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        Book 1: My Fair Assassin   


        It's not everyday a teenage girl is singled out for assassination.   


        Crysta has come to accept the fact that she is freakishly different. Her shocking white hair, creepy powers, and weird eating habits have prevented her from fitting in with her various foster families. Now that she is fully emancipated and providing for herself, she hopes that life will settle down and become something halfway normal.   


        Her hopes are shattered when a dangerous man with lethal intent breaks into her apartment, but this enticing stranger isn't what he seems. Is he here to kill her or protect her from others who will?   


        Book 2: My Fair Traitor   


        It's not everyday a girl gets married to a faerie prince of the Seelie Court.   


        After swearing their love and loyalty to one another, Jareth is bound and determined to teach Crysta all she must learn to become queen of the Unseelie Court. But when Crysta and Jareth are attacked in the human realm, a journey to the Fae realm is put into play earlier than planned. Their hopes for marriage and a happily ever after are thwarted when their bonding fails and attempts on Crysta's life continue.   


        That's not all they have to worry about.   


        A magical plague has permeated the land, causing Fae everywhere to weaken and die, solidifying King Moridan's objections to their union. Jareth and Crysta must fight for their right to love each other in a world full of beings who believe their fated mate bond is a threat to the Fae realm and every faerie who inhabits it.   


        Is their love preordained or poisonous?   


        There's only one way to find out.


      


    


  




Book 1: My Fair Assassin

It’s not everyday a teenage girl is singled out for assassination. 

Crysta has come to accept the fact that she is freakishly different. Her shocking white hair, creepy powers, and weird eating habits have prevented her from fitting in with her various foster families. Now that she is fully emancipated and providing for herself, she hopes that life will settle down and become something halfway normal.

Her hopes are shattered when a dangerous man with lethal intent breaks into her apartment,  but  this  enticing  stranger  isn’t  what  he  seems.  Is  he  here  to  kill  her  or protect her from others who will?

Book 2: My Fair Traitor

It’s not everyday a girl gets married to a faerie prince of the Seelie Court. 

After  swearing  their  love  and  loyalty  to  one  another,  Jareth  is  bound  and determined to teach Crysta all she must learn to become queen of the Unseelie Court.

But when Crysta and Jareth are attacked in the human realm, a journey to the Fae realm is put into play earlier than planned. Their hopes for marriage and a happily ever  after  are  thwarted  when  their  bonding  fails  and  attempts  on  Crysta’s  life continue.

That’s not all they have to worry about.

A magical plague has permeated the land, causing Fae everywhere to weaken and die,  solidifying  King  Moridan’s  objections  to  their  union.  Jareth  and  Crysta  must fight  for  their  right  to  love  each  other  in  a  world  full  of  beings  who  believe  their fated mate bond is a threat to the Fae realm and every faerie who inhabits it.

Is their love preordained or poisonous?

There’s only one way to find out.
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Having someone tell you they’ve come to end your pathetic existence is probably an uncommon occurrence. I can’t imagine that anyone intent on murder would have the decency to pause long enough to look their victim in the eye, state their mission and purpose, and with very little feeling explain that the end result of their victim’s death will benefit an entire race.

Then again, what do I know?

There’s always the slim chance that plenty of killers are far more civil seconds before committing such a depraved act, but how would any of us ever be privy to those morbid details when the victims never live to share said details?

I knew I’d never live long enough to share mine.

The  well-muscled  warrior  standing  several  feet  in  front  of  me  had  made  that abundantly clear. I studied him intently, deciding it would be best to memorize every inch of him in case I managed to escape and succeeded in describing my would-be assassin to the local authorities.

Right!

My  need  to  drink  in  his  image  had  absolutely  nothing  to  do  with  his  six-foot frame,  broad  shoulders,  sharp,  chiseled  features,  and  flawless,  crystal-blue  orbs framed by a sturdy brow.

Insert wistful sigh here. And wasn’t that the antithesis of what I should have been feeling?

Weren’t  murderers  supposed  to  be  ugly,  unkempt  psychos?  This  guy  was  a carbon  copy  of  most  of  the  Abercrombie  models  I  lived  to  drool  over.  He  had  an otherworldly look and feel to him, and his clothing appeared to be made out of some kind of forest-green leather. His hands were gloved up to his knuckles, and his skin let off a golden, florescent glow.

I  might  have  attributed  his  all-too-perfect  tan  to  the  San  Diego  weather,  but  I doubted  other  men  in  the  vicinity  were  capable  of  making  their  skin  glow  a  light golden hue whenever the sun’s rays kissed them. I didn’t think someone as imposing as this guy would have spent time throwing gold body glitter all over himself, but I couldn’t  figure  out  what  else  he’d  done  to  get  his  skin  to  glimmer  like  that.  He looked like a warm summer evening and smelled like the earth after a spring rain.

His hair was shoulder-length, shiny, and lightning white. Not the kind of graying white you might find on your local senior citizen, but the kind that looks like heaven.

His  movements  as  he  studied  me  and  my  dingy  apartment  were  stiff  and watchful. His expression was that of guarded curiosity, and when my cat, Nala, made a small whining noise from my bedroom down the hall, his stance came to attention and his arm muscles went taut as he withdrew a small dagger from a sheath at his waist.

Honestly, where had this guy come from, and why weren’t we dating?

Oh, yeah. He was here to kill me.

“It’s just my cat,” I said, raising my hands in a placating gesture. “My roommate, Jami, is out of town for the weekend.”

“What?” He lowered his dagger and stared me down.

I didn’t feel threatened by his gaze. I almost felt drawn to it, and I wondered if he was as curious about me as I was about him.

Stupid! I am so stupid. 

Any  other  recently  emancipated  seventeen-year-old  would  have  run  screaming around her apartment in an attempt to get her worthless, noisy neighbors to call the cops, or at the very least, to come to her aid.

Not me, apparently. Oh, no. I was content to stare at the gorgeous criminal before me with all thoughts of fight or flight escaping my slow-witted mental processes. It was a little strange that he was more interested in killing me than kissing me. I don’t say  that  to  insinuate  that  I’m  the  most  desirable  woman  in  the  world,  but  usually whenever  I  make  eye-contact  with  a  man,  their  pupils  tend  to  dilate,  they  get  this weird  obsessive  look  in  their  eyes,  and  suddenly  I’ve  added  an  unwanted  admirer and eventual stalker to my list of unwanted admirers and stalkers.

Truly, I didn’t do it on purpose. It simply happened and I had no idea how to stop it. But this guy…he looked at me with the kind of indifference I’d been praying for from most men…and it totally bothered me.

Which was ridiculous.

“That noise you just heard was my cat. She’s not much of a threat to you unless you’re  violently  allergic  to  cat  hair.  So  once  you’re  finished…how  did  you  put it?…‘regretfully  ending  my  poor,  pathetic  human  existence,’  I’d  appreciate  it  if you’d dump some cat food in a bowl on your way out.” I folded my arms over my chest as he silently continued to take me in. “Just thinkin’ out loud here,” I added self-consciously.

This whole situation merely added insult to the injury that had recently become my life.

It  was  a  darn  shame,  too.  I’d  only  just  discovered  this  morning  that  my  ballet teacher thought I would be ready to audition for the San Diego Ballet Company in two weeks. I’d be eighteen by then and wanted so badly to dance professionally I did nothing but eat, sleep, and dream ballet. After sacrificing for so many years to pay for my own tuition—seriously expensive as I got older and the training became more intense—I  was  ready  for  this  opportunity.  I  was  also  broke,  having  paid  for  this months tuition with my rent money when I lost my job.

Yet another reason why this murderous man’s arrival felt like an added twist of the  knife.  I’d  become  emancipated  and  escaped  my  crummy  foster  home  and  my sleazy foster father, I’d landed a great secretarial position at a law firm which helped to pay the bills, and I was on the fast track to becoming a prima-ballerina. Things had  finally  been  going  right  for  me  until  I  lost  my  job,  couldn’t  pay  my  rent,  and some delusional guy in a Peter Pan outfit had decided to come kill me.

So unfair.

“You  face  your  imminent  demise  with  honor  and  dignity.”  He  nodded  in approval,  but  his  expression  held  a  hint  of  confusion.  “I  must  admit,  I  was  not

expecting such a brave display from one the likes of you.”

“One the likes of…what is that supposed to mean?”

His eyebrows rose at my caustic tone.

Hey,  I  wasn’t  a  fan  of  being  insulted—or  murdered  either,  but  I  was  more practiced at defending myself against degrading comments than attempts on my life.

“You are human, and as we all know, humans are a cowardly, passive-aggressive race despite their propensity for devious and destructive behavior.”

I placed my hands on my hips, feeling outraged.

“May I remind you that you are human too, and murdering me doesn’t bode well for your own personal code of ethics? You’re not exactly the poster child for stellar human behavior.”

The handsome murderer shook his head in amusement.

“I  am  neither  human  nor  a  poster  child.  I  have  never  heard  of  that  race,  to  be completely honest with you.” He took a step closer and gave me another searching look. “I would also like to clarify the circumstances surrounding your death. This is not a murder.”

The audacity!

“You  are  human,  albeit  a  crazy  and  deranged  one,  and  you  just  divulged  your plan  to  kill  me.  According  to  the  laws  of  this  land,  that’s  murder.”  I  met  his challenging step with one of my own.

He  gave  me  a  wicked  smile  and  took  another  step  forward,  no  doubt  trying  to intimidate me.

“I’m not human. I’m a member of the Fae, and the laws of  my land state that an assassination  is  not  classified  as  murder  when  it  is  done  for  the  good  of  the  Fae kingdom and its ruling monarch. Also, I informed you of your impending death, and I’m  giving  you  a  moment  to  make  peace  with  it  before  I  send  you  on  to  the  next phase of your journey.” It was obvious he thought his actions were perfectly sound and reasonable. “I have kept to the strict code of honor all assassins swear to uphold in these circumstances.”

Not  only  did  I  match  his  intimidating  step  forward  with  one  of  my  own,  but  I followed through with my crazy impulse to laugh in his face.

“The  Fae?  As  in  faeries?  Please!  Assassin’s  code  of  honor?  Look,  I’m  all  for rationalizing bad behavior. I’m guilty of shoplifting occasionally while telling myself it’s either break the law or starve to death, but at some point a line must be drawn.

How about we draw that line at murder and avoid blaming our actions on creatures who don’t exist?”

“You don’t believe me? Do I look like a human to you?” He seemed angry at the thought.

It was then that I realized logic would be useless in this situation. My assassin was a few peanuts short of a plantation.

“You are completely off your rocker,” I stated in a matter-of-fact tone.

His  features  took  on  a  puzzled  look,  and  I  threw  my  hands  in  the  air,  totally exasperated.

“You  know,  I  could  stand  here  while  you  waste  time  monologuing  about  your crazy delusions of a different race and ask you how an obscure girl living in foster care for most of her life could ever be considered a threat to your mythical kingdom and its mythical monarch, but I’d much rather get this whole business over with.” I rubbed  my  forehead  and  let  out  a  harsh  laugh.  “Your  timing  is  impeccable, considering my recent thoughts of throwing in the towel.”

I sensed him take that last step forward, bridging the gap between our bodies, and suddenly I was staring at the tight lines of his chest through the strange fabric of his tunic. He surprised me by reaching for a strand of hair at my temple and rubbing it between  his  thumb  and  forefinger.  It  felt  quite  nice,  and  I  had  to  bite  my  lip  to repress the soft sigh that nearly escaped.

“I’m  not  sure  I  understand  what  throwing  a  towel  around  has  to  do  with  this conversation.” He sounded a bit distracted. I looked up to find him reaching for more of my hair. He gently pulled some extra strands from my messy ponytail and began running all five of his fingers through them.

“It’s  an  expression.”  I  closed  my  eyes  at  the  amazing  sensations  his  fingers evoked. “It means I feel like giving up. I’m tired of fighting.” Thick tears gathered at the corners of my eyes, and I fiercely blinked them into submission.

I  thought  I  heard  him  mutter  the  words,  white  roots,  under  his  breath,  but couldn’t be sure. It was an odd thing to say and made me feel nervous. He stopped playing with my hair and looked at me.

“You’re a warrior, then? I must admit, I wasn’t sure how you might be a threat to our reigning king, but perhaps your fighting skills have something to do with it.”

He gave my hair a brief reprieve and stared at my ears. At least, I think he was staring at my ears. Then again, I’d felt terribly self-conscious about their shape for most of my life, and even though I saved up for some plastic surgery and had them fixed a while back, I sometimes forgot the mutated ends were no longer visible.

Idiot. Get over your insecurities. He isn’t staring at your ears. And seriously, why should you care. 

I shivered. “No, I’m not a warrior. I’m tired of starving all the time. I’m tired of fighting for food and shelter. I’m tired of getting fired every time a boss or coworker makes an unwelcome pass at me, which is exactly what happened a few days ago.”

My would-be assassin gave me a bemused look and went back to playing with my  hair,  something  I  found  terribly  distracting.  I  pulled  the  thin  strands  out  of  his fingers and walked over to the small, square table leaning against the wall to my left.

I grabbed an envelope, turned back, and waved it in his face.

“Do you know what this is?”

“I’m assuming it’s some form of human communication.”

“It’s  a  sweet  little  eviction  notice  my  roomie  left  for  me  before  she  went  on vacation because I can’t provide for myself. I can’t earn money fast enough to pay for  my  share  of  the  stupid  rent.  My  only  other  option  for  survival  is  something  I would never in a million years contemplate, and so I’m left with no money, no food, no family, and this crappy ‘I’m-kicking-you-out’ notice.”

“You have no family?” He reached for my hair again, but I stepped away before he could grab it.

“Foster care! Didn’t you catch that? My parents died in a car wreck when I was a baby, and I have no other living relatives who can care for me.”

“So you do not know how to fight?” He went for my hair yet again, but I was too preoccupied  with  the  date  on  the  eviction  notice  to  defend  myself  against  his relentless onslaught.

If I didn’t come up with six hundred dollars by the end of the week, I would be out  on  the  streets  again,  digging  in  local,  restaurant  garbage  cans  for  food  and fighting  old,  homeless  ladies  with  stolen  grocery  carts  for  a  bed  at  a  run-down women’s shelter.

“No, I don’t know how to fight, but I  will be destitute by the end of the week.”

That  thought  was  more  than  depressing—it  was  devastating.  I’d  searched  long and hard to find a roommate willing to take me on despite my age and total lack of income. Then I’d landed that sweet secretarial position at JP Morgan & Ross even though I only had a GED and zero experience. I met Jami at the grocery store within the same week, and it just so happened she needed a roommate fast. It had all panned out so well six months ago, and look how quickly it had fallen apart.

Thank  goodness  Jami  wasn’t  here  to  witness  my  demise.  With  any  luck,  this handsome  assassin  would  kill  me  quickly  and  dispose  of  my  body  without  anyone being the wiser. I threw my eviction notice on the floor and finally had the presence of mind to stop him from mauling my hair.

“Would you quit that and just end me already? The suspense is killing me.”

I  might  have  laughed  at  my  unintentional  pun,  but  something  crazy  happened.

The  moment  my  hand  touched  his,  a  small  electrical  current  skipped  through  my fingertips and created a faint glow between our hands.

I  gazed  at  the  eerie  luminescence  in  surprise  and  lifted  my  head  to  find  him staring at me with a mixture of disbelief and uncertainty etched across his features.

“That  was…unexpected.  I  wasn’t  aware  humans  possessed  supernatural tendencies.”

“We don’t. I’m just as surprised as you are.”

I might have attributed the strange light to hallucinations as a result of food and sleep  deprivation,  but  my  assassin  was  witnessing  it  too.  Maybe   he  was  a hallucination.  I  was  having  an  imaginary  conversation  with  an  imaginary  hot  guy who was here to kill me with his imaginary dagger.

He pulled his hand away and stared at it, looking extremely perplexed. Then he reached out for mine again, lacing his fingers through my shaking ones. The glow from the contact of our skin burned a little brighter this time.

He held our entwined fingers up to his eye level, lifting my five-foot-five frame to its tippy-toes.

“I’ve  never  seen  anything  like  this  in  a  human  before.  I’ve  studied  everything there  is  to  know  about  your  race,  and  not  once  did  my  studies  cover  this  type  of physical phenomenon.”

“You’re human, so why on earth would you feel the need to study them?”

He lifted his gaze from our hands to my eyes and held it there.

“I will state once again that I am Fae and an assassin of the highest order. Any seasoned assassin knows he must study his mark to effectively kill it. You must know all  of  your  enemy’s  strengths  and  weaknesses  in  order  to  prepare  for  the unpredictable circumstances inherent in my profession.”

I felt a slight chill tickle my spinal column at the casual way he discussed death.

This Looney Tune may have been handsome, but he was also deadly. Encouraging him to talk about his delusions was probably better than having him act out any of them.

“Wow. That’s quite the field of study. Do you kill anything besides humans?”

“Of course. Any criminal who is a threat to the Fae is swiftly dispatched by the Fae’s  assassins.  The  majority  of  these  criminals  are  vampires  and  werewolves.

Humans are rarely targeted for assassination, though it has been known to happen. I was most eager to receive this assignment due to the rarity of the mission. I’ve never actually seen a live human before today.”

I looked at our linked hands and the glow our body heat produced, and for some reason I felt wholly content. I’d always been a very restless individual. I never knew when I’d be moving or when the next assault on my person would take place, with all the various foster fathers and brothers. I couldn’t remember a single moment in my life when I had ever felt truly safe, and yet standing here with this human-who-supposedly-wasn’t-human, I felt more protected and serene than I cared to admit. I wasn’t even bothered that he was here to assassinate me. At least he was being civil about it.

I was totally losing it!

This guy was here to kill me, and I was holding hands with him? How about a moving rendition of  Kumbaya while we were at it?

I tried pulling my hand out of his, but he had a much stronger grip on my fingers than I’d realized.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, refusing to release me.

“Hello!  You’ve  come  to  kill  me!  Do  you  always  get  this  friendly  with  your victims?”

He  pulled  me  in  closer  and  dipped  his  head  down  toward  my  neck,  inhaling deeply and then straightening.

“Interesting,” he muttered under his breath.

“What?”

“You have a very distinct woodsy smell. I’m not completely certain killing you is advisable at this point.”

“My woodsy smell is now the deal breaker in all this?”

He gave me a serious nod. “Of course. Your smell is extremely significant.”

“Well, how  extremely bizarre! Does that mean I can have my hand back?” I tried again to free my tingling fingers from his grasp to no avail.

He  watched  me  struggle,  amusement  creasing  the  faint  smile  lines  around  his kissable mouth.

“You are not what I was led to believe. I fail to see how you could be a threat to my race when you can’t even extricate yourself from my weak hold on your hand.”

I  rolled  my  eyes.  “I  think  it’s  great  that  you’re  having  second  thoughts  about murdering me. That’s progress, really it is, but if you’re not going to kill me, how about figuring out a way to pay my rent so I don’t find myself homeless again?”

“Consider it done.”

“I’m sorry. What?”

His  eyes  lit  up  at  the  ideas  I  could  almost  envision  formulating  within  that beautiful cranium of his.

“I need to learn more about you before I report back to my superiors. They will want to know why I aborted this assignment. I think it best to live here with you for the time being until I come to understand how the monarchy could have made such an egregious error concerning your welfare.”

I struggled to wrap my brain around this new development.

My assassin was now my roomie?

“Live here? You can’t live here. I already have a roommate.”

“Don’t  worry  about  that.  I’m  sure  I  can  convince  her  to  find  another  place  to dwell.”

“I have a cat.”

“I am not, as you said, violently allergic to cat hair.”

“I have self-respect!”

“I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

I tried throwing my hands up in frustration, but only succeeded in throwing one of them since I had not been able to free my other hand from its current prison. Not that I was putting up too much of a fight, and seriously, who could blame me, right?

“You were ready to assassinate me fifteen minutes ago, and now you expect me to let you live here while I lie awake at night, wondering if you’re going to change your mind and kill me in my sleep?”

He brought my hand to his nose and inhaled deeply. I raised my eyebrows at this disturbing behavior.

“Has anyone ever commented on your serious lack of social skills?”

“Killing you is out of the question. The thought will never cross my mind again, but someone wants you dead, and I must find out the reason for this. The assassin’s code is very clear about protecting the frail and defenseless.”

“I  am  neither  frail  nor  defenseless.  I’ve  negotiated  the  murky  waters  of  foster care for years and come out on top. I can take care of myself.”

“I am your caretaker now. Until I understand what games are being played here, you are under my protection. There is something very strange about all of this.”

“It’s funny that  you should be the one to acknowledge that, Mr. Crazy Pants.”

The corner of his mouth lifted slightly. “Crazy pants? I’m not sure I understand your  meaning.  I  am  not  wearing  this  thing  called  ‘pants,’  and  clothing  lacks  the necessary intelligence required for insanity to exist.”

I looked heavenward, hoping I would find patience for this handsome assassin’s strange inability to understand English.

“It’s slang. You’re not supposed to take it literally.”

His  eyebrows  drew  into  an  adorable  V.  “How  else  is  the  English  language supposed to be taken? Do humans never mean what they say?”

“That annoying behavior tends to happen more when we’re dating.”

“Dating? What is dating?”

“What  is…seriously,  you  don’t  know  what  dating  is?  Were  you  born  under  a rock?”

“No, a fir tree, but that’s a very personal question to ask, and we hardly know each other.”

I stared at him for a few seconds and half-heartedly pulled on my hand.

“Why do you keep trying to pull away from me?” he asked.

“You’re holding my hand.”

“Yes, I am your protector now.”

“Does that mean you’ll be holding my hand for the rest of my life?”

He contemplated my question seriously.

“No, I imagine that would be inconvenient for both of us, but at the moment, our contact makes my skin tingle and heat in a most pleasant and surprising way. Do you not feel it?”

“Oh, I feel it.”

“Then why do you want me to let you go?”

“Does the phrase ‘personal space’ mean anything to you?”

“No.”

“All righty, then.”

I sighed heavily, though secretly I couldn’t help but love the feel of his hand in mine or the fact that he acknowledged the strange chemistry between us. Talk about Stockholm Syndrome!

“Let’s get back to the part where you mentioned paying my rent and moving in.”

His face brightened at this and then he motioned to the sofa next to us, quirking an inquisitive eyebrow at me.

“Do you mind if I sit down for a moment?”

“I…suppose that’s fine.”

He immediately moved to the couch and made himself at home. Unfortunately, he still had hold of my hand and refused to relinquish it so I went right down with him. I decided not to complain since  he’d decided not to kill me. I wasn’t about to thank him for it though. The way I saw it, the right to live wasn’t something I needed to ask permission for.

He  held  tightly  to  me  as  if  he  was  afraid  to  lose  the  luminescence  from  our contact. His beautiful eyes rose to mine and then we just sat there facing each other.

Cozy.

I couldn’t figure out if I was having a nightmare or some blissful fantasy because there was no way I wasn’t dreaming this entire thing.

“I can use my powers of persuasion to convince your roommate to find another place to live when she shows up again.”

“Powers of persuasion, huh? Good luck with that,” I muttered.

He didn’t seem to notice my incredulity since he continued discussing his plans like they were destined to come to fruition.

“I will happily pay for your accommodations, and in return you will allow me to live  here  with  you  so  I  can  investigate  this  unorthodox  situation.  And  since  you appear to be nothing more than a frail, weak, non-threatening individual, I shall offer you my protection should the need arise.”

“Thank you…?”

He appeared pleased at my response and rubbed a finger against the top of my hand, creating sparks of golden light as he did so. I stared again at the magical glow and  then  shook  my  head,  trying  to  restore  order  to  the  crazy  churning  of  my thoughts.

Wake up. Wake up. 

“Wake up,” I shouted.

“I am awake,” he said in some surprise.

I startled at his voice and opened my eyes.

“I am, however, extremely tired and wouldn’t mind a few hours of sleep. I would be most grateful if you showed me to our room.”

My eyes bugged out of their sockets.

No way in hell was I sharing a room with a dude who’d originally planned on killing  me.  I  didn’t  care  how  sinfully  kissable  his  lips  looked.  If  he  was  up  for  a catnap, then I was sooooo taking advantage of that and getting myself and Nala outta here. I’d be a fool not to, even though the temptation to stay and drool over him as he slept might have briefly crossed my thoughts.

Briefly, okay.

I hadn’t completely succumbed to my assassin’s otherworldly good looks…yet.

“Our room? There are two rooms in this apartment. You can sleep in Jami’s room as long as you don’t mind being ensconced in bright, pink satin.”

The discontent on his face made me wonder if he might go for his dagger.

“I cannot protect you if we are dwelling in separate living quarters.”

“The rooms are right across the hall from one another. You could literally launch that very pointy dagger of yours from one room to the next and maim any perceived threats to my person without any problems. I promise.”

He mulled that one over for a moment and then shook his head. It was interesting to watch the emotions play across his face as he went from one thought to the next.

The  tightening  of  the  muscles  in  his  jawline  signified  his  dissatisfaction  with  my response, and damned if that didn’t make him look even more appealing.

“I’m  afraid  your  suggestion  is  unacceptable.  Until  I  understand  why  the monarchy considers you a threat, you will remain with me.”

“As your hostage?”

His lips quirked in amusement.

“Of course not. You’re not a prisoner.”

I  shook  my  head,  ripped  my  hand  from  his—to  which  he  let  out  an  outraged grunt—and rose to my feet, grabbing my purse from the coffee table and throwing it over my shoulder. This dream was over. I hoped the reality of my unemployment and

the  need  to  find  a  new  job  would  snap  me  out  of  this  crazed  hallucination  I  was trapped  in.  With  any  luck,  my  assassin  would  evaporate  due  to  the  monotony  of filling out applications for McDonald’s and Burger King. I turned toward the door and ran smack dab into his muscular chest.

Sigh.

He placed his hands on my shoulders to steady me.

“What are you doing?”

I took a step back to remove the alluring warmth and weight of his hands upon me. My teenage hormones couldn’t handle the contact.

“You may be paying the rent, but I still need money for food, clothing, tuition, and other necessary girlie things. I figure if I’m not a prisoner, then I’m free to go out and get a new job.”

“That’s completely unnecessary. I will provide for your needs.”

I’d been waiting for years for someone to say that to me; for someone to give me the green light, simply stop surviving, and enjoy my childhood…or what was left of it, but the way he said it—like his word was law and there was nothing left to discuss

—made me revert to an I-am-woman-hear-me-roar mentality.

“Are you planning on killing me?”

“No.”

“Are you planning on keeping me locked up in my room for the next decade?”

“Of course not.”

“Are you going to provide me with tampons when my next period hits?”

His  face  balked  at  that.  “I’m  afraid  I  have  no  idea  what  tampons  are,  but  I’m familiar  with  a  human  female’s  menstrual  cycle.  The  similarities  between  our females and yours are nearly identical in that department, and no, I do not wish to overstep my bounds.”

His idea of overstepping was hell and gone from mine.

“Then I need to go get a job.”

“Not without me.”

I  glared  at  him,  but  he  looked  annoyingly  unaffected  by  it.  I  stepped  forward, deciding I should take charge of my hallucination and just walk through him. With arms locked at my sides, I rammed right into him. He didn’t budge an inch while the impact nearly launched me flat on my butt. His quick arm around my waist saved my very bony arse from some painful bruises.

“Was that some strange human custom I failed to uncover during my studies?”

My  face  burned  with  embarrassment—seriously,  who  lets  a  hallucination embarrass  them—as  I  adjusted  my  purse,  pushed  out  of  his  wholly  unwelcome embrace, and moved toward the door like the independent woman I’d become.

Ha!



 

“Do you normally avoid eye contact with the male species?”

My assassin’s pointed question brought my startled gaze up to his.

“What?”

He turned and pointed to the Burger King establishment we had just left.

“When you asked the pimply, prepubescent male for an application, you did so with  your  eyes  on  the  counter.  Then  when  the  manager  came  out  to  talk  with  you about your availability, you kept your eyes at chest level.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me closer to him as a few teenagers with skateboards nearly rolled right into me. “Strange custom,” he muttered as we continued walking. His gaze followed the young  skateboarders  with  a  bewildered  expression  and  then  his  eyes  returned  to mine.  “However,  when  one  of  the  young  ladies  working  there  greeted  you  with  a smile, you did not suffer the same problem.”

Dang. This dude was observant. That did not bode well for any possible escape attempt.

“I’ve found over the years that anything male will generally react to me with a strange kind of fixation that borders on obsessiveness. I’m not tooting my own horn here, either. It just happens. I’m not much of a looker, but eye contact is always the first step toward gaining another longtime stalker.”

My assassin’s face scrunched up in confusion.

“Tooting your own horn? I don’t see what playing an instrument has to do with whether or not men notice you. I would also like to know what exactly a ‘looker’ is, and I’m hoping there is no relevance between the word looker and hooker.”

I tried not to choke on a laugh as I removed myself from his grip.

“You can’t take language so literally. Sometimes words and phrases don’t make sense if you do.”

I kicked a small stone in my path and studied my ancient tennis shoes. My toes were  practically  bursting  through  the  worn  material.  I  figured  they  still  had  a  few more months of wear and tear, and then it would be back to The Salvation Army for more  used  shoes.  Couldn’t  complain,  really.  Not  when  services  like  that  were available,  but  every  once  in  a  while  I  dreamed  of  being  ridiculously  frivolous  and buying brand name shoes that probably wouldn’t last me a month before they wore out.

“So if you  are intent on staying here for a few days in order to protect me from…

whatever…I think you’d better tell me your name. Unless, of course, you’d rather be referred to as,  Hey, You.” I snorted at my own joke and kicked another loose stone before me. After the silence extended for another awkward beat, I glanced up at my assassin  who  pondered  my  request  with  a  level  of  seriousness  that  seemed  a  bit excessive.

“C’mon. I never did catch your name,” I prodded.

“That’s because my name isn’t something I’m capable of throwing at you.”

Face palm.

“No…what is your name?”

He haughtily lifted his chin and squared his shoulders. Was his name so awful he had to prepare himself?

“While  I’m  sure,  Hey,  You  is  a  nice  enough  name  in  the  English  language,  I would prefer another title entirely.”

“Okaaay. Wait, what do you mean title?”

“Since you are my charge, you may call me Master.”

I shook my head in disbelief. Every conversation with this guy was a lesson in narcissism.

“Pass.”

“Pass what?”

“It’ll be a cold day in hell before I start calling you Master.”

His cheeks puffed out as he blustered a response.

“But that’s impossible. Hell will never endure the blessing of a soothing winter’s breeze.”

“Exactly.”

His  eyes  narrowed  as  he  finally  understood  my  meaning.  Once  again  those delicious muscles in his jaw tightened, making me salivate just a little.

“If you are not amenable to this moniker, you may address me as Guardian.”

“No.”

“Protector.”

“Nope.”

“Your Majesty.”

“Seriously? Did your parents never name you?”

He  stopped  rather  suddenly,  and  I  turned  around  to  face  him.  His  ire  at  my question was unmistakable.

“Addressing me by my given name is considered a distinguished honor, one you are most certainly unworthy of. No human is.”

I  rolled  my  eyes  at  this  self-aggrandizement  and  continued  walking.  Either  he was delusional or I had gone absolutely crazy. Neither scenario sat well with me.

“Fine. From now on I will refer to you as Chuck.”

He caught up with me in two easy strides.

“Why would you do that?”

“Because  it  strips  away  a  bit  of  that  unbearable  pride  you  wear  like  a  shield around you and helps to convince me you’re really not that intimidating.”

“I don’t like it.”

“I don’t care.”

“You haven’t given me  your name.”

My eyebrows narrowed. “You don’t know the name of the person you were sent to assassinate?”

“I don’t need to know the name. I am given a scan of your biological signature which allows me to find you no matter where you are or what dimension you exist within.”

My heart sank at this. I’d assumed that running away was an option, but if this guy really was a member of a mythical race and what he said was true, then I would never be able to hide from him for long.

Then  again…I  studied  his  muscled  physique  as  he  strode  proudly  next  to  me, appearing slightly mesmerized with his surroundings, but not in a way that actually allowed him to relax a little.

I supposed I could suffer through his presence indefinitely.

“Are you going to tell me what your name is then?” he asked.

“Fair is fair. You give me your real name, and I’ll consider telling you mine.” I gave him a teasing smile, hoping it might loosen up that stoic facade of his.

The assassin I had just officially dubbed Chuck opened his mouth to let out what was most likely another complaint, but I caught something out of the corner of my eye that caused me to grasp his arm and roughly pull him forward.

“We need to keep walking, and not in the direction of my apartment,” I said in response to his startled grunt.

“What is the matter?”

I  dared  a  glance  behind  me  and  stifled  a  frustrated  moan.  I’d  suffered  several stalkers in my day, foster fathers included, but none of my stalkers had ever been as persistent or as freaky as Eddie Lima, a man who was once my manager at a fancy Mexican  restaurant  called  Tasty  Tijuana’s  just  one  year  ago.  His  unsavory connections  with  a  Mexican  gang  in  the  LA  area  had  made  him  a  very  dangerous man  to  say  no  to…but  I’d  said  it  anyway  on  several  occasions.  He  was  partly  the reason  I’d  pushed  for  emancipation.  I  literally  couldn’t  hide  from  the  guy  if  I  was stuck  in  the  same  foster  house  until  I  became  an  adult,  and  there  was  no  way  my foster  parents  were  going  to  help  protect  me.  They  didn’t  give  a  hoot  about  what happened to me.

How in the world had he managed to find me?

I saw Chuck peek a glance over his shoulder, turning back to me with a puzzled look.

“You wish to avoid this man?”

“Yes.”

“But I believe he wants to speak with you.”

“He’ll have to take a number.”

“Sometimes I wonder if you’re speaking English.”

I quickened my steps as we crossed an intersection. I didn’t think breaking into a run was a good idea since I didn’t know if Eddie had come alone or if he had a few of his gang buddies with him. Entering a crowded store or eating establishment and waiting it out was probably going to be our best bet. I really had no idea what Chuck was  capable  of  when  it  came  to  defending  himself,  but  other  than  the  dagger  he flashed earlier that day, I didn’t see any other weapons on him. A gun would make short work of Chuck, assassin or no assassin, and I found myself worrying about that

—worrying about him!

This was a screwed up situation.

I glanced behind me again only to see Eddie closing in with a maniacal look in his eye. The guy was seriously scary.

“Chuck, we need to get into a more crowded area as fast as possible. I’m sure Eddie has a few of his friends closing in, and he won’t take a chance that he might lose me again.”

“My name is not Chuck. I take it this man is not your friend?”

“No. He’s obsessed with me. He thinks I belong to him and refuses to leave me alone.”

He  grabbed  my  arm  and  hurried  me  faster  as  his  long  legs  took  even  longer strides.

“He wants you for his wife?” he ground out.

“More like a trophy. Once he kidnaps me, he probably won’t ever let me go. I’m not interested in being chained inside a room and raped for the rest of my life.”

Chuck’s features darkened as he pulled me into a run. Instead of running toward the  shopping  center  at  the  end  of  the  block,  he  took  a  left  and  headed  toward  an abandoned  area  in  the  back  where  large  trucks  dropped  off  shipments  for  the shopping center’s fast food and store establishments.

“You’re  going  to  box  us  in.  Eddie  will  have  brought  reinforcements,  and  we won’t be able to take them all at once.” He threw me behind him and turned around to face the approaching threat.

“You insult me with your low opinion of my ability to protect you. These pitiful, overly tatooed humans are no match for a member of the Fae, especially one such as me.”

We were doomed.

I rubbed my temples in slow circles as I heard heavy footsteps approach. I looked up and nearly swallowed my tongue in fear as Eddie and three other thugs walked straight toward us. Every single one of them carried a hand gun.

“You steppin’ out on me, Crysta?” Eddie lifted his chin and glared at me.

“Crysta,” my assassin muttered with some surprise. “Now that’s interesting.”

Since four guns were currently trained on us, I decided not to ask him what in the world that was supposed to mean.

“Cheating  on  you  requires  that  I  actually  be  in  a  relationship  with  you,  Eddie.

You and I both know that’s never happened.”

His face turned stormy, but I didn’t care. I fully intended to go out with a bang.

“I made it clear how I felt about you, Crysta, and then you disappeared on me.

Most people would consider my interest in them an honor.”

I was about to make another snide retort that would most likely get Chuck and me  killed  when  my  assassin  lifted  his  hand,  palm  forward  toward  our  assembled executioners, and muttered something unintelligible.

“What are you doing?” I whispered.

Eddie and his men let out jeering laughs.

“As long as Crysta is under my care, you’ll not lay a hand on her.” Chuck had both hands lifted now, and he continued with his gibberish as our aggressors mocked him.

Eddie took a menacing step forward.

“Is this your bodyguard? Why would you pick a dude so puny?”

Puny? Were we looking at the same assassin?

“I’ve had enough of this,” he continued. “Fill this hombre with lead and bring me the girl.”

Bullets  flew  the  minute  the  order  left  his  lips,  but  they  never  made  it  to  their intended target. Instead, the bullets hit some invisible wall a few feet from Chuck.

My eyes widened and my jaw hit the floor.

“Shoot him,” Eddie screamed.

His  minions  continued  to  fire  shot  after  shot  while  I  watched  in  amazement  as each bullet pinged into some unseen force and dropped to the ground.

This  was  crazy.  For  the  first  time  since  meeting  Chuck,  I  began  to  wonder  if maybe I  wasn’t having some super vivid hallucination. He was here, he was real, and he had just put up some bullet-resistant force field with a few muttered words and some  hand  signals.  Eddie  and  his  cronies  could  attest  to  that,  not  that  I’d  ever consider them reliable witnesses, but they were witnesses nonetheless.

Chuck pounced the minute they emptied all of their bullets. I really don’t know how else to describe it. He moved as gracefully as a deadly panther, weaving in and around each thug as he brought them to their knees with one swift jab here, a kick there, and even a few stabs with his dagger. Within seconds, Eddie’s cohorts were on the ground completely unconscious. I hoped they were unconscious anyway. Murder was not on my bucket list.

I’d been so engrossed in the lithe movements of my assassin that I failed to see Eddie  sneak  up  behind  me  before  it  was  too  late.  He  wrapped  an  arm  around  my waist and pulled me against his chest, bringing his gun to my temple.

He hadn’t fired a single shot. He’d let everyone else do the shooting.

Chuck took a step forward. His nostrils flared, and the tightening of his jaw could have decimated granite.

“Let her go,” he said. His voice was so calm and tranquil it actually scared the hell out of me. Eddie must have been ready to pee his pants.

“Not a chance, esse.” He turned and spoke into my ear. His fetid breath making me want to gag in revulsion. “Don’t you dare try to freeze me out like last time. I’ve got a gun to your head, chica, and I’ll use it the minute you try any of those freaky tricks of yours.”

I cringed at the reference he made to some of my not-so-normal abilities in front of my assassin. I wanted it kept a secret for when I made my escape, though I guess it hardly mattered now since Eddie was the one holding me captive at the moment.

Eddie  turned  his  attention  back  to  Chuck.  “I’m  leaving  alive,  and  if  you  know what’s good for you, you’ll let her leave with me.”

“Separatum,” Chuck said as he lifted his hand and swung his arm wide. I felt an invisible  force  push  me  forward  as  Eddie  released  me  and  fell  back.  My  assassin flicked his wrist, sending something jetting through the air. I heard a loud thunk and spun around as Eddie hit the ground with a dagger buried in his chest.

I opened my mouth to let out a scream, but nothing happened. My vocal chords were paralyzed. Instead, I dropped next to Eddie’s body and grasped his hand when he let out a wheezing sound and gave me a pleading look.

“We’ve got to get him to a hospital,” I screeched, finally finding my voice.

“He  attacked  you.  He  intended  to  harm  you,  and  you  want  to  save  his  life?”

Chuck’s  tone  seemed  a  bit  detached  from  the  situation.  Heartless,  even.  A  cold-hearted assassin through and through.

“I know that, but that doesn’t mean I can just sit back and let him suffer and die like this. It’s murder.”

“It’s self-defense.”

I glanced up at him with a lone tear burning its way down my cheek. I took in his puzzled expression and then the shock that spread across his face as he registered my devastation. He knelt down next to me and placed a hand on my shoulder.

“Crysta,”  Eddie  wheezed.  He  squeezed  my  hand  to  get  my  attention.  “I  just wanted to keep you. I don’t…know why…what came over me…just obsessed with you. You were always so…kind to…everyone.”

“It’s not his fault,” Chuck said with some awe.

My gaze shifted sharply to his.

“What do you mean it isn’t his fault?”

“Without a glamour, you are impossible to resist.”

“What?”

Bewildered, I let go of Eddie’s hand as Chuck pushed me aside and pulled his dagger out of my old manager’s chest. Eddie let out a scream that brought more tears to my eyes. Chuck placed both hands on the man’s chest, muttered a few words, and moved back as the wound quickly healed.

“How?”  I  brought  my  gaze  back  to  Chuck’s  face.  The  look  in  his  eye  was difficult to interpret. It was as if he was seeing me for the first time. Maybe that’s not quite the right way to put it. Like he was recognizing me. It was surreal to say the least.

“My  name  is  Jareth,”  my  assassin  said  as  he  extended  his  hand  and  grabbed mine.

I  was  too  confused,  scared,  and,  let’s  be  honest,  suffering  from  some  serious shock to come up with a response to that. I mean, he was introducing himself now?

Random.

He pulled me to my feet, wrapped an arm around my shoulder, and directed me back the way we had come.

“What about Eddie and his guys?”

“They’ll be fine when they wake up. Most importantly, they won’t remember you ever existed.”

I  let  that  sink  in  as  I  allowed  myself  to  lean  into  the  steady  and  reassuring warmth of his embrace.

“You…you saved me.”

Chuck…no  wait…Jareth  gave  me  a  small  smile,  one  that  barely  turned  the corners of his lips.

“I saved you.” He pressed his lips to my forehead, kissing me with a tenderness I had never experienced before.

Anyone  would  have  been  sobbing  hysterically  due  to  the  violence  I’d  just witnessed, but I had seen so many horrible things in my short life that I had become quite  desensitized  to  the  horrors  that  plagued  people  who  looked  like  easy  targets.

People  like  me.  I’d  suffered  all  sorts  of  terrifying  situations  without  batting  an eyelash, but one moment of kindness from Jareth completely undermined my ability to keep my cool.

I bawled like a baby all the way back to my apartment while Jareth held me close and whispered comforting reassurances over and over again.



 

My  assassin  sat  on  the  couch  next  to  me  with  one  hand  entwined  in  mine, looking afraid to let go in case I burst into a paroxysm of wailing and snot-crying after  he’d  finally  managed  to  help  me  calm  down.  I  probably  looked  hideous  with my red nose and puffy eyes.

I’m an ugly crier. It can’t be helped.

My  question  caused  the  corners  of  his  lips  to  turn  up  in  a  barely  perceptible smile.  At  least,  I  hoped  that’s  what  it  was.  Maybe  he  had  changed  his  mind  about assassinating me and figured the best way to end the hysterics was to kill me and be done with it.

“Yes, and your name is Crysta.”

I blinked, remembering his initial reaction to my name.

“You thought my name was interesting. How so?”

He remained silent for a moment and then shrugged his shoulders saying, “It is an uncommon name amongst my people.”

“I  assume  that  goes  without  saying.  I  doubt  most  human  names  ever  end  up being used by a race who thinks so lowly of us.”

Not that I was any closer to buying into this whole Fae thing. I’d had just enough time to talk myself out of whatever had really happened back there with Eddie and throw myself behind my pitiful shield of denial.

“I am not so certain that humanity is what we’re dealing with when it comes to you?”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“I  cannot  go  into  detail  on  my  suspicions  at  present.  I  will  simply  have  to continue  to  observe  you  and  your  daily  routine  in  order  to  find  out  what  is  really going  on  here  and  why  the  monarchy  could  ever  find  someone  like  you  a  true threat.”

I narrowed my eyes at him and shifted on the couch in order to get a little more distance between us…which did absolutely no good. His vice-like grip on my hand was sending me a very clear message.

Resistance is futile, earthling. 

“I’m not entirely comfortable with the idea of being analyzed and examined for the  unforeseeable  future,  and  you  still  haven’t  explained  to  me  what  you  did  back there.” He furrowed his brows as if he didn’t know what I was talking about. “Hello!

You blocked bullets, healed stab wounds, and wiped memories with a wave of your hand and a few muttered words of gibberish!”

“Latin.”

“Excuse me?”

“Well,  some  of  it  was  in  Latin.  The  rest  was  a  mixture  of  Celtic  and  Gaelic idioms. The Fae have mastered many human languages over the years, but Gaelic is one I truly prefer.”

I raised my eyebrows. “I’ll make a note of that for future reference. Now would you please tell me how the heck you managed to do all of that? It was like magic.”

He shook his head in amusement. “Why are you asking for an explanation when you just gave yourself the answer?”

“Magic doesn’t exist.”

“You understand exactly what you just witnessed, yet you frown at me and deny everything your eyes have shown you.” He leaned over and moved a wavy tendril of hair from my forehead. “Do you remain in denial due to the improbability of my own gifts or are you really in denial about yours?”

“I don’t know what you’re getting at.”

He leaned back into the couch cushion and studied me for a moment. I didn’t like the heat that stole over my face.

“You are lying. Even Eddie mentioned something about freezing him out.”

“Also  a  slang  term.  Freezing  a  person  out  means  you  remove  them  from  your life. You do everything you can to exclude them from all of your activities.” I held my breath, hoping he would buy the BS I’d just handed him.

His look was speculative as he said, “I suppose I’ll have to study the use of slang terms during my extended stay with you.”

“ Look,  I  am  very  grateful  for  the  way  you  defended  me  against  Eddie  and  his lackeys back there, but I think we need to reevaluate our living arrangements. You really can’t stay in the same apartment as me.”

“Don’t you find it interesting that every male you encounter becomes strangely fascinated  with  you  almost  as  if  their  power  to  resist  you  or  even  think  rationally when confronted with your presence is non-existent?”

His departure from a subject I thought important to discuss managed to disorient me a little. I couldn’t think of anything to say other than the obvious.

“Well, you certainly don’t seem to have any problems resisting me. You’re the first man I’ve met who hasn’t wanted to claim me for himself.”

“Haven’t I?”

His  heated  look  sent  a  strange  burst  of  fire  through  my  tummy  and  down  my thighs. I could have sworn the blue of his eyes took on an otherworldly glow for just a  second,  but  as  I  looked  deeper  within  their  depths  the  glow  faded  and  his  eyes resumed their natural color.

I  wasn’t  sure  what  I  had  been  getting  at  or  where  we  had  left  off  in  the conversation so I decided to start all over again.

“Okay, well…it’s nice to know your name is Jareth instead of Master. I’d offer to shake hands with you, but we’ve kind of jumped past that formality.” I squeezed his hand with the one he had yet to abandon. He smiled and squeezed back. Then I sat staring at him like an idiot while the warmth from his fingers slowly blossomed up through my arm and straight to my heart.

I let out a soft gasp at the same time he did. Jareth studied our entwined hands, no doubt looking for some kind of explanation for our strange electrical reaction to one another.

That’s what I planned on calling it, anyway. Just a strange electrical reaction.

This  was  crazy.  I  couldn’t  have  him  living  with  me,  studying  my  every  move, and  giving  me  strange  jolts  every  time  we  touched.  Not  that  there  would  be  any touching  after  this.  In  fact,  there  was  absolutely  no  reason  to  continue  holding  his hand.

I unraveled my fingers from his and rested them on my lap. He didn’t look happy with my actions, but at this point I didn’t care. I had an assassin sitting on my couch who just so happened to wield magic, and now he thought he was my roommate.

I’d had better days.

My stomach made a loud gurgling sound.

“Are you hungry?” He quirked an eyebrow at me in amusement.

I felt my face grow warm with the force of his half smile.

His full smile would most likely knock me off my feet.

“Yes, I’m hungry. Getting shot at does that to me. I’m just going to grab some food from the fridge.” I stood up to go, but he grabbed my hand and stood with me.

“Why are you holding my hand again?”

“From  now  on,  I’ll  need  to  maintain  the  appearance  of  your  mate  in  public  in order to discourage more unwanted interest from the opposite sex.”

“Now you’re pretending to be my boyfriend?”

“Mate. A much more binding and permanent commitment.”

“If  it’s  all  a  farce,  then  the  terminology  and  level  of  commitment  attached  to either word doesn’t really matter, does it?”

He glowered at my words as if I’d just insulted him again.

“But I’m only going to the kitchen.”

His eyebrows narrowed in confusion. “The kitchen?” He said the word  kitchen as if  he  were  rolling  the  newness  of  the  consonants  and  vowels  around  in  his  mouth.

“Where is this…kitchen located?”

I threw a thumb over my shoulder. “Three steps that-a-way.”

Swiveling  toward  my  left,  I  pulled  on  his  hand  and  led  him  into  my  kitchen, which  looked  more  like  a  glorified  walk-in  closet.  When  it  comes  to  the  issue  of shelter  versus  homelessness,  however,  beggars  can’t  be  choosers.  As  long  as  the apartment has a fridge and a microwave, I’m a happy camper.

I had simple needs, really.

“Will  you  let  go  of  my  hand,  now?  I  don’t  think  we’re  going  to  run  into  any persistent male suitors within this small cooking area.”

He paused to look at me as if he didn’t understand my meaning.

I tried a different argument. “All of this personal contact is a little strange, don’t you think?”

He looked at our joined hands, deliberating for a moment before shaking his head and then adjusting his hand so his fingers interlaced with mine.

I sighed in annoyance and tried to forget how nice his hand felt in mine because it wasn’t the kind of normal reaction a hostage was supposed to feel with her captor.

And what a lovely captor he is. 

Not  liking  where  my  thoughts  were  taking  me,  I  turned  back  to  the  fridge  and pulled it open with my free hand. My face fell when I took in the pitiful contents of

the stingy apparatus. Was it too much to ask for a magic cooler capable of producing your heart’s most delectable food cravings out of thin air?

I  reached  for  a  bruised  apple  and  took  a  quick  bite,  then  remembering  my manners said, “Would you like something to eat?”

Jareth  smiled  and  grabbed  my  wrist,  the  one  attached  to  the  hand  holding  my juicy apple. Bringing the fruit to his lips, he took a bite right next to the space where my  mouth  had  been.  He  maintained  his  intense  eye-contact  as  he  chewed  slowly, swallowed, and then pulled my wrist close to his mouth again. Just when I thought he was going to…I don’t know…kiss it…bite it possibly, he switched his trajectory and took another bite of the apple.

I swallowed hard and drew in a shaky breath.

“We  do have other apples in the fridge.”

He swallowed his last bite and pulled me closer.

“I like sharing with you.”

He brought his lips an inch closer to mine where I felt his warm breath envelope my face. He smelled of summer leaves and recently trimmed grass.

“But I thought humans were beneath you.”

“You’re not human, Crysta.”

“Of course I am.”

My brain was screaming out a warning that distance from this guy was going to be the key to my survival, but his grasp on my hand and wrist and his constant need to breach my personal space were beginning to wear me down.

Kissing him was inevitable, and something I’d wanted to do since the moment he’d appeared in my living room uninvited.

Nala’s loud meow broke the intense moment between us. I glanced down to see her wrapping herself around Jareth’s leg.

Traitor. Or possibly my savior?

I  quickly  pulled  myself  from  his  grasp  and  went  to  the  cupboard  for  some  cat food.  I  didn’t  think  Nala  needed  the  food,  but  I  definitely  needed  the  space.  I’d almost let a complete and total stranger kiss me when he’d originally been sent to kill me.

I needed mounds of therapy. Plain and simple.

“That was interesting,” Jareth muttered under his breath.

I ignored him and grabbed Nala’s bowl—which was already halfway full of food

—pouring an unnecessary amount of cat kibble into it. I set it down and turned, fully intending  to  head  to  my  room  and  lock  myself  in  there  for  the  remainder  of  the evening,  but  I  balked  when  I  realized  that  my  tiny  walk-in  closet  of  a  kitchen required that I squeeze past Jareth to attain my goal, and he smirked at me like he knew exactly what I was trying to do and wasn’t about to make it easy for me.

I  drew  in  a  deep  breath,  preparing  myself  for  the  physical  contact,  and  took  a hesitant step forward.

“I think it’s time for me to call it a night.”

“Call what a night?”

I brought a tired hand to my forehead and vigorously scrubbed.

“Ah, hell’s bells. I mean, it’s time to hit the hay. Hibernate for the evening. Crash for  the  night.  It  means  I’m  ready  for  a  good  night’s  sleep  after  having  an  assassin break  into  my  apartment  and  threaten  to  kill  me,  then  threaten  to  protect  me,  then actually make good on said threat by conjuring up a force-field and stabbing a man in the chest, then healing the man and wiping his memory. I’m seriously hoping that when  I  wake  up  tomorrow  morning,  this  will  have  all  been  a  horribly  deranged dream  brought  on  by  several  years’  worth  of  abuse,  maltreatment,  and homelessness.”

Jareth was in front of me faster than I could blink, grabbing hold of my shoulders and forcing me to look at him, but not before I took note of the light created by the contact.

“Who abused and mistreated you? When were you homeless?”

His righteous wrath on my behalf left me staring at him with my mouth hanging open. I quickly shook my head, pulled away from his grasp, and maneuvered myself around his intimidating form, heading out of the kitchen and down the hall toward my bedroom.

He  followed—of  course—wrapping  an  arm  around  my  waist  and  pulling  me against his chest when we were halfway down the hall.

“Crysta, you have not answered my questions,” he ground out.

“And I never will. It won’t do either one of us any good, and I have no desire to go into nauseating detail about all of the things my foster fathers and brothers tried to do to me over the years.”

Or what I managed to do to them in order to save myself. 

Yeah. I never intended to go into detail about that.

“I am not accustomed to such blunt refusals, Crysta. In my realm, when I ask a question, I expect to receive an answer.” His arm tightened around me further, and his other arm encircled the front of my shoulders, locking me in place.

“Get used to disappointment, Jareth. You’re in my realm now.”

I shouldn’t have done it. Honestly, it was the worst possible way to reveal how abnormal  I  was,  but  Jareth’s  overbearing  manner  and  the  events  of  the  day  had thoroughly pissed me off. I placed a hand on each of his arms and focused my energy through them, reaching for the cold, the frigid ice that always existed within me, that always  threatened  to  push  to  the  surface  and  completely  take  over  my  reason  and control.

His  arms  stiffened  and  he  grunted  in  surprise  as  dark  crystals  formed  on  his forearms. I ducked under the icy appendages and continued down the hall and into my  room.  Turning  around  to  face  my  handiwork,  I  folded  my  arms  and  casually leaned  against  the  door  frame.  His  arms  were  completely  encased  in  ice,  held  out before  him  as  if  he  were  cradling  someone—like  me—close  to  him.  His  look  of absolute astonishment was more than perfect. It was priceless.

“I  may  appear  weak,  pitiful,  and  defenseless,  but  I  have  a  few  tricks  up  my sleeve.”

To my surprise, a delighted grin slowly spread across his face as his gaze moved from  his  frozen  arms  to  my  unconcerned  stance.  He  winked  at  me.  The  arrogant

assassin actually had the audacity to wink at me even though he was clearly the one at a disadvantage here. Then he closed his eyes and mumbled a few words under his breath. An orange heat spread from his chest to his arms, dissolving the crystal ice from his person, melting it into oblivion.

Well, crap! If it ever came to a real fight with this guy, my neat little parlor trick would give me maybe a two-second advantage. I’d revealed a highly bizarre ability and he hadn’t even batted an eyelash. I was seriously considering tranquilizers at this point.

He bridged the distance between us in one easy stride, but I refused to move from my  casual  position  against  the  door  frame.  I  would  not  let  this  guy  intimidate  me.

His smile led me to believe that he wholeheartedly approved of my behavior.

His behavior, on the other hand, had left me more than a little mystified.

“You’re certainly full of surprises, Crysta, and you had every right to attack me the way you did. I will adhere to your wishes and refrain from forcing you to speak about unpleasant experiences, unless you wish to share them with me.”

His  proximity  made  my  thoughts  churn,  forcing  me  to  take  in  a  deep  breath, cursing the air that held his overpowering scent.

“I appreciate that,” I said after a moment of uncertainty.

He placed a hand at my waist and drew me to him, apparently not finished with our  conversation  even  though  I  was  more  than  ready  to  be  alone  in  a  room  with him…er…without him…definitely without him.

He touched his forehead against mine and breathed me in for a moment. It was surprisingly intimate and calming all at the same time.

“Just know that I am happy to unburden you of all of your past fears and pains should  you  ever  feel  inclined  to  share  them  with  me.  You  may  not  believe  this, Crysta, but you can always count on me to provide for your every want and need.”

“Even though I’m a freak,” I whispered.

“I  assume  you  are  referring  to  one  of  your  natural  abilities;  the  one  you  used defensively. If that makes you a freak, then I suppose I am one as well. You are not the only person in this apartment capable of…freaky things.”

I nearly giggled at his first use of slang and how unnatural it sounded as it left his mouth.  Then  it  hit  me.  His  acceptance.  The  way  he’d  looked  at  me  with  fondness and…well…a  little  bit  of  pride  after  I’d  iced  his  arms  in  place.  He  hadn’t  been frightened or called me names. He accepted it because he was just like me in a way.

Very different from most people.

“Thank you,” I mumbled, forcing back the unwanted lump forming in my throat.

I  was  not  going  to  cry  in  front  of  this  guy  again.  Feeling  uncomfortable  with  this influx  of  emotion,  I  stepped  out  of  his  embrace  and  backed  my  way  into  the bedroom. As I tried to close the door I was met with resistance. I glanced up at him questioningly.

He  looked  almost  apologetic.  “As  I  stated  earlier  this  morning,  I  will  need  to keep you in my line of sight.”

I straightened my spine and glared at him.

Warm fuzzy moment over.

“You are not sharing a room with me.”

The  corners  of  his  lips  turned  up  at  my  stubborn  refusal  to  acquiesce  to  his wishes.

“Then you will leave the door open so I can see you at all times.”

So he was back to playing the role of overbearing tyrant, was he?

“What about privacy?”

“This word does not exist in my world.”

“Don’t give me that. You speak our language well enough to have come across the word privacy in your dictionary. I need to change into my pajamas, and you are not going to watch me do it.”

“Your sense of modesty is an oddity to me, but I shall turn my back to you so you may change into something more comfortable.”

“How terribly generous of you.”

“Yes, it is.”

“If you so much as quirk an eyebrow in my direction while I change, I’ll freeze more than just your forearms.”

His  mouth  twitched  again  before  he  nodded.  “Understood.”  Then  he  turned around and faced the hallway.

I  quickly  flipped  the  light  on  and  rummaged  in  my  drawer  for  a  comfy  cotton shirt and some shorts, all the while keeping a close eye on Jareth’s back and cursing myself  when  I  allowed  my  eyes  to  rest  a  little  too  long  on  his  nicely  formed backside.

“Okay,” I said as I walked to my bed. “You can turn around.”

He turned and sucked in a breath when he took note of my clothing.

“I don’t understand why you wanted me to turn around when you were wearing more before than you are now.”

I crept under my covers, not liking the heated look he gave me.

“Please, just my legs are showing.”

“It is enough to be truly distracting.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

He let out a heavy sigh and then sat himself down just inside the doorway.

“You’re not going to sleep in Jami’s bed?” I asked.

“As you stated earlier, warriors such as myself are not interested in ensconcing themselves in pink satin. A bit undignified.”

I let out a hearty laugh as I snuggled under my covers.

“Hey, Chuck, would you turn the light off please?”

He  let  out  an  annoyed  groan,  mumbling  something  about  being  reduced  to  a simple house slave as he stood and flipped the light off and then sank back down to the floor again.

“My name is not Chuck, Crysta.”

“I think it suits you.”

“I think the next time you call me that there will be severe consequences.”

“Oh,  please.  What  are  you  gonna  do?  Give  me  a  timeout?”  I  snickered  at  the thought.

“Since you seem to highly covet what you refer to as personal space, I’ll simply grab you and kiss you for as long as I see fit.”

I nearly choked.

“You’re a terrible assassin, you know that?”

“How so?”

I tried to smother a laugh at the offense that laced his question.

“You came to kill me and now you’ve decided to protect me. You think you’re the one in charge, but you’ve been willing to listen to me a time or two despite how arrogant  and  stubborn  you  are,”  I  paused  as  he  let  out  a  snort,  “and  now  you’re threatening  to  kiss  me.  Assassin’s  Guide  101:  You’re  not  supposed  to  get emotionally involved with your victims, Jareth.”

“Too late for that,” he mumbled.

I shivered at the low timbre of his words and figured he was right. It really was too late for that.

At least it was too late for me, and that scared me to death.

I had to figure out how to get rid of this guy.

Tomorrow.



 

“The sun is up, Crysta, and I’ve prepared a delicious breakfast for you.”

I  let  out  an  undignified  groan  at  the  sound  of  Jareth’s  overly  upbeat  tone  and turned to face the wall, pulling my pillow over my head. Not only was he still here and  not  a  hallucination—though  who  knew,  really—he  was  a  super  annoying morning  person.  The  kind  who  oozes  purpose  and  unrivaled  determination.  A  real go-getter.

Yeah. I’m not usually  that person until I’ve imbibed several ounces of caffeine.

And even then, I generally fail to accomplish much. Plus, it was Saturday. I didn’t have a job to go to and my ballet classes didn’t start until Monday afternoon.

“Just because the sun is up doesn’t mean it’s time to  wake up,” I mumbled.

“That’s exactly what it means. Unless people in this realm hibernate for certain periods  of  the  day,  and  I  don’t  remember  that  item  being  discussed  during  my studies.”

He’d planted himself on my bed and was now leaning over me. I snuggled deeper under the covers to avoid him, but then he started tugging on my hair.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“The digital clock on your dresser reads five-thirty.”

I moaned even louder this time.

“I’m not getting up at five-thirty in the morning just because you decided to hold me hostage in the middle of the summer.”

“I don’t understand.”

“If it were the middle of the winter we wouldn’t be having this conversation until a few hours later.”

My warm cocoon was rudely breached when he suddenly ripped the covers away.

“We have quite a few things to accomplish over the next week, and the first item of business involves assessing your humanity.”

“Come again?”

“We also need to discover how many abilities you have and how powerful each one is.”

I curled into a tiny ball and squeezed my eyes shut.

“I don’t have a plethora of abilities like you, Jareth. I just freeze things when I get emotional and that’s about it. Not that I’ve ever talked about it with anyone or behaved  as  if  freezing  things  is  totally  normal,  but  it’s  really  not  as  amazing  as you’re building it up to be.”

“Not yet, anyway. That’s why teaching you to focus a little better is going to do wonders for your overall protection.”

I rolled over to face him and lifted myself up on one elbow.

“You’re going to teach me how to defend myself with my strange, uber freaky power?”

His  eyebrows  narrowed.  “I  feel  like  carrying  a  dictionary  is  an  absolute  must when I’m around you.”

I hopped out of bed and headed for the bathroom. “Give me ten minutes to girl-ify myself and I’ll be ready to party.”

“Not English. That was definitely not English,” he muttered.

I barricaded myself inside my bathroom and turned on the shower. Then I faced the mirror and winced at the dark circles under my eyes. I did a double wince at the white roots peeking out through my otherwise honey-colored hair.

That’s  right,  folks.  My  hair  had  gone  white  long  before  I  managed  to  take  my first baby steps.

It had been one of the many reasons countless adoptions had fallen through the cracks. According to my various social workers, my unnatural looks and excessive fussiness  made  it  impossible  for  any  family  to  seriously  consider  me  for  adoption.

My hair color was just the tip of the iceberg when it came to the complaints from my many foster families.

I’d  spent  hundreds  of  hours  attempting  to  dye  my  hair  the  kind  of  hue  normal teenagers had, but the color would only stay for about a week before it washed out completely, and I was back to looking like a prematurely-aged freak of nature. This week I’d dyed it blond for about the millionth time, and it looked as if I would need to go shopping for another box of hair color.

Soon.

I turned my back to my undesirable reflection, stripped, and then stepped into the heavy  stream  of  steamy  water,  allowing  its  warmth  and  pressure  to  alleviate  the tension in my neck and shoulders.

Within ten minutes I was out, scurrying to my room with a towel tightly wrapped around my figure, relieved to hear Jareth moving around in the kitchen. By the time I finished dressing in jeans and a white T-shirt, my new roomie was already tapping on the closed door.

His muffled voice sounded impatient. “I told you I had breakfast ready, Crysta.

It’s going to be cold by the time you…um…girl-ify yourself. Whatever that means.”

I opened the door and then crossed my arms over my chest. “There’s hardly any food in this apartment. What in the world did you actually cook?”

“Why don’t you walk down the hall and find out?” He gave me a mischievous grin and stepped back to let me pass.

Mystified at his behavior, I headed down the hall and then stopped dead in my tracks at the wide array of food spread out on the coffee table, entertainment center, and even different places on the floor. It was like IHOP had vomited its entire menu in my living room.

“First of all, I…” I cleared my throat and started again, “Where did you get all of this food, and how did you have time to prepare it?”

“Those are not really important details at the moment,” he said from behind me.

I spun around at the unexpectedness of his proximity. I shouldn’t have been so startled since he’d done nothing but invade my space since the moment he’d entered my life. I took a step back and placed both hands on my hips.

“What do you mean these details aren’t important? When someone apparates an entire restaurant into my living room, I want to know exactly how it happened.”

He smiled and nodded toward the food. “Pick out something to eat.”

I gave him a frustrated sigh and turned around, narrowing in on one of the items I could  actually  eat  without  becoming  physically  ill.  I  carefully  tip-toed  around  the various plates of pancakes, crêpes, and Belgian waffles until I arrived at the coffee table where a large bowl of strawberries sat.

I grabbed it and presented it to him like a student might present a term paper to her teacher. “All right. I have my breakfast. You planning on eating the rest?”

He  raised  an  eyebrow  at  my  selection.  “Very  healthy,  but  not  nearly  enough  to fuel  your   human  body  for  the  next  few  hours.  Pick  a  second  item  to  go  with  the fruit.”

I  placed  the  strawberries  on  the  coffee  table,  bit  the  inside  of  my  lip,  and nervously  cast  my  eyes  about  for  something  else.  My  various  foster  mothers  and fathers  had  taken  serious  offense  to  my  odd  eating  habits.  The  fact  that  their spaghetti and meatballs, steak and eggs, or chorizo and tortillas left me violently ill didn’t  seem  to  matter.  I  was  simply  an  ungrateful  whelp  who  refused  the  kindness and  charity  of  those  considerate  enough  to  take  me  in,  feed  and  clothe  me,  and provide  an  opportunity  for  my  education.  My  palms  started  to  sweat  just  thinking about it.

I  saw  another  bowl  filled  with  blueberries  on  the  entertainment  system  and delicately stepped forward. I gingerly pulled it down and presented it to Jareth.

“There you are. Will two servings of fruit suffice?”

He raised yet another eyebrow, but this time a small smile hinted at the corners of his mouth.

“You’ve retrieved the fruit portion of your meal. Where’s the protein?”

Feeling nauseated, more at his possible reaction to my response than the thought of consuming actual meat, I cast my eyes around the room and spotted a bowl full of pecans,  cashews,  and  peanuts.  Next  to  it  was  a  plate  that  held  what  looked  to  be cubed tofu. I set the blueberries next to the strawberries on the coffee table and then made my way to the furthest corner of the room where I grabbed the nuts and tofu and made my way back to the table, feeling pleased that I hadn’t had to offend him or explain my eating preferences.

This  time  his  smile  stood  out  more  prominently.  “No  bacon?  No  sausage  or chicken and waffles?” The questions came out a little too innocently.

I  swallowed  hard  and  shrugged.  “I  don’t  really  like  meat,  and  I  don’t  enjoy breakfast foods made with processed white flour.”

I  moved  around  the  table  to  sit  on  the  couch,  believing  my  response  to  be reasonable enough.

“Why?” he shot back.

Keeping my eyes lowered, I reached for the blueberries. “Fruits and veggies just taste better.”

“What about eggs?”

“I’ve never developed a taste for them.” My ears grew hot at his intense scrutiny.

“Interesting.”

I sighed. “I wish you would stop saying that.”

“Well, I think this little experiment was extremely informative.”

He came to sit beside me and reached for the bowl of nuts, grabbing a few and throwing  them  into  his  mouth.  I  gave  him  a  sidelong  glance  and  took  the  bowl  of nuts from his hand.

“This was an experiment?”

“Yes, to see if you eat like other humans. Obviously, you don’t.”

“I’m a vegan, for crying out loud. There are tons of vegans out there. Is that such a crime?”

“Vegan? Is that what humans call this type of diet?”

I shoved some berries in my mouth, recognizing that I was entirely too defensive and the next thing I said would probably include a few expletives.

“Because this is exactly the type of diet the Fae adhere to,” he continued.

I  choked  on  a  berry  and  coughed  it  up  while  Jareth  patted  me  on  the  back.

Recovering quickly, I turned to stare at him, wondering if he was making a joke at my expense.

“You mean…you don’t think what I eat is weird? You aren’t mad at me for not eating your ham and eggs or French toast and pancakes?”

He shook his head in wonder.

“Why on earth would I be mad at you for something like that?”

“I’ve had people call me ungrateful in the past…because I wouldn’t eat the food they prepared for me.”

“Wouldn’t or couldn’t?”

Geez.  I’d  never  had  anyone  try  to  understand  the  reasoning  behind  my  food choices, but I certainly didn’t want to talk about all the reasons I was an unlovable foster child.

“Crysta, consider the whys behind your choices and habits. Don’t you see it? You only eat fruits, nuts, specific grains, and vegetables.”

“That’s because I don’t like the taste of anything else.”

“That’s because your body can’t  process anything else.” He let that sink in for a moment before he said, “You’re just like me.”

I shook my head at the thought of me being just like anybody else when all of my life  I  had  been  an  anomaly,  a  blight,  a  discolored  stone  amidst  a  backdrop  of sparkling, precious gems.

Before  I  had  a  chance  to  respond  to  his  outlandish  claim,  he  stood  up  and grabbed another bowl of berries from the desk against the wall. Handing them to me he said, “Eat quickly, Crysta, we still have quite a bit more experimenting to do.”

I  stuffed  another  handful  of  berries  in  my  mouth  and  slowly  chewed  as  he smugly  sauntered  his  way  into  my  kitchen.  I  seriously  wished  he’d  get  bored  and

saunter his way out of my life.

I  didn’t  want  to  know  what  other  experiments  he  had  planned  for  me,  but  if  it involved unearthing more characteristics that substantiated my foster parents’ claims of me being a freak of nature then I wanted nothing to do with them. I grabbed some nuts and a few strawberries and hurried down the hall. If I could get my purse and simply walk out of the apartment, maybe he wouldn’t notice my absence for a few seconds. Long enough to get a minute or more to myself. If he got lonely, he could go bond with Nala. Plus, I really needed to go buy some more hair-dye. I’d be all white-haired by the end of the day if I didn’t.

