’m sure. I tasted his blood. He’s a day human,” Nessa replied. Ronan wasn’t shocked by her admitting she drank his blood.
“A day human that can see and kill a sidhe… Someone that can stand toe-to-toe with a night human… That’s quite unheard of. I guess I should be king now,” Ronan replied chuckling at his own joke, now finally seeing Devin in a new light. “And yet you let our Nessie bite you?” he added.
Devin shrugged. If Nessa didn’t want to tell Ronan the details of when she fed off of him, then Devin wasn’t going to tell either. “She wasn’t the first to bite me. I’ve been bit many times before, but not many lived to tell about it.”
Ronan nodded his head like that made complete sense. “How many night humans have you killed before?”
Devin shrugged again. Nessa doubted he kept count. On the battlefield her brother brought with him to the tournament, Devin had to have killed over a dozen in less than thirty minutes. Nessa knew that most of the warrior night humans liked to have a total number of kills, but that wasn’t Devin’s style. The reason he killed was much simpler than honor and pride. He killed to survive. Ronan wouldn’t understand that.
“And the sidhe you killed, was she an assassin from the guild?” Ronan asked Nessa and Devin together. Ronan paced around the room. He was upset either by the news that a human could kill a sidhe or that a sidhe was trying to kill his cousin. Nessa didn’t know which.
“No, a house assassin. I saw the house mark covered by the bird,” Nessa replied.
“Good. I thought I’d have known if the guild sent an assassin,” Ronan replied. Devin was still trying to understand sidhe politics, but it would take a while to get all the details. The dearg-dul world he was raised in never had assassins.
“Why?” Nessa asked.
“Well, they kind of made me second in line while you were gone. Let me take that back, Uncle made me second in line. The other families have a different plan, but the assassin guild is following only my orders right now,” Ronan replied before continuing his pace around the room.
“And she was a he,” Nessa added.
“What?” Ronan stopped in his tracks. “That’s impossible.”
“Not impossible, improbable,” Nessa replied. Everyone knew the assassins were women, at least that’s what they were told.
“I heard rumor that some of the houses were switching to men, but I never knew it was true. Even the guild won’t hire men,” Ronan replied. Devin looked between them.
Nessa replied for Devin’s sake. “Ronan tends to only date assassins, and the women are a bit loose in telling him everything.”
“I can’t help it if a beautiful woman wants to tell me her secrets,” Ronan teased. Ronan turned back to Devin. “The person following me now, who we left outside the house, was it a male or female?”
Devin shrugged. They couldn’t see what he saw, therefore he had to explain. He looked over to Nessa.
‘I can show you both,’ he told Nessa. Nessa nodded and picked up his hand to make a blood connection between her and Devin. She reached over and grabbed her cousin to connect him to Devin, too.
‘I don’t see absolutely through the magic; it’s more like a foggy window.’ Devin let the image of Ronan on the couch pass through his mind into theirs. ‘The person outside the house looked like this.’ Devin passed them another image. The figure was leaning against the tree outside. Devin saw the dark clothing and the dark head, but he didn’t know if the person was male or female. They were too far away to tell.
Ronan stared in awe at Devin. Nessa had a feeling that hero worshiping would begin soon. She always thought Ronan followed Rhys around, not because he like his cousin, but because he thought Rhys was the greatest sidhe. What would Ronan think of Devin?
“He can see him,” Ronan replied as he pulled away, breaking the connection.
“See, not impossible,” Nessa replied.
“Then how do I protect you?” Ronan asked Nessa and Devin. Nessa felt the hero worship begin. Just moments ago he was teasing that Devin was a snack, and now he wanted to protect them both.
“I think I have that handled,” Devin replied. He wasn’t used to the drastic mood changes the McKinny family members were known for. Nessa figured he should have spent enough time with her to get used to it, but he was on a roller coaster ride meeting her cousins.
Ronan turned to Devin. “Normally you wouldn’t have to worry about protection against assassins. The wards around the palace are all made toward females as the guild only trains females as assassins. It makes the palace safe for anyone as no one can order an assassination without alerting the wards. Assassins have always been female. This changes everything. The wards won’t protect you.”
“Which is exactly why we need a blood spell,” Nessa replied. Ronan turned to Nessa.
“It makes much more sense now that I never heard back from you. Here I thought I did something to piss you off again. I was sure you were fine when you left, but I know how easily I can do something wrong. We’ve all been writing you letters, and wondered why you didn’t reply. Even Gemma was getting disappointed you didn’t write back or return to us immediately following the tournament. The council has been trying to contact you since your brother’s body came home, and you did not answer them either. We need to move you to the palace immediately and get that blood spell around your room. You aren’t safe here.”
“But I want to stay here,” Nessa complained. “There’s no reason for me to be at the palace. This is my home.”
“Not any longer, my queen.” Ronan made a formal, exaggerated bow to her.
“I’m not the queen. Gemma said she was to bring me there for the coronation, thus not the queen yet. I need a few more days to get some business done here. Then you can bring me to the palace,” Nessa replied.
Ronan laughed. “This is so like you, Nessie. Did you not pay attention in any of your lessons about the ruling family? Did you think Rhys would rule forever and you didn’t need to know it? You’re already the queen. The coronation comes later, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t already in power. You may not be able to sign decrees until the coronation, but you are our ruler now.”
“But,” Nessa complained, she flung her hands about her room as if to say what about my stuff?
“The palace will move everything for you. You don’t need to worry about that now. All you have to worry about is ruling over everyone. Not too big of a deal.” Ronan winked at Nessa.
Nessa didn’t take his joking lightly. She had no plans to move into the palace. She wanted to stay in her own home. The whole ruling the sidhe people was ridiculous enough to think about, but moving on top of it was horrifying. Nessa and Devin needed time to sort through her books to find out how to break the bond, but that looked like it might not be happening any time soon. Now they would have to go to the palace and wait for her books to arrive, and for her perfect new life to be all set up for her. She hated waiting for people, and she hated people touching her stuff without her permission.
Nessa looked back to Ronan, and he was grinning at her anger. He knew exactly how she was going to react. Nessa shook her head. This wasn’t in the plan. They needed more time before her life crashed down around her. She needed to find the right spell to unbind them and get Devin out of the village unharmed. This wasn’t going to be a short trip after all.



 
 
CHAPTER 5
Nessa stood at the door to the sidhe council of five and waited. Devin was beside her but sitting down. He was going to have to wait outside since he wasn’t one of the five, and not even a sidhe for that matter. Nessa knew sidhe didn’t like day humans much, but it didn’t take long to see how much the sidhe didn’t like day humans. Their short walk to the palace was enough that she wanted to cloak Devin and whisk him away. He didn’t seem to care, or maybe he didn’t even notice, but Nessa did. Face after face turned to stare as they passed. Most twisted to a look of disgust when they spotted Devin in the middle of the guard protecting them on their walk.
Nessa knew that Devin had good reason not to care. He was busy watching the unseen sidhe assassins that had followed them. It was becoming easier to see into his mind through the bond, and she too saw the assassins. Devin was on full alert mode. Nessa found it cute that he cared that much, but easily convinced herself it was more self-preservation then anything. If she died, it might kill him as well. They weren’t completely sure about the bond, but that seemed logical.
The doorway to the council room opened, and Nessa looked down at Devin. He nodded to her as if to say she was safe to pass. The assassins thus far hadn’t entered the palace, just followed them on their walk.
‘No matter what happens in there, we still have one goal,’ Nessa said to his mind as she turned and straightened her stance a bit. Uncle Rolf, Ronan’s father, approached from the room. ‘We find out how to break the bond, and then you can be free of here.’
She couldn’t help but let the worry seep into her mind as she walked away. The sidhe didn’t seem to want Devin around, and she was unsure how any passing sidhe would view him as he waited. Devin just smiled at her worry and tried to send reassuring thoughts across the bond to counter her feelings. Nessa tentatively smiled back. It wasn’t going to be any easier inside the room, either.
“Dear niece,” Rolf said as he bowed to hug her. “Welcome home.”
“Thank you, Uncle,” she replied. He sounded sincere, but she was still unsure who was on her side and not. He had never been an overly nice uncle, but he was great with Rhys. Nessa had to hope that he would support her now that she held the power in the family.
“This way.” He ushered her into the cozy meeting room.
The five families were represented at the table. Nessa’s family had Rolf seated on the council. He was her father’s younger brother, but since her father had been king he couldn’t serve on the council. Rolf took the job and had been on the council through her father’s rule, brother’s rule, and now her own. It was still strange to think that she was queen. They technically had to do anything she said.
“Welcome,” the only woman on the council said. She stood and hugged Nessa. Maureen Ferguson was like a second mother to Nessa. Her daughter was only a year older than Nessa, and her son was two years older. Their families had been friends since before she was born. Rumor was that her daughter had been romantically involved with Rhys. Her family also had been planning to marry Nessa to her son Finn.
Maureen walked Nessa to the only seat not filled, and by far the most decorated chair, in the room. Nessa sat down in the excessively-ornate chair and faced the council. The chair was made for a ruler, yet Nessa still didn’t feel like she was one. Maureen sat back down next to Rolf. Nessa didn’t talk, but just looked around the table at the council. Uncle Rolf was on the younger side of fifty. She had met the other three men at all the family functions, but couldn’t recall a single time she had spoken to any of them.
“We’ve been trying to bring you home for weeks. We’re glad you finally decided to come back,” the oldest man spoke first since it was clear Nessa wasn’t going to talk. Nessa nodded. She wasn’t going to speak quite yet. One of these families sitting around the table had sent the assassin that had kept her in the dark, and tried to keep her from coming home.
“We need to talk about the incident that happened back at the tournament,” the older man across from the first said. Nessa nodded again.
“Are you willing to explain your actions?” the first old man asked. Nessa looked around the table. They had already made up their minds. They either thought she was guilty, or they didn’t care. She guessed they would call her guilty no matter what. None of those eyes, even those of her uncle, were inviting or looked like they wanted her there. She was completely out of place.
Nessa opened her mouth to reply and then stopped. Ronan had told her not to speak with them. She could cause more trouble than anything because she wasn’t well versed in the sidhe laws. In fact, she hadn’t actually paid attention in a single class she had on sidhe law. She had always assumed she didn’t need to know, and that it would always be her brother’s job to oversee everything. She was very wrong about that, but then again she never knew her brother wouldn’t stop a death blow he had dealt when he saw it was going to hit his sister. Nessa knew firsthand how hard it was to control sidhe magic, but her brother was an expert. If he wanted to stop the blow he had aimed at Arianna once Nessa stepped in front of it, he could have. Rhys chose to not to, and Nessa lost all sympathy for her brother in that moment. He was no longer her loving, adoring brother. He was the monster everyone else always saw. Now she wished the monster had been at least a bit more insistent that she learn the laws.
“Actually, I don’t feel like it,” Nessa replied. Ronan had told her not to reply, but it didn’t look like anyone was going to drop the issue until she said something. “Is this a formal inquest?” Nessa gave the reply Ronan had told her to use in case they waited for a reply.
The older man looked shocked. She didn’t know his name, and she had never shown an interest in the sidhe politics. Somehow they were helpless to do anything unless she admitted it. He didn’t expect her to not tell them what happened. The man looked to the other who had spoken. Neither knew how to proceed. They thought she would tell them something they could use against her. Their confidence drained and they all seemed a little disappointed.
“If that’s all, I need to get back to organizing my room. There’s much I need to do since the move,” Nessa replied to all those seated. She moved to stand, but was stopped by her uncle.
“No, that isn’t all. We have more business to attend to,” her uncle replied.
He was gentle, yet firm about it. Nessa had a feeling it might have been her uncle that told her cousin what she needed to say to stay safe. Nessa sat back down at the table. They were not going to let her get away that easily.
Rolf began talking about sidhe politics and business, and Nessa then knew she was trapped for hours with them. Council meetings were never quick. That they planned to bore her into telling them something was possible, but she wasn’t going to tell them anything. She ignored the conversations and began to practice using her connection to Devin. He was sitting outside the room with Ronan, waiting for her. Nessa knew that Devin had to be able to tell that she was in his mind, but he didn’t kick her out. The connection was strong enough now, she could listen into his conversation with Ronan as if she was sitting next to them.
“Any inside the palace?” Ronan asked, leaning back in the seat and pretending to relax.
“None, so far,” Devin replied. His eyes scanned the hallway for the shadows of hidden sidhe.
“And her room?” Ronan asked, still faking his relaxation. Devin was very perceptive, and Nessa saw the little details that made Devin know Ronan was anything but calm.
“There was nothing odd there, but it isn’t the safest place to be. There are too many ways in and out, and it isn’t fortified for safety. I could get in and out of there without a problem, and I don’t even need to be invisible,” Devin replied. Ronan nodded. He seemed to already know that was the answer.
“We need to set up the blood barrier as soon as we get her out of there,” Ronan added, pointing to the room behind them.
“And how long will that be?” Devin asked, knowing Nessa was listening too.
Ronan shrugged. “My father likes to talk, and he’s the quietest of the group.” Devin nodded. He knew many just like that. Nessa watched their faces flash in front of her mind. She didn’t know a single one of them, but Devin did. It was going to take some time to be used to being inside someone else’s head. That wasn’t one of the abilities of the sidhe.
Nessa cringed as Devin looked up and she recognized the girl walking down the hallway directly toward Ronan and Devin.
‘Friend?’ Devin asked in Nessa’s mind.
Yep, of course he noticed her- ‘Not exactly,’ Nessa replied, as the girl made it to Devin and Ronan.
The girl was beautiful, maybe one of the most beautiful people Devin had ever seen. That made Nessa a bit upset when she heard that thought pass his brain. Of course she was beautiful. She was the only daughter of Maureen after all—the only woman to ever sit on the sidhe council of five. Fiona was just a younger, more beautiful version of her mother, with her long blonde curls that were never out of place, her perfectly-shaped nose, and a smile she could use as a weapon. Yes, Nessa knew Fiona Ferguson.
“Ronan,” the girl said cheerfully. “I didn’t know you’d be waiting here.”
‘Doubt that,’ Nessa told Devin.
Ronan stood and kissed the hand of Fiona. Fiona fluttered her eyes as if to be shy and reserved. Devin didn’t move from his spot. He could feel the jealousy of Nessa through the bond, but she had nothing to worry about as he saw through the perfect exterior of the girl in front of him. She was anything but innocent.
“And you brought a human friend,” she said just as sweetly. “It’s nice to meet a human here in the sidhe world. I bet you’ve not had the nicest welcoming. Such old superstitious fools here. I am Fiona Ferguson, a childhood friend of Ronan’s.”
“He’s not here with me,” Ronan corrected as a couple of sidhe passed and must have heard the comment. They glared at Ronan, not believing him. Nessa had to stop from chuckling out loud at that. She loved to make Ronan uncomfortable.
“Oh, you’re not?” Fiona replied.
Fiona acted surprised to hear the news, but Nessa doubted she was anything but surprised. In fact, Nessa would not have put it past Fiona to have perfectly timed her arrival to meet Devin. Fiona always felt it was necessary to have every man in the sidhe village drooling over her. She wasn’t satisfied to have just Rhys tangled around her little finger. Nessa had seen firsthand as Fiona cheated on Rhys when they were dating, just to take some fool of a guy away from someone who had really cared about them.
“Well, if you aren’t here with Ronan and you are left to sit here alone by whoever brought you into our little world, I could be your guide. I’d gladly show you the palace and grounds if you want. I grew up here and know just about everything about this palace. It’s really quite intriguing, and has lots of secrets,” she offered. She sat down a bit too closely to Devin so that after she was done pointing down the hallways, she accidentally bumped Devin’s arm.
“No, thank you,” Devin replied, scooting over a bit closer to Ronan to give Fiona plenty of room. Nessa was beginning to like that Devin was a man of few words.
“Oh, but whoever brought you here left you all alone. I don’t know how long you’ve been sitting here, but it can’t be fun. I bet it’s a bit boring. Wouldn’t you want some company?” she asked innocently.
“He’s a guest of Nessa’s,” Ronan added, scooting over a bit now that Devin was sitting closer. Ronan tried to hide his grin at how artfully Devin was evading Fiona.
Fiona shrugged and placed a hand on Devin’s knee. “Then she should have been a better hostess. If she can’t find the time to do anything but leave this poor human here alone, then maybe he should be my guest. I’m very thorough in showing day humans around the sidhe world. I bet you don’t know much about the sidhe. I could teach you a lot about the sidhe.”
Devin gently took her hand off his knee and placed it back in her own lap. Fiona tried to hide her anger over him not falling for her. She had been sitting just right for him to be able to see down the top of her dress. Devin had noticed and had ignored her. Being a day human in a night human world had taught him to be wary of any night human throwing themselves at you. He didn’t know what the story was with this specific night human, but he wasn’t about to go wandering alone with her. She was a night human after all, and he was food to night humans.
Nessa pulled out of Devin’s mind. Her blood was boiling. Fiona had always rubbed her the wrong way, but they had very little in common to actually even need to interact. In fact, in the past few years the only thing they had in common was Rhys. It seemed now that Rhys was gone, Fiona was making attempts to move on, maybe. While Nessa was off learning how to hold a bow and defend herself, Fiona was learning poetry and the art of dance. Nessa never cared for the courtly ways of the female sidhe, but she especially didn’t care for Fiona. Nessa stood, and the people around the table stopped talking.
“I must go,” she said to them, not even waiting for them to protest about her departure. “I have other business to attend to.” The people around the table looked startled by her sudden need to leave. Nessa made it to the door before someone spoke.
“You will be attending the feast in your honor tonight?” Maureen called to her.
Nessa stopped at the doorway. She didn’t want to attend any social gatherings. She wanted to be back in her room, finding the answer to free Devin and get him as far away from her world as possible. Fiona’s making a target of him was just the topping on the cake. No good could come of a day human walking around her people.
“It’s expected that the ruling head attends all diners in their honor,” Maureen added, emphasizing that Nessa didn’t really have a choice.
“Yes, I’ll be there.” Nessa hated her reply, but knew that it was futile to argue with them.
“And who will be your date?” Maureen continued, as if she didn’t care, but Nessa knew otherwise. “You need to make a smart choice on this. With your coronation comes the responsibility of marriage and children. You will be expected to be making an heir to the throne soon.”
Nessa cringed. She didn’t want to think about that. Maureen would now be making an even better push for her son to be Nessa’s fiancé.
“I’ll be bringing Devin,” Nessa replied and opened the door at the same time. The whole room gasped. Nessa smiled at the door and outside world. At least that response got them to shut up.
Nessa hurried over to Devin, who was now standing and not taking Fiona up on her offer. He seemed to be doing his best to just keep Fiona off of him. Nessa was relieved to see that, until she came closer and saw Fiona leaning ever-so-slightly to show off her assets that were close to tumbling out of her top. Fiona wasn’t the subtle type when it came to men.
“All done,” Nessa said to Ronan and Devin, ignoring Fiona—or rather, doing her best to ignore Fiona.
Fiona didn’t look happy at Nessa’s appearance, but her disdain quickly was hidden. Nessa saw it and was sure Devin saw it as well. Fiona was not someone you wanted on your bad side, but then again Nessa was unsure if Fiona even had a good side. She’d never like Fiona when she was dating Rhys, and she wasn’t about to start liking her now that she was throwing herself at Devin.
“Vanessa,” Fiona said sweetly, standing and hugging Nessa like an old friend.
Nessa didn’t return the hug and just waited for Fiona to let go. Nessa looked to Ronan and grabbed Devin’s arm to haul them both away. Fiona must have gotten the clue to what Nessa was feeling, but ignored it. She had her eyes glued to Devin.
“Sorry, Fiona, we must be on our way,” Ronan apologized as he followed Devin and Nessa.
“Ahh, but I didn’t get a chance to speak with your human more,” Fiona complained. “I didn’t even get to know his name.” Fiona pouted. “You all must really come visit me and my brother. He would be happy to see you home.” Nessa cringed.
“Maybe later. We really do have business to attend to,” Ronan replied as Nessa kept going.
There was no way Nessa wanted to spend any time with Fiona, and she didn’t want to see Finn. Finn had been a great guy, and a great childhood friend, but everything was too strained when she was promised to him on her seventeenth birthday. It was even worse now that she had broken the engagement. Nessa really didn’t want to see him. By agreeing to her brother’s terms, and pretending to be him at the tournament last month, she had gained her freedom from marrying Finn. She had no plans of going back on her win for herself.
 
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER 6
“And this seriously won’t offend everyone when I show up dressed in my normal clothes?” Devin asked. They had already protected the room with a blood spell that Nessa had assured him would keep them safe. Devin doubted that much and made his own adjustments to the room. Now they were sitting as Nessa’s hair and make-up was being done.
“I don’t know. I don’t attend these things. Ow,” Nessa complained as her curls were pulled and styled up by one of the assistants in the sitting room.
“Ever?” Devin asked, dubiously.
Nessa had been a sidhe princess before she was the soon-to-be queen. She had to have attended some formal functions. Devin doubted that back in the night human world he was raised in that he would have lived the night if he had shown up dressed in normal clothing. Lord Randolph was a bit strict, but Nessa told him he didn’t have to dress up for the night’s celebration.
“I’ve been to three events ever in my life. My father didn’t want us children there, so I never went when I was younger, and my brother liked to keep me locked up. The last one I went to was months before I went to the tournament and where Rhys sprung an engagement on me,” Nessa replied, shutting her eyes as the make-up artist prompted.
“He was engaged?” Devin asked as he sat down to watch Nessa get ready. Rhys had attended the tournament over a month ago with the intention to marry Devin’s former charge, Arianna.
Nessa blushed through the make-up being applied. “No, it was my engagement.”
“The one you broke,” Devin replied.
Devin had, for a moment, forgotten about that. Now he was seeing why Nessa insisted that he be her date for the event. Not only were there assassins, and a council that hated her, but an ex-fiancé to deal with as well. It was turning more into a night he wanted to say no to, and he would have if he knew that she would stay safe. But unfortunately, that didn’t seem like the way of the sidhe. In fact, they didn’t seem to have any qualms about killing each other. Instead, he was going to have to go to the tortuous event with her and deal with all the chaos that was bound to happen. Nothing good could come from throwing all those people into one room.
“Yeah, that didn’t go over too well with Rhys or Finn’s family. Finn didn’t seem to care, but his family wasn’t happy. They saw a marriage to me as a way to power,” Nessa replied, standing to look in the mirror once her make-up was applied.
“Isn’t it?” Devin replied. She was the ruler now. Her husband would be the second most powerful sidhe.
Nessa thought for a moment. “I guess so. But like it matters. The way the sidhe work, all the men would marry me to take over the power, not share it with me. Maureen is the only female sidhe to ever sit on the council of five, and probably will be the only one ever.”
“And not your friend Fiona? Won’t she follow in her mother’s footsteps?” Devin could tell by one five-minute meeting that Fiona had a hunger for power.
Nessa was saved from answering as Ronan entered the room. He brought a change of clothes that he tossed to Devin. Devin nodded and took the clothing, walking to the bathroom to change. At least Ronan seemed to have a better understanding that showing up to a formal function in jeans and a T-shirt was not a good idea.
“That’s fine,” Nessa said, shooing the hair and make-up people away in order to follow Devin.
Ronan escorted the crew out of her room as she stopped Devin right before he made it through the bathroom door. Devin paused and turned to her, making them stand almost chest-to-chest. There wasn’t much space between them, but Devin didn’t move. She had been following him.
Devin paused and stared at her. The make-up was making her sparkle more than normal. He wanted to look away, but couldn’t. Devin was entranced by her. Nessa didn’t speak. She was too close to Devin, and he had already removed his shirt on the walk to the bathroom. Devin stared at Nessa and felt like he could see deep into her soul from where he stood. She was a completely open book as she stared at him. He wanted to pull her into his arms like he had been imagining for days now. It was growing worse, the urge to touch her.
The door to the room slammed and pulled them both out of their reverie. Nessa took two steps back.
“Leave your jeans on. Don’t wear the sidhe pants,” she told him, looking to Ronan for agreement. “Your jeans protect your weapons from being seen. If you change then everyone will know about the blades you carry. They may doubt you can fight on their level, but they will be more cautious if they see you are carrying weapons.”
“Very true,” Ronan added as Nessa joined him by her bed where she grabbed her dress. Nessa passed Devin and went into the bathroom, leaving Devin and Ronan in her room.
“The unnatural fabric is a good disguise from sidhe magic,” Ronan explained.
“Then why don’t you guys just wear day human clothing?” Devin asked. He pulled the sidhe tunic over his head where he stood.
“Because everyone would then suspect you are hiding something,” Ronan replied as Devin set the rest of the clothing down and reached for a belt.
“And they won’t suspect me?” Devin asked. If day human clothing was a good shield, it would make sense to wear it.
“Exactly. Since you are a day human, they won’t actually think you’re in jeans for any reason other than being a day human,” Ronan added, nodding to the belt. “And they would never expect you to be guarding Nessa. A day human guard would be unthinkable, and laughable at best. No one would seriously consider that. Then again, I don’t think most day humans are like you.” Ronan smiled and shook his head at his own last statement.
“Do you expect trouble?” Devin asked as he fitted the belt around his waist and then grabbed a second dagger to place into his shoe, just under his pant leg.
Ronan shrugged. “I kind of always expect trouble at these events. Everyone together in one place, it’s like a great family reunion. Everyone hates each other for some reason or another, and everyone has someone they wish would just keel over. It’s a good place to murder someone and get away with it since there are always several people that would’ve wanted it done. The grouping together alone breeds hostility, and we often find someone acts on it.”
There seemed to be many reasons why Nessa wasn’t taken to the events by her parents. Even as a child she could have been targeted for her own family’s affiliation.
Nessa returned from the bathroom in a pale green dress that shimmered when she walked. Devin and Ronan both stopped talking to stare. The front part of her hair was pulled up into a mass of curls that cascaded down her back but left her face free of curls and her neck exposed. In the dress she looked more feminine and delicate than at any other time Devin could remember with her. She was a fairy princess in that moment. She paused just outside the door and looked around at the room, then back to the two guys.
“Something wrong?” she asked due to the silence. Both guys coughed like they hadn’t just been thinking something else, and turned back to each other. Neither replied, so she added, “Ready to go?”
Ronan and Devin nodded and followed behind Nessa as she left the room without a glance back. Devin was immediately on alert to the sidhe world around him. He could sense several people hiding around the corridors as they walked. Nothing in this world was as it seemed. Deception was a part of life. It didn’t even make Nessa or Ronan pause that there was magic all over the place. Devin followed close, knowing that even the calmest setting could prove eventful. Nessa didn’t even look back to see if the guys were following until she made it to one last doorway. Music filtered out the cracks of the entranceway. She paused finally and looked back. Ronan gave her an encouraging nod. The doors opened and the music and talking grew quiet.
“Queen Vanessa McKinny is present,” the herald at the door announced as Nessa stood and waited. “The feast may begin.”
Nessa walked into the room with her head held high, though she was as nervous as Devin had ever seen her. Devin waited to enter two steps behind Nessa as he had been instructed. He briefly inventoried the entrances and exits to the room they were walking into, and there were many. It didn’t look good. There had to be at least twenty doorways. There was no way Devin could watch all of them. The rounded room had grand arches leading to each door, and the middle ballroom floor was filled with people and tables.
The whole room stood as Nessa entered. It was, by far, more formal than Nessa had made it out to be. Even worse for security than the multiple entry points was that as Nessa proceeded to the head table, Devin noticed that there were only two place settings. They would be sitting ducks sitting above everyone at a table by themselves. Devin had no choice but to follow behind. He pulled out the chair for Nessa and then sat beside her. Everyone in the room sat down similarly, and the music and talking began again.
‘How long do we have to stay?’ Devin asked.
Normally, Devin didn’t mind the social formal functions. He had grown up attending them in his own home since he was raised by the head of the night human family he was part of, but now he was a bit worried. Here there wasn’t the protection he was used to seeing. There were no guards at the doors, or really anywhere. It seemed more and more like a free-for-all, and Nessa was the piece everyone was gunning for. The situation worried him. He could already see at least one assassin wandering around the outside loop by the doorways. If there was one, there were probably more. So much for the protection spells.
Nessa smiled as people watched her, but the strain was evident. ‘Dinner, dance, and then done,’ she replied, nodding to the servant that began bringing the food out.
Devin watched the people seated below. Devin looked closer to the people seated below, and the five tables surrounding theirs. Each person was covered by a haze. Nessa and her cousin Ronan were the only sidhe not covered in the cloud of magic. Devin watched the faces of the servers as they came closer and realized the magic fog was the sidhe magic they were using to distort their actual features. The current man bending down to set their plates in front of them had a crooked nose that was disguised by a much straighter, yet larger, one. Devin looked to the tables near them that had to be the sidhe head clans. All the women were older than they appeared to their fellow sidhe, and the men much weaker than they appeared to be. The sidhe didn’t use just clothing and money to appear younger, stronger, and more beautiful; they used their magic. It seemed like they used magic to hide what they found as flaws, and only Nessa and Ronan didn’t seem to care.
Devin sat patiently through the meal, as much as he could, while dish after dish was served. After the fourth course, he stopped counting. The dinner was excessively long, and Devin was beginning to see why. People moved about from table to table. He could make out several alliances between families, yet not a single one approached Nessa. She sat alone with him and didn’t even watch the floor below. Even between the head families, members wandered between tables as courses were served.
Devin’s eyes were drawn back to the table Fiona sat at. She didn’t participate in the meandering, but continued to gaze at him. He glanced her way again and found her brother was staring just as intently at Nessa. Devin was unsure what to make of the Ferguson family. The vibe he got from them was not good, yet they had done nothing to make him believe his gut feeling.
By the time dinner finally finished, Devin was sure that there were four assassins meandering in the walkway around the room. He was unsure if they were together or alone, as none seemed to move beyond a ten foot area of the walkway. Either way, Devin figured they were there for Nessa. There would be four attempts on her life, and he couldn’t let his guard down for one minute.
“May I have the first dance?” someone said next to him, pulling Devin from his study of the assassins.
Devin turned to find Finn bent down beside Nessa, extending a hand to her. Nessa looked as shocked as Devin at Finn’s sudden appearance and question after a silent meal. Nessa looked to Devin first. He nodded discreetly to her, and she looked back to Finn. Finn caught the movement and his eyes darkened momentarily, but it was enough for Devin to notice. Finn didn’t seem to like Devin at all. Finn smiled to Devin, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Devin had no clue how to interpret the sidhe, but Devin, at that moment, didn’t care. He needed to continue watching the assassins in case any planned to make a move.
 
