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One step forward, ten steps back.

After waking up two months ago to find my memories gone, I think I should have expected a consistent string of bad luck to plague me for the unforeseeable future. Between the lies, betrayals, half truths, and total lack of control, this latest development—the one where I found out Jareth was in love with another woman—really shouldn’t have surprised me.

Or sucked as much as it seriously sucked.

I shouldn’t have trusted in Kheelan. I shouldn’t have trusted in Jareth. I shouldn’t have placed my faith in something as asinine as true love, fated mates, or the idea that access to my memories would somehow make my life easier. I also shouldn’t have been sitting on my enormous bed in my opulent bedroom, a room truly fit for a queen, debating my next move without my fated mate by my side.

A fated mate who was now in possession of a second fiancée.

He had two fiancées when most people generally laid claim to one.

What a fortunate fellow.

Insert expletive here.

Mentally throwing wild and sundry terms around, terms that would make the most seasoned of sailors blush to high heaven, held real appeal right about now. It was also a monumental waste of my time considering what I’d just discovered after breaking Kheelan’s maze spell and unearthing the memory my mother had hidden within my brain.

The key to King Moridan’s destruction was the Diadem of Titania, an object that was currently out of commission with its stone removed.

An item that was missing.

I snorted a derisive laugh as I flopped back on my sinfully soft bed, kicking up the sweet smell of lavender. It was a calming, peaceful fragrance that had absolutely no effect on me. Not the one intended, anyway because I was not sleeping. I clenched my fists at my sides, stared up at the ceiling, and began to analyze every detail of that memory I’d finally gained access to, reliving it over and over again, hoping my mother had attached another memory to it, one that held the broken diadem’s location.

Yeah. That would have been super duper helpful.

I most certainly wasn’t trying to distract myself from the all-consuming rage I felt at the idea of Jareth being in love with anyone else but me, especially after I’d spent so much time trying to talk myself out of caring for him and then finally accepting that caring for him was inevitable.

Role reversals were the absolute worst thing ever.

A faint scratching at my door drew my attention away from my horrible reality. I stood to investigate, but a weird tinkling sound and the woosh of the door opening sent me stepping backward in surprise.

Chuck came flying past the threshold, looking seriously put out. The door closed behind him with a punctuated slam.

I chuckled as he flopped onto my bed, his chest a light pink color signifying his annoyance.

“You been looking for me, buddy?”

He snorted his yes and slumped down on his haunches.

“I’m sorry, Chuck. I’ve been running some errands and didn’t think to tell you.”

He buried his nose in his claws and let out a sad sigh.

I sat down and scratched him behind the ears. “Will you forgive me if I promise to include you on my next errand?”

That got a much better reaction from him. He jumped onto my lap and curled up in a ball, lazily licking my hand before slipping into a light sleep.

Well, at least I knew this little guy loved me unconditionally. Too bad others weren’t so loyal.

Which brought me back to my immediate problem.

Okay, so I’d just found out Jareth was engaged to a heinous wench who’d tried to kill me. He was still in love with her, and most likely intended to continue the affair even after our future nuptials. Since these facts had the potential to send me down a mental and emotional spiral of which there was no coming back, I decided to look at everything from a disengaged perspective.

Only look at the facts. 

I could no longer trust Jareth or what he claimed to feel for me, but according to my mother’s memory, a fated mate bond was the key to making the diadem function properly. A fated mate bond was the anchor, and since I’d only been able to rid people of griesha by creating a fated mate bond with all four magical elements at play, that part checked out. Which was a bit inconvenient since I still didn’t have Summer magic and relied heavily on Jareth to complete that part of the fated mate bond.

Jareth, who not one hour ago proved he couldn’t be trusted.

I was more than smarting on that score. In fact, I was far more devastated by this betrayal than a few weeks spent with Jareth should warrant, but running blind with no memories, already being jerked around by a faerie prince who hadn’t played fair, nice, or been upfront with me, and then caring for another faerie prince who had worked so hard to convince me I was the only one for him…well, this sudden discovery of his hidden fiancée was a real slap in the face.

I kind of didn’t want him for a co-worker any more.

Conflict of interest and what not.

Extremely awkward.

Ah, who was I kidding? Jareth potentially loving someone else had left me utterly heartbroken. Why had he tried so hard? Why had he pursued me so heavily for the past two weeks if he hadn’t been sincere?

These were stupid questions, and I knew that. With a fated mate bond like ours, there was no denying he did feel something for me, but he also felt something for this…this…woman who’d tried to take me out. Then again, maybe he was immune to any true feeling for me and was simply as ambitious as Kheelan, wanting power for himself.

Nah! That didn’t really make sense. He gave up a kingdom to keep me safe.

Confusing. The whole thing was totally whacked.

I grabbed my head as a sharp slice of pain zinged across my cranium.

Apparently, thinking can hurt. Chuck grunted in his sleep, as if he’d been able to sense my headache. It was scary sometimes just how in tune he was with my physical and emotional state.

I let out a weary sigh and pulled Chuck into a snuggle as I rested my head against my silky pillow.

None of this was getting me anywhere. Speculating on Jareth’s real intentions and his real feelings for me when I didn’t have enough information was just plain stupid. I needed to communicate with him, clear things up. It’d be so easy, really.

All I had to say was, “Hey, heard you and your mistress talking about marriage as if I’d never been in the picture. So what’s that all about? Oh, and are you aware she’s the one who tried to have me killed?”

And what if the answer to that question was something I didn’t want to hear? After all, our fated mate bond had been unexpected, according to Jareth. He’d been sent to kill me and unintentionally found the girl he was supposed to spend the rest of eternity with when he’d already fallen in love with someone else.

I got it. He’d been put in a tough position.

“Well, he sure as hell should have told me about it before chasing after me and making me care about him all over again,” I said as I punched one of the pillows lying next to me. Chuck growled in protest, kicked out his tiny back paw, and fell back to sleep. Silly dragon.

Maybe Jareth did tell me. Maybe all that information was there, locked away inside memories that I now had access to. It would be so easy to remember everything and get to the bottom of this.

I just didn’t want to. I didn’t want him to tell me he loved two different people or that he loved this woman more. I didn’t want to have to reshape my views of myself and the world I operated in according to another’s memories or even my own forgotten memories.

The past could remain in the past.

I had to deal with the present.

And “present” me wasn’t too thrilled that she had to rely so heavily on Jareth to form the fated mate bond and give all four elemental magics to those with griesha. I was pretty sure Jareth had to be with me, participating in every bonding we did for others until I could get my own dang Summer magic…somehow. And since a fated mate bond seemed to be the anchor, the vital element in the diadem’s ability to function, all four elemental magics had to be in play to create or mimic that fated mate bond. It made sense to me since I’d needed him to recreate that bond for King Vargis and his wife Mira, and King Ordin and his soon to be wife Meredith.

So I needed Jareth to save the Fae.

For now.

Fine.

Didn’t mean I had to play nice with him. It also didn’t mean I had to communicate with him, but I had to admit to myself that spending time with him without letting him know that I knew about his betrayal was going to be monumentally difficult. How could I search for the diadem with him and keep up this lovey-dovey façade?

Because the obvious step to taking King Moridan down and ridding the Fae realm of this plague was finding this crown, this broken crown capable of amplifying my ability to get rid of griesha so long as Jareth was with me.

It was just so frustrating to have everything turned upside down for a third time. The first time had happened when I’d awoken to absolutely no memory of myself, the second when Kheelan and my father’s lies had stripped away everything I thought I knew, all the knowledge I’d used to form an idea of who I was and how I functioned in this world, and now this idea that I belonged at Jareth’s side had also come to a screeching halt, nullified by what I’d stumbled upon.

I bit down on my lip to keep from screaming out my frustration and breaking down into a weeping mess on the floor of my picture perfect bedroom.

Stop it. No pity spiral. No grieving over what might have been. You have a job to do now.

And I did. I really did. I was going to find Titania’s diadem, figure out a way to fuse it back together, and then take King Moridan down.

I prepped myself to get off my lazy butt and do something about this situation, but faltered for a moment.

My memories were still there, completely accessible to me. All the answers of who I was and who I’d become before my memory had been wiped were right there, waiting for me to free them and make me whole.

 I hesitated to let them out. I didn’t want to remember how much I’d loved Jareth. It scared me to death. The pain I felt now would be nothing compared to the pain all those memories would invoke. I also didn’t want anyone or anything to tell me who I was or who I had to be…not even my own memories.

I’d reinvent myself. I’d create a whole new Crysta from scratch. How utterly satisfying to start with a clean slate and fill in the blanks on my own terms.

But first, the diadem. I’d go see Chantara immediately and jog her memory about a certain visit from my mother eighteen years ago. Maybe in the last decade or so Chantara had been doing her own digging and found the diadem. Maybe she already knew exactly where it was.

Of course, that then begged the question: why hadn’t she handed it over as soon as she knew who I was?

Answer: she probably didn’t have it.

I let out a tired moan, pondering my options. I still needed to visit Chantara in the unlikely event she had more information to impart than my own hidden memory had, but after that I had zero game plan.

A sharp knock at the door brought me to my feet, jostling Chuck in the process. His eyes flew open and his wings flapped in agitation at being jarred from such a deep sleep.

It was adorable, but I couldn’t appreciate it.  My heart gave an unsteady thump thump within my chest.

What if it was Jareth? I wasn’t sure I was ready to face him just yet.

“Crysta, it’s me, Lily. Are you in there? I’m with Terise.”

I let out a sigh of relief and quickly crossed to the door, opening it and ushering them in as fast as possible just in case that punk Jareth decided to take a stroll by my room at that exact moment. I was way too angry with him to be able to pretend I had no idea he had another girl on the side.

Or maybe I was the other girl on the side.

Maybe I was the other woman.

Well, that was a disheartening thought.

“It’s so good to see you, Lily. Were you able to free yourself from your parent’s debt spell—”

I broke off at the sight of Lily fighting to keep Terise upright.

“I’ll tell you all about that interesting encounter later. Thank you for trying, by the way.”

“For trying? It didn’t work?”

I was going to kill Kheelan. The only reason I willingly stayed and talked to him in the dungeon earlier was because he promised he’d found a way to free Lily from her debt spell.

Lily stumbled a bit with Terise. I jumped to the other side and lifted the sick Land Dweller’s arm, propping her against me.

“It would have worked if it had been the right fairy. He wasn’t the one who imprisoned my parents.”

Well, crap.

Terise moaned as her legs gave out.

“Flaming hobgoblins, what happened?” I said as I helped guide her over to the bed.

But I didn’t really need an explanation. Her sores had grown in number and were even more infected than before. Her eyes were a bit frightening to look at, the whites of them beginning to overtake the iris and pupil. Her breathing was labored and her body shook with pain as we helped her into a prone position above the covers.

Chuck let out a squawk of distress and fluttered around Terise before landing on my shoulder. He nuzzled my chin and buried his head underneath it. Poor guy hated to see folks hurting.

“She’s freezing,” Lily said. “Maybe we should cover her with a blanket.”

“No,” Terise gritted out. “It will only cause me more pain.”

I took in her arms and face and rubbed a hand across my weary eyes. I was failing this poor girl. I’d promised to help her, to save her from her illness, and she was dying from this awful plague right before my eyes. Sure, I’d saved her sister not three hours earlier, but I didn’t see any other Dark Elves banging down the door to be joined to a Land Dweller, and Jareth’s people hadn’t shown up yet to show their support. The only beings in this palace who were even remotely compatible with her were completely unavailable and…and…

Wait a second.

I grabbed Lily’s wrist and pulled her to the side as a risky idea began to take shape. She gave me a questioning look and then glanced back at Terise.

“What is it, Crysta?”

“She needs to be bonded to someone immediately or she’s going to die, most likely today.”

Lily nodded, her tender-heart surfacing as tears spilled down her cheeks. I smiled and wiped them away. 

“Lily, I’m not going to let her die. There is one faerie in this palace who can help her, and he certainly owes me a monumental favor.”

She looked completely confused as we returned to Terise’s side. I grabbed the sick woman’s hand and gently held it, trying to avoid the angry red sores on her knuckles.

“Terise, there is someone in the palace who I can bond you to. I can save you today if you agree to this, but only if you agree. I won’t force this bonding on you.”

She nodded and licked her cracked lips before speaking.

“I don’t care who he is, please, he doesn’t even have to acknowledge he knows me after the bond takes place. I just want to make it through this. Please, Crysta, I don’t want to die.”

I hesitated for a moment, knowing this was a bit crazy, but also seeing the idea’s potential. It would save Terise from a painful and premature death and take care of a problem I hadn’t even realized I needed to solve until right this minute. Plus, some helpful guides who could help me search for Titania’s diadem were an absolute must. I’d need all the help I could get since I didn’t want to involve Jareth with anything other than Terise’s bonding and subsequent healing.

This could work. It wasn’t fool-proof, but it was all I had with such a tenuous time-line at play. She was dying right before my eyes. I had to help her no matter how this eventually panned out. She gave me a tired smile as her breathing grew even more labored.

“Tell me,” she wheezed.

I nodded.

“Okay, Terise, here’s the plan.”
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Finding the diadem on my own would be next to impossible since I had no idea how to navigate this world. To save Terise, and save the Fae realm in the process, I was going to ask for some assistance from the most unlikely person imaginable.

Kheelan.

Yes, he couldn’t be trusted, but at least his motives were straightforward. If I wanted to find the diadem, I would need a charming, savvy, manipulative, sneaky faerie with strong magic at his disposal, and Kheelan was all those things.

But since he wasn’t to be trusted, and I knew he would jump at any chance to bind me to him through spells and deception, I’d have to have a little insurance on my side.

Jareth, unfortunately, would have to help me with that.

I chuckled to myself as I squared my shoulders and headed back down the steps and into the dungeons.

Time for the manipulator to become the manipulatee.

I’d had to leave Chuck out of this little visit. As much as I trusted him, he loved Jareth and hated Kheelan, and I wanted to get as far away from Jareth as possible. I didn’t want Chuck to know what my plans were until it was too late. Fortunately, I was able to convince him to stay with Terise. It was his job to watch over her and keep her comfortable.

My dragon had a heart of gold.

“Two visits in one day?” Kheelan said as I approached the bars to his cell. “Starting to wear you down, aren’t I?”

I gave him my most disgruntled eye roll, annoyed at his smug smile and laid back posture on his bed.

“Save it, Kheelan. I figured out a way through your interlocking maze spell and have access to my memories again.”

“What?” He lurched to his feet and zipped toward the bars, nearly touching them before their warning glow brought him up short. He cursed under his breath and took a step back, his frantic gaze never leaving my face. Then to my surprise, a look of intense loss, even grief pulled down the natural upward curve of his lips.

“How?” he croaked out. “Wait. Don’t tell me. I never should have waxed eloquent about watching your memories of ballet performances. What a novice move.”

I kept my face blank, not interested in filling him in on how I’d pulled it off.

He quirked his head and assessed me for a second.

“Does that mean you remember everything now?”

“How I managed to break your spell isn’t important,” I said, shying away from his question. “I have access to my memories, and I know what we need to do to take down King Moridan.”

I held his gaze, not flinching as his sad expression changed to one of intense speculation. He shifted his stance and rubbed his chin as if he was staring at a Picasso and attempting to glean some kind of hidden message within the brush strokes on the canvas.

“So you’ve unlocked my maze spell and discovered what must be done to save our world. Shouldn’t you be with my gallant brother, rushing off to do whatever needs doing and living happily ever after within the ties of your fated mate bond?”

I couldn’t help the lump of emotion forming within my throat or the fact that I had to swallow hard to avoid adding munition to Kheelan’s arsenal of emotional weapons he had once so deftly used against me.

Kheelan noticed. His expression, for once, didn’t reek of smug satisfaction. He actually looked concerned.

“Crysta, what happened? What did Jareth do?”

Minefield.

That loaded question was not one I would be answering today.

“Would you like to get out of here, Kheelan?”

My redirect caused his eyes to widen in surprise and then narrow in suspicion.

“I’m obviously missing out on quite a bit of information here. Not one hour ago you didn’t want to have anything to do with me. You were content to let me rot in here for, I’ll admit, actions against you and others that were very wrong, and now you’re offering me my freedom. And Jareth is nowhere to be seen.”

He waited for more information, but I kept my mouth shut, not willing to give him anything more than was absolutely necessary. He finally let out an impatient sigh.

“Yes, of course I would like to get out of here. I’d like to hold you in my arms, kiss you until there’s no doubt in your mind how much I love you, want you, and need you to be mine.”

“I’m not really interested in that last bit, but I can certainly help you out of this cell. I know what it’s going to take to overthrow your father, and I’m going to need your help to accomplish it.”

“My help.” He said it as if the thought was foreign to him.

I quickly shared my memory of Chantara and my mother discussing Titania’s diadem, what my mother thought it could do, and the fact that neither Chantara nor my mother had any idea at that time where it was located.

“I’m going to need your help to find it,” I finished.

Kheelan remained quiet for several moments. Our little staring match started to get to me.

“It would just be you and me?” he asked in measured tones.

“If by that, you want to know if will Jareth be coming, and the answer to that is no. Jareth has no idea I broke the maze spell. He has no idea I know what I know, and I don’t intend for him to find out.”

He just continued to stare at me, looking more confused than ever.

“I’m not averse to this plan at all, I simply don’t understand it. You’ve made it very clear to me that you don’t trust me, that you can’t forgive me for what I did, and Jareth is most definitely your fated mate. Why are you shutting him out? Are you trying to protect him from something? Because I assure you, my brother is more than capable of dealing with anything we might come up against as we look for this diadem.”

“Are you pleading Jareth’s case?” I asked with a smirk. This was laughable to say the least.

His lips quirked into a smile. “Absolutely not. I’m simply trying to understand what’s changed. I’m not the type of individual who enjoys walking blind into a situation.”

“You mean the way I was walking blind during the weeks we spent together?”

His lips twisted in chagrin.

“I suppose I deserve that, though I can hardly admit to feeling much guilt for my actions, considering everything we shared together.” He stepped closer. “Everything we still share, Crysta. No matter my methods, never doubt my love for you. If you need me to help you find the diadem then I will. I simply want to know why you suddenly trust me.”

“I don’t trust you, which is why there will be stipulations.”

“Stipulations,” he said. “Such as?”

“Within the next few hours, I’m going to come down here with Jareth and one other individual. No matter what we do or say, and no matter what Jareth and I do to you, you cannot under any circumstances reveal that I intend to release you so you and I can go searching for this diadem together.”

He shook his head, looking just as befuddled as he should have.

“I’m serious, Kheelan. No matter what Jareth and I do to you, you absolutely cannot say or do anything that would hint at what we intend to do, otherwise, I’ll never be able to leave here without Jareth in tow, and you’ll certainly never leave this cell.”

His emerald eyes appeared to glow within the dampened lighting of his prison as he seriously considered me and my words.

“Whatever it is you’re up to, I’m one hundred percent in, but I think you may be taking on more than you bargained for. I’m not saying I won’t be the perfect candidate for this particular quest, but I’m not about to behave myself where you’re concerned. If you let me out of this cell and take me with you, I won’t rest until I’ve made you mine. Are you prepared for that?”

Prepared for that? This arrogant faerie prince had absolutely no idea how prepared I was for that.

He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes as I remained silent.

“Honestly, Crysta, you’re not behaving like someone whose just been inundated with an entire life’s worth of memories. You should need more time to recover from that kind of onslaught of information and…” His eyes sparked to life as he guessed at what I’d been trying to hide. “Earlier you said you had access to your memories. You didn’t actually say you remembered anything. You didn’t take them back, did you Crysta? You looked for that one hidden memory from your mother and left the rest locked within your mind.”

“Memories are overrated,” I said. “It won’t change what’s happening now.”

“The past shapes the future,” he said. “I never intended to keep your past from you forever. Those memories make up who you are.”

“I’ll decide who I am,” I said in a firm voice. “All you need to do is keep your mouth shut when I come back with Jareth or I swear to you, it’ll be centuries before you get out of here.”

Hard as nails. That’s who I was now. Crysta, hard as nails.

He studied me with concern, which, I’ll admit, annoyed me just a tad.

“This isn’t like you, Crysta. This isn’t you.”

“Because you know me so well? And Jareth knows me so well? Don’t get preachy on me, Kheelan.”

“And how do you plan on smuggling me past the guards? The one who just left will be back soon, and there’s one stationed at the entrance to the dungeons.”

“I’m planning on us apparating out of your cell to our next destination.”

Kheelan’s eyes narrowed.

“Crysta, have you not been paying attention to the security measures King Roderick has put in place?”

I had, and they weren’t going to help us, unfortunately. No one could apparate in or out of the palace without sounding an alarm and springing a magical booby trap meant to seriously injure those who tried. After my kidnapping, Roderick was no longer taking any chances, which didn’t account for how Jareth’s mistress had gotten in, unless she’d just brazenly approached the palace, walked right in the front door, and had nonchalantly gone looking for Jareth as if she owned the place.

As if she owned him.

The bitter tang of jealousy nearly choked me at the thought.

“And even if those security measures weren’t an issue, this dungeon is imprisoning more than my own physical body.”

The walls of the dungeons were spookily sentient. Once given the command, they worked as magical absorbents, latching onto a specific magical signature and holding said signature’s magic hostage until instructed otherwise. I found it pretty darn interesting to think the walls were built to absorb a prisoner’s magic until further notice. Super inconvenient, considering what I was trying to accomplish here, but my magical signature wasn’t compromised. There was no reason to think I couldn’t apparate us out of the dungeons or the palace for that matter. I just needed to make sure the wards were distracted with something else so we didn’t suffer the consequences.

I already had a plan for that as well.

“Don’t worry about the finer details, Kheelan. Your job now is to simply play along. Think you can manage that?”

He studied me with that same concern on his face before slowly nodding.

“I can manage, but if I sense the wards might hurt you in any way I won’t be so willing to play along after that.”

“You really don’t have a choice.”

I turned on my heels, walked down the hall, and hurried up the stone stairs, leaving Kheelan to figure out what he’d gotten himself into.

I felt confident he’d have very little success.
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Okay, so phase one of my plan had worked out in theory. Forewarning Kheelan he had to play along without actually telling him what that would entail had been brilliant on my part.

Yay for me.

Provided he kept to his end of the bargain and didn’t go rogue on me in front of Jareth.

And now that I was being decisive, hard as nails Crysta, it was time to enact phase two. I’d actually have to talk to Jareth, which, in all honesty, was going to be tricky for several reasons. The last time we talked was in Roderick’s study when we bonded Meredith and King Ordin together. The conversation didn’t go well, and I’d fully intended to apologize for my behavior before being waylaid by a palace guard, visiting Kheelan, and discovering how to solve the maze spell.

Enter Jareth’s other fiancée.

Plus, I had no idea if Jareth’s mistress was still “visiting him” in the palace. If she’d tried to off me once she would probably find a way to do it again, although telling Jareth she’d tried to kill his fated mate would go a long way in protecting me. He may have had another woman in the wings, but he couldn’t save the Fae realm without me.

So I had to act as if I hadn’t heard their conversation. I had to pretend things were fine between us when clearly they were not, and I had to play this next bit off if I wanted to escape the palace without anyone the wiser.

“Crysta,” I heard a familiar voice say from behind me.