Acting as if I didn’t have an insane, otherworldly stalker shuffling around in my kitchen,  I  retrieved  my  purse  from  my  bedroom,  returned  to  the  living  room,  and stopped short at the sight that greeted me. Every single plate of food that had been scattered on the floor was gone.

“What the he—”

“Good. You’re ready for our next little adventure,” Jareth said, walking in from behind me. He folded his arms and took in my stunned expression. Then he turned and surveyed the room. “Did I not clean it to your liking?”

“Where did all of the food go?” I said.

“I sent it back.”

“You sent it back. Back where?”

“Back to where it came from.”

If it had been said by anyone else but Jareth, I would have assumed I was being mocked. I leaned against the wall and shook my head.

“So…you just conjured up the food out of thin air and then sent it back into some supernatural breakfast void?”

He chuckled and gave me a look like,  Ah Crysta, you sorry, naive little human. 

“ I  sent  the  food  back  to  some  restaurant  that  claimed  to  serve  everything  you love about breakfast.”

“Ha. I knew it was from IHOP.”

“Well, shall we?” He offered me his arm, totally behaving as if making Belgian waffles and French crêpes appear and then disappear was as normal as taking out the trash in the morning.

Yeah. No matter what I’d seen Jareth do, I was still stubbornly refusing to believe that all of this was really happening to me. If it wasn’t a hallucination then it was death, and paradise looked a lot like a handsome faerie named Jareth surrounded by several bowls of fruit.

I surrendered myself to the idea that I was both crazy and dead and took the arm he offered me.

“I suppose so. What new experiment are you interested in doing now?”

“I want to see how your skin reacts to certain temperatures.”

I did  not like the sound of that.

“You  don’t  have  to  see  anything.  I  can  tell  you  exactly  how  my  skin  reacts  to different temperatures.”

He pulled me to the middle of the room and then wrapped his arms around me in a tight bear hug.

“You could tell me, but it’s much better for me to know exactly what I’m dealing with here.”

“What? Jareth, why do you have a death grip on me in the middle of the room?”

“Hold onto me tight.”

He mumbled a few words under his breath and pulled me flush against him.

The floor beneath me tilted to the left while my stomach took a nose dive to the bottom  of  my  feet.  The  walls  around  us  dissolved  like  a  melting  picture  as  the pressure within the room built to a suffocating crescendo. I squeezed my eyes tight and pressed myself closer to Jareth’s chest.

A  loud  pop  burst  within  my  ears,  causing  the  pressure  to  lessen  and  soon  the floor beneath my feet felt solid again. Well, kind of solid. I opened my eyes only to discover  my  living  room  had  disappeared.  Where  there  should  have  been  a  dingy sofa, a hammock swung slowly between two palm trees. Instead of the bland, gray carpet I was used to, sand pressed between the toes of my sandaled feet.

“Where are we?” I whispered.

“Somewhere along the coastline of Santo Domingo. Here, you need to get out of the shade and into direct sunlight for this to work.”

What  he  said  barely  registered  as  I  fought  to  accept  the  idea  that  Jareth  had somehow transported us to an entirely different location. How was it even possible?

As he pulled my body out from under the shade of the palm trees my skin began to itch  like  crazy.  My  eyes  shot  to  the  sky  and  the  severity  of  my  situation  finally dawned  on  me.  I  dug  my  heels  into  the  sand  and  tugged  on  my  arm  as  hard  as  I could.

“Stop, Jareth. I can’t expose my skin to this type of weather.”

He did stop, but he didn’t allow me to move back into the shade. I felt the first blisters swelling on the backs of my hands.

“You  were  able  to  go  out  in  the  sun  when  we  went  to  apply  for  jobs  at  those hamburger establishments.”

I tugged more vigorously against his hold. My face was itchy and my toes were burning. “That’s because the weather is fairly mild in San Diego and I usually have sunscreen on. I didn’t get a chance to put any on this morning. My skin can’t handle anything over 85 degrees unless I cover up.”

I pulled harder, but he held on like a merciless pit bull, studying my skin with great interest. “It doesn’t seem like your skin can’t handle it.”

Just you wait. 

I tried to latch onto the icy core within me, but my panic had hit me so hard and fast that I couldn’t focus. The blisters and burns forming would take a long time to heal, and it would be a painful process.

“You’re barely in the sun. Just come out to the beach and get in the water for a minute. You’ll feel much better.” He pulled me along as I continued to fight for all I was  worth.  I  let  out  a  scream  when  the  blister  that  had  been  forming  on  my  hand burst and clear liquid leaked down my wrist.

Jareth  turned  at  the  sound  of  my  distress  and  his  eyes  widened  in  horror.  He quickly scooped me up and carried me back to the shade, but by that time it was too late.  My  entire  face,  arms,  neck…anything  that  had  been  exposed  was  covered  in blisters,  and  being  held  by  him  was  absolute  agony.  I  wouldn’t  be  able  to  go  out looking for work for at least three weeks. And what about my ballet classes? What about auditions for the company? I’d never be able to dance like this. Tears seeped down my face, making the burns and blisters sting even worse.

Jareth said a few rushed words in Latin and the air pressure built around us yet again. I didn’t really register at what moment we made it back to the apartment. The minute he set me down, the blisters on my feet exploded, pain shot to my cranium, and everything around me went black.



 

I  expected  heat  to  scorch  my  skin  as  I  began  to  come  to,  but  the  warmth  that surrounded  me  didn’t  bite  at  my  nerve  endings  or  irritate  any  of  the  open  sores  I knew to be covering my body. The feathery sensation of soft fingers running through my hair made my eyelids flutter as I fought to take in my situation.

“Crysta,  I  should  have  listened  to  you.  Please  wake  up.”  Jareth’s  voice  was tinged with worry and true remorse. “I didn’t expect your reaction to be so severe.

It’s  unprecedented,  really.  Most  common  folk  don’t  blister  and  burn  the  way  you do.”

My eyes flew open and took in Jareth’s concerned frown peering over my face.

Then  I  realized  he  was  cradling  me  in  his  lap.  The  heat  from  his  skin  giving  me comfort rather than pain and misery.

“Of course they don’t,” I said, referring to his previous comment. “Most people can handle being in the sun even without sunscreen for longer than thirty seconds. I told you I was different. I already knew exactly what would happen, and you didn’t listen to me.”

His eyes darkened for a moment. I thought he was angry at my criticism until he leaned his head back and snuggled me closer to his chest, encouraging me to rest my head  against  him.  I  gingerly  did  so,  still  conscious  of  the  blisters  on  my  face  and hands, but the contact gave me zero pain. I glanced at the backs of my hands resting in my lap.

No  blisters.  No  burns.  Nothing  to  indicate  that  my  skin  had  virtually  melted under the intense rays of the sun.

“I  am  unaccustomed  to…listening  to  others  or…taking  direction  from  others unless  those  directions  or  orders  come  from  my  superiors.  Generally,  I’m  the  one giving  orders.  It  is  difficult  for  me  to  consider  myself  wrong  or  misguided  when certain facts I have collected suggest otherwise. I am sorry, Crysta. You know your body  better  than  I  do,  and  I  should  have  listened.  I’ve  sworn  to  protect  you  and instead I caused you severe injury and pain.”

I  lifted  my  head  to  look  at  him  and  saw  that  his  remorse  was  genuine.  The furrows between his brow and the sorrowful look upon his face made my anger with him dissipate immediately.

How does anyone stay angry in the face of such humble repentance?

“It’s fine,” I said, giving him a reassuring smile. “Now you know how my skin behaves in the extreme when it comes to certain levels of exposure to the sun. The only thing we need to clear up is what happened to all of the blisters? It usually takes me much longer to heal when I get burned.”

“I healed you, and then I wrapped a protective charm around your person. You won’t have any more problems with the sun while you remain in the human realm.”

“Wait? You healed me? Permanently?” The rest of his sentence caught up with me. “What other realm would I possibly travel to?”

He chuckled and tucked my head back under his chin. “Yes, I healed you. Yes, the charm is permanent, and as far as other realms go, I don’t think you’re ready for that. You seem intent to deny what is so painfully obvious.”

“What are you talking about?”

“There are many faeries in my kingdom who are sensitive to the sun like you are, but because they do not possess as strong of a connection to the seasonal element of winter,  they  are  mostly  unharmed.  Their  skin  becomes  irritated,  but  nothing  like what happened to you generally occurs unless…”

“Unless what?” I was seriously intrigued by the notion that there were faeries out there who reacted to the sun the way I did.

“Unless their affinity to the seasonal elements—more specifically, winter—is so deeply  rooted  within  them  that  the  magic  reacts  catastrophically  to  its  seasonal counterpart.”

“I didn’t comprehend any of that.”

He  gave  me  a  pensive  look.  It  was  obvious  he  wanted  to  say  more,  share something  more  with  me  that  might  shed  some  light  on  the  subject,  but  he  was hesitant to do so.

“The  Fae  monarchy  considers  you  a  threat  to  their  realm,  but  I  grow exponentially concerned with each passing minute as to why. The more I understand your nature, the more I understand their motivation. Based on what I’ve learned thus far, I’m afraid this may not be the misunderstanding I had previously assumed it to be. You’re still in very real danger, Crysta.”

“And  you’re  still  not  making  any  sense.  You  really  think  your  king  has  a legitimate reason to fear someone like me? How threatening do I look to you?”

He studied me with a smile.

“At the moment, you look docile and sweet, but that sharp tongue of yours could flay the thickest of hides. One should be wary.”

“Right. When you return to your realm and discuss my demise with your king, be sure to put that on your report. The docile and sweet part, I mean.”

He  frowned.  “I  don’t  wish  to  return  to  my  own  realm…at  least…not  without you.”

“Not exactly safe for me there. What with your king wanting me dead and all.”

“I  don’t  believe  the  order  for  your  death  came  from  him.  He  has  many  other things to oversee, and the Assassin’s Order isn’t one of them. His chancellor is head of that department.”

“Well,  it  would  seem  his  chancellor  is  missing  a  few  key  facts  concerning  my case. Like the fact that I’m a harmless teen who just wants to be left alone.”

“I’ll never let anyone hurt you. You have my solemn promise. Which leads me to our next order of business.”

“And that is?”

“Self-defense. If you had more control over your powers, you might have fought me off a little better than you did on the beach. You lost focus and allowed panic and fear to overtake you.”

I gave him a frosty glare, wishing it had the power to ice his attractive backside to the couch.

“Even if I  had managed to access my…power…all I know how to do is freeze on contact, and you’ve already demonstrated how useless that tactic is.”

He gently set me on the couch and then stood up, turning to face me.

“I want you to practice freezing me without contact.”

Seriously, where did I even start?

He waited for a moment, but all I had to offer was a vacant stare. He shook his head impatiently and then bent down to eye-level, placing one hand just below my clavicle and above my heart. The heat from his hand spread a disconcerting warmth throughout my chest.

“Access your core as you usually do, but instead of keeping the power internal, you project it outward with your thoughts.”

“How?”

“Your thoughts are essentially the steering wheel behind your power. You limit your  range  when  you  limit  your  thoughts,  but  if  you  visualize  your  power  as  an extension  of  yourself,  you  can  build  up  enough  pressure  and  intensity  for  your element to become an external force you can control.”

“So, you want me to visualize frost shooting from my hands?”

His eyes lightened in approval.

“Precisely.” He stood, stepped around the coffee table and turned again to face me. “Now, access your power, steer with your thoughts, and freeze me in place.”

“What if I hurt you?”

He let out a comical snort and shook his head which totally pissed me off.

Fine. If he thought this first attempt was going to be that pitiful, he was seriously mistaken. I was going to ice the smirk right off his handsome face. I closed my eyes, reached  for  that  frozen  core—easy  to  do  considering  how  irritated  I  felt—and visualized a frosty blast of air hitting him right in the face. I felt the power chill my insides as I brought it forth, and then ice shot from my hands in staccatoed bursts. I opened my eyes in disbelief, noticing the tips of my fingers tinged in blue, almost as if I had frostbite.

“That was amazing,” I said. I finally looked at my handiwork when I heard Jareth let out a pitiful moan.

His eyes teared up and a faint redness crawled up his neck as he used both hands to cover his groin…which, incidentally, was also covered in ice.

“Was it your intent to deny me the privilege of siring children?” he asked through clenched teeth.

My eyes widened in surprise and then a burst of laughter escaped my lips.

“I  wasn’t  aiming  at  your…at  that  particular…I  was  picturing  your  face.”  I  fell back on the couch and let the giggles overtake me while Jareth glared at me. I wiped the mirth from my eyes, and tried to defend my actions. “I happen to be sitting down,

Jareth,  and  that’s  where…maybe  I  should  have  stood  up  to  do  this.  Then  I  would have  shot  you  in  the  chest  instead?”  I  howled  with  laughter  as  Jareth’s  glower became more pronounced.

“Indeed,” he said with a grimace. He closed his eyes, whispered under his breath, and  soon  heat  blossomed  from  his  hands,  melting  away  the  residue  of  my  frosty attack.

“Better?” I asked as he shook his legs out and walked the length of the room a few times.

“I suppose we can consider that first attempt a success despite your unfortunate lack of aim.”

“I thought my aim was perfect.”

“You would.”

He gave me a smile that caused my heart to jolt within my chest. I ducked my head to avoid his clear gaze and saw that my fingers were back to their normal color.

“You were right, Chuck,” I snickered to myself. “That particular maneuver would have come in handy at the beach.”

“Did you just call me Chuck?”

I realized my mistake just as Jareth pulled me from the couch and into his arms.

“I believe I was very clear concerning the consequences of such an offense.”

He inched his face closer to mine, his eyes flickering to my lips.

“I forgot,” I said in a panic. I pushed against his chest, but it was like attempting to displace a concrete building. “I swear to you, I will never call you Chuck again.”

“To be completely honest with you,” he lifted my chin and placed a soft kiss just above the corner of my top lip. The resulting tingle made my knees shake. “I’m more than delighted that you did.”

This couldn’t happen. I had enough sense to realize that kissing Jareth was the first step toward becoming irrevocably attached to him in a way that would destroy me  once  he  eventually  left.  That  didn’t  mean  I  had  the  will  power  or  even  the strength to pull away from him. His lips hovered over mine and his light blue eyes took  on  that  otherworldly  glow  again.  Just  as  I  was  about  to  succumb  to  the inevitability of our lips melding into the kind of kiss that curls your toes and leaves you breathless, a loud knocking rapped against the door.

I jumped out of his arms as if he’d scalded me with his powers. The impassioned look  he  gave  me  certainly  made  me  think  he  intended  to.  Feeling  grateful  for  the reprieve, I hurried to the door and opened it.

“Hi  there,  Crysta,  do  you  think  I  could  trouble  you  for  some  cat  food?”  Mrs.

Armijo asked.

I smiled at my neighbor from across the hall, a tiny woman who owned more cats than was legal.

“Sure. I actually bought an extra bag for you.”

Her watery blue eyes twinkled merrily. The skin around them wrinkled like thin tissue paper as she gave me a grateful smile.

“You know me so well. I always run out of cat food about this time of the month, don’t I?”

I nodded and invited her in. The moment she caught a glimpse of Jareth, her eyes narrowed. That old lady drank him in from head to toe.

“I didn’t know you had a boyfriend, Crysta.”

“Well, I don’t have…”

“Does he always dress like that?” she said in a loud whisper.

I awkwardly cleared my throat and walked into the kitchen. Within seconds I had the bag of cat food in hand. I almost didn’t want to return to the living room. Once my neighbor left, I was afraid Jareth would want to pick up right where we left off.

Facing  the  inevitable,  I  walked  back  in,  gave  her  the  bag,  and  ushered  her  to  the door, but she wasn’t quite ready to take her leave. Just as she reached the threshold she turned around and gave him a serious look.

“Crysta, is a darling little creature. I assume you plan on taking care of her?”

“It was really nice to see you again,” I told her as I tried to push her out the door.

She outmaneuvered me and soon I was the one standing on the threshold.

Jareth’s amusement was palpable as he took in Mrs. Armijo

“I do intend to provide for her every want and need,” he assured her.

She nodded her approval then turned to me and said, “I’d marry that hunka hunka burnin’  love  immediately  if  I  were  you.  You  can  always  buy  him  a  pair  of  jeans later.” She gave me a sweet smile as she walked out the door. “See you next week.”

I closed the door behind her and cursed my flushed cheeks.

“You were going to tell her I wasn’t your boyfriend?” he said. It almost sounded like an accusation.

My eyes flew to him in confusion.

“That’s right.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s the truth.”

“Is it?”

His  eyes  held  mine  for  a  few  intense  moments.  It  was  far  longer  and  more emotionally  charged  than  I  was  comfortable  with.  I  lowered  my  gaze  and  skirted around him, hoping to make it past the kitchen entrance before he tried to inflict any more consequences upon my person.

“Where  are  you  going?”  he  asked.  “We  still  have  plenty  of  practicing  to  do…

among other things.” The sultry tone of his voice hinted at all of those other things he wanted to practice. I needed a cold shower and possibly a bottle of sleeping pills.

“I’m going to the bathroom. I require a brief lady’s moment.”

“What’s a lady’s moment?”

“I gotta pee.”

His bark of laughter followed me down the hallway.

“A female faerie would never announce her intent to relieve herself,” he shouted.

My shoulders relaxed a little as the tension between us dispersed.

“I guess it’s a good thing I’m not a faerie then, isn’t it?”

He didn’t answer, but I got the feeling my response had displeased him in some way. It was obvious he cared for me, at least enough to stick around and make sure I wasn’t wrongfully assassinated. How thoughtful, really, but no amount of caring was

going to change the fact that I was human, a member of a species for which he held little regard.

I was human, and he was a faerie. Kissing him was a very stupid thing to do.

Yep. Absolutely crazy.

After using the restroom and seeing my reflection in the mirror, I was even more determined  to  get  to  the  store  and  grab  that  hair-dye.  I  stuck  my  head  out  of  the bathroom and yelled down the hall.

“Hey,  Jareth,  where  did  my  purse  end  up?  And  please  don’t  tell  me  it  got  left behind in Santo…wherever we traveled to.”

“Your hand bag with its various compartments is safe and sound on your coffee table,” he said. “A curious thing to be carrying around. You know you could simply store  your  monetary  devices  in  a  different  dimension  and  call  upon  them  when needed, don’t you?”

“Seriously? Why would I know something like that?” I said as I began to walk down the hall. “And furthermore,” I muttered to myself, “how in the world would I accomplish something like that?”

A  soft  padded  sound  alerted  my  sensitive  ears  to  the  possibility  of  someone standing behind me. Did Jareth transport himself down the hall?

I swiftly turned around, ready to smack him for sneaking up on me again.

“Jareth, you really need to stop—”

A  sharp  jab  to  my  stomach  knocked  the  wind  out  of  me  and  sent  me  flying against the wall. I glanced up in shock only to discover a man who looked a lot like Jareth grab a knife from his belt and take a step forward.

I  wanted  to  scream  for  help,  but  I  was  still  fighting  for  some  air.  I  sank  to  the floor as oxygen finally flooded my lungs.

“For Jareth,” he stated in a soft whisper, raising the dagger high.

I dug deep within my frozen core, lifted my hand, and shot a frosty blast of air at the intruder’s face, hoping to disorient him for a moment. Just as I called the frozen shards forward and threw them from my hand, a blast of air shot the man back down the hallway.

“Nuallan,”  Jareth  yelled.  “Stand  down.”  He  stood  over  me  with  his  hands clenched at his sides, anger burning his features. Bending low, he grabbed me by the arm  and  gently  lifted  me  to  my  feet.  He  pressed  me  behind  him  in  a  protective gesture, but I peeked my head around his broad frame anyway and stared at the man who was now getting to his feet, an expression of shock enshrouding his features.

“Jareth.” He went to one knee and lowered his head in a gesture of submission or possibly respect.

I seriously had no idea what to think at this point.

“Why  have  you  come  here,  Nuallan,  and  why  did  you  take  it  upon  yourself  to fulfill my assignment?”

“Assignment?” I said in outrage. “Are you referring to the assignment you were given to kill me? Just how many people is your chancellor planning on sending to my apartment?”

“Crysta. Please. Allow me to handle this.”

“You  are  protecting  the  mark?”  Nuallan  asked.  His  incredulity  was  nearly comical. “Jareth, when you failed to return and report your findings we all feared the worst. We thought for certain the target you were sent to assassinate had managed to kill you instead.”

“Do you truly believe me to be so weak?” Jareth bellowed in outrage.

“Hey,” I shouted. “This is the second time in two days I’ve had an assassin show up uninvited in my apartment and try to kill me.”

“I merely threatened to kill you,” Jareth corrected.

“Semantics,”  I  muttered  as  I  came  around  him  and  planted  myself  in  front  of Jareth. He let out a dissatisfied grunt. I pointed a finger at his colleague. “I happen to be a very nice person who tends to avoid random acts of murder and mayhem. You have two seconds to apologize for punching me in the stomach with intent to stab me to death.”

“You punched her in the stomach?” Jareth yelled.

“I thought she killed you. I was merely avenging your death and fulfilling your assignment.”

“Oh for heaven’s sake, both of you just shut up.” Their surprised faces took me in. “Are you hungry?” I asked pointing to Nuallan.

He looked more than a little discombobulated with the question. “Well…I…”

“Fabulous. I’m starving to death, and I need to go grab some more hair-dye at the store. How about we all walk to the local Wal-Mart and get some lunch?”

I turned without waiting for a response, headed for the living room, and picked up my purse from the coffee table. I turned around once I reached the door only to discover that they were still standing in the hallway.

“Are you two faeries coming or not? Because I plan on leaving with or without you.”

Jareth  finally  cracked  a  smile  and  turned  to  his  Fae  friend.  “Come,  Nuallan.  I promise you, the young lady will make good on her threat.”

“I’ll come, but I am most confused at this turn of events, Your Majesty.”

“Your Majesty? Geez. You weren’t kidding when you asked me to use that title,”

I said.

“A simple human would be so favored as to be given the honor of addressing our prince as Your Majesty,” Nuallan said in a hostile tone.

I quirked an eyebrow at Jareth. “First you’re an assassin, then you’re a member of the Fae, and now you’re royalty. Curiouser and curiouser,” I said.

And with that I opened the door and walked through it, positive that my two Fae companions would be quick to follow.



 

Our dining area resembled that of a McDonald’s restaurant. Okay, so it basically was a McDonald’s restaurant tightly ensconced within a Super Wal-Mart.

Super glamorous.

I’d gone straight for the fruit bowl and a container of nuts in the produce section, while my two companions did the same. Nuallan had refused to say anything to me during our four block sojourn to the store. Instead, he’d repeatedly said things  about me as if I wasn’t walking a few feet ahead of them. After he’d accused me of being a witch and the worst kind of threat to their harmonious empire, Jareth threatened to cut his tongue out if he didn’t shut up.

A little harsh in my opinion, but the silence was most welcome.

Now that we were sitting at a tiny table in McDonald’s, stuffing our faces with fruits, nuts and tofu—the direct antithesis of all that McDonald’s stood for—Jareth seemed ready to discuss the elephant in the room.

“You were sent to kill Crysta even though I had not reported on my progress,” he said.

Nuallan chewed his food for a moment and then swallowed. I studied the tense lines  around  his  mouth  and  jaw.  He  was  just  as  well-muscled  and  intimidating  as Jareth. His long, white hair and strange green tunic looked completely foreign in my world.

They both did.

“With  all  due  respect,  Your  Majesty,  you  failed  to  report  your  progress  in  the time allotted, and the chancellor feared the worst.”

Jareth  barked  a  scoffing  laugh.  “You  all  surmised  that  a  simple  human  had  the power to overcome me? Kill me?”

“Hey, this simple human knows some sweet karate moves from several months of self-defense classes,” I said. “I’m like a ninja when I want to be.”

Jareth  turned  to  me  and  laid  a  warm  hand  over  mine.  “Yes,  you’re  quite intimidating,  Crysta.  The  most  challenging  assignment  I’ve  ever  been  given.”  He winked at me and I shook my head, fighting the smile that teased the corners of my mouth.

“You’ve been a real pain in the arse ever since you showed up in my apartment yesterday. You know that?”

He laughed. “I’m assuming that’s another of your lovely human expressions?”

“I can think of an even lovelier one if you’d like to hear it.”

Nuallan dropped his food and stared at us in amazement. “You’ve befriended the mark. You…you actually like her. The threat to our monarchy…to the king himself,

is seated before us and you have become besotted with her rather than do your duty and protect your king. My Lord, I fail to understand the reasoning behind this.”

Jareth cast an annoyed glance at his assassin friend. “She may be a threat to the monarchy, but not in the way you might think.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but since we were all crazy freaks in our own unique way, I waited to see what his explanation might be. I also took careful note  of  the  fact  that  he  hadn’t  bothered  to  deny  that  he  was  besotted  with  me.  I couldn’t help but hope that might be the case.

“Pay attention to what happens when I take down her glamour,” Jareth said.

“Glamour? You’ve been masking my presence?”

“Just  toning  it  down  a  bit.  There  haven’t  been  any  men  following  you  around over the last hour or so, right?”

“Well, I haven’t made eye-contact with any of them.”

“Do so with the young man at the register.” He pointed to a red-headed kid about my age, scrubbing down the counter before him.

I narrowed my brows, my mouth drawing into a thin line. “I don’t need another stalker, Jareth. You and this idiot you have here is all I can handle at the moment.”

Nuallan  stiffened  his  posture,  but  Jareth  laid  a  hand  on  his  shoulder,  barely stifling the laughter at my comment.

“Just make eye-contact with him, Crysta.”

I shook my head, knowing this was a bad idea, but did what he asked anyway. I stood up and walked over to the register, flashing what I hoped was a killer smile, something that felt completely foreign to me considering the situation.

“Hey, there. Do you think I could get some ketchup packets, please?” The young man  looked  up  and  immediately  froze.  The  moment  his  eyes  met  mine,  his  pupils dilated and the color in his face heightened.

Here we go. 

“Oh…y-y-yes.  Of  course  you  can.”  He  rushed  to  the  side  and  ducked  under, grabbing  several  ketchup  packets  and  reaching  across  the  counter  to  hand  them  to me.  I  allowed  his  fingertips  to  gently  make  contact  with  my  hand,  and  his  color heightened even further.

Thanking him, I accepted the packets and turned around, taking note of Nuallan’s amazed expression and Jareth’s self-satisfied grin. They didn’t understand what I’d just done. What events I had just put in motion. It wouldn’t be long before the young man did something absolutely…

A soft tug on my arm alerted me to the worker’s presence. I turned to face him, recognizing the strange, obsessive glint in his eye.

“If  you’re  not  doing  anything  after  I  get  off  work,  I’d  like  to  take  you  out  to dinner.”

I swallowed hard, feeling sick to my stomach. “I’m sorry, but I have other plans for the evening. Thank you anyway.”

My  attempt  to  move  around  him  was  thwarted.  He  blocked  my  way,  placing  a possessive hand at my waist. “I’ll take you out to eat now, then. I can leave whenever I want.”

Just as I was about to use those mad ninja skills I’d only recently bragged about, Jareth stepped forward and gently pulled me out of the guy’s arms.

“She’s taken, friend.” He then said a few words that sounded more like gibberish, and  the  most  amazing  thing  happened.  The  young  man’s  fevered  look  became normal again and he took a step back. He looked a little confused for a moment, but then shook his head and walked back to his station behind the counter.

I looked at Jareth in stunned surprise.

“How in the world did you do that?”

“I put your glamour back on.”

“What exactly does this glamour do, and why would I need it?”

“By King Moridan’s golden crown, she’s Fae,” Nuallan whispered.

My eyes widened in shock, but I immediately disregarded that ridiculous notion.

“Nope. I’m definitely not Fae. I was born human to two very human parents who died in a very stupid car crash, and then I spent the next fifteen years in and out of very human foster homes. So, nope. Not Fae,” I said.

“Of course you are!” Nuallan stated, still sounding shocked at what I considered to  be  a  flawed  assumption.  “Only  our  female  faeries  have  that  kind  of  effect  on human men.”

“Not Fae,” I repeated stubbornly. There were about a half dozen explanations as to why I had the effect I did on the human male species—like pheromones, or a very unfortunate case of bad luck—but being a faerie wasn’t a possibility I was willing to entertain. Totally ludicrous.

I walked over to our table, sat down, and threw some nuts into my mouth.

“And  her  name  is  Crysta,”  Jareth  continued,  seating  himself  again.  He  and Nuallan shared an annoyingly significant look. I didn’t like it one bit.

“That’s very interesting,” Nuallan said.

I slapped my hand on the table. “I keep hearing that. Why is everything about me so interesting?”

“Crysta, don’t you see the similarities between us?”

I  gave  him  a  blank  look.  I  didn’t  want  to  accept  what  he  and  his  friend  were getting at. I didn’t want to believe that my parents weren’t really my parents or that I was quite possibly more of a freak than I’d ever before considered.

“If your suspicions are correct, Jareth, then there are dark forces at work among the ruling classes, and Crysta won’t be safe until we discover who ordered her death both now and seventeen years ago.”

“You  guys  put  a  hit  out  on  me  when  I  was  a  baby?”  I  looked  at  them  both  in disgust. “You people are sick.”

“No, Crysta. This is more complicated than you can imagine. This is a mystery that has plagued the Fae realm for many years,” Nuallan explained.

“What mystery?”

Jareth placed a calming hand on mine, but kept his focus on Nuallan.

“I  need  you  to  return  and  report  that  you  accomplished  your  mission  and murdered the mark. You mustn’t tell anyone, not even my father, what is truly going

on.  I’m  not  sure  how  far  this  treachery  reaches,  but  I  don’t  want  my  father’s  life endangered by revealing to him what could be explosive information.”

“Explosive  indeed,”  Nuallan  said,  staring  at  the  hand  Jareth  left  resting  upon mine. I looked down and noticed the effervescent light created with our skin-to-skin contact.

“Do you have any idea what that light means?” Nuallan asked.

“It’s a curiosity I’ve started looking into.”

“Allow me to save you the trouble. I have two words for you. Fated mates. And a possible winter faerie if our suspicions are correct. Has it occurred to you that this may be why the family was murdered?”

Jareth’s  jaw  clenched  in  anger  while  I  sat  there  like  an  ignoramus  waiting  for someone to shed some light on whatever the hell it was they were getting at.

“If  it  is,  there  will  be  serious  repercussions  for  those  who  were  and  apparently still are involved,” Jareth said. The steely flint of his voice gave me the shivers. It was one of the few times I saw the cold, calculating warrior lurking beneath.

“Okay, since neither one of you intends to fill me in on what’s happening, I’m going to go grab some hair-dye and then we can get going.”

“Hair-dye?  Is  that  what  you’ve  been  using  to  cover  your  hair?”  Jareth  asked, refusing to release my hand. He had a bad habit of doing that.

“Oh, you noticed my roots, huh?” I hated how self-conscious I sounded.

“Of course, I did. They’re white, like mine. Why have you been covering your hair  up  with  this  strange  honey  color?”  Surprisingly,  he  released  my  hand  and reached toward the back of my head, pulling out the scrunchie binding my hair.

“Hey. Could you please get on board with the concept of personal space?”

“She may be Fae, but she talks in riddles,” Nuallan muttered, eying my hair as Jareth ran his soft fingers through it.

“Once again, I am not Fae. I’m human. And the color of my hair is a freaky birth defect I have gone to great lengths to cover up.”

“It’s definitely something you were born with, but I’d hardly call it a defect. It’s exactly the same color as mine and Nuallan’s.”

I  don’t  know  why  his  statement  was  such  a  shocking  revelation.  I  had  already taken note of their unnatural hair color, but I hadn’t considered our hair being alike for several reasons.

One, it had been some time since I’d actually taken a look at my real hair color.

The minute the dye washed out, I hurried to apply more color.

Two,  no  one  on  this  planet  looked  like  me,  and  believe  me,  I’d  searched  for distinctive  features  and  similarities—anything  that  might  explain  my  own  origins and strange birth defects, i.e., albino skin, overly large, slanted blue eyes, ears that came to a soft point. I felt ugly, to say the least.

Three, no matter how delusional Jareth was, he was also beautifully built. Every line  and  angle  of  his  face,  all  the  curves  and  edges  of  his  body  must  have  been constructed  for  the  pure  enjoyment  of  the  female  species.  I  would  never  have considered any feature of mine to be comparable to his.

“It’s  not  the  same,”  I  said,  swallowing  hard  and  folding  my  arms  against  my chest.

“It is.” He placed his hands upon mine again. My eyes locked with his, but in my peripheral vision, I could see white light rising just beneath the contact of our skin.

“Your  hair  is  like  mine,  your  eyes  are  like  mine,  you  smell  of  pine  and wintergreen.”

I shook my head in stubborn denial, angry to have him point out all the reasons I’d been a less-than-desirable addition to any and all families everywhere.

“Fascinating, Jareth.” I gave those two words as much sarcasm as I could muster.

“Now if you two will excuse me, I’ve got a date with a bottle of dye.”

For once, Jareth released me. No doubt the panicked look on my face led him to realize that I was starting to lose it.

“How do you understand the creature?” Nuallan asked as I turned to leave.

I quickly put distance between us and hurried toward the cosmetics area of the store, finding the right box in a matter of seconds—I’d been at it for several years now—and paying for it as quickly as possible. I didn’t want to return to Jareth and his opinionated comrade. I didn’t want to analyze what all of these experiments and revelations might mean for my own future or my own identity.

I was human. I was just like everyone else. I belonged here and I’d fought hard to carve out a place in this world for myself. No freaky hallucination or opinionated, self-important  faerie  prince  was  going  to  ruin  my  peace  of  mind.  Not  if  I  had anything to say about it.

After  hovering  near  the  checkout  line,  I  decided  I  was  going  to  assert  my independence right then and there. I wasn’t Jareth’s lackey, servant, or subject, and I certainly  wasn’t  his  prisoner.  I  was  an  independent  woman  who  had  the  right  to return home on her own if she wanted to. And that is exactly what I determined to do. I turned toward the opposite exit, walked through the doors, and headed out into the light afternoon sunshine, grateful for the charm Jareth had placed upon me since I hadn’t had the chance to put sunscreen on before we left.

I then made the short trek home, completely unconcerned with what Jareth might think once I failed to return.



 

I’d barely walked through the door before an infuriated Jareth materialized right inside my living room.

“Seriously? I totally forgot you could do that. I thought I’d have at least a few minutes of peace before you came to find me.”

Jareth  strode  across  the  room  and  grabbed  my  shoulders.  I  nearly  dropped  my bag of precious hair-dye.

“Do you have any idea how dangerous and reckless it was for you to wander off like that?”

My mouth dropped open in surprise.

“Wander off? Are you really going to stand there and talk to me like I’m three years  old?  According  to  the  state  of  California,  I’m  considered  an  adult,  and  I’ve been  coming  and  going  without  having  to  report  to  anyone  for  a  really  long  time now.”

He bit the bottom of his lip, quite possibly to stave off some angry words, but it was super distracting.

“It’s dangerous for you to be alone right now.”

“I don’t see why. You put a glamour on me. I haven’t picked up any new stalker friends,  and  Nuallan  is  off  to  report  my  death  to  your  Fae  monarch,  whom  I’m assuming is your father. How about that family dynamic? Right?”

Jareth wasn’t even remotely amused.

“There’s  a  contract  out  on  your  life.  We  can’t  know  for  certain  how  long Nuallan’s story will hold up. We also have no idea if Nuallan was the only assassin the monarchy sent. You could have been killed walking home on your own.”

“Once  again  you  doubt  my  mad  ninja  skills  and  it’s  really  starting  to  hurt  my feelings.”

“Crysta,” Jareth warned.

I pushed away from him. I needed space and clarity and less disapproval from a guy who I no longer believed to be a hallucination. Which meant all of this was real.

I didn’t feel equipped to embrace this new reality.

“Anything  could  happen  to  me  any  day  of  the  week,  Jareth.  My  life  hasn’t exactly  been  all  honey  and  roses.  I  understand  danger,  and  I’m  fairly  good  at avoiding it.”

“But you weren’t prepared for me or Nuallan, and you won’t be prepared for the next  assassin  they  send.”  He  came  up  behind  me  and  placed  his  hands  upon  my shoulders with a little more gentleness this time. He eased me back to lean against his chest where I easily succumbed to the security his embrace offered me.

Dang it.

“Please,  Crysta,  I  don’t  mean  to  treat  you  as  if  you  are  incompetent,  but  when you didn’t return it frightened me. An awful foreboding took root deep within me. I don’t normally fear anything, but I’m terrified of losing you.”

My breath hitched in my throat. I had  not expected that kind of admission from the prince of the Fae. Granted, I’d never seen him in his element, but I could only imagine  how  many  faerie  women  were  vying  for  his  attentions.  The  thought  quite literally sickened me.

That was a bad sign.

Then  I  considered  how  ludicrous  it  was  to  take  his  meaning  as  anything  other than  concern  for  a  friend  and  someone  he  had  sworn  to  protect.  I’d  never  been anything special to anyone, and there was no need to assume that my status would change anytime soon. Especially with a prince.

Geez, he really was a prince. No wonder the dude was so bossy.

“It’s fine.” I took in a deep breath and forced myself to step out of his embrace.

No sense in getting used to something that couldn’t last for long. As soon as Jareth believed  the  threat  to  my  safety  had  been  dealt  with,  he’d  probably  take  off  to destinations foreign and unimaginable. A world I’d only ever heard of in fairy tales.

He was a fairy tale, and I needed someone in my life who didn’t have the power to disapparate whenever he felt like it.

“Look,  I  really  need  to  go  cover  up  my  hair  and  start  filling  out  more  job applications.”

“No.”

I turned around to face him, wondering which part of that sentence he had just vetoed.  He  had  his  arms  folded  across  his  chest  and  his  lips  had  thinned  into  a displeased grimace.

“What’s the problem now?”

“You can’t color your hair. It isn’t right. Changing the natural color of your hair is like dismissing who you are and where you come from.”

I was too emotionally drained to have this conversation.

“I know who I am. My name is Crysta Jensen. I was born June 7, 1999 to Leslie and Carter Jensen. When I was six months old they died in a car accident and thus began  my  illustrious  career  in  foster  care.  Several  months  ago,  by  some  crazy miracle, I became emancipated and moved into a shelter until I found a roommate

—”

“You moved into a shelter?” His eyebrows drew together in puzzlement.

“Yeees. Is that a problem for you? You were expecting me to have gone straight to a palace as majestic and lovely as yours most likely is?”

“I’ve  studied  your  court  system  extensively  over  the  years,  and  there  is absolutely no way a judge would have ruled emancipation in your favor unless you had  an  actual  home  and  some  proof  of  income  that  demonstrated  your  ability  to provide for yourself. From what I’ve seen over the last two days, you are woefully incapable of even paying for your rent, let alone your food. And a shelter? That’s the only home you had to offer the court as proof of your stability?”

“I’m getting super tired of being treated like an incapable ignoramus—”

“Crysta,  you’re  missing  my  point.  A  normal  judge  who  intended  to  abide  by these strict laws would never have allowed you to take care of yourself.”

“Why not?” I cried out. “I’ve been taking care of myself all these years anyway.

My foster families didn’t love me, they didn’t provide for me, and in some situations they didn’t even provide a room or a bed for me. Sleeping in the cellar was a real treat, Jareth.”

He held up his hands in a placating gesture as I took in deep breaths to try and calm the angry storm that threatened to erupt from within me.

“What I am trying to impress upon you is this, the judge who ruled in your favor did so to make you more vulnerable. It’s much easier to assassinate your mark when they are on their own rather than surrounded by family. Who would take notice if a recently emancipated orphan suddenly disappeared?”

My eyes widened at the implications of this revelation.

“You’ve been marked for death for quite some time, Crysta. It makes me wonder how long these people have been planning this.”

“Well, according to you and Nuallan, seventeen years.”

“Yes, but seventeen years ago someone actually succeeded in killing you.”

“That makes absolutely no sense.”

He ran a frustrated hand through his long, white hair.

“They killed someone they thought was you. All this time you’ve been alive and somehow  they  recently  discovered  their  mistake  and  wished  to  correct  it.  And  the disturbing  part  of  this  entire  debacle  is  that  it  came  from  the  highest  levels  of  our kingdom.”

“Why am I such a threat, Jareth? Why? I am nobody. I’m nothing special.”

Jareth’s  eyes  zeroed  in  on  me  and  then  softened  as  he  took  in  my  anguished expression. He reached forward and brushed some hair away from my face.

“If only you realized just how special you are. Even if you were only human you would be extraordinary, but being what you are—and who I suspect you really are—

makes you that much more unique and precious, especially to me.”

“So  we’re  back  to  who  I  am,  huh?”  My  half-hearted  attempt  at  easing  the seriousness  of  the  moment  failed  miserably.  He  didn’t  even  crack  a  smile.  He  just inched his way closer and took my free hand in his.

His  dark  blue  eyes  drew  me  in  and  promised  me  all  sorts  of  things  I’d  always desired and knew could never be mine. A girl could easily lose herself in promises like that, but my experiences had proved to me that promises were easily made and even more easily broken. I stepped away and took in a deep breath. A clear head was the only thing preventing me from begging Jareth to care for me as more than just his self-appointed charge.

“There’s a few DVDs and basic cable you can watch while I’m in the bathroom.”

“While you’re in the bathroom covering your hair?”

I  swallowed  hard.  Why  did  this  bother  him  so  badly?  Why  did  I  actually  care whether he disapproved or not?

For heaven’s sake, it was my hair, my life, and my choice. I wanted to fit in, not stand out. I wanted to blend into the crowd and just be normal. I jutted out my chin and squared my shoulders.

“Yes.”

He gave me a resigned smile and nodded. Then he stepped forward and bent low to give me a gentle kiss on my forehead.

“Either  way,  you’ll  still  look  beautiful,”  he  whispered.  His  warm  breath  and calming scent nearly wrecked my resolve.

Then he turned around and walked over to the coffee table. I watched in wonder as the faerie prince sat himself down on my grungy sofa and picked up the remote control.

He studied it for a few moments and pushed the red button at the top. The TV

came on and his eyes widened in surprise as a football game unfolded on the screen.

“Humans may be primitive barbarians, but I do enjoy many of their technological discoveries.  I  read  about  this  sport  during  my  studies.  What  is  this  violent  activity called again?”

“Football.”

“Why?  They  rarely  touch  the  ball  with  their  feet.  The  more  appropriate  term would be handball.”

“You, Europe, and South America share that same grievance.”

I let out a chuckle as I headed down the hallway. I tried not to think about the sad look in Jareth’s eyes as I entered the bathroom.



 

Once  my  hair  had  been  dyed  and  dried  to  perfection,  I  walked  back  into  the living room and stood in shock at the sight of Jareth sitting on the floor in front of the TV watching the New York ballet’s production of  Swan Lake on PBS.

“You like ballet too?”

Jareth  jumped  at  the  sound  of  my  voice  and  swiveled  around.  He  took  in  my newly dyed roots for a moment, but refrained from saying anything for which I was grateful.

Instead he said, “I have found many human forms of dance truly magnificent, but your ballets remind me very much of the way our Fae women dance in our realm.

Our people have even gone so far as to incorporate ballet choreography in our dance festivals.”

I sat down next to him and we watched the graceful leaps and lifts of the corps de ballet. A flood of recognition hit me when the principal dancer came leaping onto the stage with her partner.

“Oh, look. It’s Monique,” I squealed.

Jareth turned to me in surprise.

“You know this particular dancer?”

I nodded, never taking my eyes off her perfect lines and flawless technique.

“Well, we’re more acquaintances than anything else. I met her at a dance festival here in San Diego. All of the ballet companies in the USA came together and took turns performing. I’ve been taking ballet for years and know about all of the different principal dancers in many different companies. Monique has been my favorite for a while.”

“I didn’t know you danced,” Jareth said with interest. “How appropriate that you chose  ballet  when  you  could  have  chosen  any  other  form  of  dance,  wouldn’t  you say?”

His not so subtle hint irritated me.

“So when I heard about the festival,” I continued, “I saved my money for tickets and went to every show I could.”

“And that’s how you met this Monique?”

I finally peeled my eyes from the TV and looked at his amused expression.

“What?”

“Nothing. It’s just that this person has brought more color and excitement to your face than I’ve seen since my arrival.”

“When you broke in, you mean?”

“Technically, I apparated.”

“Without permission, but since you’ve saved my life twice now, I’m going to let it slide.”

“Let what slide? In which direction?”

“It’s slang, Jareth.” I rolled my eyes heavenward. “I really need you to assimilate here.  Anyway,  I  sneaked  backstage  after  the  last  performance.  I  wanted  to  meet Monique  so  badly,  but  I  guess  she  never  went  out  after  the  performances  to  sign autographs or mingle with the guests. Not a fan of the crowds, maybe.” I could so relate. I studied her movements as her partner lifted her into a graceful leap. “I found her dressing room and totally barged in. I think my youth and star-struck expression got me out of trouble because she laughed at the intrusion and gave me a big hug. I remember it so well because her embrace felt like coming home. It wasn’t a feeling I was used to.”

“That’s interesting. So out of all the humans you’ve ever come in contact with, this particular human made you feel as if you belonged?”

I startled at how perfectly Jareth had nailed it.

“Yep. She felt like home. She felt like you.”

I clenched my jaw, furious with myself for having let that little admission slip.

He was gracious enough to not comment on it.

“You had that one meeting with her, and that was the end of your time together?”

“No.  She  invited  me  to  go  eat  lunch  with  her  the  following  day  before  her company left for New York. I couldn’t believe it. We had fruit salads and talked for hours about her career as a dancer and the amazing places she’d traveled to. I was sorry to see her go.”

“Do you keep in touch?”

“We  email  each  other  sometimes,  but  she’s  pretty  busy,  and  I’m  always working.”

Jareth stared at the screen, but his look was more analytical than anything else.

“What?” I asked.

“The more I watch her dance, the more otherworldly she seems to me. Don’t you think it’s possible that she isn’t human?”

“I  know  you  hate  humans,  but  you  need  to  quit  turning  humans  into  faeries, Jareth. She’s perfectly normal.”

“And yet she dances like she’s Fae.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

“You said she felt like home. Like me. There’s a reason for that. You feel a sense of kinship with your own people.”

“Nuallan didn’t make me feel that way.”

Jareth laughed hard at that.

“No.  I  suppose  the  threat  of  your  death  prevented  you  from  relaxing  in  his presence.”

I  quirked  a  smile  and  continued  to  watch  Monique  as  she  glided  and  leaped across the floor, twirling in her partner’s arms one minute and then lightly dancing upon her toes the next. All that movement appeared so easy for her, but I understood

the dedication and hard work it took to achieve something that looked so effortless.

My insides ached for Monday to arrive and my ballet class to begin. I seriously hated the  weekends.  I  took  my  regular  ballet  classes  on  Mondays  and  Wednesdays,  and company classes were Tuesdays and Thursdays. Thoughts of my auditions coming up made my insides quake with anticipation. Thoughts of how I was going to pay for everything if I actually succeeded in joining the San Diego Ballet brought me back to reality.

I sighed and stood, heading for my room to fill out more job applications.

“You don’t have to work, you know.”

Geez. It was like he could read my mind.

I turned to him as he lifted himself from the floor and walked toward me.

“Of course I do. How am I going to pay the rent?”

“I’m paying for it. Remember? I’m your new co-habitor now.”

“Co-habitor?” I smiled. “Yeah. We’ll see what Jami has to say about it.”

“Jamie has already been taken care of.”

He must have noticed my alarmed expression because he was quick to reassure me that he hadn’t killed her—just spelled her to move back in with her mother.

“Haven’t you noticed all her things are gone?”

“First of all, I haven’t even been in her room. So no. I didn’t notice. Plus, this TV

and coffee table are hers. You weren’t planning on returning them?”

“How was I supposed to know they were hers?” he shrugged.

“When did you have time to spell my roommate and move her out?”

“Last night. I left some protective wards around you and took care of business.

Now  we  have  the  apartment  all  to  ourselves.  Just  the  two  of  us.”  He  took  a  step closer and gave me a wide grin. Heaven help me, but it was the sexiest grin a Fae assassin had ever given.

Pretty sure, anyway.

I swallowed hard. “Cozy.”

He closed the distance between us but didn’t immediately reach for my hair like he usually did.

“Very,” he whispered.

Dang it. Did this stupid faerie have to reduce me to an inarticulate puddle of goo with his sophisticated charm and yummy masculinity?

Annoying.

“I need you to put your own glamour back on,” I said in a tight voice.

“Faeries don’t need glamours when they are in each other’s presence. We only have that overpowering effect on humans.”

“I’m human.”

“We won’t argue that point again, but maybe you should begin to entertain the idea  that  the  pull  you  feel  toward  me  is  completely  organic  rather  than  some unnatural compulsion.”

“Why would I want to admit something like that?”

“Because then I would know I’m not the only one feeling like this.”

“Like what?”

“Like holding you in my arms and kissing you is the only thing that makes sense right now.”

I  swear  my  heart  was  beating  right  out  of  my  chest  at  that  moment,  but  any romantic inclinations his words produced were easily squelched when I considered how awful it was going to be to say good-bye to him. Any physical bond we created would only make our good-byes a million times worse.

“I think that’s a very bad idea.”

“Why?”

“Because  I’m  not  really  someone  you  can  have  a  relationship  with.  You  can’t exactly bring me home to dear old dad, especially with this threat hanging over my head.  Plus,  you’re  a  prince.  Isn’t  there  some  type  of  dating  protocol  you  have  to follow or an arranged marriage you’re supposed to willingly jump into?”

He shook his head and folded his arms across his chest in disapproval.

“You are the only person I can have a relationship with. Don’t you see it, Crysta?

Every particle of my being recognizes yours.”

I  panicked  at  the  hope  his  words  produced.  I  did  not  need  this  eventual devastating level of disappointment.

“That’s some line, Jareth. What else did you watch while I was dyeing my hair?”

He grunted and stepped forward, enfolding my hands in his.

“Once  again,  I  have  no  idea  what  you’re  talking  about,  but  from  your  tone  of voice  it  would  seem  you  don’t  believe  me,  or  at  the  very  least  you  completely mistake my meaning.” He held our connected hands up, allowing the glow from our contact to brighten the space between us.

“When we touch, our essence heats and connects, fracturing light from our cells and distributing it on the surface, creating an otherworldly glow.”

“Okay, thanks for that entirely unromantic scientific explanation.”

“Yes,  I  must  admit  that  at  first  this  particular  phenomenon  completely  puzzled me.”

“Just this one, huh? I’ve been beyond puzzled for like, two days now. Why has this issue caught your attention?”

He  slid  his  hands  down  the  length  of  my  arms,  trailing  hot,  white  light  as  he went.  Then  he  placed  them  both  at  the  small  of  my  back,  drawing  me  closer  and forcing me to position my hands against his sturdy chest. So far, denial had been a fairly effective emotional move, but all of this supernatural, otherworldly stuff had worn me down.

“It caught my attention due to its significance. It’s the reason I changed my mind about killing you.”

“For which I’m eternally grateful.”

His yummy lips lifted into an adorable smile.

“I’m not doing this right. I treated you like the enemy, threatened to kill you, and then moved in uninvited. I’m not exactly wooing you successfully, am I?”

“I didn’t know you were trying.”

He  chuckled.  “Then  you’ve  confirmed  my  worst  fears.  The  females  in  my previous relationships weren’t nearly as feisty, outspoken, or as unimpressed with me

as you seem to be.”

“Please  refrain  from  talking  about  other  relationships  in  my  presence.  It’s nauseating.”

“I’m very glad to hear that.”

I glared at him and the self-satisfied smirk that spread across his face.

“How  about  you  explain  to  me  what  this,”  I  grabbed  his  hands  from  my  waist and lifted them in front of his face where the glow illuminated his perfect features,

“means for you and me.”

He nodded, focusing again on our previous conversation.

“Members of the Seelie Court, more specifically, royalty, will have this kind of physical  reaction  to  their  fated  mate  until  the  time  they  are  united  through  an important ceremony, though this doesn’t happen very often. A prince of the Seelie Court  hasn’t  found  a  fated  mate  in  close  to  a  thousand  years,  and  yet,  here  I  am, having this reaction with you.”

“Prince of the Seelie Court, eh? Why are you an assassin if you’re supposed to rule the Fae realm someday?”

“It’s  part  of  my  training.  I  won’t  be  ready  to  lead  my  people  for  another  five hundred years. The current king, my father, still has much to teach me.” He shook his  head,  “My  being  a  prince  isn’t  really  the  issue  at  the  moment.  The  fact  of  the matter  is  this:  from  the  first  moment  we  touched  and  produced  this  physical  and chemical  reaction  with  one  another,  I  knew  you  couldn’t  be  human,  but  I  didn’t know for certain what you were or how we could be reacting to one another in such a magnificent way. It simply isn’t possible since there are no available females within the Seelie Court who also bear the mark of royalty.”

“So what race did you believe me to be?”

“A witch, perhaps, but based on all of my other observations and experiments, it’s clear to me that you have to be a member of the Fae.”

“Oh, yes. Crystal clear.” There was nothing clear about it. All my life, I’d never fit  in  with  my  fellow  man,  but  I’d  always  assumed  I  was  one  of  them.  I  felt  an identity crisis of epic proportions coming on.

“But on that score, there are a few more things that are troubling me. A few more details that don’t add up.”

“I’m all ears.”

He smiled. “That’s it exactly. I’m almost positive you’re Fae, but your ears are blunted  and  round,  not  pointed  like  mine.  You  see?”  He  used  one  hand  to  pull  his hair back. I nearly did a double take when I saw his beautifully pointed ears.

“Mine used to be pointed like that, but I had them filed down,” I stated.

Jareth  looked  at  me  in  horror.  “Filed  down?  You  mean,  you  had  someone surgically round your ears on purpose? By the gods, why would you do something so degrading to yourself?”

I pulled my hand out of his and moved past him toward the center of the room.

His disapproval was hard to handle head on.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but it was another birth defect preventing me from  being  adopted  by  warm,  fuzzy  families  willing  to  love  their  children

unconditionally…so long as their ears looked normal.”

I’d  wanted  plastic  surgery  for  most  of  my  life  and  had  spent  years  saving  up enough  money  to  get  rid  of  the  pointed  tips.  I  thought  that  by  changing  my appearance,  I  would  change  the  way  prospective  parents  viewed  me.  I  thought  it might  make  them  love  me.  It  had  been  two  years  since  I’d  had  the  surgery,  and nothing had changed, not even my poor self-esteem.

“You  removed  your  most  beautiful,  defining  features  so  humans  would  love you?”

The  thunderous  look  in  Jareth’s  eyes  made  me  wonder  why  I’d  bothered  to explain myself. I doubted he’d ever been hard-pressed to find love and acceptance.

“No one wanted me. Don’t you get that? I needed to be just like everyone else.”

He walked over and reached for the tip of my right ear, running his finger along the curved portion of it. It sent a delicious chill down my spine.

“And  conforming  to  other  people’s  definitions  of  what  normal  is…of  what beauty is—essentially deforming yourself—was the only solution you could come up with?”

I sighed and steered the discussion in a different direction.

“You said there were several things puzzling you.”

It  took  a  moment  for  Jareth  to  respond.  He  was  still  rubbing  the  tip  of  my  ear with his thumb and forefinger, no doubt trying to get the point to grow back.

It was nice.

Nice and crazy!

“This  entire  situation  is  one  large  puzzle  due  to  the  type  of  faerie  you  actually are,” he said, finally aborting his attempts to fix my ear. “You’re not a member of the Seelie Court. You’re a winter faerie.”

I  let  out  a  tired  moan.  My  head  was  spinning  with  every  new  delusional revelation.

“You  know,  I  really  should  be  in  my  room  filling  out  job  applications,  but  I’ll stay here and humor you a little while longer. If I’m a winter faerie, what are you exactly?”

“I’m  Jareth,  prince  of  the  Seelie  Court  and  ruler  of  the  summer  faeries.  Take away  the  titles  and  accolades,  and  I’m  merely  a  summer  faerie.  That’s  why  this whole  situation  is  so  perplexing.  Finding  one’s  mate  is  rare  enough,  but  a  mating between  a  summer  and  a  winter  faerie—and  both  of  them  royalty  at  that—is unprecedented.  I’ve  never  read  nor  heard  any  instance  of  this  in  the  centuries  I’ve studied our history.”

“That’s because all of this is absolutely crazy, Jareth! I can barely wrap my head around  the  fact  that  you’re  a  faerie  prince,  and  now  you’re  telling  me  I’m  faerie royalty as well? I’m not a faerie. I’m not a member of the Fae. We’re not fated to be together.  In  fact,  I’d  much  rather  believe  that  you’re  just  a  crazy  person  who managed  to  find  his  way  into  my  apartment,  sucking  me  into  one  insane  delusion after another.” I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly when Jareth gave me an exasperated look.

“Then how do you explain the light we create and the pull we feel toward one another?”

“What pull? I don’t feel a pull!” The lie felt ugly and wrong the minute it left my lips.

Jareth gave me a small smirk. “You’re just as taken with me as I am with you.”

“That’s really why you decided to spare me, isn’t it? You think I’m hot!”

His look was quizzical. “Hot? Of course not. You’re a winter faerie. You’re cold-blooded by nature.”

I wearily rested my head against his chest and felt heat blossom within me from the contact. “There has to be a slang dictionary somewhere on Amazon. Just so you know, I plan on using  your money to purchase it for you.” He placed a hand against the back of my neck and began to massage the millions of stress-induced knots. Neck massages from a gorgeous faerie prince assassin.

Yeah. Just par for the course at this point.

“What makes you think I’m a winter faerie?” I asked in a strained voice.

“Crysta, you blasted me with ice and froze my arms the first night I was here. It is  a  common  defensive  move  that  most  winter  faeries  learn  in  their  infancy.  Then there’s your skin. It’s pure white and it burns and blisters within a few minutes of exposure to intense sunlight. It’s the kind of reaction a faerie with strong ties to the seasonal  elements  of  winter  produces.  And  only  royals  are  so  strongly  tied  to  the elements.”

I  lifted  my  head  quickly  and  stepped  back  a  little,  though  the  movement  did nothing  to  loosen  his  hold  on  me.  “Yes,  but  I  can  handle  the  sun  in  less  intense climates.”

“Most winter faeries can as well. Your body temperature is ice cold. I’m guessing you rarely feel the cold in winter.”

“I  usually  try  not  to  feel  anything,  Jareth.”  He  was  dead  right,  though,  and  it made me super nervous.

“Your emotions are directly tied to your powers. Whenever you feel threatened, you  are  capable  of  freezing  your  attacker’s  heart  momentarily,  giving  you  enough time to flee.”

I  swallowed  hard  at  this.  I’d  never  really  understood  what  it  was  I  did  when protecting myself from some of my slime ball foster fathers. I’d merely push them away and they would freeze up while grasping their chests. I think I’d spent most of my  life  blaming  their  reactions  on  high  cholesterol  and  blocked  arteries  instead  of accepting  the  fact  that  I  was  different  in  more  ways  than  just  my  physical appearance.

I  looked  to  where  my  hands  were  resting  against  his  chest,  against  his  heart.  I worded my next sentence carefully. “If what you say is true, why hasn’t your heart frozen beneath my touch?”

“You don’t consider me a threat.”

“You   were  here  to  kill  me.  You’ve  been  ordered  to.  Technically,  I  might  still consider you a threat.”

He applied pressure with his palms to the small of my back and drew me in. I’d never felt such intense heat without being scalded, but this heat could only be good for me. I was certain of that, which was exactly why I wanted nothing more than to run away. If only I knew how to disapparate like Jareth did.

“I’m here to love you. Any threat you feel has nothing to do with the safety of your life, but the safety of your heart.”

I shook my head vehemently and tried to push away while heated tears stung my frosty cheeks.

I knew it was a useless gesture, but I couldn’t handle this intense exchange any longer. I’d spent all my life wishing for someone to love me. I would have settled for someone  to  simply   like  me,  but  the  most  emotion  I’d  ever  managed  to  evoke  was pained  tolerance  from  women  and  a  lusty,  possessive  need  from  men.  Love, protection, consideration…even friendship were never part of the equation.

I’d come to the conclusion long ago that I was totally unlovable.

“I’m  not  a  winter  faerie,  and  I’m  not  your  mate,  and  none  of  this  is  really happening.” I choked on a sob and pounded his chest with my fists.

He captured my face with his hands and forced me to look him in the eye.

“Crysta, you are Fae. Why do you continue to deny the obvious?”

“Because  it  means  I  belong  absolutely  nowhere  and  with  absolutely  no  one,”  I shouted, pushing him from me. “Do you think it’s been easy to look like such a freak all of these years? Do you think it’s been fun to be the only one capable of the things I  am  capable  of?  To  be  laughed  at,  made  fun  of,  and  bullied  to  the  point  where  I literally  woke  up  every  morning  wishing  I  was  dead  or  at  the  very  least  someone else?” I scrubbed away the unwanted tears running unchecked down my cheeks. “I have fought so hard to be human, to be accepted, to find my place in this unfeeling world, and I’ve managed to discover moments of beauty, to carve out a special place for myself where no one can hurt me or belittle me ever again. I have to be human. I absolutely  have  to  be  what  I’ve  always  believed  myself  to  be.  It’s  the  only  life  I understand.”

The pain in Jareth’s eyes broke my heart a little because I knew it was for me, and I didn’t want or need his pity.

He studied me for a few more moments before taking a tentative step forward.

When I moved away from him his shoulders slumped in defeat.

“Whether you’re human or Fae shouldn’t matter to you at this point, Crysta. The simple  fact  that  you’re  alive,  that  you’re  kind  and  decent,  that  you’re  strong  and brave and funny and selfless…these are the things that make up the core of who you are.  It’s  what  drew  me  to  you  from  the  very  beginning,  even  when  I  thought  you were human. Our different races…well…they are just varied forms of existence. And if  you  need  to  believe  that  you’re  human  in  order  to  find  your  place  in  this  world then I won’t push the subject any further. Not tonight, anyway.”

I sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Thank you.”

He nodded.

“You’re welcome.”

We  stood  facing  one  another  for  several  seconds  before  I  finally  steadied  my voice enough to speak again.

“I think it’s been a very long day, and I need to get some sleep so I can—”

“Fill out those job applications tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

“May I go with you when you return them to their various owners?”

My eyes widened at this. I was grateful that Jareth understood my intense need to remain independent even though I struggled financially. I knew he had no intention of allowing me to pay my own rent, but I was grateful that he understood my driving compulsion to continue on as usual. To make my own way in this world.

“Yes. I’d like your company very much.”

“Good. Then I wish you a good night, and I shall see you in the morning.”

I nodded and turned to leave, but hesitated before heading down the hall to my room.  Before  I  could  talk  myself  out  of  it,  I  swiveled  around  and  quickly  moved toward him, throwing my arms around him and giving him a huge hug.

“Thank you.”

His response was immediate and intense, pulling me close to his chest until I was flush against him and breathing in his scent of summer rain and freshly cut grass. He held me tightly before placing a soft kiss at my temple and then slowly released me.

“Good night, Crysta,” he said in a hoarse whisper.

“Good night, Jareth.”



 

After  delivering  about  nine  different  job  applications—seriously,  my  feet  were killing  me—Jareth  and  I  headed  back  toward  the  apartment,  each  of  us  quiet  and pensive, no doubt due to the emotional conversation we had last night.

The  dynamic  between  us  had  changed  a  bit  this  morning.  Jareth  seemed  torn between needing constant physical contact and giving me my own space. He tended to reach for my hand and then immediately pull back. The one time he did finally follow through and grab my hand, his intense staring to gauge my reaction caused me to avoid his gaze altogether. Within moments he had released my hand, and I got the sinking feeling he thought I was rejecting him.

It’d been like that all morning long, and I was starting to hate the sadness that dampened his aura and energy. After he’d taken another long, disheartened look my way, I finally sighed and broke the oppressive silence between us.

“Jareth, this may sound stupid, but I think we both need a hug.”

No sooner had I said it then his arms were completely encircling me. He pulled me flush against him and buried his face in my neck.

“I’m  so  glad  you  said  that.  I  understand  your  confusion  concerning  our relationship and your need for…uh…personal space, but not being allowed to touch you  this  morning  has  caused  me  more  physical  and  emotional  pain  than  I’ve  ever experienced.”

Wow.

Jareth’s transparency when it came to his feelings was always such a surprise. No mind games with this one. And while I appreciated the honesty, I wasn’t sure I liked the fact that my feelings mirrored his own.

“I never said we couldn’t touch each other. In all honesty, I was struggling more with the idea that I’m Fae. As far as our relationship goes, I’m simply too scared to consider it.”

He pulled back, sadness shrouding his features again.

“If  you  don’t  feel  the  same  way,  Crysta,  I  will  understand,  though  I  think  it impossible due to the fact that we are fated mates.”

I  moved  away,  shaking  my  head  and  running  both  hands  through  my  hair  in frustration.

“Being  in  a  relationship  with  you  would  be  absolute  heaven,  Jareth,  but  the human realm is my world and I’m not leaving it. Your world is with the Fae, and one day you’ll be their ruler.” He opened his mouth to protest, but I hurried on. “You are going  to  leave  me.  Don’t  you  see  that?  This  attraction,  this…whatever  this  is between us…it can’t last.”

“The  very  definition  of  a  fated  mate  is  an  eternal  one.  With  everything  you’ve had to learn and understand about your inherent nature and heritage, this is one of the most important. I am yours, and you are mine. I am never leaving you.”

“That’s quite the declaration, but you’ll forgive me if I don’t believe that.”

He looked bewildered by that statement. “You think I am lying?”

“No. I think you truly believe in fated mates and that there is a possibility that this…er…phenomenon between us signifies some destined love match, but we don’t really know for sure, and this isn’t Hollywood, okay? Love at first sight? That type of thing doesn’t exist. It isn’t plausible. It’s a terrible long-term plan.”

“Crysta, you make it sound as if feelings and affections are things that one can prepare themselves for. You were a complete surprise to me. A most welcome one, but  not  a  situation  I  expected.  I’ve  been  alive  for  over  two  hundred  years  and  my experiences  with  women  have  been  plentiful  and  varied,  but  overall,  completely predictable. Yet you have surprised me at every turn.”


“Whoa,” I said holding up a hand. “I so did  not need to hear about your plentiful relationships,  thank  you  very  much.  And  you’re  how  old?  Over  two  hundred?  I’m not even eighteen yet. You can’t be with someone who isn’t legal!”

He shook his head dismissively. “Such a ridiculous custom to put an age limit on fertility. Once a woman is capable of bearing young, she should have every right to marry and begin a family if she so chooses.”

I slapped my hand against my forehead. “Oh, my word. It’s like you’re incapable of recognizing what century this is. While that belief was popular a hundred years ago, these days most women tend to get an education before birthing children, which has  nothing  to  do  with  why  that  law  was  created  in  the  first  place.  No,”  I  said, preventing  him  from  voicing  another  opinion  on  the  subject.  “Forget  it.  I’m  not diving  down  that  particular  rabbit  hole  with  you.”  I  started  walking  again,  my emotions spiraling out of control.

He muttered something about my rabbit hole reference, but wisely chose to shut up afterward.

We were so different. This could never work. Hadn’t every single conversation we  had  up  to  this  point  proved  we  were  wrong  for  each  other?  I  may  have  had feelings for this guy, but the more I learned about his past, who he was—his age, for heaven’s sake—the more complicated everything became.

He caught up with me and grabbed my arm to stop me, turning me to face him.

“Crysta, this is not an issue I take lightly. A fated mate is rare and remarkably wonderful in its power to seal souls together. Once we perform the ceremony, you and I will always be one. I’m never leaving you. Why do you continue to doubt the possibilities? Why would you not believe in this? In us?”

I squeezed my eyes shut, wondering how to help him understand my fears on the subject.

“Do you love me, Jareth?”

“Yes.”

My eyes popped open. I should have expected that honest and blunt statement, but it shocked the hell out of me.

“Based  on  what?  My  sparkling  personality?  The  similarity  in  our  life  goals, hopes, and dreams? Do you even know what I want to major in?”

“Major  in?”  His  scrunched  up  features  relaxed.  “Oh,  you’re  referring  to  the educational systems at your ridiculous universities.”

“I swear to you, if you add primitive to that description you will not be allowed into my apartment ever again.”

He ran to catch up with me as I began hurriedly moving on.

“If  you  are  interested  in  majoring  in  something,  then  I  am  proud  of  you  and support you in this endeavor, but anything you want to learn you can learn in the Fae realm. There is so much your people could teach you. Your education would never end.”

“But do you even know what I want to study?”

“You’re immortal. Eventually you’ll study everything.” He was so casual in the way  he  delivered  that  atomic  bomb,  I  laughed  out  loud  in  response.  It  was  either laugh or have one crazed panic attack.

His eyes narrowed as my laughter increased.

“Did I say something funny?”

I  wiped  my  eyes  with  the  tips  of  my  fingers.  “Yes,  Jareth.  You’re  saying  I’m going to live forever, and personally I think that sucks. I’ve decided to actively reject immortality. I’d rather be human.”

His  look  was  comical.  “You  can’t  reject  immortality  any  more  than  you  can reject the fact that you are a faerie, Crysta.”

“Watch me.”

I  was  so  majoring  in  dance,  joining  the  San  Diego  Ballet  Company,  and eventually opening up my own dance studio, and there was no way I was going to let little  things  like  the  fact  that  I  was  possibly  a  faerie  or  immortal  stop  me.  And  I certainly wasn’t going to let some pompous Fae prince talk me out of it.

“Crysta, you may be able to walk away from who you are and where you come from, but you can’t walk away from me or what I feel for you.”

“You   think  you’re  in  love  with  me  because  you   think  I’m  your  fated  mate,”  I threw over my shoulder. I wanted to be done with this conversation and get to my apartment as soon as possible so I could walk into my bedroom and slam the door behind me. With my luck, Jareth would probably just appear in my room.

“I  know you are.”

I snorted and shook my head. “People get bored of each other.”

“Bored? What are you talking about?”

“They get sick of each other. They start fighting. They nit-pick and find things they  hate  about  each  other  or  they  get  interested  in  someone  else  and  the commitment they made to one another begins to fade. I don’t believe in fated mates or soul mates. I don’t think you can sit there and tell me you’re ready to commit to me and only me when we’ve known each other for three days. What happens when you finally realize that I’m not enough for you?”

He stopped me again and turned me around to face him. Then he reached for me, lifting my chin and bringing it closer to his tempting lips.

“I  have  always  believed  that  a  lifelong  partnership  can  only  be  accomplished through  fierce  loyalty  and  a  blind  eye  to  the  little  idiosyncrasies  each  one  of  us possesses. I am fiercely loyal, Crysta. Of that, you will never have need to doubt.”

Pretty words, but I wasn’t about to give in and believe in this fated relationship he offered. It was too easy. Too perfect. It’s not as if we were going to ride off into the sunset together and never look back. There were serious barriers to our potential relationship.

“And where will we live?”