Nessa held tight to Finn’s arm as he led her onto the floor. It had only been a month since she broke off the engagement, but she was surprised to find him acting like nothing was different. He was still the same old Finn.
The dance floor was completely empty except for the two of them. Nessa didn’t want to look at all the faces around her as they watched. She already had enough of being up on a podium for inspection through the terribly long meal. Nessa didn’t look at a single sidhe during the meal, but she had felt their stares. She wanted to think it was because she brought Devin, but she knew that they would have stared with or without her day human beside her. At least with Devin there, she didn’t have to be stared at alone.
“I was beginning to wonder if you were ever going to come home,” Finn commented, moving her hand from his elbow and placing it around his neck. He took her other hand in his own, while sliding his other to her waist.
“I had something to take care of first,” Nessa replied cryptically.
“Your day human toy?” Finn asked, nodding his head toward Devin. “Or is he just a snack? Wait, you didn’t do a spell on him and make him follow you around now? I remember that one time…” Finn started, but Nessa giggled and placed her hand on his mouth. She didn’t need anyone else knowing about her failed attempts at love spells. She would never live that one down.
“You promised,” Nessa complained, still holding his mouth shut. Once she was satisfied he had stopped talking under her hand, she let go and moved her hand back to his neck.
Finn twirled her around the dance floor expertly, and even added in a few fancy moves. Nessa laughed as he spun her a second time, quicker than the first, causing her to grab him to steady herself. That was the Finn she knew, extravagant and always making a scene.
“You didn’t stay away because of me?” Finn asked, a bit more somber and serious. The music had slowed to match his mood.
“Of course not,” Nessa responded instantly. “I really had to take care of a few things, and there was the tournament. I planned to come back right away, but Rhys wouldn’t let me.”
Finn nodded and seemed to accept her response.
“And how have you been?” Nessa asked, a bit surprised herself for actually having the guts to ask him. She figured he hated her for breaking the engagement, but he was just fine.
“Okay,” Finn replied. That was a first. Finn was always great.
“I never meant to hurt you,” Nessa added, even quieter.
Finn gave Nessa a lopsided smile. “Breaking off our engagement was fine. I told you that before you left. I don’t believe in forcing someone to get married, but just like you, I couldn’t tell my family no. I figured if anything, I was saving you from your brother marrying you off to someone else. Do you know the O’Ryan family widower had asked for you?”
Nessa couldn’t stop her mouth from dropping open in surprise. Al O’Ryan had lost his wife over fifteen years ago. He was an old man, and he had children her age. Why would he ask to marry her? Did Rhys really consider it? Nessa was glad that she never heard that before. She would have married Finn the day they got engaged. Now that she was the ruler she didn’t have to get married, but back then she was just the sister to the king.
“Really? But he’s old,” Nessa finally replied.
“I know. You should see the women my mom is now trying to set me up with. They are all really old, or really young. Either you have to get them early or you get the leftovers. It really is ridiculous,” Finn replied.
Nessa considered Finn’s description. What was Fiona’s problem them? She was only eighteen. Really old or really young didn’t quite describe her. Really evil was better. Nessa glanced past Finn to see if Devin was doing all right and saw that he was alone. She relaxed as they continued to dance, knowing everything was fine for that moment.
“How are Mary and Alex doing?” Nessa asked about Finn’s cousin that had gotten married right before she’d left during the same party they had gotten engaged at.
Finn shrugged. “Alex died a bit ago while you were gone. Mary’s kind of taking it hard.”
“I’m sorry,” Nessa replied. That was sad news as they were actually a love match, not arranged by their parents. Nessa didn’t know Mary well as she had come from another village, but she had known Alex. He had grown up running around the Ferguson house along with Nessa and her brother Rhys. “I didn’t know.”
Finn shrugged. How could she know? She had been gone.
A new song started and it was an up-tempo beat. Finn smiled, letting all thoughts of his dead cousin fade away as he took both of Nessa’s hands in his own. Nessa shook her head. She recognized the song also. They had spent one too many nights dancing to that exact song when Rhys was trying to learn it for his coronation ball. Finn and Nessa easily caught on to the steps, while Rhys continued to trip over them. It made Fiona even more irate as they continued to dance and not help her with Rhys. She refused to be the laughing stock of the ball and insisted Rhys stay for hours more to learn the dance.
More people joined the dance floor at the new song, and Nessa was surrounded by the magical sidhe, all dancing together. Music moved everyone to the same steps. While she disliked many parts of the sidhe, the carefree vibe surrounding her for once made her feel at home. No matter how different she was, she was still a sidhe.
 
Devin watched as Finn took Nessa in his arms and began to twirl her about. All eyes were on them. Devin tried to look away, but he too saw what everyone else saw, the deep friendship between Nessa and Finn. They had grown up together and it showed. They moved as one across the floor, laughing and smiling the whole time. Another song began and more people drifted down to the floor, but Devin stayed in his place and watched. He tried his best to watch the assassins, but he kept drifting back to Nessa on the dance floor.
“Admiring the happy couple?” a lady said beside him, pulling Devin back to the world around him and the dangers they presented.
Devin glanced at Fiona tentatively as she sat beside him in Nessa’s empty seat. Knowing who was now beside him, Devin went back to watching over Nessa and the assassins still roaming around in their spots, waiting for some detail he was sure, though he didn’t know what. Fiona showing up wasn’t a good sign. Devin was sure she was evil hidden behind a pretty face.
“Since Nessa broke their engagement Finn has been inconsolable, but now that I see them together I’m no longer worried. They’ll be back together in no time,” Fiona replied.
Devin didn’t respond. Nessa did look happy down on the floor in Finn’s arms, but something was still missing. Devin had spent years learning how to analyze people, and he saw friendship between them and nothing more. She had gone to great lengths to break their engagement. She disguised herself as her brother, competed in a tournament of kings, and placed at the top of the competitors. If Nessa wanted to be married to Finn, she could have just stayed home and saved herself the trouble.
“You do know that they were meant to get married this summer. It was to be a short engagement,” Fiona continued after Devin didn’t respond with a fake, consoling attitude.
Devin still didn’t reply. He had been trained over the years to be an emotionally guarded person since the greatest enemies of the dearg-dul clan were the baku, a type of night human who fed on emotion. It would take more than a few words to make him respond. Fiona didn’t seem to know much about Devin. She couldn’t get him to react as she would like, and a slight irritation broke through her voice as she continued.
“It shouldn’t take long for them to get back together. They’ve always been in love with each other. That was always the plan of our families, to be joined together. The McKinny and Ferguson blood combined would make unstoppable sidhe. For the sidhe race alone, they will have to get married since Rhys is no longer around to marry me. Once she’s back with Finn where does that leave you?” She asked sweetly, but there wasn’t much sweetness to her.
Devin shrugged. It didn’t matter who Nessa married. Who she married was her problem, not his, and he wasn’t about to tell Fiona that. And even though Devin hadn’t known Nessa that long, he knew one thing. Nessa would certainly see marriage as a problem. She had made it perfectly clear to Devin that marriage wasn’t even a consideration for her. She wanted to be free to be herself, and Devin was there for one goal- breaking the bond to let her be free.
“I’ll let you on in a little secret,” Fiona said, leaning closer and dragging her blood-red nails down his arm as she did so. “Once she’s married, she will have no need for a day human to be hanging around. Not all the sidhe are kind to their pets, but the Ferguson family is extremely kind. Always know our door is open, should you need a new home.” Fiona whispered her last sentence into Devin’s ear and waited.
Her lips were close enough that if he were to turn, he could kiss her. Devin didn’t turn, but pretended not to notice. Her hand lingered a little longer on his arm as she stood and smiled at him. “You are quite handsome for a day human. Don’t waste your time with Nessa. There’s nothing there for you. You should be able to see, just like the rest of us, that Nessa belongs with Finn,” she told Devin like they were old friends. Fiona sashayed back to her table, making sure that Devin’s eyes would follow her.
Devin couldn’t help but watch her walk away. It was true that Nessa wouldn’t need him once the bond was broken. He was already trying to decide what he would do next. Arianna didn’t need him back at her side, as she now had her mate Andrew. The dearg-dul didn’t need him either, as they were all now subordinate to Arianna. The night human world in general didn’t seem like it needed Devin anymore. He had spent over a decade in the night human world, but it was looking more like he would need to go back to just being a day human. It wasn’t a life he was prepared for, but he would have to make due. It seemed like the only option at this point.
Devin glanced to Nessa, who was fine in Finn’s arms, and then back to Fiona. She was now watching the duo dance intently. He was pretty sure everyone was watching them dance, but her face held more than curiosity, perhaps even a bit of anger. He observed Fiona a bit more to try to see through her mask. Her sidhe magic was strong, but like everyone else, she was hiding something. Her beauty was real, but something was off. He turned his surveillance to the assassins. None were still pacing. Most were getting ready for something. The tune that was playing was slowing down and coming to an end. Something wasn’t right. Devin abruptly stood and slipped between the dancing people to Nessa’s side.
“Mind if I get the next one?” Devin asked, interrupting her laughter. Finn glared at Devin, but quickly hid his disdain at being interrupted from joking with Nessa.
Nessa smiled at Finn and gave him a quick hug. It didn’t look like Finn was done with her, but she let go of him anyways. Devin tried to hide his smile as Finn left the dance floor in anger. Devin placed his hands around her waist as she placed her hands on his shoulders. He pulled her close, expecting to have to protect her at any moment. She looked up at him, still smiling from her dances with Finn. Her smile faded a bit when she saw that he wasn’t smiling back.
“What’s wrong?” she asked. She looked over his shoulder and quickly around the room, but didn’t see anything.
“We need to dance our way out of here,” Devin replied quietly, while still spinning them in circles. “Just follow my lead.”
Nessa wanted to ask more, but Devin dipped her down suddenly with one hand. Pulling her back up, his fist pressed against her back, now holding an arrow he grabbed from an assassination attempt. No one saw the invisible arrow, but Devin still held onto it. After a few more quick spins that didn’t allow Nessa to ask more questions, yet brought them five feet closer to the exit, Devin caught a second arrow from a different assassin. The first assassin was still waiting. Even the assassins didn’t see their own arrows. As they were within ten feet of leaving, Nessa finally protested.
“Devin, what is going on?” she asked, a bit winded from dancing.
‘Not now. I’m trying to save your life,’ Devin answered silently. Nessa’s eyes went big. She obviously hadn’t considered the danger to her life. ‘Now duck,’ he ordered.
Nessa instantly bent down and pretended to adjust her dresses hem. Devin held out his empty hand to help her stand back up. She smiled and stood, though there was still hesitation in her eyes. She couldn’t see the arrows in his hand. Devin smiled back, and she relaxed a little. Nessa slipped her hands back to his shoulders, and Devin took the lead again, pulling her toward the exit on the opposite side of the room from their table.
‘Dinner, dance, and then done?’ Devin asked, reiterating that they were done. He didn’t expect any kind of protest, but he had to be sure that they fulfilled the role they were supposed to play.
“I have to tell them I’m leaving,” she replied quietly. Devin spun her again before answering.
Devin reached to grab the fourth arrow, but midflight it turned back around and hit the assassin that had shot it. Devin didn’t even wait to see what would happen to the assassin. The last one he had killed turned visible the moment he died. Devin was sure this one was slightly hidden, but would be found quickly none-the-less. They didn’t have time to wait around for the real chaos to begin. Devin stopped dancing and grabbed Nessa’s hand in his free one to pull her the last few feet to the doorway. Nessa seemed about to protest again as Devin briefly stopped. A man standing by the doorway didn’t even notice them, but Devin knew he was the herald that announced their entrance earlier.
“The queen is tired and retiring to her room. She had a lovely time, please be sure to thank all who attended,” Devin told the man. He didn’t wait for a response, turning back to Nessa.
The herald’s eyes grew wide at being addressed by Devin, and even wider as he noticed Nessa by Devin’s side. He instantly bowed to Nessa before hurrying over to the stairs that lead out of the hall and to the vantage point overlooking the crowd. Devin and Nessa followed behind the man. He turned to the court attending, and Devin continued to pull Nessa behind him. They didn’t stop to listen to the man as the assassins all finally looked up from their weapons. Devin had Nessa out the door before the herald was finished talking, and before anyone could follow them.
“Devin we’re alone,” Nessa replied, out of breath as Devin pulled her down the hallway. Her dainty sidhe shoes clicked on the stone floor, but Devin didn’t stop.
“For now, but I doubt they won’t follow. At least the three that were still standing when we left,” Devin commented, pulling her in the direction of her room, the only safe place in the palace since they had let sidhe assassins in.
“Assassins?” Nessa asked, horror lining her face.
“Yes, and unless we get back to your room now they will get another chance. I don’t mind my odds at three to one, but I don’t know if they will even fight me or just go for you. And since you can’t see them, I’d prefer you were somewhere safe,” Devin replied, turning and going down another hallway. “Shit,” Devin said quietly, while scanning the hallways. He grabbed Nessa and pulled her with him into one of the lover’s alcoves.
“What?” Nessa asked as her eyes grew big, understanding where they were standing.
‘We need to hide and this was the best I could do,’ Devin replied mentally to Nessa.
He pulled her body up against his as he backed into the small space, and her big billowing skirt hid his day human jeans. Devin stood a good six inches taller than Nessa, and he knew his face had to be hidden also. The fuzzy outline of an assassin appeared down the hallway. Devin didn’t say anything to Nessa before he leaned down and kissed her.
 



 
 
CHAPTER 7
Nessa was startled by the sudden kiss, but not disappointed. She didn’t think that the serious, train-all-the-time Devin would even know how to kiss, let alone be good at it. She wrapped her arms around him as the kiss continued, and his arms pulled her tighter against him. Subconsciously she heard the footsteps of their follower come and go, but neither one of them ended the kiss. Something about pressing her lips to his felt right, just like her fingers through his hair and his arms around her waist. Touching Devin put everything in place. She had never felt like that with anyone before, and the kiss heated up a bit.
The bond was growing stronger, and both Nessa and Devin could feel it. They were connected much tighter than either would admit. Nessa tried not to pry into Devin’s mind as they kissed, but couldn’t help it. Thoughts were filtering across the bond, and she was shocked at what she found. The increased beat of his heart wasn’t from the chasing assassins, as she thought it was. He was enjoying the kiss as much as she was. And if she saw his thoughts, then he saw hers.
Nessa pulled back and broke the kiss. She didn’t want Devin knowing that he was beginning to mean more to her then he should. She had to let him go as soon as they broke the bond. It was the only way for them to both survive. He wasn’t meant to be in the sidhe world, and she couldn’t leave.
‘Are you sure they’re gone?’ Nessa asked Devin as his hands dropped from her waist.
The moment was lost and Nessa kind of regretted it. If she hadn’t worried so much, they could still be kissing. Devin stuck his head out of the alcove and looked around. His heart was still beating quickly and she could hear it sound perfectly with her night human senses. Was he still excited about the kiss, too? He pulled back in and took her hand.
‘Stay right next to me and do exactly as I say. I don’t know where they went, but for now they’re gone,’ Devin answered her. He held on tight to her hand and pulled her out of the alcove.
He led the way, weaving back between hallways to her part of the palace. Nessa was unsure how he even knew where he was going as they took new hallways he hadn’t been down, but she didn’t ask. He seemed to be concentrating on getting them back unharmed, and the least she could do was be quiet while he led her back. While it would’ve been easier to sneak back to her room under normal conditions, she couldn’t do it now. She couldn’t see the assassins, but Devin could. He was the best guard she could ever have around her. She trusted him.
After two more turns they were back in her room. When they crossed the threshold, Nessa felt the zing of the blood wall she had created with Ronan. They were safe, for now. Devin held onto her hand a moment longer as he looked around the room. His heart was still beating fast from their escape and near finding in the hallway. Soon it slowed and he let her go.
“Your dress is a different color,” Devin mentioned, looking down at Nessa’s gown. It had gone from a light, shimmery green to a pale pink color. It was probably the best disguise for them as they escaped.
Nessa smiled mischievously. “Cloaking spell to avoid crowds,” she replied. “I figured out, when I was a child, that you can escape most situations when they are looking for a certain color. I always cast one on my clothing when I’m encountering a bunch of the court.”
Devin smiled and nodded in appreciation. “That’s probably what saved us back there. They were looking for your green dress and didn’t find it. Do you run away often from court functions?”
Nessa just shrugged.
“I’ll have to remember that then. Don’t look for you wearing the same color as you entered with,” Devin replied light-heartedly after their stressful stroll through the hallways.
Devin walked to the table and finally unclenched his fist. Nessa heard the clank of metal hitting the table, but saw nothing. Pulling out a knife from his shoe, Devin pricked his finger and dripped blood which caused the arrows to suddenly appear when the blood touched them. Nessa stared at them. Devin was keeping her safe, but she hadn’t guessed that he was busy catching the arrows.
“Four assassins, three arrows, because one returned to the man who shot it,” Devin replied to the unasked question in Nessa’s eyes.
Nessa looked at the small arrows. How Devin could catch them was beyond her, and the fact that he did it while they were invisible was even more unbelievable. The sidhe might look down upon day humans, but Devin was a formidable foe for anyone. Nessa was glad to have him on her side.
“You understand what that means?” Devin asked.
Nessa counted the arrows again and examined them closely without touching them. She noted how they were each slightly different due to the shape of the feather fletching on each. Yes, she understood what that meant.
“The four of the five houses sent assassins to get me except for my own since Ronan is in charge,” Nessa told Devin. He nodded in agreement. “That means they all want me dead?” Nessa replied with a question.
It was hard to imagine that all of the houses wanted her dead. It was especially difficult to know that the Ferguson family had sent an assassin. She had grown up with all of them. While she didn’t know the other three houses well, Finn had been her best friend growing up. His mother was like a second mother to her. How could the Ferguson house order her death? Maureen had to know it had been done. She had to have approved it. Nessa didn’t want to believe it, but there were three different arrows on the table and a dead assassin back at the hall. Nessa didn’t doubt Devin’s word. The sidhe rulers wanted her dead.
“How strong is the spell around the room?” Devin asked, eyeing the many entrances.
“Strong,” Nessa replied. She may not look like much compared to the other sidhe warriors, but Nessa had been trained well. Her magic was the strongest in her family, hence the reason Uncle Rolf hadn’t challenged her becoming the head after her brother’s death.
Devin nodded. “And it’s a ball of protection, right? Not just the sides, but the top and bottom, too?”
“Yes, this is a magic sphere. We’re completely safe within these walls. No one beyond Ronan can enter unless I give them permission,” Nessa agreed. Devin was playing protector and hero, but she was still in shock over the fact that Maureen would want her dead.
“And you didn’t give anyone else permission?” Devin asked, raising his eyebrows to emphasize the question.
Nessa had no clue what he was referring to. “No. Why would I? Who have I had a chance to talk to that you haven’t heard what’s been said?” His protectiveness was nice to have, especially with the threat on her life, but Nessa was unsure of what to make of the accusation that she let someone else in her room.
“Not even an old friend or two?” Devin asked, still not giving names, yet clearly thinking of someone specific. Nessa was unsure why he was accusing her of something, but it was obvious that he wasn’t happy with her.
Nessa searched her mind. Everyone was too busy with their own lives, and any female childhood friends no longer lived in the village. She had yet to see any old friends beyond Finn and Fiona. Her head snapped up to look at Devin. He was circling the room, checking each entrance. He wasn’t even looking at her or her revelation, but he was still ticked at her.
“You mean Finn?” Nessa asked, surprised by the jealously that had laced his tone now that she knew who he was referring to. “He would never hurt me. He was my best friend growing up.”
“And he’s your ex-fiancé now, unless you reached a new agreement when dancing with him tonight,” Devin muttered as if he didn’t care. He sounded almost robotic.
That was Devin’s specialty. He could completely shut off his emotions. Sure it protected him from getting hurt, but she knew the flipside. Nessa had seen him do that with Arianna. It was that specialty that kept him from truly loving her the way she needed to be loved. But Nessa was still surprised that it was aimed at her now, and over Finn of all people.
“There is nothing between Finn and me. There never was. I broke the engagement, and he completely agreed.  He didn’t even fight my decision. We’ve been friends forever. He’s like a brother to me,” Nessa replied, going over to the bathroom door.
“Fiona didn’t play it that way,” Devin answered.
“Fiona has no clue about anything. She’s just trying to manipulate you. I’m sure he sees me just like a sibling,” Nessa tried to explain.
“I’m not sure he feels the same sibling feeling as you,” Devin answered, making his way over to her. He stepped by her and inspected the bathroom for a threat before nodding to her to let her pass.
“When I told Finn I was going off with my brother on a promise that I could break the engagement and make my own choice, he completely agreed with me. He said women should always get a choice,” Nessa replied.
Finn had been her greatest supporter in getting out of the engagement. He was the one that suggested she make a deal with Rhys if she was upset over the engagement. She was surprised by how much he wanted to help her, especially now that he wasn’t the only one that had been asking for her. Finn had tried to protect her, not force her to marry him. It was completely an older brother move. Nessa shook her head at Devin while he stared dubiously at her. While he was a great bodyguard, and knew exactly how to fight every threat, Nessa wondered how good a judge of love he was.
Nessa moved to shut the door, but Devin put his foot in the way before she could close it.
“Leave the door open from now on. Our bond is strongest when there isn’t a barrier. The few seconds that barrier makes could mean life or death,” Devin explained. He still didn’t trust that the room was safe. Nessa found she wanted to protest, but the words were stuck in her throat.
Nessa’s breath caught in her chest as they stood close. Images of the stolen kiss in the hallway filtered through her mind. She accidentally glanced at his lips and had to close her eyes from the gut reaction she had to kiss him again. It did no good. She could still smell him. He was a mixture of scents, and it was making her want to do more with him. She tried not to look at him and to ignore the scent of his skin, but the bond wasn’t playing fair. She felt everything he felt through it. The bond said he was picturing the same thing. They both were caught in the bonds snare. Nessa pinched her thigh and took a breath. Things were getting more difficult. She could smell his day human blood from the finger prick, and it made her hungry. But it wasn’t the same type of hunger as when she was low on blood. She had never needed to feed regularly on a day human, and she shouldn’t have been hungry. But something about Devin made her want every part of him, including his delicious-smelling blood. Devin reached forward and tucked a loose curl behind her ear.
“You may not see it, but every single male there tonight was captivated by you. Don’t let your guard down with anyone, including Finn Ferguson,” Devin said softly. “You’re too innocent, Nessa. You don’t see that you’re a lamb walking among wolves.”
Nessa rolled her eyes and slipped into the bathroom, away from Devin. No one beyond Finn had even given her a second thought her whole life. Even at the normal court functions, no one cared that she was there. She was the second child. Rhys was the star of the family, and even now she saw their eyes looking for Rhys. Everyone might have been looking at her, but it was because she had Devin beside her. Just because the bond made Devin notice her, it didn’t mean anything. The pull was strong to be near him, but he was still Devin. When the bond was gone, he would be gone and no one would look at her again.
Leaving the bathroom door open was going to take some getting used to. It wasn’t a problem that Devin saw into the bathroom or anything. It was just embarrassing knowing that he was a few steps away and could feel her through the bond. She decided just to wash the make-up off her face and slip into her pajamas. No need to be embarrassed even further with a shower. Nessa quietly made it back into the main room. Devin was lying across the bed, shirtless. She had seen guys shirtless before, but it never made her heart beat like it did now. Nessa hid her gasp at her surprise over finding him in her bed that way with a little cough. Devin looked up from his book.
“This is the second book I’ve finished of your grandfather’s. I’m not sure there’s a way to break the bond. He doesn’t mention it anywhere,” Devin said as she approached the bed. Nessa hesitated. She had slept in the same bed with him the night before, but something just felt different now, what with the kiss and his obvious state of undress.
Devin completely ignored the situation as he set the book down. He ran his hands through his hair in frustration. He didn’t seem to like what he was finding—or not finding—in the books.
“There are still more, aren’t there?” Nessa asked. She didn’t know exactly how many books she had on binding, but she thought it was close to a half dozen.
“I think one more, but none of these explain breaking the bond. They all warn that you need to be sure before you do the bond because it’s permanent,” Devin replied as Nessa remained standing. “Are you really going to stand there all night?” Devin asked, a smile was tugging at the corners of his usually serious lips.
Nessa had no reply. It was awkward to sleep next to him, and she couldn’t explain it without being even more awkward. How was she supposed to pretend there was nothing between them when she knew better? She didn’t want to feel what she felt, but she did.
“You slept by me last night and there were no problems. You don’t talk in your sleep or drool, so why the hesitation?” Devin asked.
“I know I don’t drool,” Nessa snapped back, sitting on the bed. Devin smiled smugly. “Were you watching me?”
“I was waiting to see why it bothered you last night,” Devin replied, like it was the only obvious answer. Yes, he had watched her. “You were very hesitant last night. I figured you had to do something embarrassing when you sleep.” His explanation did make sense, but the bond said otherwise.
“And you don’t sleep?” Nessa replied. When did Devin have time to watch her? They had traveled all night, and arrived after many hours in the car and one assassination attempt. Nessa had barely been able to keep her eyes open long enough to pull the covers up.
Devin shrugged. “I don’t sleep more than about four hours a night. If I’m really tired, maybe five or six.”
Nessa’s momentary anger faded, and she had to stay. She was already sitting on the bed beside him. She wanted to stand back up, but knew he would only tease again. She laid her head down on the pillow and turned her back to him. Devin turned out the light and climbed under the covers. Nessa’s heartbeat increased. She was alone in a protected room that no one could enter with a guy she just kissed not even an hour ago. If her father were alive, he would’ve killed her by now for just that much. He always said he would kill any guy that touched his daughter.
Devin’s arm slid under her head, startling Nessa from her thoughts of her parents yelling. Nessa moved to sit up, but Devin placed his other hand on her hip, essentially causing her to give up her fight to move.
“I need to touch you to keep track of you while I sleep,” Devin said quietly.
“What?” Nessa asked, turning around to face him.
“I know you say the room is safe, and I don’t doubt your magic is the strongest in the village. If it weren’t, I don’t think we’d have made it this far already,” Devin explained. Nessa was stunned by his compliment. “But I don’t take chances. The only way we survive this is together. I’ll do my best to protect us as you do your best to survive your sidhe world.”
“Okay, but how do you keep track of me while you sleep? Anyone sleeping is basically unconscious,” Nessa stated logically.
“I was trained to be able to pull myself out of sleep if danger approaches. I spent years learning how to do just that, but the catch is that I need to be touching the person I’m protecting to do so,” Devin explained.
Nessa nodded and turned back around. He had been trained so much she wondered if he even had a life outside his dearg-dul-centered night human world. What would he even do now that Arianna didn’t need him? He wasn’t raised to be anything but the best in the night human world, and he was completely amazing at that. Devin’s arm remained under her neck as a pillow, and his hand was on her hip. His breathing slowed as she thought. He was actually going to sleep holding onto her. It was going to be a long night for Nessa as she tried to slow her heartbeat at Devin’s touch. Yes, it would be a long night.
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER 8
Devin watched Nessa take a deep, shallow breath later that evening. She was completely asleep in his arms and had been for hours. Devin knew that he should grab the book next to the bed and get more reading done, but he didn’t want to let go of her yet. He looked at the slope of her neck, completely exposed in the tank top she was wearing for pajamas. Her skin was pale white, as all night humans’ were, but at the same time Devin saw a pearlescent tone to it. She was as magical as the sidhe were always believed to be. Her dark curls ticked his arms, still wrapped around her, but he didn’t plan to let go to brush them away. His view followed down her neck and over her exposed shoulders. He silently kissed her shoulder and sighed as he pulled back.
Devin wasn’t supposed to fall for her. He was supposed to get her home and break the bond. Nessa was making that goal much more difficult as she slept in his arms. She wiggled a little and pressed closer to him. Devin really needed to let go and read the book now, but he couldn’t. His time holding her would be limited. No matter how much he might fall for her, he had to lock it all away, just like always. Devin had been taught, from a young age on, how to control his emotions, how to lock everything behind a door in his mind to keep himself safe. He would need to do the same with this, but while she slept in their protected room he could enjoy her for a little while. He could still feel.
Devin buried his nose in her hair and took a deep breath as she nuzzled close. She smelled like flowers, not any one flower in particular, but many flowers. She was a bouquet of flowers. Nessa was nature itself. Devin sighed again and tried to lock his feelings away. She wasn’t meant to be his, no matter what he felt now. She was a night human, and he would never be one if he could help it. He wanted to blame the bond as Nessa was blaming it, but he had read the books and she had not. The bond could force them closer, but it couldn’t force them to like each other. That was completely their fault.
Devin wanted to regret what he was feeling, but he couldn’t. He had spent years locking away his feelings for Arianna. He needed to be able to feel freely now. It was the first time in a long time where he felt normal and real, but it would have to end. Vanessa McKinny, the last of her family line, couldn’t be with a day human. Night humans of any species rarely dated or married day humans, and from his little foray into the sidhe community, he saw they never did so here. His love, no matter how much it could be, would never be enough for Nessa. She had to be with a sidhe, and Devin wasn’t a sidhe. They needed to break the bond to protect her from her own people. Her hand tightened on his as she continued to dream. Devin would do anything to protect her.
Devin contemplated how he could extract his arms from around her. He needed to let go and stop thinking about her. When someone tried to open the door, their touching was enough to jolt Nessa’s magic through both of them. That was enough to wake her and make her sit up. The bond had been growing, and was strong enough that Devin could feel a bit of Nessa’s magic now. The person trying to enter could not.
‘What do we do?’ Nessa questioned Devin silently as she jumped up from the bed and began patting down her unruly curls.
‘We see who’s here,’ Devin replied, pointing to the door. He walked over and stood behind it, knife in hand. He would be hidden from anyone when she opened it, but still able to attack if necessary.
Devin followed Nessa as she walked over to the door. When Nessa and Devin neared it, the person stopped wiggling the handle and finally knocked. The resonating knock made Nessa jump a little as she reached for the handle. Devin smiled at her jumpiness, and she glared at him in response.
‘Not a morning person,’ he teased as his grip loosened on his knife. An assassin wouldn’t knock.
Nessa stuck her tongue out at him and grabbed the handle. She intended to open the door wide, and hit Devin in the face, but stopped when she saw the person on the other side.
“Uncle Rolf,” she said. Devin relaxed only a fraction.
Devin was undecided on Rolf. The large man looked like an older version of his son, and Devin recognized him right away, even if he hadn’t seen him the night before. His eyes were the same as his son’s, and he wanted to trust the man as Ronan was trusted. Rolf could be an enemy or an ally, and he didn’t know which yet. The older man was technically in line for the throne behind Nessa, but he needed her to be queen first in order to be in line. If Nessa was killed early, all the families could claim a right to the throne.
“Vanessa, I need you to get dressed right away and come with me,” Rolf said urgently.
“What’s wrong?” Nessa asked, not moving from the doorway.
“The five families, or rather the four that outvoted me, called for a trial before the official coronation. They don’t think they’d have a fair trial if it’s done after you’re officially queen,” Rolf explained.
Devin was surprised they caught on. He had been thinking the same thing.
“A trial?” Nessa asked, surprised.
“I know, child. It isn’t normal. But don’t worry. I’ll represent you, and I won’t let them win,” Rolf added. He moved to pat her shoulder, but his hand stopped at the doorway. “A barrier spell?” Rolf asked, as if he hadn’t noticed before.
“A blood barrier to keep her safe,” Devin replied, stepping around the door to get a better look at Rolf. He needed to be able to read the man to tell if he were being truthful.
Rolf tested the barrier again and smiled. “It’s strong,” he said. “Strongest I’ve seen.” Rolf was telling the truth, and awe laced his voice.
“I’m not sure it’s best for Nessa to leave her room right now. There were four assassination attempts last night on her,” Devin replied. Rolf seemed genuine, but Devin needed more to assess the man. Nessa seemed to trust everyone, but Devin knew better than that. They all wanted her dead. Rolf may also want that, for all Devin knew.
“What?” Rolf asked, anger beginning to fill him. Either he didn’t like the attempts, or he didn’t like being not told about them. Devin was still unsure how to read him. Devin walked to the table and picked up the three arrows, holding them out for Rolf to see.
“The fourth’s arrow returned to the shooter,” Devin answered the question filling Rolfs eyes. Rolf looked closer at the three distinct arrows. He swore under his breath as if he recognized the arrows. “Then you understand my concern,” Devin added.
“Well, we’re safe for now. The stupidest thing they did was formally accuse her, then. She’s safe and no harm can come to her until the trial is done,” Rolf explained, but was still angry at seeing the arrows Devin had just sat back down.
“And if someone does try to attack her?” Devin asked. Sidhe spells were complicated and could be as deceptive as the sidhe were in general.
“Anything done to her will return, twofold, to the attacker,” Rolf replied. That sounded familiar to Devin, but he didn’t look to Nessa to ask her. He was pretty sure none of the sidhe knew that she had already cursed half of them the same way. And he was sure assassin four last night didn’t know that, either.
Devin looked to Nessa. “We need to be careful. Can the trial proceed without her?”
Rolf looked to Devin, not understanding. “That’s why I rushed here. They wanted to start without her.”
“Then let them,” Devin replied. Nessa nodded. She understood that Devin wanted to gain knowledge without being seen. It was the perfect way to decide how to proceed.
“Let them?” Rolf repeated.
“Yes. We will be out in five minutes,” Nessa replied, moving to shut the door.
“We?” Rolf asked. He looked to Devin dubiously.
“We,” Nessa replied, not explaining further. “Don’t wait for us, but we will be there.”
“It will be in the Green Leaf Theatre,” Rolf added for them. Nessa nodded to her uncle and shut the door. She turned to Devin.
“Is that true about the spell on the accused?” Devin asked. “You will be safe?”
“Yes, but it isn’t a good thing,” Nessa replied, picking up clothes from the floor and tossing them into a pile. They had just moved into her new room, but it was just as disorganized as it had been before in her home. Devin wondered if it was the people that moved her things hastily, or if Nessa asked it to be that way. “None of the five families ever brings up a trial unless they plan to win it.”
“How can they win?” Devin asked logically. He had been at the tournament and the fight that had concluded the tournament. Nessa didn’t kill her brother. She stepped between the spell and Arianna, and Rhys had died. Nessa hadn’t spoken to cast her own spell, or even raised a weapon to Rhys. “There had to be at least two dozen sidhe there. All of them could have seen what happened. You didn’t attack Rhys.” How could anyone expect to win a trial where she didn’t fight back?
Nessa shrugged. “I don’t know, but I don’t like the sound of it either. Something isn’t adding up. Either way, we need to be ready for anything.”
Devin nodded and grabbed his clothes from the night before. He needed his jeans to hide his weapons, but he also needed to fit in a bit. Close up, any sidhe would know he was a day human, but he needed to be able to get lost in the crowd if needed. He hoped their sense of smell wasn’t as great as the night humans he was raised with, or they would know right away, but his impressions from the night before was that their senses were dulled a bit. When he exited the bathroom he found Nessa dressed as she had for the trip, in a simple dress with pants underneath. She was tying her hair up as he approached. When her hands were free, she turned to him and handed him a small blade.
“I didn’t give this to you last night as I knew I was the only target. I doubt that now. There would be no reason to bring a trial, and protect me, unless they plan to get rid of you first. If they can’t get me, I have no doubt the sidhe will be after you. Someone must have realized last night that you are different than most day humans. This trial could be to convict me, or to leave you vulnerable. I don’t know which,” Nessa clarified, yet didn’t explain the weapon.
Devin took the blade from her. It was small enough to hide easily, yet beautiful enough that one would normally not want to hide it. The handle was ornately welded with two blue jewels embedded in it. The blade itself had intricate crisscrossing lines that surrounded a word Devin couldn’t read. There was a slight hum as it touched his hand. He flipped it around as he looked at it, and the hum continued.
“That was one of my father’s blades. It has been in our family for centuries. It’s a sidhe blade, forged and laced with magic. Only a sidhe blade can kill a sidhe.” Devin nodded his head as he touched the edge with his nail. It was sharp. “It isn’t that I want you to go around killing sidhe, but I need you to be able to if necessary,” she quickly explained.
“Thank you,” Devin replied before motioning to the door.
“Hopefully we can follow and learn what we’re getting into, and be able to leave unnoticed if we see anything wrong,” Nessa explained her plan. Devin nodded. He wasn’t knowledgeable about sidhe politics, but was ready to follow her lead.
Something was going on, and they were about to walk into the unknown. Devin hated that feeling, but it was nothing new. He would do everything he could to protect her and make it back alive. The weapon she gave him hummed against his skin. It felt her blood within him. He hoped it would be enough to handle anything they found when they got there.
 