I stilled, feeling my heart jump in my throat as unexpected tears burned my eyes. In that moment I couldn’t even begin to describe how grateful I was that I hadn’t retrieved the rest of my memories. The fact that I’d already come to care for Jareth so much in just a few short weeks was telling. Remembering our history together would have made coming face to face with him after his betrayal that much worse.

The key to my emotional survival required avoiding those memories altogether.

Good plan.

I mentally prepped myself to face him as if I had no idea what he and his lady friend were up to. 

I nearly lost my nerve when my eyes caught his ocean-blue depths. I froze, feeling my heart beat wildly out of control and cursing it for doing so. His expression looked a bit remorseful. I had this wild idea he was about to confess everything.

“Crysta, there’s been a development you aren’t going to like, but this isn’t something you’ll remember, and you need to know the entirety of it—”

 He broke off, eyes narrowing as he studied me with that piercing intensity of his.

“Something is wrong,” he said. “What is it?”

Not a promising start.

Good grief, I was going to have to do better than this.

“I was coming to find you…to…” I swallowed hard, my words getting caught in my throat as I thought of him with another woman. “I wanted to apologize for the way we left things. I know this hasn’t been easy for you, losing me and then realizing I don’t remember you. That I’m not ready to marry you when apparently I was before.”

Jareth began to shake his head. He took me by the shoulders and pulled me into an embrace I would have reveled in before I knew the truth. Now the gesture took that initial wound and ripped it wide open. I kept to my role though and wrapped my arms around his waist, allowing my cheek to rest against his chest.

“Don’t apologize,” he said in a soft voice as he stroked my hair and held me tight. “I’m expecting too much from you too quickly, and it simply isn’t fair. You’re worth the wait, Crysta. I’ll wait for as long as it takes.”

Funny how Kheelan had said the same thing after he’d betrayed me as well.

Just play your part and then you can get away from him as fast as possible.

“I know you’re worried that Kheelan still holds a piece of my heart, and in all honesty there may be some truth to that. He was the only anchor I had, the only person to guide me right after I lost my memories. It will be difficult to let go of that, but I want to offer an olive branch,” I said.

He pulled back and quirked an eyebrow at me.

“How so?”

“I don’t want you to worry about Kheelan any longer. I don’t want you to wonder if my hesitance to marry you has to do with any lingering feelings on my part for him. I’ve figured out a way to take Kheelan out of the running so to speak. It will permanently prevent him from being a threat to our relationship.”

“What exactly did you have in mind?” Jareth asked.

“Terise doesn’t have much time left, and she needs to bond with someone soon.”

It took him only a moment to grasp my meaning.

“You want to bond Kheelan to Terise?” He took a step back and shook his head. “As much as I want that assurance that Kheelan can never force you into marriage with him, I would hate to stick someone as kind as Terise with a faerie who will never love her.”

I had thought about that as well. Thought it through very thoroughly, in fact, but I knew at this point she wasn’t worried about bonding to someone who could love her. It was about survival now.

“She needs a cure. She needs to live more than she needs to be loved, and this puts her out of danger and puts Kheelan out of commission. It neutralizes him as a threat.”

“Have you already talked to her about this?”

“Yes.”

“And she agreed? She knows what she’s getting into?”

Not only did she know what she was getting into with Kheelan, once Lily left the room to inform Terise’s sister of her condition, I had a chance to chat with my sick friend about the importance of sticking to Kheelan like glue while we took a visit to see Chantara. She demonstrated a lot of trust by not asking too many questions.

“I wouldn’t be telling you this if she hadn’t given me the okay.”

He remained silent for a moment, brow furrowed as he thought through my idea.

“And Kheelan? There’s no way he’ll agree to it.”

“He doesn’t have to agree to it for it to happen, but I know you’re worried about him fighting back and preventing us from bonding him to her. I promise you he won’t fight us on this, especially if I convince him that we can reverse the bond and eventually free him and Terise.”

He raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“You know that’s not possible, Crysta. With the way our fated mate bond works we mimic that same bond in others, and it can’t be broken without magic just as destructive as the Dark Arts. It would be like Oberon and Titania all over again.”

“You know that, and I know that, but Kheelan doesn’t understand the particulars of this process. If I tell him we need to save my friend and the bond can be undone, he’ll agree to it.”

He shook his head, taking my hand in his and giving it a squeeze.

“I’m not opposed to trying, but Kheelan will never put himself in a position where he could potentially lose all hope of ever having you.”

“You won’t help me?” Well, crap. My plan hinged on Jareth’s cooperation.

“Of course I will. Just don’t be surprised if it takes several guards to subdue him while we attempt this bond.”

“He can’t use his magic in the dungeons.”

He let out an exasperated sigh that made me want to jerk my hand from his. “I’m not talking about magic, Crysta. My brother is a skilled assassin. This will be dangerous if he doesn’t agree.”

“He’ll agree. I promise you that.”

Jareth’s eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“How can you be so sure?”

Tread carefully here, Crysta.

“I’m hoping I can appeal to his affection for me by begging him to save the life of my friend. I can owe him a personal favor.”

He pulled me closer, his serious gaze drilling into mine. “Never bargain with a faerie. Not if you want to avoid getting burned.”

But I’ve already been burned. Several times.

“All we can do is try,” I offered. “I’m doing this for you. I’m doing this to help you see I have no interest in pursuing something with Kheelan.”

When had I become so manipulative? In all honesty, it wasn’t me and it didn’t feel good, but I had to remember the goal ahead. I had to find the diadem and I had to have a powerful guide with me to do so. To do this I needed Kheelan, a version of Kheelan that wasn’t a threat to me. He had to be bonded to someone else. Someone like Terise.

Jareth considered me for a moment and then nodded.

“Okay. I’ll have her meet us in the dungeons.”

I tried not to let my relief show, but I was nearly weak with it.

Now if Kheelan stuck to his word and actually kept his mouth shut, this crazy plan of mine might actually work.

Phase two: completed.
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As Jareth and I approached Kheelan’s cell with Terise in tow, I took a moment to wonder if what I was doing was even remotely fair to Kheelan.

Nope. Not fair at all, but the guy had forced my hand in so many ways and on so many levels. This was definitely a “what goes around comes around” scenario.

“Visitors today? Is this due to some stellar behavior on my part?” Kheelan asked as Jareth motioned for one of the guards to open the gated door.

Kheelan met my eyes and lifted a questioning brow as I put an arm around Terise while Chuck fluttered protectively around us both. He let out a warning puff of fire in Kheelan’s direction which earned an appreciative snort from Jareth.

 Kheelan’s gaze switched to my ill companion, giving her a cursory look and then quickly dismissing her before turning back to me, arms spread wide as if to say, what gives?

I gave him a warning glare, reminding him to remain silent. He knew my conditions. If he squealed, he stayed in his cage.

He let out a put-upon sigh and stepped back as Jareth motioned Terise and me into the cell, giving us both confused looks at our behavior. Jareth was extremely observant, I needed to be much more careful from here on out.

As soon as all three of us entered and the gated door was closed, Kheelan approached me. Jareth stepped forward, his hand shooting out to land squarely on his brother’s chest.

“Careful. This isn’t a cordial visit.”

Kheelan eased himself back as if he were in pain, and only then did I see a soft hint of golden magic shimmer and vanish where Jareth’s hand had been.

I quirked an eyebrow at Jareth who shrugged his shoulders.

“What? I don’t want him touching you.”

“That’s kind of a moot point considering what needs to be done, don’t you think?” I asked, feeling annoyed that he was getting territorial when his lady friend had been caressing his chest earlier that day.

“And just what exactly needs to be done? Anyone interested in explaining why a Land Dweller suffering from griesha is in this cell with us?” Kheelan asked.

I bristled at his tone. He didn’t even bother to hide his disdain for her. Any doubts I may have had, any possible guilt I may have felt at orchestrating this bonding, went out the window at that moment. Kheelan was an absolute punk who needed to be pulled down a peg or two, and she was too good for him. Far too good, but she needed him, and she needed healing.

Kheelan was going to do the right thing for once.

At that moment, Terise’s knees buckled and she stumbled forward. Jareth and I reached to grab her, but Kheelan was much faster, catching her under the arms and pulling her close to his chest.

“Got you,” he said in a soft voice as he raised her to her feet.

I drew up beside them and noted she looked worse than ever. She also looked slightly mortified, but I couldn’t say if it was because she had fallen or because she fell in front of Kheelan.

“Your highness, I apologize…I’m…sorry…so sorry. I’m just so…” she looked up and caught his gaze, freezing like a gazelle caught in the path of a hungry lion.

Kheelan, to my surprise, looked as if he were in the same state of frozen fear. He swallowed once and then quickly released her which caused her to stumble into me. I caught her weight and held her up while Jareth came to her other side.

“Kheelan what the he—”

“I want to know what is going on here,” Kheelan said.

I looked from Terise’s drawn expression to Kheelan who had retreated to the back of the cell and pressed himself up against the wall. Gone was the smug attitude and annoying swagger he always exhibited. I wasn’t sure I liked to see him so shaken, but it was a relief to note that something was finally cracking that super smug exterior of his.

“We’re going to heal Terise. She’s dying. She needs to be bonded to someone of your race,” Jareth said.

“Get a Dark Elf to do this. I’m the crown prince of the Seelie Court. There is no way in hell I’ll allow myself to be bonded to a lowly Land Dweller.”

The hatred and vehemence with which he spoke was absolutely shocking to me. I’d expected more from him. Certainly, I knew he would protest, I knew he would object to this ceremony, but for different reasons. I never imagined it would be motivated out of racism and hatred for others, but figured it would be out of panic at the thought of losing me instead.

“If you bond me to her then our future together as a couple will become obsolete, Crysta.” Well, there was the reason I’d assumed would exist, but his first inclination was to protest a union with someone he deemed very much beneath him. He’d disappointed me on a lot of levels, but this one really took the cake.

“Kheelan, her life depends on your cooperation here,” I began.

“She is a Land Dweller—”

“She is my friend,” I cried out, my voice echoing through the cell and the tunneled halls leading to the stairs. I swallowed down the tightening in my throat, surprised at my emotional response to this and realizing how much I cared, about her, about the Stargis, about every faerie who deserved the chance to beat this disease.

Kheelan stilled under my piercing glare, never taking his eyes off me.

“She is my friend,” I repeated, “and I need your help. I don’t care that you’re a royal. I don’t care what your lineage or your bloodline signifies. I don’t care that you fully believe you’re entitled to a palace, and a princess, and an opulent life filled with the kind of things I’m sure I could only dream about if my life in the human foster system was as awful as everyone has hinted at.” One tear fell then another, and I couldn’t be sure what exactly I was shedding tears for or why, but they were coming and I couldn’t stop them. “I don’t give a damn about your social class distinctions or your hierarchies because I don’t understand them. They mean nothing to me. All I know is that Terise is dying, she has very little time left, and if she dies because you hesitated or flat out refused to cooperate I will never forgive you, Kheelan. If she dies I will never speak to you again, I promise you that.”

For the first time since I’d known Kheelan, I saw real pain in his eyes, real heartache surrounding his posture and expression and even a hint of fear. He appeared a bit wilted, a bit beaten down, and even a bit resigned to his situation. Maybe even a bit humbled.

Shocker.

He stared at me for a few more seconds as tears continued to stream down my face. Then he nodded once, swiftly walked over to Terise and took her from me and Jareth, scooping her up and cradling her in his arms. He backed up and sat down upon the decrepit bench in this monstrously lonely cell.

Staring straight ahead, without looking at either me or Jareth he said in a whisper, “Do it.”

I didn’t waste any time. Ignoring Jareth’s shocked expression and probing glance I quickly walked over to Kheelan, placed my left hand on his core and rested my right on hers. When Jareth hesitated to take his position I glanced over my shoulder.

“Well?” I asked.

Jareth stared from me to Kheelan, considering us for a moment before standing next to me, bending forward, and placing his hands just below mine. It was an awkward position, but I’d take it. I’d take anything at this point. Anything to save my friend and end this battle between me and Kheelan.

“Are you ready?” I asked. I wasn’t sure who I was truly directing that question toward, but Jareth gave a firm nod while Kheelan solemnly stared past us, quietly accepting his fate.

I closed my eyes and focused on my core, focused on the three swirling magics of earthy auburns, deep frosty blues, and emerald greens, pulling them forth with powerful intent, allowing that power to build within my chest until I couldn’t contain it anymore. Finally feeling that it was enough I sent the magic from my core through my arms into my hands and finger tips and into Kheelan and Terise’s cores. For a moment, I felt a strange shift in the power, as if it was being channeled through two different pathways before circling back to me, but the shift was so slight and so momentary I wondered if I imagined it. I mentally shook myself and looked for the shift again, but I failed to find it. The power continued to build to the point I couldn’t hesitate any longer.

“Now, Jareth!”

His Summer magic surged forward, penetrating their cores and working to help form a link between them, the magic swirling within all of us, an infinite loop of power. We continued to bind these threads together as the room went blindingly white until I saw nothing at all for a moment. Then I saw something surprisingly familiar between them, floating like a soft, golden imprint against the brightness of the white light.

A tiny scrawl of thread shaped into the form of the infinity rings. I blinked in astonishment, but upon second glance the imprint faded as well as the white light surrounding us until the dank, dark cell came into sharp focus once again.

That…had never happened before. The infinity rings had never presented themselves during a bonding, and the shift in power had never surfaced. Granted, this was only the third time I had ever done this, but still…very interesting. I think what bothered me the most was my inability to trace that shift. Where had it come from, and where did the power go to before circling back?

My eyes quickly studied Terise as I grabbed her chin and turned her face from side to side.

No sores. No wounds. Her eyes were a clear blue color, her skin nice and golden toned. She was completely whole again.

“You’re better,” I breathed out a sigh of relief.

She gave me a grateful, watery smile and turned her gaze to Kheelan, looking a bit shy and uncertain now that she wasn’t in so much pain and could actually take stock of her situation.

“Um…thank you…your highness…” she grimaced, no doubt sensing how awkward she sounded.

I bit back a smile before glancing at Kheelan. His expression worried me. He didn’t look well. In fact, he looked horrified, or maybe his look was one of dismayed disbelief as he studied her with dawning terror. Then he abruptly stood with her still cradled in his arms, set her on her feet, and strode to the other side of the room.

“Think nothing of it,” he muttered, attempting to restore his former devil-may-care posture and expression, but he wasn’t fooling me.

He was seriously upset that I’d cornered him, forced his hand, and bonded him to a girl who he thought was so beneath him, and now that I thought about it, I was thoroughly confused that it hadn’t taken more convincing on my part to get him to that point. I thought for sure I’d need to lie to his face and tell him the bond could be broken eventually.

Terise kept her gaze locked on Kheelan, looking just as upset and confused as he did.

“Again, thank you,” she muttered. Then she turned to me. “If this bond is supposed to mimic the fated mate bond in every way, shouldn’t I be able to feel the prince’s presence in my heart and head?”

“Yes.” I looked at Jareth, remembering his mention of a telepathic connection between fully bonded fated mates. I also thought back on the way Mira had described what being bonded to the Saytr King felt like. She was fully open to him and he to her. Yikes. What would it be like to have access to Kheelan’s messed up thoughts? “Can you not block him out?”

“That’s not the issue.” Terise swallowed hard, looking at Kheelan as if he might offer up some explanation, but he merely shrugged in an unaffected manner, trying to cover up his previous shock. “I was preparing myself to block the connection so as not to invade the prince’s privacy, but I don’t feel much of anything. It’s like the connection is there, but encased in thick walls of concrete. The signal is…weak.”

“Maybe we just aren’t meant to be,” Kheelan said in a snide tone.

I leveled my best glare at him and turned to Jareth. “What do you make of that?”

He looked between his brother and Terise, eventually shaking his head in bewilderment. “Maybe this bond will work differently for different couples. We can’t know all the affects of creating a bond in this manner. Perhaps they simply need more time in close proximity to one another to strengthen the connection.”

“Well, since it seems Terise and I are both interested in respecting each other’s privacy, that seems a bit of a moot point. The less time we spend with each other the better,” Kheelan said, but his glance slid to Terise as if against his will. He didn’t appear to be okay with his own statement. His clenched jaw and narrowed brows made it seem as if he was fighting some fundamental force within him.

“Can we go?” she whispered. “I…don’t mean to me rude, but…” tears slowly slipped down her cheeks. “I think I need to rest for a time.”

“Of course,” I said. I nodded at Jareth who took her by the arm and escorted her out. I moved to follow Jareth out of the cell, but Kheelan grabbed my arm and halted my progress.

“This isn’t over,” he whispered. “This stunt you just pulled? I know you wanted to save her, but there were other ways.”

“Kheelan release her,” Jareth growled. Chuck let loose much more than a warning blast of fire, sending Kheelan backpedaling several feet. He gave my dragon a cheeky grin before turning back to me.

“You think you’ve neutralized me, but you still owe me what you promised for cooperating, and believe me when I say, I’ll take advantage of every moment. I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

I looked into Kheelan’s emerald gaze and couldn’t help the triumphant smile that spread across my face. For whatever reason, I found his threat laughable, invigorating, and I was so ready to prove him wrong.

“Bring it, you pompous faerie prince.”

His lip quirked up into a slight smile and then Chuck and I were sailing out the gated cell. I noted Jareth’s suspicious glare, but didn’t give it the attention it deserved as I realized that I had pulled it off. I’d totally won that round.

I knew it, and Kheelan knew it.

I’d hit phase three outta the park.

Now to put the rest of my plan into motion.
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There are specific things one must do and must not do when attempting to be sneaky. I had no idea just how bad I sucked at both the do’s and the don’ts of being sneaky until I’d willingly put myself in a situation where I had to pretend I wasn’t reeling from Jareth’s actions or attempting to run away from him again and solve this huge, monumental problem of where Titania’s diadem was without him.

And was I really doing the smart thing or the petty thing by excluding him? It honestly made more sense to tell Roderick and Jareth that I’d solved the maze spell and uncovered my mother’s memory since I was on a time limit here with the royals of the Unseelie Court.

I guess I was just that confident that Chantara would have some answers for me, answers that would lead us to the diadem and its stone within a day or two so we could get this whole dethroning process underway. After that, Jareth and Kheelan could fight for the right to the throne, and fight over Jareth’s mistress for all I cared.

I may not have remembered anything, but I was beginning to think this world wasn’t really for me. Maybe I’d go back to the human realm and let my memories come back in a slow, steady stream. I could always take up dancing again since, according to Jareth and Kheelan, that was the profession I had planned on before I got whisked away to this world and all of its problems.

Were these problems the Fae were dealing with really even mine?

The minute the callous thought took up ugly residence within my thoughts, it felt all kinds of wrong. Judging by my immediate distaste for the idea, it made me realize something about myself I’d never considered before.

I was a big fan of the underdog. I didn’t like the thought of people weak and suffering being picked off by an illness that was not only curable, but preventable. It was terrible to turn a blind eye to others’pain when I was the one able to both cure and prevent it.

Why did I need my memories of who I once was when my reaction to an imminent crisis was capable of telling me what I needed to know about myself?

So I wasn’t the type to shirk my responsibilities. Good to know. I just wondered if I had the strength or the talent to meet the size of my own ambitions here.

Only time would tell.

Yep. So no leaving the Fae realm and running to hide within the human realm. I couldn’t afford to think like that when I believed that compassion begat action and the idea of taking action, saving people like Terise, and getting rid of this plague before innocent adults and children of countless races died for nothing was something I could sink my teeth into.

I definitely had a plan in motion.

But more often than not, plans tend to get derailed. An unfortunate by-product of not being very sneaky while trying to be sneaky. Apparently, I super stink at trying to hide what I’m feeling and even what I’m thinking. I’m also not very good at slipping messages to people under the watchful eye of my fated mate.

“Crysta, what was that paper you handed Terise?”

“Hmmm?” I asked as we left her in her quarters to rest a little. Chuck had promised to stay next to her and report back to me if she showed any weird symptoms. I still couldn’t account for that infinity symbol or power shift and wasn’t sure what it meant.

I’d hoped that maybe Jareth would have let me take Terise to her room off the main kitchen by myself, but he insisted on accompanying us since there was no telling who amongst the staff might be the eyes and ears of King Moridan. One crazy person had already slipped into the palace and kidnapped me. I thought of Pirate Faerie with a shiver, the one who had been hired by Jareth’s mistress to kill me.

“I just wrote down a list of herbs recommended to me by some of the healers in the palace in case she’s feeling tired or weak from being bonded to Kheelan.”

Lies. All lies. I’d actually written down when and where to meet me and Kheelan with a list of supplies we would need for the next day or two. Now all I needed to do was pack a few things for our travels, get through the rest of the evening pretending that everything was fine, sneak to the dungeons, and spring Kheelan from his cell once everyone was sleeping.

Jareth studied me for a moment and then grabbed my hand, pulling me down the hall.

“Jareth, where are we going?” I asked.

“My room. You and I need to talk.”

“About what?”

I tugged on my hand, feeling a rising sense of panic as Jareth’s grip tightened. Well, this wasn’t good. The minute we entered his room, he shut the door firmly behind him, folded his arms over his chest, and glared at me.

“Crysta, you may not remember much about me, but I know you. I know when you’re hurting, when you’re happy, when you’re frustrated, when you’re frightened…and I know when you’re up to something. And whatever it is you’re up to, I also know it has to do with Kheelan. What did you promise him, and why would you promise him anything?”

I studied the alabaster-colored carpet at my feet.

“I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about. Didn’t I tell you I found a way to neutralize Kheelan as a threat?”

He nodded. “You did, but you failed to tell me that you made a bargain with him, something that became apparent not only because he was so cooperative, but because he essentially reminded you of said payment before we left his cell.”

Well, damn. I thought fast, trying to come up with a plausible explanation for Kheelan’s behavior, but Jareth wasn’t finished.

“I know my brother, Crysta. He never does anything unless he sees some kind of benefit to himself. You’re working on something with Kheelan, the very being who stole you from me. The one who lied to us and betrayed us both, and you’re keeping me in the dark. I demand to know what you’re up to.”

A spark of anger flared bright within me.

“Oh, you demand it, do you? You speak of betrayal and being left in the dark when you never once bothered to inform me that you were already engaged to be married long before you and I ever met.”

I slapped my hand over my mouth, horrified that I’d let that slip.

That hadn’t been part of the plan.

Jareth strode over to me and reached for my shoulders, encasing them in his firm grip.

“Engaged? Crysta, you are the only woman I have ever been officially engaged to. Where in the world are you getting this from?”

Unbelievable that he could just lie to my face like that. Or maybe not so unbelievable since his family seemed prone to it.

“Does the name Rhoswen ring any bells? Have you already forgotten about your earlier visit from her because I certainly haven’t?”

Jareth stepped back in horror as understanding dawned.

“You saw her and overheard our conversation?”

“You bet I did.”

“You heard our entire conversation?”

I glared at him. “I heard enough to learn that you two are still engaged, and her loving caresses didn’t go unnoticed by me either.”

A slow smile spread across Jareth’s face as he took a step closer and closed the distance between us.

“You’re jealous.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said as I tried to brush past him.

He swung me around to face him, grabbing my wrists and pinning them behind my back as he held me flush against his chest. His eyes darkened with emotion as he lowered his head before saying, “If you had listened to our whole conversation you would have heard me tell Rhoswen that she and I were through the moment I met you, the very moment you first looked at me, spoke to me, and touched me.”