He looked at me as if the answer was obvious.

“In my palace, of course.”

“Ha! And I suppose you think I’ll simply give up my life here and go learn how to be a faerie princess just because you think we’re fated mates.”

“What life? You live in a hell hole and you spend your days barely eking out a living.”

I  glared  at  him.  Refusing  to  voice  my  hopes  and  dreams.  Refusing  to  tell  him about the dance academy I currently attended, the audition I had set for a few weeks from now, and how all of my rent money had gone to paying my tuition. He’d never understand it.

“And since I have nothing worth living for in this world, it only makes sense that I would jump at the chance to be the woman who stands by your side as you rule your kingdom for eternity.”

“Well…yes,” he said, though he was finally beginning to look a little uncertain.

“Why  wouldn’t  you?  I  can  give  you  anything  and  everything  you  want.  A  stable place  to  live  with  a  family  who  loves  and  cherishes  you.  Not  to  mention,  I’ll  be giving you all of me.”

He was so obtuse.

Generous?

Certainly.

Selfless?

In most cases, yes, but honestly what an idiot.

Everything was black and white with this guy, but learning I was a faerie hadn’t changed my plans and it certainly hadn’t changed my personality. It merely gave me an  explanation  as  to  why  I’d  always  been  such  a  freak  of  nature.  I  wasn’t  really human.

Oh, mercy, I’m not even human. 

Time to visit that shrink.

“You weren’t listening to me, Jareth. Would you be offering yourself to me if you didn’t  believe  we  were  fated  mates?  If  that  fractured  light  that  always  appears between us had never shown itself would I even be alive today?”

I started walking again only to be stopped a bit more forcefully this time. I sighed and turned to face him.

“Yes,” he stated.

“Why?”

“Because you didn’t scream when I first appeared in your apartment, and when I told  you  I  was  there  to  kill  you,  you  didn’t  even  flinch.  Those  deep  blue  eyes  of yours took me in with zero fear and an unhealthy amount of curiosity. If anything, you behaved as if you expected that something like this might happen. Like the idea of life and the opportunity to live it was simply too good to be true, and then you asked me to feed your cat once you were gone. It was by far the strangest reaction to death I’d ever encountered and it made me want to know you.”

I had no idea what to say to that. I guess I  had believed that it was all too good to be true. It was, after all, the day I’d found out about the audition, and it was also the day  I’d  found  out  that  my  roommate  was  planning  on  kicking  me  out  of  our apartment because she couldn’t understand why I’d paid my tuition instead of paying my share of the rent.

I guess I’d just assumed that I could sleep in one of the bathrooms at the school if it came right down to it.

“I am not easily intrigued by anyone or anything, but your behavior drew me in and suddenly I couldn’t get enough of you. I wanted to touch you, hear you speak, watch you move, understand your bizarre mode of speech, and protect your person at all cost. That first day with you was unlike any other, and I’m not too proud to admit that you taught me several important things that day and every day since.”

I looked at him in wonder.

“You’re over two hundred years old, Jareth. What could I have possibly taught you?”

“Compassion, forgiveness, and mercy.”

I shook my head, barely understanding how I’d managed to pull that off.

“Eddie,” he said as if trying to jog my memory. “I was prepared to kill him for laying his filthy hands upon you. For threatening your life even though I had done the  same  thing  not  an  hour  earlier.  You  were  merely  a  mark  in  the  beginning,  and within a short amount of time you’d become so precious to me that I was ready to strike  down  every  male  who  dared  touch  you.”  He  shook  his  head  and  rested  his hand  at  my  waist.  “And  what  did  you  do  when  I  stabbed  him  in  the  chest?  You begged me to spare his life. To take him to a hospital. This man who had caused you so much grief and pain should have suffered for his crimes, but you chose mercy, and if you hadn’t chosen that, I never would have realized that he was in thrall to your natural  state.  I  would  have  killed  an  innocent  man  if  not  for  your  kind  heart  and tender feelings.”

I  lowered  my  eyes,  unable  to  take  in  such  a  remarkable  compliment.  I  really wasn’t used to praise. I had no idea how to handle it.

“Fine. I impressed you with my decision, but that doesn’t mean you love me.”

“I may not know everything about you, but I don’t need to know every detail of your life to determine if what I feel for you is permanent or fleeting.”

I hated that I cared so much for this stupid, selfless, exasperating faerie, and that he’d managed to reduce me to tears even though I wanted to continue to argue and fight  and  possibly  deny  having  similar  feelings  of  my  own  that  definitely  leaned toward  the  more  loving  side  of  things.  Jareth  was  decent,  kind,  loving,  tender,

compassionate,  smart,  and…and  damn  persistent.  Didn’t  he  know  how  much  I wished he’d just give up already and leave me alone?

“Can we just go home, Jareth? Please?”

He  wrapped  me  in  his  arms  and  allowed  me  to  rest  my  head  against  his  firm chest.

“Yes, sweet Crysta. I’ll take you home now.”

The compression was less nauseating this time, and I didn’t lose my balance once the transition from pavement to carpet was complete. I slowly lifted my head from its resting place and looked up at him tentatively.

The concern in his face, and the soft tender look in his eyes made me realize that even though this relationship was most likely doomed to failure, and I was probably going to get my heart handed to me on a silver platter, experiencing love from Jareth on any level for any length of time would be better than never having experienced it at all. And I found myself believing that this particular man, this faerie prince would be worth every ounce of heartache I experienced once he finally realized he could do so much better.

“I still don’t believe in fated mates, Jareth.” I swallowed hard and forced the next words, the hardest words I’d ever spoken, from my mouth. “But I believe in you. If you say you love me, then I will believe it.”

That  admission  alone  nearly  killed  me,  but  my  heart  felt  lighter  only  seconds later. The enormous grin on his face may have had something to do with that.

I’d been right. The force of his full smile nearly bowled me over. Geez. It was a good thing he was holding me upright.

“You’ll  never  be  sorry  for  believing  in  me.  I’m  not  sure  I  deserve  your  trust, considering how we first met.” We both chuckled at that. Definitely not the type of first date scenario you share with family and friends. “But as to whether or not we are fated for one another, well, there’s only one way to find out.”

“How?”

“We kiss.”

I blinked in surprise and let out a soft chuckle.

“Coming from anyone else, I’d assume this was some line for hooking up.”

“I have no idea what hooking up means,” he muttered, glancing down at my lips and then back to my eyes.

“No, I suppose that term is pretty foreign to you.” I smiled and he gave me an answering one in return. Then my frown faded for a moment.

“You’re over-analyzing this, aren’t you?”

I gave him a rueful smile, recognizing that he did, in fact, know me better than anyone else ever had.

“I  just  think  that  if  a  kiss  is  going  to  somehow  prove  that  we’re  fated  for  one another then maybe we should avoid that for as long as possible.”

“Why?” Worry clouded his voice and brought dark color to his eyes.

“Because I’d rather take that kind of pressure off us and just allow ourselves to be. Do we have to know for certain whether or not this is destiny if we already care about each other?”

He pondered my words for a moment and smiled.

“You want me to make sure I love you for you and not because I think you are my fated mate.”

“Yes.  That’s  what  I  want,  and  in  the  end,  I  think  whatever  we  feel  for  one another,  if  it  is  right,  will  continue  to  grow  on  its  own  without  the  need  to  prove anything other than our feelings for one another.”

He kissed my forehead and snuggled me under his chin.

“You are a wise woman. Yet another thing I love about you.”

“There  are  so  many  things  I  love  about  you,  Jareth.  But  your  ability  to compromise is definitely one of them. Thank you for not pushing me on this.”

“I think this course of action is wise, anyway. If I’m going to protect you, then I can’t have the pull of our marks distracting me.”

“Our marks?”

“If we are fated for one another then we each receive them after we’ve shared our first kiss.”

“Oh,”  I  swallowed  uncomfortably  and  wished  with  all  my  heart  that  he  hadn’t told me that. How devastating would it be to not have the mark once we finally did kiss? Would that mean it was over? Would he simply leave me after that? I shook my head to dispel the doubts that already circled like vultures within my brain. I’d only been  on  board  with  this  idea  of  a  relationship  for  five  minutes  and  already  my insecurities were rearing their ugly heads.

No.

I  told  Jareth  I  would  trust  him  and  give  him  a  chance.  Give  the  idea  of  us  a chance. Mark or no mark, we had to be the ones to decide if what we felt was, as he had so eloquently put it, fleeting or permanent, and no mark was going to make that decision  for  either  one  of  us.  In  the  end,  I  hoped  the  absence  of  a  mark  wouldn’t matter, and that he would decide to love me either way.



 

Monday  morning  arrived  like  a  freight  train  with  its  brakes  out.  I’d  tossed  and turned all night, feeling euphoric about my progressing relationship with Jareth one moment  and  then  freaking  out  about  the  way  he  would  most  likely  turn  from  me once my mark failed to show up. I even had a dream where Jareth kissed me, waited for my mark to appear, and when it didn’t, shrugged his shoulders and disapparated from my life forever.

Needless to say, sleep had been an elusive dream.

The  only  thing  that  dragged  me  out  of  bed  that  morning  was  my  nine  o’clock class with my ballet instructor, Ms. Vivian, a Russian tyrant who had migrated over to the States thirty years ago to dance professionally. After twenty years of a highly successful  career  as  a  dancer  and  choreographer  she  decided  to  open  up  her  own studio  in  the  San  Diego  area.  She  was  a  strict,  no-nonsense  type  of  teacher,  and  I thoroughly enjoyed her despite the fact that she scared children and parents alike.

Now that I was preparing myself for this audition, she had added some private lessons to prep me. I wouldn’t say I was her favorite. She really didn’t play favorites, but early on in my training she had taken a special interest in me. She was probably harder on me and expected more from me than any other student at the moment, but that’s how I liked it.

I  wanted  to  be  the  absolute  best  when  it  came  to  technique,  musicality,  and gracefulness.  I  wanted  to  dance  just  like  my  idol  Monique,  and  my  plans  of becoming a prima ballerina would not be jeopardized by my otherworldly heritage.

As I stumbled out of bed and stretched my arms high in the sky, Nala circled my legs and rubbed her midnight fur against my calf muscle. Naturally, the first person in the apartment entitled to breakfast was my short-haired feline, and don’t think I didn’t  miss  the  fact  that  I  considered  her  a  person.  She  did  too.  I  looked  at  my doorway,  expecting  Jareth  to  either  be  sitting  there  or  making  loud  noises  in  the kitchen.

The apartment was silent. I might have assumed he decided to sleep in, but that seemed fairly out of character for him. He didn’t like to sleep in Jami’s room, and he was definitely an early riser. I checked my digital clock.

7:45.

My stomach knotted at the thought that maybe Jareth had had a change of heart in the middle of the night, and decided his feelings for me weren’t as strong as he believed. I left my room and crossed the hall, peeking into Jami’s room just in case Jareth had decided to sleep in her bed.

The room was dark and empty, the bed made, and the curtains drawn.

I walked down the hall and peered into the living room.

No one.

The kitchen was equally devoid of life.

Maybe he went to run a few errands? 

But I couldn’t think of anything he might need to do or retrieve that he couldn’t simply make apparate into existence. Why would he leave me? It was so unlike him?

Wasn’t I still in danger? Had he taken care of the threat to my safety and left me for another assignment?

Another female mark?

My  insecurities  were  getting  the  better  of  me.  This  thought  spiral  had  the potential  to  completely  undermine  my  concentration.  I  had  to  focus  if  I  wanted  to survive my ballet class today.

I  took  a  quick  shower  and  then  changed  into  my  ballet  leotard,  tights,  and  leg warmers. I threw my toe shoes and ballet slippers in my dance bag with a bottle of water, some rosin, foam tape, toe pads, and a lightweight jacket. With my hair in a tight bun, my bag in my hand, and a bowl of fruit ready to go, I stood in the middle of my living room waiting for Jareth to magically appear out of nowhere just like he had the very first time I met him.

Nothing.

After  twenty  minutes  of  staring  at  the  coffee  table,  willing  his  form  into existence, I finally had to accept the fact that Jareth was gone.

And he was never coming back.

“Sorry I’m late,” Jareth said behind me.

I jumped in surprise and whirled around. A mixture of irritation and relief fought for supremacy as I eyed his blue jeans and white T-shirt.

“Why are you dressed like that?” I asked.

He gave me a once-over and raised an eyebrow. “I could ask you the same thing.

I don’t remember you saying you had a ballet class today.”

“Oh, well, I do, and I need to get going. I was ready to leave without you.”

Jareth did not appear pleased with that response.

“Didn’t Nuallan tell you I would be back by 8:30? I had to travel to the faerie realm  and  do  some  further  investigating  into  your  background.  I  couldn’t  allow anyone to know I had returned. That invisibility spell was not easy to use undetected.

I also looked into the identity of your human parents and the accident they were in.”

I blinked at the loaded information he shared. I wasn’t sure what to address first, so I went with the easiest one.

“I haven’t seen Nuallan all morning. Why did you feel the need to investigate my background? I could have told you the names of my parents and all the information I have about the car accident.”

“Nuallan  isn’t  here?”  Jareth  searched  the  living  room  in  agitation.  “I  don’t understand.  I  left  him  here  with  explicit  instructions  to  watch  over  you  until  I returned. This is not good.”

“So you didn’t leave me,” I whispered before I could stop myself.

Jareth’s eyes snapped to mine and narrowed.

“You  awoke  to  no  one  in  the  apartment  and  thought  I  had  abandoned  you  to whatever threat still hangs over your head,” he stated. The pain in his eyes made me feel guilty and uncomfortable. He sighed. “Crysta, what must I do to convince you that I’m yours forever?”

He pulled me in for a comforting embrace and I eagerly accepted it. The turmoil and pain my previous thoughts had caused disappeared in the warmth of his touch.

“I know my feelings seem irrational to you, but my experiences haven’t given me much cause for trust or confidence in relationships with others. I’m not accusing you of  anything,  but  it  will  take  some  time  for  me  to  accept  this  opportunity  for happiness. It just seems too good to be true.”

His hand gently caressed the curve of my back, and I relaxed even further in his arms.

“Well, I suppose I have all of eternity to convince you. To prove myself to you.”

I looked up at him and smiled. “I suppose you do.”

His eyes dropped to my lips and remained there for a moment. He inched himself closer until they were nearly touching mine. I knew it was probably best to avoid our first kiss until the threat to my safety was no longer an issue and Jareth and I could spend more time together, but at that particular moment, all of my logical reasons for avoiding  the  warm  touch  of  his  lips  pressed  against  mine  didn’t  seem  nearly  as significant as they had before.

Fortunately,  Jareth’s  self-control  was  much  stronger.  He  let  his  forehead  rest against mine for a moment and then he released me with a groan.

“Once  you  finally  allow  me  to  kiss  you,  I  probably  won’t  stop  for  a  very  long time,” he whispered.

A tingling sensation rippled along my spine. My lips quirked into a smile and I moved to the door before I gave in to the compulsion to throw caution to the wind.

“Promise?”

“The easiest promise I’ve ever made.”

His heated look hinted at delivering the kind of kiss that set your nerve endings on fire.

“We’d better get going. Ms. Vivian will skewer me with her evil eye if I show up late to one of her classes.”

“Your ballet teacher is a basilisk? How terribly unconventional.”

“Slang, Jareth. Slang, although I’m seriously concerned that you just mentioned the word basilisk as if the creature actually exists.”

“Of  course,  it  does.  Why  else  do  you  think  J.K.  Rowling  had  such  intimate knowledge of the beast? Some authors are willing to do the most outlandish things for the sake of research.”

I had to close my drooping jaw before I caught flies with it.

“Mind blown,” I said. “I think we better stick to discussing what you discovered about my parents…among other things.”

“We  could just apparate to your dance studio.”

“Allow me some semblance of normalcy, please. Even if it  is just an illusion.”

I walked out the door with Jareth’s amused chuckle following close behind me.



 

We  hopped  a  city  bus  since  I  thought  this  type  of  normal,  every  day  activity might be a good experience for the faerie prince. It wasn’t too crowded, and Jareth began sharing with me what he had discovered.

According to him, everything seemed to look normal when it came to my birth date and hospital records, but my handsome assassin decided to do some digging and actually went to visit the nurse who helped deliver me seventeen years ago. How he managed  to  find  her  was  beyond  me,  but  the  information  he  discovered  was alarming.

“I found a charm embedded within her memory,” he said.

“What? What do you mean you found a charm?”

“The nurse on duty that night was spelled to forget an incident that occurred a few hours after your alleged birth.”

“Alleged?  Pretty  sure  I  was  born,  Jareth.  There’s  really  no  way  to  debate  that fact.”

“But  when you were born is what is up for debate here,” he insisted. “The nurse on call said that you were born to Leslie and Carter Jensen at five-thirty-three in the evening, but the day you left home your measurements and weight resembled that of a baby who had been born two weeks before. She took note of the discrepancy as she took  your  measurements,  but  before  she  could  record  it,  she  was  spelled  to  write something else in keeping with the weight and measurements of a newborn.”

“Are  you  saying  I  was  switched  at  birth  or  something?  Someone  deliberately gave me to Leslie and Carter and took their baby instead?”

“Not just someone, Crysta,” Jareth said. He turned in his seat to look at me. “A faerie. Two faeries, to be precise.”

“And how would you know that?”

“Every faerie leaves a specific signature with their biochemistry when casting a spell  or  charm.  These  two  signatures  were  very  distinct.  Everyone  in  the  Fae kingdom would recognize them and identify the two spell-casters if called upon to do so.”

I  stared  at  him  and  waited  for  the  big  reveal.  When  it  wasn’t  forthcoming,  I nudged him in the shoulder.

“So who are these well-known, totally recognizable faeries?”

Jareth appeared trouble. Almost spooked to say the names out loud and glanced around the bus to make sure we weren’t being overheard.

Please.  Like  a  conversation  about  faeries  was  even  remotely  remarkable  on  a public city bus in San Diego, California.

“Tuadhe d’Anu,” he whispered under his breath.

“Come again?”

“The king and queen of the Unseelie Court.”

“I thought your father was the king.”

“Of the Seelie Court, yes, but there are two kingdoms within the Fae realm, and Insley and Rodri Tuadhe d’Anu were the ruling monarchs of the Unseelie Court.”

I didn’t like where this conversation was headed.

“Were?”

He  took  a  deep  breath  and  let  it  out  slowly  before  answering  my  question.

“Crysta,  they  were  murdered  seventeen  years  ago  along  with  their  recently-born baby girl.” He allowed that bombshell to sink in for a moment before he continued.

“They must have known, somehow, that their lives and yours were in danger, and so they  switched  you  with  a  human  child  to  protect  you  in  case  the  very  worst happened.”

My ears were ringing. I was certain I hadn’t heard him right.

“Switched me. To protect me,” I mumbled.

“Yes. You’re a changeling, in a sense. Faerie children are substituted in a human family and the human children are taken as slaves.”

I looked at him, appalled. “That’s barbaric.”

“That’s  tradition.  In  this  instance,  however,  your  parents  pretended  the  human child was actually theirs, which means the threat to you was internal. It came from our own people, something I’ve suspected for quite some time.”

“Why would you place faerie children with humans when you have such a low opinion of them?”

“It is mostly done to protect our children from threats on their lives. They grow up  in  a  human  family,  but  there  is  a  faerie  mentor  to  guide  them  throughout  their adolescence so they can return to their people when they have matured.”

“Well,  I  guess  my  faerie  parents  hadn’t  planned  on  my  human  parents  getting into a car accident.”

“It was no accident, Crysta.”

“What?”

“As I stated before, a mentor is left to guide you as you come into your powers.

They can be placed as a next door neighbor, teacher, governess, maid—”

“I get the point,” I said. “So where was this mentor of mine, and why didn’t he or she retrieve me when the car accident happened? Why didn’t anyone claim me?”

Jareth  nodded  in  approval.  “You  are  asking  all  of  the  right  questions,  Crysta.

Why  indeed,  unless  they  were  in  on  the  entire  plot,  and  caused  the  accident themselves, leaving before they confirmed that everyone in the car accident had died.

You were the sole survivor, were you not?”

All  I  could  do  was  nod  since  I’d  never  been  able  to  talk  about  it.  I  didn’t remember  it.  What  was  there  to  say?  I  suppose  I  suffered  from  some  form  of survivor’s  guilt,  but  since  I  never  really  knew  my  parents,  I  could  only  mourn  for who I imagined them to be. Not who they really were. Now come to find out these parents I’d longed to know for so long didn’t really belong to me.

I belonged, instead, to the murdered king and queen of the Unseelie Court. I was a winter faerie of royal blood.

Such a freak.

“So,  they  found  out  about  the  switch  after  they  killed  my  par…the  king  and queen, and quickly tried to rectify the situation by murdering my human parents and me in the process.”

“Yes,”  Jareth  nodded  gravely.  “The  king  and  queen  were  betrayed  by  someone they trusted. Someone who knew what they had done.”

“Clearly, someone wanted the throne, or the power, or whatever…so my parents and I were murdered to get it. A relative, maybe?”

Jareth shook his head. “The motive behind all of this isn’t nearly so obvious. The order  for  your  assassination  came  from  the  Seelie  Court.  Not  the  Unseelie  Court.

Even  if  there  was  a  winter  faerie  who  wanted  you  dead,  there  were  no  other legitimate heirs, and Roderick, the late king’s brother, your uncle, lived his life as a hermit before being pressed into servitude for the court. Believe me when I say, your uncle wanted nothing to do with the throne and yet it fell to him either way. He’ll be relieved to discover you survived, once we finally unearth the masterminds behind this traitorous plot.”

“Well,  I  hope  he  doesn’t  assume  I’ll  be  happy  to  take  over  or  anything.  I definitely  have  plans  for  the  future,  but  they  don’t  include  ruling  the  Unseelie Court.”

Jareth’s face darkened and he opened his mouth to say something, but our stop arrived just in time.

“This is us,” I said in a cheery tone. I jumped off that bus before he decided to try and  convince  me  that  my  destiny  involved  the  Fae  realm,  an  impromptu  wedding, and an icy crown.

***
Ms. Vivian was already in full battle mode the minute we walked into the studio, meaning, she was already yelling at the piano player to play the piece at the exact tempo  she  wished.  Her  eyes  focused  on  me  with  hawk-like  precision.  I  swear  I sometimes felt like a small rat whenever her gaze zeroed in. She missed absolutely nothing,  which  was  why  I  adored  her  so  much.  Flawless  technique  was  something she nit-picked to death, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. The moment her eyes alighted on Jareth a startling transformation took place. Her lips actually turned up at the corners in a hint of a smile, softening the severe lines of her face due in large part to the stiff bun she always wore to control her silver hair.

“Ah, Crystiana,” she said as she glided forward with the grace of a gazelle. She gave  me  a  few  air  kisses  and  then  stepped  back  to  study  Jareth  with  unveiled curiosity. He stiffened in amazement at my side.

“I don’t know how you knew we would need a leading male for today, but I do believe this young man shall do quite nicely.”

I gave her a blank stare. “Do what nicely?”

“Be  your  partner  for  rehearsal,  of  course.  Did  you  assume  I  would  have  him running to fetch us an overpriced cappuccino? Don’t be ridiculous.”

“My  partner?  I  wasn’t  aware  that  prepping  for  auditions  involved  partner dancing.”

She tsked at me in disapproval.

“There will be two dances you must learn for your audition. A solo piece, more specifically the  Sugar Plum Fairy and a  pas de deux from  Giselle act two.”

“But Ms. Vivian, my friend doesn’t know how to dance.”

“No?” She quirked a sardonic brow in his direction. “He did the last time I saw him.  I  believe  you  put  on  an  impressive  performance  at  the  summer  festival.  How long ago, Jareth?”

I looked between the two of them in amazement.

“You two know each other?” I asked.

Jareth  shook  his  head  in  wonder.  “That  particular  performance  you  refer  to happened over fifty years ago.”

“I assume you still remember the choreography,” she said.

“Does a faerie ever forget, Ms. Vivian?” he asked.

She  smiled  in  delight.  “No,  my  prince,  we  most  certainly  do  not.”  Then  she turned  to  me.  “I  always  suspected  you  were  Fae,  but  I  had  no  idea  you  knew  our prince.”

“I’ve known him less than a week,” I said in a strained voice.

My  thoughts  zipped  around  my  head  in  an  attempt  to  make  sense  of  this  new development.  My  ballet  teacher  and  Jareth  knew  each  other.  She  was  a  faerie,  and clearly much older than she appeared.

Jareth danced? Ballet?

Ms. Vivian’s eyes glittered with interest. “I take it you were not aware of your heritage  until  recently?”  She  looked  at  Jareth.  “And  why  is  the  Seelie  Court interested in a changeling? I assume you are here at their behest?”

I shook my head to dispel the crazy descending, and blurted out a curt summary.

“He was sent to assassinate me and decided not to since our skin lights up whenever we touch each other.”

Her eyes shot to Jareth’s, worry creating sharp creases between her brow.

“You protect her now?”

“Yes,” he said in determination.

“You understand the sacrifice you must be willing to make for your fated mate, Jareth? Her home is in this realm.”

His jaw strained with tension. Clearly he didn’t like what she alluded to, and I was busy trying to keep track of this verbal ping pong between them. Hell. I still had trouble getting used to the idea that these two knew each other.

“That decision is yet to be determined,” he stated stiffly.

She gave him an agitated glare.

“You cannot ruin everything she has worked so hard for.”

“She deserves more than this life she leads.”

“Oh, the Fae and their superiority complex.” Ms. Vivian pointed a finger at his chest. I watched in amazement as Jareth took an uncertain step back. Even  he was intimidated by her. “You’ll allow her to choose or you will lose her forever. Be very careful, Prince of the Seelie Court. The Universe does not revolve around your very black  and  white  ideals.”  She  squared  her  shoulders  and  took  in  a  deep  breath.

Tranquility descended around her like a sudden mist of magic. “And now, we work.

Crystiana?”

I nodded and set my bag down, deciding I didn’t want to delve too deeply into that obviously loaded conversation. I put my ballet slippers on and went through my exercises at the barre starting with  plié,  tendu, and moving on to more complicated exercises such as  frappé and  grand battement. I didn’t realize that Jareth had joined me at the barre until finishing the first exercise on one side and turning to repeat it on the  other.  He  gave  me  a  grin  at  my  look  of  shock,  and  then  I  had  to  fight  to  stay focused every time I was faced with Jareth’s backside as he also performed the barre exercises in sweats he hadn’t been wearing on the way over. No doubt he just had them apparate on his person like it was nothing.

After  several  more  exercises  we  moved  on  to  center-work  in  the  middle  of  the floor.  Ports de bras were followed by an  adagio, which were slow combinations of movements  and   pirouettes  or  turns  and  large  and  small  jumps.  Petit  and   grand allegro combinations. I kept my eyes on the mirror before me and tried not to allow Jareth’s impressive technique and handsome blue eyes to distract me from my own work. After forty-five minutes, Ms. Vivian was ready to have us work on the  pas de deux from Giselle.

“I assume you are still familiar with the choreography, Jareth,” Ms. Vivian said.

“If you are still using the variation from Marius Petipa then I think I should be able to follow along.”

I stared at him in wonder. Seriously? The fact that he’d ever danced  Giselle in the first  place  made  him  even  more  attractive  than  before,  but  he  still  remembered  it?

Who knew how long ago that had happened. I didn’t even want to think about the girl he’d partnered with.

“Well,  let’s  turn  the  music  on  and  see  what  kind  of  a  disaster  I’ll  be  working with.”

Now I had danced as the principal in  Giselle two times in the last two years, so choreography  wasn’t  an  issue  for  me,  but  the  idea  that  we  should  simply  begin dancing  without  ever  having  gone  over  the  choreography  or  partnering  together seemed  ludicrous  to  me.  We  didn’t  understand  each  other’s  styles  and  movements yet. We weren’t comfortable with each other in that respect. I would have felt much more at ease if she had insisted we mark it first.

“You never told me you could dance,” I hissed.

He gave me an infuriating grin.

“You never asked, Crysta.”

As the beautiful music began, I took up position and flayed him with a nervous glance.

Disaster, indeed.

 Giselle is a story of a young peasant girl who falls in love with Albrecht, a royal disguised as a commoner. She isn’t aware that he is betrothed to someone else and they dance together at a festival, falling in love. She eventually realizes that the man she loves is betrothed to someone else and her weakened heart is unable to handle the sorrowful dance she performs. She dies in his arms. In act two, Albrecht goes to visit her grave deep in the forest and is ensnared by ethereal wilis, spirits of women who have been jilted and exact revenge on any man crossing their path by forcing them to dance to their death. Giselle has become one of them, but pleads that they spare him.

In  this  dance,  he  asks  for  her  forgiveness  and  she  freely  gives  it  to  him.  Even though it is a dance that both Albrecht and Giselle dance together, Giselle begins it alone in the center of the stage.

The soft strains of a solo viola began, and I immediately responded to the music, the mood, the intent with which the steps required. I lifted my leg in  développé and turned to  arabesque, which was made difficult due to the required slowness of the movements, and then I fully immersed myself within the dance.

I am intervening on Albrecht’s behalf, and my love for him, my desperation that he be saved must translate into every muscle, every movement, every facial feature as  I  slowly  dance  across  the  floor.  As  Giselle,  I  am  stuck  in  my  position,  in  limbo between an unmarked grave because of my suicide, but I don’t belong with the Wilis since I have refused to hurt Albreicht. 

I belong nowhere, and find my limbs and movements restricted to one spot. Then Albrecht  joins  me.  He  supports  me  through  sorrowful  lifts  and  turns,  filled  with remorse  at  the  fate  of  the  peasant  girl  he  cast  aside.  The  adagio  is  solemn  and mournful, passionate and pleading. In the end, I grant him forgiveness and my love saves him from the Wilis. 

At  the  first  touch  of  Jareth’s  hand  at  my  waist,  I  felt  the  room  slip  away, envisioning  an  enchanted  forest  filled  with  wraith-like  spirits  intent  on  hurting  the man  I  loved.  Someone  I  could  never  have.  Someone  who  would  never  be  mine.

Bringing my right leg into  développé and brushing my left foot up against my right, I reached out in arabesque with my leg pointed back as Jareth gently lifted me high above his head and slowly lowered me to the ground where I gracefully reached my arms forward and stayed on point as he turned me slowly in a circle. I then returned to first position and jumped slightly as he lifted me high. I arched my back, looking as if I did a leap in a circle with his supportive hands placed at my waist.

We continued our movements as if we had danced them together a million times over. Connecting and contracting in perfect symmetry. Our lines, our steps, and the energy  with  which  we  danced  matched  and  then  grew  together  with  the  same intensity.  With  Jareth’s  support,  I  honestly  believed  I  had  a  chance  at  achieving everything I’d ever dreamed of. As the dance came to a close and the music faded into silence, I drew in a tentative breath and held it for a moment. I just wanted to savor what I knew to be one of the most profound moments of my life. The moment when I acknowledged to myself just how much I wanted and needed Jareth in my life, and how beautiful a partnership with him would be.

“I think,” Ms. Vivian said, “we do it again. Yes?”

“Yes,” Jareth said in a whisper. “Let’s do it again.”

From  the  look  in  his  eye  it  was  clear  I  had  exceeded  any  expectations  he  may have had in regards to my dancing. Feeling gratified at his reaction, I simply nodded and we started the  pas de deux from the beginning.



 

Jareth remained disturbingly quiet after rehearsal, and I didn’t dare engage him in any  meaningless  chit  chat  after  what  we  had  just  shared  together.  I  was  certain  he was mulling a few things over concerning his future and mine.

“You’ll allow her to choose or you will lose her forever.” 

Ms.  Vivian’s  warning  to  him  rang  through  my  head,  reminding  me  that  a relationship between the two of us was at the very least complicated and at the very most completely impossible.

Choose what? Choose him? I would choose Jareth a thousand times over, but at what cost? What exactly would I be giving up? This world that I knew and loved?

My dreams of becoming a professional ballerina? Just what was I willing to give up in order to be with Jareth?

Everything, I realized. For some reason, dancing with him had crystallized that knowledge into one irrefutable truth.

Everything.

I  could  dance  professionally  for  the  rest  of  my  life,  but  without  Jareth,  every moment would be meaningless.

I  couldn’t  begin  to  express  how  much  that  realization  pissed  me  off.  Suddenly furious  at  him  for  disrupting  my  life,  weaseling  his  way  into  my  heart,  and  then giving me no other choice but to love him above everything else that was important to me, I stopped walking long enough to turn and punch him as hard as I could in the arm.

He stepped back in utter shock and raised his hands to fend off another attack.

“Crysta, what in the world is the matter with you?”

“You,”  I  growled  as  I  ducked  under  a  defensive  arm  and  nailed  him  in  the stomach.  The  whoosh  of  air  he  let  out  was  extremely  satisfying.  Since  I  couldn’t disappear into thin air like he could, I leveled him with one more thwack to the solar plexus and stormed off.

“Crysta,”  he  called  after  me,  running  to  catch  up,  hardly  even  affected  by  my attack.

“You couldn’t just show up, do your job, and end me, could you?” I muttered.

“Oh,  no.  You  just  had  to  satisfy  your  curiosity.  Get  to  the  bottom  of  our  glowing skin, my crazy hair, and my actual parentage.” He grabbed my arm, but I shoved him off and kept power walking away. “You are wholly to blame for all of this, do you understand me?”

He grabbed my arm and spun me around, forcing me to face him.

“All of what?” he asked, clearly exasperated.

“This entire ordeal. This idea that I don’t belong here, in this world with these humans. The idea that I belong with you wherever you live and wherever you have a life and responsibilities. You’ve made me care about you and depend on you to the point that I feel as if I may stop breathing if I never see you again, but it’s not like we can have a long distance relationship between realms while you rule the faeries and I go on to professionally dance like one.” I stopped and ran my hand through my hair, tearing up and cursing myself for it. “I won’t give it up, Jareth. I don’t want to let go of everything I’ve worked so hard for, but the thought of losing you makes me want to lie down and never dance again.”

He gently lifted my chin and brushed a few stray tears from my cheeks. His kind eyes  took  in  my  distraught  face  and  his  concern  for  me  deepened  the  faint  lines surrounding his mouth and eyes.

“Do you love me, Crysta?” he asked.

“Yes.” I let out a ragged sob.

He crushed me to him in a warm embrace and used his magic to take us back to our apartment. When I brought my watery eyes to his, and saw the lock of his jaw and felt the intensity of his determination, I knew exactly what was coming.

My breath hitched as he pulled me closer and crushed his lips to my own, searing me with the most intense heat I’d ever experienced. I felt as if fire had consumed the whole  of  us,  but  never  for  one  moment  was  I  afraid  of  being  burned.  His  lips explored the tender corners of my mouth and then gently massaged my bottom lip as I held tightly to him and matched his wonderful kisses with my own. I wasn’t afraid of Jareth, and I wasn’t afraid to love him, but I was desperately afraid to lose him.

After a few more moments of intense kissing, we came up for air.

“Crysta? Does this mean you’ll come back home with me someday?” He lifted my chin with the curve of his finger and forced me to look him in the eye. His own eyes  held  questions,  and  I  didn’t  know  what  answers  to  give  him.  Then  his  eyes flicked upward and a huge smile spread across his lips.

His full smile made my knees go numb.

“What is it?”

“Proof. The kind of proof I was hoping might give you a little more faith in our future together. Proof that you and I are meant for one another, though I would have fought for you until my last breath whether this outcome had occurred or not.”

I gave him a questioning look.

“What proof are you talking about? Proof of what?”

“That we are fated for one another. You have a permanent mark on the right side of your temple now.” He leaned forward and softly kissed the mark.

I stepped away from his embrace and ran to the small mirror hanging above the desk against the wall. I stared long and hard at myself, not recognizing the young girl reflected before me. I hadn’t just received a strange mark on the side of my face—

my whole being had transformed. My hair was the blinding white color I had worked so  hard  to  cover,  and  my  eyes  appeared  more  slanted  and  frosty  blue  than  ever before.  I  pulled  my  white  hair  behind  my  ears  and  stopped  short.  Gone  were  the

surgically rounded tips I’d spent so much time saving for. They’d reverted back to their original pointy ends.

I  might  have  felt  frustrated  that  all  my  hard  work  in  the  pursuit  of  blending  in was  now  a  non-issue,  but  my  strange  “birth  defects”  no  longer  looked  ugly  or undesirable. I felt beautiful for the first time in my life.

I  studied  the  mark  on  my  temple.  Two  eternity  symbols  layered  in  gold overlapped and intersected with one another. The mark tingled slightly at my touch. I saw Jareth come up behind me and place his hands on my shoulders. The tenderness of his touch, the way his eyes sought mine and gave me a hopeful, almost pleading look made my legs go rubbery.

“Crysta, please say you’ll stay with me in the faerie realm once it is safe for you to do so.”

I studied the mark on my temple, my pointed ears and white hair, and realized that Jareth had accepted all of me. The before and after versions of me. I didn’t have to hide, change, or defend who I was, and I didn’t have to be ashamed of what I used to be.

“I’ll stay with you, Jareth,” I said.

He spun me around and pulled me to him, finding my lips with his and kissing me senseless. I nearly jumped out of my skin when a loud banging noise sounded to my left. Nuallan had apparated right next to us and plowed into the coffee table. I jumped in surprise and then narrowed my eyes into a killer glare.

“Nuallan, I need you to get on board with the concept of knocking,” I said.

“We  don’t  have  time  for  that,”  he  replied.  Then  he  really  took  me  in  and  his harried look only intensified.

“It’s true. She’s your fated mate and one of the royals we thought murdered,” he rubbed his hands over his face. “This is very bad, Jareth.”

“What’s wrong?” Jareth asked.

“Your father knows I lied. He knows Crysta was never dealt with and that you never  moved  on  to  a  new  assignment.  I  don’t  know  how  he  found  out,  but  he  is definitely coming here.” He pointed to me. “Her life will be over when he does.”

There was heavy silence, punctuated by Jareth’s angered breathing.

“Nuallan, what exactly are you getting at?”

“Perhaps I can answer such a troubling question,” said a deep voice from behind us.

Jareth  and  I  both  turned  to  look  at  the  door,  where  a  slightly  older  version  of Jareth  stood.  My  faerie  assassin  came  to  attention  in  the  presence  of  this  rather imposing figure.

“Father?”

The older faerie gave him a somber nod. “Jareth, I became alarmed when you did not return to our realm within the time specified, but when Nuallan assured me you were simply eager to take on more and prove yourself,” he paused to give Nuallan a death  glare,  “I  decided  to  allow  you  some  space.  Imagine  my  concern  when  I discovered your original target. Due to an unfortunate oversight amongst my leaders, you were given the task to kill someone you were never meant to have any contact

with.” He paused to turn his hate-filled glare on me. “Ever. You were not meant to be here.” There was real fire in this old faerie’s eyes. I took a slight step backward as Jareth positioned himself in front of me.

“I demanded the assignment due to the nature of the target. I had no idea I was being sent to kill my future bride, and up until a few moments ago, I had no idea you were the one who ordered her death.”

The  king  laughed  in  derision.  “We  took  great  pains  to  exterminate  all  of  the Tuadhe  d’Anu  family  for  this  very  reason.  Our  seer  became  aware  of  the  eventual union  when  the  princess  was  born,  but  uniting  faeries  from  two  different  courts would have created a magical imbalance within the kingdom. Both of you cannot be king and queen over the Seelie and Unseelie Courts. They must remain separate and distinct.”

Jareth’s  look  of  displeasure  intensified.  I  was  happy  to  not  be  on  the  receiving end  of  his  righteous  wrath.  His  comment  to  his  father  came  out  controlled,  almost polite.

“It was quite sloppy of you, letting her get away.”

The king flicked his hand in annoyance.

“You will hand her over to me and leave the human realm immediately.”

Jareth shook his head. “If we are fated for one another then the outcome of our union  will  not  end  in  chaos.  You’ll  not  consider  giving  this  union  a  chance?  It  is clearly fated. The marks are not something that can be faked. There must be a reason for this.”

“The only way for that to occur is for you to give up your birthright to the throne, step down, and allow your younger brother to take your place. But that would mean giving up everything. It would mean ruling the Unseelie Court. And neither you nor this changeling know anything about the Unseelie Court. Are you willing to give up everything you’ve worked so hard for, for this faerie?”

Jareth’s silence tore at my heart a little. I raised my eyes to his, but couldn’t get a handle  on  his  thoughts,  his  face  was  void  of  emotion.  I  understood  the  choice  he faced now, and I honestly didn’t expect him to pick me. That’s why his next words surprised me.

“Yes, I’m willing to give up my birthright”

His father sputtered in disbelief. “I can’t let you do that. I did everything I could to  make  certain  you  would  never  feel  compelled  to  make  such  a  destructive decision.”

“Father, I do not have to be king of the Seelie Court to be happy, and Kheelan is more than capable of ruling in my stead.”

His father shook his head no.

“You said I had to be willing to give it all up, and I am. Perhaps that is part of the future the seer envisioned. Perhaps this is best.”

“I am king, and I know what is best. We’re not allowing the direction and fate of the Seelie Court to be determined by a princess from the Unseelie Court. Their only thought is for murder and conquest. They want to destroy us all.”

Jareth  rolled  his  eyes  as  if  this  subject  had  been  brought  up  between  them repeatedly and was one they never agreed upon.

“Paranoia,  Father.  You  turned  into  everything  you  fear  when  you  ordered Crysta’s assassination.”

“I won’t allow it.”

“We’ve  already  exchanged  our  marks.  Half  the  ceremony  has  been  completed.

This cannot be reversed.”

“It can if she’s dead.”

Jareth’s eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared as he gritted his teeth. He took in a deep  breath  and  let  it  out  slowly,  though  I  sensed  his  temper  reaching  a  breaking point.

“You are discussing the murder of the woman I love. Do you honestly think I’ll just stand by and let you kill her? Any of you?” He directed that last shot at Nuallan, who stared wide-eyed and open-mouthed.

I’d almost forgotten he was there.

“I  didn’t  murder  an  entire  faerie  bloodline  only  to  be  thwarted  by  a  silly  Fae tradition,” his father continued.

“Fated mates have nothing to do with tradition.”

“You cannot abdicate the throne, and she cannot live so long as you have feelings for her.”

Jareth  stared  at  his  father  for  a  few  moments  and  then  looked  at  me, communicating something so profound and deep, I failed to grasp it until it was too late.

“Then  I’m  afraid  you  have  given  me  no  choice,  Father.”  Jareth  stood  taller, withdrew his dagger from its sheath at his waist, and began tracing a small, thin cut across  the  length  of  his  right  palm.  “By  the  gods  of  our  forefathers  and  the  first faeries of our realm—”

“Jareth, you will stop this at once,” the king thundered, but his son paid him little heed. The king began to move toward us, but Jareth murmured some incantation and threw his left hand up, blocking his father’s advance. “Consider the consequences!”

“We must do this quickly.” Jareth turned to me. “I denounce my birthright and position  in  the  Seelie  Court  of  faeries,  and  seal  my  life,  my  soul,  and  my  essence with this winter faerie, Princess Crystiana Tuadhe d’Anu, and by so doing, relinquish any  and  all  claims  to  the  rule  and  reign  of  the  Seelie  Court  forever.”  He  quickly slashed  the  palm  of  my  hand,  making  me  squeal  in  surprise.  Then  he  placed  his bleeding one in mine. “Crysta, repeat after me.”

I stared at the blood seeping from the sides of our joined palms. Too stunned to protest, I repeated the words he gave me. “I seal my life, my soul, and my essence with this summer faerie, Prince Jareth Tuatha d’Dannan.”

Jareth ignored the ravings of his father. He only had eyes for me. “This union is now permanent and can never be undone.” White light exploded between us and then enveloped us completely. I felt a strange tingle encompass the whole of me. Not just my  physical  being,  but  my  soul  felt  as  if  it  was  shedding  its  outer  layer  and becoming one with something better, something greater than myself.

When the light finally dimmed and my eyes adjusted to the change, Jareth and I still stood in the middle of my living room with a sputtering Nuallan and an enraged Fae monarch.

In a gravelly voice the king said, “The repercussions of these actions will effect an entire kingdom.”

Jareth  inhaled  a  fortifying  breath  and  gave  his  father  a  cold  look.  “Just  your kingdom, Father. Just yours.”

“I  will  find  a  way  to  undo  what  you’ve  done,  my  son.”  His  murderous  eyes captured mine. Their pupils contracted and thinned into a dark line. I shivered at the malevolence  they  radiated.  “And  when  I  do,  this  insignificant  faerie  will  most certainly die.”

His frame flickered before us and then vanished out of sight. I stared at the space the king vacated and wondered if I would ever feel safe in this apartment again.

“How  could  you  do  this,  Jareth?  Why  would  you  do  this?”  Nuallan  said  in  a grave voice.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“You mean besides giving up his right to the throne?” Nuallan shouted. “Jareth, are you insane?”

I shook my head in disbelief.

“Jareth, you gave up a kingdom for me.”

He  shrugged  his  shoulders  as  if  his  selfless  sacrifice  on  my  behalf  hadn’t  been enormous. “I’d give up much more to keep you safe.”

“Why?”

“I love you, Crysta. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”

I blinked several tears and buried my face against his chest.

“I think I’m starting to.”

“While this is all very moving, it still doesn’t solve anything. That damned spell you just cast complicates things considerably,” Nuallan continued.

I raised my eyes to Jareth’s. “What spell? What exactly did you do?”

Jareth appeared agitated as if I might not like his answer.

“I tied my soul to yours.”

“You  did  more  than  that,”  Nuallan  said.  He  turned  to  me,  worry  creasing  his brow. “Your souls are linked now.”

“What, like a marriage?” I asked in disbelief.

“It goes beyond marriage, Crysta,” Jareth said. “Because faeries live forever, it is sometimes unbearable for one spouse to continue on for eternity without the other.

Though  we  are  immortal,  there  are  still  ways  we  can  be  killed.  In  some  situations couples will bind their souls together so that if one faerie dies, then the other soon follows.”

I gaped at him in disbelief. “You outmaneuvered your father. If he succeeds in killing me, he kills you too. You’ve put your life in danger for my sake.”

Jareth took my hand in his and brought it to his lips. “While it’s nice to pretend that what I did was brave and selfless, in reality, I know my father will never make another  attempt  on  your  life  while  I’m  linked  to  you.  I  haven’t  risked  my  life

anymore  than  I  usually  do,  Crysta,  but  I   have  managed  to  ensure  that  no  one  will endanger yours ever again.”

“And if your father makes good on his threat to undo the spell linking the two of you, what then?”

Jareth leveled a harsh look at Nuallan.

“It is impossible to reverse this.”

“Impossible  once  the  two  of  you  are  married.  Without  the  marriage  ceremony strengthening the link, there is a way to undo it.”

Jareth shook his head in denial, but I wanted to know exactly what the risks were for both of us.

“How can it be undone?” I asked.

Nuallan shuddered. “One of you must renounce your commitment to the other, deny your love, and…and…”

“…willingly  perform  a  counterspell  that  severs  the  link,  cutting  our  souls  in two,” Jareth finished. “It’s incredibly painful.”

I  looked  between  the  two  of  them,  waiting  for  a  far  more  treacherous  answer.

When none was forthcoming, I gave Jareth a reassuring smile.

“That means the ball’s in our court.” I stated.

“Jareth, do translate,” Nuallan said.

I impatiently continued. “If the spell can only be reversed by one of us then it will never happen. I have no intention of ever denying my love for you.”

Jareth’s somber look lightened considerably, but his eyes were still tinged with a heavy sadness.

“Unfortunately, Crysta, it may be possible for my father to find a way to compel or coerce you into severing the link. One simple mind control spell would force you to do anything the spell-caster wished.”

“You have to marry her as soon as possible,” Nuallan said. “It’s the only way to tie up that weakness and make Crysta yours forever.”

I tensed at this. Marriage was a huge step for anyone, and I was only seventeen years old. I understood that this move might be the safest play in order to keep me safe, but did we really want to be forced into making such a huge commitment to one another to keep his father from killing me? Marrying for protection and safety didn’t sit well with me. I wasn’t human, I happened to be the current heir of the Unseelie Court, I loved Jareth and he loved me, and now our souls were linked together.

If I died, he died.

It was too much.

Jareth placed his hands on my stiff shoulders and massaged them with his nimble fingers.

“For the record, I already want to marry you, so don’t go over-analyzing things by assuming my father has forced my hand.”

Dang. He knew me so well.

“Why can’t you be coerced into performing a counterspell?” I asked.

Nuallan  and  Jareth  both  laughed  at  my  question.  I  thought  the  reaction  was  a little inappropriate, considering the severity of the situation.

“Jareth is a powerful faerie with full command of his magic,” Nuallan said with a hint of pride. “There isn’t a faerie in the world capable of forcing him to do anything he would not wish.”

I nodded, understanding settling heavy in my gut.

“So I’m the weak link here.”

Jareth wrapped me in his arms and pulled me to him.

“I  don’t  want  you  to  worry  about  this  anymore.  Do  you  understand  me?  You aren’t  ready  for  marriage,  and  we’ve  got  an  audition  coming  up  that  we  need  to prepare for.”

“Just like that? We’re not going to consider the danger you are in because of me?

We’re not going to talk about the fact that you gave up an entire kingdom for me or what the repercussions are for you now?” I waited for him to communicate with me, but he glued his lips together in a taut, thin line. I turned to Nuallan. “Can he ever go back to the faerie realm?”

Nuallan looked at his prince, probably wondering if he dared risk giving me an answer, but my glare must have been a bit more motivating.

“He can return, Crysta, but why would he? He has nothing to return home to, and he cannot leave you weak and defenseless in this realm.”

Jareth’s  sacrifice  came  into  focus  at  that  moment.  He  hadn’t  just  given  up  his kingdom.  He’d  given  up  his  life,  his  friends,  his  family,  his  world,  everything  to ensure  that  I  remained  safe.  He  hadn’t  planned  on  his  father  being  the  threat  we fought  against.  He  hadn’t  planned  on  falling  in  love  with  me  and  then  turning  his back on everything else.

But he’d done it.

He’d done it for me.

“Nuallan, if I learned how to wield my magic would that protect me from another faerie’s compulsion?”

Nuallan studied me with a curious glint in his eye.

“Yes, of course, but the best way to do that is within the Fae realm. The magic there is more heightened. You would have greater access to your powers and more control as you learned to use them.”

“Crysta what are you thinking?” Jareth asked.

“You said my uncle would be very happy to learn that I am alive. You said he never wanted to rule the Unseelie Court in the first place.”

“Yes?”

Jareth’s monumental sacrifice on my behalf solidified my decision. He had given up everything to protect me, and I was more than willing to do the same for him.

“I hear there’s a position open in the Unseelie Court. You wouldn’t be interested in ruling a kingdom with me, would you?”

Shock slackened the muscles in his jaw. His blue eyes widened in disbelief.

“You would do that? Give up your life here for me?”

“You’re my life, Jareth. And since we’ll both be living forever, I’m sure I’ll get another crack at professionally dancing in a century or two.” I held my hand out to

him as an offering. “Are you gonna help me make things right? It seems to me the faeries might benefit from a king and queen who aren’t totally unhinged.”

Jareth took my hand and placed a gentle kiss upon my cheek. Then he took me in his arms and kissed me absolutely senseless before letting me come up for air.

“It would be my honor and privilege, sweet Crysta.”

I  rested  my  head  against  his  chest  and  reveled  in  the  love  and  security  I  felt within his arms.

“Well,  now  that  we’ve  got  that  settled,  there  is  one  thing  I  want  to  make  very clear before we leave,” I said.

“What’s that?”

“Under no circumstances will I ever refer to you as, Your Majesty.”

Jareth let out a soft chuckle and nestled my head just under his chin.

“You wouldn’t be my sweet Crysta if you did.”
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Thank you for reading  My Fair Assassin. I hope you enjoyed this novella. This was  first  published  in  a  fun  paranormal  anthology  called   Strange  and  Lovely.  I encourage you to check that book out in order to discover other talented authors of paranormal  romance.  Also,  be  sure  to  stay  tuned  for  the  next  book  in  the  series coming out in a few months.

I originally wrote this for my niece who was struggling with her own self-esteem and self-worth. I wanted her to understand that the differences in her facial features were beautiful, distinct, and unique.

It’s  hard  to  find  yourself  in  high  school.  It’s  hard  to  appreciate  the  differences you bring to the equation when every high school “hierarchy” has its own code of what is acceptable and what isn’t. Being proud of who you are can be a challenge when faced with mean girls and all of their drama.

I  wanted  my  niece  and  any  other  girls  struggling  with  their  appearance  to understand that the right man, the right friends, the right people will always love and accept  you  for  who  you  are  and  what  you  bring  to  the  table.  To  be  caught  up  in changing any of what makes you beautiful for the approval of others will only make you unhappy in the end.

As  Jareth  so  aptly  questioned,  “You  removed  your  most  beautiful,  defining features so humans would love you?”

It’s hard to tell that to a teenager or even an adult without getting an eye-roll or two,  so  maybe  wrapping  this  lesson  in  a  paranormal  package  will  catch  their attention and drive home this important message.
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 Seventeen Years Ago

 

“Did anyone see you, Insley?” he asked.

The queen snorted in derision to cover up her supreme anxiety over this fact: she had just embedded a charm of their joint creation within the mind of a hospital nurse in the maternity unit, only to leave her precious daughter in the care of defenseless humans. The very human baby she held in her arms now would act as decoy in case her husband’s suspicions came to fruition.

“I feel that this is an overreaction to a situation that has never escalated to more than empty threats and awkward meetings,” she replied. She and her husband stood just under a tree a few hundred yards from the hospital’s entrance. The darkness of the night and their individual glamours shielded them from prying eyes. The baby in her arms let out a tiny wail. She rocked her gently, making cooing sounds to silence the tiny infant’s hungry wails. The queen’s guilt at taking another mother’s child and basically abandoning her own to who knew what kind of fate threatened to tear her heart in two.

Could relations between the Seelie and Unseelie Courts really have deteriorated to  such  an  extent  that  this  desperate  move  on  their  behalf  had  actually  become justified? There hadn’t been a Changeling Selection in decades.

“The king of the Seelie Court has grown more unstable with every passing day. It isn’t  just  his  own  paranoia  we  now  have  to  deal  with.  For  whatever  reason,  he believes that Prince Jareth and Crysta are fated mates,” her husband, Rodri, replied.

Her eyes opened wide in disbelief, Rodri’s actions now making far more sense.

“Delusional,” Insley hissed. “The logistics of such a union would be catastrophic for both courts. Besides the fact that Jareth is nearly two hundred years her senior, the  natural  order  of  magic  would  never  allow  fated  mates  to  be  chosen  from  two different seasonal elements.”

Rodri  heaved  a  frustrated  sigh,  reaching  for  the  tiny  human  when  it  let  out another wail. She watched as he took the babe from her and cradled the child in his arms.  Her  heart  twinged  at  the  familial  sight.  They  had  tried  for  so  long  to  have children, centuries of pain and frustration due to her inability to produce an heir and their complete ignorance as to why she had remained infertile for so long. Those had been dark times for both of them, creating a strain on their relationship that had only recovered after the news of her pregnancy with their daughter. Giving birth to Crysta had been one of the most joyous days of their union, and now they had to give her to another family to raise.

To humans, no less.

“I  explained  that  to  King  Moridan  during  the  emergency  meeting  he  called  to order.  To  save  the  Fae  realm,  he  demanded  we  kill  our  daughter  and  prevent inevitable disaster. My protests fell on deaf ears.” His soft gaze moved from the baby in his arms. The severe look he gave her made Insley’s heart stutter with fear.

“He made it very clear that if we refused to…deal with the problem…he would have no choice but to deal with it himself. She stays hidden, my dear. For as long as

it takes to disprove his theory. Crysta isn’t safe while the king holds to this irrational belief.”

She nodded, tears flowing freely as she stifled the urge to run back to the hospital and hold her daughter one last time.

“Please, my love,” her husband murmured, “she will have a member of the Fae watching and caring for her from a distance at all times. We’ll come retrieve her once the danger has passed.”

“Who did you assign such an important task?”

“The less you know, the better.”

His answer gave her more cause for panic.

“By  the  realms,  Rodri,  has  it  really  become  so  dangerous  that  you  must compartmentalize  this  information?  We  are  not  defenseless.  Our  power  is  just  as great as the Seelie Court’s.”

Her husband’s worried look made her insides grow cold.

“I  truly  believe  Moridan  is  imbalanced  himself.  There  is  something  dark  and dangerous lurking within his mind.”

“Dark magic,” she whispered.

He merely nodded.

The consequences of anyone dabbling with impure magic were catastrophic. The realms of the Seelie and Unseelie Courts existed within the principles of balance, on the goodness of the elemental energies within that balance. Dark magic was a threat to the Fae realm as a whole.

“What can we do?” she asked, hating to feel so helpless.

“Exactly what we’re doing right now. Crysta’s magic is powerful and pure. She must  live  to  help  us  combat  this  threat,  especially  if  King  Moridan’s  insanity  has trickled down to his heirs. Jareth is nearly as powerful as his father. We won’t be able to fight against two royals of the Seelie Court if they’ve embraced the Dark Arts, and there is no telling what Jareth might do if he believes the king’s delusions and fights to discover if Crysta truly is his fated mate. The possibility of such a unique bond would be impossible for any Fae to resist.”

“And what if the delusion is a reality?” she whispered, horrified at the thought.

Her husband’s gaze hardened as he steeled himself for his answer.

“Then she will remain in the human realm for the rest of her life. She and Jareth must never engage in such a union. The Fae realm would deteriorate as a result.”

Insley  let  out  a  choked  gasp,  fighting  her  sorrow  at  the  unfairness  of  their situation.  She  turned  to  look  one  last  time  at  the  hospital  where  her  daughter peacefully slept.

“I’ll come for you,” she whispered. “No matter what we discover.”

Within  moments  the  king  and  queen  of  the  Unseelie  Court  dissipated  from  the human realm, taking the human infant with them.



 

 Present Day

 

For  the  record,  lighting  socks  on  fire  and  then  encouraging  an  inexperienced Winter  faerie  to  put  them  out  with  her  puny  ice  powers  is  likely  to  burn  an  entire apartment building to the ground.

After  the  fifth  round  of  Jareth  lighting  things  on  fire  and  waiting  for  me  to miraculously  extinguish  the  tiny  flames—and  failing  miserably  of  course—I wondered if I’d ever had any powers to begin with.

“You have to concentrate, Crysta. You already know what that frozen core feels like, so just focus on it and tell it what you want it to do,” Jareth said. “Visualization is key.”

I stared at the tiny flames and willed my core power to shoot out more than a few pathetic  flakes  of  snow.  When  that  failed  I  tried  a  few  eyebrow  wiggles  and  then tweaked my nose just in case the old TV series  Bewitched had been onto something.

I grimaced as my fifth pair of socks turned to ash. I was so off my game…not that I’d ever had game. When the fire went out on its own, I palmed my tired eyes and let out a frustrated sigh.

“I can’t do it,” I said. “I’m the worst Winter faerie ever.”

Jareth chuckled and came over to me, enfolding me in his secure hold. I breathed in his fresh scent and wondered for the millionth time what this gorgeous faerie even saw in me.

“It  just  takes  some  practice.  You  possess  enormous  power,  but  you  have  very little experience wielding it.”

I pulled back to look at him.

“But  shouldn’t  I  be  able  to  do  more  by  now?  It’s  been  two  weeks  since  your father  threatened  to  kill  me  and  you  linked  our  souls  together.  Two  weeks  of  us trying to increase my magical abilities so I can at least perform some basic defensive spells, and nothing. All I can do at the moment is give someone a very limited white Christmas.”

“Don’t  forget  the  unorthodox  yet  highly  effective  maneuver  you  pulled  on  me when you unintentionally froze a specific area of my body a few weeks ago.”

“You  only  think  it  was  unintentional,”  I  said  with  a  wink.  “And  I’m  seriously troubled that I haven’t been able to replicate that cool trick.”

He gave me a stern look, but couldn’t hold it for long. His teasing smile broke through almost immediately as he pulled me closer, bringing our lips a few inches apart.

“Don’t think I’ll let you get away with that. The penalty for using your magic on me involves your soft lips on mine for as long as I deem necessary.”

I rolled my eyes and smirked.

“Right, because being kissed by you for an indeterminate amount of time is a real trial.”

He made a low noise in the back of his throat that almost sounded like a growl before  he  took  possession  of  my  lips  and  made  good  on  his  threat.  My  fingers

threaded through his hair as his arms locked me to him, pulling me in and making us one in a way that made me feel as if I would never be whole without him.

Not even a month ago, Jareth had appeared in my apartment, told me he’d been assigned to kill me, and then proceeded to turn my world upside down by falling in love with me, becoming my fated mate, and convincing me I was actually a faerie.

Through some sleuthing of his own, he discovered that my parents were the rulers of the Unseelie Court until they were murdered by King Moridan, Jareth’s father, in an attempt to get rid of me.

Apparently,  King  Moridan  thought  our  fated  mate  status  would  eventually destroy the Fae realm since Jareth was a Summer faerie and I was a Winter faerie.

Ha! As if someone as nondescript as me could ever be that powerful or even that important.

Jareth  firmly  believed  that  our  union  would  somehow  work  even  though  we didn’t share the same elemental magic. I didn’t really understand the logistics of it, but I loved him and trusted him, and quite frankly I wasn’t willing to give him up for anything. Call me selfish if you want to, but after seventeen years of foster care, I was all about holding on to the good things in life and never letting them go.

I’d never had a family and never felt like I belonged anywhere or with anyone.

Jareth  was  my  family  now.  He’d  given  up  his  birthright  to  be  with  me,  and  I  was never ever going to let him regret it. Which meant he could have my kingdom to rule by my side if he wanted to. It was the only thing I could give him to make up for what he’d sacrificed to keep me safe.

But if I couldn’t even put out a couple of burning socks, I didn’t see how I was ever  going  to  rule  the  Unseelie  Court.  A  faerie  queen  with  no  magic  didn’t  sound feasible to me. More like super pathetic.

Pitiful.

Lame.

And what if there were other, more beautiful faeries within the Court who could wield  their  powers  with  more  skill  than  me?  An  epic  inferiority  complex  had developed and was messing with my mind.

And now my age was something to consider.

Two days ago, I turned the big one-eight.

I was officially eighteen, something Jareth insisted on celebrating by apparating me  to  a  few  different  spots  around  the  world.  Places  I’d  always  wanted  to  visit.

Tourist traps, really, but I was all about Paris’ Eiffel Tower, The Polynesian Cultural Center in Hawaii, and the Thames River Cruise in London. For a terrifying assassin, Jareth was one hell of a romantic. I’d never felt so special in all my life.

Unfortunately,  he  was  convinced  my  powers  would  be  more  accessible  to  me now that I’d come of age. He’d been drilling me all day on spells that any Fae child could easily accomplish.

Not me, of course.

It was a bit demoralizing.

The  soft  meow  of  Nala  as  she  rubbed  against  my  leg  broke  us  from  our affectionate exchange.

“I don’t think she has any food in her bowl,” I said as I reluctantly pulled away from Jareth.

He smiled and gave me a soft kiss on my forehead before releasing me.

As I entered the kitchen, Jareth followed, standing behind me as I pulled out the bag of cat food and poured it into Nala’s bowl. His nearness gave me goosebumps, and I remembered the first time he’d cornered me in the kitchen when I fed Nala.

Not  that  she  really  needed  the  food  at  the  time,  but  I’d  needed  some  space.  His presence and his intense gaze had more than flustered me. It had nearly undone me, and at the time I hadn’t been ready or willing to let anyone get too close, especially not someone sent to kill me, thank you very much!

Jareth  placed  his  hands  on  my  shoulders  and  drew  my  back  against  his  chest.

Then he nudged my head to the side and began planting soft kisses along the length of my neck. I folded my arms over his and let the warm tingles shoot through my body.

“You know,” he said, “for the last two weeks I’ve willingly slept on the floor, but I’d like to sleep next to you from now on…if that’s okay.”

My heart seized for a moment, tiny tendrils of panic invading my previous warm fuzzies.  My  experiences  with  intimacy  were  next  to  zilch  besides  the  one  time  I’d been forced to…

I  quickly  blocked  that  memory  from  my  mind  and  frantically  searched  for  an answer that might make a modicum of sense. I just didn’t know how to talk to him about the way I truly felt or the fears and disillusionment that plagued me.

Kisses were all fine and good, but anything beyond that seemed like a violation of my body and mind. I knew that wasn’t how it was supposed to be, but I couldn’t see  how  surrendering  to  anyone  like  that  and  allowing  myself  to  be  so  vulnerable could ever be a good thing.

Jareth must had noticed how much I tensed up because he slowly turned me to look at him, his eyes full of concern.

“Crysta, you know I would never force you to do anything you didn’t want to do.

Right?”

I  mustered  up  a  fake  smile  as  memories  of  a  different  man  with  a  different attitude about the whole thing flashed through my mind again. I tried not to shudder.

“It’s  just  that,  I’m  not  really  comfortable  with  taking  things  further,  and  I’m super old-fashioned.”

It sounded lame, but it was definitely how I felt. I’d never planned to share my body with anyone but my husband.

He gave me an encouraging smile that seemed genuine.

“If  marriage  is  what  you’re  waiting  for  then  I  can  certainly  bunk  on  the  floor until things are official.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

“Jami’s room is still sitting empty, you know? We can always buy some manly Batman Lego sheets and quilt to match. Unless you’re into Ninja Turtles.”

Jareth  tilted  my  chin  up  so  I  was  looking  into  the  bottomless  depths  of  his beautiful eyes. I’d gone for humor to derail the conversation, but I could tell it hadn’t

worked. All I saw within those deep blue depths was love, concern, and tenderness. I relaxed even further.

“You never need to feel anxious about us. I know you have no experience in this matter,  Crysta.  I  won’t  betray  your  trust  by  pushing  you  into  a  level  of  intimacy you’re not ready for.”

He  gently  kissed  my  right  temple  where  my  fated  mate  mark  stood  bright  and beautiful. It looked bright and beautiful to me, anyway…every single time I studied it in the mirror.

I was kind of obsessed with it.

“Thank you,” I said. I blinked back some tears, unsure as to why I felt like crying in the first place. Then I grabbed Nala’s bowl and took it back to the living room, placing it near the door.

“I think we need to move our studies to include different species of Fae. It would be wise to visit a local library and uncover the material we need to educate you more fully on the creatures of my world.”

I was grateful for the change in subject, but going to the library to do research on the Fae realm made zero sense to me.

“Why would a public library, in the human realm, have any resources that could teach me about the faeries in your world?”

He  clasped  his  hands  behind  his  back  in  a  stance  that  I  had  dubbed,  The Professor. He always struck that pose when he started teaching me something new about his world.

It never bothered me. I liked the way his arm muscles and pectorals were shown to greater advantage through the green leather of his apparel.

Super distracting, though. I couldn’t say I’d absorbed much of what he’d already taught me.

“Humans and faeries have been interacting with one another since the beginning of  time.  Surely  you’ve  read  Hans  Christian  Anderson’s  writings,  or  maybe  the Brothers Grimm managed to grace the classics list in your underdeveloped literature courses?”

I gave him my best flat-eyed stare.

“I’m not quite as uneducated as you think. And I figured those stories were just myths and legends.”

“That’s  what’s  so  ingenious  about  the  whole  concept  of  a  myth  or  a  legend.

Change  the  subject  matter  to  suit  your  needs  just  enough  to  where  it  becomes fictitious  instead  of  a  reality.  Humans  know  of  us,  but  don’t  necessarily  believe  in us.”

Jareth sat down on the couch and grabbed an urban dictionary we’d found at a book fair in downtown San Diego. It was almost scary the things that popped out of his mouth now.

“Why bother when you have very little regard for humans in general?”

He thumbed the book open and then looked at me as if I should already know the answer to that question.

“Crysta, those fairy tales are scary as hell. Would you really want to come across a faerie after reading any of those works?”

“Ah. Intimidation and scare tactics. Why am I not surprised?”

“Yes. I think it quite groovy.”

I raised my eyebrows.

“Quite…groovy?” I nodded at the book in his hand. “In what year was that slang dictionary of yours published?”

“Does that matter?”

“It does if the word psychedelic means anything to you.”

Before Jareth could respond, Nuallan apparated right next to me.

I  jumped  and  let  out  an  undignified  shriek  that  had  both  Jareth  and  Nuallan laughing their heads off. Glaring at both of them didn’t seem to help.

“Nuallan, doors are for knocking. I have one. Please use it.” I pointed at the door, indicating he should go out and try again. House training faeries was about as bad as house training puppies.

“It’s just so time consuming,” he muttered as he disappeared.

The  sound  of  heavy  knocking  immediately  followed.  I  was  about  to  open  the door, but Jareth, without lifting his eyes from his book, flung his hand in the air, said one indecipherable word, and quirked a finger, causing the door to swing wide on its hinges.

Neat trick.

And kind of counterproductive. I would have liked to make Nuallan work for it a bit.

“There, you see,” he said as he stomped in. “Total waste of time.”

“That’s not the point,” I said. “What if you apparate in here when I’m walking around in my underwear?”

Nuallan looked mortified as he turned to Jareth.

“Does she do that?”

“No, unfortunately. If she did, I would have put a stop to you apparating inside her  apartment  weeks  ago.”  Jareth  snapped  his  book  shut,  set  it  on  the  table,  and stood. “She’s the most prudish eighteen-year-old I’ve ever encountered.”

He gave me a teasing grin, and I stuck my tongue out at him.

“Considering how old most of you faeries are, I doubt you’ve ever encountered a eighteen-year-old.” I said.

Jareth ignored my barb.

“I’ve never seen a hint of underwear since the day I came for a visit.”

“Broke in,” I corrected.

“I’m not even sure she owns any underwear.”

“And  you’ll  be  lucky  if  you  ever  find  out,”  I  shot  back,  giving  him  a  playful smirk.

He grinned and took a step forward.

“Oh, I’ll find out. You can’t keep me out of your…er…room forever.” He gave me  a  naughty  eye  wiggle  that  brought  heat  to  my  stomach,  and  then  made  me

nervous  at  the  mere  thought.  Yeah.  We  had  a  few  things  to  cover  concerning  that particular topic.

Nuallan chuckled and grabbed an apple from a bowl on the coffee table. Then he sat down and bit into it while Jareth stalked toward me.

I  did   not  like  the  mischievous  glint  in  his  eye.  I  dodged  to  the  left,  but  he anticipated  me  and  snaked  an  arm  around  my  waist,  lifting  me  into  the  air  and tickling my sides.

“You…are the absolute…worst,” I shouted in-between giggles.

“But you still love me.”

“Yes, I do.”

He  set  me  down  so  I  could  wrap  my  arms  around  his  shoulders.  I  gave  him  a sweet kiss and pulled away once I heard Nuallan making gagging noises.

“I’m still here,” he said.

Jareth sighed goodnaturedly and stepped back.

“I guess it’s just as well. Time for more practice anyway.”