Nessa walked ahead of Devin, leading the way since he could still see her even though they were both invisible. Nessa had been unsure if she could even make Devin invisible indefinitely since he was a day human with no magic, but she found the little bit of her blood in him allowed her to do spells on him at the same time as herself. In fact, it was much easier then she expected it to be. Now that they were home on magical ground, she couldn’t see him behind her, but she felt the new sensation that he was near. The bond told her exactly where he was. If they were within a ten-foot radius, she could feel him. Nessa never had a mate before, though many night humans do before they are old enough to wed, but she had heard it described. It was an odd, out-of-place sensation, to always feel someone else, but comforting now that she couldn’t see him.
They made it to the location Uncle Rolf had said the trial was within ten minutes of his departure from her room. Nessa walked to the front where the accused would sit. There was a stage in the front of the room beneath the rows of seats. Nessa didn’t like the feeling of being on display and was happy to be invisible. It was like walking into a theatre, but it wasn’t for a performance. It was to determine if she had broken sidhe law. Night humans were notoriously harsh in their verdicts, but Nessa hoped her uncle was correct and that he would be able to defend her.
Devin stayed in the back of the room, rows above where Nessa was sitting. She tried to see him, but could not.
‘Okay?’ she asked, using her new senses to try to find him. He was too far away for now.
She felt a laugh tingle through the bond. ‘Yes. I can manage to follow you walking a whole two-hundred yards.’
Nessa felt herself getting angry with him. All she was doing was making sure he was there. He might be able to see everything, but she could not. Devin could be irritating sometimes. His humor was felt again through the bond. Yep, Devin was irritating.
The mumbling crowd quieted as Uncle Rolf walked into the room. Nessa watched her uncle as he approached, and heard the people murmur in surprise that Nessa wasn’t with him. Many must have seen him run to Nessa’s room. Rolf walked around her chair and pulled out both his and hers. Nessa sat down, but remained invisible until he told her otherwise. She had to trust that her uncle knew what he was doing. She had no experience with sidhe politics, and no matter how they looked at the situation, this trial was sidhe politics.
On the center of the stage, at her own table and facing the seated crowd, Maureen sat as the negotiator for the meeting. Nessa and Rolf sat perpendicular to the crowd at a table on the right side of the stage while Nessa’s accuser, Bray O’Ryan, the head of the O’Ryan family and one of the five elders, sat across the stage at his own table. He was an old man, probably in his seventies or eighties at the youngest, with stiff gray hair that shimmered blond. Nessa knew not to trust what she saw as all the sidhe changed their appearances in some way. He sat at the table drumming his fingers on it as he waited. Watching him wait impatiently made her heart pick up its beat. If he was so confident to be bored, she was in trouble.
‘He isn’t the elder O’Ryan,’ Devin commented from somewhere within the room.
Nessa glanced around. Even more than ten feet away, his voice made him sound like he was right beside her. His voice calmed her beating heart as she stared across at Bray. She didn’t see why Devin thought that.
‘If the little bit of blood within me can make your magic possible on me, then maybe the little bit of my blood within you can make you see the truth,’ Devin suggested, knowing exactly what she was trying to do right at that moment.
‘Worth a try,’ Nessa replied. And it was. If she saw through the magic, then she would be more prepared to face everything that came her way.
‘Close your eyes,’ Devin started his directions. Nessa did as she was told. In a normal situation, sitting before all the sidhe with some wanting her dead, she wouldn’t have dared to close her eyes, but there was nothing to fear as she sat next to her uncle, invisible.
‘Feel the energy around you. Just like how you sense other night humans. Do you feel it?’ Devin continued.
‘No,’ Nessa searched for the energy. Feeling out a night human was instinctual, she never had to try. She didn’t even know where to start. This was much harder than what she had grown up doing. It was frustrating, but she needed to learn how.
Devin felt her frustration. ‘Look through my eyes, see what I see, feel what I feel,’ Devin suggested.
‘I can do that?’ Nessa replied, opening her eyes and looking around for Devin.
‘Yes, now close your eyes and try,’ Devin answered back.
Nessa stuck her tongue out in the general direction of the people seated where she figured Devin was before closing her eyes. She could feel the humor of Devin’s laugh in her mind. He must have seen what she did even if she hadn’t directed it perfectly at him.
‘The bond between us is strong enough. You should be able to feel me as I feel you. Reach out, find me, and find my mind,’ Devin directed. He waited for her to do so.
It was true that the bond was growing, but she still couldn’t feel him like he described.
‘Fine,’ Devin said, and Nessa looked up, searching for his invisible body. What did fine mean?
Within moments she felt a hand take hers. She would’ve normally yelped in surprise, but she knew it was Devin without seeing him.
‘Now you know where I am. Come inside my mind and see how I do this. I know you can also, if you knew how,’ Devin added, encouraging her. ‘Just follow our connection.’
Nessa looked at the invisible hand clasped in her own. Follow his hand. He made it sound easy, but it didn’t seem that simple. She concentrated on his fingers, intertwined with hers. Next she moved to the palms that were touching, skin against skin. She could feel him physically, and if she tried hard enough, she felt something more. It was fuzzy and hidden, but it was there. There was a string connecting them, tying them together. Nessa concentrated on that string and felt it grow stronger and clearer. That connection led right into Devin, and instantly, once she knew how, she found his mind.
‘Not so hard,’ Devin replied. His voice was now louder.
‘For you, Mr. Perfect, but some of us weren’t born flawless,’ Nessa answered back.
‘Yes, I know some weren’t as fortunate,’ Devin added with a chuckle, not modest in the least. ‘Now, if I let go a little more, you can look at the world through my eyes with me. You can see what I see.’
Nessa was unsure what he meant or if it was even possible, but she waited and soon found Devin knew way more than she ever guessed. It irked her a bit that a day human could know much, but she expected it by now with him. Devin wasn’t just a day human. He was something else completely. Somehow, she wondered if he was even just a day human. His abilities were abnormal to say the least.
Nessa felt Devin usher her further into his mind. She saw the room now, even though she had closed her eyes again, and it was his viewpoint as he was still standing. It was if she were standing inside his mind. He still controlled it, but she was right there beside him. Devin looked around the room and stopped at the corner where they entered.
‘Do you feel the hum in the air and the fuzziness that’s by the door?’ Nessa nodded, and somehow Devin knew she did. ‘Concentrate on that area and let it come into focus. It isn’t a clear picture like everything around it. It always has some fuzz, but it’s there.’
It was exactly as Devin described it. The area by the door had something there, and as Nessa focused more, it became clearer. It was a person, and an assassin at that. They were in the room, waiting for her or Devin, and she didn’t even notice. Nessa jumped at the sight, and Devin grabbed her hand tighter to keep the connection.
‘You didn’t think they would be here?’ Devin asked. She had pulled out of his mind.
‘No,’ Nessa replied and entered back into Devin’s mind, which was much easier the second time.
‘That isn’t the only illusion here,’ Devin said as she adjusted back to his view.
Devin’s view changed, and he stared across the stage to the old man Bray. Slowly, fuzziness covered the man, and Nessa saw a new outline. The man she was seeing outside Devin’s mind was just the outline to the real person. Underneath the outline was a much younger man. In fact, he couldn’t have been much older than Nessa herself. She looked closer beyond the illusion. She sort of recognized the young man.
‘I think that’s one of his grandsons,’ Nessa replied. Devin let go of her hand, keeping the connection as much as he could force it.
‘Now you try,’ he said to her. ‘Look at someone else. Everyone here is under some illusion.’
Nessa turned to Maureen and waited. She looked for the fuzziness that Devin described and nothing came. Devin made it easy. Nessa felt completely imperfect next to him.
‘Stop thinking like a sidhe,’ Devin replied to her unspoken frustration. ‘Stop believing the illusions that cover this place.’
Nessa closed her eyes and took a deep breath. It was true that the sidhe people were known to fill their lives with illusions of how they viewed the world. Nessa never thought that was a bad thing. You have the world you want, not necessarily what the world really was. Why not be what you want to be instead of what you are? All it takes is a little spell here or there. That was how she was raised. That was how it always had been. She never knew it was different until she left home over a month ago and saw the real world. Nessa opened her eyes and thought of the real world outside her sidhe village. She looked back to Maureen and was surprised to see the fuzzy veil around her. Slowly, the Maureen that Nessa was used to was just the fuzzy outline. Underneath was the real Maureen, a much older and much grayer, wrinkled woman.
‘Exactly,’ Devin said, seeing what she saw. ‘Your world isn’t what you think. I doubt it ever was.’
Maureen stood and the audience became silent. Nessa didn’t hear Devin walk away, but he was no longer near her. He was still somewhere in the room, just not next to her. If she wanted, she could use her new ability to find him but instead her concentration was pulled to the woman talking.
“I believe we are all assembled,” Maureen stated. She looked from one side of the stage to the other and didn’t even notice the hidden Nessa. Fake Bray nodded while Uncle Rolf nodded. “We’re gathered to assess what happened weeks ago to our unfortunate King Rhys. This is a formal inquiry, and no lies will be tolerated. Anyone found lying will be subjected to sidhe laws. The accuser in this inquest is the O’Ryan head Bray. He will present his witnesses and arguments first, and the McKinny family head Rolf will present his defense afterward. Are we agreed?”
“Yes,” Fake Bray and Uncle Rolf answered simultaneously.
“Bray, you may make your case first,” Maureen told the fake older man before sitting down.
Bray stood and held up a piece of paper that magically appeared before Maureen and Rolf on their tables. Bray was completely confident in his case as he stood and smiled at the audience. Nessa looked at the list as Uncle Rolf discreetly pushed it to the middle of the table as Bray began to talk. It was a list of his witnesses, which were many. The trial would take days based on the number of people he planned to call. Nessa didn’t know what it meant. The more people he called, the more likely there would be someone who was standing close enough to Nessa and Rhys to defend her. It made no sense. Something was completely off.
 
After Bray’s riveting speech on how the loss of their king was a tragedy that would affect the sidhe forever, and how Nessa was the jealous younger sibling that plotted against Rhys, Devin knew that the trial was a complete set-up. Bray said nothing that could be proved. Devin had no clue how he planned to win his case without proof. The assassins, this time many more then the night before, patrolled the doorways. There was only one thing they could be looking for- him. He had now become the target, and this ruse of a trial was meant to pull him out for them to attack.
‘Names are missing,’ Nessa said, pulling Devin out of his surveillance mode.
‘What do you mean?’ Devin asked as he moved back to let an invisible assassin walk by.
‘This list.’ Nessa pointed in front of her. ‘There are no McKinny family members on it. I know my brother brought at least six or more of our family with him. And the Ferguson member, Candor, who told me to bind to you is also not on the list.’
‘This is a trial with selective witnesses? Will Rolf call witnesses?’ Devin asked. It would be easy enough for Rolf to call his own witnesses.
‘In reality it should work that way. Fake Bray called his and provides a list, and Uncle can call his own list. But I don’t think Uncle has one. For a sidhe trial, anyone involved should be here right now. They are all required to be present,’ Nessa looked at the faces in the crowd. The missing people from the list were not there. ‘And I don’t see them.’
‘Maybe they didn’t get their invite,’ Devin suggested. If the inquest was really a farce, Devin was unsure how long they would let it go on. ‘Do any of the missing live here in the palace?’
‘I think most of them do,’ Nessa replied. ‘It’s not like Rhys got out much.’
‘Then maybe I should go take a look,’ Devin suggested. Nessa’s heartbeat increased. Devin was the only reason she was still alive with multiple assassination attempts on her thus far. Devin could feel her anxiety at him leaving her alone. ‘I’d never leave if I didn’t think you were safe. I won’t be far away, and I won’t leave the palace. I really think I’m the target now anyway. If you give me a mental image as to who the person is, and where they live, then I can go check why they aren’t here.’ Or if they even returned, Devin wanted to add but he didn’t want to upset Nessa more. Either the missing people were not invited, or they weren’t alive to be part of the trial.
Nessa sent him a picture of the hallways and where to go. She knew the faces and the whereabouts as to where they lived, even though she didn’t know them that well. It was that way in the palace. She could place a person with where they lived and their name, but she couldn’t tell you what their favorite color was. The missing men were all her relatives, so she was sure where they lived. There were several men that all lived down the same hallway that Devin could easily check for.
‘This shouldn’t take long,’ he tried to reassure her. She was still wary about him leaving. ‘I’ll be back in a minute. And if anything odd happens at all, call for me mentally like this. I won’t go far and I can come right back.’
‘But that’s not possible. I can’t use a bond that far apart,’ Nessa complained.
‘You’ve never had a bond like this. I’m sure we can still talk that far apart,’ Devin added. He was confident in the bond. He had seen how the bond was supposed to work, and Nessa was strong enough to make it happen. She just lacked the confidence.
‘How can you always be sure of everything?’ Nessa asked.
‘Because I’m already down the hallway, and you can still talk to me,’ Devin replied. Nessa huffed and Devin laughed at her reply. Nessa was never going to admit defeat in anything and that was kind of fun. ‘In fact, in one turn I’ll be at the first door.’
Devin looked down the empty hallway. The doors to the rooms he was looking for were all open. Even some of the other doors were open. He normally would’ve wondered if that was sidhe ways, but he had passed several other hallways and they were all closed. Something was off with the hallway he was in now. Why were all the doors open? Devin cautiously made his way to the first doorway. There was no one following him, but he couldn’t help it. He had to look closely for sidhe magic and traps that could be set anywhere. They seemed to go a bit overboard in setting traps. He stood in the doorway but didn’t enter. There was no need to. The room was empty. Completely empty. He carefully made his way to the next room. Also empty. He walked rapidly between all the rooms. Each room was empty.
‘Are you sure this is where they lived?’ Devin asked Nessa, who was still sitting at the trial.
‘Yes, why?’ she questioned.
‘Because no one lives here now,’ Devin answered as he viewed the last room.
‘At all?’ Nessa asked for clarification.
‘The rooms are empty,’ Devin answered.
Devin watched thoughts go through Nessa’s mind. She was sure that was where the men lived. They were family, after all.
‘In other words, the only people who would side with me aren’t here anymore?’ Nessa replied, assessing the situation.
‘Maybe they moved,’ Devin suggested, but he didn’t think that was the case either. No wonder the fake Bray was smug with his case. If there was no one left to support Nessa, then she didn’t have a defense beyond her word. That was why the trial had to happen before the coronation. They couldn’t doubt the word of their queen, but they could doubt the word of Nessa before she became queen.
‘We need to find Candor,’ Nessa replied, her heartbeat picking up pace.
‘Yes, we do. And hopefully he isn’t six feet under,’ Devin added, making his way back to the trial room.
Rolf was standing and addressing Maureen. Rolf had noticed the same discrepancy that Nessa did without her telling him. There were no McKinny family witnesses. Maureen was agreeing with what Rolf said, even though Devin couldn’t hear yet. Maureen addressed the crowd. Devin was unsure what she had said, but as soon as everyone in the room stood and started to leave, Devin got the hint.
‘We’re going back to my room now. Rolf wants to talk to us,’ Nessa explained, standing with her uncle who was leaving ahead of the crowd.
Devin waited for Nessa to pass. She followed carefully behind her uncle, and he followed behind them. No one noticed them, but Devin noticed the assassins fanning out. They were on the hunt it seemed, and getting more desperate to find him. As they reached Nessa’s quarters, Nessa opened the door in front of Rolf and Devin entered behind her. She released the spell, and they were now visible.
“We need to look into this,” Rolf said, pointing to the list.
“We already did,” Devin replied before Nessa could. “There isn’t a single person left that Rhys took from the McKinny house.”
“Uncle, what happened during the time I was gone?” Nessa asked. “There were at least six or more people with him from our house.” Devin put his hand up to stop Rolf from talking.
Nessa looked down the hallway. Devin was proud of her new sense of magic. She could tell also when someone was near. Nessa cast a silent spell and left just the three of them, Devin in her room and Nessa sitting with Rolf outside her room, inside the bubble of the spell.
“I don’t know,” Rolf finally answered Nessa’s question. “Rhys left and some came back, while some didn’t. We expected that they had died in the fighting. No one told us otherwise. All the families lost people. We’re still finding out who was lost. Finn lost his cousin Shay, and they found him just a day ago. We thought Bane, Tim, and Rudy were killed.”
“But that left three more to come home,” Nessa replied.
Rolf shook his head. “I have heard of nothing else. They came back, I am sure of it. I have no idea where they are now.” Rolf stood and paced the length of the silent bubble. “What are we going to do?” Rolf looked visibly upset by the news. Devin wondered if he was more worried about losing the position of inheritance, or if he were worried for Nessa.
“How long is the break?” Devin asked, assuming that was why the trial dismissed.
“Only until this afternoon. An hour or two at most. I asked Maureen for time to talk to Nessa about her defense after seeing the list. Normally I’d be given two days to prepare a defense after the initial case was made and before witnesses are called. I have a feeling they want to get the trial done before the coronation tomorrow,” Rolf replied.
“Can you send Ronan this way?” Devin asked, not showing his cards to Rolf, as he was still unsure where Rolf stood on the issues. Rolf looked up and gave Devin an odd look. They needed some help.
“Yes, Ronan,” Nessa replied, not sure what Devin was planning, but Ronan was the only one Devin completely trusted.
“I’ll send him right away,” Rolf replied, standing to leave. He briefly hugged Nessa. “We will protect you. The entire family will if it comes to it.”