I didn’t want to believe him after all of my misplaced trust. I was scared silly that this was simply one more game being played to coerce me into a union that had nothing to do with love and trust, but more to do with power and dominion.

“No,” I said, shaking my head to ward off the delicious tingles of desire skating along my skin.

“You would have seen me turn Rhoswen away, warning her to never return unless she wished to be arrested and tried for treason.” 

My tense shoulders relaxed for a moment as confusion hit me.

“Treason? For telling you she still loves you?”

Jareth leaned back a bit and studied me with a confused look before it cleared.

“That’s right. You wouldn’t remember when she attacked you.”

His hands finally loosened on my wrists enough for me to free myself and take a few steps back. 

“Of course I remember it, but how did you find out about it?”

How had he figured out the identity of the person responsible for hiring Faerie Pirate to have me killed when I’d barely learned of Rhoswen’s part in the scheme myself?

His brows rose in surprise before he crossed those muscled arms over his chest and puzzled over what I’d said.

“I don’t think we’re talking about the same thing. You met Lady Rhoswen before you lost your memory. She came here trying to renew our relationship, but I made it very clear you and I were engaged and she needed to leave. Then you came barreling into the room even though Roderick and I expressly forbade you to do so. Rhoswen was so outraged by your appearance, she attacked you with her Summer magic and nearly killed you. If Lily hadn’t tackled you to the floor to save you, this conversation would not be happening. You and I would be dead as tombs.”

My eyes widened in surprise. Maybe this notion that I didn’t need my memories anymore was dumber than dumb. It was plain stupid.

“Which was part of the reason I came to find you earlier. I wanted to let you know that Rhoswen had shown up in the palace with a diplomatic immunity spell that my father cast upon her. It essentially prevented the palace guards from denying her access to the palace so she could speak with me. I didn’t want the palace rumor mill to get to you before I had a chance to explain.”

I closed my eyes, internally wincing as I began to realize that my fears and insecurities had nearly caused me to make a seriously stupid mistake. “While that information is most definitely clearing up some major confusion and hurt on my end, I wasn’t referring to that particular attack.” I opened my eyes and met Jareth’s concerned expression. “When I overheard your conversation with her earlier today, I recognized her voice. She was the one who hired that mercenary to kidnap and kill me. I heard her voice outside the carriage, giving that faerie instructions to get rid of me.” 

“What?” Jareth said barely above a whisper. His eyes darkened in anger as he took a step forward. “You’re telling me Rhoswen was responsible for hiring that assassin?”

I nodded, taking a step back as I warily watched Jareth struggle for control. His fists clenched at his sides, glowing a bright orange hue. 

“Calm down, Jareth.”

“Calm down?” he said. His hands began to shake as he took another step toward me. “Am I to understand that you not only heard part of our conversation and jumped to the conclusion that I had another woman on the side, but that this particular woman was someone you recognized as having tried to kill you, and you didn’t tell me, didn’t confront me, didn’t bother to let me know what the hell was going on or communicate with me in any way?”

Oh, he was angry, was he? Well that made two of us.

“I have dealt with nothing but lies from the moment I woke up a few months ago, Jareth. People who claim to love me have done nothing but mislead me and use me for their own purposes. I’m tired of being a pawn in all of this, and based on what I overheard earlier between the two of you it seemed like I was now your pawn, being led to believe you actually gave a damn when you were already in love with someone else.”

“I’m not in love with Rhoswen. I’m in love with you,” he shouted. Then he sucked in a sharp breath as another realization took hold.

“Did you think I was part of it? Did you see me with Rhoswen and assume I had a part to play in your abduction? That I was in league with her?”

“Of course not,” I said, my voice rising due to my own frustration and feelings of guilt. “My death wouldn’t have made any sense. I’m more valuable to you alive than dead. It’s not like you can get rid of griesha, overthrow your father, or rule this kingdom without me.” I grimaced at my unfortunate choice of words and that I’d actually said them out loud.

Jareth looked as if he’d been bowled over by a pack of pixies.

I rubbed the back of my neck as heat flushed my cheeks. This was not going well.

“That’s not what I meant…Jareth…I mean…I did think that, but…”

“So you turned to Kheelan, didn’t you?”

I blinked in surprise.

“Kheelan?”

“You no longer trusted me, assumed I was using you for power apparently, and went right back to Kheelan. For what? Why? Clearly it wasn’t to be with him since you blackmailed him into joining with Terise, but then that begs the question…what did you blackmail him with? What could you have possibly offered Kheelan—”

“I need a guide to travel through the realm. The key to King Moridan’s downfall is through Titania’s diadem. I need his help to navigate this world so I can find it.”

Jareth’s anger radiated off him in golden, glowing threads of power, but his face remained disturbingly slack, devoid of any emotion whatsoever. It was far more disturbing than the tendrils of Summer magic whipping around his frame.

“You’re going to explain to me what you’re talking about, what you’re up to, and you’re not going to leave anything out.”

I didn’t like his high-handed tone or that he thought I would just comply. I still didn’t know if I could trust him or if anything he’d said about Rhoswen was true, but it was obvious that phase four was a total bust. There’d be no sneaking out of the castle now and certainly no way to break Kheelan out of his cell. So I straightened my backbone, squared my shoulders, and gave him the same stare down he was giving me.

“I solved the maze spell.”

He blinked in surprise, clearly not expecting that response, but that was all the reaction he gave me.

“When,” he asked.

“Earlier today.”

He swallowed hard, no doubt feeling angry that I hadn’t come to him immediately and let him know, especially after everything we’d both been through while trying to break the awful thing.

“How?”

“One of the guards approached me after you and I had our disagreement in Roderick’s study. He told me Kheelan wished to speak with me.”

“You went to speak to Kheelan after our fight?”

I nodded, taking note of the amplified brightness of his magic as the threads rustled over him in agitation. I was too upset with him to mention I’d actually been on my way to find him and apologize. He was the one in the wrong, wasn’t he? He should have told me about Rhoswen. I blinked a bit as I realized that Rhoswen had already been dealt with. I just hadn’t remembered. So many misunderstandings simply because I hadn’t remembered.

Yeah. The guilt was starting to get to me, but my stupid insecurities were still riding me hard.

“He wanted you back, I would imagine.”

“That was his goal, yes, but in the process of that he let slip some helpful information.” I quickly told Jareth how I’d discovered the correct musical combination for the maze spell and the process it took to find the memory embedded within my other memories. Then I related the entire conversation between my mother and Chantara.

Jareth grew even more withdrawn and remote with each revelation unearthed. His lack of control over his magic was the only thing that gave away his fury. The golden threads had slowly thickened to lightening-sized bolts, zig-zagging from his clenched hands and burning small holes into the carpet.

Yeah, this was really not going well.

“So you planned on sneaking out of the palace with Kheelan to find this diadem. You actually thought Terise’s bond to him and her presence might prevent him from making you his, either magically or otherwise?”

“That’s exactly what I thought.”

Of course, with him saying it like that, dripping with disdain, it made me realize that my plan had been…uh…slightly rushed and maybe a teensy weensy bit impulsive.

Reckless.

And liberating too. It was nice to actively make decisions regarding my future even if they were potentially bad ones.

“And it never once occurred to you that the rest of your memories might shed some light on who Rhoswen is and what she does and does not mean to me?”

“I was afraid to find out. I was afraid it would only confirm everything I’d suspected either way.”

“So you opted for ignorance and avoided communicating with me.”

My anger flared in response to his accusations.

“Dammit, Jareth, I was on my way to find you, to tell you that I’d found a way to break the maze spell. I was on my way to apologize, to tell you that I trusted you, that I wanted to try and make this relationship work. I was ready to throw down every wall I’d erected and every obstacle I’d placed in our path, and then I see Rhoswen alone in a room with you, discussing love and marriage and touching you as if she owned you, and you didn’t pull away. You didn’t deny it. You…you even told her you cared for her…for the woman responsible for that assassination attempt on me, and all I could think when I saw you with her was: it’s happening again. I’ve misplaced my faith and trust in someone again and look where it’s gotten me.” I inhaled a shaky breath, fighting back the urge to cry, since I was done with those weak emotions and weak emotional displays. Jareth took a step forward, but I held my hand up to stop him. “After seeing you two together, there was no way I was going to waltz in there and casually mention that I knew exactly how to solve the maze spell. I took action instead. I did something about it instead of waiting around for someone to come to my rescue.”

“Crysta,” Jareth said, releasing his magic and striding forward.

“Stop. Now,” I said, raising my hand and calling forth my magic until it hovered over my palm in a menacing, dark blue sphere. 

Jareth’s eyes widened, but he stopped advancing any further. I didn’t want him touching me, muddying up my already muddled mind before I could get out everything I needed to say.

“I’m under no illusions as to who Kheelan is and what he’s capable of, but after seeing that display between you and Rhoswen I realized you were a complete and total wild card. I don’t know what your agenda is anymore, but I know what to expect from Kheelan. I know what needs to be done now to save the Fae realm. I needed to get away from you, to find the diadem without you.”

“Why?” Jareth asked in a low voice, making his one word sound almost predatory. The dark gleam in his eye certainly looked predatory.

“Because I couldn’t stand the thought of spending all that time with you, looking for the diadem, knowing you are in love with another woman, and pretending I have no idea what’s going on. I can’t stand the thought of being near you but not being yours, not owning your heart, loving you while you love someone else.”

“Loving me. Is that what you feel, Crysta? Do you love me?”

I clenched my mouth shut and mentally kicked myself. I really had zero sense of self-preservation here. I didn’t truly believe in his declarations of love for me, and now I’d made my feelings crystal clear, something he could use to his advantage to gain the upper hand

As far as strategies went, mine had tanked big time.

I hadn’t even realized I’d lowered my hand and called back my magic until Jareth advanced once again.

“Jareth,” I warned, trying to summon it back, but he grasped my waist and pulled me into his arms before I got the chance.

“This ridiculous back and forth ends now. I love you, and you love me. Don’t you dare try to deny it.”

Then he kissed me.

It was forceful and heated, scorching me with an intensity I couldn’t remember him exhibiting before. I felt the threads of his magic possessively wind their way around my limbs, binding me to him, preventing any fight on my part, but I couldn’t have offered up an ounce of resistance at that point. My arms had a mind of their own as they wrapped around his broad shoulders and held him close.

He scooped me up in his arms and walked us over to his bed where he sat down and settled me on his lap, never lifting his head as he continued his fervent kisses. As for me, there was simply no holding back now. I couldn’t any longer, and it was terrifying to be so out of control when I felt so unsure as to where we stood, where Jareth truly placed his affections. His warm tendrils of magic continued to wrap and swirl around my body, creating a slew of sensations that made me feel as if I was drowning within the depths of our turbulent emotions.

But passion is fleeting and burns out in the end. I couldn’t give all of me to someone who saw me as a tool to be used, and I still hadn’t figured out what was really going on between Jareth and Rhoswen. All thoughts of her doused my passion to a low sizzle, enough for me to break from the kiss and place a little distance between us.

“Jareth.” I eased back, but he wasn’t having it.

“No,” he said, before resting his forehead against mine. “Don’t you even think about throwing up those barriers now.”

“I don’t have all the facts.”

“You do.” He softly touched my temple. “You have access to your memories now, and everything you need to know about me, about our relationship, and my loyalty and devotion to you. It’s all in there. If you truly want to know if I love you, but you’re afraid to trust in me, then begin to trust in yourself. You hold all the answers to who you are, who I am, and who we are together. You need only choose to remember.”

The rightness of his words rang true. The only way to clear up this stupid mess once and for all was to embrace what had been lost to me and let the chips fall where they may.

“Okay,” I said, meeting Jareth’s eyes. 

They brightened in relief, giving me courage and some much needed reassurance. If Jareth truly had anything to hide or if our history wasn’t just as he had related then he wouldn’t be encouraging this, which, in hindsight, was something I should have already realized. Never once had Jareth ever been anything but supportive when it came to getting my memories back.

“What do you need from me?” he asked. “What can I do?”

“Just hold me. I can do the rest.”
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For the second time that day, I mentally opened the golden door within the maze spell, the one barring me from memories of my past. Light spheres filled with colorful memories gently floated around the endless room. Thousands upon thousands of memories sat within these tiny bubbles just waiting for me to take them back.

There was no way on earth I was going to release my memories one by one. Talk about a time suck. The Faerie Council had only given me one week to unlock my memories, but once they realized the key to King Moridan’s destruction now had to be located, we were in for even more arguments for and against war with the Seelie King. I wanted to find that diadem before the council convened, and it was now obvious to me, for better or worse, that I needed to remember everything before I made a road trip with a group of people I feared I couldn’t trust.

So how to release the memories all at once?

The maze spell was riddled with Summer magic, magic I had very little control over, but I didn’t see why I couldn’t weave my own threads of Winter magic in here and see where that took me. Taking a deep breath to steady my own nerves, I focused on the shape of my core and the mass of swirling magics dancing within its sphere. I latched on to the icy threads of Winter magic and called them forth, watching as they snaked their way into the room and waited for my next set of instructions. I visualized the bubbles of memories freezing to the point where they shattered and hoped my magic got the message.

The threads immediately went to work doing my bidding, slithering up and around the bubbles, freezing them as they went. I watched them form into solid, blue bulbs until cracks broke out along the thin outer walls. With a soft tinkling sound, the bouncing memories in the front shattered and then burst forward washing over me and bathing me in their light.

Shattering echoes assaulted my ear drums, and I was blinded by the onslaught of memories.

The influx of emotions that came with them was nearly too much for me to bear. Years of abuse, bullying, and loneliness overwhelmed me. The constant fear and uncertainty was tinged with hints of joy as memories of lyrical movement, dance classes, and endless auditions managed to cut through the nearly overpowering sense of isolation and despair.

This had been my life? This constant struggle to survive?

I mentally sank to the floor within this heinous chamber as more memories beat at my emotions, my very sanity, threatening to pull me under and drown me in a dense sea of hopelessness and misery.

Then memories of a stranger appearing in my apartment clothed in green leather suddenly burst through the darkness, like a beacon of light calling me home from a long and dangerous journey.

Each new memory of Jareth was a balm to my aching heart, soothing the biting sting of abuse and betrayal into something beautiful and sweet. The memory of our first kiss, the moment he told me he loved me, his willingness to give up his kingdom, every time he risked his life for me, and even that awful scene with Rhoswen when he had been ill and not thinking clearly…even that moment couldn’t detract from the relationship we’d built together or the love we felt for each other.

Tears streamed down my cheeks as I relived every moment of the past eighteen years that had been stolen from me, only to discover that I’d spent my entire life surviving.

Existing.

It wasn’t until Jareth apparated into my living room that I had truly begun to feel alive.

That old saying about hindsight being 20/20 was especially true when faced with the sum of your entire existence only to realize exactly what made life worth all that heartache.

Relationships.

Connection.

Family.

I could live my life in the human realm all over again, struggle through the same things I’d had to struggle through, suffer through endless abuse and rejection, if it meant Jareth was my reward in the end.

He was mine.

I smiled as a sense of rightness, of finally coming home, swept through me. When I opened my eyes, Jareth’s face came into focus. He came into focus.

I was no longer in that room full of memories. They were free, and so was I.

I reached up to stroke the firm lines of Jareth’s jaw, caressing the side of his face and following the curve of his cheekbone.

His anxious gaze never strayed from mine, holding a desperate question within their depths.

“I remember you,” I whispered. “I remember you, and I love you, Jareth.”

He sucked in a breath, his eyes filling with tears as he clasped me tightly to him and rested his forehead against mine. Then my big, tough faerie prince proceeded to cry like a baby as we desperately embraced each other.
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Jareth and I spent the rest of the evening coming to terms with the struggles we had endured and the changes we now faced. It was heart-wrenching to hear about his emotional despair when I disappeared. He had told me once before what it was like to lose me, but with my memories now intact, I had a heck of a lot more sympathy for how awful that ordeal had been for him. Even though it was difficult, I went over the time I spent with Kheelan, wanting to be transparent so he would know what had and hadn’t happened between me and his brother. I think we were able to do some much needed healing together, but I knew there were still many things we would have to work through. Damage had been done, and we were going to have to face the fallout while dealing with all of these outside stressors.

Fortunately, with my memories back, I wasn’t afraid to tackle the hard stuff. I felt anxious and eager to spend every day reminding Jareth how much I loved him, banishing the bad and filling it with nothing but good.

The next morning brought with it a return to reality. Jareth and I couldn’t stay cooped up in his room forever. We needed to update everyone and let them know I now had access to my mother’s memory.

The  group assembled in King Roderick’s study was an interesting mix of faeries and social classes, yet at the end of the day the differences in our races, magics, and titles didn’t make one iota of difference when faced with a common threat. Shared goals tend to bring about the most interesting alliances.

After celebrating the solving of the maze spell and the return of my memories, Graul, Lily, Terise, and Roderick listened to me in growing dismay as I shared the information I’d learned from the memory my mother had hidden within my mind.

“Insley knew you could weave different elemental magics. She must have had some idea that the fated mate bond between you and Jareth would work. She herself told Chantara that something within the bond created the anchor,” King Roderick said. He was seated behind his large work table, his dark blue tunic bringing out the frosty cerulean hues in his eyes. I noticed the faint lines around his mouth had deepened with worry over the past few weeks. It didn’t matter that he was immortal. This constant heartache and worry for his people and his daughter had taken a serious toll. 

“I honestly don’t think she considered it, at least, not as an immediate solution to her problem. She couldn’t wait eighteen years for Jareth and me to create the bond, and she had to keep me in the human realm until King Moridan wasn’t a threat anymore,” I said.

“She wouldn’t have had to wait until you were eighteen,” Jareth said. “We would have been capable of creating the bond from a simple peck on the lips. All Insley had to do was communicate with me that you were my fated mate, and I would have come to you, formed the bond while you were a baby, and protected you with my life from that moment on.” 

“Eh, a baby. That is a little weird, Jareth.”

He shook his head in amusement. “It wouldn’t have been like that, Crysta. A simple peck on the lips or even on the cheek as one kisses a sweet baby would have been sufficient for our bond to be created. Then I wouldn’t have felt anything but brotherly love for you until you came of age.”

That still totally weirded me out. Roderick let out a chuckle at my disturbed expression.

I noticed Terise’s lips lift into a slight smile, the only real emotion I’d seen from her since I fetched her and Chuck from her quarters. She was on my right, slightly leaning against a silver high-backed chair with my dragon looking between me and her as if he didn’t know who to pay attention to. It was clear he was just as worried about her as I felt. As far as appearances went, her wounds were all healed. She was free of griesha, but I sensed a level of weakness in her core that disturbed me.

Something about that bond with Kheelan just hadn’t been right.

“Despite the fact that you could have formed the bond when Crysta was a baby, Insley had zero options once Chantara told her she didn’t know where the diadem could be located. That left Insley with no alternative but to go along with her husband’s plan and hide Crysta from Moridan until she could find a way to get the diadem,” Roderick said. “Obviously, she never had the time to go looking for it.”

His raw grief tore at my heart. It had been over eighteen years since her passing, but I didn’t think my father would ever get over it.

“No, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t discover something important,” Lily said. She gave me a supportive look, her lovely eyes flashing with a confidence in me I didn’t necessarily feel I deserved. I nodded my thanks to her and her unfailing friendship, a friendship she offered me even when I had no idea who she was for so long. Those memories had now been restored. It made this picture of her, tucked under Graul’s protective arm, that much sweeter in my mind.

“It also doesn’t mean the conversation between Chantara and my mother ended just because my memory did. We need to speak with Chantara, see if she has any ideas for us.”

“I certainly have some questions for her,” Roderick said. “Why didn’t she come forward with this information during the council?”

I didn’t have an answer to that, but I was sure Chantara’s reasons for withholding that information were legit.

“Maybe she has no idea just how important the diadem really is. Maybe she forgot. It’s been eighteen years.”

Roderick made a disgruntled noise in the back of his throat, but I didn’t think he really blamed Chantara for withholding information. When you lose a friend, grief can sometimes mess with your memories.

I let out an impatient sigh, feeling like we were wasting time standing around here. Our next course of action was pretty clear in my mind.

Jareth must have sensed my impatience. “We need to get going, and we need to decide who is going.”

“We’re all going, even Kheelan,” I said.

“Crysta,” Jareth growled.

“Kheelan not go,” Graul said. “Not trust him.”

“Exactly,” Lily said with a nod.

I understood their trepidation, but Kheelan had to go with us for multiple reasons, one being I’d made a deal with him I couldn’t back out of.

“I need Terise with us since I plan on visiting the Land Dwellers when we talk to Chantara,” I said. “I want to know how many have been affected by the disease and tell them what I’m doing about it. Kheelan needs to be with Terise so they have proof of what a bond can accomplish. Plus, their bond is new and they shouldn’t be separated from each other for too long while we’re still battling this disease.”

“You think it could come back?” Terise asked. Her eyes were shadowed with a fear I could only imagine.

“No, but I can also see that being apart from him is taking a toll on you.”

At least I hoped that was the reason she seemed so lethargic. I really had no idea, but maybe her lack of energy had to do with their lack of physical and emotional connection. The other two bonds had been forged with love. I seriously hoped love didn’t have to be a necessary ingredient for the bond to take. That would pretty much negate bonding for the sake of saving a life.

Jareth sighed, but reluctantly nodded his head.

“It isn’t good for faeries recently bonded to spend time apart from each other,” he agreed.

“Yes, but…he…” Terise’s eyes swiftly flitted around the room, not making contact with anyone. “I’m pretty sure he hates the fact that he’s bound to me. It’s not as if we miss each other and want to spend more time together.”

I placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. Chuck landed on her other shoulder and rubbed his nose against her cheek. She leaned into his touch. My dragon was such a compassionate softie.

“This isn’t about a love connection, remember? This bond was about saving your life, and it will give hope to your people. They need to see you whole and healthy so we can encourage them to accept these magically produced, fated mate bonds with the Dark Elves and Jareth’s bloodline.”

“There will be many females who won’t like the idea,” she said. “The Dark Elves keep to themselves and are a race of Fae that most of us have been taught to fear. Jareth’s bloodline…well…excuse me for my impertinence prince, but they are nothing but pompous, arrogant asses.”

A stunned silence momentarily descended before Jareth let out a boisterous laugh, easing the awkwardness of the moment.

“You’re absolutely right, Terise, and unfortunately, you’re bonded to the worst one imaginable. I’m truly sorry for that.”

“You let me discuss the issue of the Dark Elves with your people,” I said. “We’ll help them get used to the idea, and I’m pretty sure that death will be a huge motivator for getting over any fears or prejudices.”

Terise relented, but didn’t look convinced.

I didn’t feel convinced, but times were changing and so was the social order of things around here. People could either choose to adapt to these changes or resist them altogether and die in the process.

I just wasn’t sure what the majority vote would be for the Land Dwellers.

Roderick shook his head in dismay.

“I’m afraid I can’t come with you. I’ll need to be here to deal with the council in case you don’t return within the allotted week. The Dark Elf King, King Ordin, sent a message to me, informing me that three members of his guard have volunteered to be bonded to Land Dwellers so far. He is sending them even as we speak. Any chance you could wait and take them with you since you’ll be meeting with Chantara and the Land Dwellers today?”

“Three have volunteered?” Terise asked in surprise. Her wide eyes flicked to mine, a small flame of hope taking root within their depths.