“Seriously? You’ve already burned through every scrap of paper in the house and half my sock collection.”

“What in the world are you two talking about?” Nuallan asked around a mouthful of apple.

“He’s  been  setting  things  on  fire  to  try  and  get  me  to  put  them  out  with  my magic. So far we’ve netted a fat zero on the putting out fires thing.”

Nuallan appeared puzzled.

“Really? Even a faerie with no training should have enough power to put out a fire. In fact, with zero training you would most likely summon too much snow and ice and freeze your entire apartment.”

I narrowed my eyes as Jareth gave Nuallan an annoyed look.

“Well,  that  certainly  hasn’t  happened.”  I  turned  to  Jareth.  “Was  that  even  a remote possibility?”

“Maybe? But if it had happened even once we would have practiced somewhere else.”

I shook my head, thoroughly disgusted with these two faeries.

“You guys are reckless and crazy.”

“I  wonder  why  she  is  having  such  a  difficult  time  summoning  her  powers,”

Nuallan said. “I suppose eighteen years worth of inactivity will be difficult to undo.”

I  pursed  my  lips  into  a  thin  line.  It’s  not  like  I’d  spent  my  adolescence  doing absolutely nothing.

“Thanks for that uplifting thought, Nuallan. You’re welcome back here…never.”

After a few more minutes of goodnatured teasing between us, Nuallan reported on events in the Fae realm.

“King Moridan has been especially quiet as of late. It bothers me. I truly believe he is up to something.”

Jareth  gave  him  a  searching  look  and  some  kind  of  communication  passed between them.

I didn’t like it one bit.

“Just say it,” I groused. “If you both know what’s going on, the last thing I need is to be kept in the dark about it.”

Nuallan sighed, “The Fae realm has just felt a little off over the last two weeks.

There  have  been  stirrings  among  the  nobles.  I  overheard  Lord  Elsly  discussing strange movements among the Stargis. I’m not sure what to make of it.”

“Lady Rhoswen’s father is concerned about the Stargis?” Jareth said. I looked on in confusion as Jareth’s eyebrows narrowed in concern. “The Stargis are a peaceful race. Benign in every way imaginable.”

“Who is Lady Rhoswen?” I asked, feeling a little tense at the mention of another woman, especially from Jareth.

Geez. Did I have to be so insecure all the time? It was such a powerless feeling.

“No one. Just a noblewoman from the Seelie Court.” Jareth lifted his shoulders in a nonchalant shrug while Nuallan gave him a measured look. It seemed like Nuallan was wondering at Jareth’s evasive answer.

Which made me wonder too.

Gah.

Paranoid much?

“I  don’t  believe  the  activity  among  the  Stargis  race  have  anything  to  do  with Crysta,” he told Jareth. “I was just concerned at your father’s supposed inactivity and some of the rumors circling round the court. He’s got to be planning something, and I don’t think whatever he is planning will be good for Crysta.”

A gnawing pit of anxiety developed in the middle of my stomach. I had an awful feeling whatever King Moridan planned would somehow destroy everything I’d just placed all my hope and faith in.

“I promise to keep you updated should I discover anything concrete.”

Jareth held out a hand and Nuallan clasped it, their serious expressions making me feel even worse.

“Thank you for the help, old friend. I appreciate any news you can bring us.”

Nuallan bowed his head in a rare moment of formality.

“Of course, Prince Jareth. I’ll take my leave and allow you both to continue on with the training.”

Nuallan gave me a sardonic smile as he walked to the door, made a great show of opening  it,  and  then  made  an  even  grander  show  of  walking  through  it,  closing  it behind him.

“Smarty pants,” I muttered under my breath.

Jareth gave me a puzzled look, grabbed his dictionary from the table, and opened it. After finding what he was looking for his eyes lit up and he let out a loud laugh.

“You’re absolutely right. Nuallan definitely talks and behaves like someone who knows everything about everything. Smarty pants.” He nodded in satisfaction. “I like it very much.”

“Lovely. Glad you’re expanding your verbal horizons. So when are we going to head to the library?”

“After lunch. I’m absolutely famished.”

“Will the entire IHop menu be apparating within my living room?”

“Nope. I’ve become quite fond of the Farmer’s Market.”

I  smirked  and  followed  him  out  the  door,  wondering  if  his  world  would  be  as foreign and awe-inspiring to me as mine was to him.

Or maybe it would be terrifying.

Turned out the visit to the library was exactly that.

Absolutely terrifying.



 

The  San  Diego  Central  Public  Library  was  not  a  place  I’d  ever  considered creepy. I’d never considered it a death trap either, but the aisles of bookshelves didn’t provide much cover, and I had no idea which end of the bookshelf I needed to inch my way toward.

My  breathing  was  so  labored  I  was  afraid  the  wheezing  noise  my  panicked inhalations  produced  had  helped  the  things  stalking  me  to  pinpoint  my  exact location.

These monsters didn’t exactly need the extra help.

I glanced left, then right, cursing the fact that the long bookshelf I hid behind left me so exposed.

The  attack  had  come  from  the  domed  roof  of  the  library.  Three  creatures  with reptilian  skin  crashed  through  the  sky,  raining  fragments  of  glass  and  steel  down upon the unsuspecting patrons in the massive reading room. I’d watched in horror as people scattered while the green monsters slashed their long claws and flashed their jagged  teeth  at  anyone  who  didn’t  get  out  of  their  way  fast  enough.  I’d  remained immobile, mouth hanging open in utter shock until the creature in the middle laid its slanted black orbs on me and pulled back its scaly lips to reveal a horrific smile.

Running from the room, I’d tried to remember the library’s set-up and hid behind anything  and  everything  available,  but  these  monsters  were  fast,  and  my  physical weaknesses were a huge problem.

Namely, I was so freaking slow.

And  Jareth,  the  person  who  actually  had  the  power  and  skill  to  diffuse  the situation,  was  taking  a  quick  coffee  break  in  the  cafe  below.  That  darn  faerie  had developed a serious caffeine addiction in the last few weeks.

I tried to keep to areas where crowds were sparse because anyone in the way of these  creatures  was  in  danger  of  injury  and  possibly  death.  I  had  to  get  to  the escalators  and  out  the  door  before  they  pinned  me  down,  but  I  was  now  on  the second floor at the very end of the wing. Reaching my goal would be challenging, and  once  I  hit  the  first  floor  I  would  be  completely  exposed.  The  lobby  was enormous.  I’d  be  seen  immediately,  and  I  wasn’t  about  to  enter  the  children’s learning center to take cover. Keeping these monsters away from the kids was a no-brainer.

Not a great day to visit the library.

I  grabbed  my  cell  and  dialed  Jareth’s  number,  but  he  still  didn’t  answer.  Curse him and his obsession with cappuccinos. I had no idea if he’d heard the commotion

from  his  location,  but  if  he  didn’t  get  here  soon  and  disapparate  us  out  of  the building, more people would be hurt, and I’d probably end up dead.

Hearing the panicked, pain-filled screams of the patrons, I decided giving myself up  was  a  much  nobler  option.  A  screeching  sound  to  my  left  had  me  leaving  the safety of my bookshelf. I reached the end and turned the corner, swallowing my own dismayed cry as I beheld one of the monsters pinning a little girl to the wall.

Fury washed away fear.

“Hey,” I shouted. I reached for that frozen core deep within me and sent a blast of ice careening toward the Gollum-like creature. My anger and outrage at the little girl’s predicament helped my force and my aim. The thing opened its teeth wide to hiss at me and dropped the girl just as the frosty wave of power hit it full in the face.

A large icicle lodged itself in the thing’s thigh and the rest of the wave froze the body in place. I looked at my hands in amazement, my fingertips still fringed in blue.

I had never been able to summon that much power before. I’d kept running into wall after wall when it came to harnessing my core magic, but this time my emotions must have barreled through whatever blocks I’d been dealing with because…damn!

That freaking rocked.

The  child’s  small  whimpers  brought  me  out  of  myself.  I  raced  toward  her cowering  frame,  picked  her  up,  and  moved  down  the  hall  toward  the  escalators, praying that the other two monsters hadn’t heard the commotion.

If wishes were fishes…

I stopped short of the escalators as another reptilian freak growled at me from the second  floor  banister  just  ahead.  Worried  about  a  confrontation  with  the  creature while the little girl was in my arms, I slowly handed her off to a cowering woman hiding behind another bookshelf to my right.

Fortunately,  she  wasn’t  so  scared  out  of  her  mind  she  couldn’t  understand  my intent. She wrapped the child in her arms and scooted even deeper down the aisle. I moved with deliberate slowness as I turned back to face my inevitable demise.

To my surprise, the creature spoke.

“No  innocents  need  die  today,  Changeling.”  Spittle  flew  from  its  mouth,  its shards  of  teeth  glistening  in  the  library’s  natural  lighting.  “Surrender  to  us  and  the rest may go free.”

My  thoughts  flew  in  a  flurry  of  directions,  but  one  impression  became immediately clear. Jareth was drawing closer. My awareness of his proximity always became more focused with less distance between us.

Stalling was now in order.

“I’m  more  than  happy  to  turn  myself  over  to  you,  but  just  so  you  know,  King Moridan is not the safest being to jump into bed with.”

The creature scratched its bald, green head in confusion.

“My  kind  have  no  need  of  frivolities  such  as  beds.  Your  meaning  makes  little sense to me.”

I rolled my eyes in frustration. Did the entire faerie realm and all its inhabitants suffer from literal translation syndrome? It was like talking to Jareth.

“King Moridan is dangerous,” I elaborated. “If you kill me, he won’t need you anymore.”

I had no idea if that was true or not. Seemed smarter for the king to keep these lethal monkeys around since they were capable of so much destruction, but planting seeds of doubt in an enemy’s paranoid thoughts could only help my cause.

Hopefully.

The creature made a snorting/guffawing noise that rang suspiciously of mirth. It was a little disturbing.

“Do you truly believe Moridan would risk the life of his precious heir for your sake? We are not here on King Moridan’s behest. The being we answer to is aware of your soul link with the prince. If you perish, Prince Jareth perishes as well. It is the exact outcome he desires.”

My  eyes  widened  in  surprise.  It  had  never  occurred  to  either  Jareth  or  me  that this link between us might benefit Jareth’s enemies. Mainly because we had no idea he had any enemies amongst the faeries.

Son of a one-legged boggart!

The  creature’s  skeletal  structure  pushed  outward  from  its  body,  stretching  the skin forward as the ribcage widened a few inches.

Whoa! This is gnarly. 

I  took  a  few  wary  steps  back,  preparing  myself  for…who  knew  what.  The creature made a coughing sound and then gurgled deep in its throat. A gray residue shot forward from its chest, heading directly toward my face.

Had he just hocked up a loogie and spit it out through his chest?

Ew!

A firm body knocked me down from behind and landed on top of me, protecting me from the slimy gunk.

“Jareth?” I said. “You have  got to start answering your phone.”

“I can’t ever figure out how to unlock the screen,” he said, his tone defensive.

I turned my head back a little to look at him.

“You  can  summon  magic  capable  of  blocking  bullets,  but  you  can’t  figure  out how  to  use  your  cell  phone?  I  never  want  to  hear  another  crack  about  human ignorance and our sorry educational systems ever again.”

He  didn’t  respond  as  he  leaped  to  his  feet,  held  out  his  hand,  and  murmured  a few unintelligible words. A silver sword appeared in his hand. My eyes widened to the size of saucers.

He’d never done that before.

With his sword at the ready, he charged toward the balcony and launched himself more than ten feet into the air, slicing at the creature’s head. It didn’t have time to hiss in pain before its head was severed, rolling over the balcony edge to land right before me. I hurriedly scooted back, but sharp claws dug into my shoulder and pulled me to my feet. My screams drew Jareth’s attention.

I’d forgotten about the third one.

My fated mate gracefully jumped from the balcony and landed several feet away.

He  appeared  calm,  cool,  and  collected.  The  tightening  of  his  jawline  the  only

indication  of  his  extreme  displeasure.  He  brandished  his  sword  high  in  the  air  and brought it down in a wide arc.

The creature behind me was  soooooo going down.

“You have exactly one second to remove your filthy claws from my wife before I not only remove them for you but from you.”

I quirked an eyebrow at him in reference to the wife comment. Despite the fact that I had repeatedly stated the appropriate term until our marriage was girlfriend, he insisted on the wife label since our union was a foregone conclusion.

Whatever!

I may be Fae, but I was raised human. What happened to my romantic proposal on  the  beach?  Where  was  my  diamond  ring?  I’d  planned  on  the  whole  hand fluttering thing and acting surprised even though I knew it was coming.

I deserved my girlie moment, dammit!

I supposed life-threatening situations such as these took precedence. I so needed to gain some perspective at the moment.

“If I fail to accomplish the task assigned me, I’ll be dead either way,” the thing behind me hissed.

Jareth’s steely blue eyes darkened in anger. An unnerving stillness overtook his frame as he prepared himself for action.

Oh, snap. He was in full-blown assassin mode now. I hadn’t seen him like this very often, but dang if it wasn’t frightening.

And hot.

Focus, Crysta. 

I  suddenly  became  aware  of  all  the  people  surrounding  us  and  realized  they weren’t  moving.  They  weren’t  screaming.  It  didn’t  even  look  like  they  were breathing. When I focused a little more on the way some of them were positioned, as if they were in mid-run, it finally hit me. The patrons of the library were frozen in place.

Had Jareth done that?

Once again, neat trick. I sincerely hoped he had a method for some sort of mind swipe  because  none  of  them  were  gonna  forget  about  three,  dark  green  monsters tearing apart the public library.

The timbre of Jareth’s voice sent a delicious chill down my spine when he said,

“You will release Crysta and you will tell me who sent you. Don’t make me repeat myself,  Stargis.  Your  behavior  is  unprecedented.  The  Seelie  Court  has  never  taken issue with your kind, but I promise you I will make it my one goal in life to eradicate your entire species if you so much as harm one hair on Crysta’s head.”

Stargis? Wasn’t that the race Nuallan had been worried about?

Miraculously,  the  scratchy  hands  holding  me  captive  released  me.  I  took  a tentative step forward and then another, my eyes never leaving Jareth.

“I  cannot  tell  you  who  forced  our  hand  and  ordered  her  death,  Prince  of  the Seelie Court, but I can promise you more of my kind will come. The balance of the Fae realm is not the only issue at play. There are dark forces at work seeking your destruction.”

I  turned  to  look  at  the  creature,  registering  shock  at  the  gray  tinged  tears streaming down its face.

“My life is forfeit now, but I sense great power in her,” it said. “She will either be our greatest salvation or our surest destruction.”

The faerie stepped back and expanded its ribs wide. Then it lifted its claws and sent  them  slicing  into  its  chest.  I  gasped  in  alarm  and  rushed  forward  without thinking, catching him in my arms as he slunk toward the floor.

He pulled something from his chest, opened up my palm and placed it there. The object was covered in gray sludge. I did my best not to cringe at the unwanted gift.

“You must keep it safe now,” he said. “You must save the Stargis race from those who would destroy us all.”

Jareth came up behind me and placed a hand on my shoulder.

“You cannot give this to Crysta. It isn’t her calling nor is it her responsibility.”

The creature coughed up a slimy residue before saying, “She may be the only one to whom I can entrust such a grave responsibility.”

“Who  is  endangering  the  Stargis?”  Jareth  asked.  His  urgent  tone  demanded answers.

“I am not able to speak the name.” He let out a shaky breath and then his eyes lost focus. His skeletal form relaxed in my arms as the Stargis exhaled its last breath.

I don’t know why, but I began to cry. These monsters had just terrorized innocent people in an attempt to hunt me down and kill me, but based on what little I had been able to draw from his last few words, it seemed as if these actions went against their nature. As if they had been coerced to kill me due to some threat hanging over them.

The pang I felt at such useless loss caused the tears to flow freely. With a shaky hand, I closed his eyes and allowed him to sink to the floor. Only then did I finally hear Jareth speaking to me.

“Crysta, we must leave now.”

He lifted me into a cradle hold, most likely realizing that I was suffering from shock.  With  a  few  whispered  words  and  one  of  those  funny  hand  movements  that tended to go along with any spell he cast, the Stargis in front of me disappeared as if he had never been there.

As if he had never existed.

The thought made me cry even more.



 

“The  Stargis  king  gave  Crysta  its  core  magic?”  Nuallan  asked  in  disbelief.  ”I can’t decide which is more disturbing. The fact that the ruler of the Stargis is dead or that he killed himself and entrusted his elemental magic to Crysta.”

He sat on the couch beside me, resting a comforting hand on my shoulder while Jareth  paced  my  tiny  living  room  with  an  intensity  that  left  me  fearing  for  the threadbare carpet’s safety. He was going to burn a hole in the rug if he didn’t get his anger under control.

I  glanced  down  at  the  amber  colored  stone  within  my  hand.  It  had  taken  some doing to get all the gunk off it, but once clean, the stone had nearly blinded me with its brilliance.

“What am I supposed to do with this?”

Nuallan shook his head as he stared in awe at the stone. He looked as if he was both frightened and mesmerized by its presence. He cleared his throat and answered my question since Jareth seemed to be in his own little world, pacing back and forth like a crazy person.

“Faeries  are  born  with  core  magic  embedded  within  their  hearts.  While  our physical  hearts  monitor  our  temporal  functions,  our  magical  hearts  monitor  the elements we control. It’s our source of power, and each faerie possesses a different level of power. Royals are born with the most powerful elemental magic, which is why the Stargis king’s actions are so unbelievable.”

“What do you mean?”

“He means, you’re not supposed to have this magic, Crysta. You’re not supposed to mix the Stargis magic with your own. It’s dangerous.”

“How would I mix it?” I asked, feeling an unhealthy amount of curiosity at the thought. Jareth gave me a warning look, knowing how my mind worked by now.

“When  a  faerie  of  royal  blood  dies,  its  core  is  removed  and  bequeathed  to  the next heir of that bloodline. That heir then melds its predecessors’ core magic into its own  core,  combining  the  two  and  increasing  its  power.  It  also  gives  that  heir  the knowledge of the previous heir’s reign and the authority to rule.”

“Now  wait  a  second,”  I  said.  “I  thought  there  were  only  two  ruling  bloodlines within the courts. My bloodline and yours.”

Nuallan  shook  his  head.  “The  politics  within  the  Fae  realm  are  not  so  easily broken down. Each species of faerie has a royal bloodline, and each faerie is either a Winter, Summer, Autumn, or Spring faerie. You may share or combine your magic with  a  faerie  who  shares  your  seasonal  element,  but  a  royal  never  hands  down  its core  magic  to  a  faerie  of  a  different  race.  This  is  why  a  union  of  a  Winter  and

Summer faerie is so damned crazy. Not only do you possess different core magics, you’re not even the same species.”

“What?” I asked in disbelief.

Jareth gave Nuallan a frustrated look and then turned to me.

“There  is  a  tiny  variant  between  my  race  and  yours.  Either  way,  we’re  both faeries.”

“But we look the same,” I countered.

“And we both look like humans, but neither one of us is actually human.” Jareth gave me a tender smile as I let that mind-bending factoid sink in.

“So how are we different?”

“A minor variation in our genes. Nothing more, but enough to scientifically make us a different type of Fae, and enough to give my father cause to truly worry.”

I rubbed my temples in frustration as I tried to come to terms with this new bit of information.  It  bothered  me  that  I  wasn’t  just  like  Jareth  when  I  had  been  led  to believe otherwise. The consequences of our union were far more dangerous than he had led me to believe.

I turned to Nuallan, hoping he would give me an honest answer.

“Why did the Stargis king give me his core magic if it’s that dangerous to mix elemental magic with different species?”

Nuallan  studied  me  for  a  moment  before  he  said,  “Desperation?  Fear?  It  is obvious he knew he was going to die and thought his magic would be safer in your hands, probably because no one in a million years would ever believe he would hand his core magic over to a Winter faerie of a different race. He didn’t want it falling into  the  hands  of  whoever  was  threatening  him…or  you  for  that  matter.  It’s incredibly  interesting  that  he  gave  the  key  to  ruling  his  race  to  you  instead  of  his heir.”

“The key to ruling his race? Are you saying I’m now the Stargis queen?”

“No,”  Jareth  said,  voice  firm.  “You’re  simply  the  caretaker  of  this  magic  until you can hand it over to the next Stargis heir, though I’m uncertain when that will be since they were coerced into attacking you.”

“Speaking of…how about we discuss the reason behind the Stargis attack.”

The very mention of that topic brought out another bout of pacing from Jareth.

“Someone wants me dead, Nuallan.” Jareth paused in his movements and turned to  face  us.  “We  already  know  my  father  wishes  Crysta  had  never  been  born,  but  I cannot  entertain,  for  one  moment,  the  notion  that  he  is  so  far  gone  in  his  deluded beliefs that he would kill Crysta when he knows my life would end as well.”

Nuallan appeared deeply distraught.

“I  should  have  known  about  the  attack,  my  Prince.  I  have  failed  both  you  and your fated mate.”

“You don’t have the resources to know everything that goes on in the Fae realm, especially with the Seelie and Unseelie Courts so disconnected,” I said.

Nuallan shook off my words.

“Regardless, I should have seen it coming. One thing I do know for certain, your father is not behind this. He would never harm a hair on your head, Prince Jareth.”

“One of the Stargis said the same thing,” I replied. “It told me your father would never risk your life. Apparently, they were working for someone else. Which begs the question, who are our likely candidates?”

“Other than creatures that exist outside the Fae realm…no one,” Jareth said. “I can understand a disgruntled coven of vampires or a pack of werewolves. Not many of those species are fans of the Fae, but other faeries within our realm would never risk an attack against two of the most powerful bloodlines among us. I don’t think they  would,  anyway.  We  may  have  had  our  differences  within  the  two  Courts,  but haven’t been at war with one another for centuries.”

I raised a caustic eyebrow.

“Not openly,” he conceded. “No one in the Fae realm ever believed faeries were involved in the murder of your parents.”

“Yet it’s a strong call to arms,” Nuallan stated. “If Crysta’s uncle discovers the identity  of  his  brother’s  murderer,  there  will  be  a  civil  war  the  likes  of  which  you cannot  begin  to  comprehend.”  Nuallan’s  gaze  was  wide  and  terrified.  “Elements fighting against elements, the balance of the realm in complete disarray. It will begin to effect other realms as well.”

Jareth sat down on the coffee table in front of us and put his head in his hands.

“My father believed killing an entire bloodline would somehow prevent that very imbalance from happening, but he’s more than ushered it in.”

“Maybe someone does know. Perhaps an attempt on your life was sanctioned by an  individual  in  the  Unseelie  Court.  Vengeance  for  the  eradication  of  the  Tuadhe d’Anu bloodline,” Nuallan said.

“So they kill Crysta, their last heir to the Unseelie throne, to mete out justice?”

Jareth said unconvinced. “It’s counterintuitive. I don’t think anyone has discovered who murdered Crysta’s family.”

“Let’s keep it that way,” I said. “It won’t do the Fae realm any good. It makes more  sense  to  simply  prove  your  father  wrong.  If  we’re  fated  to  be  together  then there must be a reason for it and not one meant for the destruction of your world.”

“Our world,” Jareth corrected in a gentle tone. “Our world, Crysta.”

I  gave  him  a  brief  smile,  but  remained  silent.  I  was  still  having  some  trouble thinking of any place other than Earth as home.

“The  fact  that  Jareth  was  able  to  link  his  soul  to  yours  without  any  mishap  is promising,”  Nuallan  said  in  a  kind  show  of  support.  “Any  number  of  things  could have gone wrong by linking two opposite elements together.”

I turned in my position on the couch to face him. “Like what?”

Nuallan  gave  Jareth  a  furtive  look  and  cringed.  “Sorry,  my  Prince.  I  wasn’t thinking.”

“No you were not,” Jareth rumbled.

I  grabbed  Nuallan’s  hand  and  held  it  fast.  I  gave  him  a  stern  look  that  said  I meant business.

“You will tell me exactly what you meant by that statement or I will freeze your nether regions with my freaky powers.”

Jareth chuckled under his breath.

“Go ahead, old friend. I speak from experience when I say you’ll want to avoid that scenario at all cost.”

Nuallan swallowed uneasily and took in a deep breath.

“Jareth  took  a  great  risk  when  he  linked  your  souls  together.  The  seasonal elements of Winter and Summer are separate for a reason. One cannot withstand the other.  Can  you  imagine  Summer  and  Winter  vying  for  supremacy  at  all  times?  It would cause natural disasters like hurricanes, tsunamis, and tornadoes, but on a much grander scale.”

I tucked my legs underneath me and looked at Jareth in astonishment.

“I don’t understand. How does that work?”

Jareth knelt before me and pulled my hand from Nuallan’s. “It’s all about the way cold air and hot air react to one another. Storms are caused by these very interactions, though they vary depending upon the level of interaction. As a Winter faerie, you not only have access to the seasonal element of Winter, but how that seasonal element impacts earth, wind, water, and fire.”

“You’re saying that you and I can control these things, but our seasonal element determines how we have access to them.”

“Right,” Nuallan interjected. “You can only freeze water, not allow it to flow and give life to others. Your seasonal element causes your lands to be in a constant state of hibernation. The Fae realm regulates the seasons for all realms in existence. For them  to  merge  in  any  way  would  create  chaos  where  there  should  be  separate  and distinct order.”

I shook my head, trying to wrap my brain around the science lesson.

“Okay, and you said there are Autumn and Spring faeries?”

“Of  course,”  Nuallan  said  as  if  I  were  a  simpleton.  “You  ran  into  an  Autumn faerie just this morning.”

My  shoulders  slumped.  “You’re  telling  me  those  Stargis  were  Autumn  faeries?

They were hideous.”

Nuallan’s brow furrowed in puzzlement.

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“I  guess  I  just  thought  Autumn  faeries  would  be  pretty.  Summer  and  Winter faeries are.”

Nuallan  and  Jareth  laughed,  once  again  pushing  the  notion  that  I  really  was  a simpleton to the forefront of my insecurities.

“Crysta  there  are  thousands  of  races  of  faerie  within  the  Fae  realm.  Some  are beautiful and some are not. This has nothing to do with their seasonal element.”

I grimaced in irritation as they continued to chuckle in delight.

“Hey,  in  my  defense  I’ve  never  been  to  your  realm.  I  know  nothing  about  the inner workings of its people.”

Jareth looked at me pointedly. “Hence my reasons for encouraging you to study our history as much as possible and get a better handle on your powers before we leave this realm. If you intend to take over the responsibilities of the Unseelie Court, there is quite a bit of learning to be had.”

Jareth had posed a few stipulations before our sojourn into his world. He insisted I learn how to defend myself better. He didn’t trust his father in the slightest, and he also  insisted  that  I  study  up  on  the  various  species  of  Fae  within  the  realm  so  I understood  which  ones  were  dangerous  and  which  were  not.  There  seemed  to  be plenty more dangerous ones within the Unseelie Court.

What a legacy.

“Is  that  what  you  two  were  doing  at  the  library?”  Nuallan  asked  in  disbelief.

“Surely the history of our people can’t be found in a human establishment.”

“On the contrary,” Jareth said as he stood and walked over to a bag hanging from the front door handle. “You wouldn’t believe the amount of interaction humans have had  with  our  kind  over  the  centuries.”  He  pulled  a  large  book  from  the  bag  and handed it to Nuallan. The book was bound in brown leather. Straps came together at the front where a worn gold buckle kept the book locked tight.

“You found this at the San Diego Public Library?” I said with raised brows.

Jareth nodded.

“When?”

“Right before my much needed and well deserved coffee break, though next time I’ll be taking you with me. One of the librarians did a search for me while you used the restroom. The information and drawings of our people are fairly accurate. There are only a few inconsistencies to address within its pages.”

I was seriously curious, but I decided we were getting off course here. As much as I wanted to flip open that book and pore over its contents, the topic of our union and  its  possible  consequences  had  to  be  hashed  out,  especially  if  Jareth  had  been keeping things from me.

“Back to our seasonal elements, you’re telling me we could have died from the soul link?” I asked.

“Just Jareth,” Nuallan stated.

“Why?”  I  asked  him,  though  I  never  took  my  eyes  from  my  boyfriend,  who refused to meet my gaze.

“Because he was the one responsible for forming the link.”

I narrowed my eyes at him.

“You are an idiot,” I muttered.

Jareth bent over and placed a soft kiss on my forehead.

“If we were fated for one another there could be no danger. I wasn’t worried in the slightest, and I was right.”

I harrumphed, still angry that he would so foolishly risk himself like that. “No one seems to be a fan of this union, Jareth. Your father is convinced that my death is the only thing preventing a full blown apocalypse, and now your enemies are taking advantage of our link to get rid of you. I’m going to be the cause of your death.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m one of the most powerful beings in the Fae realm and very likely one of the most powerful beings in all the realms. I cannot be killed.”

Nuallan and I shared a long-suffering grimace.

“I keep telling him to check his ego at the front door. Can you guess how many times he’s actually listened?”

Nuallan shook his head. “I have no idea what you just said, but from your tone of voice it seems I should be offering my condolences that fate matched you with such a disagreeable royal.”

“Your condolences are much appreciated.”

Jareth let out a derisive snort.

Ignoring him, I stood and headed toward my pathetic excuse for a kitchen. The invincible Fae Prince grabbed my elbow.

“Crysta, where are you going?”

“I’m going to drown my sorrows in carob-covered strawberries you frustratingly, idiotic faerie! I’m all about eating my emotions.”

I wrenched my arm out of his grasp and walked into the kitchen. Nuallan’s voice followed me around the corner.

“Jareth,  please  tell  me  you’ve  been  studying  that  slang  dictionary  of  yours enough to explain her meaning,” Nuallan said.

“She’s stress-eating,” Jareth replied in a flat tone.

“I’m afraid you make about as much sense as she does.”

I  tuned  them  out  and  opened  the  fridge,  gratified  to  see  it  filled  with  delicious foods  I  was  actually  capable  of  eating.  Being  vegan  in  a  world  filled  with  meat-eating foster parents had been tough.

Warm fingers caressed the back of my hand as it rested on the refrigerator door.

Jareth wrapped his other arm around my waist and pulled me flush against his chest.

I relaxed into his embrace and took several deep breaths as he kissed the top of my head.

“I  know  you  are  worried  about  me.  I  know  this  has  been  a  lot  to  handle.”  He tightened his hold on me and I found myself relaxing even further within his secure embrace. “Please trust me when I say I will protect you no matter the cost.”

“I do trust you, Jareth. I trust you’ll do whatever it takes to keep me alive, and that’s the problem. What else will you have to sacrifice to keep me safe when you’ve already given up your kingdom?”

“I think having you in my life is a better alternative.”

“That’s because you’ve never dealt with me when I’m on my period. You may not think so highly of me after surviving that scenario.”

Jareth chuckled into my hair. “As much as I love how open you are with me, it’s probably best not to announce such personal details in Nuallan’s presence.”

“You two must believe me both deaf and dumb,” Nuallan said in a raised voice.

“The walls in this odious dwelling don’t offer much in the way of insulation.”

“Nuallan,”  Jareth  said,  “I  think  you  ought  to  occupy  yourself  with  that  slang dictionary in my bag.”

I let out an embarrassed giggle and allowed Jareth to turn me to face him. His smile faded into something far more serious.

“Crysta, I know we discussed waiting to get married until we arrived in the Fae realm, but I’m very concerned about this latest attack. I know our relationship has moved fast for you, but in order to protect you, we need to complete the fated mate bond and perform the marriage ceremony. It will leave us both less vulnerable.”

“Will you still be able to die if I’m killed?”

“Yes. I can’t undo what I’ve done, and I don’t wish to, but once we’re married, my father can’t find a way to compel you to break the link. No one will be able to. At least that threat will be neutralized. One less thing to worry about in regards to your safety.”

I swallowed hard and nodded, knowing what he said made sense.

“I thought you wanted me to learn a few more defensive skills with my magic.”

“You’ll still need to do that, but you’ll find it much easier to harness your powers in our world. I’m so sorry, Crysta. I wanted you to be more prepared to enter the Fae realm  and  take  over  your  throne  than  you  are  now,  but  it  is  unwise  to  ignore  this latest threat. You’ll be safer within the walls of the Unseelie Court. It will be nigh impossible for our enemies to reach you there.”

When all was said and done, I knew he was the person I wanted to spend the rest of my life with, but marriage at the age of eighteen still rubbed me the wrong way, and I had my own demons to battle from past wounds that hadn’t quite healed over.

Wounds I hadn’t felt ready or prepared to talk about with Jareth.

There  really  hadn’t  been  much  time.  Engaged  to  a  faerie  after  a  week  or  so  of knowing him.

Fast. It had happened very fast.

Yet at the end of the day, I had to remind myself that more time wouldn’t have changed my feelings for him. Time would have given them deeper roots, and in the long run it didn’t change our level of commitment to one another. Marriage simply solidified and strengthened what we already had. Still. There were a lot of things we needed to learn about each other, and a lot of things I needed to be willing to talk about. I was not looking forward to that particular conversation.

“Okay. So how do we get married here? I’m assuming a regular civil marriage won’t cut it.”

Jareth gave me a loving grin and lifted my hand to his where he planted a soft kiss.

“No, but I know someone who can…er…cut it.”

“You dork,” I said, playfully hitting his chest.

My nerve endings tingled as his eyes took on a darker shade of blue. Always a sign that he planned to kiss me for a very long time. His warm lips lightly brushed against mine and then he deepened the kiss, enfolding me in his arms and making all my worries and fears seem silly in the face of his unfailing love.

“I  can  hear  the  disgusting  sounds  of  you  two  exchanging  passionate  kisses,”

Nuallan  said.  “According  to  this  slang  dictionary,  I’m  supposed  to  command  you to…um…ah yes…get a room. I do hope you’ll comply.”

I broke from the kiss and let out a soft laugh.

These faeries were absolutely hopeless.



 

“Ms. Vivian?” I said as Jareth, Nuallan, and I huddled in a darkened alley just across  the  street  from  a  large  apartment  complex.  “How  is  my  ballet  teacher supposed to help us get married?”

Jareth had traded his massive, magical sword in for a small dagger. He held it at the ready and peered around the corner of the alley.

“She’s a high priestess and still capable of performing Fae marriages even if she did decide to make her home here in the human realm,” he stated still studying our surroundings.

I sighed and turned to Nuallan.

“Is there a reason you both seem prepared for battle here? It’s making me super nervous.”

“We  don’t  know  when  the  next  attack  on  your  life  will  be,”  Nuallan  stated.

“Entering the building and using the elevator to ascend to the fifth floor is risky.”

I tried to stick my head out the alley to see if I spotted anything suspicious, but Jareth blocked my way.

Kill joy!

Due to their supreme paranoia, I had left Nala with my neighbor, Mrs. Armijo, until  we  came  back.  We  had  no  idea  if  faerie  assassins  would  show  up  at  my apartment while we were gone and randomly kill my cat. For all I knew, there were probably faeries who ate cats for breakfast.

“Is there a reason we can’t just apparate within her apartment?”

“She’s put wards on it. Believe me, I wouldn’t risk this if it weren’t absolutely necessary,” he whispered.

“You know you could just call her, right?”

Nuallan and Jareth both paused in their diligent “guarding” to give me a bemused look.

“Call  her?”  Nuallan  asked.  “Do  you  really  believe  she’d  hear  us  from  our location? Not to mention the attention we’d draw to ourselves by shouting at the top of our lungs.”

I pinched my eyes shut and slapped a hand to my forehead. Then I grabbed my cell phone from my pocket and found Ms. Vivian in my contacts, dialing her number while my dumbfounded protectors watched with mystified expressions.

She answered the phone as if she’d been expecting my call.

“There have been stirrings in the Fae realm, Crysta. I’m assuming those stirrings have to do with a certain Winter faerie being soul-linked to a certain Summer faerie.”

“How did you know about the soul link?” I wondered.

Ms. Vivian’s husky chuckle crossed the line.

“Tell our fair prince I’ve lowered the wards for him.”

Then she hung up.

Well, she certainly didn’t waste time with needless chit chat. Never did get warm fuzzies from the woman.

I put my phone back in my pocket as I said, “She’s lowered the wards for us.”

My  attention  went  back  to  my  companions  when  nothing  but  silence  met  my announcement. Jareth stared at me with a chagrined smile while Nuallan looked as if he’d been bowled over by a shot of magic.

“Did you two seriously never consider the fact that Ms. Vivian might have her own contact information after all these years?”

Jareth let out a chuckle and then wrapped both his arms around me, transporting us into Ms. Vivian’s apartment before I had a chance to prepare myself.

Chump.

I clung tightly to him as the world righted itself. Lifting my eyes to his, I couldn’t help the smile that tugged at my lips.

“You do that on purpose.”

“Of course I do. It’s another opportunity to get my arms around you.”

He wiggled his eyebrows at me.

“How very sweet,” Ms. Vivian said, amusement tinging her words.

Nuallan suddenly appeared next to us. My ballet teacher’s eyes widened and then narrowed.

“Well, I wasn’t aware there would be more of you. I’m assuming you’re the best man?”

“The best man?” Nuallan asked. “Not at all. I believe that accolade is reserved for our prince.”

Ms. Vivian rolled her eyes. “This is why I can never go back to the Fae realm. So much is lost in translation.”

“You know why we’re here?” I asked.

Ms.  Vivian  nodded.  Her  white  hair  floated  down  her  back  in  attractive  waves, softening the normally hard lines and ridges of her face. She wore ballet flats, yoga pants, and a lightweight jacket. I’d never seen her looking quite so comfortable. It was a little jarring.

“Your soul link is at risk so long as you two remain unwed. I’m happy to perform the ceremony, but there’s no telling what will occur once your core magic is bound together.”

I  raised  my  hand  in  an  attempt  to  stop  what  I  suddenly  felt  was  a  situation  I didn’t have a handle on.

“Wait a second. I thought the marriage made our soul link unbreakable and that our elemental magics would mingle. No one said anything about cores being bound together.”  I  turned  to  Jareth,  concerned  that  he  was  yet  again  risking  his  life  in  an attempt to save mine. “You said I couldn’t combine my core magic with the Stargis king’s  core  magic.”  I  pulled  the  amber  stone  from  the  safety  of  my  pocket.  Ms.

Vivian gasped in surprise when I held it out to Jareth. “You said it would kill me.

How is this situation any different, and who is truly at risk here?”

Jareth’s  jaw  line  grew  firm  and  unyielding,  a  sure  sign  he  was  about  to  argue with  me  without  being  willing  to  give  me  all  the  necessary  details  concerning  our current predicament.

Ms. Vivian approached and reached out to touch the stone, but stayed her hands just above it without making contact. I’d never seen her lose her composure before, but the core magic I held in my hand had done more than that. Her wide eyes and heavy breathing let me know just how crazy it was for me to be in possession of this magic.

“Where did you get that?” she asked in a hoarse whisper.

“The Stargis king gave it to me right before he died.”

Her  sharp  eyes  shot  from  the  stone  to  Jareth.  Her  eyebrows  narrowed  in consternation.

“Explain, Prince Jareth, and don’t leave a single thing out.”

Jareth  went  into  great  detail  about  the  attack  in  the  library,  the  warning  the Stargis king gave us, and the way he’d killed himself to place his core magic in my care.

Ms. Vivian visibly shook as she took a few steps back from the stone.

“It  shouldn’t  be  possible  for  her  to  even  touch  the  stone.  It’s  one  thing  to combine your cores together. There’s a chance no one will be hurt since you are fated mates. The fact that your souls are meant for one another has the potential to turn all that we believe about elemental magic on its head, but she has no such bond with the Stargis king.”

“I  thought  she  was  able  to  hold  it  because  the  king  essentially  made  her  its caretaker until the heir can be found.”

“I think you’ll find that the king’s decision to entrust his magic into her care is far more significant than that.”

Her  eyes  fixed  on  me  for  a  moment.  All  sorts  of  thoughts,  impressions,  and conclusions  were  being  made  in  that  sharp  mind  of  hers,  but  her  expression  soon smoothed into something completely unreadable. I knew I wasn’t going to get any answers from her when it came to the core magic I held in my hand.

She  motioned  for  me  to  put  the  core  back  in  its  resting  place  and  didn’t  come near me again until it was out of sight. I wondered if she was afraid of touching it or being exposed to it for too long.

“Since we have no way of knowing how this is going to play out, might I suggest that your friend here step back several paces?” Ms. Vivian said.

“I’m not afraid,” Nuallan stated. It was obvious her suggestion had completely offended him. “I’ll remain by my prince.”

Ms. Vivian rolled her eyes a little, but didn’t do anything else to change his mind.

Since I had no idea what to expect, I didn’t really know what he should be protecting himself against.

“Crysta  and  Jareth,  please  face  one  another,  raise  your  right  hands,  and  place them on each other’s chests where your core magic resides.”

We did as we were told. Jareth’s hand felt warm and a bit tingly as it rested just underneath  my  collarbone.  He  gave  me  an  encouraging  smile  and  then  a  wicked smirk. I shook my head and fought my own little smile. This whole wedding thing wasn’t exactly going how I’d always envisioned.

No engagement ring. No wedding ring. No wedding dress.

I was wearing jeans and a light blue T-shirt for heaven’s sake.

But  Jareth’s  warm  touch  and  the  happiness  he  exuded  made  all  of  that  seem pretty silly and superficial.

“Crysta,  since  you  are  unfamiliar  with  these  proceedings,  I  must  warn  you  we will be performing a spell that bonds core magic together. Since Summer and Winter magic  does  not  complement  one  another,  I  have  no  idea  if  your  core  will  accept Jareth’s or if his will accept yours. I’ll not stand in the way of fate, however, so I will need  you  to  repeat  the  words  I  give  you  in  order  to  complete  the  spell.  Do  you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, never taking my eyes from Jareth.

“All right.” She placed one hand over Jareth’s where it rested on my chest and then placed her other hand over mine where it rested on his. “Jareth repeat after me.

Lucis et amoris in saecula adiuro te animo meo core.”

Jareth repeated the words and then paused as she continued.

“Non autem potest hoc magicis undo. Et numquam est duobus diebus.”

He repeated the words with the sweetest look of contentment on his face. I was so mesmerized by it I almost missed the golden glow spreading from his chest into my hand. I watched in fascination as it covered my hand and remained there for a few moments before traveling down my wrist, over my forearm, up my shoulder, and toward  my  heart.  I  noticed  it  didn’t  penetrate  my  core,  simply  hovered  there.  The warm tingles felt like sweet kisses against my skin.

“Okay,  here  comes  the  tricky  part.  It’s  your  turn,  Crysta,”  Ms.  Vivian  said.

“Repeat after me.”

I repeated the very same words she had given to Jareth. When I finished, I waited for some kind of light to spring forth from my own chest and travel down Jareth’s arms, but nothing happened. Ms. Vivian’s eyes narrowed.

“Hmm.  I  certainly  wasn’t  expecting  that,”  she  mumbled.  “Has  Jareth’s  core magic penetrated your heart?”

“No.”

“And you feel nothing from your core reaching out toward him?”

“No,” I said again.

“That’s  impossible,”  Jareth  said.  “We’re  fated  mates.  Something  should  be happening.” His eyes held a hint of desperation that mirrored my own feelings. Was it  possible  we  had  both  been  wrong?  Were  our  marks  a  fluke  and  our  souls  never meant for one another? Had this been one monumental screw up by nature itself?

“It has nothing to do with that, Jareth.” Ms. Vivian shifted and removed his hand from  my  chest,  replacing  it  with  hers.  She  closed  her  eyes  and  whispered  a  few words under her breath. Within a few moments her eyes snapped open and she took in a sharp inhalation.

“She’s been sequestered.”

“What?” both Jareth and I said. I was confused, but Jareth was outraged.

“A  crude  term  for  a  binding  spell,”  she  said,  directing  her  explanation  to  me.

Then  she  turned  to  Jareth.“This  shouldn’t  come  as  a  surprise  to  us.  She  was  a changeling,  Jareth.  It’s  common  for  parents  to  bind  their  changeling’s  magic  as  an infant. If a faerie is to survive in the human realm they can’t inadvertently use their magic  before  they  are  even  capable  of  speech  or  mobility,  and  in  this  case,  her parents would have wanted to keep her and her magic hidden from others who would hurt her. Binding her magic kept her from being identified. This is why a faerie is always assigned to a changeling in the human realm. They teach the child who they are and eventually lift the binding spell.”

“But I can still freeze things,” I said.

“I  don’t  doubt  that,  Crysta,”  Ms.  Vivian  nodded.  “I  sense  you  to  be  incredibly powerful, but what little magic you do have access to is a mere trickle of what you truly  possess.  Most  likely  the  binding  spell  grew  slightly  weak  and  allowed  you access  or  your  need  overwhelmed  the  spell.  Either  way,  you  don’t  have  access  to your core magic, and you won’t until the spell is removed.”

“That’s going to be impossible,” Jareth said. He barely got the words out through the clenching of his jaw.

“Why?” Ms. Vivian asked.

“Because the faerie assigned to watch over her never came forward to claim her once  her  human  guardians  were  killed.  We  think  that  person  betrayed  the  royal family and attempted to kill Crysta.”

Ms. Vivian shook her head in dismay.

“This isn’t good, Prince. There are thousands of binding spells that could have been used and various ways the spell could have been locked into place.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Nuallan spoke up for the first time.

“Many faeries will create a sort of magical key or magical password that prevents another faerie from gaining access to the fabric of the spell. A spell is a weaving of magical entities. You can undo a spell in the same way you might undo the weaving of a rug, by pulling on the thread and unraveling the whole. Without the password, Jareth cannot gain access to that thread. He won’t be able to figure out how to undo the spell.”

“I’m going to be bound forever?”

“No,” Jareth said. “We will find a way to break this, either through trial and error or  by  finding  the  person  responsible  for  betraying  you.  That  individual  will  know exactly how to undo the spell.”

Ms. Vivian didn’t have much to offer in the way of encouragement.

“I  don’t  like  the  thought  of  your  taking  Crysta  to  the  Fae  realm  with  her  so vulnerable. You don’t know who the traitor is. You have no way to free her magic, and your inability to marry her leaves your soul link compromised. Crysta is a sitting duck in our realm.”

“She’s just as vulnerable here,” Jareth argued. “At least within the actual castle she will be protected by her own people.”

“Her parents thought so too, and look how well that turned out.”

I held up a hand to get their attention.

“I agree with Jareth. We’ll spend the rest of our lives hiding in this realm while faeries with differing motives and masters hunt us down and kill us. The Stargis king said he was forced to come for me. Someone wants Jareth dead, and his father wants me out of the way. These are all problems we have to fix, but we can’t do that until we find the person who betrayed my parents and break this binding spell. No matter how unprepared I am, we have to get to the Fae realm and fix this, and we have to do it soon.”

Ms. Vivian nodded.

“There’s no guarantee you’ll survive this.”

Yeah. Ain’t that the truth. 

“Crysta will not die,” Jareth said with grim determination. “Not while I live and breathe.”

I  felt  sick,  thinking  that  it  might  actually  come  to  that.  My  princely  boyfriend noticed my distress. He wrapped an arm around me and snuggled me to his side.

“We’ll  find  a  way  to  break  the  spell,  Crysta.  And  as  soon  as  we  do,  you’ll  be stuck with me for the rest of your life.”

“I hope that’s a promise.”

“It sounded more like a threat,” Nuallan joked half-heartedly, but none of us were able to crack a smile. Not when the future felt so dark and hopeless.

All in all, this wedding had been a bit of a downer.

“If we get out of this alive, you owe me a diamond ring and a wedding dress,” I groused. “I want flowers, music, dancing, and a never ending river of chocolate at my disposal.”

“As you wish,” he said, planting a kiss on my forehead.

Le sigh.

Honestly, I doubted he could be more perfect even if he tried.

A  crash  of  glass  from  somewhere  in  the  apartment  had  Jareth  thrusting  me behind  him  and  pulling  out  his  dagger.  Nuallan  took  up  my  flank  and  Ms.  Vivian stood in front of us all, legs spread wide in a crouch as she drew something long and sharp from her hair.

I was so jealous.

I wanted deadly hair accessories too.

“Jareth,” she said in a low tone, “get Crysta out of here.”

He sheathed his weapon and quickly spun, gathering me in a cradle hold just as two beautiful beings cautiously walked into the room from beyond the hallway.

Jareth’s eyes widened in shock. A deep hurt reflected from his eyes.

“Stand down,” Jareth hissed. “I don’t know who has made threats against you or what  exactly  has  taken  hold  of  everyone  since  I  left  the  Fae  realm,  but  we  have always been at peace with one another, Crayos. We’ve fought alongside each other.”

The male on the right—I think it was male—visibly flinched as he shifted back and forth. His jet black hair was long and flowing, and cream colored ears came to a point  where  black  tipped  the  ends.  He  and  his  partner  had  jade  colored  skin  that contrasted  sharply  against  the  black,  oval-shaped  pupils  of  their  eyes.  Really,  they looked  quite  a  bit  like  Jareth  except  for  their  coloring,  but  it  was  pretty  clear  they were a different race.

“Prince  Jareth,  we  have  no  choice  in  the  matter.”  The  tenor  of  his  voice  was unusual. It sounded as wild as the rushing of the wind and just as indistinct. Crayos and his partner stepped forward, withdrawing short, thin swords from scabbards on each hip.

Jareth  eased  back  a  step,  assessing  the  situation.  He  seemed  more  alarmed  in their presence than he had with the Stargis king. I couldn’t tell if this had more to do with the kinship he felt toward them or if this particular race of Fae was more kick-arse than the Stargis.

Probably both.

“She  is  my  mate,”  he  practically  snarled.  His  hold  on  me  tightened  as  a  thin sheen of gold shimmered around us. I stared at it in wonder and tentatively reached my hand out to skim my fingers along its surface. It felt cool and firm beneath my touch. Had Jareth constructed another one of his shields?

“This cannot be,” Crayos said. It shocked me to see compassion and ruthlessness warring for supremacy within the bottomless depths of his gaze. “We have come to end  this  madness,  Prince  Jareth.  The  fate  of  our  realm  and  the  safety  of  our  races must be ensured.”

“Who sent you?” Nuallan asked. “Surely the king would never sanction this.”

Crayos stared at Nuallan for a moment, appearing to weigh the pros and cons of his  next  utterance.  “No  one  sent  us.  We  came  of  our  own  volition  to  end  this madness. Your union with this Winter faerie will end our world. Let us break the soul link. You need not die in the process, Jareth. If you do not, she will continue to be hunted.” He fixed his unflinching gaze on Jareth. “As will you.”

I felt a shift in Jareth’s mood as he came to a decision. With lightning speed he ran  backward  and  broke  through  the  living  room  window,  using  his  body  as  a battering  ram,  but  the  shield  did  most  of  the  work.  We  floated  in  the  air  for  a moment,  and  then  the  golden  orb  we  were  encased  in  rapidly  descended  to  the ground.

“Hold tightly to me, Crysta,” he shouted. “I fear our entry into the Fae realm may be met with some resistance.”

We  were  entering  his  world?  Now?  Through  the  paved  road  in  front  of  Ms.

Vivian’s apartment? A stabbing sensation ripped at my insides just before we hit the ground. Then a bright light blinded me to everything before I blacked out.



 

I’ve had a few migraines in my lifetime. Nothing too horrific, but they usually came on the tail end of using my powers—what little I had access to, apparently—

against amorous men and their obsession with me.

Not solely their faults. I hadn’t known that as a full-blooded faerie, I would have that effect on human men.

This migraine made all the others I’d experienced seem laughable in comparison.

My  pulse  caused  the  hammering  within  my  cranium  to  pick  up  speed.  The  cells within my body burned hot one moment and then cool the next. Any attempt to force my  eyes  open  increased  the  agony  and  pressure  building  around  the  inside  of  my skull.

I hate to be melodramatic, but death seemed like a super duper alternative. I laid perfectly still since each movement created its own form of torture, but bit by bit the level of pain receded into the background and breathing became easier.

The first thing I noticed once the pain stopped overshadowing my senses was the smell of clean, crisp air, moist earth, and a sharp hint of pine. I cracked my eyes open and took in the gray shades of an overcast sky. Something wet seeped into the fabric of my shirt and pants. I placed both hands on either side of me to brace myself as I sat up, but the powdery snow beneath my palms and fingertips made me hesitate. I lifted my hands in front of me and stared at the white flakes covering them.

“What the hell?”

Rolling  to  my  side,  I  took  inventory  of  my  surroundings.  I  was  definitely  in  a forest, surrounded by what I believed to be some type of pine tree, but I’d never seen anything  like  them  in  all  my  life.  The  pine  needles  looked  more  like  icy  shards suspended from ash white branches. The bark of the tree appeared to be frozen, but when I reached out toward the base of one, it felt roughly textured instead of smooth like ice. I gingerly stood to my feet and spun in a circle as I tried to get my bearings, but I was surrounded by nothing but a dense forest of icy trees and snow. The only thing  that  broke  the  blinding  white  of  my  surroundings  were  the  occasional  gray patches I noticed on a few of the trees’ trunks. They seemed a bit out of place, their locations varied with very little rhyme or reason to them.

I decided further investigation was probably a stupid idea since I was clearly in the  Fae  realm  now  and  had  no  idea  if  those  gray  spots  were  lethal.  Touching anything wasn’t smart without Jareth here to guide me.

Jareth!

I  spun  in  a  circle  again,  searching  for  the  warmth  of  his  beautifully  sculpted form. I didn’t see him anywhere.

“Jareth?” I said in a low voice.

The idea of screaming his name at the top of my lungs like a crazy person held real appeal, but I had no idea if there were other Fae in the area with orders to kill me on sight. If that Crayos dude knew about my relationship with Jareth and was against it  then  that  meant  other  faeries  probably  knew  about  us  and  shared  Crayos’

sentiments.

My sneakers made soft crunching sounds as I took several tentative steps in front of me.

I stopped when I realized I had absolutely no idea which way I was supposed to go. I assumed the plan was to get to the palace, but it’s not like I had a road map leading me to its front door.

No GPS. No cell service in this place.

It  occurred  to  me  that  I  was  an  easy  target.  Completely  helpless.  The  thought irritated the hell out of me, causing me to start walking forward even though I had no idea if I was going in the right direction.

I  had  to  do  something,  though.  Some  action  was  better  than  standing  there waiting for some murderous creature to find me and end my life.

If I died, so did Jareth.

No pressure or anything, and I seriously hated to complain since he’d linked us in  an  attempt  to  save  me  from  his  father,  but  I  was  very  aware  of  my  own incompetence  when  it  came  to  protecting  myself  against  magical  creatures  and trained assassins.

Who was I, really?

A  clueless  princess  with  hardly  any  access  to  her  powers  who  had  been  raised human and had no idea how to function in a lethal world like this one.

Put me on the streets of San Diego, and I could handle anything that came my way. In this environment, though, I was completely out of my element.

I did not like it. Not one bit.

I kept walking, crunching through the snow in a determined show of initiative.

Maybe my body would somehow know which way the palace was located. I had to trust my instincts and hope I walked toward something helpful…like my boyfriend. I was seriously worried about him even though I knew he could take care of himself. I just wasn’t sure where he’d ended up once we crossed into the Fae realm. I didn’t even know how we’d managed that. I couldn’t sense him through our link, and that meant, at the very least, he was several miles from me.

I’m not sure how far I walked, but it felt like a good hour or so before the dense forest began to thin out. All of a sudden, I reached the edge of the forest and gasped in  surprise  as  flatlands  and  an  enormous  lake  rose  up  before  me.  I  stepped  out beyond  the  frozen  tree-line  and  walked  the  crystal  sands  that  stretched  for  several yards until meeting the lapping waters of the lake.

Breathing in the cool, crisp air, I gazed across the expansive waters. I couldn’t make out the land on the other side and it seemed that the lake went on forever. The

water was the clearest blue I had ever seen, reminding me of Jareth’s eyes, causing a sharp stab of longing to course through me.

There were patches of that weird gray color I’d seen in the forest when I’d first arrived. The gray circles floated at random places just on top of the water, making it look like the lake was covered in discolored polka dots.

It was really bizarre.

I  noticed  a  slight  disturbance  in  the  water  a  few  yards  ahead  and  backed  up  a little closer to the tree-line. I wasn’t a total idiot. Who knew what kinds of creatures lived in these waters. The disturbance became more turbulent and just as I was about ready to run back the way I’d come, a lithe form shot out of the water, twirled in the air, and gracefully nose-dived right back in, barely making a splash.

No freaking way!

My  girlie  obsession  with   The  Little  Mermaid  had  me  rushing  toward  the shoreline without considering the fact that this particular mermaid might be lethal.

Ah, who cared? Death by mermaid sounded like one awesome way to go.

I  shook  my  head  and  stepped  back,  realizing  I’d  just  exposed  myself  to  any creature within a hundred yards of me. The mermaid’s head popped up several feet away. She gave me a wave and slowly approached me as I decided whether or not I should stay and investigate or use what remaining common sense I had left and get the hell out of there.

Common sense failed.

Big time.

Fortunately for me, I didn’t have to worry. She held both arms up in a peaceful gesture and then pulled herself onto the sandy shore, curling her tail behind her. And boy  was  that  tail  a  thing  of  beauty.  It  was  the  darkest  of  blues  speckled  with shimmering  scales  that  made  me  feel  as  if  I  was  staring  at  the  night  sky,  catching familiar constellations with each swing of her tail. Her eyes were blackened within slanted  lids,  but  they  didn’t  appear  menacing  in  the  least,  especially  when  they lightened to a violet color. Her skin was a cream color that contrasted nicely with her jet  black  hair,  flowing  behind  her  in  wet  waves.  Her  full,  pouting  lips  made  me grateful she wasn’t the same species as Jareth.

It  almost  seemed  like  she  read  my  thoughts  because  her  lips  pulled  back  in  an enchanting smile that was made only slightly menacing by the very sharp points of each of her teeth.

Her  shimmering,  dark  blue  scales  covered  her  chest,  lending  her  a  level  of modesty, but I had no idea if that was part of her physiology or if she could make those scales come and go like I had read in other mermaid books.

“She has finally returned,” the beautiful mermaid said. Her voice was light and airy, but filled with a power I couldn’t identify. “The last heir of the Tuadhe d’Anu bloodline has come to restore order to our realm.”

I sputtered in surprise.

“Say what?”

The enchanting female let out a soft chuckle that sounded melodious, pulling me forward just a little.

“Crysta,” she said softly. “I’m so happy you’ve returned. I was a very dear friend of your mother’s. She brought you to meet me a few days after you were born. I had the great privilege of kissing that noble brow of yours before you disappeared a week later.”

All I could do was stare numbly at her.

“My name is Chantara,” she said, extending a miraculously dry hand.

I finally snapped out of my fugue state to reach over and take her hand in mine.

Her skin was soft and her touch welcoming.

“It’s nice to meet you, Chantara. I’m sorry for staring. I’ve just never seen a…”

“Mermaid?”  She  gave  me  an  understanding  nod,  her  violet  eyes  flashing  kind sympathy as she rose from the shore on the end of her tail and then quickly made the transition  from  tail  to  legs.  Her  scales  morphed  into  a  silky  blue  dress  that  gave meaning to the word sinful. She reached me in one easy stride and wrapped her arms around me.

For some reason, I equated the feeling of her embrace to what it might feel like being  held  in  my  mother’s  arms.  I  let  her  essence  envelop  me,  sensing  her  core magic  lightly  kiss  my  brow  as  it  sent  soothing  waves  of  love  and  homecoming  to wash over me.

I pulled back a little and studied her features which looked strangely Asian to me.

I didn’t think the races in my realm could have crossed over here in the Fae realm, but what did I know about this place or its origins?

Nothing.

“What do you mean, restore order?” I said. I really wanted to ask her questions about my mother, but I was afraid I’d break down into a bawling mess of tears, and that wasn’t the first impression I wanted to make.

Chantara’s  violet  eyes  went  black  for  a  few  moments  as  her  expression  grew shadowed with worry.

“The magic is changing,” she said. “Unresponsive, wild, and rebellious. I sense a great disruption in the elements and the power it usually holds. Fae are sickening…

wasting away…and some have already died.”

Her eyes held loss within their depths. I was afraid to ask if she’d already lost someone close to her.

“Has this ever happened before?”

She shook her head, staring at me with those dark orbs as if I held the solution to this major problem. Her eyes lightened to violet again and she gave me a soft smile.

I wondered if this had anything to do with the disappearance of the Stargis race and had to assume it did.

“How long has this been going on?”

“These occurrences are recent. One full phase of the moon.”

One month. I didn’t like the timing.

“There is a great evil in this land, Crysta. Only you can fight it. Only you can fix it.”

“How?”

Chantara’s smile held sadness and sympathy, her violet eyes softened as she took me in.

“It will require great sacrifice on your part. It may require everything you love, and all that you hold dear.”

“Okay, that was both annoyingly vague and incredibly depressing. I can’t just fix this magical problem with a wave of my hand without having to make sacrifices I know I’m going to hate?”

Chantara’s laughter rang with a soft melody that felt very familiar.

“Does a heroine’s journey ever come that easy?”

“I’m no heroine, Chantara. I’m just a faerie who thought she was human.”

She gave me a loving smile, placed a kiss on my forehead, and slowly walked back into the lake. A soft glow shimmered from beneath the surface, and the end of her tail slowly lifted and then sank below the icy blue depths of the water. She turned to face me with a solemn expression on her face.

“You will need time to adjust. You are not yet ready for what we must discuss.

Your palace is a long journey through the forest to your left, but I do believe your uncle has already sensed your presence and is coming to collect you.”

She dove beneath the surface and swam a ways out before turning to look at me one last time.

“Come back to me when you are ready. There is much to discuss.”

I nodded without understanding much of what she’d said, feeling a bit lost as she dove under the water and disappeared from sight.

She felt like family.

It hurt to see her go, and I found it almost impossible to turn toward the direction she’d indicated and place one foot in front of the other, but once I’d made it back into the forest, Jareth’s face filled my thoughts.

I had to find my fated mate.

 

After about fifteen minutes of walking, I froze for a moment and turned my head to  the  right,  closing  my  eyes  and  focusing  on  the  sounds  around  me.  The  eerie stillness was freaking me out. It seemed like I was alone, but I couldn’t help thinking I was being hunted and had been ever since I left the lake. A snapping of branches came from my left, signaling the arrival of something that was most likely going to kill me where I stood. I searched my surroundings for options.

Come  on,  Crysta.  Think.  You  could  hide  behind  this  tree…or  that  tree…or possibly that one. How about you just burrow a hole under the snow and play like you’re a snow drift? 

I  spun  in  a  frantic  circle,  looking  for  a  plausible  way  out  of  this  situation.

Unfortunately, I’d panicked and wasted too much time. A large figure barreled into me and pinned my back to the snowy ground.

The  Stargis  hovering  above  me  let  out  a  wicked  growl  and  opened  wide  its mouth,  revealing  hundreds  of  sharp  teeth.  It  briefly  reminded  me  of  a  great  white shark’s  mouth.  The  kind  I’d  seen  on  the  Discovery  Channel  at  one  of  my  foster family’s homes. I wondered if Stargis were meat-eaters and if this particular creature planned  on  killing  me   before  ripping  out  my  entrails  and  gorging  itself  on  my pancreas.

Graphic, that. The things you wonder before you die.

I  forced  my  paralyzed  thoughts  into  something  more  useful.  I  needed  to  arm myself. I frantically searched my pockets for something sharp while the faerie started doing that weird separation thing with its ribcage. My hand grasped the rough edges of the amber stone, and I pulled it out, thinking I could use it as a small battering ram against its head.

A highly ineffective one, but this plan was better than no plan.

The moment I freed it from my pocket and lifted it above my head the Stargis did a double take and stepped away from me. A terrified snarl ripped through its lips.

“Where did you get that?” it hissed in outrage.

I swallowed hard and eased myself into a sitting position, holding the stone out between myself and the humanoid creature.

“Your king gave it to me before he died. Killed himself to do it.”

It shook its head. “Not possible. You are not Stargis. You are not even Autumn faerie.”

Its English came out broken and stuttered. It didn’t speak the language quite as well  as  its  king.  I  had  an  errant  thought  that  my  criticism  was  a  little  uncalled  for considering I knew exactly one language. I nearly laughed at myself for thinking it.

“He punched a hole in his chest and handed it to me right before he died in my arms. He told me I had to keep it safe. I had to save us from the person threatening your people.”

The  creature  blinked  at  me  in  surprise  but  didn’t  move  from  its  spot.  I  kept talking, wondering if there was any way to actually access the magic within the stone so  I  could  use  it  against  his  scaly  arse.  I  reached  forward  with  my  core  and  felt nothing but a small sputtering of power. It’s not like I wanted to freeze the stone, but that’s pretty much all I knew how to do. I wanted to curse my birth parents a little for the stupid binding spell I was now stuck with. Talk about a serious handicap when it came to my own ability to protect myself.

Then I wondered if I could make peace with the thing if I returned its core magic to its people. I was only supposed to keep it safe and then hand it off. Right? I held my hand out and offered him the stone.

“I’m sure your king meant me to give this back to you.” I waited with my hand outstretched, but the Stargis didn’t move from its spot. “Aren’t you going to take it?”

I asked.

It shook its head.

“You are rightful owner now. Its aura attached to yours.”

“What? That doesn’t make any sense. I thought I was just supposed to hang on to it until I could give it to the next heir.”

“You  are  next  heir,  Princess.  You  hold  our  magic  in  hand  and  no  death.  You survive with different elemental magic attached to you.”

I gave the stone a doubtful look.

“It doesn’t feel like its attached to me.”

“You are blocked. Your core sense nothing. Must unlock magic core.” He leaned forward and poked a finger at my chest. “Must unlock bound parts within you.”

“How?”

“Find spellbinder. The one who lock you tight.”

I let out a heavy sigh. Yeah. I already knew that, but since the person who bound me  was  responsible  for  betraying  my  family,  I  didn’t  see  that  happening  anytime soon.

“I can’t be your heir. I don’t know anything about your race.”

“You learn,” it said as if he’d just solved all our problems.

“Your people won’t accept me.”

“They will. You free them. They accept you.”

“Free them from what?”

“From evil.”

“Thanks for being so specific. I’ll be sure to find evil as quickly as possible and give him the old heave-ho.”

“I not understand.”

“That makes two of us.”

He moved to speak again, but flurry of movement on our left distracted us both.

Jareth  came  flying  through  the  air  in  a  graceful  leap  that  ended  in  yet  another graceful somersault before coming up next to the Stargis and pointing a wicked blade at the creature’s throat. The Stargis held as still as death.

Jareth  didn’t  have  a  single  hair  out  of  place,  despite  the  fact  he  had  just  done some rather impressive acrobatics.

I placed a restraining hand on his forearm, but he hardly noticed.

“Jareth, that’s enough. He’s harmless.”

He  completely  ignored  me,  giving  the  poor  Fae  creature  one  of  his  assassin glares.

“Your people have broken oaths made centuries ago, young Stargis.”

Young? Based on what? How could he even tell?

“If you come near my wife again, you’ll never live to tell about it.”

Again with the wife thing.

“Jareth, hon, a failed marriage ceremony does not a wife make.”

He turned a quizzical eye on me.

“Huh?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” I looked at the creature still held at knife-point. “Do you still plan to kill me?”

“Never. I protect now. My queen. I protect you.”

“Really? Like a bodyguard?” I wondered.

“Yes. I stay at your side. Always.”

“It’s like having my own sidekick. Will you by any chance be the plucky comic relief? Maybe come out with a few one-liners like sidekicks in the movies do?”

Jareth’s eyes swiveled between the two of us in confusion as he lowered his knife to the ground.

“Huh?” he repeated.

The Stargis stared at me with a strange look and tilted its head.

“I not understand.”

Pity. Looked like I’d have to offer up my own one-liners. Not nearly as fun to laugh at myself, especially since I had a fairly good idea all of my jokes would fall flat in this environment.

“This creature here…uh…I’m sorry, you never did tell me your name.”

“Graul.”

“Awesome. So Graul here thinks I’m his queen and has now decided I’m the key to saving his people.”

Jareth’s  shock  was  comical.  I  couldn’t  help  the  amused  tug  at  my  lips.  It  was such a delight to knock him off balance a bit, considering how he always managed to keep it together. I couldn’t have delivered the news better if I’d planned it.

“Their queen? Save his people from what?”

“From evil,” Graul and I said at the same time.

“Any chance you two could be more specific?”

“Preaching to the choir, Jareth.” I shrugged my shoulders.

“I not understand,” Graul said.

Jareth gave him a commiserating look. “You should probably get used to that.”

I rolled my eyes and took a glance at our wintry surroundings, wishing for my cozy bed and worrying about my cat Nala. I’d have to address getting her back at a later date.

Jareth  was  plying  Graul  with  questions  the  Stargis  either  didn’t  understand  or refused to answer.

“Jareth, he thinks I’m his queen,” I said, hoping to clear things up.

“They may not have had an heir. The king said his people were in danger,” Jareth said. “There is a chance his son is no longer living.”

“I am his son,” Graul said, “but she is now queen.”

I narrowed my eyes, feeling truly surprised by this revelation.

“You’re the true heir? Doesn’t that make you want to kill me and take over the rule of your people?”

“Magic not work like that. King decide ruler.”

“Really?”

“Some  races  do  operate  like  that,”  Jareth  said,  looking  very  uneasy.  “I  wasn’t aware the Stargis did. That changes our circumstances.”

“Ya think? I can’t be queen. I don’t even know how to rule my own people let alone an entirely different race.”

“I teach you,” Graul generously offered.

“Uh, thanks?”

“Technically speaking, you are already their ruler in a sense, Crysta. You rule the Unseelie  Court  which  means  you  regulate  the  rules  that  govern  all  Fae  creatures within  the  Unseelie  Court.  Winter  and  Autumn  faeries  fall  under  your  jurisdiction.


It’s the core magic each race possesses that is regulated by the royalty of their race.”

“So  I’m  like  the  head  royal  over  all  Autumn  and  Winter  faeries?  I’m  the president, and the rulers of each race are like congressman?”

Jareth’s lips turned up at the corners. “In a sense, yes. More like ambassadors for their race. The ones chosen to control the magic for their people. You regulate how that magic is used according to the rules of the Unseelie Court.”

“That’s nuts,” I said.

Graul looked at me again and opened his mouth to speak. I headed him off before he even got there.

“I know, Graul. You don’t understand. I’ll try to use less slang when I’m around you.”

I stared at the amber stone within my hand and wondered how to rule my court as a whole while simultaneously trying to be a separate ruler for the Stargis people. And if  they  were  in  danger,  how  was  I  supposed  to  help  them?  Then  there  were  all  of Chantara’s revelations, which I felt hesitant to bring up with Jareth. For some reason, my visit to the lake and my newfound friendship with the mermaid felt special to me.

I wasn’t ready to share it just yet, but it didn’t change the fact that the realm’s magic was going berserk.

Overwhelmed much? I was eighteen for cripes’ sake. How was I supposed to do this?

“So how do I…um…combine this magic with my own core magic when I don’t even have access to mine?”