 
 
CHAPTER 9
“What is the
plan?” Nessa asked, turning to Devin.
“We need help,” Devin replied. For once, Devin didn’t have a plan. He didn’t know the sidhe rules, and now he was unsure how to play the game. If it was okay to kill off a bunch of sidhe to keep Nessa from defending herself, would they convict on the word of people who couldn’t be trusted? Could the sidhe who were called to the stand lie? Would they lie? “Ronan is the only one we can trust at this moment, and I’m not sure we have enough time to do everything.”
Nessa nodded and walked over to one of the room’s various couches. She threw herself down and covered her eyes. Behind the closed doors of the room, her tension was melting away. Devin wanted to pry into her thoughts, which would be easy to do since they were very close right at the moment, but he did not. He could guess from her face that she was handling the situation as best she could.
A knock at the door made Nessa jump back up. Ronan was quick to appear right then. Devin stood next to her as she opened it.
“Maureen,” Nessa said, covering up her shock at who had shown up. Both Devin and Nessa had thought that Ronan was already there.
Devin stepped back into the shadows to analyze the older sidhe as she talked. There was nothing he liked about her. Nessa may have felt like she was a second mom to her, but Devin really thought the woman did nothing beyond what was needed to do to gain more power, or to hold onto the power she already had.
“Oh, child, I’m sorry about today,” Maureen said, no hint of sincerity showing through when she spoke. Maureen moved to hug Nessa and came up against the barrier. She stopped and a flash of anger crossed her face, which Devin was sure Nessa didn’t see.
“Sorry about that,” Nessa replied, moving to put down the spell for Maureen. Devin reached out and took her hand before she could mutter the words.
‘No,’ Devin ordered. Nessa looked up to him and then to Maureen. Conflict laced her thoughts and was shown through her eyes, but Nessa did not release the spell. Devin was relieved that it was one time she wasn’t going to fight him.
“I’m sorry for the inconvenience,” Devin said, dropping Nessa’s hand. “But we need to keep this room absolutely safe from everyone. Nessa has had several attempts on her life since she came back home. I’m sure you can understand.” Devin faked his friendliness almost as good as Maureen.
Maureen looked at Nessa with fake pity. “My poor child. I’m sorry you have had to deal with this right after losing your brother. I feel bad about today. I was outvoted on the council. The O’Ryan, McLoughan, and Miller families voted for a trial. The best I could do was to abstain from the vote so that I could get the spot as the arbitrator.”
Devin watched Maureen plead her tale. Nothing about it seemed genuine. She was saving her own neck and plotting something. Devin just didn’t know what.
“I’ve been looking over the rules, and I’ve think I found you a way out,” Maureen explained from the doorway.
Nessa moved closer to Devin. She caught the change in Maureen, and the underline message she wasn’t saying. Maureen didn’t offer to help Nessa because she thought she was innocent. No, Maureen was trying to help Nessa avoid the guilty verdict she had already planned to give. Reality was setting in for Nessa. Her world wasn’t what she knew growing up.
“It turns out that if you are married, then you don’t have to face trial, as they can’t proceed if two families stand with the accused, and if my son was married to you, then I have to side with your family,” Maureen explained, like it was the logical thing to do.
“But we broke off the engagement. Finn and I don’t want to get married,” Nessa replied, shocked by the suggestion, but taking strength from Devin’s hand on her back.
“Finn never wanted to break the engagement. He told me that he did that to keep you happy. All he wanted was for you to admit that you wanted to marry him. He still loves you completely,” Maureen explained without any hesitation, like it was obvious and Nessa should have known all along.
Devin steadied Nessa as her knees weakened a bit. Everything she thought she knew was turning out to be a lie. Even her best friend, Finn. Devin didn’t want to be the one to tell her, and now he didn’t have to. Maureen was breaking any last illusion Nessa had of the sidhe.
“Don’t worry in the least,” Maureen continued, either ignoring, or not seeing, how her words were affecting Nessa. “Fiona told me she’s interested in your human. He can come to the Ferguson family with you.”
Nessa just stared at Maureen, who was clearly waiting for a reply. Devin stepped forward and did not let go of Nessa.
“That is a generous offer, but I’m sure Nessa will need time to talk this over with her uncle. He’s the only living relative she has, and it would be best not to do anything rash without his approval,” Devin said. He watched as Maureen tried to hide her disdain for him. Devin was used to clan politics, and knew the best course of action wasn’t to agree or disagree with such a suggestion. Maureen wasn’t happy with his solution, but there was no way for her to disagree. What he stated was true and very logical. “Thank you for stopping by with your offer. I believe Nessa needs to rest now. This has all been very stressful for her.”
Devin let go of Nessa for a moment as he closed the door. Nessa stumbled to the chair behind her and sat down. Devin came back and kneeled before her. Tears were trailing down her face.
“I thought Maureen loved me like her own child. She told me that.” Devin picked up Nessa and placed her on his lap. She hid her face in his chest and cried some more. “And Finn. There had never been anything more than friendship between us. I swear. He promised me that he had no feelings for me. Why would he change his mind now? I thought he wanted me to be happy. That’s what he told me when we agreed to call it off.”
Devin wanted to tell her that Finn was probably truthful, and that Finn’s feelings were more than likely for her power now, not her, but he didn’t want to make her cry more. The last bit of home Nessa had in the sidhe world was crashing down, and Devin didn’t trust anyone to be any better. Everyone had something to gain from Nessa. Devin wrapped his arms tightly around her and let her sob. He couldn’t protect her from them, but he could do just what he was doing. Hold her until she felt better.
 
Nessa washed her face one more time, and wiped the remaining tears away. She had cried for a good ten minutes before she was out of tears, and Devin had been there the whole time, just holding her. He didn’t tell her it would get better. He didn’t lie to her. He just held her and let her feel that he was right there with her. With the last wipe of the washcloth, she opened her eyes and looked into the mirror across from her. Her face was still slightly blotchy from crying, and her eyes were a bit puffy, but she didn’t cover it up with a spell like she had been taught from a young age. The sidhe were raised on lying, and now she saw the truth. The sidhe were evil, and she didn’t want to be a part of it any longer.
Nessa stepped back into the room and found Devin lying on the bed, looking up at the ceiling. The trees that made up the top of the room were parted slightly and one could see the nighttime stars outside in the dusky light.
“What happens when it rains?” Devin asked, not looking at Nessa as she approached the bed. It was a very logical question.
“They cover back together,” Nessa replied, like it was obvious.
“And when someone wants to attack you?” Devin asked, still curious about the ceiling.
“The trees don’t let them,” Nessa answered, unsure why he was talking about the trees. They had much more serious things to discuss.
“Oh,” Devin answered.
Nessa sat down on the bed, jarring Devin a little, but he didn’t seem to mind, or even notice for that matter. He was still staring at the sky.
“We need to get to my grandfather soon,” Nessa said, trying to get him back to planning mode and not stare-at-the-sky mode.
“The trial should be our priority,” Devin replied, still not watching her.
“I’ll deal with the trial and whatever they decide, we need to get you free of me now, while you still can,” Nessa said and looked to him for a response.
“The trial first, your grandfather second,” Devin restated his plans.
“Do you not get it?” Nessa asked, starting to get mad. She moved to block his view of the sky and was directly over him. “They don’t care if I’m innocent or not. They plan to just use me and throw me away. The sidhe are evil. We need to get you away from here now. If Maureen is offering to take you in as a day human, there can’t be good plans going on with that. You aren’t safe here. I can’t protect you.”
Devin hit her elbow, causing Nessa to fall down on him and thus giving him back his view of the sky.
“Argh,” she complained, pushing herself back up.
“There’s the spirit,” Devin said, smiling at her.
“The spirit to hit you over the head,” Nessa replied, moving to bat him playfully as her anger simmered with his smile. He had successfully brought her out of her moping. “But really, Devin. We need to get you out of here. There’s no place here for a day human.”
“Ahh, but here I thought I was special,” he teased and Nessa shook her head. This was a new side to Devin that she hadn’t seen before. He could actually joke around.
“Ronan can help us,” Nessa added. “He knows his way around the underground better than I do.”
“Is that where your grandfather is?” Devin asked.
“Yes, and that’s where we need to go as soon as Ronan gets here,” Nessa replied.
Ronan opened the door and entered the room as if on cue. Devin sat up and all humor was gone from him. He was back to his normal, all-business self. Nessa sighed and sat on the bed next to him. Having ‘Fun Devin’ was fun while it lasted, but she was sure now what needed to be done. She needed to get him out of the village and away from the sidhe. She had made him a target when she bound herself to him, and it was her responsibility to get him home safely. They needed to break the bond immediately.
“Ronan, we need a favor,” Nessa said, starting to talk before Devin could.
“Yes, we need you to help us find a man named Candor of the Ferguson tribe,” Devin added.
“No, we need you to take us to where grandfather is kept,” Nessa said over Devin. Devin shook his head at her.
“That can wait,” said Devin. “Right now we need to find Candor and clear your name.”
“No, we don’t. We need to get you out of here, right now,” Nessa answered.
Nessa didn’t plan to back down, and Devin didn’t plan to let her get away with sacrificing herself either. They were at a standstill and Ronan just watched from across the room.
“Glad to see you both also, cousin and day human,” Ronan said with a chuckle. “Not getting along?” He looked between them. Nessa was staring daggers at Devin, and he was completely ignoring her. Nessa turned to her cousin and gave him the sad puppy dog look she used to get her way one too many times in their lives. She needed him to agree with her and tell her what she needed to do.
“Will someone explain to me what’s going on and what the plan is?” Ronan asked.
Devin waved his hand at Nessa to go first.
“At the tournament last month, I bound myself to Devin to save his life,” she spat out. Nessa waited for Ronan to yell at her or something, but he just looked at her with an ‘is that all’ look.
“And that isn’t a plan. What are the two of you arguing about?” Ronan asked, as if it was nothing new.
“You aren’t upset?” Nessa answered his question with a question.
“About what? You found a day human that can see through magic and bound yourself to him? It sounds like the best mistake you’ve made in a long time,” Ronan replied. “What’s the plan about the trial?”
Nessa stared at her cousin, still in shock. It was against sidhe tradition to have any relation to day humans, let alone bind to one. Ronan had to know that at least.
“We need to find the man Candor,” Devin explained when Nessa didn’t. “He’s the only one not on the list of witnesses that could possibly support Nessa in proving that she didn’t attack Rhys. At least the only one that’s possibly still alive.”
“That’s a lot of possibilities,” Ronan added.
“Better than having none,” Devin replied. Ronan nodded. “All the McKinny witnesses have gone missing. We sent everyone home to their own tribes after the tournament. They should have been back weeks ago, but I’m afraid they probably met the same fate that was meant for us on our way here.”
“All of them?” Ronan asked, all joking gone. He was similar to his father now in his worry.
“All of them,” Devin repeated.
Ronan paced the room in thought as Nessa and Devin waited to hear what he believed. Ronan was the only sidhe they trusted, and they needed to know how he made the situation out. It wasn’t looking good to either Nessa or Devin. Devin was more patient as he watched. Nessa wanted to stand and stop her cousin and shake him until she got an answer from him.
“If I understand correctly, you want to break the bond and feel that’s more important than the trial,” Ronan spoke to Nessa first. “And you feel getting Nessa off the hook for her brother’s death is the most important.” Devin gave one nod. Ronan’s serious phase was done, and he was grinning ear-to-ear.
“You guys like each other,” Ronan assessed, not giving a plan. “I never thought I’d see the day my prickly little cousin would like a guy- and to find one that likes her back.” He now had a full-scale grin plastered across his face.
“We do not,” Devin and Nessa replied in unison. Nessa glared at Devin for saying the same thing, and Ronan laughed more.
“Don’t you see? Each of you wants what will protect the other. If that’s not caring, then what is?” Ronan stopped next to Nessa and bumped her elbow. “Lucky for you, I can offer some assistance all around.”
Nessa looked up to her cousin. She was sure his answer wouldn’t agree with her. No one in the sidhe village viewed a day human as worthwhile. How could Ronan be happy she liked a day human?
“I don’t care what you say Ronan, Devin can’t suffer for me. I need to get him free of this bond now, so that he has a chance to get away. Being bound to me just makes him stuck here. I know sidhe policy about day humans, and I don’t care. He’s human, whether night or day, and doesn’t deserve to be stuck here and treated like a toy. No day human deserves that, no matter how annoying they are,” Nessa said before Ronan could continue. Devin raised his eyebrows at her last statement. Nessa stuck her tongue out at him.
Ronan laughed at Nessa, and she returned his laugh with a glare. Ronan walked around the bed and away from her punch-throwing radius. It wouldn’t have been the first time they physically fought. It had been a few years, but Ronan was like a second brother to her.
“Little cousin, I wouldn’t dream of a plan to hurt your day human. He doesn’t seem to understand that the predominant trait in the McKinny line is stubbornness.” Ronan patted Devin’s back. “The women seem to have the trait strongly. Sorry about that.”
“Then who do you side with?” Nessa asked suspiciously. There was only one reason to step away and get distance from her. He wasn’t going to side with her, and was trying to not receive her wrath.
“I have a compromise to suggest,” Ronan replied.
“And that is?” Nessa was impatient. Time was ticking away, and she needed to unbind from Devin. At any moment, the trial could continue or be over. Her death would mean his death.
“I go and bring Candor to the trial for my father, and you two go wake the old man since it takes both a day and a night human to do so,” Ronan said with a bow. “See? Not a problem. My dad will love me for being the good son and representing the family, and you two can get grandfather back in the game to shake everyone up. The sidhe have grown lazy without the old man around.”
Devin nodded at the solution. “That could work.” Devin was quick to let Ronan help. He trusted Ronan to do anything to save Nessa.
“And how do we know you won’t double-cross me and not get Candor?” Nessa didn’t want to ask, but she had to. Too many people she trusted full-heartedly had betrayed her already. Devin looked to her and gave her the ‘don’t you know’ expression she was getting more used to every time he knew something she did not. “What?” she asked both guys who were now staring at her.
“I don’t want to be king,” Ronan replied with the obvious answer.
“Sure, just like Maureen just wants to help me,” Nessa answered. She never imagined the day that Maureen would be as evil as she saw her now. The woman she knew as a child was gone.
Ronan sighed and paused for a moment. He looked unsure of how to tell Nessa the truth.
“He won’t make a good king, and he knows it. I believe his father knows it, even if he doesn’t admit it,” Devin replied, not exactly being clear.
Nessa stood and couldn’t control her anger much longer. Her fingers twitched with the magic she wanted to use to tie both the men up in her room. They were holding back. Maybe not lying, but it was just as bad. She looked from one to the other, giving each one last chance to reply. Ronan was still tongue-tied.
“He doesn’t exactly want to marry someone to produce heirs for the throne,” Devin replied cryptically.
Nessa let her magic go, and Devin and Ronan were pushed back onto the bed. The covers rolled up around them, trapping both men in her bed with just their faces free. Out in the normal world, her power wasn’t as strong, but within her bound room, Nessa found her power vast and controllable, at least when she wasn’t angry.
“I don’t like girls,” Ronan finally blurted out when he couldn’t even wiggle to struggle against the sheets swallowing him up. “I can’t be king, as the marriage would be a farce. And yes, my father knows that. We need you to take the throne in order for the McKinny family to keep power.”
 
The magic dropped suddenly and both Devin and Ronan popped up from the bed they had been pressed into. Devin hadn’t struggled against it, but he felt its strength. Nessa’s hand went to her mouth as she covered her surprise. Nessa had grown up with Ronan her whole life, and certainly never suspected that he liked guys. Devin was trying to hide his smile from her. She was already furious and flexing her magic, and he didn’t need to be hit unexpectedly again, but it was good to know she could control it. He had felt her magic trickling out of her for days, and he could start to tell the difference between the sidhe based on their magic. She was much more powerful than the rest of them, but she never showed any signs of really using it beyond simple tricks. He was glad to see that, if the sidhe made her angry enough, she could control it. She would be fine without Devin there to protect her once he left.
“Then we are agreed?” Ronan asked, getting up and dusting himself off. “I get Candor to the trial and my father, and you guys go wake the dead.”
“Is he really dead?” Devin asked, joining Ronan who was standing beside the bed. Neither guy looked to Nessa, who was still in a bit of shock. They said the old sidhe was sleeping forever, and to most people that meant dead, but Devin was unsure what they meant by it.
Ronan laughed. “No. He’s alive, but there’s magic all around him that’s keeping him asleep. He is protected by sidhe assassins. He won’t be easy to get to, but if you can get to him I promise to have everything set up here for your return.”
Devin nodded to him. Dead, but not really dead. That much he could handle.
“Do you know how to wake him?” Nessa asked her cousin. They were going into the situation completely unprepared out of necessity.
“No, but I’ve been told the instructions are on the box he’s in, hence the assassins that protect him at all times. Anyone that can get close enough can wake him,” Ronan replied.
“Are the assassins to keep him there, or us away?” Devin asked.
“Don’t know,” Ronan replied, moving toward the doorway.
“Do we need to bring anything with?” Devin asked.
“That I don’t know either. I was pretty little when they put him in there,” Ronan answered.
“Then how do we find him?” Nessa asked, joining in the planning.
“Take one of his blades,” Ronan replied. “It should lead you in the right direction.”
Devin nodded, but still wasn’t even close to being prepared. The old man was dead, but not dead. Hidden and protected, yet findable and possibly not protected. It was just one large riddle that Devin had yet to understand. It was beginning to seem like all the sidhe were one big puzzle.
“While I’d like to stay and help plan, I know that you might need a few moments alone before you run off to change the world.”
Ronan winked at Nessa and her cheeks turned bright red. Devin just shook his head to try to hide his smile. Ronan was pretty good at bugging his cousin. Ronan slipped out the door before she could muster a verbal protest.
“Protect him,” Devin pondered Ronan’s words as he went over the little information that they had gotten. “What does he need protection from?”
“People trying to kill him,” Nessa replied. “In his sleeping state, he can’t fight back.” That made sense, but Devin thought maybe the assassins were more likely there to keep people like Devin and Nessa from waking the great king. It seemed maybe a few people, or more, didn’t want the old sidhe awake.
“And how will these assassins know not to fight us?” Devin asked. It wasn’t that killing more sidhe was a problem, but if the sidhe were on the same side as the McKinnys, then Devin felt they would be better left alive for Nessa to use later. She was going to have more enemies then friends once she became their leader.
“I don’t know. They don’t tell us younger sidhe much of anything, and I was only eight when they put him there. I know it had something to do with politics, but I never understood why they wanted him out of the picture. It was a better place here when he was around. He kept the sidhe in line. There were a lot less killings, and you wouldn’t return home to find the six men you took with dead. That never would’ve happened,” Nessa replied as she sat down. She didn’t have more information, but Devin still needed to plan a course of action for them.
“What do we need to take with?” Devin asked, looking around the room. Nessa’s things from her little, one-bedroom home before were in the room and strewn about just like they had been. She wasn’t organized in the least, just like the curls that bounced on her head.
“Weapons,” Nessa replied. “And that’s pretty much it.”
Devin nodded. He sat down and picked up the few blades on the coffee table that were his. If he was going into a battle, he would take the sidhe blades with him, but he would take his own weapons. They were much more comfortable. It was easier to fight with a familiar blade, and Devin didn’t doubt they would be fighting, one way or another. Nothing about waking a forbidden sidhe sounded like it would be easy.
“Do we wait for the trial to begin again to make our way out?” Nessa suggested. Her planning was top notch.
That was exactly what Devin was thinking, and he nodded. He picked up a sharpening stone and rubbed it down the metal of his own blades. They had no sense of when the trial would resume. They had to wait for her uncle to retrieve them. The rhythmic sound of the stone on metal was the only noise as Nessa went off to the bathroom to change. She returned in close-fitting black clothing. She tossed Devin a dark shirt, and he set down his blades. He stood and pulled his white shirt off his head and replaced it with the black shirt. It was snug, like Nessa’s, but he felt more than that. He felt the magic in the shirt. He didn’t ask, even though there was a spell on the shirt.
Devin sat back down at his blades and picked them back up. He could feel Nessa’s eyes on him, but he didn’t look up. He kept his own stare on his blades. If he saw her face, he might feel the regret that was building in the moment. He never wanted to be bound to anyone and have his own life connected to them. It wouldn’t be fair to them. He didn’t live a life that he expected would be long, and he hated to think his own dangerous life would cut Nessa’s short.
“What will you do once you are unbound?” Nessa asked quietly from across the room. She was keeping her distance from him also.
Devin shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“Will you go back to Arianna?” Nessa asked, jealously or sadness tinging her voice. Devin couldn’t tell which, maybe it was both.
“No,” Devin answered. Nessa quietly sighed in relief, but Devin still heard her.
“If we do this right and wake grandfather, you can leave tomorrow during the trial. The town will be less guarded, and it will make escape easier,” Nessa said quietly.
Devin nodded. She would be alright without him. She had excellent strategic skills. That would be an asset when he was gone.
“The sidhe don’t exactly let day humans leave, do they?” he finally asked what he suspected all along.
“No,” Nessa admitted. “I knew that they would keep you if they could, but I knew that if we were unbound, you’d find a way out. You’re not a typical day human, and they won’t even know you’re gone until you are.”
“And Lindsey?” Devin asked of the old angry sidhe he had already met.
“Oh, he’ll not stop you. His job is to test those coming in, not to stop people from leaving,” Nessa answered. “Even if you aren’t supposed to leave.”
Devin nodded again, moving to his next weapon. He began sharpening the dagger in his hand as Nessa came closer to grab a few weapons herself. She strapped them strategically around her body, and Devin couldn’t help but watch from the corner of his eye. She was tall for a girl, but not anywhere near his height. Her long legs and knee-high boots left plenty of room for hidden weapons. She leaned down near him and took another weapon, a much larger blade with a slight curve to it. She picked up a sheath next to it and strapped it around her body, the handle sticking up behind her shoulder. Most high-family night human girls Devin met were awkward with weapons, but that wasn’t the case for Nessa. She knew exactly where to place the weapons, and he was sure she knew how to use them as well. Devin finally looked at her completely. She was dressed in all black, but the hint of silver from the multiple weapons on her made her look deadly. She smiled at him as she pulled back her curls.
“Yes, I know how to use all of them,” Nessa said to answer the question in his eyes.
“I didn’t ask,” Devin replied. He did think it, but he already knew she could.
“Yes, you did. I saw you were thinking just that,” Nessa replied, back to her arguing self. Devin smiled again as he stood and tucked a loose curl behind her ear.
“And now what am I thinking, if you plan to jump into my mind without my permission?” Devin asked.
“I wasn’t,” Nessa complained, but stopped as his hand trailed down her face.
“I can’t be what you want of me,” Devin said quietly. He saw in her mind with the bond and being close. Nessa didn’t want him to leave. “Your people don’t want me here, and I can’t change who I am.”
“Yes, you can,” Nessa answered.
It was true. At any moment, Devin could choose to be a night human, but he had made a promise to himself when he lost his family. He would never be a night human. His life was to be a day human, no matter how fragile they were. He would train and be the best day human he could be, but he would always be a day human. That was one promise he was never willing to break.
“No, I can’t,” Devin replied.
She saw what he thought, and he didn’t hide it from her. He showed her how his family died and the promise he made to himself. He would never become a monster dependent on human blood. She didn’t really know his past much, but the glimpse he let slip through was enough to convince her.
“I understand,” Nessa replied, stepping back from him.
Devin dropped his hand and nodded. There were many things he wanted in life, and it would be great to get everything, but he knew the reality. He was just a day human and nothing more. He didn’t belong in her world.
The moment was lost completely with a knock. Nessa discreetly wiped away a tear as she ran over to the door. Devin tried to pretend he didn’t see. Nessa may have driven him nuts at times, but she caused feelings in him he never thought he’d ever feel. She broke down the wall he had spent years building to protect him from ever falling in love. There wasn’t room in his life for love, and there never would be. He hated to make her cry, but he couldn’t change who he was. He was just a day human in her night human world. He wasn’t welcome there, and had to leave for her sake.
Nessa’s uncle stood outside the barrier on the other side of the door. He looked worried and glanced between Nessa and Devin. He hadn’t found an answer in their time off, but they hadn’t expected him to.
“They are reconvening,” he told Nessa. She nodded.
“Do I need to be present?” Nessa asked. The question startled Rolf.
“No. You only need to be there for the verdict and decisions of the trial, which hopefully won’t be today,” Rolf replied. His tone was a bit surprised, but he was hopeful as he looked between them, waiting to be let in on the secret.
“Good,” Nessa answered. Rolf was confused. “Devin and I are planning to look around for a few leads on how to save this trial.” Nessa stretched the truth a bit. Ronan was looking around, but he was doing it for them to do their own digging around.
“Ronan mentioned you had business to do,” Rolf replied with a nod. Relief was written all over his face. He had no way to save Nessa. “Will you come back soon?”
“As soon as we can,” Nessa replied. Rolf nodded.
“Just know that any door guarded by lions is a no-magic zone. If you walk past them while invisible, you will become visible,” Rolf replied. He seemed to understand they would be sneaking around.
Devin made a mental note to look for lions. It was great to walk around unseen if you were careful enough to not run into someone else, but it wouldn’t be great to just appear somewhere.
“I wish you luck, and will do my best to bring the crowd over to our side if nothing else,” Rolf replied. Nessa reached through the barrier and squeezed her uncle’s hand.
Nessa stood by the door as Rolf walked away. Devin didn’t wait to ponder what Ronan had told his father, as it was becoming clearer that Rolf wasn’t the enemy. Rolf didn’t seem to know much, but he seemed to be on their side. Devin waited behind her open doorway, out of view from anyone in the hallway. Nessa walked behind the door with Devin and instantly made them invisible. She picked up her bow as a last weapon, and was ready to go face their fate.
‘It’s now or never,’ she told him before walking out. Devin easily followed her, and she didn’t pause to wait for him to do so.
Nessa led the way through hallways and out the main door. They passed several other people similarly invisible, but none were assassins. Devin had to guess they were patrolling the trial, looking for him. Once outside the palace walls, Devin moved in closer to Nessa. While the palace and several of the top families were all at the trial, the lower-ranked people were going on with the normal lives. Nessa passed home after home and a few shops, but no one even knew they were there. With his hand on Nessa’s shoulder, Devin kept his guard up, looking around, yet trusting Nessa to lead them both without fail.
Devin watched the people they passed. While he had met the formal leading parties of the sidhe, he had little interaction thus far with normal sidhe. He looked for assassins through the illusion, but found most of the normal sidhe were like Nessa, illusion free. It was a stark contrast to life inside the palace.
No one was following them. It was strange to find that not even one assassin knew they were gone. The elite sidhe-trained assassins were helpless against their own magic. The palace didn’t seem to know they were gone either. How could the future monarch just walk out the door while no one noticed or cared?
Nessa turned abruptly and brought Devin’s attention back to the task at hand. They had made it to the back side of the sidhe palace. Devin looked to the doors and wondered why they had walked all around rather than just using the back door.
‘The door we left is the only one not set to sound an alarm if I leave the palace. My brother dismantled the spell years ago so that he could come and go as he pleased and not get caught,’ Nessa explained in answer to Devin’s unspoken question.
Devin could now see their destination wasn’t far from the actual palace. Just beyond the palace walls was a pathway leading down a hill. Devin followed Nessa as they made it deeper into the woods and away from any living civilization. There were no homes or shops lining the walkway they went down, just trees and bushes. It would have been hard to walk that way with the dense canopy above not allowing the moonlight in, but there was an eerily unnatural glow from the plants leading the way. When Nessa began to slow, Devin saw the entrance to the cave, and someone waiting for them.
Nessa walked forward and was suddenly there in front of Devin. He stopped immediately and looked to each side. There were lions protecting the cave, and now whoever was waiting would see them. Devin pulled a blade and was ready for a fight, but stopped as the person moved from the shadows.
“About time,” Finn responded. “Here I thought Ronan was wrong and sent me on a wild goose chase.”
“Finn,” Nessa said, filled with wonder and confusion.
“Ronan ran into me as he was running off somewhere. He didn’t say where he was going, but he told me to wait here for you. He said you could use my help,” Finn shrugged.
The whole situation seemed off. Devin watched Finn carefully. His eyes said one thing as his voice inflection said something else. Devin had no doubt that Finn wanted Nessa, but he wasn’t sure it was for love or hate. Finn masked it well, but Devin had spent years learning how to judge people. Finn may not be using an illusion, but he was hiding something. Devin had no doubt. Finn Ferguson wasn’t the person Nessa thought he was. The only question was, was Finn on their side or his mother’s?
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER 10
Nessa felt her confidence renew at the sight of her friend. She grabbed Finn and hugged him. He had been her friend her whole childhood, and best friend to her brother. He was like having a second older brother, but a much nicer and cuter one. He patted her back in reassurance. Nessa held on to him a bit longer and took in the calm, confident vibe he exuded. She had to stop relying on Devin and go back to her own kind. Finn was her own kind and she was happy he was still there for her after she broke the engagement.
“Ronan didn’t tell me why you were going into the crypt, but he said you’d need my help,” Finn replied to the hug. “And I can’t let my favorite little sister going off somewhere dangerous on her own.” Nessa grinned more. Ronan, Finn, and Rhys always joked that Nessa, Fiona, and Gemma were all their little sisters since their families were close.
“I’m…” Nessa began to deny she was alone.
‘Don’t tell him,’ Devin said quickly in her mind. ‘I don’t trust him, and don’t want him to know I’m following you. I’ll be right behind you, but in the shadows.’
“I’m glad you are here,” Nessa covered up.
Nessa didn’t know what Devin’s problem was, but she was keeping her mouth shut. Something in his tone made her do exactly what he said without argument. She trusted her life to him, and had to listen at this point. Devin wasn’t one for giving orders unless he felt something was off. When he was gone she would have to trust her own judgment, but for now she trusted his completely.
“I had to be. Rhys, dead or alive, wouldn’t have forgiven me if I let you go wandering around the crypts alone,” Finn replied. “I mean, what if you found a monster or something down there? There could even be a snake or two,” he teased and pulled on one of her curls that had gotten loose.
Nessa swatted at his hand. “I’m not afraid of snakes or monsters.” She stood defiantly with her hands on her hips, giving him the same reply she had for years.
Finn laughed and wrapped his arm around her shoulder.
“Sure you’re not,” Finn patronized her with a hint of laughter.
“Then this.” Nessa pointed around her, indicating going into the crypt. “Has nothing to do with your mother’s insistence that you want to marry me?”
“Nessa, I meant every word I told you two months ago. I don’t want to force you to marry me. We are great friends, and if that’s all we ever are, I’m fine with it. You’ll be my friend forever. Besides, you’re more like a sister to me than anything.” Finn’s blue eyes sparkled as he talked.
Nessa had gone through a stage of having a crush on the strawberry-blond sidhe when she was younger. Everyone she knew had a crush on him at some point. Finn was handsome in that boyish way, and he had the charisma to go with it. But once she was old enough to train with the sidhe elite, and got to know him better, she lost that googly-eyed feeling. He was a great friend that backed her up and got her out of more scrapes than she could count.
‘Finn came here to help,’ Nessa complained to Devin.
‘I don’t trust him,’ Devin repeated. Nessa still didn’t understand, but she kept her mouth shut.
“Your mother stopped by before we left and insisted we get married,” she told him as they both turned and looked into the cave. “She said it was because you loved me, and she would protect me if I married you. She told me it was the only way to save me from the trial.”
“I suggested that,” Finn replied sheepishly as he ran his hands through his hair. Nessa smacked him.
“Why would you suggest that if you agree we shouldn’t marry?” Nessa complained.
“I heard Bray’s grandson Owen telling his father that’s what he planned to do. The trial hasn’t looked good for you. I figured I’d offer first and save you the trouble of having to marry that ass. I mean, come on, Nessie. I’m a much better knight in shining armor than Owen. He has a lazy eye, and he limps.” Finn pretended to not be able to walk straight. “Do you really want children with his nose anyway?”
Nessa couldn’t help but laugh. Finn was right. Owen wasn’t a good catch in anyone’s book. His personality was ten times worse than his looks. Owen was the only sidhe male she knew over thirty still unmarried, and it wasn’t for a lack of proposals. He had yet to find someone to say yes.
Nessa felt Devin walking close by, but she didn’t turn around to look. She didn’t want to give away Devin’s presence. He was close by and listening into their conversation.
‘And you could be wrong on your assessment. You don’t know him like I do,’ Nessa replied to Devin’s accusation that Finn was untrustworthy.
‘He cared so much that he didn’t come to your trial. His mother wants to force you to marry him. He even suggested it. Nessa, he isn’t want he seems,’ Devin tried to explain.
‘He cares about me. He showed up here didn’t he? You could be wrong,’ Nessa responded. Finn had to have been at the trial, even if Nessa didn’t see him. Finn cared to keep her safe, and she would need that once Devin was gone.
‘I’m
never wrong,’ Devin replied, no air of hubris, just like he was stating a fact. ‘And I don’t know where he hid at the trial, but I studied each face there. He wasn’t in the audience. If he was there, he had to be invisible.’
Nessa tried to hide her temper at Devin’s words by turning to Finn. Devin was just outside the lion barriers and still invisible, but he was there. She was unsure if she had gotten that good in an afternoon of seeing beyond the sidhe magic, or maybe it was just the bond. Nessa knew exactly where he was. She tried not to stare and give him away, and that was easy to do since she was still a little mad that he didn’t like Finn. How could he just not trust Finn? He was the last ally she had beyond her cousin, and he cared enough to come help her.
“Which way do you want to go?” Finn asked.
Nessa knew very little about the housing of the dead, just that grandfather was below with all the bodies. She had been down into the crypts several times, but it was always with an adult. She had gone down twice to see her father during the year he was out for viewing. She didn’t want to think about the McKinny family crypt now, knowing that Rhys would be down there for his year of viewing by the family. The sidhe had spells over each family crypt to keep the body preserved in death for a year before they disintegrated into ash. It allowed the families to grieve their lost ones and move on. Her grandfather wouldn’t be in the family crypt as he was still alive, and that room was only kept for dead bodies. She still didn’t know exactly where grandfather was. What disturbed her most about putting grandfather to sleep was that they were going to lay him with the dead bodies, like he was already dead.
“Down,” Nessa replied, leading the way.
Finn put a hand on her back and followed behind her. She didn’t stop to see if Devin followed. He was only a few feet behind them, but at the same time stayed further back to not be seen by Finn. If he didn’t trust Finn, why would Devin let Finn get as close as he was to her without Devin nearby?
“You might want to try the upper rooms first,” Finn suggested. “Leander has only been missing two days.”
Nessa didn’t turn in her surprise, but kept her face forward to hide her shock. Leander was one of the sidhe that came with her brother and who was now missing. No one beyond Devin knew that they were even looking for the other McKinny sidhe. Finn himself even admitted that Ronan didn’t tell them why they were in the crypt, not that that it mattered. Ronan wouldn’t have told Finn they were looking for the dead sidhe. Nessa was sure of that. She was unsure of what to make of Finn’s suggestion other than maybe Finn had already noticed and was trying to help.
“More than just Leander are missing,” Nessa replied.
Nessa was unsure why she didn’t tell him the real reason right then. Instead, she let Finn think she was looking for the missing sidhe. He had just cast some doubt into his story, and she was unsure if she could take him the whole way now on her quest. Would he stop her if he knew? Nessa was sure no other sidhe wanted her grandfather back awake. She was happy to see him when they got there as she figured she could use the extra help with the assassin sidhe guarding grandfather, but she wasn’t as confident now. Nessa waited for an ‘I told you so’ from Devin as she was sure her doubt was already across the bond, but he didn’t say anything. For as much as Devin could drive her nuts, it was never because he was mean. That was one great thing about him.
She opened her hand and tried to make a light. Nothing came. It was one of the easiest sidhe spells that you learned early on, especially if you were afraid of the dark at night like Nessa had been. She tried a second time, and Finn caught on. He laughed and handed her a torch from the wall.
“There’s no magic in the caves unless you’re in a family crypt. The walk down is magic-free. Guess we’re supposed to be contemplating death or something,” Finn explained. Nessa reached over and took the torch from him. Finn was still smiling. “Nessie, Nessie.” He patted her head like a child. “You never pay attention in our classes, do you?” he teased.
Nessa smiled and shook her head. She didn’t pay attention in classes. She never expected to need the knowledge in real life. Rhys was the heir, and the one that needed to know the law. Nessa planned to just live out life in her one room house on the McKinny land. Maybe someday she would get married, once she was much older. And kids weren’t even in the plans. Nessa wanted to travel outside the sidhe world. She wanted to see more and experience more. She didn’t want to be tied down to the sidhe. Now that was all that life had left for her- tied down, married off, and providing heirs.
“And that’s Princess Nessie to you, mister,” she teased back, and Finn laughed.
Nessa grinned back at him, unable to hold the pout for longer than a second. It had been like that her whole life. Nessa was the younger sibling. Everyone teased her, but Finn always did it with a smile and never minded if she teased back. They could pretend argue for hours, but they never actually got angry. Only Devin could actually get her mad.
Nessa glanced once at the hallway leading to the upper chambers. It looked way more inviting than dead bodies waiting below, but the sleeping sidhe were kept down there with the dead. She stepped into the stairwell that led to the level where the bodies were kept. She hadn’t returned to the lower caverns since they had put her father there and she didn’t like the thought of returning to the dark crypts. In fact, it more than terrified her, but she needed to go.
Finn caught her hesitation and stepped in front of her and took the torch to lead the way. He reached back with his free hand and took hers in his, giving her strength, but it was still hard to clear each step. There were more than a hundred stairs leading down further into the ground and each one was harder than the last. Finn’s hand was no comfort the closer they got to the bottom. Her fear, combined with Devin’s warnings, built as they progressed down. She didn’t doubt Finn’s friendship, as he had been there her whole life, but Devin had made her question ulterior motives. Why was Finn really there? Was he there for something other than her friendship? Would he stop her when he found out what she planned to do? A hand reached out and touched her back in the dark. She would’ve jumped normally, but it was Devin. His touch calmed her immediately. He was close enough, and she would be safe. Devin may drive her nutty, but he had been the reason she was alive thus far.
“Tell me. What really happened at that tournament?” Finn asked nonchalantly as he continued to step down, leading the way, unafraid of the dark.
“Rhys wasn’t Rhys. Something changed in him,” Nessa replied. Devin still continued with his hand on her back, but hidden by the shadows. Finn was carrying the torch and not even looking back to Nessa as they walked.
“What do you mean?” Finn asked. “The kingship always changes everyone. I didn’t expect Rhys to be the same. But he was still Rhys.”
“When we left, Rhys made everything clear to me. He was going to represent the sidhe and our strength, but would refuse to take the girl as his prize when he won. We were just going to show everyone the strength of the sidhe. I figured he had plans to marry Fiona, which was fine by me. It wasn’t like we wanted outsiders in our village,” Nessa explained.
“They did have plans,” Finn replied quietly. Nessa was unsure about the feeling that was lacing Finn’s voice. Was he sad also? Rhys had been his best friend, along with Ronan, since they were children.
“After he met Arianna, Rhys changed. He planned to win and take Arianna. Even after he told me he wasn’t going to take Arianna as a prize, he went against that. When I tried to question him, he was ready to kill me for just asking him,” Nessa continued.
“Rhys would never kill you,” Finn said, matter-of-factly.
“The Rhys you and I knew wouldn’t have, but this Rhys…” Nessa paused as she remembered the change in her brother. He had threatened to kill her on multiple occasions at the tournament. He went mad with his obsession over Arianna. “This Rhys would have. He became different. He was so set on winning over Arianna any way he knew how, and if he couldn’t win her, he set up a plan to take her by force. That’s why he called on so many sidhe. They were to help him when he started a war over her. Even though the sidhe didn’t want the girl, they had to, no matter what they thought; they couldn’t let their king die.”
“You decided to stop him by killing him?” Finn asked. It sounded like an accusation, but the tone was all wrong. It was something different, and Nessa didn’t know what.
“No. I never killed my brother. He went mad, literally. When he was beaten by Arianna and her men, Rhys couldn’t admit defeat. He tried to kill her. I stepped into save her. I couldn’t let her die, and I couldn’t let Rhys bring war upon us,” Nessa explained. If it was anyone else, Nessa wouldn’t have taken the time to explain, but this was Finn. He had been her friend, and her brother’s, forever. He knew Nessa and that she would always try to save any soul she came across.
“But why kill him? Why not knock him out and bring his sorry butt home?” Finn asked. Finn knew exactly the offense of declaring war on the other night humans. It wouldn’t bode well for them in the least. And with absolute power, none of the sidhe could have stopped Rhys. Rhys was going to bring devastation on the sidhe.
“I didn’t know he would get killed. I was actually trying to stand between the spell and Arianna to save her. Something went wrong with the spell, and it returned to Rhys. I didn’t kill him. He killed himself,” Nessa told Finn. She waited for Finn to reply, and he didn’t. “I figured it was something about killing loved ones. I thought he had gone completely mad, but I like to think he really did still love me at the end.” Finn squeezed her hand as if to offer comfort, but it still didn’t work. The only comfort was coming from the hand on her back that had moved away as she talked.
They reached the bottom of the stairs and Nessa was glad to see the ever-present glow of the rocks on the walls of the cavern. The same moss and plants that grew on the pathway to the crypts were in the cave. Small patches of green and blue lined the walls of the large cavern and framed the doorways that lined the walls. Even without light, they survived. The whole area was dimly lit, but better than the pitch-black hole they had walked down. The eeriness of the place was much less with the dim glow.
“McKinney crypt?” Finn asked for directions of where to go. Each doorway led to one family crypt.
“Yes,” Nessa replied, nodding to her family doorway.
Finn led the way to the left, following the pathway to the McKinny vault of tombs. Within the doorway, the sidhe of the McKinny had been buried for centuries. All of Nessa’s relatives had laid there for one final time before becoming nothing. One day, she would lay there herself. She just hoped it wouldn’t be too soon. Nessa dropped his hand as she followed, and he left his torch at the stairwell. Finn stopped in the middle of the room and turned to Nessa.
“Are you sure you want to go in there?” he asked. “Rhys was laid to rest in there weeks ago. I don’t want you to have to see that. You must hate him after he tried to kill you.”
“No, not really,” Nessa replied, stopping with him. “He will be my brother, no matter what. I don’t think he was in his right mind at that point. I don’t blame him for what he did.”
“Said like a true sister,” Finn replied as he put his arm around Nessa to walk side-by-side to the vault. Nessa laid her head on his shoulder. Only Finn could possibly understand what she had gone through.
 