“That’s very promising. All the more reason for Kheelan and Terise to be there with us, backing up our claim as to the cure for this disease,” I said. “Especially if some of the Land Dwellers are as terrified of the Dark Elves as she says.”

“Fine,” Jareth said. “Let’s take the time to pack our things while we wait for these Elves to arrive. We’ll need to prepare for a long journey since we have no idea where this search is going to lead us.”

“What about Kheelan?” Terise asked. She tried to appear nonchalant, but I noticed an unexpected flush suffuse her cheeks. “When will we let him out to join us?” 

Jareth gave her a pained smile and gritted his teeth. “Not until it’s absolutely necessary.”
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We didn’t have to wait long for the Dark Elves to arrive. They were announced by the guards just as we were all about to leave Roderick’s study. Ushering them in, Roderick quickly introduced us to the massive, imposing Elves.

Lord Raith was the largest of the three with a look that missed nothing and an air about him that wreaked of carefully controlled ferocity. I didn’t feel like I was in any danger, but it was obvious this man could lay the smack down and then some. Glad he was on our side.

It impressed me that one of the nobles had volunteered for this, though their king had definitely set the example for his people by aligning himself with Meredith.

At least, I truly hoped he’d volunteered for this.

His two companions were only about an inch or two shorter, but built just as solidly, wearing the same black leathers and carefully crafted weaponry that suggested they were prepared for a major battle.

Either they knew something I didn’t or this was just how Dark Elves rolled.

I figured it was the latter. If I looked as awesome and intimidating as these guys, I’d cover myself in Elven weaponry everywhere I went.

Not a bad idea, actually.

The other two Dark Elves were twins named Valho and Velho. Their father had to have named them. I couldn’t imagine a mother wishing that confusing pairing of names on anyone let alone her children.

Valho’s face was slightly more narrow than Vehlo’s, and that was the only way I could tell the difference between the two. Their blood red eyes, sharp incisors, and enormous, muscled bodies were incredibly intimidating.

Good heavens. The lucky Land Dwellers who hitched their wagons to one of these dudes would never have a thing to fear for the rest of eternity. Their braided silver hair contrasted sharply against the gray of their skin. It was an exotically gorgeous combo.

Yay for the Land Dweller gals. The underdogs got to be bonded to some of the hottest guys in the Fae realm. How’s that for some awesome karma?

After the introductions, Roderick apprised them of the change in plans without mentioning the diadem for which I was grateful. That information needed to be kept on the down low.

“Lord Raith,” I said. “I just want you to know how grateful I am to you and your companions. This is going to mean the world to the Land Dwellers.”

I hoped. At least it would after the initial freak out about being in the presence of Dark Elves. Was there a way to ease them into it? Best to rip the Band-Aid off?

Lord Raith gave me a slight smile and inclined his head. “I think we should be the ones thanking you. Our social structures and hierarchies within this realm have served to isolate the races, making us easily susceptible to Moridan’s magic.” His bloody red eyes took me in with approval. “I think we’re long overdue for some radical changes.”

I smiled my thanks and felt relief wash through me as the Elves next to him nodded their enthusiastic agreement.

Good. I was borderline worried that they had come out of a reluctant sense of duty or possibly because their king ordered them to, and I did not want a sweet Land Dweller to deal with the kind of bitterness and indifference Kheelan had already demonstrated with Terise.

The chump. 

Chuck must have had some old beef with Dark Elves or maybe there was something about their smell that didn’t appeal to him. His stomach turned a mottled shade of red at the sight of them, and his little antennae on his head stood ramrod straight, reminding me of a cat with its hackles raised. He fluttered behind me, chattering away with his sharp squawks that did nothing to hide his true feelings for the Elves.

To their credit, they merely smiled, showing off their incisors before drawing their attention back to Roderick. Chuck let out one last squawk and settled on my shoulder. I absently patted his head to let him know how much I appreciated his protectiveness.

“If the rest of you would like to ready yourselves for your journey, I’ll make sure our guests get something to eat,” Roderick said.

Lord Raith and his buddies smiled their appreciation and stepped aside as we all filed out. I couldn’t help eyeing one of the swords at Lord Raith’s waist as I went.

That’s right. One of them.

He was a damn arsenal.

 To save time, we decided to divide and conquer. I was really starting to worry about the Land Dwellers based on Terise’s condition before her bonding. I just had this nagging feeling that, as much as we needed to find the diadem and eliminate griesha, we wouldn’t be able to do so before we lost too many Land Dwellers to the disease. I wanted to assess how bad off they were and go from there, and the more I thought about it, the more urgent that nagging feeling became.

They were my people, and I was so ready to do my part and fight for them.

While Lily and Graul oversaw preparations for our provisions and our departure, Terise, Jareth, and I had the unfortunate task of retrieving Kheelan from his cell.

I wasn’t looking forward to it.

When we arrived with Jareth right behind us, Kheelan’s wary glance landed on me.

“What’s going on Crysta?”

“There’s been a change of plans…or rather…I’ve had a massive change of heart.” 

Kheelan eyed me for a moment and suddenly let out a few expletives. He glared accusingly at his older brother.

“You figured it out, didn’t you? You convinced her to access her memories.”

Jareth simply stared at his brother with a satisfied smirk on his face. 

“Kheelan, we really don’t have time for this, but I made a deal with you. You’re still coming with us.”

His head perked up at that as he swiveled his gaze to me.

“You’re bringing me along even though you remember everything?”

I gave him a curt nod.

“You must need me.”

“By all the gods,” Jareth said in exasperation, “not everyone is as underhanded as you.”

“But you’re not wrong,” I said before Kheelan and Jareth got into another verbal altercation. “It’s important for you to be with Terise since your bond is new, and she needs to be with me as we talk to Chantara about the diadem and meet with the Land Dwellers. Your union with Terise is proof that a fated mate bond will cure them.”

Kheelan gave me a sardonic smile.

“So my presence facilitates hope amongst the pathetic Land Dwellers while you consult with Chantara on where the diadem can be located. How do the humans say it? Killing two birds with one stone are we?” 

Terise gave him a disgusted grunt, earning her another smirk from Kheelan.

“I like to get things done,” I shot back. “I’m a bit of a multi-tasker.” 

“Indeed you are,” he said with some approval. “One of the many things I love about you.”

Jareth stepped to the front of the bars as he pushed me behind him.

“I’d like to clear up a little something before we condescend to bring you with us. You’re not going to take advantage of this situation to further your suit with Crysta. She is mine, she always has been mine, and she always will be mine, and if you so much as twitch one romantic finger in her direction, I’ll put an end to your little get-out-of-jail excursion and send you back here to rot.”

“Have you performed the marriage bond with Crysta yet?” Kheelan asked. His question came off far too nonchalant.

“There hasn’t exactly been time for that,” Jareth said.

A triumphant gleam entered his eyes. “Then she isn’t yours, Brother.”

Jareth’s shoulders tensed as he lifted his hands and began to form a golden ball of light in front of him.

“Jareth,” I said, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him back. “He’s baiting you. Just let it go.”

Jareth took a deep breath before slowly exhaling and powering down his magic. Then he startled me by turning from Kheelan and wrapping me in his arms. He dipped his head and took my lips with his, delivering a fiery kiss that essentially screamed this woman is mine. 

Swoon.

I let him get away with it since, A: any kiss with Jareth generally steals my ability to think clearly, and B: I knew how insecure this entire situation had left him feeling. If he needed to metaphorically spray his territory to be okay with Kheelan accompanying us then I wasn’t going to call him out on it. I kissed him back just as enthusiastically to let him know I understood. I was all in, and wanted him just as badly as he wanted me. Maybe Kheelan needed to see this. Maybe seeing it would put a damper on his own designs and expectations. 

We finally came up for air after Terise let out an amused chuckle which she tried to cover up with an awkward cough.

“You find this amusing, do you?” Kheelan asked Terise as I adjusted my light blue tunic and cleared my throat.

Terise gave Kheelan a sweet smile. “Very. I think, Prince, it might do you a world of good to know when to fight and when to concede defeat.” She nodded at me and Jareth. “This isn’t a battle you’re likely to win.” She gave Kheelan a saucy wink and laughed as his eyes narrowed on hers.

“Do you really think you can speak to me like that, Land Dweller?”

“Watch it, Kheelan,” I said.

“No, it’s fine. I’m very much used to being treated like I’m not an actual living being by his kind. Let’s just get this over with,” Terise said, ignoring Kheelan altogether. 

I noticed Kheelan’s glare turn speculative as he stared intently at Terise.

“Get what over with?” he asked.

“You two need physical contact with one another to further strengthen the bond. You’ll need to be in close proximity with each other as well,” Jareth said.

“For how long?” Kheelan did not look happy.

“At least a week.” I said. “Possibly more. It will depend on how you both adjust to the bond. The other two couples we bonded were already in love with each other. This type of bond is a bit different, so I’m assuming her physical weakness has to do with the lack of emotion on both your parts. Physical contact is necessary, but I don’t have any hard or fast rules for this situation.”

“With any luck, by the end of the week, you’ll never have to suffer through another excruciating moment around this lowlife Land Dweller,” Terise said in an airy tone. Then she surprised me by adding, “For the record, despite the fact you were against the idea, I appreciate the sacrifice you made to save my life. I won’t forget it, I promise you.”

For a moment there, he almost looked like he was touched by her gratitude, but then his expression hardened into a sulky frown. “Crysta didn’t give me much choice,” he said in a strained voice.

I shook my head at his inability to simply accept her thanks and not be a total jerk about the whole thing.

“She’s right,” I said to Jareth. “Let’s get this over with.”

Jareth nodded and waved his hand over the cell bars. Golden light filtered through them and along the lines of the welded steel. After a few moments, the door popped open and Kheelan eagerly stepped out. Jareth grabbed me by the shoulder and wrapped an arm around me. He nodded at Terise who let out a reluctant sigh and slowly approached Kheelan.

“I apologize, Prince, but I’m afraid you’re going to have to suffer through the torture of putting your arm around me for a few moments.” 

Kheelan gave me a hard look before turning to Terise.

“Oh, I think we can do better than that.”

He quickly scooped her into his arms to the sounds of her startled protests and pulled Terise flush against his chest. Before she could form one single objection, he bent his head and gave her a heated kiss. My eyes widened in surprise at this unexpected display.

Dang!

If Kheelan was trying to make me feel jealous, he was failing miserably. There was something inherently right about watching those two engage in such an impassioned kiss. I shared a bemused glance with Jareth as his brother continued kissing his new fated mate—for all the wrong reasons.

Yeah. That last thought bummed me out a bit, but I had some hope that maybe a girl like Terise could get under his thick skin.

Once the unhappy couple finally came up for air, I noticed something very interesting happen. Kheelan looked shaken and dazed, staring at Terise as if she wasn’t at all what he’d been expecting.

And Terise?

She looked cool as a cucumber, like she wasn’t even close to being affected by his kisses. The only thing giving her away was the slight shake in her hands as she pushed him back.

I tried to hide my smirk, proud at how she was playing this with him.

“You seem to be out of practice, Prince Kheelan,” she said in a crisp tone. “I think we better just stick to holding hands.”

Oh, snap. She went there. 

My snort could not be contained, and I mentally dared any soul within the Fae realm to blame me for it.

With that, she turned away from him and walked out of the dungeons. Kheelan’s shocked gaze followed her retreating form.

“You know, I’ve always found Terise to be a very sensible girl,” Jareth said as he guided me toward the stairs so we could follow her out.

“Sensible? That woman was just kissed by one of the most consummate lovers in existence, and she found me wanting in some way? Doesn’t sound like common sense to me,” Kheelan huffed as he brushed past us to follow Terise out of the dungeons.

“This trip is going to be very entertaining,” I said.

“Without a doubt.” Jareth gave me a wide grin as we followed them up the stairs.
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The Lake of Beatha spread out before us in a blinding burst of blues and greens, but when we got up close to the water, I noted how crystal clear it became. Our group apparated along the sandy beach in the same location I’d visited Chantara last time. I guess I was afraid to try anywhere else in case she never appeared, and since time was not on our side, it seemed critical that we contact her as soon as possible.

“Is there some summoning spell we need to perform to get the Siren’s attention?” Kheelan asked in a bored tone.

“I’ve never had to summon her before,” I said, looking out across the large expanse of water. “Chuck? Got any bright ideas in that brilliant brain of yours?”

He fluttered off my shoulder and flew in front of me. Then he did the equivalent of a dragon shrug. The tiny rise and fall of his shoulders was absolutely adorable.

“Useless insect,” Kheelan muttered.

I glared at him and pulled Chuck into my arms.

“You have my permission to cast curses on him whenever you wish,” I whispered against Chuck’s ear. His head perked up before he gave my cheek a nice, long lick.

Awesome.

A splash of water several yards ahead was a welcome sight. I’d been afraid we would have to wait for hours before my Siren noticed us.

Chantara came into view, cresting a large wave. With her lower half submerged, she looked as if she was body surfing her way toward us. The wave gently deposited her on the sandy beach as her tail split into legs while her scales rolled in a Technicolor display, covering her body in dazzling shades of blue.

She held her hands out to me with a sorrowful look on her face. I let Chuck flutter out of my arms as I quickly rushed to her, not liking how dejected she appeared.

“Please tell me you’ve come to help the Land Dwellers. There are several we fear won’t make it through the night.”

Seriously? How fortuitous, and slightly frustrating, especially since we only had three Dark Elves with us. I’d known we were running out of time, I just thought we would have longer to assess their situation and call in reinforcements.

“Chantara, why didn’t you summon me? Why didn’t you let me know what was going on?”

She shook her head in dismay.

“Land Dwellers are a proud race and used to being on their own. They didn’t send a representative to inform me of their dire situation until this morning.”

“We need to get to them as soon as possible,” Lord Raith said. “I’m not comfortable with the thought that we might lose one due to our slow response.”

I placed a comforting hand on his leather clad shoulder. “You’re not to blame, Lord Raith. You’re here now, and that’s all that matters.” I turned back to Chantara and gave her my full attention.“Can you take us to them?”

She nodded. “Follow me.” 

Chantara led the way to the tree-line where the ash-white pines with their icicled branches spread out before us. She confidently walked into the forest, padding on bare feet along the icy ground. The temperature didn’t seem to bother her skin at all. The rest of the group followed behind Jareth and me as Chuck perched himself on my shoulder. No one spoke a word the deeper we walked into the forest. I glanced back at our motley group a few times just to be sure everyone was keeping together. I noticed the Dark Elves appeared a bit tense, but I wasn’t sure if that was their usual resting face or if the idea of Land Dwellers dying bothered them as much as it bothered me.

I wondered if the love match their king found had given them a motivation I hadn’t considered. Maybe they weren’t just doing this out of the goodness of their heart or to save the lake and the magic within the realm. Maybe their motivation was as simple and basic as the need to find love, a life partner, and companionship.

After we’d traveled about fifteen minutes on foot, I asked Chantara just how far inland the Land Dwellers lived.

“Just a few more miles ahead,” she said. “Their home is close to the water since their job of freezing it during mating season is so important.”

“And how often is mating season for the merfolk?” I asked.

“Once every three months.”

“Wow. It sounds like there are tons of young being born every year.”

Chantara looked back at me and gave me a sad shake of her head. “Not every coupling produces a child. We are only blessed with a few babes every year.” 

Those were not good statistics.

“Why is it so difficult for the merfolk to bear children?” Lily asked.

“Lately, the problems have had more to do with griesha than anything else, although, as the years have gone on, our females have become less fertile. No one knows why.”

“I think I could hazard a guess,” Kheelan said. “If my father has been working Dark Magic for as long as we believe, the repercussions of such actions most likely happened long before griesha took hold.” 

Valid point, even if it did come from the only person on this journey who was at the top of my to-be-loathed list.

“Your species isn’t the only species suffering from infertility,” Velho said. “The few females we have left haven’t been able to produce young for quite some time, and the few they do produce are all males.”

“Then this threat to the Land Dwellers’ survival is doubly troubling,” Jareth said. “We don’t want to lose anymore females no matter which race of Fae they belong to.”

“The Dark Elves agree,” Lord Raith said at the rear of our group. “Our king and our warriors are very concerned that the Land Dwellers have been so poorly affected. We will do what we can to save them.”

“Thank you, Lord Raith.” Chantara gave a grateful smile to the muscled warrior. 

I guess it shouldn’t have surprised me that everyone knew everyone around here. It’s not like they were used to people dying in this place since these faeries were supposed to be immortal. After hundreds of years living within the same realm, you’re bound to know most everyone.

After about another ten minutes, the ash trees began to thin out as the freezing sheets of ice below us slowly changed from a blinding white to a deep frosty blue. The trees opened up, and a good sized village came into view.

The modest homes dotting the area appeared to be built from the same timber as the ash trees. Each home sported three levels with crystal roofing that reflected the rays of light from the sky. There were triangular-shaped windows on the first and second floors of the house with one square window in the middle of the third floor. Rows upon rows of these homes circled the epicenter of the village where a pool of water the size of a football field was filled with several females swimming back and forth, dipping pink colored baskets into the water.

“What is it that they’re doing, Chantara?” I asked as we strode into the village. 

“This pool is an extension of the Lake Of Beatha. The Land Dwellers use those magically enhanced baskets to collect Winter magic. They bring these baskets of magic to that edifice over there.”

She pointed to an ash-white tower encircled by a massive staircase leading to the very top where the tower opened up. The females were carrying the baskets of magic to the top of the tower and releasing them into the opening.

“Why do they gather Winter magic like that?” Lily asked.

“They are storing it for the next mating season,” Terise said, coming up on my left. Kheelan kept pace with her, which seemed to irritate her just a little. From the smug look on his face, I think that’s exactly why he was doing it. He seemed to be enjoying pushing Terise’s buttons. If he wasn’t careful, he was going to start falling for his own mate. The thought brought a happy smile to my face.

Terise pointed to hundreds of small hollowed-out areas near the base of the tower, all big enough to fit an arm through. 

“We Land Dwellers find it difficult to maintain enough magical power to do anything other than the most basic of spells, but on the first day of mating season, we gather round the base of the tower, place our arms within its recesses and soak up as much of the stored Winter magic as we can. This makes it easier for us to combine our magical strengths so we can freeze the surface of the lake for the merfolk.”

“Why do the merfolk need the surface frozen in the first place?” Lily asked.

“So other faerie races don’t hear the song of the females as they sing their special mating call,” Chantara said. “A mermaid’s mating call is strictly for the mermen. A specific voice will draw in the right mate for her.”

“Unfortunately, the female’s mating call adversely affects other races of Fae, calling them into the water where they drown in an attempt to find the owner of the mating call,” Jareth said. “If the surface isn’t frozen over, then the various calls of the many females will be heard by countless males in various races.” He looked at Lily as he continued. “You can imagine the chaos that would cause.”

“Correct,” Terise said, “which is why the mating calls would cease altogether if the surface isn’t frozen to block the sounds. None of the mermaids would risk the lives of other races.”

“But why do they have to use a mating call?” I asked. “Is there no other way to find these mermen?”

“It isn’t a matter of finding males. It’s a matter of finding the right male.” Jareth said. “A mermaid’s mating call is much like the pull of a fated mate bond. The call will only pull the right male to the right female.”

“Then it’s a damn good thing we’re here to help your people heal from this illness,” I said to Terise.

She gave me a grateful smile which turned to shock when Kheelan grabbed her hand and squeezed it in a show of support. She gave him a suspicious frown and pulled her hand away. His wide smile at her reaction and then his slightly challenging look in my direction let me know he was messing with both of us. It seemed he was going to get in as much entertainment as possible with Terise while simultaneously attempting to make me jealous. I felt a little uneasy at how cavalier he acted concerning his bond with her. It was like one big game to him.

I shook my head, but I was distracted by Chantara.

“In here,” she said, pointing to one of the three-story homes closest to us. “The women who have been hit hardest by the illness have been sequestered here so others can tend to their needs.”

It didn’t sit well with me that these poor Land Dwellers had to be isolated like this. They must have felt so helpless.

“You were able to tell them that there was a cure?” I asked.

Chantara nodded. “I told them about King Ordin and Meredith, but they are skeptical, reluctant to believe such a superior race would consider a bonding with them. In truth, I was about to send them all to your palace if you hadn’t shown up by the end of the day. I hoped that their arrival would spur things on, but you’re here and that’s all that matters, though we’ll need more than three Dark Elves to help these women.”

I swallowed hard.

“Just how many women are that far gone, Chantara?”

She opened the solid wood door and motioned me in. “See for yourself.”

Jareth’s look was grim as he took my hand and pulled us across the threshold into an enormous room filled to the brim with tiny beds where several females covered in angry red infected sores lay curled up in their beds. The shocked gasps of the group behind us echoed my own as everyone came filing in. 

Graul managed a grunt and spoke for the first time since we apparated to the lake. “This makes pain. Heart is hurting.” He pointed to his own chest as he surveyed the women who were moaning in agony. His eyes narrowed, looking from female to female like he wanted to save them all but didn’t know where to start. Lily grabbed his hand and gave it a kiss. My eyes teared up a little at Graul’s simple statement and boundless compassion.

Chuck flew from my shoulder and began zipping around the room, appearing just as agitated as Graul. He sent out a few little snorts of fire mixed with a glittery substance that slowly sifted through the air, coating some of the Land Dwellers who were unconscious and moaning in their sleep.

“What is he doing?” I asked.

As the women calmed down and moved into a more restful state of unconsciousness Jareth chuckled. “That dragon of yours is quite kind hearted. His magic is also strangely versatile. Just like yours. I think he managed to soothe the burning ache on their skin.”

I shook my head and marveled at my sweet dragon as he continued to move from Land Dweller to Land Dweller. Then Terise rushed past me and knelt next to the first bed closest to us.

“Brydie?” she whispered.

She smoothed down the bedraggled locks of a beautiful, golden skinned woman who gave Terise a tremulous smile.

“Terise,” she said. Her eyes drank Terise in with some surprise, studying her features and then running her hands along Terise’s arms before smiling wide. “You’ve been healed. So it’s truly possible then. There is a way for us to be cured.”

Terise nodded, tears streaming down her face. “Yes, Brydie. We’re going to make you much better, but we can only do so if you agree to the bond. Has Chantara told you what exactly is required?”

Brydie nodded. “We know, and most of us are grateful for the sacrifices other males will be making on our behalf.” 

I came up beside Terise and placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Most of you? Are there some females who don’t wish to be bonded to anyone?”

Brydie let out a weak chuckle before turning her head to the side and nodding toward her neighbor, a female who looked to be in even worse condition with sores openly bleeding on her shoulders and face. She tossed and moaned in her sleep, mumbling incoherently and shaking her head from side to side. 

“She’s afraid to be bonded?” I asked.

Brydie nodded. “Selene is a much younger faerie with some very romantic notions. She always hoped she would find her fated mate even though the possibility of that ever taking place for any of us is terribly slight. She wants to be bonded for love and hates the idea of anyone bonding to her out of pity.”

Terise let out a snort. “That’s her pride talking. I can understand the desire to be loved by your bonded mate, but living is far more important, and so is our role in this realm. She can’t disregard her duty on that score.”

“No,” I said, watching Selene as she tossed and turned in agony, wishing I could somehow make this easier for her. Once we healed her, if we healed her, she would spend the rest of her life knowing any chance for love with a true fated mate was no longer possible. “But she does have the right to choose. She doesn’t have to accept the bond.” 