Jareth’s eyes widened in alarm.

“We’ve already been through this. You don’t. Don’t even contemplate it, Crysta.

Since Graul is the next heir, it’s simply a matter of convincing him to take the core magic  from  you  and  absorb  it  within  his  own.  You’re  not  their  true  queen.  You’ll never survive the melding of magics.”

“I want to try it.”

And I really did. The glow of the magic within the stone was alluring to say the least. What if more power increased my ability to defend myself? It had to, didn’t it?

If  I  could  absorb  the  core  magic  into  my  own,  there  was  a  chance  King  Moridan would be less of a threat. I would be less vulnerable and better able to protect Jareth from  any   new  threats.  I  would  be  able  to  protect  everyone  in  the  realm  from whatever it was we were dealing with. It was crucial that we find out the identity of our enemies as soon as possible.

We had quite the to-do list.

As I rubbed my thumb across the stone’s smooth edge a small spark of electricity zipped along the length of my arm.

“Absolutely  not.  Don’t  even  think  about  trying  it,”  Jareth  said  in  a  tone  that brooked no argument. He swiftly moved forward and held out his hand, waiting for me to deliver up the stone.

Bummer.

Graul touched Jareth’s arm, but not in an aggressive way.

“Do not take. It belongs to her.”

“The hell it does,” Jareth said. He sounded angry, but I sensed it stemmed from a real fear that I would actually attempt to absorb the Stargis king’s core magic without thinking it through.

Too true.

His interference still bugged, though. I glared at him in annoyance.

“You  are  so  bossy,  you  know  that?  I  think  I  should  at  least  be  able  to  attempt wielding a small amount of its magic.”

“You can barely wield your own,” he shot back.

It was a low blow despite its accuracy. I played the two-year-old and stuck my tongue out at him since running to my bedroom and slamming the door behind me wasn’t an option. One of these days I was going to learn how to apparate.

“Fine,” I sighed and dropped the amber stone onto his palm.

The  moment  the  stone  made  contact,  a  white  light  burst  forth,  knocking  Jareth several feet back, forcing him to relinquish his hold on the stone where it hovered in the air for several seconds before it slowly floated its way toward me. I stared at it in wonder before reaching up and holding my palm just below it. The stone hovered for a few more moments and then slowly lowered itself until it rested in the middle of my palm.

We all sat silent for a moment. I cleared my throat and in a hoarse voice said, “I don’t think it liked you.”

“Crysta is ruler of Stargis Fae,” Graul said. He gave me a small smile filled with jagged  teeth.  I  tried  to  smile  back,  but  my  fears  about  my  inadequacies  made  it difficult.

Jareth swallowed hard.

“She  isn’t  strong  enough  to  assimilate  the  core  magic,”  he  rasped.  “She’ll  die trying.”

“Stone already recognize her as ruler. No reject magic. Stone accept no one else.”

“One stone to rule them all,” I intoned dramatically.

Jareth and Graul stopped their intense conversation to turn a quizzical eye on me.

“What?” I waited for them to get the reference until I remembered whom I was dealing  with.  I  let  out  a  disgruntled  snort  and  folded  my  arms  over  my  chest.

“Considering your lineage, it sickens me that neither one of you have ever read  Lord of The Rings.”

Jareth slapped a hand to his forehead and rubbed vigorously.

“She can’t absorb its power since she has no access to her core, but she can’t give the power to anyone else,” Jareth muttered.

“Unbind power,” Graul said.

“We can’t,” Jareth exploded. “We don’t know who cast it. We don’t know if that person can be trusted, and you’re sitting here telling me she is the only one who can assimilate this magic? When? How much time does she have?”

“Must happen soon,” Graul said.

It surprised me to note true worry in his tone.

“Why does it have to happen soon?” I asked.

Jareth clenched his jaw before answering.

“The  heir  must  assimilate  the  core  magic  for  the  rest  of  the  species’  magic  to continue flourishing. Without that connection to their heir, the magic dies and so do they.”  He  paused,  reluctant  to  continue.  “And  if  the  Stargis  magic  really  has recognized you as the next heir, you’ll die right along with them.”

An entire race and I were going to die if I didn’t assimilate their magic?

Well, this truly sucked.

Once again, no pressure!

Graul reached a thin hand out to me. His fingers were knobby and tinged in green scaly  skin,  but  the  physical  contact  was  actually  reassuring.  The  stone  in  my  hand glowed a little brighter at his touch. He nodded as if the stone’s reaction made sense.

“I help find spell caster. We save Stargis and Queen Crysta. She is my heart now. She cannot die.”

“She’s my heart too, Graul.” Jareth grabbed my free hand and brought it to his lips. “She’s everything to me.”

“Fated mates,” Graul said as he looked between us. “Never happen like this. Very special.”

I nodded my agreement. What I had with Jareth was more than just special, and if we  didn’t  figure  out  how  to  set  my  magic  free  I  would  die,  Graul  would  die,  the entire Stargis race would die…and so would Jareth.

I didn’t see how our situation could get much worse.



 

We  crunched  along  for  a  while  without  speaking.  I  don’t  think  any  of  us  felt much  like  talking  now  that  we’d  discovered  yet  one  more  way  I  was  going  to  die here pretty soon. The journey to the palace would be a long one, though, and I was not looking forward to traveling for several days in this condition. I’m not one for roughing it. I like my girlie amenities.

Unfortunately, there were wards around the Unseelie Court’s palace, and Jareth didn’t want to use his magic and apparate us close to it for fear of his magic being recognized.

“I’m  a  Summer  faerie  who  failed  to  gain  King  Roderick’s  permission  before entering  his  court.  It  would  be  unwise  to  apparate  within  the  palace  without  first explaining  who  we  are—who   you  are,  more  specifically.  Better  to  request  an audience of the king first.”

Made sense, and to be honest, the scenery wasn’t half bad. The forest we traveled through was absolutely stunning. The floor had gone from powdery snow to an icy surface  that  looked  more  appropriate  for  skating.  I’d  felt  uneasy  stepping  on  it  at first, convinced we would all go crashing through the ice, but Jareth assured me the ice had never ever melted before. It was thick and impenetrable.

He knew this world better than I did, so I took his word for it. It was weird to see the  frozen  pines  planted  in  the  ice.  I  couldn’t  figure  out  how  their  root  systems worked to anchor them since there was nothing but ice below our feet. The laws of nature were definitely different in this realm.

I looked at my right where Graul continued to vigilantly scan the area for signs of threats and wondered how he could be so calm after finding out about the death of his father.

“Graul, I’m sorry about your dad.”

He  swiveled  his  gray  eyes  to  mine  and  tilted  his  head  to  the  side.  It  looked strangely bird-like.

“Why you sorry?”

“Well, your father died. I…I guess I just assumed this would make you sad.”

“Graul sad. Graul angry. Wish never happened, but glad you are here.”

I turned my puzzled gaze to Jareth.

“Not  every  race  of  Fae  expresses  grief  the  same  way  we  do,  Crysta.  Some internalize it, and others feel nothing at all. Graul knows he can’t change the past but easily adjusts his course.”

“That seems strangely inhuman,” I said without thinking.

“Are any of us human, Crysta?”

No. We weren’t, but the five stages of grief seemed like a universal concept to me.  I  still  couldn’t  understand  Graul’s  zero  display  of  emotion  when  it  came  to losing  his  father.  Maybe  he  was  in  denial?  And  maybe  that  was  me  projecting  my own  guilt  onto  the  situation.  I  couldn’t  help  but  feel  horrible  that  his  father  had sacrificed his life to keep his race safe…safe from those who had used them to kill me.

One guilt burger, please, with an added side of regret.

“Do  you  think  Nuallan  and  Ms.  Vivian  are  okay?”  I  asked,  remembering  our sudden separation from them. I mean, we’d left them in the hands of Crayos and his companion. I couldn’t believe I’d completely forgotten them until now.

What a crap friend!

Jareth’s mouth morphed into a grimace. “Despite their threatening us, Crayos and his kind are not cruel individuals, and they know Nuallan and Ms. Vivian well. Our friends  are  fine.  I’m  sure  Nuallan  is  already  back  in  our  realm,  doing  his  best  to continue monitoring my father’s activities.”

My worries for their safety faded at his words. Well, that was a relief. Though I couldn’t help feeling a little concern for Nuallan’s well-being if King Moridan found out  he  was  on  our  side.  I  tried  to  distract  my  troubled  thoughts  with  the  beautiful scenery we passed through.

Flakes  of  snow  drifted  in  and  around  us  from  time  to  time,  but  it  never  came from the sky. The snowflakes tended to dance along the wind, flowing around us in a graceful  ballet.  One  snowflake  landed  on  my  hand  and  glowed  with  a  frosty  blue light.  I  lifted  the  snowflake  closer  to  inspect  it  and  was  startled  to  see  a  tiny  blue woman with snowflakes for wings jumping up and down in excitement. It shocked me so badly, I nearly shook my hand to get the tiny creature off, but Jareth quickly grabbed my wrist and held it still.

“Do not fear the Flurries, Crysta. They are tiny pixies who regulate the amount of snow in a particular area. This one has recognized you. She is extremely happy to see you.”

What he said surprised me. This tiny creature was excited to see me? I lifted the Flurry up to eye-level and watched in awe as she began a graceful dance that I could only describe as joyful. Another Flurry landed on my hand, this one male, and began to  dance  with  her,  spinning,  lifting,  and  twirling  her  until  more  Flurries  caught  on and surrounded me.

“Jareth?” I asked.

He smiled and took a step back.

“Relax, Crysta. They’re welcoming home the queen of the Unseelie Court.”

Tiny  pricks  of  cool  light  kissed  my  cheeks,  my  nose,  and  my  lips.  Flurries attached themselves to my hair, playing with it as others landed on my hands, kissing my fingertips and blowing crisp air into a whirlwind that slowly lifted me from my feet and kept me hovering in the air. They swirled around me as fast as they could, creating  a  dense  covering  of  blue  light  that  I  instinctively  welcomed  into  myself, allowing it to wash through me, accepting it as a sign of their love and happiness at my return. I realized it was their magic they shared with me, and it felt as if I was

being energized after waking up from a long sleep. After a few minutes of this, they gently set me down and flitted away until that one female Flurry remained, perched atop my right pointer finger. I lifted her to the level of my eye.

“Thank you,” I said.

She  chirped  softly.  A  sweet  melodious  sound  that  reminded  me  of  Christmas bells reached my ears.

“We love you,” it chimed softly. “We’re so happy you’ve come home.”

“Home,” I repeated in a soft voice. “I didn’t know I had one.”

I  choked  a  little  on  my  words.  Tears  sprang  to  my  eyes  as  I  considered  how quickly  they  accepted  me  when  I’d  fought  for  so  long  to  be  accepted  by  so  many people with zero results. I knew not everyone would welcome me as eagerly as this race had, but I already felt more at home here than I ever had in the human realm.

My silent tears froze against my cheeks. It didn’t feel painful though. Everything felt just as it should, even my frosty tears.

“Your home. Your people,” she said. “You will save us all.”

Her icy wings fluttered with the speed of a hummingbird’s as her body rose up.

She left a light kiss on my nose, and rose even higher.

“You will need our help as the conflict draws closer. Do not hesitate to ask.”

Then  she  was  gone.  I  took  in  a  few  deep  breaths  to  steady  my  emotions,  but Jareth  was  by  my  side,  touching  me,  offering  comfort  with  his  silent  yet  steady presence. He gave me a soft kiss on my temple and drew me into him. A light glow shone between the contact from my forehead against his chin.

“Did you hear what she said? About the conflict ahead?” I asked. I tilted my chin up to look him in the eyes.

Jareth nodded, his face looking grim.

“An attack on an entire race of Stargis is not going to go unnoticed in this realm.

I’m sure the Flurries hope you have returned to deal with this threat.”

“They have a lot of faith in a faerie who has no access to her magic.”

“Which  is  why  they  shared  so  much  of  theirs  with  you.  Look  at  your  skin, Crysta.”

I glanced down at my hands and noticed they were tinged a frosty blue.

“I thought I couldn’t absorb magic.”

“You  can’t.  Not  at  the  moment.  The  color  will  fade  in  a  few  moments,  but they’ve given you a layer of protection and access to their magic should you have need to borrow it to defend yourself. Faeries have been doing that quite a bit with you lately.”

“But why am I even able to use it when I can’t use the Stargis magic?”

“Flurries are Winter faeries. The source of magic is the same. But you still have limited access to it. You can’t absorb it into your core, which is why it remains on the surface of your skin as a shield. Absorbing it would give you more control and more power,  but  this  will  have  to  do.”  Jareth  gave  me  an  amazed  grin.  “There  are  not many royals willing to share their magic, yet you’ve been bequeathed an entire race’s core magic, and now the Flurry Queen is allowing you to borrow some of hers. It’s quite extraordinary.”

“It feels extraordinary.”

It really did. My skin tingled. My entire being felt invigorated and alive in a way it never had before. The Flurries had recognized me as their ruler even though I still had no idea what that entailed. I hoped I could live up to everyone’s expectations.

“We  need  to  keep  moving,”  Jareth  said.  “I’d  like  to  find  some  sort  of  cover before  darkness  descends.  Not  every  faerie  who  walks  this  realm  will  be  quite  so welcoming.”

With  that  sobering  thought,  we  all  moved  forward  into  as  brisk  a  pace  as  we could manage considering we were walking on ice.

 

Graul  had  meant  what  he  said  about  protecting  me.  He  literally  walked  two inches to my right. Jareth was just as close on my left, and the tension radiating off them both made this faerie sandwich extremely oppressive. The light had started to dim and dusk was right around the corner. We still hadn’t found a cave or structure that could shelter us for the night.

I decided to distract myself with other worries instead. I needed to get a handle on the threat to the Stargis. What exactly was I supposed to save them from?

“Graul, are your people being held captive?”

“Yes,” he said. “Not release them until you die.”

I stared at him in dismay.

“Your people are being held ransom in exchange for my death?”

“You not target, but you linked to Prince. Prince is target, and you easy to kill.”

Jareth let out a low growl from the back of his throat. It sounded a bit feral and my head snapped up as I gazed at him. He grabbed my hand and held it fast, a fierce glint in his eye.

“Who is it?” he said. “Who wants me dead?”

“Evil,” Graul repeated.

I had more success holding back my frustrated sigh than Jareth.

“We  need  to  know  who  it  is.  The  identity  of  the  person  holding  your  people captive,” I said.

Graul’s  hairless  brow  drew  down  in  contemplation.  I  wasn’t  sure  if  he  was grasping for words in my language or if he honestly had no idea who was terrorizing his people.

“Magic holds us. Magic taints us. Not know who wields it. Not recognize spell caster’s signature.”

Jareth stopped dead in his tracks, shaking his head in alarm.

“That’s not possible. No one is capable of masking their signature. There has to be some echo of their aura you can identify.”

Graul lifted his hand in front of his face and clenched it for a moment. Then he let it rest at his side again. Jareth’s sharp inhalation alerted me to the fact that I had

just missed something important.

“What?” I said as my head swiveled back and forth between the two.

“Black magic.” Jareth’s blue eyes grew stormy in their intensity. “Someone has access to black magic and is masking their identity. They are also using black magic to control the Stargis.”

I felt my eyebrows raise in bewilderment.

“You got all that from a hand signal? It looked like he was about ready to give you a fist bump.”

Graul scratched his head with a pointy claw.

“I don’t under—”

“Any chance you divined where the Stargis are being held?” I asked Jareth.

“Not know,” Graul said. “Faeries disappear in middle of night. Only four left to follow Evil’s orders. We kill Princess or Evil kill all Stargis Fae.” Venom seeped into his words.

What  had  been  done  to  his  people  was  absolutely  despicable.  Not  to  mention completely terrifying. How did you make an entire race vanish in the middle of the night? Who was to say they were even alive anymore? What if the vanishing act had actually killed everyone? At the very least, an entire race was being held against their will and their collective powers hadn’t been enough to free them.

The  person  responsible  for  this  must  have  had  access  to  enormous  amounts  of magic.

I had access to a trickle.

In that moment, I wouldn’t have encouraged anyone to bet the farm on me.

I opened my mouth to ask another question when Jareth raised a hand signaling us to stop. His shoulders tensed as he lifted his hand and summoned forth his silver sword. I seriously hoped I’d be able to do something like that once we unbound my magic.

I  scanned  the  area,  wondering  what  had  triggered  his  alarm.  All  I  saw  were never-ending blankets of ice, snow, and ash-white trees interspersed with those weird gray patches, but I trusted his instincts.

He was an assassin!

A  fierce  current  of  wind  swirled  around  me.  I  thought  for  a  moment  that  the Flurries had returned to protect us from whatever it was that caused Jareth to become so  guarded,  but  the  blue  light  never  appeared  and  the  energy  surrounding  me  felt oppressive.  A  weight  landed  directly  on  my  chest,  but  when  I  went  to  dislodge  it there was nothing there. Jareth and Graul were shouting at each other in a language I couldn’t understand and the wind surrounding me picked up some serious force.

The wind drew tears from my eyes and my white hair swirled in a dizzying mess around  my  head.  Then  the  wind  died  down  with  a  jarring  suddenness  that  left  me toppling  forward.  I  landed  on  my  hands  and  knees  and  noticed  two  hoofed  feet  in front of me. I moved to inch my way back, but a flash of steel made me freeze. A sword  rested  underneath  my  chin,  tilting  it  just  enough  to  send  out  a  very  clear message.

Fortunately,  I’m  a  quick  study.  I  wasn’t  about  to  make  any  sudden  moves.  I’m very attached to my head.

I sensed Graul inching his way close to me.

“One errant move, Stargis, and I slit her throat right in front of you,” the guard said.

Graul let out a throaty snarl even as he managed to move himself a few inches closer.

“Prince Jareth,” said a deep voice to my left, “you did not receive permission to walk the lands of Sioćan freely. Considering your father’s latest threats, this level of arrogance from you makes me wonder if you are eager to end your existence.”

I heard Jareth shift his stance.

“I’m  willing  to  tell  you  exactly  why  I’m  here  so  long  as  you  call  off  your guards.”

He  walked  forward  and  stood  next  to  me.  I  didn’t  dare  look  up  with  the  cold, steel of a blade at my throat.

“Get your sword away from my mate or I’ll end you before you have time to take your next breath.”

Well, he had some balls, didn’t he? I wasn’t exactly grateful for his interference since the pointy end of the guard’s weapon was still dangerously close to my carotid artery.

“Um, Jareth…maybe you should start explaining first—”

Jareth kicked the blade away from my throat and pulled me to my feet. He and the guard then initiated that weird staring match guys get into whenever they want to prove  who  is  more  dominant.  I  thought  it  was  a  bit  ridiculous,  and  nearly  said  so when  my  attention  was  drawn  to  a  gentleman  with  cropped  white  hair,  frosty  blue eyes,  and  a  shortly  trimmed  beard.  This  faerie  was  all  muscle,  filling  out  his  blue tunic with a confidence only a man used to giving orders could manage. That wasn’t what caught my attention and kept hold of it.

This distinguished dude looked very familiar.

He looked like me.

“Uncle Roderick?” I asked in a hesitant voice.

His blue eyes widened in surprise and then narrowed in suspicion.

“Prince Jareth, who is this?”

Jareth wrapped an arm around my shoulder and slowly walked me over toward my  uncle.  I  noticed  him  warily  keeping  track  of  the  three  guards  surrounding  our small party.

Once we stood in front of the king’s horse, Jareth gave my shoulder a squeeze.

“Your highness, may I present to you Crystiana Tuadhe d’Anu, your niece, and my fated mate.”

My uncle choked out a hoarse laugh, but he looked like he’d just seen a ghost.

“Not possible. My niece is dead.”

“Your brother and his wife gave her to a human family when they sensed their lives were in danger. Crysta has been living in the human realm for the past eighteen years.”

The king jumped off his horse and angrily strode toward us.

“This  is  impossible.  I  don’t  believe  it  for  one  second.  Not  only  is  she  not  my niece, but it’s a virtual improbability that this impostor is your fated mate. A Summer faerie, Crystiana was not.”

The king reached for my arm and panic hit me. After years of being manhandled by adult men, my responses were instinctive. I reached for that frozen center within me, grabbed onto its icy depths and shot a blast of air right at the king’s chest.

He staggered back on his heels, but recovered quickly.

It  was  pretty  disappointing  that  my  limited  magic  hadn’t  been  capable  of knocking him off his feet.

He stared at me in shocked silence, recognition finally dawning as he let out a gurgling gasp.

“This is impossible,” he said, tentatively reaching for my hand and wrapping it within  his  large  one.  “I  recognize  her  energy  signature.  It’s  so  very  close  to  her mother’s.”

I leaned against Jareth as the king continued to stare at me in stunned silence.

“It took a long time for me to believe it myself,” Jareth said. “She is your niece, Roderick, and the true heir to the Unseelie Court.”

The king nodded as his gaze took me in and studied me from head to toe.

“How?”  he  finally  managed  to  get  out.  His  eyes  flickered  to  Jareth’s.  “Tell  me everything. I want to know how this is possible.”

“It’s better we discuss such sensitive information within the wards of the palace.”

My uncle considered his words, his face becoming grim.

“Do you know who killed my brother and his wife?”

“No,” Jareth smoothly lied, “but I do know that Crysta’s life is in danger, and an entire race of Fae have disappeared without a trace. We have much to discuss, King Roderick.”

I  hoped  my  uncle  believed  Jareth.  There  was  no  way  we  would  be  able  to accomplish what we needed if he wasn’t willing to trust us.

The king’s eyes lit like blue flames. He turned and jumped on his horse.

“I will lower the wards for a few seconds. We need to get to the castle as quickly as possible.”

Jareth nodded, grabbed me in his arms, and within moments apparated us into a large  courtyard  within  the  boundaries  of  the  palace  grounds.  Graul  followed  close behind. The king and his guards appeared a few moments later. I wondered why he’d even bothered with the horse since no one seemed to actually walk or ride anywhere.

How  did  these  faeries  get  any  exercise  when  they  could  apparate  wherever  they wanted?

Why was I wasting time even wondering about something as irrelevant as that?

I  was  losing  it.  I  needed  those  carob-covered  strawberries,  and  I  needed  them now.

King Roderick gracefully dismounted and then motioned us to follow.

We headed toward two enormous, ice encrusted doors that were fringed in light blue  carvings  that  looked  a  bit  like  calligraphy,  but  most  likely  represented  the

official language of the Courts. My uncle waved a hand and the doors opened wide, allowing us to enter. I stopped for a second, steeling myself for what crossing over that  threshold  symbolized  for  me  and  Jareth.  I  gave  up  my  world  so  he  wouldn’t have to lose his completely, and here we were, entering the Unseelie Court where I was supposed to eventually rule and reign with Jareth by my side.

It didn’t seem possible.

It didn’t seem real.

He turned to look at me questioningly before giving me an understanding smile and holding his hand out. I gratefully took it and relished the warmth of his support.

Then I walked across that threshold and into the Unseelie Palace, following Uncle Roderick with a mixture of trepidation and excitement swirling through me.



 

The  King’s  study  looked  like  something  straight  out  of  a  King  Arthur  movie.

Warmth  from  a  large  fire  in  a  huge  hearth  gave  the  elaborate  carpets  and  elegant furnishings a more cozy feel. The fire seemed to be more for Jareth’s benefit even though I was pretty sure a seasoned assassin like him could handle the cold, Summer faerie or no Summer faerie.

The walls of the palace were made of bricks of ice, but when I placed a hand on the wall during our quick walk to this particular area, the bricks had felt more like glass  to  me.  Each  one  bore  the  symbol  of  the  infinity  rings  within  their  center.

Obviously, a significant symbol not only for myself and Jareth, but for the Unseelie Court as a whole.

In my jeans and blue T-shirt I felt super under-dressed.

My uncle had immediately pulled me into an intense embrace once we entered the palace walls. The desperate pull of that physical contact made me feel a host of emotions that brought fresh tears to my eyes. Man, I’d been super weepy lately. Still, the idea that he was excited, even relieved, gave me a lot of comfort and a new sense of belonging.

I  couldn’t  help  but  feel  sorry  for  him,  though.  His  eyes  held  that  hint  of  grief many people own when they’ve experienced a tragedy they haven’t really processed.

He must have felt so lonely and isolated all these years.

The  king  stared  at  us  across  the  ornately  carved  mahogany  table  as  I  further burrowed into the dark, blue material of my chair’s cushion. So comfy. I thought of my sparsely furnished apartment in comparison.

Yikes.

“So Crysta’s human parents were murdered as well?” my uncle asked.

Jareth nodded.

I kept quiet.

After all these years, I still felt nothing but a strange sense of disconnect from my roots, or what I used to think were my roots.

“And during the weeks you spent with Crysta, you discovered that this had to do with your potential union?”

Jareth nodded again.

“Fated mates,” my uncle whispered. “I hadn’t thought it possible after all these years. It’s just so rare.” His gaze moved from me to Jareth and back again. “A match between  the  two  Courts.  With  tidings  such  as  these,  I  honestly  can’t  believe  you weren’t disposed of sooner, Crysta. It’s a wonder you’ve survived this long.”

Crap.  He  had  been  so  excited  at  the  thought  of  someone  from  his  bloodline actually surviving his family’s extermination. Was he regretting my existence now?

“And there was no sign of her guardian? You two have no idea who was given charge over her in the human realm?”

“No,”  Jareth  said,  “but  if  we  don’t  find  this  particular  individual,  we  won’t  be able to break the binding spell trapping her magic.”

The king contemplated that information and then turned to me.

For the last half hour, all his questions had been directed at Jareth. I hadn’t had enough  energy  to  mind  since  I  felt  so  wholly  overwhelmed  to  know  I  still  had  a living relative and that he was sitting right in front of me. I’d spent most of the time studying the smooth planes of his face, wondering if he looked anything like my late father.

“Crysta, I must apologize to you for the rude welcome we gave you. If I’d had any  idea  that  you  were  alive  and  well,  you  would  have  been  collected  from  the human realm and brought here to live with me as is your right. It grieves me that you spent so much time being cared for by people not of your race when I could have had you here with me.”

“It’s fine,” I said in a lame attempt to make him feel better. “It’s not like I had any idea what I was missing.”

A  fine  sheen  of  tears  made  his  blue  eyes  glassy  before  he  quickly  wiped  them away and cleared his throat.

“Are you…angry with us?” I asked, pulling my hair behind my ear and pointing to the mark on my temple. The gold infinity rings, the symbol of mine and Jareth’s fated mate status, were easily visible on my light complexion.

His eyes widened in surprise.

“Of course not. This isn’t something you can control, but I will admit to some serious reservations concerning your relationship.” He raked a hand through his hair, seeming  to  buy  himself  some  time  before  continuing.  “A  fated  mate  is  the  highest honor and greatest gift nature could ever bestow upon our kind. I don’t blame you for wishing to follow through with this, but it’s incredibly dangerous. There will be many races of Fae who will not react kindly to this unorthodox joining.”

“Yeah. We’ve definitely noticed that.”

“Jareth,  by  all  accounts  you  know  this  is  an  improbability.  Your  union,  the merging of your magic, has the potential to pit the laws of our world against each other. The balance of magic within the realms will be disrupted.” He looked between us and then stared in wonder at the gold symbol on Jareth’s temple and then mine.

He pointed to it and continued. “Yet I cannot deny that the appearance of your marks is miraculous. It shouldn’t be possible.”

“Which  is  why  I  believe  we  have  nothing  to  fear,”  Jareth  said.  “If  our  union really  was a danger to our world, then the laws of nature never would have allowed these symbols to appear. Fate has matched us for some reason, and I believe it is a good one.”

King Roderick contemplated this for a moment as he studied me.

“Crysta, I would like your thoughts on the matter. Have you really fallen in love with this Summer faerie?”

“Yes,” I said. “I love him.” I grabbed Jareth’s hand and held it fast. “I don’t know much about this world, and I’m not really equipped to rule it, but I do know that my home is with Jareth no matter where that takes me.”

My  uncle’s  searching  look  gave  me  the  tingles  until  I  realized  he  was  using magic on me.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“He’s  just  checking  to  make  sure  I  haven’t  spelled  you  in  some  way  or  forced you to love me,” Jareth explained. “I’d do the same thing if I were in his position.”

The king looked at Jareth with newfound respect and nodded.

“It’s as you say. I can sense the connection between you both, though I’m a little surprised you linked your souls together. A bit drastic, don’t you think? Was there a compelling reason for that?”

Jareth and I shared an uneasy look.

“We  don’t  know  much  about  where  the  threats  to  my  life  are  coming  from,”  I said quickly. “Jareth thought the soul link would help protect me.”

The king nodded and then quickly moved on to his next question.

“Is King Moridan aware of this? Does he know about Crysta?”

Jareth grimaced.

“He is aware that we are fated mates—”

My uncle let out an angry grunt.

“From the looks on your faces, I take it that conversation didn’t go well.”

Understatement of the century.

“Your  father  is  very  powerful,  Jareth.  If  you’ve  defied  him  in  this,  I  can  only imagine you had to make some sacrifices to keep Crysta at your side. You won’t be setting foot inside the Seelie Court anytime soon, will you?”

Jareth let out a deep exhalation.

I  don’t  know  if  it  was  just  my  own  paranoia,  but  it  seemed  like  his  sigh  was tinged with a hint of regret.

“My brother Kheelan is now next in line to rule the Seelie Court.”

Uncle  Roderick  fell  back  in  his  chair  as  if  that  news  alone  had  been  heavy enough to push him.

“By the gods, Jareth, you gave up your birthright.”

“It was either that or give up Crysta. I think you understand why that wasn’t an option.”

That warmed my heart a little, but I’d been fighting some heavy guilt since Jareth gave up everything for me.

My uncle looked at him with even more respect, albeit grudgingly. I wondered if that had to do with the existing rivalry between the two Courts or if my uncle and Jareth had past dealings with one another.

Probably both.

“What about this disappearing race you spoke of?”

Jareth  quickly  related  the  recent  events  and  what  Graul  had  told  us  about  the disappearance of his people. My uncle was not at all happy.

“I  had  no  idea  this  happened.  I  didn’t  sense  a  gaping  hole  in  the  magical elements.  How  can  an  entire  race  go  missing  without  the  magic  within  our  realm alerting us?”

“We  don’t  think  they’ve  gone  missing  from  this  realm  so  much  as  kidnapped within it,” Jareth said.

“You mean, you would have sensed it if their magic left your world?” I asked.

The king raised an eyebrow in surprise as if I’d just asked a question every faerie should know.

He turned to Jareth. “You haven’t had much time to prepare her for our world?”

“No,”  Jareth  said.  “I  spent  most  of  my  time  trying  to  convince  her  she  wasn’t human.”

The king looked startled for a moment and then let out a short laugh that took me by surprise.

“A human? That must have been a difficult transition to make, Crysta.”

He stood quickly and walked over to the wall behind him. It held shelves upon shelves  of  books  bound  in  rich  leather.  He  scanned  his  fingers  over  the  titles  of several until he came to one near the bottom. His hand hovered over it for a moment and then he snatched it from the shelf and brought it to the large table between us.

He opened the book to a page that held a hand-drawn map.

“This,” the king said, pointing to the page, “is a map of the Fae realm.”

I studied the world I now lived in, thinking that it was a heck of a lot smaller than Earth. The Unseelie and Seelie Courts were divided into two equal parts with a large lake intersecting the very middle of the lands. Was it the same lake I’d visited when I met  Chantara?  I  took  note  of  the  forest  we’d  traveled  through  and  studied  all  the landmarks with interest.

“I  know  it  looks  small,  but  believe  me  when  I  say,  you  could  easily  get  lost within this realm forever if you didn’t know your way around our world.” He pointed to the middle of the map. “Do you see this lake?”

“Yeah. It looks like the focal point of your realm.”

“This is the Lake of Beatha where the Unseelie magic and the Seelie magic of the two  courts  are  regulated  and  balanced.  The  elemental  magics  of  every  race  are powered by this lake.”

I stared at him in confusion. Chantara hadn’t mentioned anything about the lake she lived in being the powerhouse for Fae magic.

“I thought the source of your magic came from your core.”

“Our own personal magic does, but that is what is given to us when we are born, and it is gifted to us by the main source, which is this lake. The true fountain of life, if you will. Many races are born from this lake, though superior races such as ours are conceived much like humans.”

My  eyebrows  rose  in  confusion.  Some  faeries  were  created  within  a  magical lake? I considered his poor word choice when it came to comparing our race to other races, but decided not to go there. I didn’t understand the dynamics, social order, or

politics  within  this  realm  yet.  Still,  I  wasn’t  interested  in  walking  around  the  Fae realm with the idea that my race was far superior to anyone else’s.

“If  an  entire  race  of  Fae  had  disappeared  from  this  realm,  the  balance  of elemental magic within the lake would have been disrupted, which means the entire Fae realm would have been disrupted as well.”

I decided I couldn’t hide my meeting with Chantara any longer. The information she shared was too important.

“Chantara mentioned the magic within the realm has begun to behave erratically and some faeries are becoming sick. A few have died.” I felt Jareth and my uncle’s surprised eyes on me. “Is it possible the Stargis’ disappearance has caused this?”

“When did you meet The Siren of Lake Beatha?” Jareth asked. “Hardly anyone has spotted her in nearly two decades.”

“Um, a little while after I got here. I ended up at the lake and she came to greet me. She told me about the magic.”

My uncle shook his head, a rueful smile on his face.

“It doesn’t surprise me Chantara finally emerged from her self-imposed isolation once you returned to our lands. Your mother was her dearest friend.”

My heart warmed at this, glad that Chantara hadn’t been lying.

“Unfortunately, the issues she mentioned have been plaguing us for weeks, but it doesn’t  fit  with  the  abduction  of  an  entire  race.  We  have  to  assume  the  Stargis’

disappearance  was  recent,  and  the  alarming  illnesses  and  deaths  of  random  faeries started  earlier.  Plus,  the  symptoms  are  all  wrong.  This  has  to  do  with  a  strange poisoning of our magic rather than a large chunk of it going missing.”

“How  is  that  even  possible?  Elemental  magic  is  pure.  What  could  possibly  be tainting the magic?” Jareth asked in alarm.

“We  aren’t  sure.  All  the  royals  of  our  various  races  will  be  gathering  together within the next week to address the issue. It pains me that the Stargis king is gone.

He would have added some valuable insight to the problem.”

“Graul mentioned dark magic had played a part in his people’s abduction,” Jareth said.

My uncle’s eyes widened in horror.

“By the gods, Prince Jareth. Who in this realm could be so deluded as to dabble in the dark arts? It’s suicide.”

I bit my lip, worried about who was wielding this dark magic and how their goal of killing Jareth played into their endgame.

My uncle let a tired sigh escape.

“Well, at least I can give the royals an idea of what may be the source of this taint upon our magic.” He gave me a troubled look, but I knew what he was really worried about. He was hoping my relationship with Jareth hadn’t caused the chaos in the first place.

In the back of my mind, I had to grudgingly acknowledge that Jareth hadn’t been present  for  the  start  of  this  magical  plague  because  it  hadn’t  happened  until  we discovered we were fated mates.

The timing really bothered me. It made me wonder if everyone was right and our union  really  would  be  the  cause  of  the  Fae  realm’s  destruction.  But  Jareth  was already moving forward, tackling other issues, and I wasn’t sure if it was because he stubbornly refused to consider our union an actual threat or if he honestly believed it an impossibility.

“In regards to the Stargis race, have there been any storms, natural disasters, or even a sudden drop in magical power within the last week?” Jareth asked.

The king shook his head.

“Wherever the Stargis Fae are being kept prisoner, it has to be within our realm, which,  when  you  think  about  it,  narrows  things  down  nicely.  Searching  all  nine realms at this point is not possible.”

Nine realms? Yeah. I wasn’t even remotely ready to go there. I could barely wrap my brain around the concept of two.

“Do you wish to locate them through a tracker?” Jareth asked.

“We could try that option, but if their magic is being masked, we may not pick up their trail unless we are actually within a few miles of where the Stargis are being held captive.”

“What’s a tracker?” I asked.

The king gave me a patient look as he sat back down in his chair.

“Tracker magic allows Fae to latch on to specific energy signatures based on the flavor  and  nuances  of  a  faerie’s  magic,  or  in  this  case,  core  magic  from  a  single bloodline.”

“But I have their core magic with me. So how does that help?”

My uncle looked at me like I’d just sprouted my own set of faerie wings. Jareth looked at me as if he wished I hadn’t brought up that particular detail.

What? Like I was supposed to read his mind now?

“Are  you  telling  me  you  have  the  Stargis  king’s  core  magic  within  your possession?”

“Yep.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the amber stone. The king leaned back in his chair and sucked in a shallow breath.

“That’s not possible,” he muttered. “Why would the king give this to you?”

“Graul thinks I’m their new queen now. That I’m supposed to save them.”

“Absolutely not,” he said. The idea really upset him. “Do you have any idea what would happen to you if you tried to absorb an Autumn faerie’s core magic?”

“I would die,” I said in a flat tone. Geez. How many times did I have to suffer through this lecture?

“Exactly.  I’m  still  trying  to  figure  out  the  logistics  of  you  and  Jareth  coming together in marriage without the Fae realm imploding, and the only thing I can come up with is you two never combine your powers even after you’re married. Though I don’t see how that would be possible. So you certainly can’t assimilate an Autumn Fae’s  core  magic  into  your  own,  blending  them  together  as  if  that  kind  of  power could be contained within one faerie.”

Jareth raised a calming hand as the king made to rise from his chair.

“Roderick, I know this sounds crazy, but Graul believes her to be their next heir.”

“He’s  their  next  heir,”  my  uncle  shot  back.  “This  is  not  my  niece’s responsibility.” He turned to me with concern and worry evident in the fine lines of his face. “Crysta, you have no idea how dangerous it is for you to have that in your possession. Hand it over to me, and I will deliver it to Graul.”

“The core magic won’t leave her side,” Jareth said. “If you try to take it from her, you’ll be in for a rude awakening.”

My uncle dropped back down in his seat, his open jaw could have caught a few Flurries.

“The core magic recognizes her as the new heir?” he asked.

“Yep.”

I quirked a smile at Jareth for his short use of slang. I think he was starting to warm up to the idea because it also gave him a reason to believe if I could handle core magic from an Autumn faerie then I could handle core magic from a Summer faerie.

“Well,”  my  uncle  ran  delicate  fingers  through  his  long  white  hair,  “this complicates things. We have nothing to track then. Not if the core magic is here with us.  With  Crysta,”  he  amended.  “Whoever  did  this  was  quite  brilliant.  Kidnap  an entire race save the king who has the core magic necessary for tracking. I can’t track their individual signatures. I only recognize the Stargis king’s core.”

“Then what do we do?” I asked. “We have to find Graul’s people, and we need to stop  whoever  has  done  this  before  they  start  kidnapping  other  Fae  as  well.  The Stargis king said they were in danger. What if none of us are safe?”

My uncle’s face grew clouded with worry.

“And  we’re  all  weakened  by  the  illness  plaguing  our  magic.”  He  looked  to  be considering and then discarding options. “At this point, the only person capable of tracking them is you, but you can’t do that until you’re able to assimilate their magic, and  in  my  opinion  that’s  a  death  sentence.  We’ll  have  to  do  this  the  old-fashioned way and simply start searching on foot.”

“That is going to take up too much time,” I said. “What if they are all dead by then?”

King  Roderick’s  eyes  grew  stormy.  “If  they  are  destroyed  before  we  can  save them,  then  our  world  won’t  survive  the  repercussion  of  so  much  lost  magic.  The person or persons responsible for this have gone to great lengths to have you killed.”

He looked between me and Jareth, hesitating for a moment before continuing on. “I truly believe you two should consider breaking the soul link and your claim on one another in the process.”

“No,” we both responded. Jareth flew to his feet in outrage.

“Hear me out for a moment,” my uncle said as he waved Jareth to sit back down, watching him with a wary look. “The very mention of your union has caused enough of an uproar that an entire Fae bloodline was murdered because of it. I have no idea who  our  enemies  are,  how  they  discovered  you  two  would  eventually  be  mated  or even  if  we’re  dealing  with  someone  within  the  Fae  realm.  Heaven  knows  each dimension  has  its  own  race  of  seers.  Any  one  of  them  could  have  foretold  this disaster  and  begun  making  preparations  to  prevent  it  from  happening.”  He  looked

between us and let out a heavy sigh. “Now we have an entire race being held hostage due  to  the  idea  of  this  union  taking  place,  and  Fae  magic  everywhere  has  become tainted. You may not want to admit your union could be the cause of that, but many faeries in this realm will, and then neither one of you will be safe. I won’t force you to  relinquish  your  claim  on  one  another,  but  I  would  encourage  you  to  seriously consider the ramifications if you two continue on, especially since there is no way of knowing  if  we  will  ever  be  able  to  unbind  Crysta’s  magic.  You  may  never  marry either way and both of you will die because of it.”

I couldn’t fault his logic since I’d been coming to the same conclusions.

Damn!

I knew this whole idea of Jareth and I being forever was way too good to be true.

At  that  moment  I  hated  the  Universe  and  its  twisted  idea  of  fate  and  what  it  was doing to my life.

I just didn’t think I could handle giving him up.

I waited to see if Jareth would tell my uncle the real reason behind the Stargis’

disappearance.  That  it  had  nothing  to  do  with  our  union.  It  was  simply  one  of Jareth’s enemies capitalizing on the fact that we were now soul-linked and I was an easier  target  than  the  assassin  prince,  but  he  didn’t.  And  honestly,  who  knew  the reasons behind this desire to end Jareth’s life? I figured that admission would simply solidify exactly what my uncle had just stated. Staying together wasn’t safe. Nobody wanted this marriage to take place.

Jareth stayed silent, taking in my uncle with a measured look. I didn’t offer up the  information  this  time,  especially  when  the  brief  eye-contact  we  shared  let  me know he wanted to proceed with caution.

Finally Jareth spoke. “We’ll consider your wise council, King Roderick, but until then, we will focus on breaking the binding spell.”

My uncle did not appear satisfied with that response, but what could he do? I, on the other hand, kept trying to catch Jareth’s eye so I could give him my very best, w hat the hell, look.

Consider his wise council, my arse. There was no way Jareth believed our love for  each  other  was  so  impossible  and  so  damaging  for  everyone  and  everything within the Fae realm that it needed to be thrown to the side and forgotten altogether.

Break our soul link?

It’d  be  a  freezing  cold  day  in  the  Seelie  Court  before  he  ever  allowed  that  to happen.

But Jareth wasn’t thinking with his head. He was thinking with his heart. I had the sinking feeling that at the end of the day, when push came to shove, I’d have to be the one willing to face the futility of our future together. And maybe that was best.

I’d  handled  one  disappointment  after  another  my  entire  life.  Maybe  I  was  better equipped to deal with reality here.

I just didn’t want to.

I locked my gaze with his, wondering if I would have the strength to let him go if it ended up being the right thing to do.

Chantara’s words came back to haunt me.

 “It will require great sacrifice on your part. It may require everything you love, and all that you hold dear.” 

I cradled my head in my hands and prayed like crazy that Jareth wasn’t the one thing  I  would  have  to  give  up  even  though  he  represented  absolutely  everything  I loved and everything I held dear.



 

After that depressing conversation, I think my uncle could tell it was time for a break. He had some servants show us to separate rooms, something that Jareth was really unhappy about since he’d spent the last few weeks sleeping on my floor as my bodyguard. I was a little relieved. He already considered me his wife so the separate bedrooms  gave  me  the  emotional  distance  I  needed.  I  just  wasn’t  ready  to  share  a room with him for many reasons. The most important reason being how much closer we  would  become  if  we  did.  I  think  I  was  mentally  preparing  myself  for  a  clean break if things went south.

It sickened me to realize I’d unconsciously placed a few walls around my heart, preparing  for  our  break-up  like  it  was  inevitable.  Like  someone  as  wonderful  as Jareth could never be meant for me. I couldn’t help it. My response to the threat of horrific disappointment was so conditioned now. I didn’t know how to turn it off and just hope for the best.

I nearly died of shock when my guard opened the door to my room and ushered me through the door.

Gigantic.

My room was easily the size of my apartment. The massive bed in the middle of the room had a blue canopy sculpted in ice. The decor in the room, though cozy, still held to the whites, dark blues, and grays of a beautiful winter. I found an enormous wardrobe at the far right of the room filled with gowns I knew I would never wear.

As I ran my hands lovingly along the fabric of a light blue dress, I wondered if this had been my mother’s room.

A soft knock at my bedroom door startled me.

“Come  in,”  I  said,  gathering  my  composure.  A  young  girl  who  looked  to  be about my age came walking in, carrying a tray filled with fruits and a cool beverage.

“The king thought you might enjoy some tea to help you sleep tonight.”

I studied the pretty serving girl as she set the tray on the nightstand by my bed and dipped into a short curtsy.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

She looked at me in alarm and slowly inched her way toward the door. “I’m not really supposed to talk to the king’s guests,” she said.

I’m not sure what compelled me to do it. Maybe it was that terrified look in her eyes or the fact that her hair color finally clued me in to what she was and it made me feel more at home, but I stood from my bed, walked over to her, and gave her a fierce hug.

She stiffened in my arms for a moment and then relaxed a little as she awkwardly patted my back.

“It’s nice to see a human again,” I said as I pulled back to look at her. We were about the same height. Her blond locks curled into soft spirals down her back. Her light brown eyes were beautiful, but they held an unhealthy amount of fear. I had to wonder what had put it there. “How long have you lived in the Fae realm?”

She gave me a tentative smile, but didn’t try to pull away.

“You like humans?” she asked.

I let out a laugh and stepped back.

“Up  until  a  few  weeks  ago  I  thought  I   was  human.  I’ve  lived  on  Earth  all  my life.”

“A  changeling,”  she  said  letting  her  guard  down  even  further.  “I’ve  never  met one before, but I’ve heard about faeries like you.” She gave me a shy smile. “What is the human world like?”

“You’ve never been there?” I asked.

She shook her head. A light flush crept up her neck. I felt bad I’d embarrassed her.

“I’ve been a servant here in the castle all my life. My parents served here in the kitchens. Mom died giving birth to me and my father died a year later. I’m still here working off their debt spell.”

“Debt spell? What in the world is that?”

Her eyes sparkled in amusement.

“You really aren’t from this realm are you?”

I shook my head.

“It’s so strange,” she said. “Strange to see a faerie like you out of your element in your own realm.” She blinked a few times as if to clear her head and then addressed my  question.  “A  debt  spell  is  indentured  servitude.  My  parents  wanted  to  have  a child for the longest time and found a faerie to work a spell that helped my mother become pregnant. They didn’t have the money for the spell so they agreed to come to the Fae realm and work off their debt. When they died, I had to continue working to pay it off. ”

“But you’ve been here since your birth. Just how much did this spell cost your parents?”

“Twenty years of servitude.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I sputtered.

“It’s  the  way  of  faeries,  I  guess.  You  have  to  be  careful  when  you  strike  up bargains with them.”

I nodded, thinking that one over as I considered the weight of the core magic in my pocket. I hadn’t necessarily made any bargains, but I’d accepted a responsibility I hadn’t understood or been even remotely prepared for.

“So what happens once you pay off the debt spell?”

“I can go back to the human world or I can petition a faerie to keep me as their slave.”

My disgruntled look at her choices must have registered on my face. She flushed an even deeper shade of red.

“I’m eighteen, so I still have another year to decide what to do.”

This  young  girl’s  circumstance  struck  me  as  a  bit  similar  to  my  own.  Granted, she’d always known she was human, but she’d been stuck in a world that had failed to accept her. I mean, a servant? Really? Making a young child pay for her parent’s debts? My blood boiled just thinking about it.

“Who has taken care of you all these years?” I asked.

“The staff in the kitchens.”

“They’re your family?” I had to know. I needed to know if this girl had been as alone as me. Somehow, I was pretty sure she had.

“Well,” she said, looking a bit confused at my question. “The cook always made sure I had something to eat and a place to sleep.”

I  ground  my  teeth  together,  angrier  than  I’d  felt  in  a  long  time,  and  a  little bemused as to why her situation had my emotions flaring out of control.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Lily.”

I made my decision then, even though I knew I would have to ease her into the idea eventually, but I had a whole year to do that before her debt spell was paid off.

Bottom line was this: there was no way I was going to let this girl auction herself off to a faerie who might treat her horribly, and the idea of her having to fend for herself in  the  human  realm  with  zero  experience  meant  that  prostitution  was  in  her  near future.

“Lily, I don’t know much about how things work around here. Do you think we could be friends?”

“Friends?” she asked, doubt heavy in her tone. “I’m not sure that would be wise.

I have lots of duties to attend to, and I might get in trouble for spending time with you, especially since you are royalty.”

I waved my hand at that in a dismissive gesture.

“Lily, up until a few weeks ago, I didn’t even know I was royalty. I was living in shelters, foster homes, and apartments I could barely pay rent on. I need someone by my side who understands the inner workings of this palace and the social customs of the people. I could always rely on Prince Jareth for that, but something tells me your point of view is going to be pretty valuable to me. Plus, I’m sure I’m going to need my own personal maid, am I right?”

Lily gave me a soft smile that lit the caramel colored tones of her eyes.

“You will need to be assigned a personal maid to attend to your hair and dress.”

She  put  a  finger  to  her  chin  in  thought.  “The  request  can’t  come  from  me,  your highness.  If  you  wish  me  to  be  your  friend…er…maid,  you’ll  have  to  discuss  that with the king. Your personal safety will be in question. He’ll want to make sure I’m safe for you to be around.”

I nodded. “I’ll put in the request, Lily.”

“Really?”  Her  eyes  shone  bright  with  excitement.  “I  can’t  believe  you  would want me to be your friend. I’m a nobody.”

“Call me Crysta,” I said.

I  gave  her  another  hug.  I  couldn’t  help  myself.  She  just  felt  like  family  to  me.

This time she didn’t stiffen in my arms. She gave me an enthusiastic hug back.

“And you’re not a nobody, Lily. You’re just like me.”

 

Jareth  came  into  the  room  as  Lily  and  I  sat  on  the  bed  chatting  and  laughing about things from the human realm. His eyes rose in surprise at the sight. Lily sprang from the bed the minute she saw him, mumbled something about getting back to the kitchens, and hurried from the room with that faint blush rising to her cheeks.

Jareth’s eyes followed her out and then turned to me in surprise.

“You’re making friends with servants?” he asked.

I bristled at his disapproving tone.

“She’s human, Jareth. Of course I was making friends with her.”

“It isn’t wise,” he said. “It’s not befitting your station.”

My jaw dropped in shock.

“Are you freaking kidding me?”

“What?”  he  said  as  if  his  behavior  wasn’t  absolutely  repulsive.  “She’s  a  slave, Crysta.”

“She’s  my  friend,  she’s  human,  and  it  isn’t  her  fault  that  her  parents  made  a bargain with a faerie before she was born.”

“Ah, I see,” Jareth said, his eyes lighting in understanding. “She is paying off a debt spell.” He mulled that over for a moment before continuing. “Still, her station is far below yours, and she’s human. I’m sorry, Crysta, but you can’t be friends with her.”

I stood up and walked over to him. Something in my look must have clued him in  to  how  furious  he’d  made  me  because  he  took  a  step  back  before  standing  his ground and straightening his spine.

“Up until a few weeks ago, I thought I was human, and as far as I’m concerned, I will  always  be  human  regardless  of  my  true  race.  I’m  not  sure  what  this  human racism bull crap is all about, but I do not discriminate against anyone or anything and I will be friends with whomever I damn well please.”

Jareth’s  eyes  narrowed.  He  looked  at  me  in  confusion  as  if  these  ideas  he’d always held had never before been challenged and he wasn’t really sure how to deal with it.

“But I just counseled against it,” he blustered. “You are my fated mate and must consider my feelings in this matter.”

“I  may  be  your  fated  mate,  but  last  time  I  checked  I  was  also  an  independent woman with a mind of my own. You can counsel me all you want, but I reserve the right to decide who is in my life and who isn’t, and if you want to remain a part of

that life, you’re going to get over your issues with humans as quickly as you possibly can because I won’t tolerate this attitude from you. Not now. Not ever.”

I’d  wondered  a  few  times  before  if  our  differences  would  eventually  come between  us.  Most  couples  have  to  brave  those  differences  and  see  where  their relationship  stands  once  all  is  said  and  done,  but  our  situation  seemed  to  have  too many issues stacked against each other. I knew better than to assume that love was enough, and being pronounced fated mates didn’t mean we would always get along with each other or even agree on everything.

This ain’t no fairy tale. 

But when it came to slaves and racism, I wasn’t about to compromise. You were either for it or against it, and I was definitely against it.

Jareth was clearly for it, and I wasn’t sure he’d be able to change that.

We’d  been  raised  to  believe  in  different  things,  and  we  were  accustomed  to different  rules  and  lifestyles.  We  kept  fighting  to  protect  our  right  to  be  together against  the  doubts,  threats,  and  criticisms  of  others,  but  what  if  we  ended  up sabotaging  our  own  relationship  by  not  knowing  how  to  reconcile  these  different beliefs?

I  held  my  breath,  waiting  for  him  to  throw  out  his  own  ultimatums  while  he studied  me,  frustration  continuing  to  mar  his  features.  Then  to  my  relief,  the hardened look in his eyes softened.

“I’m  sorry,”  he  said.  “It’s  just  that,  well,  being  friends  with  humans,  it’s  never been done in my realm. It’s not what I was raised to believe. Humans are slaves, and faeries,  especially  royalty,  don’t  fraternize  with  them.”  He  studied  me  for  another long  moment  as  I  continued  to  glare.  He  lowered  his  stiffened  shoulders  before letting  out  a  sigh.  “You’re  right,  Crysta.  You’ve  lived  your  life  as  a  human,  and  I can’t  believe  I  didn’t  think  about  how  offensive  my  behavior  and  beliefs  were considering who you’ve always believed yourself to be.”

I  blinked  in  surprise,  uncertain  as  to  whether  or  not  he  was  just  momentarily placating me or if he was being sincere.

He lifted his hands to my waist and pulled me to him. I moved a little jerkily, still a little upset.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I may be your fated mate, but I don’t have the right to make those choices for you. Can you forgive me?”

“I’ll forgive you, so long as you treat Lily with kindness and respect when you see her. You have to make an effort to get to know her.”

He pulled me closer and kissed my cheek.

“Okay. I can do that, but we need to make sure she can be trusted. We need to make sure it’s safe for her to be around you.”

“Fine,”  I  said  as  the  tightness  in  my  chest  finally  loosened  a  little.  “I’m  sure you’ll discover that she’s harmless.”

He nodded, lifting my chin to give me a soft kiss. I pulled back just a little before he made contact.

“I’m not kidding, Jareth. I don’t buy into this social class crap. People are people no matter where they come from or what their gene pool looks like. This idea that

anyone is beneath our race is not something I will ever adopt, and if you can’t get on board with that then you need to say something now.”

Jareth stared at me, letting me know he took what I said seriously.

“I don’t understand your viewpoint,” he said. “I told you, Crysta, I wasn’t raised to believe any of that, but I see that you believe it. I see that it is important to you, and  since  it  is  important  to  you,  I  will  do  my  best  to  begin  to  understand  your ideologies.  I  will  do  my  best  to  adopt  them.  You’ll  have  to  give  me  time  to  work through it.”

I nodded my concession as my body relaxed further.

“I suppose if you can do some compromising in this department then I can show some patience.”

He brushed back my hair and leaned forward, planting a soft kiss on my lips.

“Thank  you,”  he  mumbled.  Then  he  pressed  his  lips  against  mine  with  more force and pulled my body flush against his. I didn’t have to open my eyes to know our bodies glowed with the contact. He softened his lips and kissed the corners of mine. I let out a soft sigh and ran my fingers through his hair, pulling him closer to me and deepening the kiss. After a few moments of this he pulled back and gave me a searching look before saying something he must have been thinking about for some time.

“I want you.”

“I want you too,” I said. Before I could add a “but” to that he lifted me into his arms and headed for the large bed on the other side of the room. Understanding what he had in mind I completely panicked and swatted him on the chest.

“Jareth, you have to stop. You have to stop now.”

His eyes registered hurt and confusion before he took a shaky breath and set me down.

“I  thought  you  wanted  this.”  His  gaze  didn’t  reach  my  eyes  and  I  realized  he thought I was rejecting him. I rushed to reassure him, grabbing his face between my hands and forcing him to look at me.

“I do. I want you, but I’m also a little scared to take our relationship to the next level.”

Jareth snorted in disbelief.

“Crysta, if your core hadn’t been bound we would be married by now. As far as levels go, that’s the highest you can ascend to.”

I  bit  my  lower  lip,  realizing  that  I’d  actually  been  a  little  relieved  that  the ceremony hadn’t worked out. I’d been relieved to have more time before having to have  this  discussion  with  him,  mainly  because  I  assumed  sex  wouldn’t  be  on  the table unless we were married. I also finally accepted the fact that my reluctance to get married didn’t necessarily have to do with my age, his age, or even the obstacles we were now facing.

I  was  just  so  scared.  I  was  scared  of  how  I  would  react  to  anything  more  than kissing. I think that fear must have been written all over my face because the hurt he’d  shown  changed  to  concern  on  my  behalf.  He  inched  forward  and  placed  his hands on my shoulders, urging me to make eye contact.

“I understand that you’ve never done this before,” he said, rubbing my shoulders to comfort me. “You don’t have to be afraid of this or afraid of me, and if you aren’t ready then we’ll wait. We’ll wait, Crysta. I would never force this on you.”

Dammit, I did  not want to talk about this.

I really should have gone to see that shrink my last foster mother tried to set up for me. I’d dug my heels in on that, mainly because her reasons behind it had to do with her belief that I was a crazy, imbalanced teenager. In hindsight, I really could have used it.

I intended to ease myself into this, lead up to it like it was no big deal, but when I opened  my  mouth  the  secret  I’d  been  hiding  for  a  long  portion  of  my  life  came tumbling out.

“Jareth,  I  was  sexually  assaulted  when  I  was  ten.  I’m  not  a  virgin,  but  my experience with sex wasn’t a positive one.”

He  released  me  and  stepped  back,  the  shock  of  my  news  hitting  him  hard, causing his jaw to clench so tight I thought I could hear his teeth grinding. I rushed on,  feeling  heat  burn  my  skin  even  though  I  rarely  ever  blushed  like  this,  but  my shame and embarrassment were a little too much to handle.

“You were horrified that I had changed so much of myself to fit in with humans, and  you  were  right  to  think  that  most  of  that  was  motivated  by  the  need  to  be accepted and wanted by a family of my own, to not look so different from everyone else, but it was also a way to blend in, to avoid drawing attention to myself. I wasn’t kidding  when  I  said  I’d  had  my  fair  share  of  stalkers.  My  effect  on  men  wasn’t something I could control, and eventually I was punished for it. I couldn’t fight him off, Jareth. There was nothing I could do.”

My powers hadn’t surfaced until after the fact. It was almost as if the horror of that experience had awakened some aspect of my powers that gave me the control I needed to prevent that scenario from ever happening again.

It’d taken a long time for me to get to the point where I hadn’t blamed myself for what was done to me. The self-loathing had been easier to deal with as time went on, but I couldn’t say it had ever gone away completely. The idea of being intimate on that level with anyone sent tendrils of panic through my system. It didn’t matter that I trusted Jareth or that the passionate kisses up to this point hadn’t kicked my anxiety into  full  gear.  My  reaction  to  the  idea  of  sex  was  a  learned  behavior  based  on  the abuse. I knew that. I’d watched documentaries on sexually abused people after my own emotional and mental spiral had brought me to several low points in my life.

I’d needed to understand what was happening to me, to separate myself from the situation emotionally and look at the whole as a dispassionate observer, pretending it hadn’t happened to me so I could simply learn what the effects were on other people with a clinical, objective point of view. I was aware that wasn’t normal, this ability to look at it objectively.

I wondered now if that had more to do with my Fae parentage or if it was simply my mind’s way of protecting me before I completely lost it, but now, faced with a higher level of intimacy than I was comfortable with, I had to deal with the fact that even  though  I  had  taken  the  time  to  understand  what  had  happened  to  me  and  the

emotional  ramifications,  I’d  never  actually  figured  out  a  way  to  heal  from  it.  I’d never dealt with it. Just the thought of going any further had me breaking out into a cold sweat.

Probably not the reaction Jareth was looking for.

Jareth still stared at me hard, a furious glint in his eye made me wonder if he was morphing into assassin mode.

“Who  did  this  to  you,  Crysta?  Who  defiled  you?  Who  forced  themselves  upon you when you were an innocent child?”

“One of my foster parents,” I stated simply.

I really wasn’t interested in talking about him. It had happened. I’d found a way to  get  out  of  that  situation,  and  thanks  to  that  sexual  predator’s  behavior,  I’d  be dealing with the ramifications of his actions for the rest of my life. Anger I hadn’t allowed myself to feel for a long time coursed its way through me. I fought it hard because I knew where this kind of anger led. I knew it would consume me, get the better of me, if I didn’t let go of it.

“I’ll  kill  him,”  he  said.  It  wasn’t  an  empty  threat,  either.  I  think  that’s  what spurred me to action. I truly believed he’d apparate before my eyes if I didn’t get him to calm down.

I reached out and gripped his arm.

“You can’t kill him, Jareth. He’s already dead. Died of cancer a few years back.”

Prostate cancer. Poetic justice in my opinion.

Jareth  blinked,  his  rage  having  taken  over  the  whole  of  him,  and  now  with  no available  target  in  place,  he  seemed  to  be  contemplating  where  exactly  he  could focus his rage. He shot a hand to the side and a bright orange light flared from his palm, crashing into an ice sculpture of a beautiful swan sitting in the corner of the room. The swan didn’t just explode. It disintegrated right before my eyes.

Holy crap. I’d never seen Jareth use that maneuver before.

My gaze swiveled back to him as I watched him take in two deep breaths. The pain in his eyes left me confused.

“I wasn’t there to protect you,” he said.

He’s blaming himself? 

“Whoa, Jareth.” I wrapped my arms around his waist. “You don’t get to blame yourself for what happened. You had no idea I existed. How were you supposed to stop it?”

I tilted my chin to look at him. The flurry of emotions flashing across his face worried  me.  He  was  processing  this  internally,  blaming  himself  irrationally,  guilt weighing heavily upon him.

He very tentatively placed his hands on my shoulders.

“Do I frighten you?” he asked.

“What?”

“Does having me touch you frighten you? Have you been afraid of me this whole time?” He let out a frustrated groan. “By King Moridan’s crown, the first time we met I threatened your life. Of course you were afraid of me. After everything you’d been through, I can’t believe you ever let your guard down enough to trust me.”

I caressed his cheek in a soothing gesture, hoping to soothe him.

“Jareth, you thought I was a threat to your race. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’ve pretty  much  forgiven  you  for  momentarily  threatening  to  kill  me.  All  things considered, I think this entire issue is really the least of our worries, but I wanted you to know. I…” I faltered for a moment. Not sure how to explain myself. “I just want to wait and take things slow on that level.”

“When I kiss you, does it frighten you?” he asked.

“No. It never has in the way you mean. I didn’t want to kiss you in the beginning because I knew I would care too much after that. It was like opening a door to my emotions that was better left locked up. I didn’t want to hope too much. I didn’t want to want you too much.”

He pulled me in closer and embraced me with a tenderness that brought tears to my eyes.

“I will never bring it up again. Immortality can teach a person to have endless patience,” he said in a soft voice. “I’ll wait as long as it takes for you to feel safe with  me  on  that  level.  Whenever  you  feel  ready,  Crysta.  This  aspect  of  our relationship  will  be  dictated  by  you.”  He  hesitated  again  before  speaking.  “I  don’t want you to ever feel afraid or pressured.”

I gave him a grateful smile and lifted to my tippy toes to kiss his soft lips. He returned the kiss, but I could tell he was handling me with care after my revelation.

He pulled back and ran his fingers through my hair, giving me a loving smile before letting me go.

“I had better return to my own room,” he said. “It’s been a long day, and you and I both need our sleep.”

I nodded, feeling a little worried that my revelation was still affecting Jareth in a negative way. Did we need to talk about it more? Did he need more reassurance that I just needed some time?

Was time all I really needed or was I banking on this whole thing ending badly either way?

I couldn’t tell.

“Tomorrow,  we’re  going  to  go  over  accounts  of  your  birth  in  the  library.  Your uncle thinks his brother might have left some hint or clue as to who your guardian was supposed to be. We can also test out binding spells to see if your spell reacts to any of them. At the very least, it’s a place to start.”

I  tilted  my  head,  scrutinizing  his  expression  since  it  wasn’t  one  I  was  familiar with. It seemed a bit…distant.

“I’ve also left that book from the public library for you. It would be wise for you to learn about our people, though at this point, we must assume even the most benign of these species may not wish us to wed and will do what they can to stop our union.

Crayos is an unfortunate example of that.”

I noted the sorrow in his gaze and realized this Crayos must have been a close friend.

“It seemed like you two shared some history,” I prodded.

He grunted in agreement but didn’t offer up any information at first. Just as I was about to ask outright he spoke again.

“He  is  a  Spring  faerie  and  the  king  of  the  Farang  Fae.  We  trained  together  as assassins  before  the  death  of  his  father  forced  him  to  leave  our  brotherhood  so  he could take over his duty as heir to his people. There is a very good chance he has been in communication with my father who has convinced him to break our soul link so  you  can  be  dealt  with.  I’ll  admit,  I  did  not  expect  Crayos  of  all  people  to  be against this before consulting me first.”

“You can’t blame him,” I said. “I’ll bet you anything your father made it sound like  I  had  seduced  you  or  something.  He  probably  thinks  he  is  saving  you  from yourself.”

Jareth’s lips tilted upward in amusement, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“I  promise  you,  Crysta,  I  will  protect  you  with  my  life,  and  tomorrow  we  will start our search for the one who bound your magic.”

I nodded but continued to study him. I wondered if maybe I should bring up our earlier discussion to make sure he understood the things that happened to me before I met  him  weren’t  his  fault,  but  he  gave  me  a  soft  kiss  on  my  forehead  and  then walked to the door before I mustered the courage to broach the subject again.

“Sweet dreams, my love.”

“Sweet dreams.” I watched with my heart in my throat as he walked out, softly closing the door behind him. I had a very bad feeling that my revelation about my rape was going to have an adverse affect on our relationship, and I had no idea how to fix that. We’d tackled some pretty intense topics this evening.

Heavy.

Everything felt so heavy.



 

The brown leather book sat on a small nightstand next to my bed. I grabbed it and settled in, thinking it was best to spend my time learning more about my people rather  than  worrying  about  Jareth’s  reaction  to  the  sexual  abuse  from  my  past.  I pulled  open  the  book  and  randomly  flipped  to  a  page  that  had  me  gawking  in disbelief.

The creature in the picture snarled up at me looking so vividly real. The sharp obsidian  of  its  slitted  pupils  watched  me  with  a  wary  glare,  its  orange  scales gleaming in the lamplight. Even though the thing looked pretty aggressive, its wings tempered the effect.

Golden butterfly wings? Was this thing an insect or a dragon?

“You look royally pissed, my friend,” I said.

I  nearly  jumped  when  the  snarl  on  its  face  seemed  to  grow  wider  by  a  mere centimeter. A trick of the light, but it had me more than a little spooked. It was also morbidly  fascinating.  I  looked  at  the  writing  on  the  opposite  page  and  started brushing up on the local wildlife, figuring it would be better to learn how to avoid this particular species of Fae.

“Let’s see,” I said to myself, trying not to stare at the grim looking face on the other page. “Fae dragons are the smallest species of dragon in existence. About the size of a small house cat, they are often underestimated due to their appearance.” I snorted in disbelief.

I’d  certainly  never  assume  the  creature  glaring  up  at  me  was  anything  but dangerous.

“The  scales  on  their  chest  are  used  for  communicating  emotion  through  a particular  color  spectrum.  They  are  social  creatures,  playful  and  mischievous,  but dangerous when attacked. Their abilities to absorb the elemental magic around them and use it to cast spells makes them worthy foes.”

I sincerely hoped I never ran into any of these creatures, especially since I had zero  elemental  magic  at  my  disposal.  Just  underneath  the  picture  I  noticed  some words written in a foreign tongue. I fought to sound them out.

“Naidheachd a bhith saor an-asgaidh agus coem rium.”

The words sparkled with a dim golden color for a moment. Great. I was now so tired I was hallucinating. Flickers of lamplight didn’t help the illusions or prevent my eyes from playing tricks on me. I set the book down on my nightstand, but for some reason kept it open to that particular page. I definitely wanted to do more research on Fae dragons. I just needed some sleep before my imagination got the better of me. I

turned  out  the  lamp,  crawled  under  the  soft,  silky  covers,  and  drifted  off  to dreamland.

 

Heat seeped through my skin. It wasn’t uncomfortable, but my body temperature didn’t  usually  increase  when  I  slept,  and  it  never  absorbed  heat  from  others.  The warmth spread directly across my chest and neck. I blinked my eyes open in the dim lighting of an early morning sunrise, but had trouble comprehending that there was something sitting directly on top of me. After a few more blinks, my tired eyes took in orange scales, golden butterfly wings, and a mouth full of gnarly teeth.

I shut my eyes and took in a few deep yoga breaths, letting them out in measured stages. I needed to wake up. This dream was way too vivid, and I didn’t want to live through whatever magical attack this little dragon was cooking up.

Must wake up. 

I  pinched  myself  and  winced  at  the  pain,  opening  my  eyes  when  the  dragon sitting on top of me let out a weird sound from the back of its throat. Then it lowered its pointy snout and nudged my chin up.

Crap. This thing was real and probably getting ready to eat me. Before it had a chance to pounce, I flipped the covers over it and scrambled off the bed, screaming at the top of my lungs for Jareth while the creature I caught under the blankets made noises that sounded strangely similar to mine.

Before  I  could  get  to  the  door,  Graul  and  Jareth  burst  through,  practically crawling over each other to reach me. The Stargis heir threw himself in front of me as I pointed to the squirming mound on my bed. He pushed me back toward Jareth who grabbed hold of me and pinned me to his chest.

“What is it, Graul?” he said.

Graul  let  out  a  low  hiss,  brandished  his  dagger  high  and  revealed  the  bright orange dragon below. The thing gave Graul a disgruntled snort, let out a soft sneeze followed by a mist of steam, and then pulled back its lips and snarled.

Jareth’s grip on me loosened a bit.

“What in the nine realms…?”

He stepped around me and inched closer to the bed, studying the creature as it crouched low on its hind legs and moved its shoulders back and forth, looking about ready  to  spring  into  action,  but  still  trying  to  figure  out  if  its  target  was  Graul  or Jareth. “How did a Fae dragon find its way into your quarters?”

My quarters? Sometimes Jareth sounded so ancient.

Graul made a strange gurgling noise in the back of its throat. The dragon’s pointy ears stood up straight. It made similar noises in return and sat back on its haunches.

Its eyes searched the room until they landed on me.