Devin pulled back as he neared the bottom of the stairs behind Nessa and Finn. He could already tell that Finn wasn’t as he seemed, and Devin was waiting for a sign that something was up. His mannerisms alone gave him away. Finn wasn’t there out of the kindness of his heart, no matter what Nessa thought. He was there for a purpose, and Devin needed to figure it out soon before they took him too far into the crypt. Devin was unsure of what Finn was looking to gain, but something about his story and questioning didn’t add up. He already figured out that the Ferguson family wasn’t the sort to do things out of the kindness of their hearts.
The steps ended in a large cavern that had the same unearthly glow of the trail to the crypt. Pathways from the staircase made their ways in multiple directions to dark doorways. There were five main pathways, but more doors than that. Devin was unsure what each doorway meant, but he knew that Nessa was sure where she was going. Though he wondered how long Nessa would string Finn along. He could sense the hesitation growing in her over Finn, but she still held onto his friendship. Devin wished she would stop being so optimistic, especially after Maureen turned on her, but he knew that her optimism was what had made her the person she was. Devin stayed in the dark stairway and watched.
Finn pulled Nessa to himself and threw his arm around her as she told him which way to go. Finn was a little more touchy-feely than Devin wanted him to be, but he didn’t have a choice. He couldn’t exactly tell the sidhe to stop. Devin stayed hidden as he didn’t want to be seen by either Finn or Nessa if they turned around. The walkway wasn’t far, and he could easily trail them once they went through a doorway.
Soon Devin noticed they weren’t alone. Nessa couldn’t see the men entering the cave, but Finn could. Finn didn’t seem to care that there were more people in the cave, and Devin wondered how many more people were down visiting the crypts. They hadn’t seen anyone yet, but that didn’t mean they were alone. As Finn kept his arm around Nessa, walking her to a specific doorway, Finn glanced back to the men. He made no mention to Nessa, and she didn’t seem to notice. That confused Devin. Why would Finn not worry about the approaching men, or at least tell Nessa? Were they from the McKinny clan, too? Finn turned his back to the men and tightened his arm around Nessa’s shoulder.
It only took a moment, but in the darkness of the glowing walls, Devin could make out the telltale assassin garb on the men. It hit Devin instantly. Devin assumed the assassins that had been following them around had gone to the trial to find Nessa, but that wasn’t the case. The reason they didn’t see assassins on their walk was that they already knew where to go and were waiting. They had no reason to wait below for Nessa unless they already knew she was going to be there. That meant either Finn or Ronan had to have told them. Devin doubted it was Ronan, and as Finn saw them, but didn’t worry, Devin could guess this was Finn’s plan. Attack Nessa where there was no magic. Finn couldn’t attack her now with the trial going on, as she could not be hurt, but down in the crypt with no magic, there was nothing protecting her. Nessa was vulnerable right now and open to attack or even getting killed. Devin knew his instincts were correct about Finn, and he needed to get Nessa away from him. That moment was now. There was no time for Devin to plan his counterattack.
‘Duck,’ Devin yelled mentally to Nessa as he sprinted across the way and pulled her the direction she was already going.
Devin saw the assassins pull out swords and a couple drew their arrows. The attack was going to come from all directions, as the men came from multiple doorways. Nessa didn’t have time to wonder what was going on as Devin yanked on her arm and to the doorway. He pulled her within the doorway as arrows were fired and men yelled to chase after them. At least half a dozen people were pursuing them, but Devin wasn’t about to stay around and count how many.
“What are you doing? Where’s Finn?” Nessa asked, confused by Devin’s actions and trying to slow down.
“Don’t know, keep going,” Devin commanded, looking around and realizing that the corridor they were now in had hallways every eight feet.
They had entered the crypt, but Devin now saw just how big each crypt beyond the doorways really was. Each hallway they passed had closed doorways and more hallways beyond them. Hallways crisscrossed the abundant small rooms, making a grid-like pattern. They were in a maze of the dead.
“We can’t just leave Finn there,” Nessa replied, pulling to get away from Devin.
“We don’t have time to worry about him,” Devin added, tightening his grip. He wasn’t about to let her run back to Finn now.
Nessa may have not thought anything was off with Finn, but Devin knew, deep down, that there was something wrong. The way Finn put his arm around Nessa and slowed her down even though he had to have seen the men entering the cavern was off. It was almost like Finn was trying to hold her there to wait for the attack.
An arrow whizzed past them, causing Devin to turn down one of the hallways. He had had no clue where they were going, but they had to get away.
‘What was that?’ Nessa asked, finally realizing that they were being followed and attacked.
Instantly they were covered in the haze of invisibility as Nessa finally understood the threat on their lives. Devin was glad to see magic returned to her, but even if she wasn’t able to be killed in the crypt, she could still get injured. They weren’t safe yet. All they had to do was injure her severely, and take her back out into the front cavern. She would be vulnerable then. Devin could hope that all the men following her had been cursed with the return spell, but he doubted it. They weren’t safe.
‘I counted eight men in the hall back there before I grabbed you,’ Devin replied, pulling her further down the hallway. He turned at the end of it, and it continued in another direction.
‘Eight men? That’s an ambush.
We need to go back and get Finn,’ Nessa said, trying to pull back away from Devin.
‘No, we don’t,’ Devin added, pausing to look down the next hallway before they turned again. ‘He saw the men, and he didn’t rush you out of there. Anyone that doesn’t put your safety first isn’t my concern. He’s on his own.’
Devin stopped short of suggesting Finn was involved. He didn’t need to look inside her head to know that Nessa was still attached to the idea that Finn was a good guy. She never saw the anger hidden behind his smiles at her, but Devin did. He had no clue if this was something new or if it had been there her whole life, but Finn Ferguson wasn’t the friend Nessa thought he was.
‘He couldn’t have seen them,’ Nessa answered, defending Finn.
Devin turned again down a new hallway. He checked before and after them, and still could not see any magic or invisible sidhe. Devin slowed down and continued to look for the assassins more carefully now. If Nessa and Devin were encased in magic again, he didn’t doubt that the assassins were as well.
‘There were eight men out there, all dressed like assassins. I think your mysterious men’s assassin guild is all here. The only question is: why are they here? No one besides Finn and Ronan knew we were coming,’ Devin tried to reason with Nessa.
‘Maybe they are the assassins that protect the living dead,’ Nessa suggested. She stopped pulling at Devin’s hand. He wasn’t letting go, and had a good reason: he was keeping her safe once again.
‘And do those assassins attack someone in the cave where there’s no magic?’ Devin asked. He doubted they were the assassins they were warned about. The attack was planned and underhanded. Those men meant to kill Nessa the only way they could. ‘I don’t mean to sound accusing here, but there were eight assassins waiting for you in the one place you could actually be killed. No one can touch you now because of the trial, yet here they knew to wait for you. Why would they logically wait in this place unless they had been told ahead of time?’
Nessa didn’t have a reply. Devin was stating facts, and those added up to mean that either her best friend for her whole life, Finn, had betrayed her, or her cousin, who was more like a brother than anything, had betrayed her. Either way, she didn’t have an answer, or really even wanted to know it.
Devin paused as he looked around the next corner. They were backtracking a bit, but he just needed to keep them away from the sidhe. The hallway was clear for now, but with all the additional hallways darting off the main ones it would be slow going.
‘Where do we need to go?’ Devin asked.
They’d have to deal with the assassins at some point, but Devin wanted to be sure they were headed in the correct direction rather than back the way they came. He didn’t want to be caught outside the sidhe magic zone. Nessa’s spell had saved her and Devin more than once. He needed to rely on that magic when he was outnumbered nine to one. Heck, once they found the grandfather, and the assassins that protected him, that number could double or triple for all Devin knew.
‘I need to check,’ Nessa replied. Devin was unsure if he should let go of her hand. He was afraid that she would go running back toward the assassins to find Finn. ‘And I need my hand for that. I’m not going anywhere. Really. I need both hands to see where to go.’ Nessa must have felt his dilemma.
‘I know you can’t believe Finn would do this, but think about it. His mother has already tried to blackmail you into marrying him today. Sometimes the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,’ Devin said as he let go, hoping she wouldn’t bolt toward Finn’s direction. He was prepared to chase her if she did.
Nessa reached down into her boot and pulled out a gleaming dagger. It had the same unearthly glow as the cavern before, but at least her magic shielded it from the assassins. If not, they would have a nice beacon calling out their location in the semi-dark tunnels. Nessa took the blade and balanced it on her finger. She waited as it tipped left and right and began to move in a circle. The golden glow of the dagger made perfect circles as it spun, and the red stone in the hilt made a matching red line. Devin watched the spinning slow before it stopped.
‘That direction,’ Nessa said, pointing in the direction of the blade’s tip.
Devin nodded and hoped that it was meant to be read that way and not by the handle of the blade, otherwise they would be going the wrong direction.
Nessa must have felt his unease as she rolled her eyes at him. ‘I know what I’m doing.’
Sometimes, Devin wanted to add, but kept his mouth shut. Nessa was intelligent and knowledgeable in many areas, and completely lacking in others. She was a terrible judge of character, yet could skewer most she met easily in a one-on-one challenge. She was fiercely loyal, but that was also her downfall; she trusted too well. Some people shouldn’t be trusted. Finn shouldn’t be trusted, but Devin had no way to get that across to Nessa. She thought that Devin was being jealous, and maybe he was a little. But Devin also knew that there was something off with Finn. He wasn’t protecting Nessa in the cave when he should have been. Someone had to have told the assassins where to find Nessa. Devin was betting on Finn.
Devin took Nessa’s hand back in his own. He wasn’t letting her go to her own death just because she thought Finn was a good person. He was going to keep her safe, even if that meant from herself. They had to find her grandfather, and then Devin hoped, upon waking the old man, they would get some help. They were going to have a hard enough time getting to the sleeping sidhe. Devin hoped the old king was as powerful as they all said, as they would need his help on their way out.
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER 11
They continued their slow walk through the McKinny family crypt. Nessa held onto Devin’s hand as he led the way. His grip was comforting, but tight. And after each time she checked for the correct direction, he would immediately take her hand again. He was just protecting her, but it was a bit funny that he seemed to think he could just hold her there. She had fought with men twice his size before and won. She held on now, she needed him. Even if she wanted to go back, she couldn’t see the invisible assassins as well as Devin did. Nessa resigned herself to hoping Finn would be fine, and she could find him later- if they made it out alive.
Devin led the way through the crossing hallways. Nessa knew that behind each door was a specific family’s crypt where their dead love ones were stored for a final year of rest. Only direct blood descendants of family could access each crypt, and being related to many of the sidhe in the McKinny family, she could enter several of them. It would make sense to hide if they just needed to get away, but they needed to find grandfather and undo the bond. Nessa assumed that in the magic-free zones, the bond between her and Devin would break and protect him, but there was no guarantee. She could become more vulnerable and still hold his life on the line. Once grandfather was awake, no one would mess with them, and Devin could be free.
Every now and then Devin would stop, backtrack, and then lead her down another passageway. A few times Devin would stop and tell her to be quiet. She heard the light tap of feet passing, and knew another assassin had moved by. He caught each one and as they were progressing further into the tombs. Nessa held tight to Devin’s hand and took the strength he radiated. Even under a possible attack situation, where he was outnumbered by at least eight to one, he was still calm and doing exactly what they set out to do. It didn’t seem like much riled him up. His heart wasn’t even beating fast. He gave nothing away for the assassins to track. Devin was one extraordinary day human.
Through all their walking and hiding, Nessa didn’t once hear Finn. Had he been killed by those men? Would they kill him even if she were the target? He wasn’t even of the McKinny family. Maybe they would let him live. She had to keep thinking that, or she would have to admit she was a bad friend. Devin may not have believed Finn was a great person, but Nessa knew why. He didn’t like Finn because he was jealous. She could feel it through the bond. That was clouding his judgment. Devin didn’t know Finn like Nessa did. If he did, he would know Finn was the best of friends and could be trusted.
Devin paused as they made their way to a dead end. They had been following the blade of her grandfather, but they had to navigate the hallways. This wasn’t a good direction because they were at a solid wall.
‘Which way?’ Devin asked again.
Nessa had checked every ten minutes to be certain that they had been going in the right direction for the past hour. Nessa took her blade out and checked again. It pointed toward the dead end. Devin shook his head and led her back out of the hallway. They may have to go that direction, but there was no way to go there through the wall. They had to find a way around.
Nessa tried to keep quiet as Devin pushed her down suddenly. The air whooshed out of her as she hit the ground, and she bit her tongue to keep from grunting. Devin was on top of her and had her pinned. Something swung overhead and clanked against the wall. The invisible assassin passed and continued to clank as he went down the hallway, swinging some weapon to allow him to check the width of the hallway while walking. Nessa didn’t even have time to catch her breath after being knocked down. Devin grabbed Nessa and pulled her up.
‘Jump,’ he ordered, and she did.
Nessa could feel the wind of something whip beneath her feet. A second assassin was passing and sweeping the floor to catch them ducking from the first. The assassins were working as a team to try to flush Devin and Nessa out of the crypt. It seemed that the assassins didn’t know Devin saw through sidhe magic. Devin pulled her out of the hallway and down to the next one. He stopped at another dead end.
‘Inside,’ Nessa pointed to a family crypt door. She knew where they were now, even after all their turns and twists through the crypt.
‘Locked,’ Devin replied. She had seen him try handles to doors periodically, looking for shortcuts.
‘This one I can enter,’ she answered before pulling open the door.
Devin followed her in and scanned the room for magically hidden sidhe. No one was inside. Nessa pulled the doorway shut. She didn’t want to turn around. She knew exactly who was laid to rest on the slab of marble in the middle of the room. He would be perfectly persevered in death to look just as he had in life. It would be a year before Rhys’ name would be added to the tombs that lined the wall. Right now his perfect blond hair would be styled, and he would look like he was just sleeping. The sidhe preserved their own in death to be able to take their time saying good-bye. Nessa knew that Rhys would be there as she had come down to the same room before to see her father after he passed. It was a strange practice to the rest of the world, but it was a comfort to them. It allowed them to take their time grieving, and say good-bye on their own terms. She never got that closure with her grandfather, as he was in the Hall of the Living, if she even knew where that was. He wasn’t on display, and one day he just vanished from her life. She thought she’d never get over it, but then again she never imagined she would be there right now trying to find him to wake him, either.
Devin came up behind her and slid his arms around her. He could feel exactly what she was thinking through the bond. Nessa was comforted by him, but still could not turn around.
‘I didn’t know,’ Devin replied quietly in her mind.
‘It is sidhe tradition. And only family can enter a crypt. That’s why I was able to.’ Nessa continued to look at the doorway. She refused to turn and look at her dead brother, the same brother that tried to kill Arianna, the same brother that didn’t care that he was going to kill Nessa.
‘Let’s look again for the correct direction. It was pointing to the wall outside this room, but it was more at the corner of the wall. Maybe it meant somewhere in here,’ Devin said. Something made him more hopeful, and Nessa had to agree with him.
She pulled out the knife she had hastily stuck in her boot after he tackled her only moments before. She held it up on her finger and let it spin. The gold-lined blade of her grandfather pointed behind her, toward where Rhys was lying. She didn’t turn to see exactly where it was pointing, and instead busied herself with putting the blade away. Nessa was trying to pretend she wasn’t in a ten-foot-by-ten-foot room with her dead brother, the one she killed. It wasn’t working. He was there.
‘I think we found our entrance,’ Devin said, pulling her out of unsuccessfully trying to block her brother from her mind.
Keeping her head in his chest, Devin ushered her past her brother’s body. Leaving her where she stood, with her eyes shut, he moved behind her again, now blocking her from the view of Rhys and the doorway behind them. Nessa wanted to know what he meant, but still could not force herself to open her eyes. Devin loosened his grip around her and gently turned her in his arms, shielding her in the process. He was tall enough that she could not see over his shoulders as he blocked her sight as she turned. Devin pointed at the wall. There was nothing there at all, just a solid cave wall.
‘I think you might have hit your head back there,’ Nessa commented, but she didn’t turn back to look at him as she talked. She might accidentally see Rhys.
‘Look again,’ Devin pointed again, this time to each side of the wall.
Columns lined the wall and it was no different than the others. The whole tomb had columns about every five feet. That was a common design Nessa had seen in most of the tomb rooms. Nothing special. Between those columns would be where the final resting place for her family would be carved out. Inside would be the dust remains of everyone in her family. The back wall was already filled with holes and resting relatives. In fact, not even two columns over was an empty hole. Nessa was sure that this was for her brother. Nessa looked back at the two columns Devin was pointing at, fancy carved pillars and nothing made them a doorway.
‘Lions,’ Devin said, and Nessa saw immediately what he meant.
All the columns were different but at the same time similar. They contained elaborate etchings from base to top. While grossly exaggerated, Devin was correct. Elongated lions made up the bottom two feet of the carvings of those two particular columns. Nessa looked to the other columns in her view and noticed they didn’t having lions. It was only the ones in front of them. Additionally, those two columns were the only ones in the room that didn’t have resting places carved into the wall. Devin had found it. The two columns in front of them were more than likely the doorway into where they needed to go.
‘And a hidden magic-free zone,’ Nessa replied. ‘What should we do?’
‘While I appreciate your magic keeping us safe, I have lived a magic-free life and am still alive. Time to go meet some assassins on fair ground for a change,’ Devin replied with no hesitation at all.
Nessa heard the scraping of metal as Devin pulled free his blades. If it was magic-free, he was correct, they would have to rely on training. Nessa was unsure of what they would find behind the doorway. Would the assassins attack right away? She took the large sword from her back and matched Devin’s stance.
Devin was radiating strength and happiness. He lived for battle, and Nessa couldn’t blame him. She knew herself what a rush it was to fight, but she had never had something in her life to truly fight for before. She felt a bit hesitant. Crossing that barrier could mean fighting without her sidhe spells, and she was unsure how strong she was without them. She needed to be strong to keep Devin safe. This battle would mean much more now that she felt the need to protect Devin. She was no longer alone.
 