“Yes, she does,” said a gruff voice behind me.

I turned in surprise as Lord Raith walked into the room and made a beeline for Selene’s bed. He knelt beside her and then tore some of the cloth from his tunic. I watched in amazement as he began to tend to the bloody wounds on her arms and face. I shot Jareth a quizzical look, but he didn’t even notice. He was just as shocked as I was at Lord Raith’s behavior.

His tending to her wounds soon jarred her from her sleep. As her eyes fluttered open and focused in on him, fear flashed across her face and she weakly began to struggle.

I didn’t blame her. The Dark Elves were very handsome but dangerously so. If the Land Dwellers were as afraid of them as Terise had mentioned then waking up to one while on death’s door was going to scare the pixie dust out of her.

“Shhh, my dear,” Lord Raith murmured as he gently wrapped his arms around her and pulled her struggling form to his chest. “No one is going to harm you. I’m here to help you.”

Selene stopped her struggling probably because she was far too exhausted to fight him off. He motioned me over to them and propped Selene up a little more so she could see Jareth and me as we approached.

“Selene, may I present Princess Crystiana Tuadhe d’Anu and Prince Jareth Tuatha d’Dannan, both of whom are going to perform the bonding spell that will make you whole again…and make you mine.”

Well, technically they would belong to each other, but I didn’t truly believe that any of these bondings would be viewed as a true marriage. The nature of a couple’s relationship after Jareth and I created the bond was completely up to the couple.

Looked like Lord Raith was taking this bond very seriously.

Selene shook her head, refusing to meet my gaze.

“I don’t wish to be bonded to anyone…I… don’t mean to sound so ungrateful.” Her voice came out paper thin. Just a wispy exhalation. “I know you are sacrificing much to save us, but I don’t wish either one of us to be trapped in a bonding not of our choosing.”

Her wheezing protests were interrupted by an onslaught of coughing. When she started coughing up blood things got real bad real fast.

I reached for her when blood coated her chest, and she passed out in Lord Raith’s arms.

He gave me a worried look as he placed a hand just above her core.

“I can barely sense any magic from her,” he said. “We have to perform the bond now.”

“Lord Raith, we want to save her as much as you do, but we can’t force the bond on her. She has to want this,” Jareth said soberly.

Lord Raith’s eyes flashed in anger.

“What are we here for then, if not to save the Land Dwellers, even if it means saving them from themselves.” He turned to me and gave me a pleading look. “She’s mine. I know she is. I know we’re supposed to save her, and she’s supposed to be mine. Please, Princess Crystiana. Give me my fated mate.” 

Flaming hobgoblins. What the hell did I say to that?

“It’s not a true fated mate, Lord Raith,” Jareth said in a gentle tone. “It merely mimics the fated mate bond.”

“Maybe not,” I said as a thought came to me. I sat down on the bed next to Selene and placed one hand on Lord Raith’s core and the other on Selene’s.

“Before I do this,” I said, “I want you to tell me why you chose her. There are over twenty women in here. Why her?”

“We don’t have time for this,” he said with a low growl, clearly panicked.

But we did have time. We had just enough time for him to give me a direct answer.

“Why her?” I repeated.

“We call it The Sight,” he said quickly.

Jareth gasped behind me. “Dark Elves are still capable of this?” he asked.

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“I’ll explain it later, Crysta.” Jareth said. “We need to perform the bond for them now.”

He sat down on the other side of the bed and placed his hands next to mine on Lord Raith and Selene’s cores. I pictured their core magics melding together just as I had with the previous bondings Jareth and I performed. I visualized them opening up, receiving each other, blasting through the black barriers that separated their magic from one another and adding magics from my own core to assist them. It didn’t feel quite so easy this time around. I couldn’t account for the drain I felt, but I pushed through it anyway, fueled by adrenaline and Lord Raith’s own desperation.

“Renovare. Vivifica. Restituet. Emendandum solvatur.”

A white light built beneath my palms, spreading down my arms, hitting my core and mingling with all the magics there. The magics weaved themselves together, welcoming Jareth’s addition of Summer magic like one might welcome a long lost relative back into the fold. The energy within my core built to a crescendo, pushing for release until I couldn’t hold it in any longer.

“Let it out now, Jareth,” I said as the magic began to shoot down my arms. As soon as I uttered those words, the whole room was bathed in white light, momentarily blinding us all before fading out as the magic within my core settled down to a low thrum. Just before the light dissipated completely, the symbol of the infinity rings hovered in the air between Selene and Lord Raith before fading away with the light.

So strange. That was the second time that had happened. The rings hadn’t been present for Mira and Vargis or Ordin and Meredith, but I’d seen them twice now. I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

Lord Raith gasped in surprise as he took in Selene’s healthy appearance. There wasn’t a single flaw upon her golden skin, and her wavy blond locks no longer hung limp and stringy around her face.

“She’s perfect. She’s completely healed.” He lovingly stroked her hair, looking at her as if she was the only thing on this earth that deigned the right to hold his sole attention.

I hadn’t expected this. This obvious affection, adoration even, considering the many prejudices against Land Dwellers, but Lord Raith and many of the Dark Elves seemed immune to this.

Selene finally stirred and blinked her eyes open. It took a moment for her to focus in on the elf holding her, and I braced myself for angry outbursts and accusations on her end since we’d basically taken her choices from her and bonded her to Lord Raith for the rest of her immortal life.

Yep. If I were her, I’d be pissed, but I was also glad she wasn’t dead. The pros and cons of my recent actions left me feeling very conflicted.

Selene lifted her hand to Lord Raith’s core and gave him a piercing look.

“I…can feel your magic…our magic. I can feel you,” she said.

“I know you didn’t want this, but I couldn’t let you die,” Lord Raith said though he didn’t sound apologetic at all. More satisfied than anything else.

She stared at him for a moment and then nodded as if she’d just made some monumental decision. She placed her palm on his cheek, raised herself up, and softly kissed him on the lips.

I glanced to Jareth in surprise, but he wore a knowing smile on his face. I was clearly missing something here.

He looked at me and reached for my hand, giving it a kiss and then covering it with his other hand.

“They’re fated mates, Crysta.”

“Yes. That’s what we gave them, a fated mate bond.”

He shook his head. “No, you don’t understand. Dark Elves have something called The Sight. It enables them to recognize those threads of magic within a faerie’s core that actively seek a mate to spend their lives with. We all have those threads of magic within us, but only those with The Sight can read them. Dark Elves were once employed long ago by other races to determine which faeries were best suited for one another based on the way these threads within their cores reacted to another faerie’s presence.”

“I thought fated mates were rare,” I said.

“They are rare,” Kheelan said. “Dark Elves find those who are compatible based on magical core reactions. The fated mate bond hasn’t been seen by a Dark Elf in hundreds of years.”

I looked at Lord Raith who was lovingly kissing his wife’s forehead, holding her in his arms as if she was the most precious gift he’d ever received, and I realized she was exactly that.

“You recognized her as your fated mate, didn’t you?” I asked.

He nodded.

“How? What did you see within the threads of magic in her core?”

“The infinity rings,” he said. “At first, I thought they were meant for one of my other comrades.” He nodded to the warriors standing in the back. They both had happy smiles on their faces, but their eyes held a hint of longing in them. They wanted this just as badly as Lord Raith did.

“The closer I got to her, the more brightly the threads burned, signifying my status as her fated mate.”

“But I thought when you touched each other your skin would glow, or you would have a mark on your temple,” I said.

“That only happens when two royals are fated mates,” Jareth reminded me.

Of course. Which was why Terise and Kheelan didn’t hold the mark on their temple. Terise wasn’t a royal, but that infinity symbol had shown up when I bonded them together.

Son of a one-legged Bogart. Kheelan and Terise were gonna be pissed.

I chuckled under my breath at the irony of it all. Kheelan could fight this all he wanted to, could be in denial for a while anyway, but it appeared I’d inadvertently found his fated mate for him and he had absolutely no idea. Which meant he was feeling all sorts of things for her and fought it because he still had feelings for me.

This felt like sweet justice. Kheelan…prince of the Seelie Court, a faerie so arrogant and snobby as to look down upon the lesser Fae with such disdain was now mated to one who happened to be his fated mate. I wasn’t about to tell him at the moment. He and Terise had to figure that stuff out on their own.

“What’s so funny?” Jareth asked.

“Nothing. I was just thinking how interesting it is that fated mates have been so rare when maybe fated mates haven’t been found simply because no one has been willing to look outside their own race. How many more fated mates do you think we will find?”

“Many,” Graul said. “You unite magic. Bring return of old things. Fated mates are part of this.”

“Well said, Graul,” Jareth nodded. “I do believe you’re right.”

I looked back at the two warriors standing near the wall and motioned them closer.

“Velho, Valho, I think it’s your turn.”

I gestured to the rest of the room and noticed for the first time that a few of the females were sitting up in their beds staring at Selene and Lord Raith with tears streaming down their faces.

It must have given them so much hope to see evidence of a cure and a chance at a true fated mate bond.

Velho swallowed hard and motioned to Brydie who took in a shocked breath.

“She is mine,” he said simply.

I looked at Brydie who continued to stare at Velho with a mixture of shock and awe filling her expression.

“Brydie,” I said. “Are you ready for this? Do you accept this bond between you and this Dark Elf?”

She nodded, choking down a sob before she finally whispered a soft yes. Velho was already moving toward her, sitting next to her on the bed and taking her into his arms.

It was so touching I couldn’t help the few tears that slipped down my cheeks. Not only were these Land Dwellers receiving a cure they’d had zero hope of ever achieving, they were finding their fated mates in the process, something absolutely unheard of before now. Fated mates were popping up everywhere, and I found the timing very interesting considering the threats we faced. It seemed Nature knew best.

I grabbed Jareth’s hand and squeezed it.

“You ready to help another couple get hitched?”

“Get hitched?” Graul said. He looked at Jareth in confusion. “You understand?”

“Not a slang term I’m familiar with, Graul, but I can infer its meaning.” He chuckled as the rest of the group laughed as well. “Yes, Crysta, I’m ready to help these two get married.”

We performed the same marriage spell all over again, which is what I finally recognized it as. The infinity rings were also present within the blinding white light that followed the bonding, and Brydie looked healthy and happy in the arms of her fated mate.

I shook off the exhaustion that hit me the minute the spell was cast. I’d noticed a steady increase in difficulty while performing these bonds, but I wondered if that had to do with the energy it took to cast them. I’d never done three within a day or two of each other, but Jareth looked completely energized.

Maybe I just wasn’t used to practicing so much magic, while he’d been exercising his magical muscles for over two hundred years.

I was in desperate need of a magical regimen and workout routine.

Valho didn’t see his fated mate in the house. I guess it was too convenient to be able to find all three warriors a fated mate amongst the ill women within the room, but I wasn’t about to risk him losing his chance now that we knew it was possible.

“Lord Raith, is there any way you can contact King Ordin to let him know how many women are still suffering from the illness?”

“Of course. I can contact him through the reflection of the pool in the village and apprise him of the situation.”

“Do you think there will be more volunteers?” I asked. Just because a few Dark Elves were Team Land Dweller didn’t mean everyone would support the idea.

He flashed his fangs as his lips drew up in a smile, and then he gave me a repentant look. “In truth, your highness, the entire race of Dark Elves was very much on board with this idea due to some issues of our own within our species.”

“What are you talking about, Lord Raith?” Kheelan asked.

It was the first time he’d spoken in a while, remaining silent and observing the proceedings, no doubt analyzing everything, but I couldn’t get a read on his thoughts or feelings about the entire thing. I wondered if he had finally recognized Terise as his fated mate since it had been the main topic of discussion for the last hour, but I really couldn’t tell.

I focused back in on the conversation as Lord Raith explained the Dark Elves’ plight. Apparently, not only had most of their females become infertile in the last three decades, but any new babies being born were all male. The Dark Elves were facing the possibility of no more young ever being born. This was something we already knew, but what we didn’t know was their ulterior motive which should have been obvious to me right from the start. They were more than happy to bond with the Land Dwellers so long as the women were willing to give them children.

“But Lord Raith, not all of them are going to find their fated mates, and there are most likely going to be some Land Dwellers and Dark Elves who won’t fall in love with each other. Not to mention the fact that this is where the Land Dwellers live.”

“I’ll happily follow my husband to the Dark Elven lands,” Selene said. “There is no trouble in this since we can apparate back here when I am needed, but Crysta is right in saying that there may be some of our women who will not wish to give up their homes here or be intimate with a mate they do not share a strong emotional connection to.”

I looked at Lord Raith with some sympathy. “I’m not going to throw out judgments just because you guys were working some angle here, but she has a point.”

He gave me a sheepish grin and nodded.

“We had no idea fated mates was a possibility, but it definitely gives us hope in this. We would never force anyone to leave their homes to stay with us, and none of the Dark Elves will force the issue of intimacy. Some of the Elves can relocate here. It would be up to the couple in question.”

“So you save their lives, and hopefully they will be willing to save your race. Is that it?” I gave him a saucy smile.

“That’s the crux of it,” he said.

“I think it a fair bargain,” Jareth said. “And who knows how many fated mates will come of it?”

“There’s certainly a possibility that Valho will find his,” I said, giving the warrior a supportive smile.

He nodded, looking so hopeful and waiting so patiently while we tried to sort this out. I didn’t want him to have to wait any longer.

“Chantara, do you think you can gather the females together so we can explain the logistics of their union to the Dark Elves? We need them to understand that this isn’t just a cure but a partnership and a possibility of a fated mate match. We also need to help Valho find his fated mate if he has one. He’ll need to see all the females in the area.”

Chantara gave me a happy smile.

 “I’ll take the young warrior with me as I gather the women together. We’ll be waiting for you at the center of the village once you’re ready to speak with them.”

“I’ll go contact King Ordin immediately. If the women will let the wards down, we can have hundreds of warriors apparating here within the hour,” Lord Raith said.

“Hundreds?” I asked.

He gave me a wide grin.

“You have no idea how many of our males have been without female companionship. King Ordin only sent three of us because he wasn’t sure how we would be received, and he understands that many races of Fae are afraid of us. Our warriors have been waiting for word that we will be accepted into their lands.”

I nodded, feeling a little dazed at how much work this was going to take as Lord Raith gently grabbed Selene by the hand and guided her out of the cozy house.

“This is going to take a while,” I said. The magnitude of our task suddenly dawned on me. I was already so tired, but I tried to push my uneasiness aside. It would be okay. We’d help the most at risk Land Dwellers first and go from there.

One bonding spell at a time.

Chuck gently flew up next to me and landed on my shoulder. His sweet breath on my cheek revived me a bit.

“We could really use that diadem right about now,” Terise said in a low voice, coming to stand next to me. “It would amplify your power and allow you to bond more than just one couple at a time. At least, if our assumptions about the diadem are correct.”

“Terise is right,” Lily said. “And we still haven’t asked Chantara about it.”

“We will.” I eyed Velho and Brydie to see if they had overheard our discussion, but they were too wrapped up in each other. “I think we can all agree that there are a few lives here that take precedence at the moment.” 

I motioned around the room at the eighteen plus women who were still very ill, lying in their beds, waiting for these warriors to arrive so they could have an opportunity to not only live, but possibly find their fated mates.

Jareth wrapped his arms around me and let me ease into his warm embrace.

“I’m proud of you,” he said as he rested his cheek against the top of my head.

“You are? But I haven’t done anything yet.”

He let out a low laugh and squeezed me even tighter.

“You’re here, helping these women, worrying about their plight, and discovering fated mates left and right. Do you have any idea how miraculous that is, especially when this level of concern you’re demonstrating comes from a royal? A royal who would actually take the time to cater to their needs and treat them as if they are equals?” He ran his fingers through my hair as I let out a soft sigh. “The changes you’re bringing about are going to have far-reaching affects for this realm. I’m thrilled to be a part of it. Thrilled to be by your side.”

“Don’t ever leave my side,” I said, tilting my head up to look at him. “I can’t do this without you. I would never want to either.” 

His eyes softened as his lips inched closer to mine. His kiss was soft and tender, a sweet offering of love and fulfillment. I basked in it, grateful that I could remember every single one he had ever given me from the moment I met him in my dingy apartment until now.

A simple thing, but it meant the world to me.
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If someone had told me I’d be standing at the edge of a pool the size of a football field with Land Dwellers congregated to the left side of the pool and Dark Elf warriors stationed on the right, ready to rattle off instructions like some dating, game show host gone royal, I’d have dubbed them completely loco.

And yet here I am.

Chantara’s beautifully gowned form slowly inched into the crystal blue water before she paused and looked back at me. She held out her hand and gave me an encouraging smile.

“Don’t be afraid, Crysta,” she said. “I won’t let you fall.”

I glanced at the hopeful faces of the Land Dwellers, beautiful women all suffering from various stages of greisha. It does something to you, to see the suffering of others, to witness another being’s pain, knowing you can be the one to bring an end to that suffering. I may have felt wholly inadequate when it came to ruling a kingdom, and public speaking wasn’t really my thing, but caving into little fears on my part seemed a bit selfish. Their lives were at stake. Time to step up and do some queenly stuff no matter how unworthy I felt.

I gingerly took Chantara’s hand and stepped into the shallow pool of water, allowing her to guide me deeper as my form-fitting trousers began to cling to my calves. The chill of the water didn’t bother me one bit. It relaxed my muscles and amplified my magic. Blue threads of Winter magic rose from the water and lovingly wrapped themselves around my waist and chest, entering my core and building into a powerful boost of pressure that shot toward my feet. A large wave of water gathered below us both, lifting us high into the air so everyone could not only see us but hear what I had to say.

I waited for a moment, allowing myself some time to get my bearings and my balance. Then I looked over the assembled masses, committing to memory this very moment where I truly accepted who I was and what my role in this realm would be. These people were my people, two vastly different races facing the threat of eventual extinction unless they could learn to come together, to love and trust each other. They needed hope for their futures and solutions to their problems.

I could give them that.

It was an incredible feeling.

“I know that many of you have most likely heard of me, but I’ll introduce myself anyway. My name is Crystiana Tuadhe d’Anu, the lost princess of the Unseelie Court, and while I stand before you as a princess, I’m also your servant and your friend.” 

A few gasps and murmurs from the crowd reached my ears. I guess not many royals considered themselves servants. I cast a quick glance at Jareth who held Chuck in his arms. Both my boys gave me supportive smiles, though Chuck’s was filled with some gnarly looking teeth. I hid a smile and continued my speech.

“That may sound odd to you, but you’re my people, you’re under my care, and I intend to do all I can to serve and protect you. The Dark Elves are facing the real possibility of their species dying out just as you Land Dwellers. Their females have become barren, and no new females have been born for quite some time.” Mutterings of dismay circulated throughout the women. “And now your race has been hit the hardest by this plague. I promise you, I am doing everything I can to find the source of this illness and eradicate it. Until then, I can offer you a cure. The Dark Elves wish to bond their cores to yours, something that Prince Jareth and I can accomplish by simulating a fated mate bond, though there are some of you, as we have discovered, who are destined to share a true fated mate bond.” The gasps of surprise were loud enough, I had to wait for everyone to quiet down. “I’m not interested in forcing this bond on you. It’s your choice should you wish to be mated to one of these Elves, but please know that if you do there will be specific things required of you in return for your lives. You’ll be expected to ensure the survival of the Dark Elves’ species. Are there any questions?”

Several hands flew up among the Land Dwellers. I pointed to a shorter woman with spiraled gold curls flowing down her back. Her skin was covered in open sores, but she stood tall and unafraid as she stepped forward.

“I think I can say on behalf of all the Land Dwellers that we are grateful to the Dark Elves for their willingness to save our lives and end this disease, but we’re just Land Dwellers, considered the least magical and lowest form of Fae in this realm.” She swallowed hard. It must have cost her dearly to have to say that out loud. “Why would they care to mix our blood with theirs? Any children we produce will be half breeds, less powerful than most Fae. We won’t wish our children to be looked down upon within the Dark Elven community.”

I turned to the warriors and spotted Lord Raith at the very front with one arm secured around Selene.

“Lord Raith, perhaps you would like to answer that question?”

He nodded and both he and Selene stepped forward.

“Our race has never been one to pay attention to social classes amongst the other races. We married within our race and never ventured further than that because we believed it to be biologically impossible to produce young with other races. We do not consider Land Dwellers tainted as most races have stated, and we will never consider children born from this union as lesser Fae. They will be loved just as you will be loved.” 

I looked at the woman who gave a satisfied nod to Lord Raith before stepping back into her group. The women surrounding her looked weak with relief.

“As you all know, Dark Elves are blessed with The Sight, capable of finding the mate most compatible for others,” Chantara said. “They can also find their fated mates through this gift just as Lord Raith and Velho have.” She looked at the proud Lord and continued. “Lord Raith, do you and your warriors see anymore infinity symbols within the threads of core magic amongst these females?”

“There are many, Siren, but we won’t be able to ascertain which female belongs to which male until the males draw closer to them. Close proximity will make the rings flare brighter until the right pairing is created.”

“Ladies, do the warriors have your permission to approach you to find their fated mates?”

Several nodded their enthusiastic agreement, the promise of a fated mate overriding any objections they might have had at being paired with a total stranger and then expected to have children right away. It was like speed dating…only far more permanent. I had this funny visual of these females and these staunch warriors sitting across the table from each other asking asinine questions about their careers, favorite movies, and tastes in music. I nearly let out an irreverent laugh.

“You may proceed,” Chantara said as she turned back to the Dark Elves. “Once you have found your fated mate, please bring her back to this side of the pool so Crysta and Jareth can begin the bonding process as quickly as possible. Any warrior left without a fated mate should then accompany me to the sick house since there are some women there who aren’t well enough to attend this meeting. You may find your fated mate amongst them.”

The gruff warriors quickly walked their way around the edge of the pool and began to mingle with the females. There were hundreds of warriors and hundreds of Land Dwellers which meant this was going to take some time. Chantara instructed the wave we floated upon to slowly lower us down to the shallow waters, and then we carefully made our way out of the pool.

I gotta be honest. I was really happy to not be in their position. I couldn’t think of anything more awkward than having to stand among hundreds of women, waiting for a really hot, really scary looking warrior to come and claim me. And what if I actually wanted a fated mate and no one came? What if all the women next to me were chosen, but I wasn’t.

So awkward. I’d be biting my nails until the beds bled. Although, there were a few Land Dwellers who seemed to be either too shy or too scared to stay in the group for long. One younger looking woman in particular had managed to break away from everyone and did some serious speed walking in the other direction, heading for a house several yards away.

“Who is that, Chantara?” I asked.

She followed my gesture and zeroed in on the young woman. Her eyes softened in understanding, and a sad smile graced her lips. 

“That’s Nissa. She’s a shy, sweet girl. The youngest of the group. She’s just come into her own and hasn’t any experience with males. I think she’s most likely overwhelmed by the number of warriors in attendance. She doesn’t do well in crowds and isn’t interested in marrying. It will be difficult to convince her to bond with anyone.”

“I’m sure she feels ambushed,” I muttered. I studied Nissa who was nearly halfway to the house. Her bare legs were covered in gruesome sores that were openly bleeding. “She might be frightened, Chantara, but she needs to remain with the group. She’s entering the final stages of this illness and doesn’t have much time.”

Chantara nodded. “I’ll talk with her.”