“Were you just talking to that thing?” I asked.

“He is Crysta’s familiar,” Graul said. “She summoned him and he accepted.”

“Excuse me?” I said. “I didn’t summon a dragon. All I did was study that dang book  just  like  Jareth  told  me.  I  learned  all  sorts  of  creepy,  non-comforting  things about Fae dragons.” I paused and looked at Graul. “What the heck is a familiar?”

Jareth  stared  at  the  open  book  on  my  nightstand  and  turned  a  quizzical  eye  on me.

“Was this particular dragon within the pages of your book?”

“Well…” I studied the coloring of the creature, feeling a bit bewildered when it gave me a bright smile filled with tiny shards of teeth. “It looks like the one I read about.”

Jareth let out a low chuckle. “Fae dragons are sometimes bound in books, scrolls, and  paintings  for  deeds  that  are  particularly  mischievous.  It  never  occurred  to  me we’d have to worry about that in regards to a book from the human realm.”

“So I somehow managed to free it? Is that what I’m hearing here?”

Jareth nodded, a delighted smile lighting his features. “You didn’t just free him, Crysta. You adopted him. He’s yours now.”

I stared at him, feeling completely horrified. “I can’t adopt him. I already have a pet, and there is no way my cat and a Fae dragon are going to get along with each other. This reptile would eat her in a heartbeat.”

“Fae  dragons  like  insects,”  Graul  said.  “Cat  is  safe  from  dragon,  but  not  from most Fae. Cat is very tasty. Leave cat in human realm.”

I gave Graul a disgruntled stare.

“Noted. Thanks for that.”

The creature sitting on my bed gave Graul and Jareth another wary look as if he were warning them to get out of his way, then he leaped forward, bounding off the bed, his wings fluttering furiously behind him. I honestly had no idea how those thin, crepe-like wings were capable of keeping his scaly body in the air. With child-like determination  he  fluttered  his  wings  and  pumped  his  legs  forward  inching  closer until  he  hovered  just  a  few  inches  from  me.  I  couldn’t  help  but  find  him extraordinarily  cute,  considering  he  looked  like  a  cross  between  an  orange  iguana and an insect.

He cocked his head to the side, waiting for something, but I wasn’t really sure what was supposed to happen next since pet dragons weren’t really my thing.

“He’s waiting for you to accept him,” Jareth said.

“How on earth do I do that?”

“Hold out your arms and let him fly into them.”

“I have to touch this thing?”

The creature let out a low gurgle that almost sounded like I’d hurt his feelings.

The  colors  on  his  chest  turned  a  muted  gray,  where  before  they’d  been  a  bright yellow. I figured the change in color was my fault.

Hating to think I’d just destroyed the tiny thing’s spirit in some way, I quickly threw  my  arms  out  toward  him  and  gathered  him  in,  cradling  him  like  I  would  a baby. The colors on his chest immediately brightened to a shiny gold hue and he let out a soft sound deep within his chest that almost resembled purring to me.

“You  make  him  very  happy,”  Graul  said.  “Not  usual.  Most  Fae  dragon  hate adoption. No like other species. No like leaving colonies and nests.”

Jareth let out a soft chuckle and reached over to rub the animal just behind his orange  and  cream  colored  ears.  The  creature  continued  to  purr  with  even  more enthusiasm and I couldn’t help but laugh at his contentment. His scales felt smooth and silky, and his wings were the consistency of bat wings even though they looked far different. He nuzzled his nose just under my chin and gave my neck a wet lick. I felt a slight tingle from the contact and quirked an eye at Jareth.

His own eyes held a hint of disbelief as the tingles grew more intense.

“He’s not only accepted his role as your familiar, Crysta, he’s basically dubbed you his mother. Any other Fae dragons you come in contact with will consider you one of them.”

“That’s a good thing?”

“An honor,” Graul said. “You are Tuadhe d’Anu, you are Stargis, and now you are Fae dragon.”

He  let  out  a  soft  snort  that  sounded  like  some  aborted  attempt  at  an  amused chuckle.

“You’re  certainly  changing  things  around  here,”  Jareth  said.  “Fae  dragons generally fight adoptions, but he isn’t fighting you.” He quirked an eyebrow at me and gave me one of his salacious smiles. “Then again, I can definitely see the appeal when it comes to you.”

He moved in for a kiss, but stepped back quickly when my little dragon twisted in my arms and shot out a small stream of fire from its narrow mouth.

Graul and Jareth’s laughter made me smile even when I tried scolding the little beast for trying to scald my boyfriend.

“He’s  territorial,”  Jareth  said.  “I  find  that  quite  comforting.  One  more  layer  of protection for you now.”

“This little guy will protect me?”

“With his life,” Graul said. “Like me.”

“Like me,” Jareth repeated.

My eyes teared over for a moment, hit with an emotion I hadn’t been prepared to feel. I let the tears fall off my lashes and watched in surprise as my little pet caught them  with  the  end  of  his  yellow  forked  tongue.  He  made  more  cooing  sounds  and snuggled under my neck again.

I clutched him closer to my chest and let the warmth from his body flow through me.

“What are you going to name him?” Jareth asked.

“This little guy looks like a Chuck to me.”

Jareth shook his head, but I could tell he liked the idea.

“What do you say, Chuck? Does that name work for you?” he asked.

In response, little Chuck buried his nose even deeper into my neck and let out a contented sigh.

Perfect. Too bad the rest of my day wasn’t about to go so swimmingly.

 



 

We followed a servant through a corridor and down an elaborate set of stairs that opened  up  into  a  large  dining  hall.  Several  servants  were  busily  setting  enormous platters of food on a gorgeous dining table situated in the middle of the room. Other equally beautiful tables circled the perimeter of the room, but only the table in the middle was prepared for guests.

“What is this place?” I asked Jareth.

“This is one of the banquet halls, usually reserved for large parties, government functions,  and  other  festivities.  Nobles  from  the  Unseelie  Court  and  a  few ambassadors from my own court spend a great deal of time here.”

We nearly reached the bottom of the stairs before I realized my uncle was sitting at the table waiting for us to join him for breakfast. His exuberant smile at our arrival gave me some serious warm fuzzies.

I wasn’t used to feeling like I mattered when it came to father figures.

“Why  is  this  room  so  empty  at  the  moment  if  the  nobles  usually  spend  time here?” I said as we walked toward the table.

“Well, your uncle isn’t hosting any important functions at the moment. We also had  a  very  long  discussion  last  night  about  measures  that  must  be  taken  to  ensure your  safety.  We  feel  it  best  to  keep  you  separated  from  court  life  until  we  can determine  who  is  friend  and  who  is  foe.  We  fear  many  will  be  as  antagonistic concerning our fated mate bond as Crayos.”

From what I’d learned during my weeks with Jareth, court life among the Seelie and Unseelie Courts was very similar to court life in the history books of my world where members of the court lived in extended households, and regularly attended to the needs of the king.

Courtiers, I guess.

Sounded  fancy  schmancy  and  made  me  a  little  uncomfortable.  I  didn’t  really know what to expect when it came to their customs and traditions. I was about to ask what my uncle had said to keep the nobles from entering this area of the palace when a commotion to my left completely distracted me.

The only warning I had that my life was about to end was the soft hiss and angry growl  of  Chuck  as  we  nearly  arrived  at  the  table.  Chuck  fluttered  his  wings  and pulled  on  my  shoulder  with  his  sharp  claws,  causing  me  to  gasp  in  pain  and involuntarily step back in the direction he pulled. The sound of something whizzing past my cheek and then the faint sting across my cheekbone alerted me to the danger.

I was beginning to think ending my life had become a nationalized Fae sporting event  because  I  hadn’t  even  been  able  to  start  breakfast  before  some  crazy  faerie with  mad  dagger  throwing  skills  nearly  embedded  said  dagger  into  the  side  of  my neck.

I am so done with people trying to kill me. 

Jareth  was  already  covering  me  with  his  body  as  Graul  stepped  into  action.  I heard shocked inhalations, some screams, and my uncle barking orders to guards and

servants.  I  wanted  to  see  everything,  but  Jareth  towered  over  me.  I  tried  to  peek under  his  arm,  but  all  I  made  out  was  Graul’s  dark  green,  skeletal  form  rushing toward one of the many windows lining the back wall of the dining hall, pursuing someone covered in a hooded cloak. I thought I saw Chuck flapping his thin wings, zinging a surprisingly quick path after the man. I stepped to the side to get a better look, but Jareth yanked me back and shielded me against his chest.

“Hey, I can’t see.”

He grunted as I pushed against his chest and glanced at me like I was supremely stupid.

“If you can’t see your assailant then he can’t see you well enough to take aim and let  loose  yet  another  lethal  object.  Do  you  want  your  head  separated  from  your neck?”

I bit my lip feeling slightly sheepish.

He made a compelling point.

After a moment the commotion died down and Jareth reluctantly allowed me to peer over his shoulder. Graul stood at one of the huge windows arguing with three palace guards while Chuck zigzagged from one corner of the room to the other. My assailant was nowhere to be seen.

The dude had escaped?

How the hell had he managed that?

I  kind  of  wanted  to  scream  a  little.  Jareth  touched  my  face,  and  I  noticed  a burning sensation along the line of my left cheekbone.

His locked jaw barely moved as he whispered, “You’re bleeding. I was right next to you, and that bastard still managed to hurt you.”

He  wiped  at  the  trickle  of  blood  and  then  placed  his  forehead  against  mine, whispering  an  incantation  under  his  breath  that  sent  warm  tingles  to  my  cheek, healing the cut quickly.

The tortured look in his eyes when he finished spurred me forward and I drew his lips to mine for both our sakes. I wasn’t about to let him brood over this, blaming himself when he had no way of knowing that someone was going to try to kill me in a palace he assumed would be safe. Plus, I found I needed that reassurance just as much as he did. He gathered me in his arms and pushed my back against the wall, kissing me with a protectiveness and possessiveness he had never exhibited before.

I guess near death experiences bred heightened emotions. He only pulled away after my uncle cleared his throat and made a few uncomfortable attempts at getting our attention.

I  drew  back  and  ducked  my  head  against  Jareth’s  chest,  feeling  a  little embarrassed that I’d kissed him right in front of a family member. Jareth let out a soft chuckle and rubbed my back, kissing the top of my head.

“Don’t  be  embarrassed,  Crysta.  If  you  hadn’t  thrown  yourself  at  me,  I  would have initiated something completely inappropriate.”

“I did  not throw myself at you.”

I  playfully  hit  him  on  the  chest  and  then  we  turned  to  acknowledge  my  uncle who had so patiently, and awkwardly, waited for us to finish.

He and Jareth stared each other down in a weird moment of challenge. It hit me that this was the equivalent of what a dad might do if he caught his daughter making out with her boyfriend. Instead of letting that bother me, my uncle’s reaction warmed my heart a little.

He  looked  as  if  he  was  deliberating  between  saying  something  and  simply ignoring it, but I think the awkwardness of the situation wasn’t at all what he was used to.

He cleared his throat and addressed the more troubling issue at hand.

“Crysta, are you all right? Were you injured?”

“Just the cut to her face,” Jareth said. “How could this have happened? I thought she would be safe here.”

I  touched  his  shoulder  to  stop  him  from  laying  any  blame  on  my  uncle  whose scowl was starting to rival the very best Ms. Vivian had to offer.

“I’m fine. It was just a scratch.”

Uncle Roderick shook his head, looking miserable and angry.

“The culprit apparated in here the moment Crysta walked through the door and then disapparated as he jumped toward the window. He shouldn’t have been able to get  past  the  palace  wards.  I  have  no  idea  how  he  managed  it,  but  my  guards  are scanning the area for the breach and its source at the moment.”

“Either the assassin is a royal or he had several royal benefactors,” Jareth said.

“It  would  have  taken  a  remarkable  amount  of  power  to  break  through  the  wards.

Several sources of magic must have been at his disposal.”

Uncle Roderick motioned us over to an oval-shaped dining table where tons of food was spread out before us. I wanted to enjoy the fact that everything on that table was something I actually found edible, but the whole, someone-wants-me-dead thing had ruined my appetite.

We  all  took  a  seat  just  as  Chuck  flitted  over  to  sit  on  the  table  next  to  me.  I offered him a tiny grape. He looked at me like I was an idiot, batted the thing from my hand with his claws, and turned in a little circle before hunkering down on the table and closing his yellow eyes.

Nap time, then?

My  uncle  stared  at  the  creature  in  bewilderment,  but  before  he  could  ask  me about my dragon, Graul finished his conversation with the guards and joined us.

“We find hole in wards. Destroyed lines of magic. Blackened and frayed. Guards must work now to repair.”

Both Jareth and Uncle Roderick were so stunned by the news they couldn’t even speak. Which was a little annoying because I felt so clueless at this point.

“I’m guessing a ripped hole in the ward is a bad thing?”

Jareth shook his head still appearing dazed at Graul’s report.

“It’s  more  than  a  breach.  With  powerful  magic,  you  can  slide  through  the  fine lines or threads of magic providing you have the power and skill, but only for some wards. Certainly not the kind of powerful wards placed around the Unseelie Court,”

Jareth  said.  “That  alone  would  be  challenging  enough,  but  to  burn  a  hole  through these threads isn’t something I’ve ever heard any faerie capable of.”

“Did you and my men find the source of the damage?” Uncle Roderick asked.

Graul  nodded.  His  thin  lips  rolled  back  in  a  grimace,  revealing  his  sharp, yellowed teeth.

“Stargis magic,” he said.

Jareth looked like he was going to be sick very soon.

“But this assassin didn’t move like a Stargis,” I said.

“No. It’s clear that whoever is holding the Stargis hostage is also working with other races of Fae. We don’t know who we can trust.” Jareth grabbed my hand barely meeting my gaze. “I’m so sorry I brought you here. I thought it would be safer than the human realm. I thought these wards would protect you.”

“Stop.” I lifted his chin so his eyes had to meet mine. “You didn’t know. We had no idea what we were up against, and on some level we still don’t because we have no idea who is the mastermind behind these attempts on my life.”

“We know that they have immense power at their disposal. The being or beings who have the Stargis are using their collective magic.” Jareth said.

“How is that possible if I have the king’s core magic?”

“You haven’t assimilated it yet,” my uncle said. “Each Stargis faerie has his or her own core magic, not as powerful as royalty, but they can use it however they see fit as individuals so long as they don’t break Fae law or even laws among their own kind. They were most likely coerced into using their magic to break our wards.”

“Our  enemies  have  an  entire  race  of  magic  at  their  disposal  until  Crysta  can assimilate the Stargis king’s and regulate the use of their magic as a whole.” Jareth let out an exasperated chuckle that bordered on panic.

Yeah.  I  was  ready  to  throw  around  a  few  expletives  myself.  We  just  couldn’t catch a break here. Everything seemed to hinge on breaking this damn binding spell.

I couldn’t accomplish anything until that happened.

“I wonder if we should beg assistance from King Moridan,” Uncle Roderick said.

Jareth’s look turned sour. He opened his mouth to argue, but my uncle beat him to it.

“I know you two have had a falling out over my niece, but be reasonable here, Jareth. If we’re working against an entire race’s magic we will need reinforcements of  our  own,  and  the  Seelie  Court  is  a  powerful  resource.  He’s  going  to  want  to protect his next heir as well. If this assassin succeeds in getting past our wards again and, the gods forbid, manages the unthinkable you’ll be dead right along with her.

Am I correct in assuming your father won’t want that?”

Jareth grudgingly nodded.

“He  won’t  want  me  dead,  but  he  doesn’t  want  this  union.  The  only  way  he’ll agree to protect us is if Crysta agrees to break our soul link and deny our claim on each other.”

Yeah.  Among  other  things.  Jareth  and  I  both  knew  the  minute  our  link  was severed I’d be assassin fodder for sure. His father would send someone to whack me faster than you could say fated mates.

“You need to consider it, Jareth.” My uncle said, seemingly desperate now. “This union is threatening my niece’s life in more ways than one. I just got her back and

I’m not willing to lose her again. I’m going to send a summons to the king and see if we can form some sort of temporary alliance.”

Jareth’s fair skin turned a mottled shade of red.

“Absolutely  not,”  he  practically  growled.  “It  will  be  a  waste  of  time.  He  isn’t going to help us out of the goodness of his heart. We’re Fae. None of us ever do. We bargain and we negotiate, but we never really help someone in need unless it benefits us in some way, and my father is nothing if not a negotiator. We will be forced to do or  agree  to  something  neither  one  of  us  will  want  to  live  with.  Asking  for  his assistance is out of the question.”

“Unfortunately for you, young prince, this is my Court and I am its king, and we will, at the very least, bring this to your father’s attention.”

I wished so badly we could tell the king the truth. I knew there was no way he would  consider  help  from  the  man  who  had  ordered  the  deaths  of  his  brother  and sister-in-law, but he also wasn’t someone who would ignore the drive to avenge their deaths.

Roadblocks. I felt them at every turn.

Jareth remained silent as my uncle stood quickly and strode out of the hall.

I  folded  my  arms  on  the  table  and  rested  my  chin  on  top  of  them,  furtively studying Jareth’s withering glower as his eyes followed my uncle’s retreating form.

“So that went well,” I said.

“Your uncle may be sympathetic to our situation, but I think he wants our soul link severed just as much as my father. He doesn’t want us to accept one another as fated mates.”

“I know.” I lifted my head and scrutinized his expression, surprised to find him looking a bit uncertain. “What is it?”

He grabbed my hand and rubbed his thumb across my knuckles.

“Promise  me,  Crysta.  Promise  me,  no  matter  what  anyone  says  or  does,  you won’t break our soul link or try to deny the bond we have as fated mates.”

I  swallowed  hard,  hoping  against  hope  it  wouldn’t  come  to  that,  but  I  didn’t know if I could make that promise if it prevented me from saving Jareth’s life. I had to say something though.

“I’m not thrilled that you put your life at risk by linking us together, but I don’t want to break our link or give you up. Do you honestly think I want some ho-bag to take my place?”

“I have no idea what ho-bags are, but they sound unpleasant and I wouldn’t want them in your place either.”

Jareth laughed at my exasperated look and gathered me into his arms.

“Speaking  of  ho-bags  and  the  possibility  of  their  ghosts  popping  out  of  the woodwork to haunt me, do you have any ex-lovers I should know about? Anyone I might run into around here?”

I was mostly joking in an attempt to steer the conversation away from promises I might not be able to keep. I didn’t expect his arms to tense around me.

“Not  within  the  Unseelie  Court.  No.”  His  level  tone  made  me  think  he  was hiding something from me.

“Well,  reassuring  that  was  not!  So  the  Seelie  Court  is  where  you  did  all  your dating?”

He hesitated before answering.

“I may have taken up with a few Winter and Autumn faeries a time or two, but they were brief liaisons that meant very little to either one of us.”

“Not even remotely reassuring. You are such a man-whore!”

He gave me a patient grin.

“I’ve  been  alive  for  two  centuries,  Crysta,  and  Fae  are  fairly  sexual  creatures.

While monogamy happens quite often, some of us don’t seek it simply because we know we will never be blessed with a fated mate.”

I sat up to look at him, feeling a little disgusted at the thought.

“Just because you don’t think you’ll ever find your soul mate doesn’t mean you shouldn’t  look  to  have  meaningful  or  even  permanent  relationships  with  someone special.” I paused when I saw pain briefly flash across Jareth’s face. “Oh. You did have a meaningful relationship with someone. Didn’t you?”

“It’s over now. It hardly matters anymore.”

He tried to pull me back into his arms, but I resisted. I didn’t like the sad look on his  face,  and  this  conversation  only  drove  home  the  point  that  I  may  have  been Jareth’s  fated  mate,  but  I  still  knew  very  little  about  him.  I’d  become  a  cliché character in a teen romance novel. Seriously! I was eighteen and engaged to a two-hundred-year old faerie I’d known for less than two months.

Romantic?

Yes.

Naïve?

Absolutely.

“Who is she and when did you end it?”

He  let  out  a  deep  breath  and  started  to  protest,  but  thought  better  of  it  after studying my expression.

I wasn’t about to let this go.

“Her name is Lady Rhoswen Elsly. A Summer faerie and a daughter of one of the nobles in the Seelie Court.”

I recognized the name from our conversation with Nuallan.

Interesting. Nuallan’s reaction to the way Jareth had previously brushed off the mention of Rhoswen and her father made a lot more sense now.

“How long were you two together?”

“For about fifteen years.”

I choked back a gasp and tried to smooth out my expression. I don’t think he was buying it. His look turned wary.

“And when did you two break up?”

He stared at me for a moment, making me think I was seriously going to hate his answer.

“A few months before I met you.”

Chuck let out a derisive snort that I nearly failed to acknowledge, though it was funny to think he’d been following the conversation. I pulled my hand from Jareth’s,

feeling a little cold inside. That meant they had been dating since I was two. Jareth never aged. He looked like he was in his early twenties and it made me forget that he’d  had  so  much  more  experience  in  everything  life  had  to  offer.  Certainly  much more than your average human.

“Why did you end it if you were together for fifteen years? That’s essentially a marriage for most humans.”

Jareth shook his head.

“Time  is  very  relative  for  Fae,  Crysta.  We  live  for  centuries.  Fifteen  years  is nothing compared to real marriage with a fated mate. Rhoswen and I were close. We grew up together in the Court and were the best of friends. After several decades of friendship I finally gave in to her desires for our relationship to go further, but in my heart  I  truly  didn’t  feel  the  level  of  love  and  commitment  she  did.  That’s  why  we ended it. I was looking for fulfillment and couldn’t find it with her.”

I stared at him for a moment, trying to see if he felt at all sad about the ending of that relationship or if he regretted being stuck with me. I couldn’t really tell. I was still learning how to read his expressions and his moods.

“How did she take the news?”

“Not well. She’d wanted that relationship to turn into a marriage and I’d spent years keeping her—how do humans put it—solely in the friend zone. I spent another fifteen  years  loving  the  comfort  and  security  of  our  relationship,  but  dodging  the subject of marriage whenever she or my father brought it up.” He sighed heavily and ran  a  hand  through  his  hair.  “I  wanted  that  relationship  to  work,  but  if  I’m  being honest,  it  all  felt  so  forced.  In  the  end,  I  realized  I’d  been  stalling,  holding  onto  a friendship and a woman that was very dear to me. I knew when I ended things she wouldn’t want me in her life on any level and that scared me. I didn’t want to lose her love, but I couldn’t give her what she wanted.”

“And then you were sent to kill me.”

“I jumped at that assignment to get me out of the Court and away from the pain I caused her. I needed to escape my guilt and my father’s disapproval. Interesting how fate steps in.”

This was disturbing to me on so many levels.

“So you went from a fifteen year relationship with a woman you’ve cared about for decades to pledging your life to me after being sent to kill me?”

Jareth narrowed his eyes and gripped my hand a little harder.

“What are you getting at?”

“Jareth, you avoided marriage with this woman. A woman you know a hell of a lot better than you know me, and then you willingly jumped into forever with a total stranger. Do you not see how crazy that is? How unlikely it is for you to see anything in me worth having after being in a relationship like that?” Was it just me or was the room  lacking  oxygen?  I  could  not  get  in  enough  air.  “I’m  gonna  have  to  admit  to having a severely insecure, teenage, girlie moment here. How do I compete with a Fae  noblewoman  who  actually  has  access  to   her  core  magic  and  whose  looks probably rival that of Aphrodite?”

Jareth threw back his head and let out a loud laugh, which pissed me off. Chuck snarled low from the back of his throat and gave me a commiserating look.

I think.

I really wasn’t sure since all I really saw was a mouth full of teeth and a fiery red color crawling up his chest. Either way, I interpreted that to mean,  can you believe this guy? And honestly, I couldn’t. I stood up to get the hell out of there before he had a chance to laugh at any more of my insecurities, but he grabbed me by the waist and pulled me down on his lap while I slapped at his hands in frustration. Chuck rose to his feet and hissed a warning.

“Let me go, man-whore. You don’t get to laugh about this.”

He turned me to face him even though I fought like a wildcat to get out of his grasp  while  Chuck  let  out  some  ineffective  blasts  of  steam  from  his  nostrils.  He wrapped  his  arms  around  mine,  locking  them  to  my  sides  and  kissed  me  before  I could  utter  another  word  of  protest.  The  warm  tingles  from  his  lips  slowly  broke down my pathetic attempts at getting him to let me go, and then I just plain didn’t want him to after a few moments. His lips explored the soft corners of my mouth and then he tried to deepen the kiss, sliding his tongue along the line of my lips until I opened to him and let him take me completely.

I would never ever get tired of this.

Never.

After a few more blissful moments of surrendering to Jareth’s loving attention he pulled back just enough to look me in the eye.

“I don’t need decades of friendship or fifteen years of dating to know my heart when  it  comes  to  you,  Crysta.  You   are  my  heart.  You  are  my  life,  and  no  other woman  will  ever  compare.  Believe  in  that.  Believe  in  me…in  us,  no  matter  how crazy it sounds and no matter how fast it happened. Can you do that for me?”

I blinked back the moisture gathering at the corners of my eyes and nodded.

“Yes. I can do that.”

He softly kissed me and then pulled me into a hug. I decided to let the subject drop for now. Jareth had never given me anything but love, loyalty, and devotion. If he said I was the only woman for him, I really had no reason to doubt him.

“What do we do if your dad decides to take my uncle up on his offer,” I said as I rested my head against his shoulder.

He held me closer and wrapped some of my hair around his finger.

“We proceed with extreme caution,” he finally said.

My dragon made a noise that sounded like approval as he hopped onto my lap and snuggled against my tummy.

I wasn’t sure if caution would be enough in a meeting with his father.



 

Unfortunately, King Moridan was fully amenable to a discussion with my uncle, and with my uncle’s permission apparated within the palace walls before Jareth and I finished our breakfast.

We  met  them  both  in  what  looked  like  a  conference  room.  A  large  oval  table stood in the middle with King Moridan and my uncle sitting on either end. Several guards from the Seelie Court and Unseelie Courts stood watch in the background.

I guess it made sense for the king to come with his entourage since the Courts weren’t on friendly terms. I still hadn’t learned what had caused the rift or why the Courts  had  never  happily  coexisted  with  one  another,  but  it  was  clear  from  the tension  in  the  air  that  neither  my  uncle  nor  the  king  was  particularly  fond  of  each other.

The  moment  we  entered  the  room,  Jareth’s  arm  tightened  around  me  and  his father’s gaze zeroed in on me with a level of hatred that made me wince. I was glad I’d  decided  to  leave  Chuck  with  Graul,  even  though  my  dragon  had  been  very reluctant to let me go without him. I didn’t need him setting Moridan’s green cloak on fire if the king became aggressive.

I hadn’t really prepared myself to face the man who had orchestrated my parents’

deaths, but I couldn’t help the slow anger coiling just below the surface. He sat there as if he didn’t have a care in the world, most likely aware that we couldn’t possibly reveal  the  part  he’d  played  in  their  deaths.  His  relationship  with  Jareth  made launching myself at him and attacking him with my fists a little complicated. He was still Jareth’s father, and up until a few weeks ago, Jareth had no idea that his own father had tried to have his fated mate killed.

From the evil hint of a smile on his face he seemed to be enjoying my internal struggle.

No doubt about it.

I seriously wanted to kick this faerie’s arse.

“Why don’t you both take a seat so we can apprise your father of our concerns,”

my uncle said, motioning us toward the middle of the table.

King Moridan got started before we had a chance to get comfortable.

“The  attempt  on  your  life,  though  greatly  alarming,  isn’t  at  all  surprising,”  he said  giving  me  a  hard  glare.  “Any  faerie  who  values  this  realm  and  respects  the balance of elemental magics will fight against this union, this abomination of a bond to the very death. I, therefore, have no way of pinning down the perpetrator of this particular assassination attempt because the truth of the matter is this: most everyone

in our realm will want the princess dead unless she severs her link with Jareth and gives up her claim on him.”

I swallowed hard, but refused to be the first to look away from his ugly mug.

“That is out of the question,” Jareth ground out.

King  Moridan  slammed  his  fist  on  the  table  and  stood,  leaning  toward  us  to emphasize his frustration.

“The possibility of you losing your life over this isn’t my only concern, Jareth, though that in itself should be enough to make you see sense. The realms are already being affected by your infinity marks. Magic isn’t behaving properly in certain parts of  the  land,  and  some  magic  is  slowly  draining  from  the  source  altogether  and poisoning our people in the process.

I knew he meant the Lake of Beatha. I thought of Chantara and her concern over the change in magic.

“We don’t know for certain that their bond is a direct cause of this,” my uncle said.

“Be  reasonable,  Roderick!  Don’t  allow  yourself  to  be  blinded  by  your  feelings for  your  niece.  I  want  Jareth’s  happiness  just  as  much  as  you  want  hers,  but  the consequences of such a union are already manifesting themselves. Smaller Fae are becoming sick, some are dying, and there is discoloration within the forests, glens, and valleys within the Seelie Court. There are gray spots all over the winter woods and across the surface of Lake Beatha. Surely you’ve wondered at their appearance.”

My uncle pinched the bridge of his nose, avoiding eye contact with any of us. He knew exactly what was going on in his Court.

Still.

The king was doing his best to make me panic. I knew better than to let his scare tactics have any effect on me, but if there was even a remote possibility that our bond was responsible for any of the problems he’d mentioned, I knew it would be selfish to hold onto something that I never once believed I deserved in the first place.

Jareth didn’t seem to be moved at all.

“That has nothing to do with our bond, father. I think it makes much more sense to believe that the person or persons responsible for the disturbances in our realm are the  very  same  faeries  responsible  for  an  entire  race  of  Fae  to  virtually  vanish  into thin air.”

King Moridan’s bushy eyebrows shot to his hairline.

“By  the  realms,  Jareth,  what  are  you  talking  about?  An  entire  species  of  Fae doesn’t just up and disappear. Not without serious consequences to our world.”

“Exactly,” my uncle stated. “We can’t be sure that Jareth and Crysta’s bond is the cause of all this.” He then went on to explain how we’d found out about the Stargis’

disappearance.

I didn’t know what made King Moridan more furious. The fact that he couldn’t blame  all  his  problems  on  me,  or  that  he’d  had  no  idea  faeries  were  disappearing right under his nose without his knowledge.

By  the  time  my  uncle  related  the  necessary  information,  King  Moridan  looked ready to spit fire through his clenched teeth.

“It’s because of you,” he said, angrily pointing at me. “Whoever is holding them hostage won’t free them until you break the link. You two are being selfish to even consider continuing on with this union. How many Fae will die before you come to your senses?”

“Don’t  pretend  your  concerns  are  so  altruistic,”  Jareth  said,  giving  his  father  a disrespectful smirk. “Not when you have blood on your hands.”

My uncle’s look narrowed. I grabbed Jareth’s shoulder in warning.

Did he plan on spilling the beans? Not a wise decision to make.

His father contemplated Jareth’s expression and didn’t seem to like what he saw there.

“I  can’t  help  you  protect  her  when  I’ve  already  given  you  the  solution  to  her safety, your safety, and the realm’s safety as a whole.” He stood and summoned one of  his  guards  to  bring  him  his  dark  green  cloak.  “Your  only  option  is  to  end  this relationship, Jareth. The sooner the better.” He made to exit, but left one parting dig before he did. “Once it’s done, you can come back to the Seelie Court and reunite with Rhoswen. She’s been patiently waiting for you to come to your senses.”

I swallowed hard as King Moridan’s glittering eyes landed on me.

What a smug, self-serving jerk!

Then  he  turned  on  his  heel  and  left  the  room  in  a  satisfied  flourish,  no  doubt assuming he’d opened up a can of worms for me and Jareth to have to work our way through.

I wanted to scream,  been there, done that, at his retreating form, but opted for a more  mature  alternative  which  involved  picturing  the  floor  opening  up  underneath him and swallowing him whole.

“I  forgot  you  were  involved  with  Lady  Rhoswen,”  my  uncle  said.  “She’s  not someone you make an enemy of, Jareth.”

“I won’t allow her to hurt Crysta.”

I waved a hand between them to grab their attention.

“Excuse me? Your ex-girlfriend is going to hurt me?”

My  uncle  let  out  an  exasperated  sigh,  communicating  that  Rhoswen’s involvement was a complication we couldn’t afford.

“If  she  decides  to  challenge  your  claim  to  Jareth  she  will  tear  you  apart  in minutes.”

My eyes widened in disbelief as I turned my attention to my boyfriend who had been less than forthcoming as of late.

“Were you planning on telling me I might have to battle it out with Rhoswen?”

“Not necessary,” he said. “I’ll never let her near you.”

I could  not believe this. I had to wonder if maybe it was time to consider moving to a different realm and making a go of it there. How was I supposed to live in a land where everyone wanted to kill me? It’s not like I could hide who I was, either. Not with the infinity symbol tattooed to my temple. That thing was like a shining beacon identifying  who  I  was  and  inviting  everyone  within  a  ten  yard  radius  to  kill  me where I stood.

I think Jareth felt like everything was spinning out of his control. His clenched jaw  and  flaring  nostrils  made  him  look  a  bit  feral.  He  took  my  hand  in  his  and smoothed his thumb along the surface of my knuckles.

“I don’t care what anyone says or believes about this union.” He lifted his eyes to meet mine and in them I saw so much determination, conviction, and love it took my breath away for a moment. “I know you’re mine, I know this is right, and I know that once we get rid of that binding spell we’ll be able to finally prove how right we are for each other and how right our relationship is for the Fae realm.”

Bless his beautiful heart and unfailing devotion. He deserved someone so much better  than  me.  Someone  who  wasn’t  riddled  with  a  million  shortcomings  and  a plethora of fears.

I lifted my hand and traced the contours of his immaculate features.

“No matter what happens,” I said. “I want you to know how much I love you, and how grateful I am that you love me.”

Jareth  growled  out  a  low  response  and  pulled  my  chin  toward  him,  roughly taking my lips with his own. After a few moments he pulled back and looked at me again.

“We are not giving up or giving in. Not now. Not ever.”

My uncle cleared his throat, watching us with a heavy sadness in his eyes.

“Then I suggest you two get to work on breaking that binding spell and proving us all wrong.”

I appreciated his show of support even though I could tell by his expression he wasn’t nearly as hopeful or convinced as Jareth.

I plastered a smile on my face as my fears, doubts, and guilt continued to burrow through my heart.

“How do we get started?”

Jareth’s  smile  spread  slowly  across  his  face,  reminding  me  of  the  progressing warmth and light gifted by a beautiful sunrise. He grabbed my hand and pulled me from the room.

“By going back to the beginning.”



 

Going back to the beginning involved studying my family tree so we could get some kind of idea as to who my parents might have chosen as my faerie guide in the human realm. The large book contained an amazingly detailed genealogical record of my bloodline dating back to the first in our line, a faerie by the name of Puck Tuadhe d’Anu. I filed the name away for future reference, completely enthralled by the idea that I actually had ancestors I could put names to, when nearly a month ago, all I’d had was a birth certificate and the names of my human parents.

As  we  started  looking  into  my  faerie  parents’  extended  family  members,  it became pretty obvious we were headed for a dead end. After centuries of marriage, I was the only child they were able to have.

“I remember my father mentioning your mother’s barrenness as a huge blow to the Unseelie Court. Rodri and Insley’s union had been so promising right from the start.  Running  a  kingdom  without  any  heirs  isn’t  something  faerie  royals  had  ever before encountered.”

“Did anyone understand why my mother wasn’t able to have kids?”

“I don’t really know the details, Crysta. You’ll need to consult your uncle on that score, but from what I remember, none of the healers, priestesses, or midwives were able to determine the cause of her infertility. Had your parents been human instead of the immortal faeries they were, this issue would have been far more damaging for the Unseelie  Court.  Fortunately,  all  faeries  have  is  time.”  He  turned  his  eyes  to  meet mine,  grabbing  my  hand  and  holding  it  close  to  his  heart.  “And  then  you  came along.”

“I guess it was a big deal when I was born, huh? Did my parents throw a party?”

“The likes of which you wouldn’t believe.” Jareth sat back in his chair and stared off, deep in thought. “I remember my father being furious when he found out about your  birth.  Insley  and  Rodri  had  kept  her  pregnancy  quiet  until  you  were  actually born. I never did understand why your birth affected him so badly. Even members of the Seelie Court were relieved that an heir had been born.”

“Why are your Courts so at odds with each other?”

“It  stems  from  an  old  feud  long  ago  that  hardly  anyone  remembers.  We  have different views on how the realms should be run and how the magic should be used.

There are certain faeries who do not always abide by the rules, and the majority of them are Winter and Autumn faeries.”

I gave him a soft punch in the shoulder.

“Are you trying to say that my people are trouble makers?”

“Yes.”

He gave me a cheeky grin.

“I don’t think Summer or Spring faeries are off the hook. Anyone is capable of breaking the law.”

Jareth’s expression grew clouded.

“As evidenced by my father’s actions against your parents…and you.”

I  glanced  at  the  book,  feeling  supremely  bummed  by  the  change  in  topic.  His father would get what was coming to him someday. I’d make sure of it, but for now, we  had  to  focus  on  the  most  urgent  issues.  As  I  stared  at  the  genealogical  lines spreading from my father and my uncle’s tree, I noticed something extremely odd. It looked as if they didn’t share the same mother. Just above my uncle’s name and birth date were two lines. One that went to my grandfather, the same father that my own father had, but the other line didn’t share the same mother.

“Jareth, is this possible? Is Uncle Roderick my father’s half brother?”

He didn’t look at all surprised.

“Yes. It’s very common for kings to take consorts to produce more heirs.”

I gave him a look that spoke volumes.

“I sincerely hope you’re not operating under the delusion that I’ll allow you to be consorting with any other women on any level…ever.”

His  eyebrows  rose  in  surprise  and  then  he  leaned  back  and  laughed  at  my expression.

“Crysta,  this  happened  several  centuries  ago.  We’re  a  bit  more  modern  in  our beliefs now, and I would never want to…ah…consort with anyone other than you.”

“Damn straight,” I muttered under my breath, earning me another chuckle from Jareth.

I pointed at the small drawing of my uncle’s mother.

“So this Miranna was who, exactly?”

“She was the daughter of one of the nobles in the Seelie Court, actually. A Spring faerie.”

What?

“Now  wait  a  second.  I  thought  you  guys  were  pretty  strict  about  magics  not mixing. No interracial marriages, am I right?”

He shook his head and patiently explained.

“Only  fated  mates  share  their  core  magic.  It  can’t  be  helped  because  we essentially  share  half  of  each  other’s  souls  in  a  way.  But  a  union  between  couples who aren’t fated mates never interferes with the laws of nature since their core magic is never compelled to form a bond with one another.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. I thought you said faeries with similar elemental magics could share their magic with one another.”

“Share being the key word here. Not bond. Granted, interracial marriages can be difficult in the sense that couples can never share their magic with each other. Makes for a complicated relationship as far as magical responsibilities go, but sharing your magic with your spouse isn’t a necessity.”

“Yes, but if a Spring faerie and a Winter Faerie have a kid together, aren’t they essentially sharing their different elemental magics by creating a mixed gene pool?”

“No.  The  genetics  of  our  races  don’t  work  that  way.  The  child  either  becomes one type of faerie or another, and it would appear that your uncle favored the Winter faerie side of his gene pool.”

“So since we’re fated mates, our core magics will automatically bond with each other after marriage no matter what, but because we’re different species of Fae and have  different  elemental  magics,  technically  our  core  magic  can’t  be  bound together.” I sat back in my chair and pinched the bridge of my nose. “The laws of nature seriously screwed up on this one.”

“I  wouldn’t  say  they  screwed  up  when  it  comes  to  the  rightness  of  you  at  my side, but it is quite the paradox.”

“So  my  uncle  has  Spring  and  Winter  Faerie  ancestry.  Is  this  common  among royalty?”

Jareth thought about that for a moment, and then gave me a look of surprise.

“To be perfectly honest with you, royalty tends to stick to its own. From what I can  recall,  this  was  the  first  interracial  coupling  among  royals,  at  least  during  my lifetime. We would need to consult with your uncle on that since he’s been alive far longer than me.”

“Really? How old is he?” I asked.

“At least a thousand years old.”

If I hadn’t already been sitting down I might have fallen over.

That. Was. Old.

“And  he  doesn’t  look  a  day  over  forty,”  I  said  trying  to  shake  off  the  growing anxiety that stole over me.

Son  of  a  light  blue  Flurry!  I  wasn’t  sure  how  I  felt  about  living  for  a  hundred years let alone a thousand.

Jareth spread his hand over the book in a frustrated gesture.

“None of this information helps us narrow down who your parents chose as your faerie guide.”

True, and it looked like the only family I had left was my uncle, and he wasn’t a viable  candidate.  Which  meant  the  faerie  guide  hadn’t  been  a  family  member.

Finding a close friend of my parents was going to be difficult. Another talk with my uncle on the subject was really our only resource.

“So now what do we do?” I asked.

Jareth  stood  and  walked  around  the  table,  crossing  over  to  an  enormous bookshelf and scanning the titles.

“We start working on that binding spell.”

 

It felt like we’d been sitting within the confines of the palace’s immense library for hours, but it had probably been, like, two. Jareth had spent the first thirty minutes helping  me  acquaint  myself  with  the  room  and  the  way  all  the  books  were

categorized. Apparently, he’d been in here all night finding books on binding spells and counterspells to get us ready for the day.

After  that,  Jareth  went  over  counterspell  after  counterspell,  looking  for something that might have even the smallest reaction to my binding spell. In other words, I had to close my eyes and pay attention to how each counterspell made me feel.

Yeah. I felt nothing.

Chuck  had  spent  his  time  alternating  between  random  flights  around  the enormous expanse of the library and softly landing on my shoulder. He’d nuzzle my neck as if to let me know he was there for me and then shoot off into the air again, chasing  lines  of  dust  illuminated  by  the  rays  of  the  sun  through  the  skylight overhead.

Poor Chuck. I didn’t even want to think about how long he’d been trapped inside that book.

Graul eventually made his way to the room after spending hours helping to patch the hole in the wards made by my latest attacker. He looked a bit drained. Not that I knew how a Stargis was supposed to look. He positioned himself at the end of the table and remained silent while Jareth continued his experimenting. I kept thinking the guy had to be bored since I’d felt a little stir crazy myself, but then I noticed him nodding off. I was about ready to do the same. There were so many books to explore, and I was stuck at this long rectangular table while Jareth repeated spell after spell in an attempt to garner some reaction out of me.

My eyes wandered around the library for the umpteenth time, taking in the floor to  ceiling  bookshelves  filled  with  ancient  texts  in  all  sorts  of  languages.  Long windows stood in between each shelf, letting in even more natural lighting that was also  a  bit  distorted  due  to  the  cut  and  color  of  some  of  the  windows.  It  made  the room look like it had been bathed at the base of a rainbow. Tiny pixies flew in and out  of  the  bookshelves,  giving  Chuck  a  run  for  his  money  every  time  he  tried  to catch one in his claws. The pixies kept the books in some kind of order, though how they managed to lift those things was beyond me.

A soft knock at the library door gave me a brief reprieve.

“Enter,” Jareth said.

The large door swung open and Lily timidly walked through carrying a large tray of teas and cakes. The tray looked way too heavy for her tiny figure so I hopped up and  grabbed  it  from  her  before  she  had  a  chance  to  hurt  herself.  She  gave  me  a grateful look tinged with a hint of embarrassment.

“Lily,  it’s  great  to  see  you  again.”  I  set  the  tray  down  on  the  table  and  turned, giving her a huge hug even though I could tell she wasn’t expecting it. I thought I heard Jareth make a tiny noise of disapproval, but I completely ignored it.

“It is very good to see you as well, Mistress.”

“None  of  that,”  I  said  scowling  at  her.  “That  term  makes  me  feel  as  old  as Jareth.”

“What  exactly  are  you  trying  to  say?”  he  said  with  a  hint  of  annoyance  in  his voice.  When  I  studied  his  features,  however,  I  could  see  him  fighting  back  his

amusement.

Good.

He needed to loosen up a little in Lily’s presence.

“I’m saying you’re ancient, Jareth, but you’re also incredibly good looking so I’ll keep you around for now.”

“Such a relief.”

Lily let out a chuckle, her gaze a bit bewildered as her eyes moved back and forth between us.

“Lily,  have  a  seat  and  eat  with  us.  I’ll  bet  you  a  thousand  pixies  you  haven’t taken a break all day.”

She looked a bit horrified at my suggestion, getting ready to offer up a denial no doubt, but Jareth smoothly interrupted.

“There does seem to be quite a bit of food on that tray, Lily, and Crysta could use a friend.”

My gaze swiveled to Jareth. I gave him a grateful smile.

Bless the man for trying. I didn’t think that invitation had been easy to make.

Lily still seemed pretty uncomfortable with the idea. I guess I couldn’t blame her.

When you’ve been treated like a servant your entire life, an invitation to tea with two royal  faeries  probably  isn’t  something  you’d  feel  up  to  accepting,  but  I  was  pretty determined to befriend this girl whether she was comfortable with the idea or not.

“Please, stay and talk with me for a bit,” I said grabbing both her hands. “I need a break from all this counterspell stuff.”

Her eyes held a hint of curiosity as she allowed me to guide her to the chair next to mine.

“You’re  doing  counterspells?”  she  asked  in  a  small  voice.  “I…magic  is  so fascinating to me. How exactly are you able to wield it?”

I let Graul do the explaining, mainly because in the five minutes she’d been in the  room  with  us,  I’d  noticed  him  perking  up  a  bit  with  a  definite  change  in  his demeanor. I mean, Graul was Graul. You weren’t going to get too much out of him in the  way  of  facial  expressions,  but  his  eyes  seemed  to  catch  fire  the  moment  she entered the room. No sooner had she asked the question and suddenly he was sitting down  next  to  her  explaining  core  magic  and  the  differences  between  elemental magics.

She was so enthralled by his explanation, her timidity pretty much vanished. She asked question after question and even unconsciously picked up a tiny cake and bit into it while Graul continued his in-depth tutorial.

He’d totally hijacked my friend.

I  wasn’t  really  bugged  by  it,  though.  It  was  a  good  review  for  me,  and  fun  to watch them interact with one another. I liked Lily with her guard down. She looked much younger minus the wariness. I also witnessed a new side to Graul that seemed a bit unbelievable. His emotions since I met him were so static, but Lily made him come  alive  in  a  way  that  had  me  wondering  if  my  humanoid  bodyguard  had developed an insta-crush.

“So Prince Jareth is going to help you unbind your magic, Princess?” she asked.

“Crysta,” I corrected. “And yes, that’s what we’re trying to do right now.”

“Speaking of,” Jareth stood and grabbed a leather bound book on the table. “We need to get back to work here.”

I made a low groaning sound, but held still as Jareth began another incantation that sounded like a real mouthful.

This  time  around,  I  did  start  to  feel  something  different,  and  that  something wasn’t pleasant. An uncomfortable pressure wedged itself between my core and my heart, sliding in between a space I wasn’t aware existed and squeezing off the blood pumping its way from my heart. I took in deep, shallow breaths, but it felt as if my lungs were closed off as well.

“Jareth,” I gasped, clutching at my chest and lurching forward.

“Crysta,” he said as he caught me before I fell to the floor. Graul started chanting something in his own language—probably to counteract what was happening to me

—and pressure built again. I screamed in pain when I felt a blood vessel burst behind my  eye.  My  head  felt  like  someone  had  wedged  it  between  a  vise,  and  my  limbs moved like they were underwater. Each breath was more painful than the last.

Lily was by my side in an instant, touching my shoulder with concern and then ripping  her  hand  back  as  if  she’d  been  scalded.  She  said  something  about  getting help and ran out of the room.

Jareth  pulled  me  to  a  standing  position  which  caused  even  more  pain  to  shoot through my system. Hot shards of lava flowed through my veins. In my peripheral I saw golden butterfly wings zinging a path toward me. Chuck landed on my shoulder, then he crawled in front of me and held onto my shirt with his claws. He ripped the top half of my shirt open, took one of his sharp nails, and stabbed me in the chest.

Any  normal  reaction  to  that  kind  of  invasion  would  have  involved  lots  of screaming  and  wailing  on  my  part,  but  all  the  pressure  within  my  chest  released, filtering through the point at which Chuck’s claw was embedded within my core. He let out a snort and then blew a breath of icy air at my chest. The fiery pain within my veins cooled, and my breathing returned to normal. I took in two deep breaths as my vision cleared a bit and tears sprang from my eyes. Chuck released me, licked the tears, and then repositioned himself on my shoulder, nuzzling his head just under the side of my chin. His cooing noises were consoling as he continued to nuzzle me. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to reassure himself or me with the nurturing sounds.

No one said anything for a moment. Graul and Jareth stared at Chuck.

“What the hell was that?” Jareth asked.

“Binding spell had death trap—” Graul started.

Jareth held up a hand, never taking his eyes from Chuck.

“I know it was a trap, Graul. I just can’t believe her familiar was able to save her.

How did he manage such a complicated death trap?”

“Wait a minute. What trap? What just happened to me?”

Jareth looked seriously pissed as he swallowed down some angry emotion before explaining.

“The  binding  spell  recognized  the  counterspell  as  being  the  one  capable  of freeing your magic, but the one who cast the spell was prepared for this contingency.

A trap was woven into the spell. The counterspell I just performed activated the trap.

It was set to kill you, Crysta, just in case someone got close to freeing your magic.

Which means we’ve found the right counterspell to begin working with, but now we have a death trap blocking our path.”

“Not normal. This thing evil. Never been done before.”

“You’re right, Graul. It never once occurred to me that a trap would be woven into the spell. That’s simply not done when it comes to changelings. Eventually, the magic is set free. I didn’t take into consideration that the one who cast it most likely wanted you dead to begin with.”

He looked furious now, but I knew it wasn’t directed at me. He was furious with himself for not preparing for this. For putting my life at risk. He confirmed it by his next words.

“By the nine realms, Crysta, I almost killed you.”

I reached for him, but his stricken look wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“Jareth, this is not your fault.”

“I should have planned for this,” he insisted.

“Don’t be stupid. Who plans for traps embedded in binding spells?” I let out a chuckle. “You see how crazy that sounds? Besides, Chuck saved my bacon. So we’re all good.”

“Fae dragon have many powers. He adapts to seasonal elements. If not adapt…

not save you,” Graul said.

“Huh?” I asked.

“What Graul means is Fae dragons can absorb all elemental magics. They are not restricted to one element or one season.”

“Ummmmm, isn’t that not possible, according to your father?”

Jareth sighed, “Fae dragons aren’t normal faeries. Their genetic make-up comes from a long line of regular sized dragons from Asian cultures. I don’t really know the specifics  of  their  history,  but  they  are  not  bound  by  regular  Fae  laws  concerning magic simply because they are also dragons, a cross-species, if you will, not pure-blooded Fae.”

“How incredibly convenient,” I said. “So how did this ability save my life?”

“Dragon use wind magic to release pressure from chest and winter magic to cool fire from veins.”

I  looked  at  Graul  in  wonder  and  then  put  a  hand  to  my  chest.  I  looked  down when I felt a tiny pucker of skin where his claw had dug into me.

“It will leave scar, but gives you magic protection.”

I nodded, lifting a hand to pet Chuck’s head. He purred in contentment and then scrambled  over  my  shoulder  and  into  my  arms  where  he  snuggled  me,  licking  the spot on my chest where he’d drained out the lethal magic.

“Thanks, buddy,” I said as I scratched his ears again.

He let out another cooing sound, and I looked at Jareth who still remained silent.

“The core magic from the Stargis king has to be assimilated soon, if that’s even possible,” he said. “If not…”

He stopped abruptly, giving me another agonized look before turning on his heel and walking out of the library. I knew what he’d meant to say. This magic had to be assimilated  or  my  core  would  grow  weak  and  I  would  die,  but  this  very  magical obstacle was now preventing that from happening.

I moved to go after him, but Graul touched my shoulder.

“Let him be. He angry at himself. Need moment to accept what is.”

“Accept what is? What is he accepting?”

“Binding spell can’t be broken. Kill you if it is.”

“But you and I will die if I can’t assimilate the Stargis core magic.”

“Exactly. He not see way out. He afraid to lose you. I’m afraid too.”

I stared at Graul for a moment as I processed his words. Words that denied me any chance of spending the rest of my life married to the man I loved.

“You’re saying if we try to break the spell again, the trap will be set again?”

“Yes. No break spell.”

“But if we don’t break the spell, Jareth and I will never be able to get married and I will die anyway.”

He nodded in defeat.

“Your life at risk.”

“But I have a kingdom to rule, the Stargis Fae to rescue, and a boyfriend I’d like to be with before his sick dad does something to split us up.” Although, if I was dead within the next few weeks or months or however long I had left, the Seelie king’s problems would be gone as well. “There must be a way to break the spell.”

“Break the spell and you die.”

“Well…that sucks.”

Graul studied me in confusion.

“I not understand.”

Just then my uncle barged into the room with Lily hot on his trail.

“What happened?” he said as he grabbed my shoulders and looked me over.

I  quickly  explained  the  situation  and  the  two  options  now  before  us.  That  of death…or death, really. Once again, I wasn’t liking my odds here.

“By the nine realms…” he muttered under his breath. “A death trap never once crossed  my  mind,  and  that  core  magic…that  damn  Stargis  king  never  should  have placed  that  responsibility  on  your  shoulders.  He  basically  signed  your  death warrant.”

“My father not know about death trap,” Graul said with a hint of annoyance in his tone.

“I  know,  Graul.  I’m  not…I  know.  This  just  complicates  things.”  He  rubbed fingers over his tired eyes and then pulled me into a fatherly embrace. I sank into it, reveling in the idea that I was hugging family even though I’d known him for less than twenty-four hours.

“I  just  barely  got  you  back,  Crysta.  I  won’t  lose  you  again.  We’ll  have  to  go about this a different way.”

“Is there a different way?”

“Not through counterspells,” he said. “No more of that. Instead, we’ll have to try and identify some aspect of the caster’s signature within the spell. Anything we can use to put a tracer on him or her.”

“How will that help us?”

“At this point, the only safe way to unbind your magic is to catch the one who bound it and force him or her to remove it.”

“And if that individual refuses?”

His  look  turned  resolute.  “I  kill  them,  and  your  magic  will  be  freed  in  the process.”

Murder. I really didn’t like the sound of that.

“In the meantime, I am consenting to your request to have Lily as your maid. She was very quick to go get help when you were ailing. I’m convinced she will make a fine companion for you and a willing servant.”

I ground my teeth at that last part, but nodded my thanks instead. I might be able to argue the finer points of my views against slavery with Jareth, but I didn’t think I could get into it with my uncle just yet. Plus, I was afraid if I did, he might change his mind and punish Lily in the process.

“Where is Jareth?” he asked, looking around.

“I think my near death experience frazzled him a bit. He’s blaming himself for not seeing that coming.”

Uncle Roderick gave me a sympathetic smile and nodded.

“I honestly wouldn’t have expected him to plan for a death trap within a binding spell. It’s never been done before.”

“That’s what he said, but he’s blaming himself either way.”

He opened his mouth to say something and then hesitated.

“What?” I asked.

He sighed and sat down at the table, motioning me to sit next to him.

“Crysta, this soul link you have with Jareth also complicates things.”

“How?”

“Your soul is tied to your core, and by linking it to Jareth your core is linked with his as well. You don’t have access to your magic, which means there is a very real possibility  that  your  core  will  start  to  slowly  steal  his  magic  through  your  link  to compensate.”

“What?”

He held up a hand to calm me, placing it on my own and giving it a squeeze.

“You won’t do it knowingly. It’s not your fault. It’s a defensive maneuver your core will use to keep you alive, especially once your inability to absorb the Stargis core  magic  begins  to  weaken  you.  But  absorbing  Summer  magic,  in  theory,  isn’t going to help you. It will just kill you faster.” He ran a hand through his short white hair, looking as if he really didn’t want to tell me the rest of this terrible news, but I think  I  had  an  idea  where  this  was  going.  “You’re  soul-linked,  Crysta.  If  you  die, Jareth  dies,  and  even  if  you  don’t  die,  if  by  some  miracle,  his  magic  is  able  to compensate  for  what  you  aren’t  able  to  draw  upon  and  you  don’t  have  a  horrible

reaction to it, there is a very real chance that Jareth will get sick and you’ll lose him anyway.”

Yep.  Terrible  news.  Horrible  news.  It  seemed  like  the  more  that  was  revealed about my circumstances and my soul link, the more the outcome turned to nothing but death. Death to both of us if we didn’t get rid of the binding spell. Death to both of us if I didn’t absorb the Stargis magic. Death to both of us if I stole Jareth’s magic.

Death to Jareth if he stayed soul-linked to me.

I didn’t know for certain if that’s what would happen. Everything Uncle Roderick said  about  my  stealing  Jareth’s  magic  seemed  like  a  lot  of  supposition,  but  did  it matter whether it was true or not when I was eventually going to die anyway?

Jareth  never  should  have  linked  his  soul  to  mine.  He’d  forfeited  his  life  in  the process and hadn’t even realized it.

But I did.

I knew, and I had to fix this before things got worse.

I  stared  at  my  uncle,  seeing  the  remorse  etched  in  the  lines  of  his  face.  It  was obvious he hated to counsel me like this. His next words proved it.

“Severing the soul link will be incredibly painful, Crysta. I’m not telling you to do  it  just  yet.  Let’s  see  how  we  do  with  tracking  the  caster  of  your  binding  spell before we do anything drastic.”

“Fine,” I nodded. “But if things go south and Jareth starts to suffer noticeably, we may not have a choice.”

He gave me a pained look and shook his head.

“I may not like the idea of you two continuing on with this fated mates business, but I know what it means to actually find your fated mate. The odds of it happening are more rare than finding a tiny precious gem within a billion grains of sand. You may have to do much more than break that soul link, Crysta. I just want to prepare you for that.”

I swallowed hard and bit my lip to prevent my watering eyes from spilling over.

Blinking the excess moisture away, I cleared my eyes and focused in on the regretful expression on my Uncle’s face.

“We’ll figure it out, Uncle,” I said. “We’ll make it work.”

Empty  words.  At  this  point,  I  knew  I  didn’t  mean  them.  I  knew  it  was  just something to say.

He nodded. “Go find Jareth. Tell him what we have planned. We’ll need to run a scan on your body to try and locate some kind of signature within the framework of that spell.”

I stood to leave, but he gripped my hand and squeezed it hard.

“You remind me so much of your mother,” he whispered. “The room I put you in was  once  hers.  I  thought  it  fitting.  Thought  you  might  want  to  come  to  know  her more through the keepsakes she left behind.”

I stared down at him, but his eyes rested on the table, refusing to meet mine.

“I didn’t know you still kept her things after all this time.”

“Yes,” he said. He had a distant look on his face. One that held a mixture of grief, loneliness,  and  regret.  “It  seemed  wrong  to  get  rid  of  your  parents’  things  or  to

change  anything  about  their  living  quarters.  They  were  once  the  life  blood  of  the Unseelie Court.” He took a shuddering breath and rubbed a hand over his tired face.

“Now I’m glad I didn’t throw anything away. You have the opportunity to go through your parents’ things and come to know them in some small way.”

He finally looked at me and gave me a weary smile.

“You’ll have to tell me what they were like sometime,” I said.

His gaze went out of focus for a moment. It looked like he was reliving deeply emotional memories from the past.

“Of course,” he said. “When you’re ready.”

I held his hand for a moment longer and then I quickly hurried out of the room with Chuck on one shoulder and Graul following close behind.



 

I  found  Jareth  in  his  “quarters”—I  was  still  laughing  about  that—poring  over another  ancient-looking  book  with  fierce  determination  in  the  set  of  his  jaw.  He spared  me  a  quick  glance  which  registered  a  flash  of  pain  before  he  went  back  to reading his book. His mood was tense as he flipped the page with a jerkiness I wasn’t used to seeing considering how graceful he usually moved.

“Graul, do you think you could give us a minute?”

My  humanoid  friend  studied  Jareth  for  a  moment  and  nodded  his  head  before backing out of the room and closing the door behind him.

Chuck  hunkered  down  on  my  shoulder,  his  light  body  barely  a  hindrance  as  I walked forward.

“We’ll have to disable the trap first,” he said before I’d made it halfway into his expansive chambers.

Seriously, I think my entire apartment  building could have fit into this room.

“Is that even possible? Any hint of magic being worked on my core will probably set it off.”

He flipped a page and continued inhaling the contents of the book.

“Jareth,” I said.

When he failed to respond I took him in for real this time and realized he wasn’t just  focused,  he  was  frantic.  The  desperation  rolling  off  him  really  worried  me.  I walked  over  and  took  the  book  from  his  hands,  ignoring  his  disgruntled  protests.

Then I pulled him to his feet.

“Jareth.”

He looked over my head, clenching his jaw and forming fists with his hands.

“It’s going to be fine,” I said, reaching up to soothe him.

He roughly grabbed my shoulders, eliciting a low snarl from Chuck. He ignored the  dragon  and  finally  looked  at  me.  Those  eyes  held  all  the  pain  and  anguish  of someone who was afraid to lose everything he loved.

“I almost killed you today. Don’t you understand how serious this is? This death trap  woven  into  the  spell  is  strong.  I  could  sense  it.  Only  the  most  powerful  of  us could have done something so intricate with their magic, which means Fae royalty had a hand in this, but I don’t know which species. I have no way of knowing if your guardian was a Stargis, a Pixie, a Brownie, or heaven forbid my own father, though that scenario seems highly unlikely.”

“We will figure this out,” I said, placing my hands on his chest and smoothing out his white tunic. I forced my own panic down. “Uncle Roderick thinks we might

be able to scan the spell and pick out the signature. At the very least we can try. If it works out like we hope, we’ll be able to trace the signature back to its owner.”

Jareth thought about it for a moment and shook his head.

“The  signature  is  masked.  I  honestly  don’t  think  it  a  remote  possibility,  not  to mention it will be risky. We’d be better off dismantling the death trap first. A scan might set it off.”

“Are you forgetting I have my own first aid kit here, in the form of one bright orange  Fae  dragon?  So  what  if  we  set  it  off?  Chuck  here  seems  to  know  how  to reverse the effects.”

His clenched jaw told me my argument had gotten me nowhere.

“I don’t like it. I understand your uncle’s desire to end this problem before your core weakens, but this scan could be dangerous.”

“More  dangerous  than  you  trying  out  different  spells  to  dismantle  a  magically sensitive death trap?”

“If I attack the trap it will latch onto my magic, not yours. It will see me as the threat.”

“Our souls are linked. How can you be so sure it will see us as two separate and distinct individuals?”

Jareth swallowed hard, letting what I said sink in.

“Either way is a risk, Jareth. Why not try this way first?”

He pulled me into his arms and held me close, resting his chin on my head.

“I’m going to fix this, Crysta. I promise you. I’m going to get rid of these threats to your safety one-by-one. Heaven help the Fae who tries to stop me.”

“Is that a yes?”

The relaxing of his stiffened muscles signified a softening to the idea.

“As you wish. We can try this, but I don’t think you should put all your eggs in one laundry basket. I’m not sure your uncle and I together will manage it, but we’ll try.”

I chuckled at the way he’d completely destroyed that eggs-in-a-basket phrase, but had to give him props for trying. His look of confusion at my mirth only made me laugh harder.

“What?” he said.

“You’re  adorable,  that’s  what.  I’m  pretty  much  the  luckiest  girl  in  all  the  nine realms.”

He  smiled  and  tilted  my  chin  up,  softly  grazing  his  lips  against  mine.  Heat blossomed through my core, making me forget all our troubles and worries as one hand stroked the length of my spine and the other cupped my cheek. I didn’t know how long this would last or when I would be forced to give Jareth up for his own good,  so  I  cherished  this  moment  like  it  was  our  last.  He  parted  my  lips  and deepened the kiss, drawing a low moan from me as the heat intensified. He pulled back for a moment and studied me with a loving look on his face.

“You’re my forever, Crysta.”

I let the tears flow this time. Seemed pointless to stop them.

“And you’re mine.”

Even if, for Jareth’s sake, forever had to end.

 

Uncle Roderick was waiting for us in his study. I think he must have been pacing a bit and running fingers through his hair because it looked like he’d just survived a good wind storm. Chuck fluttered into the room behind us and immediately landed on the king’s desk, startling him for a moment.

“Graul mentioned your new familiar, Crysta. I must say, you’re one for creating rare bonds. Congratulations on the adoption. He seems very loyal.”

Chuck nodded his approval and even did a low bow, bending over his front legs and  resting  his  chin  against  them.  I  raised  my  eyebrows  at  this  interesting  display.

Sometimes Chuck’s behavior was positively human.

“Uh,  thank  you,”  I  said,  still  eyeing  Chuck’s  bowed  form  in  amusement.  “I’ve become pretty attached to him.”

My dragon stood up and showed me a toothy grin before sitting on his haunches and giving the king an expectant look.

My uncle cleared his throat.

“Right then. We’ll get right to it. Jareth, I’m aware that there is some risk to this.

I just want to state the obvious before you question my judgment on the matter. From what I understand, however, her Fae dragon seems to be capable of circumventing the nasty effects of the death trap.”

Jareth nodded, albeit reluctantly.

“Yes, though I’m hoping to avoid that altogether. I don’t want Crysta to have to experience the trap’s attack again.”

“Nor do I. That’s why it will be necessary for both of us to work on this. I’ll need you to monitor any influx or spike in magic while I do the scan. If you sense even the tiniest change you can signal me to stop and we will wait for it to pass.”

Sounded  good  to  me.  I  mean,  what  were  my  options  here  at  this  point  besides several paths leading to a painful death?

Chuck nodded his agreement and fixed his gaze on me.

My uncle motioned for me to stand between him and Jareth. I did as instructed, positioning myself with Jareth at my back and my uncle facing me. Uncle Roderick lifted his palms toward my arms but allowed them to hover there without making any contact. Then he closed his eyes and began repeating words in a language I’d never heard  before.  Not  Latin  or  Gaelic,  but  it  was  incredibly  beautiful,  pulling  at  the center of my chest and creating a sharp longing that felt a bit foreign to me.

“Wait,” Jareth said after a few minutes of this. “Something within her is stirring.”

Chuck’s movements became agitated as he waited for Jareth to say more.

My uncle paused for a moment until Jareth nodded that he could continue. That same pattern played itself out over and over again with my uncle doing his best to scan the spell and Jareth periodically stopping him every time he sensed the death

trap awakening. After about thirty minutes of this, I began to grow a little impatient.

I didn’t really understand the process of scanning a spell. Were there layers to move through? Was it like a maze with threads of magic weaving in and out like Jareth and Graul had explained or did scanning involve a different process entirely?

I considered asking questions and then thought better of it. It would have shown an  unhealthy  lack  of  fear,  and  I  knew  Jareth  was  extremely  nervous  about  this process. I’m not sure why I wasn’t afraid. It might have had something to do with my dragon, but I think I just wanted to get answers and take action no matter how the consequences played out.

We were running out of time.

Finally,  after  fifteen  more  minutes  of  this,  my  uncle  blinked  his  eyes  open  and took  a  step  back.  His  skin  looked  a  bit  pasty  and  that  was  saying  something considering he was a Winter faerie.

“Uncle Roderick, are you all right?” I reached for him, but he took a quick step away and held up a hand in warning.

“Best not to touch me just yet, Crysta. The death trap was aware of my presence, but didn’t know for certain that I was a threat. If you touch me right now, the spell will sense my magic and possibly attack you.”

“Okay,” I said. “You talk about this particular piece of magic as if it’s a living entity.”

“Magic is alive, Crysta,” Jareth said as he rested his hands on my shoulder and pulled my back against his chest. “It’s made up of energy and intelligence. Humans who dabble in magic fail to understand that these properties have the ability to make decisions.  Their  inability  to  understand  and  respect  these  powers  creates  a  fair amount of chaos.”

“This particular piece of magic has been given instructions to kill you should any increase in your core magic occur,” my uncle said. “Believe me, dear, it’s very much alive.”

“Were you able to get anything from…ah…whatever it is you just did?”

He looked extremely troubled.

“I did catch a brief energy signature. One that I was able to imprint within my core. It’s very slight so tracing it won’t be easy. It might take some time.”

“We don’t have time,” Jareth said. “Is there any way to speed up this process?”

He was anxious even though our experiment had actually worked. We had a lead to follow now. I was calling it a win.

“I will devote my time to this task. I promise you both. I will trace the signature as  quickly  as  possible,  but  it  wouldn’t  hurt  for  you  to  continue  on  with  any  other contingency plans you’ve considered. Just in case.”

Just in case he couldn’t find my guardian.

Uncle Roderick placed shaky hands on his table and stared at a painting hanging on  the  wall  across  from  us.  I  followed  his  gaze  and  saw  a  portrait  of  two distinguished individuals who were obviously royalty.

My parents. It had to be. I slowly walked over to the painting and stared at the two people who had given me life. My father and mother both had the long white

hair that Jareth and I shared. Deep blue eyes, eyes that looked kind, patient, and wise stared back at me with what I could only describe as love even if it was just wishful thinking  on  my  part.  My  mother  sat  in  a  gold-backed  chair  with  delicate  designs scrolled into the woodwork. She wore a white crown of diamonds on her head. Her hand reached for my father’s where his rested on her shoulder. He stood next to her, looking regal and distinguished yet ethereal as well.

They both did.

It  was  obvious  I  favored  my  mother.  The  long  shape  of  our  faces  and  high cheekbones were similar. Our almond shaped eyes were also the same. I’d never seen their faces before, which made this moment, this painting, seem like a long awaited gift for me. I turned to look back at my uncle who still stared at their painting, but the  confusion  and  anger  that  flashed  in  his  eyes  took  me  by  surprise.  Then  just  as quickly,  those  emotions  disappeared,  making  me  wonder  if  I’d  actually  read  them correctly.

“I was here, you know.”

“What?” I asked.

My uncle straightened his stance to look at me.

“I  came  to  the  palace  for  a  visit  the  night  your  parents  were  murdered.  Your father had summoned me on a matter most urgent, though he wouldn’t give me the details at the time. Unfortunately, I was detained at my own dwelling for longer than expected. I arrived on the tail end of the attack and failed to save them. The assassin would have killed me too if I hadn’t been able to kill him first.”

I turned to Jareth, sharing a look of unease with him.

“Did you know who the assassin was?” Jareth asked.

My uncle’s face screwed up into an ugly grimace.

“A vampire from a coven we’ve had several problems with over the years.”

“There are vampires within this realm?” I asked.

Jareth looked at my uncle in disbelief, but answered my question.

“No. They reside on Earth and a few other realms.”

What the…what?

King  Moridan  really  had  been  careful  to  cover  his  tracks  so  the  assassination couldn’t be linked back to him. Now vampires played a hand in my parents’ deaths?

“I couldn’t save her,” he said, an awful grief permeating his expression. “She was drained dry, and your father wasn’t even recognizable after that vampire finished him off. All I had left to identify him by was his…his energy signature.”

He  turned  his  head  to  look  at  the  painting  again.  Anger,  grief,  and  confusion marred his features.