Devin walked through the space between the columns slowly first and paused protectively, not giving enough room for Nessa to enter. He scanned the large room before stepping further forward. Nessa came in right behind him, when he finally gave her room. Across the room were five raised marble platforms made of a white swirled color that made them distinctly stand out in the dark cavern. The cave had no lights lit in it, but there was a dim light coming off the slabs that illuminated the whole cavern. Only one of the five slabs had a body placed on it. The body lay on the middle slab, with no protection from the cave or anyone that entered. Devin was shocked to find Nessa’s grandfather out in the open. No wonder they needed assassins to protect the sidhe sleeping. They were, for the most part, exposed to anything done by anyone who could enter. With the crypt being locked for family only, it was limited to family entering, but Devin already saw how family meant little more than nothing to the sidhe. Rhys had killed his own father to get to power, and didn’t even try to stop the spell that he knew would kill his only sister.
Devin cautiously walked away from the wall and out into the open room. The cave was at least a hundred yards across and the slabs were clear across the room. There was nothing in front of them in the large cavern beyond the marble beds. Devin didn’t see a single person, not even an assassin. With their backs to the wall, they were partially protected if you expected no one else to enter the crypt. Nessa’s only other family that could enter were up above in the palace, at her trial without her. Devin didn’t worry about that entrance. He was more concerned about the other doors leading into the other rooms. He saw the column marking at least a half dozen more doors around the cave. He was unsure how anyone entered those ways.
‘Stay close,’ Devin told Nessa, allowing her to pass him and walk forward.
Devin watched from behind as she walked, noting all the possible ways in and out of the room. There were close to half a dozen, but he couldn’t see beyond the marble beds. Their glow was too strong to see the wall behind them. There could be more ways in. Devin glanced back at the direction they were walking and found that the five marble slabs would make a good ambush point if someone were hiding in the shadows. He touched Nessa’s shoulder as they got closer, and she stopped. He stepped past her and cautiously walked around the elaborate beds, swords drawn. There was nothing behind the beds either. No extra people and no assassins. They were completely alone in the room. Devin gave one last glance around and stopped. He noticed the fuzz of magic in one of the corners of the room over near where they entered.
‘Try something simple and discreet,’ Devin told Nessa. The lions had stripped her magic and made them visible, but Devin was unsure when she could use her magic again.
Nessa looked up at him and shook her head no. She had tried something to no avail. Devin motioned for her to approach her grandfather while he watched the room. He was sure he saw magic. In fact, it looked like someone was using an invisible spell, but if Nessa could not use her magic then who was the person Devin saw? It couldn’t be someone following them. It had to be someone new.
Devin looked back and saw the shape had moved, but had not moved closer. They were using some sort of magic, even if Nessa could not. Devin wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw another one. They had to be the assassins, but why were assassins in the room, but not attacking? The only reason he could hope was that they were on Nessa’s side, not that they were just waiting. She’d need them, especially after he left.
Nessa walked over to her grandfather. The old man was draped in a white, translucent cloth that Devin hadn’t seen from across the room. Devin had a hard time guessing the old sidhe’s age as the cloth hid the little details like wrinkles. He was dressed as ornately as a king would have been, and long white hair cascaded down onto his pillow beneath his head. The kingly sidhe didn’t move as if to breathe, but was perfectly still. Nessa’s hand hovered over her grandfather, but she didn’t touch him. Devin had no doubts that this was the only sidhe she cared this much for.
‘Can you read it?’ Devin asked of the strange writing on side of the platform, pulling Nessa out of her stare at the old man.
Nessa bent down and ran her hand along the words. She had had eyes only for her grandfather and had not noticed the writing before. The words glowed a bit brighter at her touch, and it was easier for Devin to see that it wasn’t a language he understood. Devin waited for her to read the two lines. Nessa nodded before looking at her grandfather.
‘Bring me life, then, bring me blood of day and night.’ Nessa looked at it again. She shook her head. ‘That’s all it says.’
‘Simple instructions, or a riddle?’ Devin asked, wary of the sidhe that were still watching.
The sidhe were tricky people. They were deceptive in every aspect of their lives, yet Nessa was not. She wasn’t the normal sidhe. If the message was left for her, it might just be easy instructions, yet Devin knew nothing about the sidhe king to know if he left the note as a riddle or not.
Nessa shrugged. ‘If we give it a try, we’ll know if it’s simple or not.’
Devin questioned her with his eyes. Nothing in the night world was ever simple. It was likely to make them think it would be easy. If it were a trap, simple might not work. Nessa didn’t seem to care, or maybe she just had more faith that her grandfather would be ready for her.
Nessa reached up to her grandfather and hesitated to touch him. She touched the soft translucent fabric, but not him, and she paused again. She was staring hard at the old man. Devin didn’t intrude in her mind to know what she was thinking, but he could sense the love, confusion, and sadness she felt at seeing her grandfather laying there. Devin moved around the marble bed and took the other side of the soft fabric. He waited for her to look up before he nodded to her. Together they folded the fabric back gracefully to expose the old king.
The former sidhe king was lying there in the same ornate green color that Nessa had worn the night before. His clothing was simple, yet elegant upon closer inspection, with its barely-noticeable, vine-like swirls on the sleeves. Devin looked closer and saw the faint fuzziness of magic radiating from Nessa’s grandfather, and even radiated from his clothing. The old sleeping man, who appeared dead, was laced with magic, and strong magic at that. Devin had no doubts the old man was alive. Rhys had none of that magic sheen to him in the room before, but the sidhe king did.
‘How will you bring life?’ Devin asked, quoting her interpretation of the inscribed words.
Nessa smiled and stooped down to grab a handful of dirt. She stood and sprinkled the dirt on the marble bed around her grandfather. Once his upper body was surrounded by dirt, she sliced her hand open and dripped blood drops into the dirt. As soon as her blood landed, plants sprouted from the dirt and grew. She said a few more words and made the plants grow more until they wove between the king’s arms and around him, covering him completely in the flowerless vines, but leaving his face exposed. Nessa took her hand, which was healing fast, and smeared blood into her grandfather’s mouth.
‘My family’s strength is in plants and life. We can just about make plants grow anywhere, even without light or seeds,’ Nessa explained. ‘“My blood can bring life” is our family motto.’
Devin thought back to the rest stop that they were attacked at only a few days ago. He had seen just that, but he didn’t understand until now what it meant. Nessa was life. He had no doubts the message was left for her now. Something made Devin feel like the old man had planned everything all along. They came in search of him and were exactly what was needed to wake him.
Devin nodded to Nessa, who was now gazing at the old man who was looking even more regal encased in plants. Nessa handed her bloodied blade over to him without looking at Devin, and Devin knew what she wanted. He sliced his own hand just as she had and placed blood in the old sidhe’s mouth. The cut didn’t break open on Nessa’s hand. The bond was gone? The room was a puzzle of what sidhe powers could work and what ones could not. Their connection was severed by the lack of magic, yet Nessa still had enough magic within her to make the plants grow. It would make any battle with the hidden assassins a problem if they chose to attack.
‘Now what?’ he asked.
It was done. They had done exactly what was asked of them. Soon he would wake, and they would be able to ask him for his help. Devin looked over to Nessa as she watched her grandfather. Their time bound would be ended quite soon. Devin wasn’t happy at the idea, but it was the best way he could protect her. He looked back to the regal old man. He was the answer they sought, and the way their relationship would end. Devin’s heart hurt a bit at the thought of everything ending, but it was for the best. If the old man beneath them was as powerful as everyone claimed, Nessa would be safe with him. She would be protected.
Nessa looked down at her grandfather with anticipation. They waited a few seconds more. Nothing happened. Another moment passed, and they both stared at the man. Still, nothing happened. Devin felt the sadness roll off of Nessa. Her grandfather wasn’t waking up like she longed for. The old man slept on. Simple didn’t seem to be the solution to the directions after all. Devin wanted to move to her side of the marble bed and comfort her before the tears came. They were close to waking up someone she had missed for almost a decade. Devin felt her pain, and would’ve felt the same if he was standing next to any of his lost loved ones.
Devin looked up at Nessa at the same time as someone came through a hidden doorway. She didn’t notice as she stared at her grandfather, but he felt the energy as a new person appeared. The magic of the people entering evaporated as they crossed the barrier. Devin wanted to count and see if it was the same doorway they had entered, but he was stuck on who it was. Finn entered with a very large assassin, who could only be male, behind him. The assassin’s arm was wrapped around Finn’s middle and a knife was at his throat. Finn had his hands bound behind his back and was in a sorry state. He had been taken hostage by a male sidhe, the very sidhe that were hunting Nessa. Finn just went from an ally to a liability in a second. Devin had to think fast, because he knew what Nessa would do. Finn was her friend, no matter what Devin thought, but Devin was still unsure.
“Nessa, I’m sorry,” Finn croaked and the blade pressed down a little, drawing blood. It beaded up and dripped down his throat.
Nessa turned when Finn spoke, and her face dropped. It didn’t matter what Devin thought of him, Nessa still believed he was a good guy. Devin reached across the old sidhe king, who wasn’t moving, and tried to grab her arm as she bolted toward Finn. He missed and put his hands on the table to jump it and follow her. He made it over the table, but was stopped as an iron grip grabbed his arm. Instantly the world around him slowed down and appeared to be barely moving as Devin looked down to his arm. The old sidhe king was no longer asleep.
 
“Day human,” a deep voice said. The authoritative sound reverberated around the room. “You have found your way to me. Thank goodness, Rhys must finally be dead.”
The old sidhe king was alive. Waking him had been as simple as Nessa thought it would be. All he needed was plants and a few drops of blood. He was now speaking and moving on his own. His hand was wrapped tight around Devin, not giving the much younger and more alive man even an inch to move. Devin felt frozen in place, by just the grip on his wrist. The old king radiated power that had been unused for a decade.
Devin watched as the old man sat up. He had been unsure if the old sidhe king was really dead or if they just didn’t know how to wake him even if he was not, but it was true. He was only sleeping. His face was fuller and his eyes opened as he held tight to Devin’s arm. He was certainly alive now. The sidhe king stared at Devin, waiting for him to say something. Devin didn’t know what to say and just stared back. A smile spread across the older man’s face.
“You are different than I remember, but you still have that same ugly haircut. I figured that after you arrived here you’d at least adapt some of our customs,” the king finally said. He was moving his free arm around as if to get blood flowing back into it after it fell asleep. The king rolled his shoulders without releasing his grip on Devin.
“Remember?” Devin asked. The old man smiled in return.
“Then you can talk, after all. Here I was thinking my granddaughter had found a mute.” The king stared intently at Devin. Devin was unsure what to say to the man. He seemed to know a whole lot for someone who hadn’t been awake for over a decade. The king smiled and laughed again as he continue to move his joints.
Devin could only stare back. He knew close to nothing about the man with the iron grip. The only thing Devin was sure about was that the old king didn’t seem to have a problem with the lack of magic in the room. His magic was completely intact. Devin didn’t want to speak and offend the old man, but he needed to figure out how to handle the situation. Nothing in his training ever prepared him for meeting a man of such immense power. He was even stronger that the old night human that had raised Devin, and that man had ruled his night humans for over fifty years without finding another more powerful than he. Devin knew power, and this guy was full of it. That was on top of Devin already being at a disadvantage as it seemed the old king already knew what was going on.
Out of the corner of Devin’s eyes, he saw Nessa frozen in her run toward Finn. She hadn’t made it to him, but was closer to Finn than she was to Devin. That was another problem Devin needed to solve quickly. He could not let Nessa get near Finn. It wasn’t safe. She might not feel it, but Devin knew better. Devin was afraid she would do something on impulse, and end her own life to save Finn. Devin had a lot to decide, and fast, as he didn’t know how long the time freeze would last. First he had to figure out the old sidhe king, as he was sure he was going nowhere until the old man let him, and then save Nessa. The king caught the flicker in Devin’s eyes and grinned.
“Worried about her now? While she can be a bit too trusting for the sidhe world, she can take care of herself. I made sure of that before they put me away. That girl has more bite in her than anyone knows. I personally would love to see an assassin go down for being foolish enough to fight my granddaughter.” The king waved his hand at Nessa casually. In ten years’ time, he knew exactly who Nessa was.
There was no reason the king should have been forced to sleep away while he was completely fit to rule. Devin didn’t need to be a sidhe to see the power in their king. He was more than Devin had seen combined into any one room since he had arrived, and that was saying much, as there were at least a hundred sidhe at Nessa’s trial. This man was more than any of that. He had already shown he could freeze time and possibly see the future. Devin only had a few glimpses of the man he would meet from overheard conversations around the palace, but no one described the old man as Devin saw him now. The king watched Devin intently, studying him as much as Devin analyzed the king.
“Well, boy, what are you wondering?” he asked, leaning back like he had all day to have a chat with Devin.
“Quite a lot actually,” Devin replied, trying to focus on the old king and not the frozen world around him that was distracting his thoughts.
“How about one at a time, then?” the king suggested it as if they were old friends meeting up for the first time in years. It was a little disconcerting for Devin to look into his pale blue eyes and get the feeling that the sidhe king already knew what he was going to ask, but Devin had to get some answers.
“Why are you asleep when you don’t have to be?” Devin asked the first question that came to mind. The old man was powerful enough that he doubted anyone could make him do something he didn’t want to do. Devin had seen enough to know that.
The old king seemed to know exactly what Devin was thinking, and nodded along as Devin spoke. He wasn’t even surprised by Devin’s question. It was like he had been expecting it and waiting for the moment to meet Devin someday, maybe even reading his mind as he thought.
“I let them put me away because I knew that Nessa needed time to grow up, not under my protection,” he replied. It was an easy, prepared answer.
“And you thought she would survive? What if she didn’t?” Devin asked, somewhat angrily. Nessa was completely unprotected, and Rhys was nothing more than a monster. Why would her grandfather, who could protect her, let that happen? Nessa was lucky Rhys hadn’t turned on her sooner, or she would’ve been dead like the rest of her family. If the sidhe king knew he would be meeting Devin someday, he had to have known the truth about Rhys.
“I didn’t know if she would survive. There are always multiple futures that can happen. What I did know was that if she survived, she would be strong enough to lead the sidhe. If she did not, I’d continue to sleep and never have to see my people die out. The sidhe are dying. The way they are now will lead to their death. I knew that there was a chance she could save them. If she could survive and make it to me one day, she would be part way there. I had to give my people a chance at redemption.” The king sat, staring at his granddaughter lovingly. It was if he was already looking into the future again. “The sidhe needed her, not me. I can’t change them. Only she can.”
“You do know that you left her alone to fend off Rhys. You didn’t even warn her about her brother. She thought he was this older, loving brother. You know that her family is dead? All of them. Rhys killed your son, and then tried to kill Nessa, too,” Devin said. The old sidhe king should have been protecting Nessa. He should have stayed by her.
“I knew that was Rhys’ destiny before he was even born. There wasn’t an ounce of good in that boy. I tried to tell his father, but my son was as stubborn as Nessa is. I figured fate would be what it was. My son deserved his fate for not listening. Now Nessa, I did protect her. I taught her spells that would keep anyone from killing her,” the king replied, moving his other arm a little again to bring the joints back to life. His right hand remained gripped on Devin’s wrist, but his left was free. He was slow in his movements, like he was working blood back into places that had been empty for so long.
“You knew those spells weren’t for hair color?” Devin asked. He had wondered if the old king was mad, or clever, and it was turning out that he was more clever than mad.
The king grinned. “But she didn’t. And they worked, didn’t they? See, boy, I didn’t leave her completely unprotected. I knew she’d survive if she wanted to. I gave her the power to survive, and training to do so, but she needed to find her own way. She needed to find her way to you.”
“How did you know about me? Can you see the future?” Devin asked, looking now at Nessa. He was finding it hard that the sidhe princess that was to save her people would need a day human, of all people. The king was right. Devin didn’t have to worry much about Nessa. She was prepared to defend herself, and no one saw it coming.
“Nessa didn’t explain much about us sidhe, did she?” the king asked in reply, though he knew the answer already. Devin didn’t need to respond. “That child is too trusting and loyal. She probably felt she would be breaking sidhe law to tell you. I tried to show her that she was to trust her own judgment, but she always had to follow the rules. This would’ve been easier on you if she had told you more.”
“More about what?” Devin asked. He was trying to direct the king’s speech to the answer he was looking for. Devin was unsure how long the frozen time would last, and if those hidden assassins would do anything to help Nessa as she approached Finn.
“About what we are and what we do. I’m sure, by now, you know that we all possess sidhe magic. Any sidhe can do simple spells. Our spell energy is fed by nature, hence why we live out in the national forests, surrounded by nature. But that isn’t all we can do.” The old king paused for dramatic effect. “We are born with an ability that is blood related. Day human blood will heal us if we get hurt, and fuel the ability that’s ours and ours alone. That is how the sidhe are different from normal night humans. We have kept that a secret from the other night humans for centuries, as we didn’t want them to know more. I’m sure Nessa didn’t tell you because that is one of our rules, that no one must find out about our talent.”
“What sort of ability?” Devin asked. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen Nessa do magic.
“Something like talking to animals. Or Nessa and Rhys both were born with the ability to control plants,” the king replied.
“But we all saw Rhys control plants at the tournament,” Devin replied, confused. They didn’t exactly hide their abilities. Devin had even seen Nessa control plants just moments before.
“No, that’s okay. We teach them to use their ability with spells to make people think it’s a spell. It is well-known that sidhe can do spells. But it isn’t the case for blood abilities. We don’t need spells for those, and that’s the secret we must keep. Even if someone can’t speak, they can use their blood ability,” the king explained. “These abilities keep us safe and secret. Not even the other night humans know we have this, and if they did, they would be hunting individual sidhe for what they can do. We all have different kinds of abilities, and some are more valuable than others; maybe the ability to see the future, or something like that. There are hundreds of abilities, and each sidhe has one beyond the magic we all can do.” The king paused, content with his explanation.
“And you have the ability to see the future?” Devin guessed. The old man grinned slyly, but didn’t reply right away. “Then you knew we were coming.” Devin added. The man just smiled.
“Then you know why I am here?” Devin didn’t need to ask the question, but he felt he had to. Devin felt a responsibility to ask, but not because he wanted to. With the bond inside the cave gone from the magic-blocking lions, he felt empty inside. He wasn’t sure he wanted the bond to be broken now.
“Of course I knew that, just like I knew the bond wasn’t undoable,” the king replied, moving and rotating his arm at the shoulder again. He was now methodically working out his upper muscles.
“The bond can’t be broken?” Devin asked. They risked everything to find out how to break the bond.
“No, it can’t. Just like it can’t work between two people who don’t already have feelings for each other. And no amount of neutralizing spells, not even the lions, can break a bond. It’s still there, even now. It will never go away.” The king waited for Devin to fully understand what he had said. He was giving Devin more information than he asked for.
“Then we will be bonded forever?” Devin asked, happy and sad at the same time. He didn’t want to break the bond, but he knew the danger it put Nessa in to be bound to him.
“Until one of you dies,” the king replied, rolling his head a bit to loosen his neck.
“And then we both die,” Devin replied. That was exactly what he didn’t want. He didn’t want Nessa’s life to be linked to his. Devin’s life had been anything but safe since he was attacked as a child. He had too many enemies to be bound to Nessa. Her life would be in constant danger, even if she didn’t have her own assassins chasing her. Devin looked back to the king, and didn’t hide his devastation at being unable to protect her.
“The bond doesn’t work unless it’s meant to. You were meant to be together,” the king said, stating it like it was an obvious fact. “She was meant to be bound to you. It was your fate to be together.”
“Being bound to me will kill her,” Devin answered. There was no need to hide anything from the old king; he seemed to see all anyway.
“Or it will kill you. She isn’t exactly safe, either. I knew, when she was a child, her life would be filled with attempts on her life. For seven years, I kept those at bay. For the past ten, it was Rhys that was her protector, even if it was only for his own personal gain so that he could marry her off. But now she has no protector but you. She needs you. Her fate is tied to yours, and you are the rationality she needs in her life. She’s a bit too trusting, like that Ferguson kid.” The king pointed over to Finn. “There’s nothing but trouble with that family. Ever since I turned down Maureen for marriage, she has had it out to do in our family. That boy may have thought he could use Nessa to get to power, but she was never his future. Not once did I see her ending up with him. Not that Maureen could care that I never saw that. My power was well-known to everyone, and they trusted my judgment, except for Maureen. The old woman has been crazy and power hungry since we were teenagers.”
“Yet Nessa seems to think Finn won’t betray her,” Devin replied. “You know otherwise, don’t you? And yet, here you are again, not protecting her,” Devin complained.
“I always thought you were more observant than that,” the king said, like he had known Devin his whole life. It was quite possible the old man did with his ability, but it was still strange to hear the man talk so familiarly to Devin.
Devin looked around the frozen room. What was left to observe? He already knew that Nessa would reach Finn before Devin could reach her. For every assassin lining the wall behind the one that was holding Finn, there was at least another in the room, cloaked and poised to attack back. That much he knew, and had already calculated what to do next. Devin looked back to the marble alter. The sidhe king was sliding a leg off the table to hang over the edge while still holding onto Devin tightly. His grip around Devin’s wrist was firm and impossible for Devin to break as that had been his first reaction when the king grabbed him. Devin mistook the grip for support as the old sidhe came back to life, but as he moved more, Devin knew the grasp wasn’t for support, but for holding Devin near.
“You can stop time?” Devin asked, as if maybe that was the answer the old man was looking for next.
The sidhe king smiled and nodded like a school teacher praising a student for finally figuring out the correct answer, or in Devin’s case, question. “That, among other things. Turns out I was the first sidhe born with not just one ability, but all of them.” The old man grinned and flopped his legs around a little.
“All of them?” Devin asked.
“Yes,” the king replied.
“You said there were hundreds,” Devin responded.
“Yes, and every single one I’ve tried, I’ve found I have,” the king proudly added. “She’s not as unprotected as you think. But I do know that she needs to find her own way. I can’t keep stepping in to help her. This is her journey now.”
Devin looked back at the old man. The sidhe king wasn’t a formidable man physically. From what Devin saw, Devin himself was at least a few inches taller than him. And even though he had magic and night human abilities, he was still an old man. The only thing Devin knew for sure was that the sidhe king radiated more power than he had ever seen. His ability to outdo every sidhe born was probably the reason he ruled for so long, and the reason they all gathered together to make him step down. The old man watched Devin intently. His eyes were appraising Devin as much as Devin was analyzing him.
“They feared you,” Devin assessed.
“As they will fear you,” the king replied.
“A day human? I get the feeling that not a single sidhe will ever fear me, and I’m fine with that,” Devin replied. He didn’t like where the conversation seemed to be going. Yes, he wanted to protect Nessa, but he didn’t want to do it as anything but a day human.
“Not if you are one of us,” the king replied, saying exactly what Devin feared he would say.
Devin shook his head. The king was now talking like Nessa. “That isn’t in the plans for me. I’d rather die than be a night human. I may have grown up in a world filled with blood, but I never plan to have a life dependent on it.”
“Good, then we are on the same page,” the king answered, throwing his other leg over the side of the marble slab and wiggling it alongside the other. “Night humans are a horrible breed. I personally despise most of them. I’d never want my granddaughter bound or married to one.”
“If you want me to be feared, but not a night human, how can I be one of you then?” Devin asked. The sidhe king liked his riddles as much as the next sidhe it seemed.
“One of my nice abilities is to transfer power without making a blood bond. I can give you sidhe powers without turning you. I can make you a sidhe that doesn’t crave blood.”
The sidhe king waited for Devin to respond. Devin did not. He was astounded by the suggestion. He had never heard of a day human with night human abilities. Devin spent each day of his life training to fight night humans, but he never imagined having their powers. He found ways to compensate for his day human abilities to put himself on the level as night humans. To become one without being one had never been a consideration.
“You need to be stronger to protect my granddaughter and whip these sidhe into shape. They have lost their way, and I know you are the one to find it for them again. Her destiny was never to change the sidhe world alone. She needed someone just as strong as she is to stand beside her. She needed you. It was why I went to sleep. She needed to find you.” The king stretched his legs straight. He was still waking up his body from his decade asleep.
Devin shook his head in disbelief. “With no disrespect, you’ve been asleep quite a while. I don’t know if these sidhe are the same as when you left. I don’t see a way to save them. They have done nothing but treat me like a pet. I have no plans to help them find their way, if they even can. I doubt there’s anything left to do to save them. They send assassins to kill each other. They are all secrets, and hide behind masks of magic. My only goal is to keep Nessa safe, and now I’m thinking that would be better done outside the sidhe world. This place would only kill her, if not physically, then mentally. She isn’t made for this world.” Devin’s resolve was growing. “Now that you are awake, you can lead them. Let Nessa have the life she deserves, away from all this. I don’t think you need us. You have more power than anyone. You can save the sidhe world.”
The sidhe king just nodded. “You think you have a say in your destiny, day human, but you do not. Everything is already set in motion. I promise you, you will be the day human prince I told them would be coming. You are the reason the sidhe will live on. You will save them.”
The old sidhe king let go of Devin’s arm and the world sped up around him. Devin was only a second behind running after Nessa, but he was already too slow. The time freeze let go only gradually, and he wouldn’t make it in time to stop her from trying to save Finn.