Before I could voice my desire to go with her, a warrior dashed from the group and made his way over to Nissa, reaching her before she was able to escape. She turned when he grabbed her arm and wrenched it from his grasp, a look of fear coasting across her face. The warrior stepped back, holding his hands out in supplication as if he was trying to calm a spooked horse. He said something to her and inched closer as she took a wary step back.

I grabbed Chantara’s arm.

“What did he just say?”

“I have no idea. I wish I could read lips.” She let out a frustrated grunt and pulled us forward.

I hoped the warrior behaved himself because picking Nissa up and throwing her over his shoulder wasn’t going to earn him any brownie points. Jareth was suddenly at my side with a wide grin on his face. Chuck was perched happily on his shoulder.

“Do we have a demure damsel on our hands?”

I rolled my eyes.

“I swear, Jareth. Sometimes the things you say.”

As we came nearer, we could finally hear the conversation. Well, we could hear his side of the conversation. Nissa hadn’t uttered a word. She had her arms folded across her chest and was glaring at the warrior. He looked equal parts frustrated and desperate. When Nissa saw Chantara, she let out a relieved sigh and quickly moved to her side.

“What’s your name?” I asked the warrior.

“Faran,” he said, never taking his eyes off Nissa. “She doesn’t seem to understand me.”

“She’s deaf, Faran. Most of us understand her sign language, but for those who can’t sign with her, she reads lips,” Chantara said. “Your fangs are making it difficult for her to understand what you are saying.”

Understanding dawned in Faran’s eyes as he stepped toward Nissa. She gave him another glare and furiously began signing with Chantara.

The Siren chuckled.

“She wasn’t able to read your lips, Crysta. She has no idea what’s going on. She thinks the Dark Elves are here to force them into slavery.”

“What?” I said in surprise. “Why didn’t anyone tell her what was going on?”

Nissa signed something to me and then pointed at Faran with a shaky hand. Chantara had to translate.

“She said it is easy for her to be forgotten since she can never speak, can never make herself known. She wants to know why Faran is following her. I thought someone had already explained this to her.”

“Faran, is she your fated mate?” I asked.

Nissa’s eyes widened. Guess she read my lips that time. Her eyes flicked to Faran, turbulent emotions battling across her face.

Faran’s look gentled as he continued to stare at her.

“Yes,” he finally responded. “You’re my fated mate.”

He got on one knee so he was at eye level with her—yeah, these dudes were tall—and then he held out his hand, offering himself up to her with a pleading, wistful look that gave me all the feels. Since Nissa was his fated mate, she must have been experiencing all the feels times a thousand.

I glanced at her and held my breath as she stared at him with clear uncertainty in her eyes. She flicked her gaze to Chantara for what seemed like guidance. Chantara sent her an encouraging nod and stepped back, giving Nissa a little push in Faran’s direction.

Faran chuckled when Nissa planted her hands on her hips in annoyance.

I think it must have been Faran’s good-natured smile that finally eased her mind. Granted, a Dark Elf’s smile is something you have to get used to. Takes a minute for you to realize those flashing fangs aren’t going to be used to rip your throat out. Well, obviously they can use them to rip throats out, but that wasn’t happening with a fated mate.

Nissa gave him a shy smile and hesitantly reached for his hand. The minute her hand landed on his, he pulled her into a sitting position on his knee, wrapped his arms around her, and proceeded to kiss her as if he wasn’t surrounded by an audience. She immediately melted in his arms (no judgments here, girlfriend) while the rest of our group let out some cheers and a few laughs. Once they finally surfaced for some air their happiness wasn’t anything one could deny.

“Love works fast around these parts,” I muttered under my breath.

“Why wait when it’s fate?” Jareth said. His arm came around my shoulder and pulled me in for an embrace.

“You make a compelling point, but they don’t even know each other.”

“They’ll get to know each other,” Jareth said. “Most arranged marriages in the Fae realm start out with zero emotion. It’s all about treaties and alliances. A fated mate bond is a firm foundation to build upon.”

Good point.

Faran helped Nissa to her feet and stood beside her. Flaming pixies, but this guy was tall. Little Nissa barely came to his chest.

“Will you perform the bonding spell, Princess?” he asked.

“I would be honored to.”

Jareth and I took up our positions with our hands placed on both of their cores and began the spell that would seal these two and their magics together forever. I blinked, feeling a bit dizzy as we nearly finished up. Chuck must have sensed something wrong because I felt his claws cling to the front of my tunic while his breath fanned out across my neck and face, giving me a much needed energy boost. I appreciated the magical caffeine jolt, but why was I so drained by this when Jareth acted like the Energizer Bunny?

Once we finished, Faran let out a shout that sounded a bit tribal and scooped a laughing Nissa up into his arms. His shout was echoed by hundreds of warriors behind us. I turned to see happy warriors with their arms around their equally happy fated mates and realized I had the best job in the entire realm.

I was a total matchmaker.

Jane Austen’s Emma had nothin’ on me.

I just hoped I didn’t pass out before we got through all these bondings.

“You ready for this?” Jareth said, taking my hand in his and giving it a loving squeeze. 

“Absolutely. It’s time to save my people.”

“Our people, Crysta. Your people are my people too.”

I smiled up at him as the next fated mate couple approached us, ready for their chance to be bound together.
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Jareth and I performed the bonding spell nearly eighty times before I realized we had a serious problem on our hands.

My hands, to be exact. They were shaking like crazy.

It took a lot of power to perform the bond, and I was beginning to feel the effects of our activities. Chuck was looking a bit worse for wear as well since he’d done quite a bit of breathing on my face to keep me upright. He snuggled himself in my arms and promptly began to snore.

Jareth scratched him behind the ears. “You’re going to need to get some rest too, Crysta. Both of us are. This isn’t just draining for you and Chuck.” Jareth blinked tired eyes. “I’m starting to feel a little sleepy.”

“Really? I know this sounds terrible, but I’m glad you’re tired too. It makes me feel like less of a wimp.”

He chuckled softly and guided my head to his shoulder, instructing Chantara to tell the others we were going to take a small break. No one seemed to mind since a party the likes of which I had certainly never seen was under full swing now that fated mates had been found and Land Dwellers were being cured. There was music and dancing and tables filled with tons of food. I’d never seen so much food in my life.

Lily and Graul came over to us, offering up some cool refreshments. I took the delicate cup made of sculpted ice, careful not to jostle my dragon, and downed the drink in one gulp. It tasted of peppermint and chocolate with a hint of cinnamon. The peppermint tingled as it went down my throat and suddenly my body came alive as bolts of magic pinged along the lengths of my arms and legs.

I stared at the cup like it was my next lifeline. “What in all the nine realms is this, and where can I get more?”

Graul and Lily both laughed.

“Nice drink. Boost energy,” Graul said. “Crysta and Jareth look tired.”

“We are. Thank you for the energy drinks. Beats a Red Bull any day.”

“Bulls are tasty. Not good for drinking, though,” Graul said.

I choked back a laugh and nodded my agreement.

“How many of the warriors found their fated mates within the sick house?” I asked Lily since she had been helping Chantara behind the scenes.

“There were eight fated mates found, and you already helped them. We made those women a priority since they were much more ill than any of the other Land Dwellers.”

“And the other women in the sick house? How many did that leave?”

“Ten, but warriors without fated mates already laid claim to them, and all the women agreed to the union. You’ve already helped them as well.”

“We did?” I asked in a daze. I guess I hadn’t been paying attention to the presence of the infinity rings after a while. I’d been so immersed in the magic, bonding couples one right after another, I hadn’t realized some of them weren’t true fated mates.

“Yes.” Lily gave me a side hug. “Now come join us at one of the tables and rest for a bit, get some food in your system before you keep going.”

“We can rest for a bit, but I think it’s about time we discuss the diadem with Chantara,” I said.

Jareth and I followed Lily and Graul to a large rectangular table brimming with delectable foods and drinks. Chuck immediately perked up and headed for the table, grabbing some fruits and meats on different plates and then zooming off into the trees to enjoy his meal.

Kheelan was already seated next to Chantara, his focus on the activity near the pool. I spotted Terise dancing in a circle with some of her friends and knew exactly where Kheelan’s focus had gone.

Unfortunately, the minute I sat down across from him and Chantara his gaze fixed on me and remained there. His eyes darkened considerably as Jareth took a seat next to me and rested his arm across the back of my chair.

There was a good chance he was about to say something mean and nasty, but we didn’t have time for that nonsense. I needed to get to the bottom of this diadem business.

“Chantara, the Land Dwellers weren’t the only reason we came to see you,” I said.

“No? Are there more developments on the maze spell this prince wove around your memories?” Chantara gave Kheelan one of those mom looks that has the power to curdle cheese and petrify small children.

Kheelan let out a soft snort and folded his arms defensively.

“Princess Crysta is far more resourceful than I gave her credit for. Never should have underestimated her since her intellect is just as miraculous as her beauty.”

“Kheelan,” Jareth warned.

“I was able to break the maze spell and find the memory my mother hid from me,” I said in a hurry. “This memory is a conversation she had with you a week after I was born, the one concerning your mother’s diadem.”

Chantara stilled in her seat as her lavender eyes turned obsidian.

“No,” she said. “I’d completely forgotten about that conversation. Your mother thought she could use the diadem to amplify the elemental magics and heal herself. She thought it would prevent King Moridan from killing you both.”

“That’s not all she thought it would do, Chantara. She wanted to use it to strip King Moridan of his core magic and trap it within the stone. The diadem can help amplify the power Jareth and I wield to bring about a fated mate bond, but it can also get rid of the poison tainting our magic by stripping King Moridan of his.”

Chantara looked ill at the very thought. She set down her glass with a shaky hand and brushed away some stray black hair from her face.

“By the gods, we’ve wasted so much time when I had the answer to the problem right from the beginning. I should have remembered what she said, but most of it didn’t make sense to me. The poison hadn’t yet taken hold of our magic. She was talking in riddles, claiming you could wield more than one elemental magic and suggesting she use your powers to save her. I was afraid of what she might do to you if she found the diadem. The other children who were able to weave different elemental magics so long ago weren’t able to handle the amplified power and lost their minds.”

“But I won’t. I won’t because of the fated mate bond that Jareth and I share. My mother said the magic needed an anchor. Our bond is the anchor. Those children didn’t make it through with their sanity intact because they weren’t bonded to someone.”

“Technically, you aren’t either, Crysta,” Chantara said, giving me and Jareth a knowing look. “Have you finalized the bond?” 

“Well, I…” I looked at Jareth who simply raised an eyebrow as if to say, you go ahead and answer that. “No, we haven’t performed the marriage ceremony yet.”

“You’ll need to. If you want any hope of wielding my mother’s diadem then the bond must be complete.”

“Surely there’s another way,” Kheelan said. “Crysta shouldn’t be forced into a marriage just to save the realm.”

“That is wholly ironic coming from you, considering your motives for wanting to marry her,” Jareth ground out. “Since when have Crysta’s wants or needs ever meant a thing to you?”

“Enough,” I said, glaring at Kheelan. “Your fated mate is less than twenty feet from you and yet you’re still sitting here making a jealous ass out of yourself.”

“You coerced me into the bond to save your friend’s life,” Kheelan hissed. His eyes flared with anger as he leaned over the table. “Do you really think a bond with a Land Dweller is going to make me forget about the love I hold for you?”

“I think it’s definitely tested your resolve,” I said, in a lofty tone.

“And just what makes you say that?” he leaned back in his seat, all proud and arrogant, but I noted the look in his eye, the way he glanced at Terise before forcing himself to look at me.

“When Jareth and I finished the bonding spell the symbol of the infinity rings appeared across your cores.”

Chantara and Jareth gasped in surprise, and then Jareth threw back his head and laughed louder than I’d heard him laugh in a long time.

“That’s a lie, Crysta,” Kheelan said vehemently shaking his head. “Destiny would never pair me with someone so far below my own social class and breeding.”

“Flaming faeries, Kheelan, swallow your damn pride, grow up for two seconds, and think about your initial reaction to her. It didn’t take much coercing for you to agree.”

Kheelan gave me a saucy wink. “You threatened to never speak to me again. If I’m too woo you and make you mine then talking is a necessity.”

“She’s your fated mate, Kheelan. The sooner you accept this the happier you two will be.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. The moment we leave from here she’s staying behind and I’m continuing my pursuit of your hand in marriage.”

Jareth began to laugh even harder at this which surprised me since Kheelan’s bold declarations of affection for me tended to piss him the hell off.

“Kheelan, you’re bonded to your fated mate now and that, my dear brother, is one hundred percent irreversible. There isn’t enough magic on earth to break that bond and make Crysta yours. I can’t tell you how happy I am for you and your current state of wedded bliss.” Jareth turned his head and motioned toward Terise who was headed our way. Her cheeks were flushed a beautiful red from all that dancing, and she wore an excited smile on her face. “Though to be honest, I feel bad for Terise. She deserves better than being stuck with someone as deplorable as you.”

“Why you…you…” Kheelan stuttered and then clammed up as Terise sat down next to him.

“You all should join the dancing,” she said with a happy smile. “It will do everyone some good to let off a little steam.”

“I’m definitely interested in dancing, but we need to figure out where the diadem is located,” I said. I raised my brows at Chantara who let out a reluctant sigh. “You told my mother you had no idea where it was. Is that still the case?”

“I don’t know where the diadem or the stone is, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know where you can look for answers. I didn’t tell your mother this because it was absolute suicide for her, and even if she did succeed in finding the two pieces and joining them together, she would have killed you both by having you wield it, especially as a baby. It was simply an impossibility.”

“Well, our situation has obviously changed, and the diadem is now a necessity.” I waited for Chantara to continue, but she pressed her mouth into a thin line, still looking reluctant to tell us what we needed to know. “You need to tell us. We have to find this crown.”

She rubbed her forehead and let out a frustrated grunt, “May your dearly departed mother forgive me for this.” She grabbed hold of her drink and downed it with a grimace before continuing on. “Any information recorded about the diadem and its stone can be found within my father’s journals, scrolls he wrote upon during his reign as King of the Seelie Court.”

Both Jareth and Kheelan groaned in dismay.

“Flaming pixie wands,” Kheelan said.

“That’s bad I take it?” I said.

“Scrolls in Seelie Court. In Seelie library. King Moridan not give you,” Graul said. “He not like to share.”

“Well isn’t that the understatement of the century my lizard-skinned friend,” Kheelan said.

“Not friend to you.” Graul gave him a grimace full of teeth and let out a low growl.

“Graul is correct.” Chantara rubbed a hand over her tired eyes. “My father, Oberon, wrote about the attempts made to rectify his mistake after The Rending. He recorded detailed accounts of the diadem trials, what it did to the children and those the children worked on, and eventually what happened to the diadem after it was finally decided that it was far too dangerous to be used any longer.”

“Are you telling me the locations of the diadem and the stone were recorded in these scrolls, scrolls that are now sitting on King Moridan’s bookshelf inside his very warded Seelie palace?” I asked.

Chantara grabbed Kheelan’s drink and muttered, “Please let there be faerie rum in this,” before downing it in one chug. I stared at her in surprise. I’d never seen her so distraught.

“It’s not just the wards we have to worry about, Crysta,” Jareth said. “My father is known for his paranoia. There will be all sorts of enchantments within the Seelie Court and palace, not to mention the enchantments he places on special fairy artifacts, Oberon’s scrolls being one of those artifacts. It isn’t just sitting in the palace’s library. It’s resting in an enchanted vault with many other items of historical and magical value, and believe me when I say, we’re going to have one hell of a time breaking through them.”

“Especially when we won’t know what those enchantments are,” Kheelan said.

“But you two lived there. Of course you know the enchantments and spells your father cast,” Lily said, finally entering the conversation though I noticed her words were a bit slurred. I gave her a funny look and she saluted me with a sweet smile.

“Graul, how much faerie rum has she had this evening?” I asked.

“Lily cute when drunk,” he said with a shrug.

There was certainly no denying that. She was definitely a cute drunk.

“To answer Lily’s inebriated question,” Kheelan said, giving Lily a soft smile, “father constantly changes the enchantments and spells both within and without the castle. He never uses spells within the court where our nobles live, but he certainly spells everything he wishes to protect within his palace, the vault being one of them, and the spells change on a daily basis.”

“Kind of like codes for security systems at banks, prisons, and museums,” I said.

“What was that?” Jareth asked.

“We’re dealing with our own magical version of Fort Knox. We’re going to have to figure out which enchantments and spells your father is using and where he’s using them.”

“And just how do you propose we do that?” Kheelan asked.

I gave him a pointed look and waited for him to take my not so subtle hint.

“Are you out of your mind?”

Jareth let out another hearty laugh, clearly enjoying himself around his brother for once.

“My father is aware by now that I’m a defector from the Seelie Court. My campaigning with Rodri and my presence at the Faerie Council will most definitely have gotten back to him. None of us are safe at the Seelie Court. We’ll be recognized in moments and thrown into the deepest, darkest dungeons of its underbelly faster than you can say pixie dung.”

“Kheelan has a point, I will concede to that, but I happen to have a man on the inside who might be able to get us the information we need,” Jareth said.

My newly returned memories immediately called up a familiar face.

“Nuallan?” I asked.

“Exactly.”

“Your assassin friend? Do you have any idea how dangerous that would be for him?” Kheelan asked. “How on earth do you expect him to discover that kind of information when he doesn’t have access to the higher levels of the Seelie Palace?”

“Nuallan and I have a network of spies working for us throughout the entire Court,” Jareth said. He paused when Kheelan let out a surprised sputter. “Did you think I hadn’t noticed how imbalanced father had become over the years? I was trying to protect him from himself. My point is this, discovering the daily enchantments and their locations will be as simple as making a request from Nuallan. It will be getting in and dismantling them that will be the problem.”

“Among other things,” Kheelan mumbled. “We’ll all have to get past the damn wards first before we can even get into the court where the nobles live and fraternize. It will require masking our magical signatures, glamouring the hell out of everyone involved, and don’t get me started on the shifting floors and staircases. I don’t have the foggiest notion as to the patterns being used now.”

“What is he talking about?” I asked.

Jareth grimaced and grabbed his drink, looking a bit discouraged as he took a large gulp from his cup.

“The first and second floors of the palace are enchanted to move about throughout the day. The floor plan is never the same, making it difficult to find the right staircases that will take you to the upper levels of the palace where the royals live. Well…where my father lives with several of my brothers. We used to have it memorized, but both Kheelan and I have been gone far too long for that mess of a maze to have remained the same. He’s probably changed it up in our absence just to punish us should we ever return begging for his mercy and forgiveness.”

I sighed heavily and leaned back in my chair. “How about we focus on one problem at a time instead of discussing the many problems we have and giving up before we even get started?”

“Good plan,” Graul said. “Crysta make simple.”

“Thank you, Graul. I think our first order of business is simply figuring out how to get past the wards and into the Seelie Court where the nobles live.” 

“We can always use the Stargis power to burn a hole through the wards,” Kheelan said, giving Graul a rude smirk.

Graul lunged forward across the table, slicing his claws at Kheelan’s face. Lily grabbed him around the torso, and I held onto his shoulders before he managed to gouge the faerie prince’s eyes out.

Kheelan let out a disdained snort which was immediately cut off by a punch to the gut from Terise as Lily and I calmed Graul down. 

“Any chance you might consider being more tactful, your high and mightiness?” Terise asked in disgust.

“What is it, Terise? Are you suddenly wishing you’d held out a little longer before bonding to anyone?” Kheelan’s sneer was awfully ugly. I was betting on that sneer being a defense mechanism at this point. I think being bonded to Terise was throwing him for a loop. “You could have been offering up babies to a Dark Elf warrior by now.”

Terise flinched at his sharp words, but quickly smoothed out her expression. She may have been able to hide her hurt, but I wasn’t about to let him get away with it.

“You are such an idiot,” I hissed. “Way out of line, Kheelan. What you and Rodri did to the Stargis is absolutely reprehensible. Not only would I never use a race’s magic like that, it wouldn’t be worth it. We would only be able to get one person through the ward at a time, and burning a hole through the threads of magic would announce our arrival and let King Moridan know he had intruders within his domain. We don’t want him on his guard.”

“My father is always on his guard,” he snapped back. “What you are proposing, Crysta, is absolute suicide, and there is simply no way I’ll allow the woman I love to go waltzing into the lion’s den only to get herself killed.”

“The woman you claim to love is the woman I do love, and Crysta will not be waltzing anywhere with anyone, least of all you,” Jareth said in a deceptively calm voice.

We were all silent for a few moments as Jareth and Kheelan stared each other down. Terise had placed some distance between herself and Kheelan, and my heart hurt for her. We may have saved her life, but this bond came with a whole new set of problems. She gave me a sad smile when we made eye contact, but after that her features smoothed out to an impassive front. Totally understood the need for that. She had no idea they were fated mates, and I doubted Kheelan would tell her since he still intended to deny it himself, but I could see the strain his declaration of love for me had placed on her. Her shoulders were tense and her lips were drawn into a thin line. She may have looked indifferent to his feelings for me, but I could tell his behavior cut deep. Which was why I was so surprised when she spoke into the silence without a hint of anger in her tone.

“Why not use the waterways connected to the large lake surrounding the Seelie Court?”

All eyes were on her as she looked at everyone but Kheelan. Yeah. I didn’t blame her at all for that.

“The waterways?” Chantara asked. “Terise, are you suggesting we travel along the waterways that flow from the Lake of Beatha? That’s suicide!”

“We?” I gave her a questioning look. “Are you sure you want to come with us, Chantara? This is going to be very dangerous.”

Chantara muttered something under her breath, grabbed the drink sitting in front of me, and downed it fast.

I shook my head, totally baffled at how unhinged she seemed. “What—”

“I’ve been trying to figure out a way to get into the Seelie Court for a long time now, ever since my eldest son, Paio, was summoned there,” she said.

Kheelan and Jareth looked just as surprised as the rest of the group.

“What do you mean, summoned?” Jareth asked. “My father isn’t in the habit of summoning Merfolk from the Lake Of Beatha. What could he have possibly wanted with your son?”

She shook her head, her eyes welling with moisture as she cleared her throat to speak.

“I know very little. I wasn’t even present when it happened. All I know is this: two years ago, Moridan summoned my son to his Court, and I haven’t seen him since. I’ve done extensive investigating, but I haven’t been able to find a single Spring or Summer faerie who even recalls Paio’s presence at court. No trail. Nothing.” Her violet eyes went black as she turned to me. “If there’s a way to get past the wards then I am coming with you.”

“We won’t have time for a rescue mission,” Kheelan said.

I held up a hand before he stuck his foot in his mouth further. Then I turned back to Chantara. “If we can find him, then we will get him out, and if it comes right down to it, once we’re in the palace, we can split up and you can go searching for your son.”

She gave me a watery smile and reached for my hand, squeezing it in a silent thank you. So that was two people I’d promised we would find within King Moridan’s palace. I hadn’t forgotten my discussion with the Goblin King. Moridan still had his daughter, and now we had Paio’s disappearance to deal with as well. Just how many faeries had Moridan kidnapped over the years, and why?

“Kheelan, what about the Goblin King’s daughter? You remember the promise I made?”

Kheelan sighed, while the rest of the group moaned their disapproval.

“You made a promise to the Goblin King?” Jareth asked in dismay. He pointed an accusing finger at Kheelan. “The least you could have done when you took her from me was to protect her from her own ignorance. Making bargains with faeries is dangerous, but the Goblin King?”