“And when I finally had the chance to check your room…” His eyes glazed over for a moment, reliving something no one should ever have had to go through.

“I take it the human changeling was drained as well?”

Uncle Roderick nodded, squeezing his eyes shut.

I  ached  to  ask  him  for  more  details  about  that  night,  about  what  he  could remember, but it was obvious he was living in his own hell right now. I couldn’t add

to his pain by dredging it up again. Jareth must have come to the same conclusion since he didn’t press for more information.

“Let  us  know  what  you  discover  concerning  the  energy  signature,”  Jareth  said quietly as he took my hand.

The king nodded, looking down at his table, seeming to collect himself before he acknowledged us again.

“As quickly as I can.”

Jareth offered me his arm and we made to leave my uncle to the task at hand, but before we got very far, Jareth was suddenly overtaken by a coughing fit. At first, I thought he had an itch in his throat, but it became so violent and prolonged, my uncle and I forced him to sit down.

“Jareth, are you all right?”

He  nodded  even  though  he  continued  to  let  out  terrible  coughs  that  shook  his whole body. Once the fit finally subsided, he took in a few deep breaths and gave me a shaky smile.

“I think it must have been some backlash from the scan your uncle did.”

“Backlash? Is that possible?”

Jareth  rubbed  his  eyes  to  clear  away  some  excess  moisture.  While  he  was distracted, I gave my uncle a questioning look. I didn’t like what I saw. His brows were narrowed, consternation deeply rooted in his features. When he looked at me, he nodded, confirming both our fears.

I  quickly  looked  away,  hating  to  see  the  pity  in  his  eyes,  even  though  it  was obvious he felt badly that his warnings about the consequences of our soul link were now  manifesting  themselves  so  quickly.  My  dreams  for  the  future  were systematically being crushed before my eyes and a heck of a lot faster than I thought possible.

Maybe  Jareth  isn’t  really  sick.  Maybe  this  has  nothing  to  do  with  our  link.  He probably just had an itch in his throat. That’s all. A little water and he’ll be just fine. 

I repeated that mantra in my head as Jareth stood and led me out of the room. I couldn’t help but glance behind me one last time, taking in the apprehension on my uncle’s face and the sympathy in his eyes.

I turned around and closed the door behind me. Jareth would be fine. He had to be.

There  was  also  the  weird  reaction  my  uncle  had  after  he  scanned  me.  Even though  I  was  grateful  he’d  sensed  something  during  the  scan,  I  couldn’t  help  but suspect something about the scan had left him shaken.

It occurred to me there was a real possibility he hadn’t discovered anything at all and  hadn’t  wanted  to  tell  us,  either  because  he  couldn’t  accept  it  or  because  he thought it would dampen our spirits and make us give up.

“I  think  we  should  grab  something  to  eat  before  starting  the  process  of dismantling the death trap,” Jareth said as he steered me to the right.

“Did my uncle seem a little off to you after the scan?” I asked as we continued down one of the long corridors toward the dining hall.

“Crysta,” he cleared his throat, making me fear another coughing fit loomed in the  very  near  future.  “He’s  just  found  out  his  only  living  relative,  a  relative  he assumed  had  been  dead  for  eighteen  years,  has  a  death  trap  embedded  within  a binding  spell,  and  we  only  have  so  much  time  to  get  rid  of  both  before  your  core weakens  and  you  die.”  He  gave  me  a  grim  look  and  wrapped  an  arm  around  me.

“We’re all feeling a little off.”

He  was  right.  I  was  being  paranoid.  I  wondered  if  that  was  a  symptom  of  a weakening core.

Things just kept spiraling out of my control.

“I’m confused as to how a vampire could have entered the palace undetected and attacked three royals who are forces to be reckoned with by themselves, let alone in numbers.  One  vampire  against  three  of  some  of  the  most  powerful  faeries  in  the realm?” Jareth turned to me, with a cynical look. “It doesn’t add up. It doesn’t make sense.”

“What  does make sense?”

“My  father  had  an  ally  on  the  inside,”  he  said.  “And  that  ally  may  still  be working here.”

Well, that was just…

Super.



 

Jareth  sat  on  the  end  of  my  bed,  trying  his  best  to  keep  an  encouraging  smile plastered on his face, but I could tell his heart wasn’t in it. Our entire afternoon and evening had been devoted to various attempts at dismantling the death trap, but twice the  spell  was  activated  and  twice  my  faithful  dragon  siphoned  out  the  magic  that fought to kill me.

Jareth was furious with himself for causing me pain and for failing to dismantle the trap. I did my best to convince him none of this was his fault, but he brushed my words aside and spent dinner withdrawing into himself, mentally castigating himself for everything that had gone wrong that day.

He had three coughing fits during that time, causing me to finally accept the fact that not only had my uncle been right, but his prophetic worries about the negative effects of my soul link with Jareth were only going to get worse. I had to broach the subject of our soul link and the possibility of severing it to preserve his health and his  life,  but  after  the  depressing  events  of  this  horrible  day,  I  just  couldn’t  bring myself to do it.

I admit to some selfishness on my part.

Loads of it, actually.

I didn’t want to be severed from him. Ever. And I was afraid if we took that step and Jareth didn’t get better, we might have to do exactly what my uncle suggested and completely give up on being fated mates.

I needed Jareth in my life, but not at the expense of his.

I didn’t know how to move forward at this point so I chickened out and avoided the subject.

He motioned me over to the bed and I snuggled in next to him, cherishing every moment we had together before it ended.

“Do you feel scared or uncomfortable to be held in my arms like this?” he said.

“Of course not,” I said. “Why would you ask me that?”

He shrugged a little awkwardly.

“I’m  simply  concerned  that  any  advances  I  make  will  cause  you  to  remember what happened to you when you were ten.”

I let out a short sigh, saddened to know my admission made him feel so unsure around me.

“Jareth, the only thing I’m nervous about is the act itself. I’d rather wait is all.”

Especially after the day we’d had. “Being held in your arms like this feels safe. It feels like home. I’m sorry if I made you think your affection is hard for me to deal with.”

“I just wonder if in the back of your mind you see me as no better than the man who took away your innocence and forced himself upon you. I was sent to kill you, Crysta.”

He swallowed hard, refusing to turn his head and meet my gaze.

“You were sent to deal with a threat to the Fae realm. You had no idea what was going on, or what games your father was playing at. You didn’t know, Jareth. I’m not afraid of you. I just…I just need you to be patient with me.”

He held me closer and kissed my temple. I let his warmth fill me.

“I  know  how  to  be  patient.  I  just  want  to  make  certain  you’ve  been  able  to recover from the abuse. Are you truly okay?”

I drew lazy circles on his chest with my finger as I thought through my response.

“I won’t ever be able to forget it, and I’ll have days where that anger over what was done to me, that feeling of helplessness resurfaces, but I’ve been working on the healing aspects of it for a while. Not blaming myself. Not feeling so much shame.

You’ve actually helped me in so many ways simply because I feel like you’re so out of my league, but you seem to think I’m worth something. That I’m valuable to you.

Someone you want to spend an eternity with. It’s healed me more than you’ll ever know.”

His relieved sigh made me wonder if he’d been holding his breath, fearing my answer would be something he wouldn’t be able to handle.

“Well, I better allow you some sleep.” He reluctantly released me and rose from the  bed.  “Chuck,”  he  said,  pointing  to  the  dragon  curled  up  next  to  my  feet.  “You keep watch over her tonight.”


Chuck gave a little snort and lifted his tiny claws to scratch his head, though I could have sworn he gave Jareth a mock salute in the process.

Jareth bent down for one last lingering kiss, making my lips tingle and bolts of electricity skip along the length of my spine.

“Goodnight, Crysta.”

“Goodnight.”

I let out a heavy sigh once Jareth closed the door behind him. I didn’t know how I was going to sleep tonight. I took a look at one of the books I’d brought back from the library and decided research might be a better option for me. I needed answers and I hoped learning more about the Fae realm might give me a place to start.

The first page I opened to held the same map of the Fae realm I’d seen in my uncle’s study: the Seelie and Unseelie Courts cut down the middle by an enormous lake.  The  Unseelie  Court’s  lands  were  called  Sioćan,  pronounced  Sho-kahn.  The Seelie Court’s lands were dubbed Gagreine. Gah-green-ahy. The source of all forms of  elemental  magic  came  from  one  location,  the  lake.  The  Lake  of  Beatha, pronounced Ba-ha, was the lifeblood of the Fae realm where all elemental magic was created and dispersed throughout the land.

I  continued  reading  more  about  Fae  history,  stumbling  upon  a  piece  of information that made me wonder if mine and Jareth’s relationship wasn’t doomed to failure after all.

“Once  united,  the  faeries  of  the  land  worked  together,  absorbing  one  another’s elemental magics to create balance, unity, and peace. For thousands of years, faeries combined their powers to oversee the balance in all the realms.”

That  was  interesting.  What  in  the  world  had  happened  to  change  that?  And when? There didn’t used to be such a division among the elements as there was now, and there was one area in this realm where all elemental magic stemmed.

A tiny flame of hope burned brightly for a moment. Maybe there was a way to save our soul link and our relationship. Maybe I’d get my happily ever after and an eternity with Jareth after all.

I needed to return to The Lake of Beatha. Chantara would be there, and I owed her another visit. If there were any answers to be had, I bet the Siren of Beatha would have them. She might give me a clue as to how to absorb the Stargis magic despite my  binding  spell  and  despite  the  fact  that  everyone  kept  telling  me  different elemental magics couldn’t be combined.

I  set  the  book  down,  turned  off  the  lamplight,  and  climbed  under  the  covers, feeling a little less restless now that I had a new game plan to make good on.

I let Chuck snuggle into my shoulder and tried to relax enough to drift off.

 

A  growling  noise  had  me  surfacing  from  the  depths  of  a  dreamless  sleep.  I blinked my eyes to clear away the cobwebs, but it was either still very late at night or early  morning  because  there  was  just  a  sliver  of  light  coming  from  my  window thanks to the quarter moon.

Correction. Moons.

I squinted at my window, taking note of two quarter moons positioned in a sort of heart  shaped  arrangement.  Weird  that  I  hadn’t  noticed  it  last  night.  The  light growling came again near the end of the bed. I slowly sat up and chuckled in relief as my dragon’s luminescent body rolled from side to side while his hind legs kicked out in his sleep. The glow from his scales brightened and then faded over and over again as his emotions swiveled back and forth.

Was this the version of a Fae dragon nightmare? He was like my own personal night light.

“Chuck,”  I  whispered  after  he  let  out  a  soft  whining  noise.  I  reached  over  and lightly touched the rough bottom of his left foot. He relaxed at the contact and rolled over to his other side, curling up in an orange ball and settling down to sleep.

I tried to follow his example, but now that I was awake there was no way I’d be falling back to sleep anytime soon. I sat up again and wondered if I had the courage to do as my uncle had suggested and go through some of my mother’s keepsakes. I carefully crawled from under the covers, worried I might wake up Chuck, but my pet lizard slept like a faerie on magically-enhanced Ambien.

I wondered if that might actually be a thing. I padded my way to the enormous wardrobe  built  into  the  wall.  I  walked  right  in,  imagining  for  a  few  moments  if  it might be possible to walk all the way through the wardrobe and end up in Narnia.

Based on previous events, it didn’t seem so crazy.

I  couldn’t  see  anything.  I  slid  my  hands  along  either  side  of  the  entrance  and came across nothing but wood with shallow grooves, possibly some flowery design and a thing of beauty, but without any lighting I really couldn’t appreciate it. I lifted my hand to feel for a string that might be attached to a light bulb within and caught something  that  felt  more  like  silken  threads.  I  gently  tugged  on  them  to  see  what would happen and caught my breath as a soft glow grew from a light source above. It didn’t  appear  to  be  a  light  bulb,  but  it   was  a  glowing  shape  of  blue  light  gently floating and bobbing below the ceiling.

I looked back to check on Chuck, but the soft lighting didn’t seem to bother him at  all.  Moving  forward,  I  went  down  the  long  aisle  of  beautiful  gowns,  shoes,  and accessories,  nearly  dropping  dead  at  the  sight  of  a  large  crystal  crown  covered  in diamonds and sapphires. I reached forward and gently pulled it from its glass casing.

This was hardly what I called a combination safe. I supposed wards around the castle were a great security measure for keeping people from breaking in, but what about  the  people  who  already  lived  here?  Anybody  could  have  just  strolled  in  and stolen the thing.

I  lifted  it  toward  the  light  to  get  a  better  look,  the  precious  stones  glittered underneath the blue glow of my funky light source. I could just picture the woman in my  uncle’s  painting,  wearing  this  to  a  fancy  Fae  gathering,  dancing  in  my  father’s arms and laughing like she didn’t have a care in the world, never once suspecting her life would tragically end.

I didn’t bother trying on the beautiful piece. I didn’t feel worthy of it and wasn’t interested  in  analyzing  the  cause  of  those  feelings.  As  I  set  the  crown  back  in  the clear glass case, I noticed a piece of paper stuck underneath the bottom of the stand that supported it. Bending down, I eased the paper loose from underneath its prison and  brought  it  up  to  examine.  The  entire  sheet  was  covered  in  writing  I  didn’t recognize.  It  could  have  been  anything,  a  queen’s  to-do  list  or  notes  on  foreign policy, but the fact that I’d found it in my mother’s things made it precious to me.

Maybe it was from a diary she’d been keeping or a possible spell she’d been working on.

I  carefully  folded  it  in  two  and  held  it  close  to  my  heart.  Uncle  Roderick  had been right. I had an opportunity to get to know the lives of my parents through the things they left behind. I wasn’t about to throw that opportunity away. With any luck, Jareth would be able to translate the page for me, and tomorrow I would start looking for the source of this paper. If she did write in a diary, I wanted to read it more than anything.

I went to pull down on the silken cord of the strange light above my head when a tingling awareness lifted the hairs on the back of my neck. I turned back to look out the wardrobe’s entrance and saw a dark figure by my window, its form illuminated

by the moonlight. I was standing in a pool of blue light, a sitting target waiting to be hit.

The intruder didn’t waste time. A hot bolt of lightning crossed the room in less than a second, nailing me square in the chest. The impact threw me several feet back, but  I  didn’t  feel  any  pain,  which  was  really  surprising.  I  landed  in  a  heap  and gingerly moved so I could dodge the next volley of…whatever this guy had in store for me, but I needn’t have worried.

Chuck  was  already  up  and  snarling,  attacking  the  intruder  with  his  claws.  I couldn’t make out the details since it looked like an orange glowing blob coming at a darkened silhouette over and over again, but within seconds my assailant was down and  very  much  immobile.  Jareth  was  in  the  room  flipping  on  the  light  within seconds. I had to wonder if he’d been sleeping outside my door because there was no way he’d gotten here from his room that fast. Graul was on his heels, heading toward the intruder while Jareth rushed to my side and knelt down.

“Crysta, where are you hurt? What did he do to you?” His hands efficiently ran the  length  of  my  arms  and  legs,  checking  for  injuries  before  his  worried  gaze  met mine.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Nothing is bruised or broken. He hit me with lightning right in  the  middle  of  my  chest,  but  it  just  knocked  me  over.  That’s  it.  Kind  of  an ineffective spell if you ask me. He had me right where he wanted me. Why didn’t he just shoot to kill instead of shoot to maim?”

I  stopped  talking  when  I  noticed  Jareth’s  hands  shaking  as  he  grabbed  at  my nightgown and undid the laces to reveal the skin on my chest.

“Hey, Jareth,” I said, slapping at his hands. “What gives—”

I looked down at my chest where Chuck’s puckered scar sat. It pulsed from blue to orange and then back to blue again. My chest looked like it belonged in a Disney light parade.

“Your assailant did shoot to kill, Crysta.” Jareth buried his face in his hands for a moment before gathering me in his arms and squeezing me to him. “The only reason either one of us is alive and breathing is because of the Flurries’ layer of protection and Chuck’s Chinese star placed just above your heart.”

“Is that what that thing is? I thought it was a love bite,” I joked.

Jareth’s arms tightened around me. I looked up to reassure him I was okay, but his mouth was already on mine. I relaxed in his hold and kissed him back, giving all of myself to him as his relief at my safety came through the passionate and tender delivery of his affections.

“I’m sleeping in your room from now on,” he gasped as we came up for air.

“That’s fine.”

And it really was. I knew he wouldn’t take things to the next level unless I was ready, and I didn’t think I would be able to sleep without him after tonight.

“Graul,”  Jareth  said  as  a  few  more  guards  and  my  uncle  finally  arrived  on  the scene. “Have you secured the intruder?”

“No need. Dragon incapacitate. This faerie unconscious for now.”

My  uncle  was  already  next  to  me,  assisting  Jareth  in  helping  me  to  a  standing position.

“Crysta, are you all right?”

I  wobbled  for  a  moment,  feeling  a  little  dizzy  from  the  aftereffects  of  that lightning  bolt,  but  honestly,  who  could  say  they  lived  through  a  lightning  strike?  I kind  of  considered  it  awesome.  Well,  as  long  as  I  forgot  about  why  I  was  hit  by lightning in the first place.

“I’m good. No residual damage, Uncle Roderick.”

He shook his head and blinked back some emotion as he folded me into a hug.

“By rights you should be dead,” he said. “How did the assailant miss his mark?”

Jareth  grimaced  and  pulled  back  the  fabric  of  my  nightgown  for  a  moment  to reveal the flash of orange and blue that was now beginning to fade.

My  uncle  stared  at  it  for  a  moment  in  wide-eyed  disbelief.  Then  he  looked  at Jareth, resolve stiffening the line of his square jaw.

“You are sleeping in her room from now on.”

“Obviously,” Jareth said in agreement.

My uncle grabbed his arm in warning. “Just make sure to behave yourself. Her mother would descend from paradise itself and haunt me for the rest of my life if I allowed anything…ah…inappropriate to occur between you two before you marry.”

My blush was fierce even though Jareth was already chuckling and nodding in agreement.

“Understood, King Roderick.”

“Good. Now let’s take a good look at this criminal.”

We made our way over to the faerie crumpled on the floor. I didn’t recognize its species. It looked like a cross between a bear and a troll.

“A Liconan?” Jareth said in disbelief.

“That’s surprising?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” my uncle said. “They are the most benign creatures of all creation.

Summer faeries in charge of regulating monsoons and Summer storms. They never come out of the lands of Gagreine, and they certainly never attack unless provoked.

Believe me when I say, it takes a lot to provoke them.”

I worried my lip between my teeth and asked the question I think everyone else was thinking.

“Does  this  mean  whoever  kidnapped  the  Stargis  race  has  now  taken  control  of these Liconan as well?”

My  uncle  bent  down  and  examined  the  unconscious  faerie,  placing  hands  on either side of its hairy cheeks.

“I think it is very safe to assume,” he mumbled.

His consternation made way for surprise as he quickly released his hold on the creature.

“That energy signature,” he said.

“You recognize it?” Jareth asked.

“This  poor  creature  is  covered  in  the  same  signature  I  was  able  to  glean  off Crysta’s  binding  spell.  The  Liconan  was  overwhelmed  by  compulsion  to  follow

through with his missive to kill Crysta.”

“Which  means  the  person  assigned  to  be  her  guardian  is  also  responsible  for these attacks on her life and the disappearance of one, maybe two, races of Fae if all the Liconan were captured like this poor creature,” Jareth said.

My uncle nodded, looking furious, distracted, and even a little confused.

I  didn’t  blame  him.  Guardians  were  supposed  to  protect  their  charges,  and  I’m sure my uncle didn’t understand how my parents could have given such an important task to someone so untrustworthy.

But  what  confused  me  about  this  situation  was  the  idea  that  my  guardian  was actually trying to take me out in order to take Jareth out. What was my guardian’s motive  for  eliminating  Jareth?  I  thought  the  guardian  assigned  to  me  was  only interested in ending my life, so what did Jareth have to do with any of this?

When I looked at him I could tell he was troubled by the same questions.

“So her guardian wants me dead as well. The Stargis sent to kill Crysta told her this.”

My uncle puzzled through that for a moment, but shook his head in exasperation.

“Crysta’s guardian could have tried to have you assassinated anytime before you two came together. Why now?”

We  let  the  question  hang  in  the  air.  We  were  missing  something.  Some  crucial piece to this puzzle, but until we knew the identity of my guardian, we wouldn’t get anywhere.

“What do you plan to do with the Liconan?” Jareth asked.

“Question  him,  of  course,  but  I  doubt  he’ll  remember  much  concerning  the identity of the one who compelled him. Fortunately, this signature…” He stared at the faerie on the ground for a moment as wave after wave of emotion washed over his features. He appeared so distraught, but I wasn’t sure what aspect of our situation he was reacting to. He recovered quickly and continued speaking. “This signature is strong enough now for me to track, but it must be done quickly. I’ll take some guards and  begin  following  the  trail  tonight.  With  any  luck,  I’ll  know  the  location  of Crysta’s guardian and we’ll have him in custody by tomorrow.”

He ordered his guards to take the Liconan to a holding cell beneath the palace.

Just before he left the room he turned to Jareth and said, “Do not leave her alone.”

Jareth nodded.

“I don’t intend to.”

Chuck  flitted  after  the  guards,  blowing  out  a  puff  of  air  to  shut  the  door  once everyone  left  the  room.  Jareth  wrapped  a  supportive  arm  around  my  shoulder  and pulled me to him.

“I’m beginning to think that perhaps we should go into hiding until the identity of your guardian is discovered. He knew you would come here, and he is doing his best to end your life before we break the binding spell.”

I wrapped my arms around him and held him close.

“Where  would  we  go?  How  could  we  even  hide  in  this  realm  without  other faeries recognizing us?”

He rested his cheek on the top of my head and let out a troubled sigh.

“I don’t know.”

I didn’t think leaving was a good idea. If we were going to find information that would help us dismantle the death trap and break the binding spell it was going to be here.  I  couldn’t  imagine  any  other  place  besides  the  Seelie  Court  housing  such  an extensive library, and there was no way King Moridan was going to invite us into his palace to go through his bookshelves.

My eyelids felt very droopy all of a sudden. I let out a tired yawn and snuggled closer  to  Jareth.  He  lifted  me  into  his  arms  and  walked  over  to  the  bed,  swiftly tucking me in. Then he laid on top of the covers next to me and pulled me into his arms.

“Don’t think on it tonight,” he whispered softly. “Just allow yourself some rest while I keep you safe in my arms.”

Heaven.

But something nagged me as my lids became heavy. I knew there was something I  was  forgetting,  but  I  couldn’t  hold  onto  the  thought  any  longer.  I  let  the  steady rhythm of his heartbeat lull me into peaceful oblivion.



 

The following morning when I woke up, I was surprised to find Jareth gone. The space next to me felt cold. He must have gotten up a while ago. I knew I would find him  in  the  library,  researching  more  ways  to  dismantle  the  death  trap  embedded within  my  binding  spell.  I  moved  my  feet  and  accidentally  dislodged  Chuck.  He made a snorting noise and promptly fell back to sleep. I tried not to laugh since he probably needed more sleep.

I hurried to get dressed, hoping Jareth had found something useful this morning.

I wasn’t really a fan of the elegant frocks hanging in my enormous wardrobe. I didn’t think I would be able to pull them off quite like my mother had so I opted for some sensible  riding  pants  made  of  thick  woolen  material  and  a  dark  blue  tunic.  By  the time I got my lightweight boots on, Lily was walking through the door, carrying a tray of fruits and nuts.

“Oh,  Princess,”  she  said,  setting  the  tray  down  on  the  table  in  the  corner  and rushing  to  my  side.  “I’m  so  sorry  to  be  late.  I  should  have  been  here  to  help  you dress.”

My lips turned up in a bemused smile.

“My  name  is  Crysta,”  I  reminded  her,  “and  I  have  never  had  anyone  dress  me before. Not for a long time, anyway. Thank you for the breakfast, though. Did Jareth already eat?”

Lily  quickly  folded  my  soft  nightgown  and  placed  it  in  a  drawer  before responding. I wanted to tell her it was unnecessary, but I figured she needed to feel useful since being a servant was what her version of normal entailed. I planned to help break her of that habit, but I couldn’t accomplish years of brainwashing in one day.

“Jareth asked that I inform you of his departure. Your uncle sent for him early this morning.” She said the last part in a nervous whisper as if it was a huge secret.

I was kind of surprised by this. One, that my uncle would take my main protector from  my  side  so  soon  after  someone  had  tried  to  kill  me,  and  two,  that  Jareth  had been so willing to go. It would have made more sense for him to take me with him.

“Do you know what my uncle wanted?”

She shook her head, biting her lip as she thought about my question.

“Whatever  was  in  the  missive  I  brought  to  him  in  the  library  must  have  been fairly  important.  His  face  lost  quite  a  bit  of  color.  I’ve  never  seen  anyone  more surprised or angry as he was at that moment.”

“Not  good  news  then.  I  wonder  if  my  uncle  lost  the  trail  of  the  signature  and requested Jareth’s help.” Though that scenario really didn’t seem to fit at all. I just

couldn’t understand why Jareth would leave me alone like this.

“So they’re both gone?” I repeated still having a hard time believing it.

“Jareth left Graul standing guard at your door. Do not worry, Princess. Between Graul and your dragon…and me of course,” she gifted me a shy smile, “we’ll make short work of anyone who tries to hurt you. I’m very much prepared to give my life in place of yours.”

I pulled her into a hug and held her for a moment.

“Lily, I will never let you sacrifice your life for mine. Yours is just as important.

Believe me.”

She  opened  her  mouth  to  protest  when  Graul  stepped  through,  bringing  a delighted smile to both their faces.

I didn’t think Lily had any designs on my faithful bodyguard, but I could tell they were becoming buddies. Which I found so odd since Graul didn’t really strike me as Mr. Personality.

At all.

Still, he was lovable and endearing in his own way once you got past the three to four-word sentences.

His presence reminded me that Jareth had essentially left him to babysit, which seriously disrupted my plans.

I  was  so  not  happy  about  that.  I  really  wanted  to  go  visit  that  lake  today  and follow up on my quest for more answers from Chantara. Plus, I was getting a little stir-crazy  within  the  confines  of  the  castle.  I  wanted  Jareth  with  me  at  all  times, especially  if  I  left  the  palace,  but  he  wasn’t  here,  and  I  was  determined  to  find  a solution to at least one of our problems.

Jareth  was  gonna  lay  several  dozen  eggs  once  he  found  out  I’d  left  the  castle without him.

I weighed the pros and cons of my current game plan and decided I had to risk it.

It wasn’t like we had all the time in the world at this point.

“Lily, I think I want to get some air today.”

She shifted nervously and bobbed her head.

“Yes, Prince Jareth said you can walk the frozen gardens and enjoy the various ice sculptures on the grounds.”

I gave her a rueful grin.

“I’m sure he did, but I’m actually more interested in visiting The Lake of Beatha today.”

Lily’s nervousness increased tenfold. I could tell she really didn’t want to tell me no, but most likely Jareth had given her strict instructions to not allow me to leave the castle under any circumstances.

Tyrant.

So damn overprotective.

“Princess…er…Crysta,” she amended at my sharp glance. “The Lake of Beatha is more than half a day’s travel on horseback. We wouldn’t return until nightfall and I don’t think Prince Jareth would approve.”

“Half a day’s travel on horseback?” Then I remembered all the walking Jareth, Graul, and I had done before we even apparated into the palace the day we arrived in this realm.

Lily saw my disappointment and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder.

“The Fae realm is quite vast, Crysta. It isn’t wise for you to go.”

She  gave  me  a  sympathetic  smile,  but  looked  relieved  that  she  had  fielded  off that potential disaster. I had to feel a little sorry for her. Taking orders from Jareth and not following through was a terrifying thought for most people, though it hardly fazed me.

“Why Crysta go to Beatha?” Graul asked as he stood at the entrance to my room.

I figured I had nothing to gain by hiding anything from Graul so I explained what I  had  discovered  and  told  him  my  reasoning  behind  the  trip.  He  nodded  once  I finished and remained silent for a moment.

“I take you to lake. We apparate once outside castle wards. Only take us moment to go. Then moment to come back.”

“Really, Graul?”

“Yes. You find answers. We need answers.”

I was about to throw my arms around his scaly skin and give him a big hug, but Lily stepped between us looking a bit flustered.

“I…I can’t let you go, Crysta. I promised the Prince I would watch over you. I can’t disobey him.” She looked at Graul as if he had betrayed her. “Neither one of us can. You promised to keep her here, Graul.”

“Just pretend you had no idea we were leaving,” I said. “You can’t be blamed for what you don’t know.”

Lily thought about it for a moment, but her shoulders sagged in defeat.

“No…I will go with you too. Then Graul and I can watch out for you.”

“You’d  really  come  with  us?”  I  asked  in  surprise.  I  hadn’t  expected  her  to  go along with it.

She  gave  me  a  hesitant  smile.  “If  you  don’t  mind.  I’ve  never  been  to  the  lake before.  I  hear  there  are  all  sorts  of  amazing  faeries  that  live  there.  And  if  the traveling will only take moments, then we should be back before King Roderick and your Prince Jareth arrive.”

I  rubbed  my  hands  together,  feeling  a  little  giddy  at  the  idea  of  all  three  of  us sneaking out and possibly collecting information that might help support mine and Jareth’s claim as fated mates. I stole a glance over at Chuck, wondering if I should wake him up and take him with us. His cute little body snuggled up at the foot of the bed, made me decide against it. I’d let him sleep a while longer.

“Okay then. Let’s get this party started.”

Lily and Graul tilted their heads in confusion and gave me a blank stare.

“Forget it,” I said with a dismissive gesture. “Let’s get out of the castle so we can apparate  to  the  lake.  Any  idea  how  we’re  going  to  do  that  without  the  guards noticing?”

I had no doubt Jareth had instructed them to keep an eye on me.

“We can go out the servant’s entrance,” Lily said. “The guards never poke around that area.”

“Perfect. You lead the way, Lily.”

She  gave  me  a  hesitant  grin.  It  seemed  a  bit  awkward  for  her  to  do  it,  and  I wondered if she’d ever had much of a reason to smile before. The thought made me very sad.

 

“This  thing  is  enormous,”  I  muttered  as  I  stared  once  again  at  the  massive expanse of water before us. “I guess it would have to be for all the realm’s magic to be created here.”

Graul nodded silently beside me, and Lily stuck her booted toe into the water and quickly kicked at it, allowing it to splash high in the air.

A tiny bubble floated up from the spray and made its way toward us. It took me a moment to realize there was a small being floating within it.

“What in the world is that?” I asked.

“Oh, I read about this during one of my lunch breaks,” Lily said with enthusiasm.

“It’s a water faerie. They don’t have wings so they fly around encased in bubbles.”

“What do they do?” I wondered.

“Regulate the temperature of the lake water so the creatures living within don’t die.”

I  stared  at  the  floating  bubble  and  its  occupant  in  amazement.  It  lifted  a  few inches higher into the air before popping. The faerie gracefully flipped her lithe form into a nose dive and silently entered the waters.

I laughed along with Lily as a few more water faeries popped up from the lake in their own little bubbles and put on a show for us, clearly enjoying having visitors to perform and parade before.

After  a  few  minutes  of  this,  they  suddenly  stopped,  popped  their  own  bubbles and disappeared into the water as if they were trying to run away from something. I noticed  the  water  churning  a  bit  just  a  few  yards  ahead  of  us  and  waited  in anticipation for Chantara to arrive.

I’d kind of missed her.

Graul grabbed my arm, urging me to take a few more steps back from the bank of the water, but before I had a chance to reassure him, a figure shot straight up from the lake and dove under, swimming for us with amazing speed. I didn’t even bother moving. There was no way I was missing the opportunity to see Chantara in action.

I noticed Lily and Graul tense for a moment on either side of me, but then my humanoid bodyguard made a grumbling sound in the back of his throat that managed to convey a surprised kind of pleasure.

Whatever he’d originally planned on doing was interrupted by a spray of water as Chantara shot to the bank of the lake and slapped her gorgeous tail into the shallow

water.

“Well met, Crysta. I’m so pleased you were able to return as quickly as you did.

We  have  much  to  talk  about.”  She  moved  her  hands  across  the  water.  A  spray  of foamy lake lifted her high, twisting her about until her tail smoothed out into legs.

The water gently lowered her to the sandy bank. It was the coolest trick ever.

My jaw hung open wide enough for a few water faeries to float their way in.

She studied me with a hint of sadness in her gaze.

“You  look  just  like  her,  you  know?  Your  mother.”  She  stepped  forward  and pulled me into a warm embrace. Her scent reminded me of vanilla and cinnamon.

I swallowed down some unexpected tears and hugged her back.

“That’s what I keep hearing.”

She pulled away and stared at me for a moment, scrutinizing me as if deciding whether or not I’d actually be capable of saving this realm and the faeries who called it home. My insecurities plagued me every hour of every day. I didn’t feel equipped to bring any type of order to anything at the moment.

Then her gaze flashed to my temple and her eyes blackened with emotion.

“How,” she said, raising a shaky finger and pointing at my mark, “did you get that, and who do you share it with?”

I was surprised she hadn’t seen my mark before and then remembered the day we met my hair had been down, covering my temple. But seriously, had she not heard who my fated mate was through the grapevine? I had enough people trying to kill me to assume that the entire realm knew about it.

“Prince  Jareth,”  I  said,  and  then  immediately  regretted  it.  Chantara  may  have been friends with my mother, but Crayos had been friends with Jareth. What if she came to the same conclusion that King Moridan had and decided to end me where I stood?

And  what  if  they  were  right?  What  if  the  greatest  threat  to  the  Fae  kingdom wasn’t anything evil, but was simply a fated mate bond between a Winter faerie and a Summer faerie? What if I was the one to save them all simply because I was the only one who could break the soul link and give Jareth up?

I  anxiously  waited  for  signs  of  her  disapproval,  but  she  simply  looked  a  bit perplexed.

“Well,  that  certainly  complicates  things.”  She  took  in  my  friends  and  lifted  a questioning brow. “And who are your companions?”

I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding and nervously chuckled. I quickly introduced Lily and Graul. Chantara studied them with open curiosity.

“You came with questions, and I have answers. Let’s discuss what you are ready to discuss,” she finally said.

“I came with questions,” I acknowledged, “but I also have a very long story to tell you before I ask them.”

“You bear the mark of fated mates with a Prince who is fundamentally wrong for you. I most certainly want to hear what you have to say.”

She nodded once and then flicked her wrist upward sending a wave of water up and over us, covering us in a beautiful liquid dome. Bands of water sloped their way

from the dome above and assembled themselves into upright chairs. She gracefully sat herself down in the one facing us and waited expectantly.

“We’ll be safe within these enchanted walls. Now,” she said motioning us to sit,

“tell me everything.”

That was going to take some time.

 

Chantara’s eyes had been interesting to watch during my narrative. It wasn’t lost on  me  that  they  were  black  when  she  became  emotionally  distraught  and  slowly morphed back to violet whenever she managed to get her emotions under control.

It happened a lot.

I told her everything minus the identity of my parents’ killer. There were way too many  things  going  wrong  for  us  with  an  entire  species  of  Stargis  completely disappearing. I couldn’t spread the knowledge of my parents’ killer and risk a civil war.

Once I finished my story and my reasons for coming here, I waited for answers I sincerely hoped she could give me.

“This is extremely dangerous, Crysta.”

My eyebrows furrowed together, missing her meaning entirely until she pointed to the infinity rings at my temple.

“Many Fae will attempt to kill you before allowing you to unite your core magic with  Prince  Jareth.  The  mixing  of  core  magics  hasn’t  been  done  since  before  The Rending, and it shouldn’t be possible now.”

“The Rending?” I asked.

She gave a tired sigh and leaned back in her seat.

“Do you have any idea who I am, Crysta, what my purpose in the Fae realm is?”

I shook my head, but remained silent so she could explain.

Graul spoke for the first time since we arrived at the lake.

“Chantara is keeper of Lake. She is from beginning.”

I  looked  at  Lily,  but  she  appeared  as  puzzled  as  me.  I  kept  forgetting  that  just because she’d lived here her whole life didn’t mean she knew much more about Fae history than I did. I didn’t think many Fae felt it necessary to offer human slaves an education.

“What  Graul  is  trying  to  say  is  I’m  quite  ancient.  Mermaids  are  a  very  old species  of  Fae,  and  our  affinity  for  elemental  magics  make  us  the  ideal  species  to regulate and disperse this magic at its birth place.”

“This lake,” I said. “The Lake of Beatha is the birth place of all elemental magic.

I read that all magic is created here.”

“Yes,”  Chantara  said.  “That’s  very  true,  but  mermaids  were  not  originally  the ones given domain over the regulating and disbursement of this magic.”

“No?”

“There  was  no  need  for  that,”  she  said  quietly.  “At  the  very  beginning  of  our realm’s  creation,  all  Fae  were  imbued  with  every  type  of  elemental  magic.  These elemental magics resided within our cores harmoniously, allowing us to manage and maintain our realm in peace and prosperity. As a symbol of this prosperous melding of  magics,  the  infinity  rings  were  displayed  throughout  our  lands,  reminding  us  of unity, of solidarity, of making our people one no matter the differences in race.”

I  noticed  Graul  shifting  in  surprise  and  marveled  that  he  hadn’t  known  any  of this. Jareth was always discussing Fae education as if everyone in his realm were a million times more enlightened than the rest of us…humans anyway.

“Then it  is possible for different elemental magics to exist within the same core,”

I said. I knew it. I knew she would have the answer I needed to justify my union with Jareth.

Unfortunately, she shook her head, her eyes bathed in regret.

“It   was  possible,  Crysta,  a  very  long  time  ago.  But  no  longer.  Not  after  The Rending.”

“I think you better explain that to me.” I shifted my eyes to Graul, his attention glued to Chantara. “I think he needs an explanation as well.”

She gave me a half-smile.

“It  is  no  longer  common  knowledge.  The  mistakes  of  our  past  were  quickly erased and very few know the truth of the Seelie and the Unseelie Courts’ origins.”

“Are you saying these courts didn’t always exist?”

“Yes. The Fae realm was once united under one Court, the Seelie Court. The very first  rulers  of  the  Court  were  Oberon  and  Titania  Tuatha  d’Dannan.  Fated  mates given to one another to unite all magics and to keep balance within the nine realms.

Though  many  Fae  married  within  their  own  species,  fated  mates  often  occurred between races. Interracial marriages between fated mates were common and posed no threat since everyone possessed all forms of magic.”

“What changed?”

Chantara’s countenance grew dark as her eyes blackened to obsidian.

“Oberon  became  paranoid,  doubting  Titania’s  love  for  him,  though  he  had  no cause to do such a thing. An adviser of his named Puck, a mischievous faerie who’d long  coveted  Oberon’s  rule  and  his  wife,  slowly  fed  Oberon  false  leads  and misinformation.”

“Wait  a  second,”  I  said  as  I  ran  those  names  through  my  weak  memory  of Shakespeare’s  classics.  “Are  you  talking  about  the  characters  in   A  Midsummer Night’s Dream?”

Chantara gave me a sad smile and nodded.

“Not necessarily a representation of truth, but humans tend to twist true events to suit their purposes, though I’m very fond of Shakespeare myself.” She paused for a moment, allowing her eyes to drift away to some distant memory, perhaps visiting a moment in time when life had been more carefree. She blinked her obsidian eyes and violet soon replaced them. “As I said before, Puck wanted Titania and the Fae realm for himself, casually mentioning the various male faeries Titania spent her time with.

All  lies,  of  course.  No  one  was  more  devoted  to  Oberon  than  Titania,  but  Puck’s misinformation worked a dark poison that blinded the king to the truth.”

“How could he believe his adviser so easily?” I wondered.

“It’s  hard  to  doubt  the  words  of  a  family  member.  Puck  was  the  king’s  half brother, sired from a different father, and the two had always been extremely close.”

“Wow,” Lily said, making more of a squeaking sound when she said the word.

“Wow,  indeed,”  Chantara  responded  with  a  gentle  smile  on  her  face.  “But Oberon’s  love  for  Titania  was  still  vibrant  and  strong,  and  Puck  knew  he  would never  be  capable  of  persuading  Oberon  to  give  her  up  unless  he  did  something drastic. Titania was with child at the time. She’d borne many children before then, but this child was especially important because it was their very first daughter and was  to  be  raised  as  a  priestess  of  the  highest  order.  It  had  been  foretold  by  their personal priestess the moment Titania discovered her condition.”

“Let me guess,” I said, feeling certain I knew where this was going, “Puck made Oberon think the baby wasn’t his.”

Chantara appraised me with an approving look. I shrugged.

“I watched a lot of tellenovellas when I worked at Tijuana’s.”

She didn’t seem to understand the reference, but chuckled anyway and continued.

“Puck convinced Oberon of her deception. The fact that this child was a female when Oberon had only ever been able to produce males somehow lent credence to Puck’s insistence that the baby belonged to some other faerie, but the king still loved Titania and wished to give her the benefit of the doubt. He waited for the baby to be born and wasn’t aware that Puck used Dark Magic to alter Titania’s food and drink, causing the baby girl to be born with jet black hair, black eyes, and a dark blue tail.”

I raised my brows in disbelief.

“You  mean  to  tell  me,  Puck  used  Dark  Magic  to  turn  their  daughter  into  a mermaid?”

Chantara gave me a look filled with so much meaning I couldn’t help but read between the lines of this story.

“You,” I said. “You’re Oberon and Titania’s daughter.” Her jaded smile tugged at my core just a little. I could guess the rest of this mess. “Your father believed Puck’s lies and cast you and your mother out.”

Her black eyes became stormy as she fought to rein in her anger.

“If only that was all he did, Crysta. My father turned into an absolute madman, refusing to believe my mother when she claimed to have never been with or loved anyone else. To him, I was the damning proof, and he couldn’t bear the sight of me.

He rent her infinity rings in two with his own magic.”

That also seemed significant, but I didn’t quite follow.

“What do you mean he rent them in two? I thought the symbol rested on each fated mate’s temple.”

“Originally, they appeared on each fated mate’s chest just above their hearts and were linked to their core magic.”

Lily gasped while I stared in shock.

“You mean,” her timid words came out breathless, “he used his magic to rip her heart in two?”

Chantara nodded. “He splintered her core in the process, severed their union, and somehow  managed  to  segregate  the  elemental  magics  in  the  process.  You  must understand, all core magic came from them, from their bond with one another. The magic was united and available for us all because of their union. When he destroyed her, the bond between magics was also destroyed, and he lost his ability to wield it.”

“I thought Puck loved Titania. Why would he do this? Put her in harm’s way and allow the king to kill her?”

“I  don’t  believe  Puck  thought  Oberon  capable  of  such  an  act.  Destroying  the fated  mate  bond  had  never  been  done.  It  was  unthinkable,  especially  because  that bond was what kept our lands and our magics united.”

“Oberon didn’t die when Titania did?”

“No.  They  weren’t  soul-linked.  That  option  didn’t  even  exist  until  after  The Rending. That’s a separate decision altogether, but neither one had ever considered it simply because it wasn’t possible to die at that point. All Fae everywhere possessed all forms of magic within their core which left them virtually invincible.”

“What happened after that? Did Oberon ever discover the truth?”

Chantara swallowed hard and shifted uncomfortably in her seat. It was weird to see someone so regal appear so discomfited.

“Puck was in their chambers when the king confronted Titania and killed her. I think he had hoped Titania would turn to him once the king cast her out. He held her in his arms and confessed everything to Oberon, but the damage was done. A civil war  the  likes  of  which  had  never  before  been  seen  took  place.  Puck  and  Oberon fought for months, each of them gaining their own followers and building their own Courts.  The  elemental  magics  were  incapable  of  being  controlled.  The  high priestesses at the time finally stepped in and together they created this lake where all the  magic  could  exist  and  be  disbursed  throughout  the  two  Courts,  but  the  faeries were never able to wield them all again, and every Fae born after that had an affinity for only one seasonal element. Different species fell under different seasons and the Unseelie Court and the Seelie Court were created.” She paused in her story to give me  a  sad  look.  “Many  Fae  of  different  races  tried  to  intermingle  like  before  and combine their magics in an attempt to share in all the elements regardless of whether they  were  fated  mates  or  not,  and  the  infinity  rings  only  ever  showed  up  on  an individual’s temple instead of their chest.”

“What  happened  when  they  tried  to  share  their  differing  magic?”  I  asked, dreading the answer.

“The  union  killed  them.  The  elemental  magics  were  incapable  of  peacefully coexisting  within  the  same  core,  which  is  why  couples  of  interracial  marriages  no longer attempt such a thing with their magic. It has been thus ever since, Crysta, and fated mates have become more of a myth than a reality. I haven’t seen infinity rings resting upon anyone’s temple in centuries.”

“If  it  is  impossible  for  elemental  magics  to  coexist  with  one  another,  why  did Nature match a Winter faerie and a Summer faerie together?”

“I don’t know, Crysta, but I do know that anyone who has ever tried to unite their different magics since the day of The Rending has not survived to see the light of another day.”

It  was  cruel,  really.  I  wanted  to  curse  Nature  a  little  for  even  giving  me  the opportunity  to  hope  when  it  was  obvious  hope  had  never  existed.  It  was  like  the Fates had been bored and thought some great entertainment involved offering me a slice of everything I had ever wanted and then pulling it away from me and locking it behind iron doors with no way of opening them.

“Can  we  just  get  married  and  not  unite  our  cores  together?  We  can  just  be married civilly like humans are.” I already knew the answer to that, but wanted her to tell me something different. Give me something, anything to hold on to.

Chantara shook her head. “Impossible with fated mates. Your cores will not be able to avoid the call to each other. They are like two magnetic forces, pulling on one another, but explosive once they come together.”

“So the only answer is to end this? Break our soul link and walk away from one another?”  I  brushed  away  frustrated  tears  and  bit  down  on  my  lip  hard  enough  to draw blood.

“Yes, if you want to save Jareth’s life.”

I  rubbed  a  hand  over  my  temple,  battling  down  waves  of  disappointment  and heartache at the thought of giving him up.

“You mentioned the Stargis king gave you his core magic,” she said.

I nodded.

“My father believe in her,” Graul said. “Believe she can save us.”

Chantara’s brow furrowed in consternation.

“We  certainly  need  to  discover  where  your  people  have  vanished  to,  Graul, especially since I noticed no flux in magic once they were gone. Granted, the magic has been behaving differently for some time, but their disappearance doesn’t fit the timetable. This troubles me.” She looked at me thoughtfully for a moment, wanting to  say  something  but  appearing  hesitant  to  do  so.  It  hit  me  what  she  might  be thinking and why she might not wish to suggest it. So I suggested it just to test the waters a bit.

“Let’s say I do break the soul link. Anything that happens to me after that won’t affect Jareth, right?”

“Physically,  no.  If  you  were  to  experiment  with  your  core  to  see  what  it  could handle, the consequences wouldn’t manifest themselves within Jareth’s body.”

“So I could absorb the Stargis king’s magic as sort of a test run?”

Chantara gave a heavy sigh and reluctantly nodded.

“However, there is no guarantee you will succeed. Most likely you will die.”

“According to Graul, my aura is somehow already linked to the magic. I have to finish the process of absorbing it either way. I think I’d much rather die trying than die doing absolutely nothing.”

She nodded her approval.

“If you are able to succeed in absorbing the Autumn faerie’s magic, this would be a significant indicator that your union with Jareth would not harm either one of you.”

Chantara tilted her head to consider me for a moment. “I had thought you would be the cause of bringing stability to our lands and our magic. Perhaps this is the way it will happen.”

“Or it could be the fastest way to kill myself.”

Chantara  didn’t  seem  to  like  that  response.  Her  violet  eyes  went  black  and remained that way as she asked her next question.

“How  close  is  your  uncle  to  tracing  the  signature  of  the  one  who  bound  your magic?”

Again,  nothing  could  be  accomplished  until  that  binding  spell  was  out  of  the picture. Nothing I had learned today truly helped me unless we solved that one major hang-up.

So damn frustrating.

“Jareth  left  to  meet  up  with  my  uncle  this  morning.  I  have  no  idea  how  their search is going.”

“They must find your guardian soon, Crysta. I sense a weakening in your core that wasn’t there before. You don’t have much time.”

Anxiety stole over me at that pronouncement, especially because I felt just fine, which meant Jareth was the one experiencing the effects of my weakened core. We needed to get back to the palace before Jareth and my uncle returned, but hiding my visit to the lake wasn’t really feasible. I was going to have to explain to Jareth what I had learned if I wanted any hope of convincing him to allow me to sever our soul link.

Then another thought occurred to me.

“Chantara, you said we had many things to discuss once I came back to see you, and  all  we’ve  done  is  talk  about  my  soul  link.  What  was  it  you  wanted  to  talk about?”

Her obsidian eyes studied me for a moment, hesitation clear in the pucker of her brow.

“You  have  so  much  to  deal  with  at  the  moment,  I  hate  to  bring  it  up,  but  it  is important  for  you  to  know.  When  your  mother  came  to  me  a  week  before  you disappeared,  she  told  me  she  was  beginning  to  fear  for  her  life.  She  felt  certain someone wanted her dead.”

I already knew who that someone was, but I couldn’t enlighten my new friend on that score.

“Well, obviously someone did, but how is that significant now?”

“She was receiving threatening messages, Crysta. She felt that someone within the palace was watching her, and even though she wouldn’t say who it was, I had an idea that she knew. She knew the identity of the person who eventually killed her and your father.”

Well,  that  was  confusing.  Unless  King  Moridan  had  found  a  way  to  enter  the castle  and  spy  on  my  parents  without  their  knowledge,  I  had  to  assume  there  was more than one individual who wanted me and my parents gone.

“You’re saying she thought someone within the palace was stalking her?”

Chantara  nodded.  “Yes,  and  it  was  someone  close  to  the  family.  Some  of  the threatening  messages  contained  information  that  was  extremely  personal.

Information that no one but the queen knew.”

“What kind of information?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Your mother didn’t tell me. She simply stated that someone close to her wanted her dead and she didn’t know who to trust.”

“Was there ever a reason given? Did the messages contain threats about ending my life to prevent Jareth and I from meeting?”

“No. She never mentioned that you were in any danger. She simply said someone wished her harm. I wondered if perhaps your mother had a female rival who wanted to replace her.”

“Is that possible? Do I have female relatives who could do that?”

“They wouldn’t have to be your relatives if they caught the eye of your father. It isn’t  against  our  laws  for  kings  to  have  consorts,  though  your  father  was  never interested in that. However, now that you have returned, you pose a threat to anyone interested in being queen of the Unseelie Court.”

“That is ridiculous. I’m not standing in anyone’s way. My uncle is the ruler and it is up to him to get his own queen if that’s what he wants.”

Weird. I couldn’t picture Uncle Roderick getting romantic with anyone.

Graul let out a grunt.

“Not matter now that you return, Crysta. You rightful heir to throne. Roderick not have claim anymore. Which mean no other female is queen but you.”

Damn. I hadn’t thought of it that way. My own incompetence and the very likely event  of  my  death  had  prevented  me  from  even  considering  taking  on  the  role  of queen. Just how many female rivals were out there ready to skewer me with magical cores that actually functioned properly?

I could just picture myself shooting out shards of ice as my one and only defense against magical spells I’d never encountered before.

Not comforting.

“I thought you should be aware in case that person is still within the palace. You must be careful with the people you choose to trust. Now that you’ve returned, I’m concerned you will either be killed by a rival within the palace or challenged by a noblewoman within the Court.”

I  squeezed  my  eyes  shut,  trying  to  ignore  the  pounding  sensation  within  my cranium.

“I  appreciate  your  warning,  but  it’s  kind  of  the  least  of  my  worries  at  the moment. I’ve already got people breaking into the palace to kill me. I’m aware that most  faeries  will  kill  me  on  sight.  Their  motives  for  it,  at  this  point,  don’t  really matter.”

“True, but at least you will be more alert when it comes to the ladies within your own Court.”

“I haven’t even met them yet,” I said. “There hasn’t been much time for social gatherings, and I’ve only been here for two days. We’ve been devoted to breaking my binding spell.”

“That must happen soon, Crysta. There really isn’t much time left.”

“Give me a number here. Have I got a week? Two weeks?”

“Maybe three days.”

Lily  gasped  in  shock  and  Graul  made  an  angry  sound  of  protest.  I  didn’t  feel much  of  anything.  I  think  I  was  resigned  to  the  idea  that  anything  that  could  go wrong would go wrong.

Three days…if that.

Awesome.

“I’ve taken up enough of your time, Crysta. You need to return to the palace and do everything you can to survive.”

Survive.

I felt the most overpowering urge to run away from it all. I was suddenly wishing for  my  ballet  bag.  I  seriously  needed  to  dance  a  bit  and  let  off  a  little  steam  even though that seemed like a monumental waste of time considering my deadline and the consequences that awaited me once time ran out.

Chantara  stood,  signaling  the  end  of  our  discussion.  We  followed  suit  and watched as the dome of water slowly drew up and revealed us to the elements. The water circled round Chantara as her legs sealed together and her fin reappeared. She floated back into the lake and stared up at me with those beautiful violet eyes of hers.

“Breaking  the  soul  link  will  have  unforeseen  consequences,  Crysta.  I’ve  only heard of two instances where the link was broken, but both parties were adversely effected  either  physically  or  mentally.  You  must  prepare  yourself  for  a  possible recovery once you sever your connection to Prince Jareth.”

I nodded, dreading the inevitability of that outcome.

She waved her hand in farewell and dove under the icy blue waters of the lake.



 

“Well,” I said, turning to face Graul and Lily once Chantara disappeared, “that was really depressing.”

“Don’t  worry,”  Lily  said.  “I’m  sure  Prince  Jareth  and  your  uncle  were  able  to locate your guardian. We should return to the palace now so they can get rid of your binding spell.” She turned to our bodyguard. “Are you ready to take us back, Graul?”

Graul  didn’t  respond,  looking  intently  at  something  beyond  the  tree-line  of  the forest.

“What is it?” Lily asked, placing a hand on his arm.

He shook his head, seeming uncertain and took a few steps toward the forest. A loud crack from the trees to our right had me jumping. The trees trembled and parted as an enormous monster came barreling through.

Seriously? I could not catch a break here.

The  thing  was  at  least  fifteen  feet  tall,  with  a  bald  head,  pig-like  snout,  tusks sticking out from either side of its gruesome mouth, and leather brown skin covering nothing but muscle.

And it was glaring right at me.

The roar it produced was absolutely terrifying.

I grabbed Lily and pushed her.

“Run,” I shouted.

We took off in opposite directions, skirting the line of the forest as Graul took up our flank, urging us to move faster.

“We have to apparate to the castle, Graul,” I shouted.

He nodded and reached for my hand. I snaked my other hand out for Lily’s, but the thing chasing us had already caught up. It swiped at Graul and sent him flying toward the lake. Lily tripped and went down, and I skirted around her trying to draw the monster toward me so she could get away. The change in direction made me lose a second or two of speed and the monster got close enough to hit me while clawing me  in  the  back.  I  barely  registered  the  pain  as  I  went  flying  through  the  air  and landed hard on the sandy terrain.

I  gingerly  turned  to  my  side,  pulled  myself  to  my  knees,  and  looked  up  at  the approaching giant. The ice that shot from my hands came without thought, driven by a fierce need to protect myself and my friends. I hit the beast right in the eyes. The thing  shrieked  in  pain  and  clawed  at  its  face,  while  I  scrambled  to  my  feet.  The sticky wetness at my back had me worried. I wasn’t sure how bad the cuts were, but I had to get back to Graul and Lily before that thing recuperated.

My hair escaped its ponytail while I ran, obstructing my vision. I didn’t see the large rock jutting out in front of me before it was too late. I went sprawling to the ground  just  as  a  wave  of  water  flew  over  my  head.  I  turned  to  watch  it  bowl  the creature  over,  throwing  it  roughly  on  its  back.  My  eyes  flicked  around  to  see Chantara  raising  her  arms  in  the  air,  her  eyes  now  black  ovals  overtaking  the perfection of her face. Another wave of water shot forward and wrapped around the monsters  head,  but  the  creature  blew  something  through  its  snout  and  the  water turned to steam within seconds. It quickly stood and lumbered its way over to me as Lily shouted and Graul tried to get to a standing position.

A  loud  whinny  from  a  horse  came  from  behind  the  beast  and  a  figure  shot through the air, landing on the monster’s back. A flash of light from the reflection of a sword nearly blinded me and then the being attached to the monster’s back swung his sword high in the air and brought it down, stabbing the beast through the back of the neck. The end protruded from the front and the creature went down hard.

I stared at the thing lying in a growing pool of blood, and nearly threw up what little  was  in  my  stomach.  My  savior  quickly  approached  me,  dropping  to  kneel before me and taking my hands in his. He said something I didn’t understand.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know the common dialect around here,” I said.

His eyes widened in surprise.

“I apologize. I simply wanted to know if you were hurt.”

I finally had the presence of mind to rip my eyes away from the gruesome troll and look at the person who had saved my life. I sucked in a deep breath, mistaking him for Jareth for a second until I zeroed in on the slight differences between the two faeries. While Jareth’s eyes were the darkest of blues, this faeries’ eyes were of the deepest shades of green, almost like sparkling emeralds. They shared the same long, white  hair  and  high  defined  cheekbones,  but  this  man’s  jaw  line  was  more  narrow and less square. They appeared to be the same height and stature.

He looked at me with growing concern the longer I remained silent.

“Just a scratch or two on my back,” I finally got out.

He grunted in dismay when he turned me a bit and examined me.

“We’ll  have  to  heal  this  immediately.  Trolls’  claws  are  always  tipped  with poison. If it stays in your bloodstream for too long you’ll become violently ill.”

I was about to ask him how we were going to heal it, when he sat down next to me and gingerly lifted me into his lap so my right shoulder leaned against his chest.

The top of my head barely met just under his chin.

“What?” I squawked in surprised.

“I apologize for the familiarity, my dear, but I need to hold you in order to heal you.”

He  placed  one  hand  on  my  lower  back  and  another  hand  just  under  my  collar bone. Then he closed his eyes and began to speak in yet another unfamiliar dialect.

I really needed to start brushing up on my Fae languages.

The  slow  tingle  in  my  back  grew  into  an  uncomfortable  heat  that  stole  up  my spinal cord and spread out from there. After a few moments the heat went away and

so did the pain. The faerie blinked a few times and opened his eyes. He grabbed one of my hands in his and left his other hand on my back.

“Fair  maiden,  I  do  believe  you  will  be  just  fine.  And  I  must  thank  you  for offering  me  the  unique  opportunity  to  come  to  the  aid  of  such  a  beautiful enchantress. It’s made an otherwise boring day absolutely spectacular.”

He gave me a flirtatious wink and lifted my hand, gracing the back of it with his lips.

I quirked an eyebrow at this. Male faeries like Jareth could charm the pants off just about anyone.

“Well, happy to accommodate you, I guess. Do you always go looking for ways to save young girls from mountain trolls?”

“Of course. I consider it the highlight of my week.”

I let out a chuckle as he gave me another wink.

“Thank you for saving my life,” I said. “That took a lot of courage.”

He shrugged his shoulders as if to say he killed mountain trolls for exercise.

“I must admit to doing it for selfish reasons,” he said. “I fully intend to ask for some form of payment in return for saving your life.”

I gave him a quizzical look.

“Payment? Then you zeroed in on the wrong girl to save. You should have held out for someone who was loaded.”

Too late, I worried if he’d understood any of my slang, but his amused look made me think he got the gist of it.

“I’m sure we can come to some arrangement,” he said, giving me a devilish grin.

“I’m  extremely  partial  to  moonlight  kisses.”  He  lifted  a  hand  and  tucked  my  hair behind my right ear. His hand froze in place and his eyes widened in disbelief.

Crap!  He’d  recognized  the  infinity  rings.  My  body  tensed,  wondering  if  I  was going to have to fight another faerie for my life. I sensed Lily making her way over. I really didn’t want her in the crossfire if this faerie turned murderous. His gaze slid from the mark to my eyes as he studied me.

Then he gave me a sad smile.

“It figures,” he said.

“What figures?”

“That I would finally find the one faerie in this entire realm capable of making me  consider  matrimony  only  to  discover  my  brother  Jareth  has  laid  claim  to  her first.”

Jareth’s brother?

Now I was really worried. King Moridan wanted me dead. Did his other family members feel the same way?

I shifted my feet and tried to move from his hold, but he held fast to my waist.

“I’m not my father,” he said, reading the fear in my eyes. “I was on my way to the Unseelie Court to offer Jareth some help.”

“Oh,” I muttered in surprise.

Lily finally made it to us, panting from the ordeal.

“Crysta, are you all right?” she asked.

“Just fine.”

She offered me her hand, giving the man I sat on a suspicious look. She pulled me to my feet as Jareth’s brother offered me a little push to my back to help me up.

Then he stood and took in Lily with some interest.

“And who might your companion be?” he asked.

“Lily is my friend.”

“A human for a friend? Very interesting.”

I thought I was going to have to come to Lily’s defense for a moment there, but he just studied her for a few seconds and then moved his attention toward Graul who I had completely forgotten about.

“Your other companion looks like he could use some help,” he said.

I  rushed  over  to  Graul  who  was  sitting  on  the  ground  cradling  his  ankle  in  his hands.

“Broken,” was all he said.

Jareth’s  brother  wasted  no  time  in  healing  it  since  Graul  didn’t  seem  to  be capable of doing it himself.

“Some faeries have the gift to heal and others don’t,” the brother said by way of explanation.

“Thank you again for your help…uh…I’m not really sure what to call you.”

He pretended to be hurt even though he couldn’t hide the slight smile.

“I can’t believe my brother never mentioned my name.”

“Well, he mentioned one, but I thought he had several brothers. Which one are you?”

“Kheelan,”  he  said.  “Absolutely  wonderful  to  make  your  acquaintance.  I  must admit, I didn’t believe my father’s rantings at first. Rhoswen and Jareth were all set to  be  married.  Then  he  goes  off  on  some  wild  assignment  and  falls  in  love  with another  woman.  I  couldn’t  fathom  any  other  faerie  capable  of  taking  Rhoswen’s place in Jareth’s heart, but now I understand completely.”

His take on Jareth and Rhoswen’s relationship bothered me a bit. Jareth made it sound  like  he’d  been  reluctant  to  marry  Rhowsen  even  before  he  met  me.  Hadn’t they broken up?

Kheelan gave me a sweet smile and wiggled his eyebrows in a playful gesture.

He was definitely growing on me. It was a relief to know that at least one member of Jareth’s family approved of me.

“Now, would you please tell me what in the world you’re doing out here? I can’t imagine my brother would have been so stupid as to let you wander around the Fae realm without him at your side.”

“Uh. No, he has no idea I’m here. He and Uncle Roderick are out trying to track down my guardian.”

“Your guardian? I don’t think I follow.”

I sighed, feeling a little tired.

“I’ll tell you all about it once we reach the Unseelie Palace.”

He considered me for a moment and then nodded his agreement.

“I’m willing to bet the story will be vastly entertaining. m’lady,” he said, offering me his arm.

I smiled and took it. Having Kheelan in our corner might boost Jareth’s morale a little.

Heaven knew we both needed it.

 

It didn’t take too long to share the last few weeks’ events with Kheelan once all four of us got situated in the dining hall. Jareth’s brother was a very good listener and  though  he  reminded  me  of  Jareth  in  many  ways,  the  slight  differences  in  his reactions  and  his  more  easygoing  attitude  made  me  realize  that  Jareth  had  been groomed  to  eventually  rule  the  Seelie  Court  while  Kheelan  had  been  groomed  to support him.

Our relationship had thrown everything out of whack.

Chuck  found  his  way  into  the  dining  hall  at  some  point  and  made  weird chattering sounds, conveying his supreme displeasure in being left behind. Kheelan thought it was hilarious, which made Chuck even more angry. I had to soothe him with hugs, kisses, and reassurances that I would never leave the castle without him again.

By the time the guards announced Jareth and my uncle’s return, Kheelan was all caught up on every single struggle we were facing and didn’t like it one bit.

“I  can’t  believe  the  binding  spell  has  a  death  trap  embedded  within  it.  This  is extremely serious, Crysta. Not only for you, but for Jareth as well.”

I lowered my eyes and stared at the table, once again trying to come up with a way to solve all our problems without having to sever my link with Jareth, but in my heart  I  knew  that  I  was  going  to  need  to  broach  that  subject  with  him  as  soon  as possible, and I didn’t look forward to his reaction.

But maybe if they had actually found my guardian, I wouldn’t be faced with such a terrible decision. Maybe I could avoid it altogether. The minute Jareth entered the dining hall, I knew I was out of luck. His grim expression communicated the results of their search.

They hadn’t been able to find my guardian.

Jareth’s  eyes  widened  in  surprised  when  he  saw  Kheelan.  Then  a  boyish  grin stole over his face and he rushed over to give his brother a hug.

“What are you doing here? I can’t imagine father sanctioned this visit.”

Kheelan shook his head.

“I don’t report to father on all my activities. He probably has no idea I’ve even left the Seelie Court yet.”

“You could get in trouble for coming to our aid. Even if you don’t support our union, father will see your visit as some form of betrayal.”

Kheelan placed a comforting arm around Jareth’s shoulder and I noted the strong family resemblance. They could have passed for twins if you didn’t know any better.

“You let me handle my relationship with father. This business of you giving up your claim on the throne needs to be revisited as well. I’m not at all interested in the job. It’s your birthright, Jareth. You’re better suited to the duties of ruler.”

Jareth shrugged. “As long as father refuses to accept my union with Crysta, this is how things will remain. I cannot rule my kingdom without her. I refuse to even consider it.”

Kheelan took in his serious expression and then flicked his eyes to me.

“Well, I can certainly understand why you won’t give her up.” He withdrew his arm and sat back down, indicating that Jareth should join us.

“Incidentally,  she  does  activate  a  certain  protective  streak.”  Kheelan’s  cheeky grin made me laugh.

“You’re trying to get me in trouble.”

He simply shrugged his shoulders even though his teasing grin never left his lips.

“What in the world are you two talking about?” Jareth asked.

Lily cleared her throat and stood up quickly.

“I’m going to attend to a few things in the kitchens while you speak with Jareth.”

“Yes. Much to discuss. We leave you alone.” Graul stood as well and followed her out of the room.

Traitors.  They  had  been  my  co-conspirators  in  all  this  and  now  they  were throwing me to the wolves.

I really couldn’t blame them. It had been my idea, after all.

Kheelan gave my hand a pat. “You need to tell him what you discovered today, Crysta, which means you’ll have to tell him how you discovered it. Just remember, I’m programmed to defend and protect you, should my brother completely lose his head once you impart the gritty details.”

Jareth’s gaze went from me, to Kheelan, to me again before he folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair.

“Please tell me you didn’t leave the castle.”

Kheelan  let  out  a  delighted  chuckled  which  made  me  kind  of  want  to  strangle him.

“You’re going to be a very annoying brother-in-law. You know that?”

His  peals  of  laughter  sparked  a  reluctant  grin  from  me,  but  one  look  at  Jareth wiped that grin right off my face. I let it all out in a rush.

“I went to visit The Lake of Beatha so I could speak with Chantara.” I ignored the choking sound Jareth made and hurried on. “I thought if all the elemental magics were  created  within  that  lake  then  maybe  there  were  some  answers  as  to  how  the magic was able to mingle there harmoniously. I had to see if there was a way for our core magics to bond together without killing us.”

Jareth rubbed his temples and took in a deep breath.

“Crysta,  you  didn’t  need  to  go  there  for  answers.  I’ve  already  told  you  that Nature  would  never  pair  us  together  if  our  cores  couldn’t  handle  it.  I  may  not understand the logistics of that union or how it is possible, but I don’t need to know the  science  behind  it.  I  just  need  to  have  faith  that  it   is  possible.”  He  grabbed  my hands and pulled me to him. “What if something had happened to you?”

“Graul and Lily were with me.”

“I  gathered  as  much  since  you  aren’t  capable  of  apparating  on  your  own,  but Graul can only protect you against specific threats to your safety. What if something had  attacked  you  that  Graul  hadn’t  been  able  to  handle?  Your  actions  today  were reckless, Crysta.”

I  waited  for  Kheelan  to  tattle  on  me  about  the  mountain  troll,  but  he  stayed surprisingly silent.

“We needed answers.”

“We know all we need to know. Why do you have so little faith in what we are to one another?”

He broke off abruptly as another coughing fit took over. I grabbed a pitcher of water from the table and poured him a cup as Kheelan placed his hands at Jareth’s back and mumbled a few words. When his magic did nothing to stop the onslaught of Jareth’s coughing, he leaned back in his seat and gave me a worried look.

Jareth took a few sips of the water and eventually got his coughing under control.

“What in the hell was that, Jareth? You never get sick.” Kheelan said.

“I’m not sure. It’s been happening with more frequency lately. I’m wondering if the issues father mentioned about the realm’s magic is starting to affect me somehow.

He said that some faeries were getting sick and a few were dying.”

“Yes, but none of them are royals. They’ve all been faeries with core magics that aren’t nearly as powerful as yours. This shouldn’t be happening.”

But  it  was,  and  I  knew  why.  I  gave  Kheelan  a  miserable  look  that  must  have communicated  the  real  source  for  Jareth’s  health  problems.  He  studied  me  for  a moment and then his shoulders slumped, his eyes growing resigned.

He knew as well as I did that his brother’s health issues were a direct cause of our soul link with each other.

“What happened when you tracked that signature?” I asked, desperate to turn my thoughts away from what I knew was inevitable.

Jareth took another sip of water before speaking.

“We followed it to an abandoned sprite mine and lost the trail within its tunnels.”

“Impossible,” Kheelan said. “A person’s magical signature doesn’t just disappear once  you  hone  in  on  it.  It  isn’t  like  a  bloodhound  scenting  a  fox.  How  could  the signature disappear?”

“I don’t know, but King Roderick and I are going to go back to the sprite mines tomorrow and begin our search again. It relieves me that you’re here, Kheelan. I did not enjoy leaving Crysta in the palace without my protection. I would ask that you keep an eye on her for me while I’m gone.”

“I do  not need a babysitter,” I said in disgust.

“Apparently  you  do,”  Jareth  retorted.  “I  need  someone  here  to  keep  you  from leaving this castle and exposing yourself to any faerie who might feel inclined to kill my fated mate.”

“Graul was with me.”

“You  stink  of  mountain  troll,  Crysta.  I’ve  no  doubt  the  only  reason  you’re standing here in one piece is because my brother miraculously found you and saved

you today.”

Well, crap.

Kheelan threw his head back and howled with laughter as Jareth wrapped me in his arms and held me tightly to his chest.

“How  could  you  have  been  so  reckless  with  your  life?  Do  you  not  understand that you are my everything?”

I burrowed into his chest.

“I’m sorry. I just needed some answers. That’s all. I didn’t know I’d run into a mountain troll.”

“You don’t know what you’ll run into out there. That’s the problem. Our situation is too precarious for you to go exploring our realm looking for answers on your own.