 
 
CHAPTER 12
Nessa didn’t even look back to Devin as she sprinted across the room. The male assassin, as that is only what it could be based on height and width alone, held Finn with a knife at his neck. Nessa didn’t know what family had male assassins, but Devin was wrong. Finn wasn’t with them. He was being held by them, and Nessa had to save him. Nessa had no clue how Finn followed her, but she was worried and ready to fight just the same. If she could just get to him in time to free him, they would be good. Finn was a good fighter. She was going to rely on that to get him away from the assassin.
“Don’t come any closer,” the male assassin said, his voice rough but somehow familiar. She searched her mind for all the males she knew that were about the man’s size. She couldn’t figure out who it was.
Nessa slowed down, but kept creeping forward inch by inch. She felt the hum of magic in the room and hoped it would be enough to use. She had tried to use it before, but was unable to. She was hopeful that her magic was recovering to the point of using it now. All magic was stripped when you passed through the lions, but it was slowly coming back to her in the lifeless underground cavern. Nessa’s own gift with plants was being fueled by the fungi that sparsely covered the walls.
“Finn, are you okay?” Nessa asked, looking him over for any other injuries.
“Nessie, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know they would follow me. I thought I had got past them, but they were right behind me, waiting for me to enter here.” Finn whimpered.
Finn was a strong warrior. It was so unlike him to worry about assassins. She had grown up with him, and he was always boasting about being better than everyone. Nessa had even trained with him. She was unsure how an assassin could hold him prisoner, but he had been taken. Now she needed to help him.
Nessa’s heart broke at the site of him. Blood was smeared on his face, and he struggled to stand. They had beaten him before making him come in the room. Nessa watched as Finn got the fate she feared for everyone she loved. In order to save her, they would die. Nessa needed to wake her grandfather, but now couldn’t even take her eyes off Finn. He was suffering for her just like Devin would.
“What do you want?” Nessa asked the assassin.
“You,” the assassin replied.
Nessa didn’t look away from Finn. Her bow was drawn, and she was sure she could hit the assassin if he did anything to Finn. She was a perfect shot. While she would rather get closer to attack with her sword, the bow was her best chance to keep Finn safe. The assassin’s eyes moved from Nessa to beside her, where Devin appeared.
“We’re kind of a package deal these days,” Devin added.
The assassin smiled under his mask, causing his eyes to crinkle at the corners. The other assassins Nessa had not seen began to fill up the space behind the first, and they all laughed at Devin standing a few feet behind Nessa.
“Eight against one and a half,” the assassin said.
“I don’t think women should be counted as half,” Nessa replied. The assassins laughed more.
“The day human is the half,” the assassin explained when the laugher died a bit. “Yet, you don’t seem to mind your odds.”
Devin stood beside Nessa and drew his blade. He didn’t even look to her. He was ready to fight.
“Actually, it’s more like eight against six, and I’ll take those odds easily, since I’ve already killed one of you a couple days ago. I wasn’t impressed,” Devin explained. The large assassin’s eyes changed from laughter to anger.
‘Six?’ Nessa questioned, keeping her eyes on Finn.
‘Four hidden assassins work for your grandfather here,’ Devin explained to Nessa while at the same time smiling back at the assassin, completely unafraid of provoking him.
“Oh, was he someone you knew? You’re all starting to look the same to me,” Devin shrugged. “Maybe you should lose the masks and we could tell you apart. Nope, forget that. I still wouldn’t be able to tell you apart.”
Devin was trying to draw the large assassin away from Finn. Nessa would stand a better chance with the smaller ones. The one holding Finn was massive, and Devin needed to be the one to take him on. Nessa was grateful for Devin trying to take the large assassin away from her, yet shocked at the same time. She had never heard him actually provoke anyone. And, of course, he was good at that, too.
“He’s mine,” the assassin said as all the eight assassins got ready to pounce.
Devin had provoked the assassins, which didn’t bode well for Finn, but then again Nessa already knew that Devin didn’t like Finn. That wouldn’t have gone into Devin’s calculation. Nessa placed her hand on Devin’s arm to stop him from moving forward to fight.
“You can have me once I unbind from Devin,” she said, willing to give her life for Finn. She wasn’t letting anyone die for her. It was time to stop the madness of the sidhe assassins that were following her.
“Unbind?” the assassin asked. Shock registered all around the room. Nessa saw the pain in Finn’s eyes, but she looked up to the assassin holding him. The assassin didn’t let go of Finn. Nessa realized she wasn’t going to get things her way. They weren’t about to make a deal. Devin would suffer now because of her.
The large assassin pushed Finn to the guy next to him and bounded across the room in an instant. The time for talking was done. The other assassins all eyed Nessa greedily; all wanting to be the one to kill her. Before Nessa could respond, four females flanked her, two on each side. Their sudden appearance startled the men in the magic-free room, and everyone froze where they were standing.
“You aren’t welcome here,” the female directly beside Nessa spoke to the men. “This is a place of rest. Please leave now.”
The appearance of the female assassins was shocking, but the woman speaking was enough to jar the men out of their shock. They attacked first, and the four women all responded by taking on the six assassins, allowing Nessa to run across the space to where Finn laid bound on the ground. She cut the ties around his wrists and helped him stand. Nessa gave him a quick hug out of relief that he wasn’t hurt beyond a few scrapes and handed him one of her swords.
“We need to help Devin,” Nessa told Finn. Finn didn’t reply. Nessa turned to go back to the fighting behind her.
“Nessa,” Finn said, calling her back to him. She turned and felt the sword plunge into her middle. The entire length of the sword went through her and out the back.
“Why?” Nessa asked as the pain jolted through her and blood began to seep out. Her magic couldn’t protect her from this. The spell she had placed on Finn was void in the magic-free room. Not enough had returned to Nessa yet to save her. “You’re my best friend. I thought you loved me.”
“Are you serious?” Finn sneered, his face contorted by anger and triumph. “I wouldn’t want you now that you’ve touched that human. It’s one thing to feed off of a day human, but you’ve dirtied yourself by just breathing the same air as him, not to mention binding to him and swapping bodily fluids. You’re tainted.”
Nessa had no clue how Finn knew that she kissed Devin, but she didn’t have time to question that now. How could Finn know any of it? How could Finn stab her? Nessa felt the pain of the blade still and tried not to cry out. She was a strong warrior. This was nothing. Tears formed in her eyes.
“But your mother said you wanted to marry me. You offered to marry me.” Nessa sucked in a breath as he pulled the sword from her. The sword made a sucking noise as it was pulled from her body. Blood spilled around her and she felt blood rise into her mouth, gagging her.
“My mother said what she thought would persuade you to marry me. It was never meant to be a real marriage, just one to give me the power we sought. The Ferguson family will rule the sidhe, one way or another. Marriage was just the easiest way,” Finn replied, stepping back and letting her fall to the ground. “You were to be a figurehead and nothing more, but you running off with your brother proved that you were more work than we wanted to put in. My mom ordered the hit, and I was more than happy to go. Any sidhe that lowers themselves to throwing themselves at a day human should be killed. You disgust me.” Finn pulled at the fabric slouched around his neck. It was an assassin mask to cover his lower face. He was the assassin that had tried to kill her at the rest stop.
Nessa wanted to say more, but could not. All she could do was look up at Finn as he talked.
“You may have thought you were safe, but I knew this was my opportunity when Ronan said you were coming down here. Even he doesn’t get how badly you will ruin the sidhe. He still believes in family over everything else, and it’s a good thing he saw me as family. He gave me this perfect opportunity. I’ll have to thank him later.” Finn smiled wickedly and looked across the room.
“This is payback for killing my cousin,” Finn yelled across to Devin.
Nessa felt the blood pouring out of her. She looked across the cavern to Devin. She hoped, without magic, their bond would be neutralized and her death wouldn’t be his. She was thankful for that at least. Her vision flickered to Finn. He stood towering above her. His mad glower was more of a grin now. He was happy to watch her die. All her childhood memories were crashing down around her. The nice Finn, the helpful Finn, the Finn that took care of her when Rhys was mean; all versions of Finn were dying. He was never the man she thought he was. He hadn’t been her Finn, ever. Nessa closed her eyes and sucked in a painful breath. He had done his job well. She was bleeding out, but not quick enough to pass out before dying. She would feel every last bit of pain before she died.
Finn stepped around her as he waited for Devin to come to him. Nessa hoped Devin was too busy. Even more, she hoped the bond wasn’t strong enough in the magic-free zone, either. She didn’t want him to die, and she didn’t want him to face Finn injured. Finn would kill them both.
 
Devin sliced off the head of the sidhe assassin he was fighting a moment too late. As his cut severed the assassins head, he saw the blade poke out from Nessa’s back. His own body ripped open from the bond, causing him to fall to his knees momentarily. He pushed himself up with the sword he carried and made his way over to Nessa.
“How fitting, the day human comes to save poor Nessie. Hasn’t that been your life story, Nessa? Did you tell your day human boyfriend all about your wonderful childhood, where Rhys was ruthless and everyone else had to stand up for you? How about how your father protected you and ended up being the first kill for Rhys? Or how your mother tried to talk to Rhys about being kinder to everyone, meaning you, and ended up exiled? How you’ve never protected yourself for a day?” Finn mocked her on the ground. Nessa didn’t move as she bled out.
“That’s not the story I got,” Devin replied as he limped closer, trying to not let the blood show too much.
Devin needed to be strong. He needed the illusion of strength if nothing else. Devin knew those blue eyes were filled with hatred now. Devin knew exactly who Finn Ferguson was, the first sidhe assassin he ever fought with. Even when he was at his best, Finn was a formidable opponent. Devin hoped the lack of magic would scale Finn down a little.
“Devin.” Nessa coughed up blood. Devin wanted to kneel at her side and hold her. He was unsure if his blood could save her, but he would do that if he needed to. He wanted to protect her.
“I heard from everyone at the trial as they gossiped. Nessa was the best female fighter to come along in a long time. Seems she often times bested even the sidhe men,” Devin added, coming to a stop, just out of the reach of Finn’s now-bloodied sword. “In fact, I heard she bested each of the suitors that proposed marriage to her from Rhys. Weren’t you one of her suitors?”
Finn’s face grew red. “She may have bested me, but that was because she put a spell on all of us. See how well she fights now that there’s no spell.” Finn proudly pointed to Nessa on the ground.
“That wasn’t a fight,” Devin added as he’d seen Finn stab Nessa in cold blood. Finn didn’t even give her a warning.
Finn shrugged. “I’ve been trying to kill her for over a year, but couldn’t. I wanted to play more with her and show her that I was always the better fighter, but time is running out. This took too long. We needed this to be done now that Rhys is gone. I knew I couldn’t kill her outright after I tried a few days ago. I needed her somewhere there was no magic. I figured it out a couple years ago that she had put a spell on everyone. There was never a chance that a fatal hit would kill her,” Finn complained. “I was lucky enough that Ronan ran across me today and told me to help her. This was my opportunity, and I’m glad I was here to take it. I couldn’t exactly be picky about it now.”
“Do you care nothing for her?” Devin asked, still searching for the good Nessa saw in Finn that he himself had never seen. He had to give the guy one last chance to redeem himself for Nessa’s sake. When the fight started, it would be to kill Finn.
Finn shrugged. “She was always the little brat that followed us around. She may have grown into a woman in the past few years, but she will always be that little, protected, spoiled brat. There’s nothing appealing about that. I only tolerated her for Rhys’ sake, and now that he is gone, there’s no reason to keep her around,” Finn explained with a shrug. He was as cold-hearted as Devin had thought him to be from the very beginning.
Devin looked down at Nessa quickly. He wanted to say ‘told you so,’ but her regret was written painfully across her face even with her eyes closed. Devin felt the blood running out of the wound under his dark shirt and trickling down to his pants. He sensed the strength still left in Nessa. She was a lot stronger than Finn gave her credit for. She was pulling energy from the ground, and her wound was slowly drawing back together, yet still bleeding profusely. She was healing both of them, but she would need blood soon to finish.
Devin held up the sword he had been leaning on and pointed it at Finn. Finn smiled wickedly.
“I can smell your blood. Magic may be null in the room, but your bond isn’t. Bonds aren’t made of magic,” Finn assessed. “How could she be so stupid to bind to a weak day human? I mean, I knew she was dumb, but really! When you find someone to bind, you bind to someone stronger, not weaker.”
Nessa looked back to Devin with panic in her eyes. Devin shrugged. He concentrated on Finn and waited for him to make the first move. Finn jumped at the opportunity. Devin lifted his blade and took the power of the blow blade to blade. The pain reverberated down him and caused the wound to bleed more, but he didn’t let it stop him. Devin countered Finn’s hit with one of his own. Finn was concentrating on Devin too much to notice that Nessa was healing. Devin wanted to keep it that way, and went on the offensive.
Devin knew what Nessa was doing. They were bonded and not meant to be without the other now. Their power was combined and that made them both stronger. He would fight the physical fight while she could not, and she would use the gift that had been hers since birth, her blood magic. He could feel the power swirling up from the ground. Nessa was calling on the life that came with her own power that had drenched the ground in her blood. She was using her blood magic to make her own move in the fight.
It only took Nessa a few moments to gather the strength from the blood-drenched ground before she let it go. A flash of light exploded in the room and lit up the whole cavern beautifully. Devin didn’t have time to marvel at the sparkle all around him, and the eerie assassin women as he used the diversion he knew was coming to make a move toward Finn. The female sidhe assassins had done their jobs and not a single ally of Finn’s was still standing. The women were already fading back into nothingness where they came from. As Devin’s blade almost pierced Finn’s skin, Devin was suddenly unable to move. The world froze around them all again, but this time, Devin noticed he, along with Finn and Nessa, could still move their eyes to see what was happening.
The sidhe king moved slowly across the cavern. His momentary stretch had brought life back to all his limbs. His was a powerful sidhe that commanded respect and attention. Nessa and Finn could look nowhere but at the approaching sidhe king. Devin could feel his power as he stepped closer, but his back was to the man, so he could not see his approach.
‘Grandfather?’ Nessa asked mentally, as they could not move their mouths. She was shocked by the sight of her grandfather.
‘Yes,’ Devin replied to her. ‘He is awake.’ Devin felt her happiness surge through the bond. He could feel her hopefulness that the sidhe king would break the bond and, in doing so, save Devin. Nessa was still planning to be a martyr for him.
“I’ve seen enough,” the king said from next to Devin.
The king threw his arm around Devin and moved him to be frozen beside Nessa and Finn. Devin saw Finn’s eyes grow wide. With a snap of the sidhe king’s fingers, Devin, Nessa, and Finn could speak, but still not move.
“Grandfather,” Nessa said at the same time as Finn spoke.
“That’s impossible,” Finn said. “My mother said you were put to sleep forever. That no one would possess the strength to wake you. She said you needed a tainted changed day human. One would never be allowed through our gates. We would all feel it if someone made a new sidhe.”
The sidhe king smiled grandly and nodded. “Your mother’s and my definition of tainted was a bit different. Sorry I didn’t clarify that for her. I didn’t mean changed as in one that was already a night human. I meant on that wasn’t just a day human. The day human here is exactly that. He carries Nessa’s blood in him. He’s changed. I’m sorry if I didn’t explain that more clearly to Maureen.” The sidhe king wasn’t sorry, and he didn’t try to hide it behind his false words. They were just the words of a politician. The sidhe king knew how to play the game as well as any sidhe, and was happy to outwit Maureen.
Finn’s eyes changed from disbelief to anger as he looked at Nessa. Devin saw that Finn had found a place to channel his anger. Devin was grateful for the sidhe king’s ability to freeze time. It was saving Nessa’s life in more ways than one. Her blood had stopped flowing from her wound and Finn couldn’t use his anger to attack her more.
The sidhe king moved past Devin and grabbed the frozen Finn. Shock returned to Finn’s eyes. He couldn’t fight back and was helpless. Words would do him no good if he couldn’t move.
“Day human, are you ready to be the one to lead these people out of the darkness?” the king asked Devin.
Devin had no desire to lead anyone, and he had no desire to help the sidhe that were mostly evil as far as he had seen. He had no wish to be part of it. Their system was corrupt, each family sending assassins to kill others, and no one was true as they hid behind their magic. But he was pretty sure the old sidhe king wasn’t really asking him for an answer.
“To save my granddaughter?” the king added. He knew where Devin’s soft spot was. Even if he didn’t want to willingly save the sidhe, Devin would do anything to save Nessa.
Time was frozen and Devin could feel that blood was no longer trickling out of him, but it was true. Nessa and Devin were both dying. The wound that Finn had struck had been fatal. They didn’t have much time before both Nessa and Devin would be unconscious and dead soon after that. He could still have the energy to fight Finn and Nessa might even have a bit left to try to mend the wound, but they both didn’t have enough time to live. Their lives were ending.
Devin looked into Nessa’s eyes. She hadn’t responded, but Devin was unsure if she could. Finn and Nessa were both silent. The sidhe king was looking at Devin, waiting for a response, or rather, the response he wanted to hear. It wasn’t like Devin felt he had much of a choice, as the king could do what he wanted. Devin felt that the sidhe king only asked because he wanted Devin to admit the truth. He’d do anything to save Nessa, and she meant more to him than he ever told her. Devin could feel the weight of all three staring at him. Finn hated him for what he was about to do. Nessa was begging him with her eyes to just let her die for him. The sidhe king was waiting for Devin to do what he wanted from him.
Nessa was desperately trying to tell him something, but she couldn’t even get her mental words to him. Devin could guess she was screaming for him to not agree to her grandfather. She knew why he didn’t want to be a night human, and she didn’t ask for more before. She felt what the night humans meant to Devin, and she didn’t want him to resent her. He knew exactly how she felt. He didn’t want to be a night human, or part of the sidhe world any more than he had before, but he did want her to live. Devin smiled back at her. He had to save her, and he was just going to have to accept the sidhe king’s offer and everything that came with it.
“Yes,” Devin replied, looking only at the sidhe king and his inhumanly blue eyes.
“Then let’s make use of this young man here as our sacrifice to do this,” the sidhe king added, smiling at Finn while the horror showed in Finn’s eyes. Finn was completely still as stone and couldn’t stop the old king if he tried. Even his screams were silent.
“Sacrifice?” Devin asked. He was still able to talk.
“All power must come from life,” the sidhe king replied, as if it was an obvious answer.
Not waiting for Devin to catch another breath, or ask another question, the sidhe king gripped Finn tightly and bit down on his neck, spilling blood everywhere. As the king feasted on the young man, time was let go again and Finn tried to momentarily struggle. Devin fell to his knees due to the loss of blood and crawled over next to Nessa. She was fading faster than he was. Using her magic had caused the wound to grow bigger. Devin took her hand in his and squeezed it.
“You can’t do this,” Nessa said quietly, taking only shallow breaths. “I don’t want you to be a night human. You were right. You are a day a human, and should always be one. You are meant to be a day human forever.”
Devin pulled her head onto his lap. She rested there, both thankful that he still had the energy to sit. He stroked her head and wiped at the tears that were falling. He had no idea what the old sidhe king would do to him, but he doubted that he would be a day human after the sidhe king was done with him. He didn’t want to be anything but a day human, but he needed to save Nessa. She was the last light in his dark life. She had found him when he was lost.
“Shh,” Devin said, touching her lips. “Don’t waste energy on talking.”
Devin wanted to be able to reassure her, but he couldn’t. He was going to be changed, but he was doing it for her. She needed to survive, and if she didn’t, he didn’t want to either. For the first time since he met her, he was happy about the bond. They would be together now in life or death, whatever came first.
‘Devin, please don’t. Just let me die. Once I’m dead, the bond is broken. You can still be saved,’ she begged as she closed her eyes.
Devin felt the pull of her life trying to leave her body. She was letting go to try to give him life. But the bond didn’t work that way. If she died, he would too. The pull was as familiar as it had been over a month ago for him, but this time it was him pulling for her to stay. He needed her to stay. He needed to save her.
‘You can’t leave yet,’ Devin told her firmly.
“No, she can’t,” the sidhe king entered their conversation.
The king took Nessa gently off Devin’s lap and pulled Devin up to standing again. Devin stared into the sidhe king’s eyes and waited. He had no clue what would be done to him, but he had said yes. Devin only hoped the king would act fast. Devin could only force Nessa to hang on a few moments more.
“We need to do this now,” Devin said. He tried to stand on his own but still needed support from the old king. Devin’s body was giving out just like Nessa’s, but he kept his head held high, watching and waiting.
“I save you, and you save her,” the sidhe king said right before casting a spell and pressing a thumbnail-sized bead into Devin’s open chest wound. The force of the sidhe king pushed Devin on the ground again, flat on his back.
Devin felt a burning pain as the sidhe king’s hand entered his midsection. He screamed out, and Nessa opened her eyes to the sound. His scream brought her back from the brink of letting go. The pain intensified as it pulsed inside Devin. The hand entering him was painful, but the worst of it was the small bead that was now inside him. It seared and spread in the open wound. It melted to the flesh and melded inside Devin’s chest. The king pulled his hand back and the wound began to rapidly reknit. Devin felt the tug of the skin and organs as they regrew instantly. He held back a second scream at the intense pain of his body healing faster than he ever felt. The forcing of skin together was as bad as the wound was pulling it all apart. Devin gritted his teeth as the pain continued, and all he could do was wait. He counted in his head. Unsure how long it would take, he continued to count through the pain.
When the thirty seconds of constant pain ceased, Devin opened his eyes to find the sidhe king cradling Nessa in his arms. She was now unconscious. Devin didn’t know if they had done it fast enough. Had they been able to save her? Blood no longer dripped from the wound, but she still didn’t wake. After Devin sat up, the king slipped Nessa over into Devin’s arms and smiled. Devin didn’t wait for directions on how to save Nessa- he grabbed one of the knives from the ground and tore open his wrist. She needed day human blood. He dripped the blood into Nessa’s lifeless mouth and hoped he wasn’t too late.
“My time is at an end now, Day Human. I knew the only way to make you strong enough was to give you my own life and power,” the sidhe king said, breaking Devin’s concentration from Nessa. Devin noticed the sidhe king had aged rapidly and was continuing to do so. “Protect my granddaughter and tell her that I loved her. I knew the day she was born that she would do something great for the sidhe people. Now I know that she can with you by her side. Don’t be afraid of your powers. Learn how to use them and become the man I have been waiting for, become the Day Human Prince I prophesied. Save my people. “
The sidhe king smiled as Nessa gasped and opened her eyes. He touched her face gently before his skin grayed even more, becoming ashen and flaky. He was fading fast and would be gone in only a moment. Nessa reached for the old man. Her hands went to him, but passed through. Within a moment he disappeared and left only ash on the ground. The king that all the sidhe people had feared was gone, and Devin and Nessa were still alive.
 
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER 13
Nessa felt the tears as they dripped, but could not stop them. Her grandfather had been right there, and she couldn’t stop him from fading away. She didn’t even get to give him a hug. She had spent a decade waiting for the moment he would wake, and now he was gone. Devin wiped the tears away, and she looked to him. He radiated sidhe magic now. She had failed him, too. Because she didn’t unbind them on time, Devin was now stuck being what he never wanted to be, a night human. Nessa couldn’t help but cry more. Devin pulled her to himself and she held on tight while crying.
“I’m sorry he left so soon. I know you wanted more time with him,” Devin said quietly.
She did want more time with her grandfather, but that was only one problem now. Devin was a rock in dealing with the tears she couldn’t stop. Nessa knew he had dealt with a lot of loss over his life. Devin knew how to handle it, but he was still trying to help her, even after he became what he never wanted to be.
“I’m sorry we didn’t unbind quick enough. I couldn’t save you from becoming one of us.” Nessa sniffled into his bloodied shirt.
“I’m not,” Devin said quietly. Nessa didn’t understand.
“But I heard him ask you, and I heard you turn,” Nessa replied, still in tears.
“I’m not a night human,” Devin repeated.
Devin sliced a new wound on his hand, and his blood beaded up, but quickly healed. Nessa could smell the blood. He wasn’t a sidhe. He wasn’t a night human. He was still a day human. She stared at him in awe. She could feel the magic coming off him, yet he was still a day human. It wasn’t imaginable, yet there he was in front of her.
“How is that possible? I can see the magic in you. You look just like grandfather,” Nessa added, scooting back from Devin to have a better look at him. The outline of the sidhe magic was coming off him in wisps. “I swear, it looks just like him.”
“I don’t know how it’s possible,” Devin replied, holding out a hand for her. “While time was frozen, we had a little talk. He told me he was going to make me one of you, but not a sidhe. He said he used his own power. I have no idea what that means, or what he did. But I completely agree. I can feel the magic, too. He did something to me.”
Nessa eyed Devin over again from top to bottom. No one ever said it was possible to give your sidhe power away, but then again, her grandfather was one of the most brilliant sidhe ever. He could do more than the whole village combined, and knew more about what it meant than anyone. He had spent years researching his powers, and all that came before him, but still, even this was a stretch for what he was able to do. If anyone knew a way, it would have been him. He was still amazing to Nessa just as it had been when she was a little child.
“Take out his swords,” Nessa suggested.
Devin cocked his head to the side as if to say ‘are you crazy?’ with just his eyes. Nessa rolled her eyes and sighed at the same time. He was still the same old annoying day human, Devin. That much didn’t change with the new sidhe magic in him.
“My grandfather’s multiple powers were the first in hundreds of years. Along with his gift, he was the first one born with wings.”
“Wings?” Devin asked. It seemed Devin wasn’t happy with that. “He didn’t have any wings.”
“No, he turned them into swords. He thought the wings were a bit too much and not necessary, so they became swords he could call upon any time,” Nessa explained. “But we still all called them his wings. I mean, really they were his wings, just modified.”
Devin nodded along with her explanation. Nessa had never seen his actual wings, as they were swords by the time she was born, but she heard the elders all talk about it. It was how everyone knew her grandfather would be special. He had wings.
“How?” Devin asked. Swords were a much better parting gift than wings, anyways.
“I don’t know. I wasn’t him. He didn’t even tell me he could make a day human like you.” Nessa sulked.
There was too much of the sidhe world she didn’t know. There was so much more that she had been oblivious to during her life, but now needed to see. She regretted not having time with her grandfather to see more and learn as much as she could from him. He was the only one she trusted completely. She needed him now, and he was gone. She was left in a world of riddles to fend for herself by her grandfather, and she resented it a little. If the man she thought was her best friend and her brother was really a monster, then there had to be more secrets hidden by everyone. She wasn’t completely sure she wanted to know more, but she needed to now. She wanted to survive.
“Think of them and let me see,” Devin added, trying to come up with how to get those swords to appear.
Nessa thought of her grandfather as she remembered him from the days he trained her, and Devin nodded. He saw the images clearly in her mind. She let go of her memory and watched Devin as he thought. Soon there was a light glow around him and the straps that held the swords down appeared. Crisscrossed across his back were the two blades that were once her grandfather’s wings. Devin had her grandfather’s power completely.
“How did you get into my mind if this is a magic-free zone?” Nessa finally asked, realizing that Devin had magic when he should not, but even more so, before he shouldn’t have been hurt when she was hurt. “For that matter, why when I got hurt did you get hurt? I thought this was a magic-free, or at least limited, zone?” Nessa asked. “How could we still be bonded without magic?” Nessa’s face fell then when she realized that her grandfather’s death meant they would never know how to unbind.
Devin smiled and pulled her to his chest. All she felt was love. He wasn’t sad in the least. In fact, he was happy. Nessa didn’t know how to interpret the change in his emotion over the bond.
“We can’t be unbound, not now and not before. I had a nice little chat with your grandfather, and he said it’s forever,” Devin added and just held her close.
“Forever?” she squeaked. Nessa could feel his heartbeat beneath her hand. He was alive. She was alive. They had survived almost certain death.
“Forever,” Devin repeated, tilting her head up to meet his lips. “Or until one of us dies-which will probably be sooner than later. Isn’t your trial still going on?” Devin added.
Nessa pushed back from him. Her trial was still going on. Since they found grandfather, and found that the bond could not be broken, they had to get back to the trial immediately. Nessa grabbed Devin’s hand and pulled him back the way they entered the, now empty, tomb. She forgot all about how her life was ending in a completely different way. Exile didn’t sound so bad now that they were bound forever. She wasn’t too fond of the sidhe anyway, but then again, she felt that the families would push for execution over exile if she didn’t prove her innocence.
“We need to get there now,” Nessa added, dragging him with her to the trial they had left behind only hours before.
 