Kheelan raised his chin in defiance. “There was no way for me to know she was going to promise something like that, and in all honesty I found it utterly charming. She’s a kind, compassionate woman, Jareth.”

“One you’ll never deserve.”

“Stop talking about me as if I’m not here.” I communicated my annoyance with a nasty glare. “The Goblin King said Moridan took his daughter and won’t give her back. Since we’re going to the Seelie Court, seems as good a time as any to grab her while we rescue Paio and recover the scrolls.” Even as I said it, I knew how impossible it would be. The collective moans and groans around the table did nothing to bolster my confidence.

“Why does father even have Grizelda in the first place?” Jareth asked. “She’s of no use to him. It’s not like he would consider a marriage alliance between the Goblin Princess and one of our brothers.”

“ All I know is the Goblins have something Moridan wants, and he won’t release…uh…Grizelda is it?…until he gets it.” Now that I thought about it, I was seriously vague on the details. 

“Too complicated,” Graul said. “Too many pieces. Too much to do. Hard enough to get scrolls.”

“You let me worry about finding my son and Grizelda,” Chantara said. “Just focus on the scrolls. If I can find my son, he might have an idea as to where the Goblin Princess is being imprisoned.”

“Divide and conquer,” I said under my breath. “Now that that’s established, I’m interested in hearing more about the waterways.” I rubbed my forehead, giving my now empty cup sitting in front of Chantara a very forlorn look. “Terise, you think this is a viable option?”

Terise gave us a firm nod. “I know for a fact that King Moridan never wards the waterway entrances into his lake which is where the wards to the palace are placed…around the outside of the lake.”

“He leaves those few spots unwarded?” I asked. “That doesn’t sound like the move of a paranoid king.”

“He leaves them unwarded because there are races within the depths of the water who travel back and forth from the Lake of Beatha to the lake surrounding the Seelie Court. It’s part of their home, and their presence fuels the Summer and Spring magic within the Seelie Court, giving the wards more power,” Jareth said. “I never considered it a possible way in since traveling the waterways is impossible and dangerous. A faerie can easily find himself lost within that maze due to the hostiles that inhabit it. Faeries go missing, which is why the waterways are not considered a weak spot by my father.”

Sounded a bit foreboding.

“How do you know this?” I asked Terise. “I get why Jareth and Kheelan know, but I would assume that King Moridan wouldn’t want any outsiders aware of this breach in the wards, and you’re a Winter Faerie. No doubt these particular water Fae are Spring and Summer faeries.”

“Well, I was in a relationship with a Summer faerie named Cedric for some time, and he showed me how to travel the waterways with him.”

“You were in a relationship with a Summer faerie? For how long?” Kheelan said, making his question sound more like a low growl.

“That’s not really important,” she said. “It’s also not really your business.”

Oh, snap!

You tell him, Terise.

Kheelan stared at her in surprise as she continued sharing her ideas with us while simultaneously ignoring him.

“We can contact Cedric and ask him if we can borrow some water craft for traveling down the waterways. Once we reach the lake surrounding the palace, we’ll have to glamour ourselves invisible until we reach the docks and make our way into the court, but at least it’s a plan for getting past the wards.”

“It’s perfect, Terise.” I nodded my approval. “Absolutely brilliant.”

Her cheeks flushed a pretty shade at my praise. 

“I can contact Nuallan right now and let him know what information we need so we’re not approaching this blind. If we know what enchantments we must dismantle then this process will be as simple as sneaking into the palace, glamouring ourselves, and dismantling the enchantments,” Jareth said.

 “Do you think he’ll have the information for us by the time we arrive at the docks of the Seelie palace?” I didn’t doubt Nuallan’s capabilities, but we weren’t giving him much time.

“I have every confidence in Nuallan, but nothing is certain. We may have to hide within the waterways and wait for Nuallan to come to us.” 

“Let’s contact him right away then.” I stood and reached for his hand. He studied it in surprise for a moment before taking it and quickly getting to his feet.

“Come on, fated mate,” I said with a smile. “We have some work to do before we get back to bonding everyone together.
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As Jareth and I walked toward the pool of water, he continued to wear that confounded look. It was the kind of look I got when things seemed too good to be true.

“Jareth, what’s going on? What are you thinking?”

He smiled. “I’m just trying to get used to having you back. First, you disappeared, then you continually ran from me when you thought I was going to kill you, and then, once you knew the truth, you did everything in your power to keep me at arm’s length. Do you realize you willingly initiated contact with me just now and you called me your fated mate?”

“Haven’t I been initiating contact with you since my memories came back? I told you I loved you the moment they did.”

“That’s very true,” he said, wrapping an arm around me and pulling me close to avoid a dancing couple who were most definitely a little tipsy. “I guess after losing you in so many ways, I’m feeling how significant it is to have you look at me with love in your eyes instead of fear. You offering your hand to me is more important than I think you realize, Crysta.”

I pulled him to a stop and turned him to face me. Reaching up, I cupped his face in my hands and brought his lips to mine in a soft kiss that was meant to convey just how much he meant to me and just how grateful I was for his unfailing loyalty and faith in me after everything our relationship had been through and after the many times I’d pushed him away.

Of course, with any type of intimacy between us things began to get a little heated. Jareth’s hands grabbed my waist and pulled me to him. His lips trailed kisses down my neck before he took my lips again and kissed me until my whole body tingled with pleasure. We finally slowed down with a few soft kisses, and then I tilted my head back to look at his beautiful eyes made even more so by the hundreds of balls of faerie lamps floating above the village.

“I know I didn’t make things easy for you, Jareth. After so willingly trusting Kheelan and getting burned in the process, it felt like an idiot’s move to do the same thing with another man. I didn’t trust myself. I didn’t know myself, and that made it impossible for me to accept my feelings for you. Even with my memory gone, there was no denying what I felt for you, what you did to me every time you held me in your arms or called me out on my crap.”

Jareth chuckled, running his hands up and down my arms, sending more heated tingles along my sensitive skin.

“You’re even doing it now,” I said. “Everything within me responds to you, recognizes you, and that happened without any memory of you.”

I looked pointedly at his hands as they lovingly caressed my arms. Brilliant light from our fated mate bond glowed just below the surface of his palms and fingertips. 

“I’ve spent a lot of time wallowing in my own insecurities and fears, not just about myself, but about our relationship, about my own place in this world, my place in this realm, and my place at your side. I hate every moment that you and I suffered due to my memory loss, but only now am I realizing what an incredible gift it was.”

Jareth quirked an eyebrow at me.

“You think it was a gift for us to be forgotten?”

I laughed at his disgruntled look.

“Hear me out a minute. Losing my memories gave me some necessary perspective once I finally got them back. I know what it feels like to lose you, to lose myself. The clarity I received the moment my memories returned made me realize what an idiot I’ve been, doubting us even when I had my memories and fighting what is by far the greatest thing that has ever happened to me.”

“And what is the greatest thing that has ever happened to you, Crysta?” Jareth asked. He wrapped his arms around me and drew me close.

“You,” I whispered. “It’s always been you. I spent eighteen years of my life trying to find myself, trying to know who exactly I was, but that never happened until you gave me a family and a realm I actually belonged to. I spent all my life looking for acceptance and love and I never found it until you broke into my apartment and within moments decided I was not only worth loving, but worth saving.”

I stared at his beautiful eyes and then took my time memorizing every inch of his face. He was so precious to me, this wonderful faerie prince. 

“I know who I am as an individual, and I’m not afraid to embrace that. I’m heir to the Unseelie throne and a fairly poor excuse for a magic wielder.” Jareth chuckled at that as I continued. “But the longer I’m here, the longer I understand my purpose, and the more I believe that these people are mine and I am theirs.” I took a deep breath, ready to take that next step and free fall into the happiness that Jareth had always offered me. “I also know who I am when I’m with you, and I’m not afraid to embrace that either. I didn’t have faith in our fated mate bond, always afraid things were too good to be true and that allowing myself to believe in happily ever afters was going to leave me empty handed in the end, but I’ll never make that mistake again, Jareth. Our fated mate bond has saved me just as surely as it has saved countless faeries tonight and will continue to save countless faeries in the future.” I wiped some stray tears falling down Jareth’s cheeks and gave him a bright smile. “I love you, and I want to marry you. As soon as possible.”

Jareth inhaled sharply and swallowed hard. “It’s about damn time,” he said.

His lips possessively took mine, and I was completely lost to Jareth and his love after that. I didn’t care about the audience we had or all the pressing things we still needed to accomplish. In that moment it was simply Jareth and I, finally coming together at the most critical juncture of our lives.
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Nuallan was finally contacted through a magic I didn’t fully comprehend. Scrying was what they called it. I guess any reflective surface such as a mirror or lake would do so long as you knew the name of the person you wished to contact and the spelled words associated with that person. It seemed like the exact same set-up as the cell phone. To call someone, you had to have the right phone number. 

“Princess,” Nuallan said, giving me a slight nod of the head. “I can’t tell you how pleased I am that your memory has returned. Jareth’s irritability was starting to grate.”

I laughed and gave Jareth’s hand a squeeze. His stern expression was tempered by the amused quirk of his lips. A gust of wind sent ripples across the pool, distorting Nuallan’s face for a moment before he solidified in front of us again.

“If your highness is calling to inquire on the progress of the mercenary sent to kill Crysta, I’m afraid I have nothing to offer as yet. I found the assassin responsible, but he’d been dead for days, hidden away in an abandoned fir tree.” 

“I completely forgot to tell you, Nuallan. There’s simply been so much happening as of late. Crysta recognized the voice of the assassin’s benefactress. Lady Rhoswen was responsible for the attack on Crysta.”

Nuallan let out some inventive faerie curses I hadn’t heard yet, but planned on using in the near future.

You can never have too many faerie expletives in your word arsenal.

“It will be absolutely impossible to prove it then.” Nuallan looked like a disgruntled predator denied the thrill of the kill. “Now that Rhoswen got rid of her witness, there isn’t anything linking her to the assassination attempt.”

“We have bigger concerns at the moment.”

Jareth and I took turns getting our friend up to speed on our plans for taking Moridan down and getting rid of griesha once and for all.

Nuallan did not look happy about our current game plan.

“Son of an illegitimate pixie marm,” Nuallan muttered. “Do you two have any idea how insane that sounds?”

“Can you get us the information we need or can’t you?” Jareth said.

He sniffed in derision, clearly affronted at Jareth’s lack of faith in him. 

“Of course I can get the information you need. That’s not the part of this foolhardy equation that wreaks of lunacy. These enchantments will be set to kill or at the very least set to curse in sadistic and perverse ways. If you fail to dismantle any one of them, no matter what they are, there will be consequences neither one of you will be capable of surviving.”

“We just need you to get us the enchantments for the day we specify.”

“And which glorious day would that be, my prince?”

“We won’t know until we arrive,” I said, realizing our mistake. “We have no way of knowing how long it will take to reach the Seelie Court from the waterways.”

“You’ll have to meet me in Seelie then and wait until I have the exact enchantments the exact day you plan on storming the castle and getting yourselves killed,” he said.

“Have fun stormin’ the castle,” I said in my best Billy Crystal voice. I waited for a sign of recognition at my famous movie quote, but none was forthcoming. I’m not sure why these epic pop culture fails ever surprised me anymore. “Seriously, you two? Not even The Princess Bride?” This was tragic on so many levels. “I weep for your childhoods.”

Jareth smirked at his friend. “Looks like I’ll be contacting you once we reach the Seelie palace then.”

“Wonderful. Should give me just enough time to plan your funerals.” He ended the communication on that last parting shot.

“Damn that man, he always gets in the last word,” Jareth said with a laugh.

“He seems to think our plan isn’t going to work.”

“There are plenty of things that can go wrong with it. I’ll not deny that, but we have quite a bit of power between us all, and resources Nuallan doesn’t even know about. Besides, this is our only option, especially if we want to have something ready to present to the Faerie Court when they meet together at the end of the week.”

“We only have six days left,” I said with a groan. “And once we get the scrolls, we’ll still have to find the stone and the diadem. No telling what that will entail or how long it will take.”

Jareth pulled me into a hug and gently rubbed my back. “It’s like you said, Crysta. We take on one problem at a time and go from there, otherwise we’ll give up before we get started.”

“Speaking of getting started,” I said as I pulled back to look at him. “We still have quite a few couples to marry tonight.”

“And our marriage needs to happen as soon as possible.” He gave me a wide grin.

“Yes, it does. We just need to know who can perform the marriage ceremony. I don’t suppose you have a high priestess hidden away somewhere?”

“Well, Ms. Vivian may not be available, but I’m almost positive Chantara has some time on her hands.”

“I guess it does make sense that Chantara would be a high priestess considering her lineage,” I said with a laugh. “How very convenient.”

We quickly returned to the others and announced our plans to get married. Chuck immediately began some sort of dragon celebration by swooping up and down, circling me and Jareth while blowing out streams of fire with happy snorts. Lily and Graul were finally able to give us hugs and well wishes once Chuck’s flames settled down. Terise clapped her hands in delight and Chantara looked relieved. She must have thought I was going to take on the power of the diadem without the fated mate bond being complete.

To quote another favorite movie line, this one from Ron Weasley: not bloody likely.

Kheelan said nothing. No response whatsoever, but he didn’t look the least bit upset by our announcement.

His behavior seemed a bit shady to me. What in the world was he thinking? I guess what he thought didn’t really matter in the end. I wasn’t going to sugar coat this for him, and the very least he could do was make some sort of attempt at getting to know his own fated mate.

Kheelan’s words from the previous day came back to haunt me.

“I’m not about to behave myself where you’re concerned. If you let me out of this cell and take me with you, I won’t rest until I’ve made you mine. Are you prepared for that?”

I shook off his warning and forced myself to smile. This was going to be one of the happiest days of my life, and I wasn’t about to allow Kheelan to ruin it.

“I can perform the marriage right now if you wish or we can wait until we’ve gathered everyone together to witness the marriage.”

“Oh, that sounds like a splendid idea,” Kheelan said with a smirk. “Let’s demonstrate to all the Land Dwellers and Dark Elves just how right you two are for one another. I’m sure your union will give them even more confidence in their own.”

Jareth rolled his eyes at him before turning away in annoyance, but I kept my gaze on Kheelan, feeling as if there was far more to his snarky attitude than we realized. It didn’t sit well with me, whatever it was he seemed to know. It definitely made me uneasy.

“I think I would prefer a private ceremony,” I said. 

Chantara nodded. “Anything for the bride on her wedding day.”

Terise happily guided us to the home she lived in when she wasn’t working at the Unseelie palace. Since each three story home had a huge living area on the ground floor, we all fit quite nicely. Graul and Lily stood on either side of Jareth while Chuck perched on my shoulder. Terise stood a few steps behind us, but stiffened a little as Kheelan came up next to her and placed an arm around her.

“Come now, Terise,” he said in a cajoling tone. “We still need to make physical contact every now and then, don’t we?”

“Lucky for you, within a few days you’ll no longer have to suffer through the touch of a lowly Land Dweller,” she said through gritted teeth.

“With any luck it will be less than that,” he replied sweetly.

I glared at Kheelan, so fed up with his callous attitude toward Terise. He was so blinded by this competition between he and Jareth in an effort to win me back, he couldn’t see the miraculous gift he’d been given or that she was standing right next to him.

“Are you two ready?” Chantara said.

“Yes,” I said.

“For months,” Jareth groaned.

That got a laugh out of the group. Then we all quieted down as Chantara got down to business.

“The bond you two have created has only been partially completed. I’m honored to be the one to guide you as you complete this bond now. Please turn to face each other and place your right hands on the other’s core.”

I inched forward and placed my hand on Jareth, feeling his heart fluttering at my fingertips. His gentle touch spread warmth through my chest, making my own heart flutter in response.

“Jareth repeat after me. Lucis et amoris in saecula adiuro te animo meo core.” He did so with an exuberant look on his face. Chantara smiled and gave him the last set of words for the spell we had to cast. “Non autem potest hoc magicis undo. Et numquam est duobus diebus.”

As Jareth repeated the words, a golden glow rose from his core, seeping into my hand and slowly traveling along my arm until it made its way over to my own core. I then repeated the words of the spell, feeling a little nervous since this was where we had become stuck last time. My own core hadn’t been able to produce the magic necessary since my magic had been bound. I smiled in delight as a blue glow moved from my core, spreading across Jareth’s hand and down his arm, hovering just above his core as his magic hovered over mine.

“Now you’ll repeat these last few words together to bind your cores and make you one for eternity,” Chantara said. “Ut ligarent non confringetur.”

We both repeated the words at the same time and stared in amazement as a bright white light engulfed the both us just like it did when we bonded other couples together. It felt as if my core was rising from my chest, floating toward Jareth’s with spirals and flourishes of elemental magics reaching out to link us together. Just as his Summer magic reached out to connect with mine a golden thread of magic snaked past me and created a solid wall of impenetrable summer magic. My core pulsed out with the three magics I did posses in a fierce onslaught, raging against the golden wall before us. I heard Jareth moan in pain and then something within the bond snapped and broke away. Burning pain scalded my heart and cries of agony from Terise reached my ears.

Once the light finally dimmed and everyone was visible, Jareth and I were both on our hands and knees, breathing heavily and staring at each other in disbelief. 

Terise made a choking sound in the back of her throat and sank to her knees. Tears streamed down both our faces as we stared at each other in shock. The golden shimmer of her skin wasn’t quite as vibrant as it had been before.

What the hell had just happened?

“Crysta,” Jareth said. He reached for me and pulled me into his arms, rocking me back and forth while my body shook from the violent jarring of our core magics.

“What in the name of all the nine realms and its varied inhabitants just happened here?” Chantara said, as she slowly moved to a standing position.

It was then that I realized almost everyone had been knocked to the ground after the spell had backfired. Chuck hovered over me, blowing healing streams of magic on my face and then directing it at Jareth. He quickly flew around the room, administering the same help before landing on my shoulder and rubbing his nose against my cheek.

Sweet boy.

The only one who looked as if he hadn’t been affected at all by the spell was Kheelan. He stood with his arms folded across his chest, wearing a satisfied smirk.

I lifted a shaky hand and pointed at him.

“You. What did you do? How did you stop us from completing the spell?”

“My Summer magic is still within you, Crysta.” He shrugged his shoulder as if that should have been a given. “I did more than just bind your memories when I created the maze spell. I also prepared a spell that, when activated, would link my entire core to yours as a contingency plan in case, heaven forbid, my plans went to ruin and Jareth succeeded in convincing you to marry him after all.”

“You pixie sucking scum,” Jareth growled out. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that is? You could have killed us. You could have killed Crysta in the process.”

Kheelan looked repentant for a moment.

“It was never my wish to cause you pain, my darling, but I would never do anything that would ever kill you. You must know that. My goal is to be with you always. How could I possibly accomplish that if you’re dead?”

I just stared at him, unable to believe he could be so cruel and cavalier about this. “But you’re bonded to Terise,” I said. “If you’re entire core is now linked to mine then what happens to Terise?”

“Yes. When you blindsided me with that forced bonding between Terise and myself, I’ll admit, it messed up all my plans. Your bond with Jareth was supposed to be severed completely, bonding to me once the marriage spell was performed. You thought you would be marrying Jareth, but at the end of the spell you would be married to me.” I gaped in horror at the diabolical way his mind functioned. “Unfortunately, half of my core is bonded to the Land Dweller and half to yours. You’re only halfway bonded to Jareth.” Kheelan gave his brother a wicked grin. “Jareth assumed the bond couldn’t be broken, but I had the means and the knowledge to change everything. The magic simply had to be activated, which is exactly what the two of you just did.”

“But Terise will die without the fated mate bond,” I said, staring at the dark hollows of her cheeks and her vacant stare.

Kheelan picked some lint off his shoulder like my words meant nothing to him. “Terise is bound to half of my core, enough to keep her alive for now until we get this all straightened out.”

I looked at Terise in horror and noticed the way the gold of her skin seemed to flicker and fade for a moment. Whatever the hell he’d done, by attempting to perform the marriage bond, Jareth and I had activated that spell, and Terise was not responding well to the imbalance of power within her own core. It shouldn’t have been possible for my core to be bonded to two men just as it shouldn’t have been possible for Kheelan to be bonded to two women, yet here we were.

“What does this mean?” I asked in a hoarse voice.

“It means,” Jareth said, sounding more defeated than I’d ever heard since I’d known him, “Kheelan is the only one capable of removing his bond from you, and to make matters worse, from what I could tell when my core attempted to fully link with yours, he’s created not just a partial bond to your core, but an actual soul link that was activated by our spell. Which means we can’t kill him to free you of the partial hold he has over you.”

I shook my head, disentangling myself from Jareth’s arms and standing to face Kheelan.

“How could you do this to me, or to your brother? This isn’t just about your happiness or Jareth’s or even mine. My fated mate bond with Jareth is the only thing that will save this realm, and yet you threaten it every chance you get. What happens when we all die?”

“If you denounce your claim to Jareth and bond with me, we will have all the elemental magic we need to defeat my father,” he said. His stance was rigid, his eyes cold and hard. 

I hardly recognized him as the Kheelan who had once kissed away all my fears and tended to all my needs. That version of him was gone, had been for a long time, replaced by a faerie who was so blinded by his obsession with me he couldn’t see the glaring holes in his plans.

“We aren’t fated mates, and the anchor the diadem requires is found within the construction of a fated mate bond. It’s the very blueprint of the unity of our magics and the only thing that will have the power to defeat King Moridan.”

“We don’t know that for certain,” he said.

“My mother was certainly banking on it. Are you really willing to risk everyone in order to find that out? And what about Terise?”

“What about her?” Kheelan snarled, barely sparing her a glance.

“Are you planning on marrying both of us?” I shot back.

“Crysta isn’t marrying anyone but me.” Jareth stood and faced off with his brother. “We’re going to figure out how to undo what you’ve done, and once we do, I promise you, I will take great pleasure in killing you with my bare hands.”

Kheelan’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. Instead, an evil glint took hold, sending chills down my spine.

“You’ll never be able to undo what I’ve done, Brother. You’ve lost her. When it comes down to saving the realm or holding out for some miraculous magical cure, Crysta will choose duty over her love for you. She won’t be able to stand back and watch everything she’s fought so hard for destroyed by our father. Crysta is going to be mine.”

“I’ve heard enough of this,” I said.

Before Kheelan had time to react, I pulled upon my Winter magic and brought forth snow and wind, water and ice, creating the very white out spell Kheelan had taught me so I could defend myself against Jareth. Only this time the spell was fueled by my fiery indignation and with the intent to show him who exactly he was messing with. No matter what he threw at me and Jareth, we would always come out on top. Within moments, Kheelan was frozen solid in a block of ice, his expression one of absolute shock.

It was pretty damn satisfying.

“Thank you for that,” Chantara said in a weary voice. “If you hadn’t done it I would have. Though I think a very long trip to the bottom of the Lake Of Beatha is in order.”

“This won’t kill him?” Lily asked as Graul helped her to her feet.

“Not kill. No.” Graul said. “Just immobilize. Too bad.”

“It is too bad,” Jareth said. He walked over to Terise and helped her to her feet. “I guess this explains why Terise’s telepathic connection with Kheelan was so weak. They never fully bonded.”

I grabbed her hand and placed my other hand on her core.