Promise me you will never do something like that again.”

I promised him and held him tight as he began to cough again.

“You need to get some rest,” I said as soon as this latest coughing fit subsided. I knew he was feeling terrible when he didn’t argue.

“Come join me?”

I looked at Kheelan, sensing he had a few things he wanted to say to me.

“I’ll be there in a minute. Kheelan wanted to tell me some amusing stories about your childhood.”

Jareth grunted.

“Then  I’m  definitely  leaving,  but  I  warn  you,  everything  he  says  will  be  a complete exaggeration.”

“I never exaggerate,” Kheelan said.

Jareth grunted in derision and stood to leave, giving my shoulder a soft squeeze.

I waited until he left the hall, and then turned back to Kheelan studying his grave expression.

“Say it,” I whispered.

“You need to break your soul link with him.”

I groaned, folding my arms on the table, and resting my head on them.

“I know. His cough is getting worse.  He’s getting worse.”

Kheelan patted my back in sympathy.

“You don’t have to denounce your claim on one another. You just need to get rid of  this  link.  Once  you  do  that,  you’ll  both  have  a  fighting  chance  at  making  this work. There’s just a lot of variables at play here.”

I lifted my head as tears began to surface.

“Kheelan, I am the very worst possible thing that could have ever happened to your  brother.  He  lost  his  birthright  because  of  me.  He  lost  his  friends  and  family because of me. And he will eventually lose his life if I can’t convince him to let me break our link.”

“You don’t think he’ll agree to it if you explain the dangers of continuing on like this?”

I shook my head.

“He is trying to keep me safe. He thinks the link will protect me from…” I broke off, feeling uncomfortable saying anything about King Moridan in front of him.

“From my father,” he said, surprising me.

“Yes.”

“I’m not so blind that I can’t see how unhinged my father has become. I know he wants you dead, Crysta. It’s yet another reason I came to be with you both. I can be an added layer of protection, though you have many. I fear you will need as much as you  can  get  because  once  that  soul  link  is  broken,  my  father  will  most  definitely come for you, and it will take a lot of magic to protect you.”

“And you’re really willing to help Jareth keep me safe? Why?”

He reached for my hand, his look was intense when he said, “If my brother was willing to give up his birthright for you, then losing you will absolutely destroy him.

I love my brother. I’ll do everything in my power to avoid that scenario.”

I squeezed his hand to relay my thanks, but he held on to it and drew me a little closer. Looking around furtively, he bent forward.

“Crysta, I’m also concerned that you and Jareth are living within the same walls as your uncle.”

My eyes widened in surprise.

“Uncle Roderick is completely trustworthy.”

Kheelan had trouble meeting my eyes, but when he did, I knew I wasn’t going to like what he had to tell me.

“Father  likes  to  talk  when  he’s  drunk.  He  has  a  bit  too  much  faerie  wine  and paces  back  and  forth  in  his  rooms  at  night.  It’s  happened  for  as  long  as  I  can remember and started right after the death of our mother.”

When I gave him a questioning look he shook his head.

“That’s a story for another day. Anyway, the last few nights have been worse. I went  to  visit  him  to  end  his  latest  drinking  binge,  but  he  started  shouting  that Roderick had tricked him. The Tuadhe d’Anu bloodline should have been eradicated.

King Roderick was to make certain of it, but you were still alive. He felt that your uncle had double crossed him.”

“You think my uncle was in cahoots with your father?”

“Cahoots?”

“Yes. My uncle helped kill my parents?”

“It would explain why it was so easy for the assassins to get in and have access to  your  parents…and  you,  for  that  matter…or  at  least  the  changeling  they  thought was you. He had an inside man.”

That tracked with what Jareth had concluded earlier, but we never once assumed the inside man was my uncle.

The very thought made me so sick, disappointed, and devastated I nearly threw up  right  then  and  there.  Was  it  possible  the  threats  my  mother  had  received  came from  Uncle  Roderick?  I  didn’t  think  so.  The  attack  on  my  parents  needed  to  be  a surprise.  Threatening  her  put  my  parents  on  their  guard.  Kheelan’s  revelation confused me.

It  couldn’t  be  true.  Uncle  Roderick  loved  me.  There  was  no  way  he  faked  the concern in his eyes or the love he’d shown me. I didn’t believe it. I didn’t want to

believe  it.  I  didn’t  want  to  accept  it  like  so  many  other  awful  yet  truthful  realities dogging me at every turn.

“What if they were just the ramblings of a drunk and lonely king?” I asked.

Kheelan considered my words for a moment and nodded.

“Could be. After all, I have no proof to give you other than words he spoke in an inebriated state. But it’s part of the reason I came to be near you both. If your uncle is indeed behind the assassination of your parents, then you are not as protected as you think, and there is no reason to believe that he is helping you. In truth, he might very well be wasting your time. Was it Jareth who found the signature within your bonding spell or your uncle?”

The sick feeling in the pit of my stomach grew worse.

“My uncle. But he’s been concerned about Jareth’s well-being. He was the one who mentioned our soul link might eventually affect Jareth’s health.”

“His reasons for getting you two to break your link are most likely different from mine. If he does intend to kill you, he won’t wish to be responsible for the death of a Seelie Court prince, especially if he and my father are working together.”

I hated to admit it, but what he said made sense.

But…I wasn’t going to lose faith in my uncle just yet. I didn’t have substantial proof, after all.

“I promise to be more careful when it comes to my uncle, but until I know for sure, everything you’ve told me is just supposition. I can’t accuse him of killing my parents unless I have proof.”

Kheelan nodded. “Understood. Just…be careful. I’m going to stay and keep an eye  on  you  and  Jareth,  but  if  you  note  anything  suspicious,  come  to  me immediately.”

I agreed even though my heart felt heavy. I may not have known my uncle for long, but I hated to think I’d been so wrong about him. I was just starting to welcome him into my heart and didn’t know how I would let him go if what Kheelan said was actually true.

“Now, your next order of business is to convince Jareth to let you break your soul link  so  Jareth  can  get  better,  find  your  guardian,  and  get  rid  of  that  damn  binding spell…and good luck with that.”

I screwed my face up in a grimace.

“That is one crappy assignment. I don’t think it’s going to go over well.”

Kheelan didn’t look particularly hopeful either.

“I’ll be in the library researching other ways to neutralize that death trap.”

I rested my hand on his and gave it a squeeze.

“Thank you, Kheelan. I really appreciate all the support you’re giving us.”

He lifted my hand to his lips and placed a soft kiss on my knuckles.

“Anything for my future sister-in-law.”

I smiled and stood to leave with Chuck following close behind. I didn’t miss the look of sympathy in Kheelan’s eyes just before I left the dining hall.

 



 

“How  are  you  feeling?”  I  asked  Jareth  as  I  stroked  his  hair  and  placed  a  cool, damp cloth on his forehead.

I’d  found  him  in  his  room  burning  up  with  a  horrible  fever.  I  couldn’t  believe how  fast  his  condition  had  deteriorated.  Chuck  fluttered  around  Jareth’s  bed  like  a helicopter mom at her son’s hospital bed. I thought it was very cute.

And very fitting.

“Angry,”  he  rasped.  “I’m  angry  as  hell  that  I’m  being  affected  by  whatever  is poisoning the magic in our realm, and I don’t believe it is a coincidence either.”

I considered that for a moment and wondered if it might be true.

“You think you’re being targeted by whoever kidnapped the Stargis race.”

“Think about it, Crysta.” His cough rattled in his chest before he continued. “All of your guardian’s attempts at killing you have failed, but slowly poisoning me with my own magic is a sure-fire way of getting rid of both of us, and I’ve gotten much worse since your uncle discovered your guardian’s signature.”

I bit my lip, not so certain that Jareth’s reasoning applied after Kheelan shared his suspicions with me. Plus, if poison was somehow affecting his core then it stood to reason I would be affected by it too since we were linked, but I hadn’t been, which made the idea of me being the one at fault for his condition a lot more plausible.

“I  think  we  should  consider  a  different  alternative  here,  Jareth.  There’s  a  very real chance that our soul link is making you ill.”

His impatient sigh wasn’t very encouraging.

“I know it might seem that way, but that isn’t how a soul link works. If anything, my tie to you is keeping this illness at bay.”

But it wasn’t. I didn’t know how he could actually say that as he lay on that bed soaked in his own sweat, coughing up a lung in the process.

I gritted my teeth as the pit in my stomach grew so deep and wide it made my own despair feel virtually bottomless. I still had to say it. There was no avoiding it any longer.

“You need to consider the possibility that our relationship is toxic for you.”

Jareth’s coughing worsened for a moment before he could catch his breath again.

He grabbed my hand and held it tight. I rushed on, afraid if I didn’t, he would stop me or I would lose my nerve.

“If  I  break  the  soul  link,  you’ll  get  better.  Everything  will  be  better.  You  may even  have  a  better  chance  of  drawing  the  death  trap’s  magic  away  from  my  core because you won’t be linked to my soul anymore.”

“Are you insane?” he wheezed. “There is absolutely no way I’m ever going to allow you to do that.”

I  moved  to  smooth  my  fingers  over  his  brow  to  calm  him,  but  he  had  already wrenched away from me, anger turning his golden complexion to a mottled shade of red.

“Jareth, just hear me out for a second, okay?”

He shook his head and pulled himself to a sitting position. The effort it took for him to do that much made my heart stutter and stop for just a few moments. I had to fix this. His sallow complexion and shaking limbs were more than I could stomach. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing him due to my own selfishness.

His  hand  clamped  over  mine  in  jerky  movements,  but  his  blue  eyes  were  alert and steady.

“Crysta, I know you’ve had very little reason to believe in a happily ever after considering everything you’ve been through. I can’t imagine what it was like to hope for a better tomorrow and never have that happen. All your dreams constantly being squashed  by  people  who  should  have  taken  care  of  you.  People  who  should  have showered you with love. I know you don’t think you deserve the kind of happiness that our bond offers, and in your mind it is only fitting it would turn toxic rather than work out in the end, but you need to have faith in us. Fight these doubts and fears and have faith that we are good for one another and good for the realm.”

I realized right then and there that Jareth would never allow me to break the link.

He wouldn’t see reason. He’d deny the toxicity of our relationship right up until the moment he died, and I wasn’t willing to sit back and allow him to give his life for me when  the  solution  was  staring  me  right  in  the  face.  I  had  to  break  the  link,  and  if Jareth wouldn’t allow me to do it then I was going to have to enlist Kheelan’s help to save Jareth’s life.

Feeling Jareth’s scrutinizing gaze on me, I smoothed out my features, trying to get rid of the raw grief I felt at the possibility that I would not only have to give up our link, but give up my claim on him as well. I would only know that outcome for certain if I could absorb the Stargis core.

But Jareth was expecting an answer, and I had to give him one that would calm him down while reassuring him that I was still on board with all the crazy.

“I’ll work on believing in us a little more if you’ll work on getting some extra sleep.” I pointed to my dragon. “Chuck, make sure he gets some rest, okay? I want you to watch over him while he naps.”

I  got  another  weird  dragon  salute  from  him.  Freaky  how  this  little  guy  could understand me.

I helped Jareth get more comfortable on his bed and avoided putting the heavy quilt over him. I didn’t like the heat that suffused his cheeks.

“You’ll wake me up in a few hours?” he asked.

I  nodded,  not  being  able  to  voice  a  yes  since  my  throat  was  clogged  with emotion. The moment his eyes fluttered shut and his breathing evened out, I let go of his hand and headed toward the door.

It was now or never.



 

I walked down the hallway and headed toward the dining area to see if I could find  Kheelan,  when  my  uncle  appeared  at  the  end  of  the  hall.  I  momentarily stiffened,  remembering  the  warning  Kheelan  had  given  me,  but  the  relieved  smile that broke across my uncle’s features made me believe he couldn’t possibly be the one behind any of this. He hurriedly walked toward me and enfolded me in his arms.

“It’s good to see that you’re safe,” he said.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

His eyebrows narrowed in consternation.

“A trip to The Lake of Beatha? Truly, Crysta?”

I rolled my eyes in defeat.

“Okay. Who told?”

“Kheelan did, but only because I needed to know about a certain mountain troll roaming around an area he has no business being in. It would seem faeries who have heard  word  of  your  bond  with  Jareth  are  leaving  their  homes  and  heading  to  the Unseelie Palace to lodge complaints.”

“Lodge complaints? That mountain troll went way beyond lodging a complaint.”

My uncle nodded, his look severe.

“Yes.  We  need  to  find  a  safer  location  for  you.  You’ve  already  been  attacked twice within the palace, and many Fae are aware of your location. It’s fortunate that Kheelan showed up to assist us. We’ll need all the help we can get in keeping you safe.” He rubbed his eyes and gave me a tired look. “I feel that I have failed you in so  many  ways.  I  simply  can’t  get  a  handle  on  this  situation.  There  are  too  many threats  to  your  safety,  and  your  need  to  absorb  the  Stargis  core  magic  is  a  ticking time bomb we have little hope of diffusing. Jareth and I lost track of the signature.”

“There isn’t a way to pick up the trail again?”

He leaned against the wall, looking exhausted and drained.

“There  shouldn’t  be  a  way  for  it  to  disappear  like  that.  I  want  Jareth  to accompany me again tomorrow. We’ll head into the sprite mines since that’s where the trail ended.”

I bit my lip, fighting to come up with another solution.

“What exactly is a sprite mine?”

“The  earth  sprites  are  attracted  to  shiny  objects.  They  are  also  responsible  for mining the various gems within the caves and delivering them to the Unseelie Court.

We distribute these gems throughout the realm so they can be used to increase one’s magical power and focus.”

I narrowed my brows.

“That  seems  dangerous.  Is  it  safe  to  allow  faeries  to  increase  their  powers?

Shouldn’t that be regulated?”

My uncle nodded.

“And so it is. These gems do not increase the magic by much. If anything, they are useful tools to teach younger faeries how to harness their powers. You will use one of these stones at some point…once you are able.”

He let that sentence hang in the air for a moment, but I think we both had serious doubts about whether or not I would ever get to wield my magic.

“How big are the sprite mines?”

“Enormous. It will take several days to search through the caves and tunnels that make up the mine.”

We didn’t have several days. We had three. Tops.

“Do  you  think  it  would  be  possible  to  hide  an  entire  race  of  Fae  within  the mine?”

My uncle pushed from the wall in shock.

“I  can’t  believe  I  didn’t  consider  that.  The  gems  within  the  mine  would  distort the magic and most likely block it. This is why we haven’t been able to sense the Stargis’ location. They’re being blocked, and the energy signature would be blocked as well. Ha!”

He wrapped his arms around me and gave me a victorious hug.

“Where is Jareth? We must discuss this new possibility. We’ll have to gather a large group of our best soldiers to go inside and begin a search.”

I  pulled  out  of  his  embrace  for  a  moment,  but  couldn’t  help  the  way  my excitement faded at the mention of Jareth.

“He’s really sick. He’s resting in his room. I don’t think there’s a chance he’ll get better.”

My uncle looked past me to where Jareth’s door stood.

“Have you discussed the necessity of breaking the soul link?”

“Just barely, and he completely refused. He won’t be able to go anywhere with you until we break the link.”

My uncle opened his mouth to say something, but Kheelan and Graul turned the corner and entered the hallway, hastening their steps once they spotted us.

“This palace is a damn maze, King Roderick. I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“What’s wrong, Kheelan?” my uncle asked.

Kheelan’s  mouth  thinned  into  a  taught  line.  He  glanced  at  me  with  a  worried look.

“Rhoswen is here, begging an audience with Jareth.”

I sucked in air, feeling as if I’d just been shot in the chest.

“Jareth’s ex is here?”

I did  not like the sound of that.

“Lady Rhoswen will challenge. Not get near Crysta,” Graul said in an emphatic tone.

“Send  her  away,  Kheelan.  We  can’t  risk  her  getting  riled  up  and  possibly challenging Crysta’s right to claim Jareth.”

“She already  is challenging Crysta by showing up like this.” Kheelan folded his arms  across  his  chest  and  leaned  against  the  wall.  “And  you  don’t  just  send  Lady Rhoswen away. Nobody does. Not unless you want to tangle with her father and any of the nobles that support him. She’s waiting for Jareth in the salon.”

“The what?” I asked.

“It’s just a fancy room,” Kheelan said as he kept his eyes on my uncle. “What are we going to do?”

“I’ll talk to her,” said a weak voice from behind me.

I jumped in surprise and turned around, rushing to Jareth’s side as his coughing started up again. Chuck fluttered around him in agitation, clearly annoyed that Jareth hadn’t obeyed my orders to rest. He landed on my shoulder and grunted.

“Not your fault,” I told him.

He harrumphed and then settled on my shoulder.

“Jareth,  you  can’t  go  toe-to-toe  with  her  like  this,”  my  uncle  said.  “You  can barely stand without assistance.”

“She  won’t  leave  until  we  speak,  and  she  needs  a  clear  picture  of  where  my affections reside.”

“I thought you two went over this before you met me,” I said.

Jareth coughed and grimaced in pain before his watering eyes cleared and he was able to look at me.

“I ended our relationship, but that doesn’t mean she ever accepted it.”

“True,” Kheelan interjected. “She’s almost finished your wedding preparations.”

Jareth groaned in dismay.

“Are you serious?” I hissed.

This woman was starting to annoy.

“I have to speak with her. There’s no help for it.”

“No way,” I shouted. “Your relationship is over. She just needs to accept it.”

Kheelan let out a derisive snort.

“That woman is stubborn as a fire pixie ten times over. She’ll accept nothing if she  doesn’t  want  to,  but  I  agree  with  Crysta.  Reasoning  with  her  will  get  you nowhere.”

“Do you have a better idea, Kheelan? Any chance she’ll willingly leave without getting the opportunity to talk to me?”

I  waited  for  Kheelan  and  my  uncle  to  come  up  with  a  better  plan,  but  their miserable  looks  and  awkward  silence  made  it  pretty  obvious  that  these  burly,  all-powerful faeries were afraid to tangle with Rhoswen.

Graul backed that assumption up when he said, “Lady Rhoswen. Scary as hell.”

Great.

“I’ll speak with her for ten minutes, let her know I’m in love with someone else, and the matter will be settled.”

Kheelan shook his head in dismay.

“Settled like the ocean in the midst of a hurricane.”

 



 

I knew I shouldn’t be doing it, but eavesdropping on Jareth’s conversation with Rhoswen was a much better alternative than anxiously pacing back and forth in my room.  Kheelan,  Graul,  and  my  uncle  were  in  the  salon  with  Jareth  for  what  I’d dubbed to be moral support, but I had to wonder if they were really there because they were afraid Rhoswen might use some kind of faerie compulsion on him.

Just how scary was this woman?

To be honest, Lady Rhoswen looked like an absolute dream. Her glistening silver hair  had  beautiful  braids  arranged  in  an  intricate  up-do.  Her  flowing  gown  of  rosy pinks flared out at the hips. Her waist and bosom were gathered flatteringly within a tight corset that I felt certain was suffocating her. Just looking at it made it hard for me  to  breathe.  The  low  neckline  seemed  a  calculated  move  on  her  part.  I  felt gratified that Jareth’s eyes hadn’t wandered there…yet.

She may have been dressed like a dream, but she looked like one of those mean girls I’d tangled with several times in high school. All those simpering fake smiles, hiding calculated looks.

She had her lush lips pressed into an attractive pout. I wondered how often she’d gotten  her  way  with  that  look.  Her  straight  nose,  high  cheek  bones,  and  delicate figure made me hate her.

A lot.

Don’t compare yourself to her, Crysta. This isn’t a competition. 

Of course it was. I was eighteen and had very little experience in the boyfriend department,  for  cripe’s  sakes.  I  wasn’t  about  to  pretend  I  was  mature  enough  to handle  this.  How  did  I  keep  my  man  when  dealing  with  a  far  more  experienced faerie? I jumped when Lily sneaked up next to me and Chuck shifted on my shoulder in alarm.

“I hear Lady Rhoswen is here,” she whispered.

I pointed to the crack in the door and nodded my head in the affirmative.

“I take it we’re going to listen in?”

I nodded again and smiled when she let out a soft chuckle and peeked through the crack in the door to let me know she was happy to join in. I positioned myself just above her so we could watch and listen at the same time.

Rhoswen was already eyeing Jareth like he was a juicy piece of meat.

“How kind of you to take time out of your busy schedule to see me,” she said in a mocking tone.

Jareth’s tired eyes rolled in exasperation.

“Rhoswen, you showed up unannounced in a Court you are not a member of. Did you truly believe we would have time to accommodate you?”

“As if I needed to ask permission to speak with my fiancé! I’ve waited weeks for you to return from your assignment. And what should happen once I finally discover you’re back? I’m informed you brought a simpering human with you. What on earth is going on?”

Kheelan shared a loaded look with Jareth before going to the corner and grabbing himself  a  drink  from  a  decanter  filled  with  who  knew  what.  Whatever  it  was,  I definitely wanted some.

“I’m not sure why you were waiting for me. The last time we spoke, I broke off our relationship after you pushed for marriage. We are not engaged, we have never been  engaged,  and  the  idea  that  you’ve  been  planning  a  wedding  despite  this  is astonishing to me.”

“We had a fight. Couples quarrel all the time, especially before they get married.

I thought you were simply letting loose a little frustration.”

Rhoswen  appeared  nonplussed  as  she  explained  her  reasoning,  and  I  seriously had to hand it to her. She knew what she was doing.

Jareth rubbed his tired eyes and muffled a cough before continuing.

“Fine. Let’s settle this now so there can be no misunderstandings between us. I am not interested in marrying you. I am in love with someone else.”

“A human.”

“A faerie raised by humans. Stop playing dumb with me, Rhoswen. You know Crysta is a member of the Tuadhe d’Anu bloodline. You have to know the whole of it since there’s not a doubt in my mind my father has shouted the news throughout the entire Seelie Court.”

She smoothed her skirts and demurely folded her hands.

What an act!

“Yes. Your father said you were seduced by a slip of a girl who claims to be a faerie princess we all know is dead.”

“She doesn’t claim anything. She doesn’t have to. There’s proof enough of her identity,” my uncle chimed in.

“Not to mention the fated mate mark she and Jareth both share,” Kheelan added when Rhoswen opened her mouth to argue. “Show her the mark, brother.”

Jareth  nodded  and  pulled  his  hair  back  to  reveal  the  gold  infinity  rings  on  his right temple.

Rhoswen gasped in disbelief.

“This is dark magic,” she immediately shrieked.

I muttered a curse under my breath. She’d have an answer for everything.

“You  are  being  utterly  ridiculous,”  Jareth  said.  “Crysta  is  incapable  of  such subterfuge.”

“You’ve  been  bewitched  and  outwitted  by  a  mere  child,  Jareth.  You  can’t possibly love her when you’ve had me for all these years.”

Jareth’s eyes hardened for a moment and then his expression softened as he took her in.

“I know this is hard for you to accept, and I am sorry for the pain I caused you when I ended our relationship, but I love Crysta. She is my future, she is my life, and eventually she and I will be married.”

“I  refuse  to  accept  this,  especially  when  your  union  isn’t  practical.  Your  father has warned you time and again that this union will destroy us all.”

“I’m  not  giving  Crysta  up,  and  I’m  certainly  not  buying  into  my  father’s ridiculous claims.” Jareth’s cough started up again. He reached for the table to steady himself, but I was already entering the room, rushing to his side to help him.

Unfortunately,  so  was  Rhoswen.  I  came  up  on  his  left  just  as  she  reached  his right. Kheelan and my uncle made a few grunts of dismay, but I quickly tuned them out as I grabbed Jareth by the arm and helped him into a chair.

“Jareth, are you all right?”

“Who  in  the  world  is  this?”  Rhoswen  said  in  surprise.  “Is  she  a  servant?  Her clothing is ridiculous, and what in the world is that thing on her shoulder?”

I ignored her and lifted Jareth’s chin so he met my gaze. Sweat covered his brow and his eyes looked glassy.

“We need to get you back to bed.” I reached for his arm to lift him, but Rhoswen placed a hand on his shoulder.

“I’m not sure who you think you are, but you’re not taking my fiancé anywhere.

How dare you behave so familiar with him.”

Yep. This was going to be one hell of a showdown. I’d play nice, though. Rise above the conflict. I could be mature.

Right?

“My  name  is  Crysta,”  I  said,  holding  my  hand  out  to  shake  hers.  “It’s  nice  to meet you, Rhoswen. Jareth has spoken very highly of you.”

There.

Maturity.

I hated it.

Rhoswen’s  eyes  nearly  bugged  out  of  their  sockets.  She  looked  from  Jareth,  to me, and then shared an astonished glance with Kheelan and my uncle.

“This  must  be  some  kind  of  joke.  This  is  the  missing  princess?  The  princess everyone is talking about? The one capable of winning  my Jareth’s heart?” She threw back her head and cackled like some crazed Disney villain. “She’s used compulsion.

Plain and simple.”

Deep  breaths.  Maturity.  Restraint.  I  was  not  going  to  get  angry.  I  was  simply going to ignore her.

“I don’t have to descend to your sick level, Rhoswen. Unlike you, I don’t have to resort to magic to get someone to fall in love with me.”

Yeah. That was super mature.

Rhoswen gawked at me, her mouth sputtering like a fish out of water.

Jareth’s coughs started again.

“Lily, will you please get us some water?” I shouted.

Lily quickly entered the room and headed for Kheelan where a pitcher of water stood  next  to  the  wine.  She  hurriedly  filled  it  and  brought  it  over,  handing  it  to Jareth.

“Thank you,” I said. I held it to his lips as he drank deeply.

“Well, this is absolutely insane. You can’t possibly be in love with this slip of a girl. She’s not fit for anything.”

“Hold  your  tongue,  Rhoswen.  I’ll  not  allow  you  to  insult  my  future  wife  any further.”

She arched an angry eyebrow and shot me a hateful look.

“Even if you could love this…this…girl more than me, which isn’t an idea I’m willing to entertain, your relationship would still fail. It’s impossible.”

Jareth tried to speak again, but the coughing grew worse as he doubled over. I caught  him  in  my  arms  as  Rhoswen  grasped  his  other  side.  She  glared  at  me,  but didn’t say anything as we helped him back into his chair.

“What is the matter with him?” she said in a frightened tone.

“I’m being poisoned by whatever has affected our magic.”

“I  don’t  believe  it.  You’re  too  powerful  for  that  to  be  hurting  you.”  Rhoswen lifted  her  eyes  from  Jareth  and  looked  at  me,  understanding  dawning  like  the blinding light of a sunrise. “It’s you. It’s this ridiculous fated mate bond you share.

You’re killing my prince.”

I  couldn’t  help  but  flinch  at  the  accusation,  my  guilt  gnawing  away  at  my conscience.

“For heaven’s sake, Rhoswen, stop being so damn dramatic,” Kheelan said. “Will you also blame Crysta for the deaths of these lesser faeries?”

“Why not?” she shot back. “King Moridan warned us this would happen. He said their bond would destroy us all, and he was right.”

Jareth shot a hand out and grabbed her wrist.

“That is enough,” he rasped. “I will not allow you to talk about this any further.

Crysta is not making me sick. She is the only thing keeping me alive.”

“You must give her up at once,” she screamed.

“I will not,” he shouted, angrily releasing her wrist.

Rhoswen stepped back a few paces as she looked between me, Kheelan, and my uncle. I noticed she absolutely refused to make eye contact with Graul.

Seriously. What a snob.

The gears were shifting as she tried to figure out what her next move would be. I didn’t like the look on her face and shifted closer to Jareth to protect him in case she did something stupid.

And  she   did  plan  on  doing  something  stupid.  I  knew  it  the  moment  her  steely glare landed on me.

She swiftly lifted both hands, palms facing out, and uttered a single word.

“Sruthán!”

A blinding stream of fire shot from her palms. All I could do was shove Chuck off my shoulder, as Jareth, Kheelan, and my uncle tried to get to me in time, but I knew they wouldn’t.

They couldn’t.

Rhoswen was too fast.

Just as the fire reached me, I was tackled to the floor, a light body landing on top of me. An explosion hit the wall behind us and ricocheted back, hitting Lily in the back.  She  covered  me,  completely  unconscious  with  smoke  circling  from  her clothing. I tried to move her so I could see how badly she’d been hurt, but her body

weight was too much for me. I called out for someone to help, but the shouting from everyone made it impossible for me to be heard. Chuck hovered over Lily, taking in her  wounds  and  making  sad  cooing  sounds.  Then  he  flew  at  Rhoswen  who  had already been tackled to the ground, flying over her and screeching at the top of his lungs.

“Rhoswen, you jealous fool,” Kheelan shouted. He had her pinned beneath him, struggling to get her under control. “If you kill Crysta, you kill Jareth. They’re soul-linked.”

Rhoswen stopped fighting him and stared in horror at Kheelan.

“What? Is this true? You linked your soul to hers? What in the world were you thinking, Jareth?”

But Jareth wasn’t listening. He was already at my side, gently lifting Lily from me and setting her on her stomach.

“Is she okay?” I asked as I sat up to check on her.

I gasped when I saw the horrible burn marks marring her back.

“Heal her,” I said. “Please, don’t let her die.”

“We  won’t  let  her  die,  Crysta,  but  Kheelan  will  have  to  do  it.  I’m  not  strong enough.”

“Kheelan,” I shouted.

There was more scuffling as Kheelan handed Rhoswen over to my uncle who did some sort of spell that completely knocked her out. I would have sucker punched her given  the  chance.  There  were  plenty  of  other  ways  to  render  her  unconscious  that would have been a lot more satisfying. He placed her slumped form on a plush couch and  summoned  the  guards,  while  Graul  stood  watch  over  the  awful  woman  and Kheelan rushed to aid us.

He knelt down next to Lily and surveyed the damage. Chuck landed on the floor next  to  Lily’s  head.  When  she  started  to  wake  up,  my  dragon  breathed  out  small puffs of steam across her face.

“What is he doing?” I asked.

“Keeping her unconscious so she won’t feel the pain,” Jareth said.

This pet of mine was absolutely amazing.

“So brave,” Kheelan said. “You and Jareth would be dead if she hadn’t jumped in front of you.”

“Is she going to die?” I asked.

He placed his hands on her shoulders where the burn marks were less severe.

“No,  she’ll  live.  She  only  got  a  small  aftershock  of  the  spell  as  you  two  went down.”

“This is an aftershock?”

I couldn’t begin to fathom what would have happened to me if I had felt the full affects of that spell.

“Ash,” Jareth said as if reading my mind. “You and I would be nothing but ash.”

Unbelievable.  I  had  to  break  this  soul  link.  I  couldn’t  let  Jareth  take  anymore risks  for  me.  I  turned  my  attention  to  Lily  as  Kheelan  continued  to  heal  her.  The burns slowly gave way to pink flesh. Lily stirred slightly, but remained unconscious.

“She’ll need to sleep this off,” Kheelan said. “And then I suggest you give her a week’s worth of vacation.”

“Her debt spell should be forgiven,” I said. “Is that possible?”

Jareth  shook  his  head,  pulling  me  into  a  tight  embrace  as  exhaustion  weighed heavily upon him.

“We’ll need to find the faerie her parents were indebted to. Then we can barter for her release.”

“A debt spell?” Kheelan shook his head. “That’s a terrible burden to place on a child.  I  can’t  believe  she’s  had  to  serve  her  parents’  term  of  service.  That’s  not usually done.”

“And  I  can’t  believe  you  came  into  this  room  after  we  repeatedly  warned  you about  confronting  Rhoswen,”  Uncle  Roderick  said.  “Reckless.  Do  you  realize Rhoswen could have challenged you to a duel, and by our laws you would have had to accept the challenge? No one is aware of your binding spell, Crysta. So I have to assume,  Rhoswen  feared  how  powerful  you  might  be  and  decided  to  take  you  by surprise instead.”

“I’ll stay away from her from now on.”

“Should be easy since I doubt your uncle will ever allow her back into the palace again,” Kheelan said.

“Banished  forever,”  my  uncle  agreed.  “Her  reckless  behavior  nearly  killed  two very important people. I hate to think what King Moridan will do when he finds out what she attempted. Your father may not like the bond, but he doesn’t want anyone dead.”

I kept quiet on that score, and so did Jareth.

Uncle Roderick summoned two more guards to take Lily to her room.

“Make sure you see to her comfort. Once she awakens apprise me immediately.”

“Yes, King Roderick.”

One  of  the  guards  gently  lifted  her  into  his  arms  and  quickly  left  the  room.  I wanted to go with them and stay by her side, but I had a few things that needed to be said,  and  I  was  too  much  of  a  coward  to  say  them  without  my  uncle  and  Kheelan there.

I studied Jareth’s haggard face, regretting that it had to be brought up again.

“Please, Jareth. Let me break this soul link. It’s absolutely destroying you.”

He stubbornly shook his head.

“I can’t believe you’re bringing this up again. Is it because you want to end our relationship?”

I gasped in surprise.

“No. Of course I don’t. Is that what you think?”

“You seem to be pretty damn determined to reject the idea of you and I being a good fit.”

“She’s just worried about your health, brother.”

Jareth’s eyes flashed to Kheelan.

“My deteriorating health has nothing to do with my relationship with Crysta. You all need to get that out of your heads right now.”

“At least consider it a possibility. If we sever the soul link and nothing changes, we can explore other options, but we definitely need to consider this one. We need to make you better,” I said desperate for him to see reason, but he was coming to his own conclusions.

“Does  this  really  have  anything  to  do  with  my  health?  Maybe  you  miss  the human realm. Maybe you miss your freedom.”

“Freedom? What are you talking about?”

“You’ve  never  accepted  this.  You’ve  never  fully  accepted  us.  I’ve  had  to convince  you  over  and  over  again  that  we  are  meant  to  be  together,  but  I’m wondering if you’ve ever truly felt it. Do you even want this? Do you want me?”

I couldn’t believe this. Did he really just ask me that?

“Easy,  Jareth,”  Kheelan  said.  “Let’s  just  have  you  rest  a  bit  before  we  all  say things we don’t mean.”

“I told you to stay out of this.”

I grabbed Jareth’s hand and placed my other hand against his cheek, forcing him to look at me.

“You know I love you. That’s not what this is about. I just want you healthy. I want to make sure we do everything we can to make that happen.”

He jerked away from me and slowly got to his feet.

“Jareth?” I said, alarmed at the anger radiating off him.

“Maybe Rhoswen is right in a different kind of way.”

“What are you talking about?”

I  stood  and  faced  him,  trying  to  understand  this  oppressive  despair  that  had  so quickly settled over him.

“She’s so shocked to believe I could ever love you, when the reality is, you’ve never loved me.”

“That’s  not  true,”  I  said,  as  tears  sprang  to  my  eyes.  “I  came  here  with  you.  I gave up my world to be with you. I love you, Jareth.”

“Not enough,” he said in a low voice. “I’ve never once doubted any of this, but you’ve been afraid at every turn. You have to choose whether to believe in us or not, and you have to choose now.”

I knew what he was asking for, and I knew he was right. I was afraid. Afraid that having him in my life was just too good to be true. That I would never be enough for him. That I could never hope to keep him. But my doubts didn’t stem from a lack of love or sincerity on my part. I knew what I wanted, and I wanted Jareth in every way imaginable.

My doubts came from my own insecurities. It had nothing to do with him.

And  my  motivation  for  breaking  our  link  didn’t  stem  from  a  lack  of  love,  it stemmed from too much love.

I straightened my spine and steeled my resolve as he waited for an answer. I felt Uncle Roderick’s and Kheelan’s eyes on me, and I knew they were waiting for me to make the right call, the right decision, and if pushing Jareth away to save his life was the only option at this point, then that’s what I would do.

For Jareth.

“Our soul link is killing you, and it has nothing to do with our incompatibility. I can’t  absorb  the  Stargis  core  magic  yet,  and  it  is  making  you  sick.  You’re  getting worse every moment of every day. I won’t sit back and watch you die when I know how to save you.”

Jareth’s  anger  built  to  a  boiling  point.  He  grabbed  me  roughly  by  the  arm  and pulled  me  close  to  him.  Kheelan  stood,  ready  to  help,  and  Chuck  made  a  warning noise  in  the  back  of  his  throat,  but  I  lifted  my  hand  to  stay  their  progress.  Jareth didn’t even notice. His blue eyes were shadowed by anger and betrayal.

“If  you  think  we’re  so  toxic  for  one  another  then  you  go  ahead  and  break  that link. Be done with it.” He roughly let me go, breathing in great gasps of air as he fought to control his emotions. “Just know, if you break that link, we’re finished.”

My mouth dropped open in shock.

“What are you saying?”

“Breaking a soul link is the ultimate form of betrayal.”

“It’s going to save your life,” I argued.

“No,” he shouted. “It’s going to set you free.”

I shook my head in bewilderment, hardly recognizing the man before me. Why was he acting like this?

“If  you  break  it,  we’re  through,  and  you  can  go  back  to  the  human  realm  you came from.”

WHAT?

With that, he angrily stormed out of the room as I tried to process the fact that Jareth had essentially broken up with me.

Because there was no way I could avoid this.

The room was silent for a moment as Jareth’s lingering anger remained a stifling presence among us. Finally, my uncle spoke.

“He didn’t mean it, Crysta. He’s very ill.”

Kheelan nodded, rushing to reassure me. “That’s right. He isn’t thinking clearly.

What with the illness, Rhoswen showing up unannounced, and you two nearly dying.

It’s a lot for anyone to take in. We have no way of knowing what this illness might do to someone’s temperament or even their personality. Just give him some time to get over it.”

I began pacing back and forth in agitation.

“We don’t have time. Don’t you see that? I’ve got less than three days to absorb the Stargis king’s core magic before it kills me and Jareth.”

“Three days?” my uncle asked. “How do you know?”

“Chantara told me when I went to see her.”

My uncle’s legs shook as he lowered himself into the chair Jareth had previously occupied.

“Dammit,” he said in defeat.

“I don’t think I’ll get rid of this binding spell in time to absorb the magic, which means the best thing to do, the only thing to do is sever the link and save Jareth even if he hates me for it later.”

Kheelan came to stand beside me and rested an arm over my shoulder.

“He will see reason the moment you sever it and he is one hundred percent better.

Then he can accompany your uncle on the search for your guardian, while I play the role of babysitter. I do hope you enjoy a good game of Whist.”

I gave him a weak smile that didn’t reach my eyes.

His teasing look sobered as he drew me in for a hug.

“I promise you, Crysta. We will find a way to break that spell. I won’t let you die.”

My uncle’s eyes held a few unshed tears. He wasn’t as hopeful as Kheelan.

“I think you two better get started on getting rid of that soul link. The sooner you do  it,  the  sooner  Jareth  will  be  back  to  normal,  and  we  can  go  searching  for  your guardian again,” he said.

“I’m not really certain how to do it.”

Kheelan steered me toward the door.

“Come on, Crysta. I’ll show you what to do.”



 

Kheelan delivered me to my room and told me to relax while he went to grab us something  to  eat  and  drink.  He  thought  this  process  might  go  better  on  a  full stomach.

I think we were both just stalling.

I quickly sent Chuck to watch over Jareth again. I was afraid to keep him with me in case this severing process went south and my dragon tried to interfere.

I sat on my bed in defeat as I thought back on Jareth’s last words to me.

If you break it, we’re through, and you can go back to the human realm you came from. 

Would he really end our relationship once all was said and done or was this just his illness talking?

He’d seemed pretty lucid to me.

My eyes caught the slight sway of the wardrobe’s door and the memory of the paper I found the night before came crashing through my thoughts. I’d completely forgotten about it.

Had it been destroyed by the lightning bolt? I hurried back into the wardrobe and spotted the paper lying on the floor. Breathing out a heavy sigh of relief I scooped it up and walked back into the room just as a knock on the door sounded and Kheelan strode in. One glance at my forlorn look was all it took for him to set our food on the desk and fold me up in a supportive hug.

“Why was he so upset with me, Kheelan? Why doesn’t he get why I need to do this?”

“Well, if I were soul-linked to you and you suggested breaking it, I would fight a thousand mountain trolls if it meant stopping you from accomplishing something so painful.” He abruptly cut himself off, as if he hadn’t meant to reveal such honesty on the subject. He waved a hand as if to say, don’t mind me.

Then he gave me a puzzled frown.

“What is that piece of paper you’re holding?”

I stepped away and lifted it up, studying the beautiful swirls of the handwriting.

“I couldn’t sleep last night,” I said, handing the paper to him. “So I decided to look through some of my mother’s things and found this. I wonder if she wrote it. Do you think you could translate it for me?”

Kheelan studied the paper for a moment.

“This is a letter your mother wrote?” he asked.

“I think so. Can you translate it?”

“I can spell it to reveal itself in your own language. I think it better that you be the first one to read something so personal.”

He  crafted  a  short  spell  under  his  breath  and  quickly  handed  it  to  me  as  the characters  on  the  paper  glowed,  reformed,  and  became  recognizable  in  my  own language. After only a few moments of reading it, it was obvious the letter had been written to my mother by my father.

A love letter?

“My  dearest  love,”  I  read  out  loud,  “We  must  refrain  from  discussing  Crysta’s origins with anyone in the Fae realm, but especially my brother. If he knew the truth, if he had any idea that there was a possibility that…well, I think you know he would become as unhinged as King Moridan. Crysta’s life would be forfeit. He can never know, my love. We must keep this secret close to our hearts and let her life play out as it should.”

My  eyes  widened  in  disbelief.  Had  my  father  assumed  my  uncle  wouldn’t  be receptive to the possibility of a union with Jareth? Had he actually been afraid that Uncle Roderick would kill me? And what did my father mean by my origins?

Kheelan snatched the letter from my hands and skimmed over it himself.

“This  doesn’t  make  any  sense,”  I  said.  “Uncle  Roderick  has  had  ample opportunity to kill me since I arrived. I can’t believe he would truly harm me.”

Kheelan’s anger was only surpassed by the panic I saw twisting his features.

“I think this is the proof you were looking for, Crysta. These attacks on your life within the palace have happened far too easily. What if your Uncle was behind them?

Good heavens, what if he somehow encouraged Rhoswen’s visit?”

I shook my head, still refusing to believe that the one family member I had left could possibly want me dead.

“No.  No,  these  attacks  have  come  from  the  person  who  is  holding  the  Stargis race hostage. The energy signature matches.”

“According to Roderick, they match. He is the one who claimed to identify the signature within the binding spell, and he is the one claiming the signature matches what  he  found  on  the  Liconan.  Jareth  never  bothered  checking  because  he  didn’t have any reason to doubt him. There is a good chance King Roderick is in fact the one  holding  the  Stargis  race  captive,  and  he’s  been  leading  you  and  Jareth  down blind trails.”

I felt sick to my stomach.

“What motive could he have for any of this?”

“The obvious one is the power he retains as the ruler of the Unseelie Court. You may not be capable of challenging his rule at the moment, but within a hundred years from now, you could easily take his place and no one would dispute your claim since you are the rightful heir to the throne.”

I shook my head, firmly holding to the idea that my uncle loved me. I didn’t want to accept anything else.

“But  Jareth  said  my  uncle  never  wanted  the  throne,  that  he  only  accepted  it because he was the last living heir.”

“That  all  could  have  been  an  act,  Crysta.  We  have  no  way  of  knowing  if  my father was working alone when he murdered your parents. The ease with which your parents were attacked in their own palace behind their own wards would finally be explained if the answer was Roderick’s involvement.”

“He  could  have  discovered  Jareth  and  I  would  eventually  become  fated  mates from your father and agreed to work with him. He was the inside man.”

“Yes,  which  means  there  is  a  very  good  chance  he  was  the  one  assigned  to  be your guardian.”

I felt dizzy and had to sit down on the bed. This didn’t make any sense to me. My uncle had been so kind and welcoming, and every time my life had been in danger he’d been upset and concerned like any normal family member should. How could he have been faking any of that?

“We don’t know this for sure,” I said. “There are no names in the letter. It could have been written by someone else to…someone else.”

“Your name is mentioned, Crysta. That’s more than enough evidence to infer that the writer and the receiver were your parents.”

Yeah. And didn’t that just suck?

I rose to my feet, ready to face this head on like everything else I’d ever faced in my life.

“We can’t stay in this palace anymore. It isn’t safe, but I have to break the soul link before we try to leave. There’s no way Jareth will be strong enough to go if he isn’t well. Can you teach me how to do it?”

Kheelan  nodded  and  stepped  forward,  handing  me  the  letter  before  placing  his hands on my shoulders.

“This is going to be very painful. I honestly can’t promise what the aftereffects will be like since this has rarely been done. I just want you to understand you might not be fully conscious once we finish. Jareth will be whole again, but we will have to get you out of here whether you’re awake or not.”

“You  have  to  make  sure  Lily,  Graul,  and  my  dragon  leave  with  us  too.  Please, don’t forget them.”

Kheelan gave me an amused grin.

“You’ve certainly made a wide variety of friends, haven’t you?”

“I’m not normally this popular.”

“I have a hard time believing that.” He cleared his throat, refusing to meet my gaze  for  a  moment.  He  even  seemed  a  bit  nervous.  Did  all  of  Kheelan’s  playful banter hint at something sincere? I barely had time to let the thought take root before he started giving me instructions.

“You’re going to need to focus on your core. Close your eyes and try to picture a light sphere of energy within you.”

I did what he said and surprised myself by how vividly real the mental picture became as it solidified in my mind’s eye. A golden thread was attached to its center and floated outward toward something I couldn’t see.

“What’s that gold thread?” I asked.

“Amazing,” Kheelan said with relief. “I thought it might take you several tries to be able to see it. You are truly a powerful royal, Crysta. It will be wonderful to see what you can do once we get rid of that binding spell.”

“If we get rid of it. I doubt my uncle is going to be willing to help us with that.”

“You just leave that to me,” he said, a hint of steel lacing his words. “Now, I need you to focus on that gold thread and visualize it snapping in half as you repeat these words three times. Fhoirceannadh scoirfidh dhíscaoileadh sever.”

I understood that last word, but the rest was Greek to me. Ha. For all I knew it could have been Greek.

Stalling.  I  was  stalling.  I  took  a  deep  inhalation  and  let  it  out  slowly  before visualizing  the  thread  snapping  in  half.  Then  I  repeated  the  words  once  and  felt  a strange tugging sensation. I repeated the words twice and the tugging sensation felt more like tearing. I barely got out the words a third time due to the increasing pain within my chest, but the moment the words were spoken the pain increased tenfold and  the  thread  snapped,  creating  a  whiplash  effect  that  sent  waves  of  magic slamming into me with the force of a tsunami. The shock waves that followed slowly shattered my senses and even my mind as I began to lose consciousness.

I slumped forward and felt Kheelan’s support as he lifted me into his arms.

“Too  much  power,”  he  muttered.  “I  had  no  idea,  Crysta.  You’ve  got  to  rein  it back or you might not recover.”

He said it over and over again, trying to instruct me on how to make the process less painful and less damaging, but I had no control at this point.

I  didn’t  know  how  to  rein  it  back  in  because  I  had  no  idea  what  I  had  done.  I didn’t even have access to my magic so I wasn’t sure where these waves of power were coming from.

They chipped at my thoughts, my memories, and my own subconscious. As the excruciating  pain  continued  to  fire  up  my  nerve  endings,  I  finally  accepted  defeat and  allowed  the  dark  abyss  to  take  me,  hoping  that  once  this  was  finished,  Jareth would be whole and healthy…and still in love with me.

 

“I  can’t  believe  you  brought  her  here.  That  wasn’t  the  plan.  That  wasn’t  even close to the plan,” said a rough voice laced with anger.

“Things change. I’ve changed. I don’t believe Jareth’s death is the answer to any of this anymore,” said a smoother, more cultured voice.

“When I came to you to enlist your help in saving the realms from your father and  from  this  fated  mate  bond,  you  agreed  wholeheartedly  to  the  plan.  You  were ready to overthrow your father, end your brother’s life, and ensure our eventual rule over our respective Courts.”

“Yes,  I  admit  that  killing  my  brother  seemed  like  the  only  alternative  for everyone  involved,  but  I’ve  found  another  way  to  go  about  this  without  any  lives

being lost. I believe Crysta is the only one who can convince Jareth to let this go.

She is the answer.”

A disbelieving grunt came from the other speaker.

“You’ve  let  your  heart  get  involved,  Prince.  You’ve  known  her  for  less  than  a day, and already you’re deviating from our plan. Our mutual agreement to help one another has gone up in flames because of a pretty face. We’ve tried to kill her more than once. How many assassins did we recently send after her?”

I  didn’t  recognize  the  voices,  and  I  was  struggling  to  catch  the  thread  of  the conversation. My eyes felt glued shut, and my throat was dry and chalky. I wanted to speak and alert them to my presence, but I kept fighting to remain conscious as each wave of darkness promised comforting relief.

“The link is severed. My brother won’t find her now.”

That angry voice grew even louder at this.

“The  bond  can  be  formed  again,  you  imbecile.  As  long  as  Crysta  lives,  Jareth will  fight  to  the  death  to  claim  her  as  his  own.  The  Fae  realm  will  be  destroyed.

You’ll lose the reign of your Court and I will lose mine. If she had simply remained in the human realm we would have one less problem to worry about. Her life could have gone on as usual. Your stupid father just had to interfere.”

“I agree it was rotten luck. I don’t know how my father discovered she was still alive, and we had no way of knowing Jareth would be the one assigned to eliminate her. He was supposed to be busy with preparations for his wedding to Rhoswen.”

I blinked and tried to fight the darkness. I had to fight this if I wanted answers or any hope of surviving.

“We can stop this right now.” The rough voice quivered for a moment with deep emotion before continuing. “As much as this pains me, we must end her life just as we discussed before. Then we can plan our attack on the two Courts and save the Fae realm from your father.”

“I  can’t  believe  you  are  so  cavalier  when  it  comes  to  Crysta’s  life.  You’re  her father, for heaven’s sake. I’d think any available opportunity for saving her would be something you would leap at. After meeting her, I can’t imagine ever harming a hair on her head. Don’t you have any feeling for the daughter you sired?”

My father?

No. Freaking. Way.

I’d just been kidnapped by Jareth’s brother and my father?

The word traitor didn’t even begin to describe the depths of betrayal I felt at the moment.  How  could  my  father  have  been  alive  for  all  these  years  and  never  once come to the human realm to claim me? Why had he been in hiding? Why hadn’t he ever contacted my uncle? Was he afraid of my uncle?

It  was  all  so  confusing,  and  in  my  current  state  I  didn’t  have  the  energy  to straighten these unexpected twists and turns into a clear path of thought that would give me the answers I needed.

I had to get back to Jareth.

A  heavy  sigh  escaped  someone’s  lips  as  I  forced  myself  into  a  seated  position even though I still couldn’t open my eyes. Another wave of magic hit me full in the

chest,  and  I  barely  remained  conscious  long  enough  to  hear  the  rest  of  the conversation.

“Why  do  you  think  I  left  her  in  the  human  realm  after  King  Moridan  attacked us?” My father broke off on a sob, which was, I’ll be honest, a little heartbreaking, until I remembered he’d tried to kill me. “I lost Insley. Do you think I wanted to lose her too? I never wanted her involved in any of this? But I can’t sanction the saving of one life when it may cause the deaths of hundreds of thousands of faeries. As a ruler of half the Fae realm, I can’t save my daughter and risk her bonding with Jareth. It will destroy our entire world. So what exactly do you suggest, Kheelan? How do we save Crysta?”

“If she marries me, she won’t have to die. We aren’t fated mates so our cores will never  feel  compelled  to  link  together.  You  get  rid  of  that  damned  death  trap  you embedded into her binding spell without your wife’s knowledge and do away with the  binding  spell  altogether  so  she  can  begin  her  training  as  a  proper  Fae  queen should. Then I will convince her that marriage to me is the only alternative.”

“How will you do that when she is still in love with Jareth?”

“Are you forgetting she broke the soul link to save my brother’s life? That took an  incredible  amount  of  self-sacrifice  on  her  part,  not  to  mention  the  strength  and fortitude  to  actually  go  through  with  it.  If  I’d  known  she’d  be  willing  to  sacrifice everything  to  save  my  brother,  none  of  this  would  have  been  necessary.  She  is completely  willing  to  do  whatever  it  takes  to  keep  Jareth  alive  and  to  avoid  the destruction of our realm.”

“You truly believe she will marry you to keep Jareth from claiming her again?”

“Yes. She’s quite reasonable. Not nearly so bull-headed as my brother.”

“But you wanted him gone so your reign would go unchallenged.”

“That’s true. I wanted him dead for two reasons, One: killing him ended Crysta’s life  and  the  fated  mate  bond  that  threatened  our  realm  and  two:  he  could  never reinstate  his  claim  to  the  throne.  Things  have  changed.  I  want  my  brother’s  mate now, and losing Crysta will destroy him. He won’t be capable of reinstating his claim to  the  throne,  and  my  claim  is  made  even  more  compelling  once  my  marriage  to Crysta  becomes  final.  Their  fated  mate  bond  won’t  be  possible  after  our  marriage ceremony is complete.”

I couldn’t believe this. I could hardly wrap my brain around any of it. I had to wake up, get out of there, and figure out what to do next. I sent commands to my arms and legs to get a move on, but absolutely nothing happened.

“How will you keep her safe from your father? You and I both know this fated mate bond isn’t the only thing threatening the Fae realm. Your father’s work in the dark arts has poisoned the magic and tainted our world. I barely survived the attack on our castle and lost my wife in the process. How do we fight him?”

“We  stick  to  the  plan,  continue  to  collect  different  races  of  Fae  as  our  own recruits in this civil war we are planning, and with Crysta’s magic added to the mix, we’ll be even more capable of fighting King Moridan and his soldiers. Once King Roderick is brought to bear, he will become a valuable asset.”

“I’ve already told you,” my father snarled. “I’d sooner have my brother killed for his traitorous actions than allow him to live.”

“And  I’ve  told  you,  we  will  need  his  aid  to  overthrow  my  father.  Once  we’ve done  that,  you  can  kill  the  murderous  wretch  for  his  part  he  played  in  your  wife’s death.”

This was all just too much.

“And Jareth? Do you think he’ll consider joining us after you’ve stolen his fated mate?” my father said.

“He’ll have no choice once Crysta and I are married. My brother is honorable, after all. He won’t let my father destroy the Fae realm with his dark magic. He will eventually  see  reason  and  join  us  too.  We  can’t  kill  him  if  we  want  any  hope  of Crysta  cooperating  with  our  plan.  And  to  be  perfectly  honest,  despite  the  rivalry between us, I love my brother. When he linked his soul to Crysta’s and refused to see reason, I assumed our only avenue was his death. We have other options now.” There was a moment of silence, and then the voice continued. “Did you call off the attack on Jareth’s core magic once I returned with Crysta?”

“Yes. Those Stargis will do everything we ask so long as they think we’ll keep their king alive. They stopped the minute I commanded them to.”

I waited for Kheelan to explain that the Stargis king was already dead, and I was the new ruler of the Stargis, but for some reason he didn’t say a word.

Interesting.

No doubt these two would turn on each other given the chance.

And it was a damn shame Graul hadn’t been able to tell the difference between the Stargis magic actually attacking Jareth versus draining him because of our link. If it had been magic from any other race, we would have known immediately that our soul link wasn’t causing my boyfriend’s illness.

Jareth had been right.

And I had been too scared and worried about him to listen. I never should have severed our link.

“Good. I hate to coerce them, but we can’t win against my father if we don’t have an army of our own,” Kheelan said.

“Fine, we will continue to negotiate with other races and force their hand if need be.  In  the  mean  time…what  in  hell’s  name  is  that  thing  sleeping  at  my  daughter’s feet?”

A sigh of exasperation followed.

“Don’t  wake  him  up.  He  flew  into  the  room  right  after  Crysta  passed  out.

Fortunately,  he  didn’t  see  how  she  passed  out,  and  I  was  able  to  convince  him  to come with us. He believes we are helping her get better.”

“The dragon is her familiar?”

“Yes.”

I shifted my feet, hearing Chuck’s soft whine at being jostled. He was with me.

Thank  heavens.  My  sweet  dragon  would  help  me  get  out  of  this  the  moment  I explained our situation.

“Surprising, though it will be useful to have him around as a defensive measure when Jareth and her uncle come looking for her. You should try convincing the beast that her condition is Jareth’s fault.”

“I can try, but I’m not very good at communicating with the thing.”

I gasped in pain as another wave hit me and pressure built behind my eyelids. As the pressure mounted, I thought I heard a familiar voice calling to me, begging me not to let go, not to sever the link. Jareth’s frantic voice smothered my senses and his beautiful  face  appeared  to  me  almost  like  a  dream.  Then  the  pressure  shattered within my skull, fracturing my mind into a million tiny pieces as I screamed Jareth’s name in agony.



 

The darkness that surrounded me was suffocating. I barely managed to swim my way to the surface. As I blinked my eyes open, the warm glow of a fire sent knife-like pain to the back of my skull.

“Crysta,” said a voice to my right.

I  felt  myself  being  lifted  into  a  seated  position  and  a  warm  hand  touched  my forehead and softly caressed my cheek.

I finally managed to pry both my eyes open for longer than a few seconds and took in the beautiful features of a young man with flowing white hair, beautiful green eyes, and a warm smile.

He looked slightly familiar and my heart leaped a bit in a way I didn’t think I was accustomed to.

“Who…” I licked my lips and waited as he brought a cup of cool water to my lips. Once I sipped a little and let its cold wetness slake my thirst I tried again. “Who are you?”

The young man blinked in surprise.

“You don’t remember me, Crysta?” He sent a worried glance to someone in the corner of the room, but I couldn’t make out who it was due to the dim lighting.

“Who is Crysta?” I said.

The  silence  that  followed  my  question  made  me  uneasy.  This  entire  situation made me uneasy. I was in a room with two people I didn’t know, and I had no idea how  I’d  managed  to  get  there.  In  fact,  now  that  I  thought  about  it,  I  couldn’t remember  much  of  anything.  Every  time  I  tried  to  think  back  to  events  before  the darkness  clouded  my  senses,  I  couldn’t  hold  onto  much.  The  memories  refused  to form, remaining blurred and insubstantial.

“Your name is Crysta. Do you really not remember?” the young man asked. He turned his head and addressed the other person in the room. “Is this a possible side effect?”

“It could be,” said a rough voice. Finally, the figure appeared in the lighting and came toward me. His hair was long, white, and flowing like the young man before me. He had a regal bearing and a kind smile slightly marred by a scar that went from just under his left eye to the corner of his mouth. His eyes held confusion as he took me in. “Do you remember the man sitting next to you, Crysta?”

I  looked  at  the  handsome  older  stranger  and  shook  my  head,  fear  suddenly creating a gnawing pit within my stomach.

“I’m  so  sorry.  I  don’t  remember.”  I  looked  at  the  young  man  and  gave  him  an apologetic smile. “Should I know you?”

“You  should,”  said  the  older  man.  He  walked  over  and  placed  a  hand  on  the young man’s shoulder. “This is Kheelan Tuatha d’ Dannan, the prince and eventual ruler of the Seelie Court…and…your fiancé.”

“My fiancé,” I repeated in shock. “How…why don’t I remember?”

“You  were…attacked.  A  king  by  the  name  of  Roderick  tried  to  have  you assassinated. He sent his deadliest assassin to do the job,” Kheelan said, rubbing my shoulder to comfort me even though the words he spoke were terrifying.

“This king sent someone to kill me? Who?”

Kheelan shared a look with the other man before answering my question.

“An assassin by the name of Jareth. A traitor to our Court.”

I processed the name, but once again, came up empty. I had never heard of this Jareth, but I was terrified he might try to kill me again.

“Why would he do this? Why have me killed?”

“You’re the next heir to the Unseelie Court, and King Roderick wants you out of the way. He managed to turn Kheelan’s own brother, Jareth, against you both.”

My eyes widened to the size of saucers.

“Your brother is the assassin?”

Kheelan nodded, seeming to warm up to the subject.

“Jareth  covets  the  throne  and  wants  us  both  dead  to  ensure  he  gets  it,  but  he failed. We were able to save you and place you in hiding until we are married and our enemies overthrown.”

I stared at him blankly, completely confused at the mention of courts and kings…

something right out of a fairy tale.

I thought it sounded like a fairy tale.

“We were afraid we might lose you for a while. We didn’t know amnesia would be a side effect, but I’d rather have there be a few holes in your memory than to lose you completely,” Kheelan continued.

Holes in my memory? Try a glaring blank sheet. I had no clue who this man was, and even though he was very nice to look at and appeared slightly familiar, I couldn’t grasp a single memory about him. Nothing. It was all gone.

It suddenly hit me they had called me Crysta, and the name hadn’t resonated with me.

“I don’t know who I am,” I said in a shaky voice. “How can I not remember who I am?”

The older man came to the other side of my bed.

“It’s  going  to  be  fine.  You’ll  be  fine,”  he  soothed.  “Your  name  is  Crystiana Tuadhe d’Anu, princess of the Unseelie Court…and my daughter.”

My father. This man was my father.

I lifted the glass of water to my lips and drank deeply, letting that settle in.

“Am  I  going  to  get  my  memories  back?”  I  asked  as  I  fought  through  some serious panic.

Kheelan  slipped  an  arm  around  my  waist  and  pulled  me  into  a  comforting embrace.

“We don’t know if this is permanent or not, but your father and I will help you through it, and I’ll love you always, whether you ever remember me or not.”

“We can’t postpone the wedding,” the man claiming to be my father said. “The marriage will help to protect both of you.”

“So will releasing her magic,” Kheelan said.

“My what now?”

Magic?  That  was  impossible.  Magic  didn’t  exist.  I  wasn’t  sure  why  I  believed that, but I felt certain I’d spent most of my life pretending I didn’t have powers of any kind. Just then a bright orange ball came flying into the room and landed with a loud grunt on my lap.

I screamed in terror as I looked at what appeared to be a miniature dragon with weird butterfly wings.

The  thing  made  an  alarmed  screeching  sound  and  looked  around  as  if  it  was waiting for something to attack.

“It’s fine, Crysta. This is your pet, Chuck.”

I lifted my wide eyes to his.

“My  pet…I  have  a  pet  dragon…and…I  named  a  dragon  Chuck?  Are  you serious?”

“You’re very fond of that name,” he said with a smile. Then he laughed as Chuck jumped closer to me and snuggled up against my chest. I held completely still with my arms out to the side, not sure what to do.

“Go ahead and hold him, Crysta,” said my father. “He will help you relax as we unbind you.” He spoke over my head. “Hold her steady so I can release it?”

“Why  do  you  have  to  release  it  if  I  already  have  it?”  I  asked  leaning  my  back against Kheelan’s chest in an effort to avoid my father and the determined glint in his eyes. I took Chuck with me even though I was having serious doubts about the safety of a pet dragon.

“We…uh…we  feared  you  might  hurt  yourself  or  someone  else  during  your recovery. We bound it to keep you safe.”

Seemed plausible enough, though who was I kidding? I didn’t have a damn clue what was really going on here.

“Just hold still, Crysta,” Kheelan whispered in my ear. His arms tightened around my waist as he planted a kiss on top of my head.

I nodded, even though I hated allowing complete strangers any control over my situation. My…father…geez that was weird to contemplate…I just didn’t think I’d ever had one for some reason. My father lifted his hands and placed one on top of my forehead and the other on my chest just under my collar bone. He spoke several unintelligible  words  that  made  me  wonder  if  these  two  were  completely  crazy.  I noticed Chuck tilting his head and studying my father for a few moments with keen interest. Then he chirped in delight.

After a moment, a coldness built within my chest, branching out along my arms as  my  skin  went  from  a  pale  color  to  a  frosty  blue  hue.  I  stared  at  my  arms  in amazement as the transformation continued to spread throughout my body. A searing chill built within my veins and my arms shot to the sky as shards of ice flew from my

fingertips. Then a power spread over my chest and white light shot from my entire body nearly lifting me from the bed. It probably would have if Kheelan hadn’t had his arms firmly wrapped around me.

Once the light ebbed away and my color returned to normal, my heavy breathing was the only thing that could be heard over the awed silence of the room.

“I forgot,” my father said in a shaky voice. “She’s so powerful. It’s been so long since I felt that power.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Err…nothing,”  Kheelan  said  quickly.  “You’ve  just  been  recovering  from  the attack for some time now.”

I shook my head, but when I took inventory of myself, I had to admit I hadn’t felt this whole or this alive since…well…I really couldn’t remember if I ever had or not.

I guess since before they had bound my magic?

My  father  gave  me  a  soft  kiss  on  my  forehead,  but  I  couldn’t  help  noting  he seemed a little reluctant to do so.

Not a touchy feely kind of guy then?

“I’ll  leave  you  two  to  get  reacquainted  for  a  little  while.  You  have  much  to discuss and I’m sure my…um…daughter has many questions.”

My  father  left  the  room  in  a  hurry.  It  finally  dawned  on  me  every  time  he’d looked at me, nothing but guilt marred his features. I wondered if he thought himself responsible for my injuries or for not being able to protect me from the assassin.

As I sat there mulling that one over, the heat from Kheelan’s chest and his arms around  me,  made  me  very  aware  that  I  was  still  being  held  in  his  arms.  A  virtual stranger’s arms.

My fiancé’s arms, but a stranger still.

I  leaned  forward  and  disentangled  myself  from  his  embrace  before  turning  to meet his gaze. I had to set Chuck aside to do so. He let out a little grunt, but settled next to me. Then I stared at my future husband.

All kinds of awkward for me.

His kind, understanding smile gave me a modicum of relief. Hopefully, he could be patient with me as I tried to remember everything. The only reason I hadn’t gone screaming for help at this point was because of how familiar his features were and how  they  tugged  at  my  heartstrings  a  little.  I  must  have  loved  him  once  if  I  had agreed to marry him. I could learn to love him again…I supposed.

Maybe.

Nope. I was pretty sure now was the time to start freaking out. Maybe there was an  escape  route  just  outside  the  door.  I  could  run  outside  and  scream  until  the neighbors  called  the  police.  Did  I  have  neighbors?  I  didn’t  even  know  that  much about my circumstances.

Kheelan must have noticed the change in my mood because he grabbed my hands and smoothed the backs of them with his thumbs. The contact made me relax just a little, but the yearning within my chest surprised me. Did that mean my subconscious recognized Kheelan?

It just felt off somehow.

“I know you’re scared. I can’t imagine how it feels to lose all memory of your life and who you are, but I’m right here to help you. You can ask me anything, and I’ll do my best to give you the answers.”

“What’s next? What do we do now? How do I start to remember you?”

I really wanted to know. I felt like I was flailing desperately within the confines of my own ignorance.

His kind eyes turned smoldering as he glanced at my lips.

“Like this,” he said. He leaned closer until his lips were just a few inches from mine.

“What are you doing?” I whispered.

“Helping you remember.”

He closed the distance between us and claimed my lips with his. I didn’t fight it, but I wasn’t sure his kiss was really what I wanted. A pair of cerulean eyes flashed within  my  mind’s  eye  as  Kheelan’s  kiss  became  heated  and  his  arms  pulled  me  in and  pressed  me  against  his  chest.  I  couldn’t  help  but  wonder  at  their  color  when  I knew Kheelan’s eyes were green.
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Author’s Note

 

Developing  Crysta’s  character  has  been  a  bit  cathartic  for  me  in  the  sense  that many of the things I grappled with as a teenager were things I gave to Crysta to deal with and eventually overcome. The concept of loving and accepting yourself was an important one I wish I would have learned at a younger age, and that’s why I’ve been so eager to help family members and others learn it sooner than I did.

The subject of rape and sexual abuse was one I had to battle with for many years.

Just like Crysta.

I spent a lot of time pretending that what happened to me when I was young and defenseless had never happened at all. I failed to see that burying the trauma of that experience ended up coloring every aspect of my life from my choices in clothing, to my  friends,  and  especially  in  relationships  and  the  type  of  men  I  found  myself attracted to.

When you don’t value yourself, bad boys tend to be the name of the game, and rarely do they value you on any level. Since you’re incapable of saving yourself you feel this overwhelming desire to save them.

Always turns out badly in the end.

I  also  learned  that  I  wasn’t  the  only  one  suffering  from  the  effects  of  sexual abuse,  but  I  wasn’t  willing  to  talk  about  it  or  help  others  through  it  until  I  finally admitted the reality of my situation when I was twenty-three.

I had to fix myself first. You really can’t be of much use to anyone when you’re all broken inside.

Once I stopped blaming myself, stopped believing I was worthless, and started to believe  I  deserved  to  be  loved  and  cherished,  I  began  to  notice  others  in  similar situations. There’s a specific type of body language inherent in those who have been abused. You look for exits in a crowded room. You position yourself in a certain way based on the amount of people or the sex of the people within the same room as you.

Some  girls  believe  that  leading  with  their  sexuality  is  the  only  way  to  be recognized and that their body is all they have to offer, and they use that in any way they can through means of dress, language, and action.

Then there are other girls like me (like I used to be) who can’t muscle their way through a relationship if their lives depend on it. Panic sets in when things get too serious.  Relief  sets  in  when  someone  else  does  the  breaking  up  and  for  once  you don’t have to be the bad guy who ended a relationship for no reason, but it was nice to blame them anyway even though deep down you knew it had to end at some point.

I definitely participated in my fair share of endings.

Or in my case, the endings of two engagements.

And even though there were some bad boys in the bunch, there were also some wonderful guys in there as well. Guys who valued me far more than I valued myself.

Guys who deserved to be with someone a little less broken than I was at the time.

Again…those relationships never ended well, and it wasn’t their fault.

I simply needed help.

As  I  got  that  help,  I  started  spotting  those  who  needed  help  as  well,  and  those who  had  waited  too  long  to  get  the  help  they  so  desperately  deserved.  I  write  for young adults because those formative years for these boys and girls set the pattern for  their  futures.  I  want  them  to  understand  that  they  aren’t  alone.  They  have resources to help them if their situation calls for it. They need to know that others have been through what they are going through, and that suicide, self-loathing, and self-destructive behavior is the last thing on earth they deserve.

Repeat after me:

I am beautiful. 

I am priceless. 

I deserve to be happy. 

If  you  feel  like  you’re  where  I  used  to  be,  dealing  with  broken  relationships, major  trust  issues,  and  a  skewed  perception  of  yourself,  I  would  encourage  you  to admit you need help and follow through with that thought no matter how old you are.

Nothing wrong with asking for assistance. We all need it at some point in our lives.

Counseling allowed me to recognize a good man and a good relationship once it came my way. It also gave me the confidence to believe I actually deserved that kind of happiness. I wasn’t sabotaging myself anymore. No more broken relationships. I found the most perfect guy for me.

As for the sexual abuse I experienced when I was a young girl, every once in a while it still haunts me, but…

I can talk about it now.

I can talk about it.

Hopefully, I can let those boys and girls know that they aren’t the only ones who have  ever  felt  this  way.  Happiness  isn’t  some  alternate  reality  reserved  for  other people.

It’s real.

And it’s theirs for the taking.

 

Some resources to consider:

 

Feeling Kinda Blue

Family Life

Only With Consent
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