Nessa led the way back into the crypts. She didn’t even look at her dead brother while they walked through the McKinny crypt, but kept leading the way as fast as possible. Neither of them knew if Ronan had found Candor or not. By now, the trial could be finished, but they needed to try to get back in time. Devin noticed that the door to the McKinny family crypt was propped open and that worried him a little, but he didn’t have time to ponder what that meant. They needed to get back to the trial.
Nessa hurried through the crypt tunnels and the walk was much shorter now that they didn’t have to run around avoiding the assassins. They were all dead. Nessa led the way out of the caves and back up the dimly-lit walkway. They didn’t need to go into the village or walk around the palace, but could go directly in the gate. Alarms would be set off, but neither of them worried about it. Time wasn’t on their side. With Devin’s new sidhe power he knew exactly where any of the sidhe were at any time, which meant that he didn’t have to worry for their whole walk. No one was around for them to pass. They were clear of meeting anyone all the way back to the palace trial room.
They made it back to the trial to see Candor in the front row. Devin grabbed Nessa’s hand to stop her from entering until Candor was done. He had just sat back down. Maureen didn’t look happy as Candor finished talking. He ignored his family leader as he finished. Devin had a flash of memory through his head. He knew exactly who Candor was now. This was Nessa’s father’s best friend. Candor wasn’t loyal to Maureen, but to Nessa. The older man owed Nessa’s father his life, and was repaying the debt right then. Again, a memory flashed and Devin saw Candor pledging his fidelity to the old sidhe king. Devin had more than just the power from the dead king, he had some memories also. Devin watched Rolf smile from his seat. He knew that Candor had corroborated Nessa’s story.
Nessa and Devin headed down the aisle between the seated rows of sidhe. The trial was coming to an end and everyone that could attend was there. It was standing room only in the back of the room, but as soon as Devin entered, they all moved aside to let him by. The accuser, the fake Bray, stopped midsentence as they walked up to the stage. Rolf’s mouth opened and then closed. Maureen grew white at the sight of them. Nessa walked over and sat beside her uncle. Devin slowed behind her and stood on the stage. It was time to start on that promise to the old king, who gave his life for the power Devin now had.
“First order of business,” Devin said, addressing the room. He knew how the night human world worked and it was all based on power. They became silent. Everyone knew that he was a day human, but he was different now. The power radiating off of him demanded respect. No one seated in the audience dared to interrupt him.
“Vanessa McKinny is innocent of all the charges brought against her. She will be free to continue on with her life and the coronation will take place the night after tomorrow as planned,” Devin continued, not even waiting for everyone to grasp his statement.
“Under what authority do you have to speak to us like that?” the fake Bray said to Devin. He sneered at Devin with the hatred all sidhe had for day humans. He wasn’t quite as observant as the audience was.
“Mine,” Devin replied.
It was time to show the sidhe he was there to take over. The old king said they needed direction, and Devin was starting with the farce that was the trial. Nessa should have never been brought to trial. The five families needed to know there was a new power in their game, one that wasn’t going to stand by and let them do as they pleased. Devin felt the power ripple through him as he released a little into the air around him. All the sidhe present gaped at him in awe.
“I was present at the tournament, and she’s telling the truth. Rhys went mad and tried to kill Arianna Grace, the leader of four night human families. Nessa was correct to step between her brother and Arianna to stop from bringing the wrath of four families on the sidhe people. This would have occurred if Rhys had killed Arianna. Nessa stepped between her brother and Arianna to save you all. She’s a savior, and Rhys was in the wrong. When his spell backfired into him, he was instantly killed. That wasn’t Nessa’s fault, and thus, she is innocent,” Devin explained, though he really just wanted to tell them to all stop being idiots and look at the people leading them. Those leaders were a bit tongue-tied at his telling of the story.
The audience didn’t need more convincing as they all nodded in agreement to his story. None of them wanted war, nor did they want a king that would bring war on their people. The people on the stage were not as convinced, but were busy thinking of retorts. Devin tested his new power a bit more, and he didn’t even need to know the spells like Nessa. He could make the wind rush through the room with just a thought. The sidhe audience was startled. Everything he was given was natural power. Devin looked at the rows of fake people. At the top of the room a few assassins waited invisibly.
“Second order is that we are done with assassins. The assassin guild is the only one that can train covert assassins, and each family will either give up their own assassins to the guild or decommission them. If I find assassins wandering around who are not part of the assassin guild, they will be dealt with,” Devin told the crowd, but was talking to the heads of the five families. Maureen didn’t respond as she grew red with rage, but fake Bray could not contain his.
“That’s completely unacceptable. It’s our right to have assassins trained by each family. It’s the only way we stay safe.” Fake Bray was standing and yelling over the noise of the crowd who didn’t know what to make of Devin’s new rule.
“They aren’t for safety. I’ve already seen that. Your future queen here posed no risk to your families, and yet each of you sent at least one assassin or more to kill her. You use the assassins to get your way, not for safety, thus they are not needed,” Devin replied. The audience was shocked, but many were nodding along with him. While the head families might have found it useful to use assassins as they willed, it didn’t seem everyone agreed with it. Maybe the sidhe were worth saving after all. “The practice of having house assassins is done.”
“You have no authority,” Maureen sneered, standing and pointing a finger at Devin. “You are just a day human.”
Devin smiled at her in her rage. Maureen wasn’t the type of person that seemed to ever have been told what to do her whole life. She was going to have a hard time adjusting to Devin’s rule, and he didn’t care. In fact, Devin figured the challenge might actually be fun.
“It seems I’m no longer just a day human,” Devin replied.
Maureen just glared at him. She had to have felt the difference in Devin, but needed more convincing. Devin felt the swords appear at his back. It was easier the second time to make them appear. Her mouth dropped at the sight as the audience was shocked into silence at the sight of the two swords.
“While Nessa and I were walking around the sidhe tombs early today, we ran into a few people. Unfortunately, some of them won’t be coming back.” Devin shrugged as if he really didn’t care. “But one in particular decided it was time that the sidhe change. I have no idea what he did to me, but the former sidhe king gave me his power. I may be just a day human. But I’m a day human with the power of a sidhe king, a very powerful sidhe king, and I’ve decided that things are going to change here. Anyone who doesn’t like it that way can come talk to me personally.”
Maureen grew white as she recognized the swords and the truth Devin was stating. Devin’s words made it much clearer what had happened. Maureen had to have known Nessa and Devin were going to the tombs from her son. She might not have known why, but she saw now.
“It can’t be possible,” Maureen whispered.
The people all around them were now talking excitedly, but Devin could still hear Maureen. It wasn’t shock like you’d expect from what Devin had just told her. It was fear mixed with sadness. Maureen knew exactly what her son was doing, and she knew exactly the type of man the former sidhe king was. If Devin and Nessa returned after meeting the sidhe king, there was a good chance everyone that she sent after them to kill them wouldn’t return.
“I’m here to do the will of the former sidhe king,” Devin told the audience while fake Bray’s advisor was filling him in on the swords. He had to have just been a child, like Nessa was, when the former king had gone to sleep. The audience was quiet while Devin spoke. Many of them must have recognized the swords. “He has given me his power and his authority to help Nessa rule and to save the sidhe people from themselves. Go spread the word that change is coming, and that Nessa and I plan to bring it to you.”
Devin turned to Nessa, who was still by her uncle. She was trying to hide her smile. Nessa had spent her whole life afraid of the family leaders, from the time her grandfather was put to sleep until only minutes before. Now she wasn’t afraid. Devin was there, and nothing was going to stop him. As a day human he was amazing, but as a sidhe day human he was even more amazing. Devin knew she lacked the guts to just tell off the sidhe even though she was one of the more powerful ones, but Devin never really lacked the grit to do so. What he lacked was the will to be a leader, but now he had no choice. His life depended on making changes and keeping Nessa safe. Her life depended on it. Devin held out his hand, and Nessa stood and walked over to take it.
“I don’t care what you say! You can’t just walk in here and tell elders what to do. You aren’t in power, day human,” the fake Bray replied.
Devin could feel the intent of the sidhe if he tried. He didn’t even have to try too much. He knew what Bray was thinking. The younger O’Ryan was planning to blackmail Nessa into marriage just like Maureen had tried unsuccessfully.
Devin smiled at him and nodded like he was just talking to a small child throwing a tantrum.
“Is Nessa the princess and heir to the throne?” Devin asked fake Bray.
Fake Bray looked confused, yet nodded. That much wasn’t debated. They had tried to convict her, but even without Devin’s appearance, they faced a riot if they did convict her after Candor’s testimony.
“Then, since I’m bound to her, I guess that makes me the prince, doesn’t it?” Devin asked innocently, though he knew the answer.
The room burst into a whirlwind of excitement. Not a single person knew that was coming. No one had ever bonded to a day human before. Fake Bray looked mad, and he wanted to say more, but Devin interrupted him.
“Additionally, I’m done with all the fake illusions,” Devin stated, looking at the fake Bray. Bray’s anger faded as he realized Devin saw through who he was pretending to be. “When you come to court, you come as you are. No more hiding.” Devin looked across the crowd. “That goes for everyone. No more illusions.”
‘Devin,’ Nessa warned, knowing that this last one was just to spite the court. She had seen through his eyes. Everyone hid their flaws with a mask of how they wanted to be seen. ‘You can’t do that without upsetting the council.’
Devin wrapped his arms around Nessa and pulled her close to him. With a flick of his hand, the sidhe around him all appeared as they normally should have without magic. Cries and shrieks surrounded them as Nessa and Devin stood together on stage. Some people ran from the room in shame, and others tried to hide whatever body part they had changed. No one expected that Devin could force them to do that. The trial had just turned into chaos, yet Devin didn’t care. He was in his own personal bubble of happiness with Nessa in his arms.
‘Who cares?’ Devin answered back, lowering his face until they were nose-to-nose.
Nessa stared back at Devin, feeling the bond between them as Devin sent his own feelings across to her. He loved her and held nothing back. He didn’t have to. Loving Nessa was different than anything he ever felt in his life. He was free of the world he was from, and free to do as he pleased with his new powers. There was nothing to fear and nothing to keep hidden. He could finally love in the way he always wanted to. Devin lowered his head a little more and kissed Nessa. She held tight and ignored the world around them, too. He created a new world for the both of them. It would take some work to reign in the chaos, but neither of them cared at that moment. Devin had been searching for a new life and Nessa was the answer.
Devin pulled back and smiled at Nessa. “Let the council be upset. We are in charge now.”
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BOOK 2
DAY HUMAN KING
 
Devin Alexander was already sick of the sidhe. All they did was complain, including his bonded night human Nessa. Thankfully, she was asleep now in his arms. It wasn’t that he expected much more from her. She was now responsible for dealing with all the sidhe since they were terrified of Devin. After he took away their magic at the end of her sham trial, most of them steered clear of him. He found he could walk anywhere around the complex and not have to deal with a single sidhe. It wasn’t the same for Nessa. They were constantly calling on her for decisions about one thing or another. From the moment they took over the sidhe, there was endless complaining. It had been an endless hours of complaining.
Devin was a day human stuck in the night human world. He spent his childhood surrounded by night humans who sucked blood to live, but never once had he been the one that others feared. Until Lord Randolph had begun training him, Devin was the one living in fear. One night human in particular killed his entire family. It wasn’t a good memory, but one he wouldn’t change now. The night human world brought him Nessa.
Nessa was peacefully asleep, finally. She didn’t want to turn people away as they came to her with planning and need for help, but Devin finally did. They had spent the day running from assassins and fighting for their lives. They had almost died, and yet everyone wanted a piece of their time. When dawn broke, and the sidhe should have headed off to bed, Devin thanked people for waiting and told them to come back another time before whisking Nessa away.
Nessa instantly fell to sleep once they were back in her room. They didn’t even have time to talk about the day, as they both were exhausted. It wasn’t like the next day would be any easier. It was time get ready for the coronation that would happen soon. In fact, in less than forty-eight hours Nessa would be queen.
Devin slipped his arm out from under her head. He was exhausted, but he was feeling the side effects of all the power he had received. The former sidhe king, Nessa’s grandfather, had, for some reason, felt it necessary to give day human, Devin, his immense sidhe powers. Now Devin was on a bit of a power high combined with the fact he rarely slept more than four hours in a normal day anyway.
Nessa’s eyes cracked open as he laid her on her pillow.
Devin leaned down close to her. “I’ll be back soon,” he said quietly. “I’m just going for a run to burn off my extra energy.”
Nessa sleepily nodded and tugged at the front of his shirt. He leaned in closer and kissed her softly. She mumbled something and then let go of him. Devin took in a deep breath of her flowery scent and stood back up. He still couldn’t believe she was his.
Devin stopped at the doorway and looked at the invisible assassins standing guard. The four women that had protected the old sidhe king were now standing watch for Nessa. He nodded to the invisible women and went on his way down the hallway.
He closed his eyes and looked around the whole sidhe palace. With his new powers he could feel each and every sidhe if he tried. He found the clearest route through the palace and took off running. He didn’t want to run into anyone else. Their fear alone was laughable, but all the bowing and running in terror wore on him after the first five minutes of dealing with them.
Devin listened to the sound of his shoes hitting the pounded-down earth at his feet and got lost in his own thoughts. He had only arrived at the sidhe village days ago and now he was there to stay. His whole life had been turned upside down. First, he was bound to Nessa. He wasn’t minding that too much now but the goal had been to break the bond. But then meeting the sidhe king changed everything. Devin now had a role and responsibility. Yes, he was planning to search for a purpose in life after unbinding to Nessa, but he didn’t think one would be given to him. His purpose was given to him, strongly, in the form of magic sidhe powers. Devin knew he had much to learn about the gift he was given to keep Nessa safe and change the sidhe, but he didn’t know how long he had. Her coronation was in less than forty-eight hours, and he was sure the other five families wouldn’t sit by nicely and let her claim the throne without a fight.
The sidhe clans were divided into five families. Everyone owed loyalty to one of the five families. When Nessa’s grandfather took over permanently, the others had no choice. The old man was powerful, and no one could tell him no. When Nessa took over in two days, Devin wouldn’t be nearly as powerful as the old man because he didn’t know how to use the power he was given. In fact, he knew very little about the sidhe even in general.
Devin turned down a hallway that was lined with open windows. He saw the wall around the palace. He considered trying to leave. Would the alarms sound? He did have a bit of Nessa’s blood within him, but he wasn’t the future sovereign. Was he free to come and go as he pleased? Something told him he was not. Agreeing to the power from the sidhe king to protect Nessa came with the bond of being stuck to the sidhe for the rest of his life.
He watched the sun shine through the windows and changed his course. It was too tempting to see outside and not be able to go as he pleased.
Devin began running down another cleared hallway. He liked that the sidhe avoided him, but he couldn’t avoid them forever. He was going to have to deal with them. Hopefully, it would be, after he learned more about them and the powers he now had.
He turned again and stopped suddenly. He had put a spell on the palace to not allow anyone to use magic to cover themselves unless he allowed it, like the sidhe assassins protecting Nessa. He had been able to see through the magic before, but now everyone saw exactly who everyone else was. It was Devin’s first step in stopping all the deception. Before him stood Fiona Ferguson. She was the daughter and only child left of the Ferguson family, one of the five that traditionally held power. Fiona had been rumored to have been Nessa’s older brother’s lover before he ran off two months ago to attempt to win over Arianna Grace, a more powerful night human and Devin’s former charge.
Fiona stared in shock at Devin, her mouth in an obvious ‘oh.’ She hadn’t been expecting to see him either, and the powerful, cunning sidhe wasn’t as prepared as she normally was to play the sidhe game of power.
Suddenly, Devin realized how Finn, Fiona’s brother, had followed them through the McKinny family crypt. He had been wondering since they left the crypt. Only blood family could open the door, and he was sure they hadn’t left it open.
“Day Human Prince,” Fiona said quietly, bowing her head to him. She didn’t run in fear, but her heartbeat had picked up. He was sure now that he was never meant to see the secret she carried. Coronation wasn’t going to go as easy and Devin hoped now.
Fiona Ferguson was pregnant with the former king’s child.
 
 
 
 
If you enjoyed The Day Human Prince and have already read The Blue Eyes Trilogy (which is the start to Devin’s tale), while you are waiting for The Day Human King to come out, you might enjoy my other new New Adult Time Travel series
The Chalcedony Chronicles
 
 
Here’s the first chapter of book 1-
CARNELIAN
for you to read:
 
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, and my mom would cry over 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 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 school far away and now I regretted it as I sat outside the campus dorms, debating my first steps toward being grown up.
Independence. That’s what college was to 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 was not without 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 growing nerves and finally turned off my car to go to the registration table sitting outside. I gathered all the courage I found and exited my car. 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 peak 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 less, I planned to arrive today with my grandfather and mother to help. I crossed the parking lot and waited. A beautiful, long-legged brunette 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’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 assessed.
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.” 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 down as 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 ever 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 such 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 now home. As strange as it was, this ten-foot-by-ten-foot space with two beds, two dressers, and two closets was now my home.
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 later in arriving 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 quiet 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 connected to form a square with an inner courtyard; Murdley was one wall of the square with Mordoch on the opposite. I was completely happy to find my room didn’t even face the inner courtyard. I would get all the quiet 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 as 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 for going 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 were descendants of 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 cheek bones 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 girl’s laps, and it didn’t bother him. I needed to move soon, but I was stuck and 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. Every muscle 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 eyes 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 they meant as 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 was 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? Some girl 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 in it made it otherwise. He was a guy, but the color was just actually pretty. The red was more subtle than my own bright-red hair. I would have given anything to grow up with hair as dark red as his.
Back on task, I lifted his head gently as to not 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. 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 thus far. 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 quick. 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 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 any time, 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, 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.
 
The door lock clicked as someone unlocked it from the other side. I sat up from my self-wallowing. In strolled a petite, olive-skinned, girl with long, dark hair. She was followed by a man in a turban and a woman in a sari. My new roommate, Sim, had arrived with good timing to distract me from my failed first day of being a grown-up. Her grin grew as she saw me, and she ignored her prattling father, coming over to me instead of where he was pointing.
“I’m excited to finally meet you,” Sim said, still ignoring her father and mother who were now disputing something about the room. All I caught was that the window wasn’t exactly how the dorm people had described and that Sim’s mother thought they should have come to measure.
“Do you need some help?” I asked. Anything to distract me was a good thing at this point. Not like I could make my day any worse.
“Mom, Dad,” Sim interrupted her parents. “We are going down to get stuff from the car.” Her parents nodded and kept arguing about details of the room. I was surprised they actually heard Sim. She reached over and took the keys out of her animated father’s hands.
I turned to follow Sim back out of the room. She wove her way back through the adjoining hallways that I hadn’t used yet. All four dorms were connected, but it was actually more trouble to go through the dorms than around the outside. I’d have to tell her that for our way back. Navigating the narrow hallways with boxes sounded like it would just add to my failing day.
“When did you get here?” Sim asked.
“This morning,” I replied. “We spent the night in Minneapolis, rather than show up here at ten last night.”
“And your parents are gone all ready?” Sim asked. “I’m going to have to push mine out of here after I get everything to our room and even then, I doubt they will leave easily.”
“Grandfather got called by a client. He’s in the private antique business. If a rich client calls, he goes immediately. They left before I even drove up here.” I tried not to make the story sound sad. I was really used to it by now. Grandfather had gotten called away almost weekly for as long as I could remember.
“Oh, you moved in all by yourself?” Sim sounded sad. Even if she had just been complaining about her parents, she liked their doting.
We made it back through the dorm facing the parking lot and out to her parents’ car. The midsized car was packed full. I couldn’t even find where Sim sat for the ride. Sim took one box and a bag.
“Could you wait here until my father comes down? He’s supposed to be helping while Mom unpacks,” Sim explained. “If one person always waits at the car, we won’t have to keep tossing the keys between us. My parents always demand I lock my car. Something about America not being safe.” Sim rolled her eyes at the last comment.
“Sure,” I replied. Sim wove her way back through the lot.
My thoughts began to wander and underwear model’s face flashed in my memory. I could still feel how soft his hair was. I kind of wanted to touch it again. If I had been brave, I probably could have sat there longer with him. I mean, when am I ever going to be alone with a guy like that again? I had to stop thinking about him. Those thoughts were a bit stalkerish and depressing, but I couldn’t help my wandering mind. I really shouldn’t be left alone. I looked around the parking lot for a distraction. I didn’t want to see any of the guys I met today, but I needed something else to think about rather than underwear model guy.
Sim’s dad, Mr. Singh, made his way back to the car, his turban bouncing with each step. He was very energetic. Maybe it was because I never had a father around, but I always pictured dads to be like my friends’ fathers. They were all lawyers and doctors, very serious men with no bounce to their step. Mr. Singh was very energetic and spoke with a thick Punjabi accent.
“Miss Mari, you’re waiting very patiently,” he commented, coming up next to me. “By now my Simardeep would be yelling at me to hurry up and nagging about how long it took me. Your parents raised such a patient child. I’d love to know how.”
“I’ll have to ask my mom for you,” I replied, picking up two boxes. Mr. Singh smiled at me as I walked away.
I walked around the dorms on the wider pathway outside. It was easier to maneuver between college students on the sidewalk rather than the three foot wide hallways. I kept my eyes open as I turned the corner; this time I wasn’t going to run into someone on my way. No one was around the corner, and I made my way inside to climb the one flight of stairs to our floor. As I neared my room I could hear Sim and her mother arguing. Sim seemed to be as loud as both her parents, and even had a hint of an accent when arguing.
“Where should I put these?” I asked, interrupting the glare Sim was giving her mother.
“On the bed is fine,” Mrs. Singh replied in a friendly tone, like there hadn’t just been an argument.
“I’ll go get more,” I suggested, not really wanting to get between the mother and daughter war that was going on. Mrs. Singh smiled and nodded as Sim continued to glare at her. I quickly backed out of the room and into the hall. I never really fought with my mother over anything. It was strange, but funny, to see them argue.
As I began my walk around the dorms yet again, I was continuing to be cautious. I slowed as I neared the corner. Underwear model guy was standing just around it, talking to big guy and tall guy. I stopped before I could make it around, and paused to see which way they were going.
“I swear I found her this time,” underwear model guy said. His voice was as beautiful as he was. “The goddess promised I would know when I found her. I do know. I found her.”
“Just like the last twenty-three times,” tall guy replied. His voice was fairly nasally for being such a tall guy. I would have expected maybe a deeper voice.
“Dee, don’t tease him,” big guy warned. There was a mixture of warning and sympathy in his voice.
“No. I swear to you guys. She’s the one,” underwear model replied, unfazed by his friends doubt. “Maat came to me in my dream. I promise you this girl is the one we’ve been looking for.”
“Sure, just like Melissa,” tall guy remarked. “Or was it Sarah, or Jenny? Just admit it, Seti, you found another pretty face you want to make yours. By all means, man, go ahead. No one is stopping you. Can you tell us who she is so that we don’t go after her, too?”
I backed up slowly. I didn’t need to hear more about underwear model’s conquests. Guys like that always had girls throwing themselves at them. He was more appealing before learning that he was a player. I went back inside the dorms and prayed they wouldn’t come in as well. Looping back through the dorms, I exited the door to the parking lot. The guys were nowhere in sight. I dashed across the lot and made it to Sim’s car about the same time she did.
“Papa,” Sim complained as her father was lying in the driver’s seat, trying to take a nap. He opened his eyes and grinned sheepishly at us both.
“Old men are allowed to take naps,” he replied. Mr. Singh was not what I would consider old.
“And I suppose that means young girls have to carry everything up themselves?” Sim had her hands on her hips just like her mother when Mr. and Mrs. Singh had been arguing upstairs. Sim was being a mini-me of her mother, and I had to hold back a laugh at the sight of her posed like that.
“Oh, sweet of you to suggest that, dear,” Mr. Singh replied as he closed his eyes again.
Sim huffed and went back to the trunk to grab more boxes. She wasn’t really mad. I was getting the feeling that it was more of a routine in their house to argue over everything. I grabbed a few more boxes. It seemed like we were only about half-way done with emptying the car. There were many more trips to go to move Sim into our room.
“Can we go outside this time? Those hallways are just too crowded,” Sim asked.
I wanted to say no in case we ran into underwear model and his friends—literally or figuratively, but I just nodded. I didn’t have a good reason to not go that way without telling her about my wreck of a morning. Maybe with Sim I wouldn’t be as accident prone.
“Why did you pick Morton?” Sim asked as I walked beside her on the sidewalk.
“To get away,” I replied. I could tell Sim that. I could not tell my mother, grandfather, or other friends that. No one would understand how I wanted a few years away from the life I grew up in. It wasn’t a bad life. We all had good homes, a great education, and enough money to never want for anything, but it was just stifling. Even here at college I wasn’t completely free from my life, as I already had my degree planned out to allow me to continue with my grandfather’s business. For once, just once, I wanted to be free and have a life that I chose. “Six hundred miles from home was the biggest draw.” Sim looked in awe at me. She was from Minneapolis and only a two-hour drive from home. I got the distinct feeling she wouldn’t be far from home ever.
“I don’t think I could do that,” Sim replied. I was correct. “My parents would be lost without me.”
I shrugged. “My grandfather goes away for business a lot and my mother often goes with him. I’m used to being away from them, and I don’t think they ever really miss me.”
“So what? You just randomly chose on a map to head to northern Minnesota? That sounds crazy. How did you find Morton of all places to go?” Sim maneuvered around the corner and didn’t run into anyone.
“I know one of the professors here. He was my private tutor last summer for a class I wanted to get done before my senior year. He always talked about Morton as a good college and a beautiful place to live.” I looked around the sidewalk and noted that underwear model and friends were not walking on them anymore.
“We’ll see if you still say that when there are twenty-four inches of snow on the ground,” Sim replied, stopping at the door to go inside. She sat her boxes down and opened the door.
“Do you know them?” Sim asked, pointing at one of the picnic tables nearby. Underwear model, tall guy, and big guy were all sitting there, watching us. Underwear model guy’s stare was seriously unnerving, like I was prey and he was a wild animal.
“Um, no,” I replied as my cheeks turned red, giving away my true answer.
Sim blocked the door, her hands on her hips, waiting for a better reply.
“You can’t tell me guys that hot are staring like that and you don’t know them,” Sim answered.
“I bumped into the big guy earlier today,” I admitted part of the truth. I was not going to say anything about underwear model guy falling into my lap. That was just weird. Sim nodded and moved to hold the door for me. I saw her looking round me to check out the guys again before following me into the stairwell.
“But he’s not the one really staring at you. It’s the really cute guy. He looks very familiar.” Sim led us upstairs and stopped talking as she was deep in thought about something.
At least she had stopped asking questions. Maybe she knew the guy. She was from around here and maybe he was as well. Maybe she could tell me if he was really a player and if he was dating anyone. I stopped that train of thought. I didn’t want to know more about him. Well, I wanted to, but I shouldn’t want to. He was just a player, trying to add girls to his growing list of conquests. I wasn’t going to be on any guy’s conquest list. I was here to get an education, get away from home, and grow up a bit—not to fall for some player guy that would add my name as another check mark on his list of women.
We set the boxes down in our room where Sim’s mother was unpacking and putting things away. Sim didn’t even seem to care as her mom went through everything. I was surprised. I really didn’t want my mom going through my things. Sim led the way back down and went outside again. The guys were still there and I could feel underwear model’s stares on my back as we walked by.
“Are you sure you don’t know him?” Sim asked, turning back to look at him again.
“Really,” I replied, pulling her back around. I was going to go with the “I don’t know him bit” and hope he went away. “I’ve never met him before.”
I followed behind Sim to make sure she didn’t turn back around.
“He’s really cute,” Sim added. “I wish I had a hot guy watching me like that. I mean it looked like he’s ready make out with you right here on the dorm lawn.” While my heart beat a little fast at that idea, I tried to keep my mind from wandering there. What would it be like to kiss him?
“He’s not really my type,” I lied. He was completely my type. He was anyone’s type; tall, dark, and handsome.
“You don’t like the “I’ve been taken away from heaven and planted here on earth” drop-dead-gorgeous type? We’re in college. Time to explore new types, girl.” Sim raised her eyebrows as we approached the car. My face was already red. I couldn’t deny what she said, but how else could I say that I knew better than to be interested in him? I couldn’t let myself be interested in him. Guys like him were always trouble.
“Simardeep, what could you be doing to make your new friend blush that much?” Mr. Singh asked. My face reddened a bit more with embarrassment, though I would not have thought that was even possible. I didn’t need to discuss cute guys with Mr. Singh.
“I am being nice, Daddy,” Sim replied. “We were just talking about finishing all these boxes, and I made Mari run back down here with me. She’s just warm.” Sim lied expertly and winked at me when he wasn’t looking. Maybe Sim wasn’t as completely honest with her parents as it seemed before, when her mother was putting all Sim’s stuff away.
“Well, if you ladies can take the top three boxes, I can get the rest,” Mr. Singh offered.
I grabbed the top two boxes. The less trips past underwear model, the better. Sim grabbed the other box and led us away as her dad piled the rest on the closed trunk before locking up. I looked back to see if we should wait for him.
“He’s fine,” Sim answered my unspoken question. “He walks slowly. My mom and I leave him behind all the time.”
I wouldn’t say that he walked slowly, remembering how he had bounded across the lot to me when I waited before, but I followed Sim anyway. She seemed to be in a bit more of a rush than last time. We flew by the guys still sitting at the table and up to our room without a glance back. Sim pushed me in first, and I set the boxes down on the bed. She snuck in behind me when her mother’s back was turned and slid the box in her arms under my bed. She put her finger to her lips begging me to be quiet about the mystery box. Sim stood back up quickly and smiled at her mother as she turned around.
“I’ll go back down to get the door for your dad,” I offered as Sim’s mom started to hand Sim clothes to hang up.
I went back downstairs. It wouldn’t be a problem because I didn’t have to walk outside again by the guys. I could just stand inside the door and open it once Mr. Singh made his way there. He wasn’t far down the walkway when I got to the doorway. I leaned against the door and ignored the students walking by.
“Was she the one in the red shirt or white?” a familiar, nasally voice asked.
“White, with the short shorts,” underwear model replied as they passed by.
I looked at my shirt. It was white and my shorts were a tad bit short.
“Oh, you mean the hot one that ran into me today when we were looking for you?” a third voice added. None of the guys noticed me flattened against the doorway.
I might have convinced myself before that I wasn’t the one underwear model was looking at for his next girl, but it was going to be harder to convince myself of now. What did I do to be targeted? It was only my first day at Morton.
“Melissa is going to be mad,” tall guy said as they walked down the hallway out of hearing range. They hadn’t seen me, but I had heard them. College was getting harder by the minute and I hadn’t even been to my first class yet.
I looked up and Mr. Singh was trying to get the door open. I reached over and pushed it open for him. He smiled, surprised to see me.
“Oh, Mari, thanks,” Mr. Singh replied as I took a couple boxes and led the way back to my room.
Sim was almost done unpacking with the help of her mom. It wouldn’t take more beyond the boxes we just arrived with. Sim took the top box from her father and opened it as I sat down on my bed to watch. They were like a well-oiled machine. Each person had a task, and they all moved around getting it done. For as much as they bickered, they were quite the family unit.
“Here,” Sim said, tossing me a booklet. “Look at the football team.”
I paged through it until I found the football team. Sixty-some faces stared back at me, all lined up together for a group shot. In a way they all looked the same to me. I didn’t know what I was looking for at first. Sim motioned for me to turn the page. I turned the page and stopped. Underwear model was staring back at me. Seth Sangre. He had a name. And he was their all-star quarterback. I smiled meekly up at Sim. Seth Sangre, the player, star quarterback, planned to make me a name on his list. Ugh. College was not off to a good start at all.
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