“Terise, tell me what you’re feeling,” I said. “You color doesn’t look good. How did the spell affect you?”

She shook her head, tears streaming down her face as her eyes coasted to Kheelan. She stared at him hard with a dead look in her eyes, and I wondered if he had irreparably damaged her. What would it feel like to have your fated mate reject you so brutally in both words and magical deeds?

“I feel a little incomplete is all,” she shrugged as if it all meant nothing to her. “I’m sure I’ll get used to it in time.”

“Chantara, is there any way we can break the bond she has with Kheelan and bond her to someone else?”

It wouldn’t be her fated mate, but at this point Terise deserved better than a man who so callously threw her to the side. The Dark Elves may have had an agenda when it came to bonding with the Land Dwellers, but they also wanted to save lives. It was as if Terise’s life meant nothing to him.

“Removing her bond with Kheelan must be done by Kheelan since he is the one who created the split and the spell to begin with. If we knew how to do it for her, we would know how to remove his hold over your own core, Crysta. I’m fairly certain it is the same procedure, and removing a fated mate bond is going to be just as dangerous for Terise and our realm as it was when Oberon did it with my mother. Kheelan can unlink from you, but from Terise? I just don’t know.”

“This doesn’t make any sense. How in the world did he manage to create a spell like that? How is it even possible to be linked to more than one core?” Lily asked.

Jareth shook his head in frustration. “It isn’t normal. This spell is contrary to the laws of our magic and our very nature. There will be unforeseen consequences before this all plays out, and I have no way of knowing what they will be or whom they will affect.”

“It won’t matter one whit when we find the diadem and the stone if Jareth and Crysta aren’t married.” Lily glared at Kheelan’s frozen statue and gave it a swift kick.

“I think, once again, we’re going to have to face everything one step at a time,” I said. I sounded calm, but inside I was burning with a rage I hadn’t felt in years. To continually be manipulated by others through words, deeds, and magic was seriously starting to wear me down. It was time to figure out just what I could do with my own magic. “Let’s finish helping the Land Dwellers and Dark Elves with their bondings. After that, we’ll meet with Terise’s ex-lover Cedric and see if he will allow us to borrow some watercrafts for our journey down the waterways.” I placed an arm around Terise and pulled her in for a hug. “Any chance you can contact Cedric and let him know we’re coming?”

“Of course, Crysta,” she said in a dead voice. “You know I’ll do anything to help save our realm.”

I cradled her head against my shoulder and kissed her forehead. My guilt was absolutely unrelenting. If I hadn’t had the brilliant idea of bonding her to Kheelan this never would have happened. Not to her, anyway.

“I’m so sorry, Terise. I feel responsible for your current situation. If I hadn’t bonded you to Kheelan you wouldn’t be suffering like this, and don’t pretend you’re not in pain. I can see that you are, at least emotionally.”

She let out a mirthless chuckle.

“This isn’t your fault. If you hadn’t bonded me to Kheelan I wouldn’t be alive to help you now. And I will help you, no matter the obstacles that come our way. I’ve survived much worse than the selfish actions of a pompous prince.”

Jareth smiled and nodded. “Well said, Terise. We’ll figure out a way to undo what Kheelan has done. We won’t allow you to be bound to such a selfish, dishonorable individual for the rest of your life. And even after we sever this bond between you two, I will still consider you my sister-in-law. You will always be family to me and Crysta.”

“Thank you,” she said softly.

I patted her shoulder and finally released her, though I think I needed her comfort more than she needed mine. If anything, I think Terise needed to be left alone for a while to process Kheelan’s deplorable actions.

“I’ll just go contact Cedric right away,” she said.

I nodded as she hurried from the room. 

Jareth turned to me and gave me a strained smile.

“Well, just because our second attempt at marriage didn’t exactly go swimmingly doesn’t mean we can’t bring other people some much deserved happiness,” he said.

“You’re right. Let’s finish what we started here.”

Of course, with Kheelan’s bond now interfering with mine and Jareth’s, performing the marriage bond for others became a tricky exercise in recognizing whose Summer magic was whose and then channeling all my magic into Jareth’s core first so he could then direct the magical blueprint of our fated mate bond within the cores of the two people we bonded. In other words, it was necessary for the directions to come from him rather than me. Which was fine by me so long as everyone was bonded and saved at the end of the day.

That bit of trial and error hadn’t been fun. It took three attempts with the very first couple we bound together before we figured out how to work around Kheelan’s presence within my core. After that, the process became more draining than usual. It also took quite a bit longer. I realized my unusual lack of energy before probably had something to do with Kheelan’s spell sitting dormant in my core for so long, just waiting to be activated and used against me.

By the time the sun rose the next morning, we were still working on the last fated mate couples and any other couples who had decided to make a go of it without being fated mates.

There were still some Land Dwellers who had opted to wait, either uninterested in marriage or uninterested in being bound to anyone other than their mate. I think they also held out the hope that we would somehow defeat King Moridan and eradicate the disease altogether. I was happy to let them make their own choices on that score, but I hoped they wouldn’t hold out until it was too late. 

Jareth and I were exhausted.

Once we finally finished saving as many Land Dwellers as we could, Terise led us to a room in her house where we could rest for a bit. I barely remembered Jareth pulling me down on the bed and snuggling me into his chest before I drifted off into a sleep that not even a snarling mountain troll could have disrupted. It was the last night of restful sleep I had before all of our plans eventually derailed.
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“Tell me again who we’re expecting?” I asked. I shielded my eyes against the glare of the afternoon sun as it hit the gleaming surface of the Lake of Beatha.

After sleeping in until around noon, our tired group said our good-byes to the grateful Land Dwellers and Dark Elves and made our way back to the sandy beach bordering the lake. I’d had to release Kheelan from my spell since carrying him to the lake was a burden I didn’t think any of us deserved to bear, but his snide remarks the entire walk there had almost made me rethink our options.

The only nice thing he’d managed to say from the moment I’d released him was his praise at my ability to create such a powerful spell that lasted for so long. It irked me that he was more proud and impressed at being frozen solid than irritated with me.

There was just something wrong with that.

Terise made sure to stay close by my side, deliberately ignoring Kheelan and all of his rude remarks whether they were directed at Jareth or the group as a whole.

I was proud of her, but if it had been me, I think I would have lost it several times over.

Once we reached the lake, Terise directed us around the uppermost curve of the water and down a steep incline where a large cavern opened up to reveal a part of the lake flowing through various narrow rivers that spread out in several different veins. The rivers looked wide enough for a small canoe to pass through, but not much else.

“Cedric?” Terise said, misunderstanding my previous question. Probably because I hadn’t posed it right.

“Sorry, I mean, what type of water faerie is Cedric?”

“Cedric is a Boobrie,” she said, pronouncing it like brobria, “a shapeshifting water bird with massive wings that have feathers capable of trapping Summer magic within their fibers.”

My eyes widened in awe.

“He sounds amazing,” Chantara said, giving her a kind smile.

“He is amazing,” she said with a wistful smile as her eyes grew distant for a few moments, no doubt reliving memories of their time together. “He flies across the surface of the lake gathering magic with his wings and storing it while he travels the waterways, finally releasing his magic once he reaches the wards surrounding the Seelie Court.”

“That is so fascinating,” Lily said. “How on earth did you two meet?”

“Oh,” Terise colored for a moment, ducking her head to hide her embarrassment. The light flush on her cheeks gave her some much needed color. I was not a fan of the dark circles under her eyes or her wan appearance.

Kheelan gave her an irritated look but kept his mouth shut. I’m not sure what he had to be upset about. He’d already made it abundantly clear he didn’t want Terise.

“During one of the Merfolk’s mating seasons, I came a little early to prepare myself for the frost. Cedric was in his bird form, skimming across the water as he returned from a trip to the Seelie Court. He immediately flew to my side and transformed into something altogether different and…very naked.”

Lily, Chantara, and I laughed as she placed her hands on her flaming cheeks. It was nice to see even more color returning to her skin even if it was the wrong color. Her golden skin still didn’t give off the shine I was used to seeing.

“Does he shape shift into something humanoid?”  I asked.

“All Boobrie shift into human form,” Jareth said. He sat next to one of the waterways, scooping up the crystal liquid and watching it drip from his hand. “The only difference between a human and a Boobrie in human form is the green streaks of color in their otherwise silver hair.”

“You’re forgetting the sharp talons on their hands and feet even when they’re in human form,” Terise said.

“And what exactly did Cedric do when he flew to your side and shape shifted right in front of you?”

Terise smiled even though it was clear the subject still embarrassed her.

“He told me I was the most beautiful Land Dweller he’d ever come across and swore he’d die right on the spot if I didn’t agree to be his.”

Lily came up next me, just as engrossed in Terise’s story as I was. “And what did you say?” she asked.

Terise rolled her eyes. “I told him to go put some clothes on and then went to find the rest of my sisters.”

Even Graul cracked a smile as the rest of us laughed our heads off. Well…everyone except Kheelan. He’d pretended not to listen to Terise’s story even though it was obvious he’d been hanging on her every word.

“Oh, look, there he is now,” Terise said, pointing out toward the lake.

I’m not sure what exactly I was expecting, but a bird the size of a truck was definitely not one of them. Cedric’s massive wing span was at least twenty feet in length. His wings were riddled with long, green feathers that darkened close to the base where they attached to his sides and grew lighter toward the tips. His beak was curved at the end and striped with bright orange and reds. The rest of his feathered body was covered in lighter greens along his chest and darker greens along the back.

As he coasted across the water toward us, his taloned feet dipped beneath its surface, flinging up a frothy spray. Golden threads of magic sparkled within the spray and then transferred to his wing tips, creating a fiery outline around his wings that grew brighter the longer he skipped across the water. Chuck made a chirping sounds next to my ear, one that sounded a bit flustered at seeing such a large bird. Just before Cedric reached the cave, he pulled up straight and then slowly glided to the rocky outcropping at the edge where he landed and immediately shifted into his humanoid form.

Gentle hands cover my eyes, and a broad chest brushed up against my back.

“Jareth, what are you doing?”

“I’m not about to let you see this Cedric fellow in such an indecent state of dress.”

Lily let out a humorous snort which was cut short by Graul’s growl.

“Not see him either. My woman only see me.”

“That’s a little more information than anyone needs to know right now,” Lily said dryly.

“Nudity doesn’t bother me in the slightest,” Chantara said, her voice coming out slightly teasing.

Ha! Dirty old woman.

“Just give Cedric a few moments to grab some clothes from his stash within the cave.” Terise chuckled at everyone’s reaction. 

Jareth let go of me once Cedric was out of view, changing in some discreet hollow within the rocks. Terise was already headed over toward the rocky ledge where Cedric had disappeared. Kheelan took a step forward to follow her, looking as if he was about to voice some protest, but his words died on his lips, his back straightened, and that indifferent air of his returned.

I just didn’t get him. It was so obvious that Terise pulled at his heart on some level. Kheelan needed to figure himself out.

Obviously.

If he knew what he really wanted, we wouldn’t be dealing with this bonded core mess.

After a few moments, Terise and Cedric came back, walking arm in arm with him fully clothed in a hunter green tunic and pants. His short, silver hair was streaked with dark strips of green, and his eyes glowed a rich brown in color. He was about as tall as the Dark Elves, nearly seven feet I would surmise, and all bulky muscle that strained through the fabric of his clothing.

Why in the world did Terise ever let him go? 

Eye candy for sure.

I noticed his feet were bare and attached to four black talons even though his hands had five. He appeared to have a golden aura outlining his torso, arms, and head. I stared at it in amazement, trying to understand where it came from when I realized it must have been the Summer magic he collected with his wings. He stored it on his person no matter what shape he changed into.

Interesting stuff. These different races of Fae were absolutely fascinating to me.

“Cedric, may I present to you, Princess Crystiana of the Unseelie Court and Prince Jareth of the Seelie Court. Your highnesses, this is Prince Cedric, heir to the Boobrie race.”

My eyebrows rose at this. A prince in his own right for his own amazing race it would seem. I gave Terise my nicely done look which she responded to with a smile and a dismissive shake of the head.

“Your highnesses, it is very nice to meet you, and very nice to note that all the rumors are true. I’m thrilled to think members of different races and courts are finding their fated mates with each other,” he said, giving Terise a loving look.

Now that was very interesting. It didn’t appear that Cedric was the one who ended the relationship, not if that smoldering look meant anything, and I felt most certain it did. Chuck flew over to the Boobrie and circled him, giving him a few sniffs before nodding his head as if he’d just been deemed worthy to enter my presence.

“Well, I’m glad you’re on board with all these changes. There are plenty of faeries who aren’t quite as open-minded as you.”

He smiled. “I’m a bit of a romantic. Your situation definitely speaks to me in more ways than one.”

He shot Terise another look which she studiously avoided by changing the subject.

“I was able to tell Cedric about our need to get through the wards with his help, but he was hesitant to do so without assurances from Jareth that he wouldn’t be prosecuted by the Seelie Court.”

“I completely understand,” Jareth said. “Perhaps if we give you a full explanation, you’ll be able to make a much more informed decision. We really don’t want to keep the facts or the risks from you.”

He quirked his head in a very birdlike gesture as he considered Jareth’s offer.

“That is a very kind suggestion, Prince Jareth. I would be grateful for more details. I’m always happy to help Terise, please don’t misunderstand me, but discussing things pertaining to the Seelie Court and my own responsibilities is tantamount to treason, as you well know.”

“I do, Cedric, and I assure you that you will never be held accountable for what we are about to undertake here.”

For the next twenty minutes, Jareth went into great detail about just exactly what King Moridan was doing to the magic in the realm, how we had found a cure for griesha, and also how we could overthrow Moridan and get rid of the poison in our magic with Titania’s Diadem.

“So their location is held within Oberon’s scrolls?” Cedric asked.

“Yes. It’s quite literally our only option at this point. You understand why getting into the Court without tripping the wards is so important?” Jareth asked.

Cedric nodded. “I do indeed. I only wish I had known how dire this situation had become.” He turned to Terise and caressed her cheek with his thumb. “Why on earth didn’t you tell me you were so ill? And once you knew how to cure it, why didn’t you ask to bond with me?”

She looked a bit like a deer caught in some headlights. I came to Terise’s defense so she wouldn’t have to explain herself and also before Kheelan said whatever it was he was opening his mouth to say.

“Terise wasn’t aware of the cure until it was nearly too late. There was no time to confide in you, and in all honesty, Cedric, I had no idea that your race existed. I’m rather new to this realm and its people. The Land Dwellers need to bond with other races who come closest to them biologically, which is why Kheelan ended up being the right candidate for her to bond with.”

“But she hardly knows him, and she certainly doesn’t love him,” Cedric protested.

“You sure about that?” Kheelan said in a challenging tone.

Chantara let out a disgruntled snort. “Not enough faerie rum in all the nine realms when suffering the presence of this intolerable ass.”

I ignored Chantara’s mumbled jab even if it did make me want to laugh.

“Just stop, Kheelan,” I said before he started another argument. “Please spare us your witty remarks for another day. I don’t think any of us can stomach it right now. As for Terise bonding with you Cedric, I’m not certain if it would be possible with a shifter. The fact that this form is humanoid is a good sign, but there is a part of you that isn’t. Either way, the point is moot since she is bonded to Kheelan and is no longer suffering from griesha.”

Cedric nodded, obviously not happy that the woman he clearly cared for was currently bound to someone else…well, partially bound? I honestly had no idea how sound the bond was between them now that Kheelan had pulled this latest stunt, but if there was any way to rectify this and bond her to someone else, I was happy to do it.

Later.

We had a million other problems on our hands, and I didn’t want to mention the possibility in front of Cedric in case Terise didn’t want to bond with him. It was all up to her, and what Jareth and I were magically capable of in the long run.

“You’re quite right, Princess. It’s a problem for another day. As for getting you through the waterways and past the wards, I’m only too happy to do so. A monarch retains loyalty so long as he leads his Court according to the dictates of our realm and its magics. King Moridan has betrayed us all, and I no longer swear fealty to him.” He knelt down on one knee and bowed his head to Jareth. “I swear my fealty to you, Prince Jareth. I will happily look to you as my king once we overthrow your father and right the wrongs he’s caused our realm and its people.”

“You’re bowing to the wrong royal,” Kheelan said in a dry voice.

Cedric slowly raised his head to stare at him. “I don’t think so.”

I gave Kheelan my best death glare, but I shouldn’t have bothered. Any sass from me always managed to amuse him rather than deter him. But he did remind me of yet another problem facing us. If we managed to do what we set out to do, we were going to have to figure out how to magically reinstate Jareth’s claim to the throne. There was no doubt in my mind that Kheelan would be just as disastrous a ruler as his father if he was ever given that chance.
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Cedric not only agreed to allow us to borrow the watercrafts he and his people used when traveling the waterways, he also insisted on traveling with us and assisting us in our “most noble quest” as he put it. Kheelan muttered a few protests, which was to be expected since Cedric was undoubtedly in love with Terise and had sworn his fealty to Jareth.

Kheelan’s protest died a hearty death as we happily accepted all the help Cedric had to offer. No way I’d turn down the help of a shapeshifting prince, folks.

Cedric traversed the rocky ground and directed us to depressions along the cave walls where tiny, thin boats made of a dark wood floated just above the ground.

He hovered his taloned hands over one of the thin boats and said, “Reserare.”

The boat immediately lowered to the ground and was easily dislodged from the rocky wall after that. He handed the first boat to Jareth, and I finally got a good look at it.

“It’s a wooden kayak,” I said in surprise.

“Many of my ancestors made their homes in the human realm, specifically in Argyllshire, which I think is now referred to as Strathclyde,” Cedric said.

I gave him a blank look which earned me a chuckle from Jareth.

“That’s the Southern Scotland and Northern England areas, Crysta.”

“Whatever you say.”

“My point isn’t to give the Princess a geography lesson. I’m merely explaining that some of our sea craft were most likely copied by the humans over time. I’m not a bit surprised that these vessels look familiar to you. They’re just slim enough to glide through the waterways toward the Seelie Court, but only one person will fit in each, I’m afraid.”

He handed a boat to Terise but made sure his talons gently brushed her skin. She lifted her eyes to give him a gentle smile. My guilt at bonding her to Kheelan increased ten-fold, especially when Kheelan slowly approached Terise from behind and gave Cedric a menacing glare. Instead of being cowed by it, Cedric wrapped an arm around Terise and helped her carry her boat toward one of the waterways. I gave Jareth a knowing look and lifted myself up to kiss his cheek. His delighted smile made public displays of affection so enjoyable.

“I think it best that I take the lead so you won’t make any wrong turns at different intersections,” Cedric said. “We’ll also need someone at the very back who can prevent anyone from getting behind or lost for that matter. The waterways can be tricky. It’s easy to get lost and even easier to be bespelled by other water faeries who are rather mischievous when they want to be.”

“Well that doesn’t sound good,” Lily said.

“Not to worry, Lily.” Chantara gave her a side hug. “There’s no way your Graul here would ever allow someone to spell you away from him.” She gave Graul a wink, managing to elicit a rare smile from him.

“I’ll take up the back with Crysta in front of me,” Jareth said. “I think it best if Graul is in front of you and behind Lily, Crysta.”

Chuck gave me a nudge on my cheek to remind me he was still here. “Chuck will be with me,” I said. He snorted and smiled contentedly, landing on my shoulder and mussing up my hair a bit.

“Excellent,” Chantara said. “I’ll be in front of Lily with Kheelan in front of me which leaves Terise next in line right behind Cedric.”

“Close to me just as you should be, my dear,” Cedric said, giving her a charming smile.

She ignored Kheelan’s snort of derision and gave the shifter a wink.

“You always were an incorrigible flirt,” she said.

“Which is why you’ve always adored me.”

Terise let out the first belly laugh I’d heard from her in a while. She still appeared pale and tired, but Cedric had managed to erase that dead look from her eyes. That alone earned him my vote for a future bonding with Terise.

I smiled at Jareth and nodded my head toward Kheelan who was glaring at Cedric with barely concealed rage.

“I think keeping Cedric with us is a very good plan for more reasons than the obvious,” Jareth said next to my ear.

“You think his presence will give Kheelan some much needed perspective as to where his affection should be placed.”

“Exactly.” He squeezed my arms and gave me a serious look. “We will be married, Crysta. I’ll let nothing stand in our way for long. We’ll find out how to undo all the damage Kheelan has caused, and then you, my dearest fated mate, will never be rid of me.”

Chuck growled his determined agreement.

I lifted to my tiptoes and gave him a sound kiss on the lips.

“I’ll hold you to that promise, Prince Jareth.”

His eyes darkened with desire as he placed his hands at my waist and gave me another knee-melting kiss. I reveled in the warmth of his touch and the passionate fire of his affection, kissing him back with all the love in my heart, knowing it could all be taken away from me in a matter of seconds if things didn’t go according to plan.

In my experience, things rarely did. 
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 Traveling the waterways felt a lot like being on Disney’s Splash Mountain ride. There was a nice, easy current that pushed us lazily along, and the cavernous ceiling above us was peppered with light pinks, purples, and yellows which gave off enough light for us to see where we were headed.

Apparently, the waterways flowed underneath Farang Mountain, each flowing river splitting off from the main source at the entrance to the cave and carrying magic from the Lake to various parts of the realm. It was a watery maze we never would have figured out on our own.

“Aren’t the Farang Fae the ones who work illusions?” I asked. “Didn’t you say something about a mirage, Jareth?”

I looked behind me to see Jareth nod in agreement. “It’s a defensive spell they wear constantly. Not something they can truly stop doing unless they concentrate on assuming their regular form. It’s simply easier for them to always be magicked and ready to create other mirages when the need arises.”

“That could come in handy when we go against King Moridan,” I said.

Jareth’s somber look reminded me how difficult going against his own kingdom to overthrow his father would be. Not just in a physical sense, but emotionally as well. It was his father. No one wants to be placed in that position.

I faced forward again and adjusted my legs which were spread out before me and tucked inside the kayak. The fabric of my seat was silky and smooth with a layer of padding that made the ride nice and comfy. I breathed in the smell of fresh water and reveled in the coolness of the air as it brushed against my heated skin.

Heated?

My body was hardly ever hot. I rubbed a hand against my arm and then felt my forehead. An unnatural heat seeped into my fingertips. My internal temperature was definitely hotter than normal. I thought about mentioning it to Jareth but immediately threw that idea out the window. We didn’t need more complications added to what we were already facing. If things got worse then I would say something, but there really wasn’t much that could be done at this point.

Besides, the light breeze really seemed to be picking up and the heat of my skin cooled a little. I lifted my hands as a heavier gust of wind twirled around my fingers and whipped my silver hair around my face.

“Flaming faerie hags.” Cedric’s curse carried back to us on the now much more violent winds. 

It amazed me that the wind could get rough like this beneath the Farang Mountain. I should have realized the change in air and pressure wasn’t even remotely natural.

“Everyone hold on tight and use your oar to follow my lead. I do believe we have an Annis hounding us,” Cedric shouted to be heard over the barraging wind.

“What’s an Annis?” I yelled.

“They’re hags from the Unseelie Court who live near rivers and streams,” Jareth shouted. “If we caught her attention then we need to move along as fast as possible. These particular hags have control over the weather and can conjure it in dangerous and malevolent ways.”

I clenched tight to my oar as the current picked up speed right at the same time the waterway dipped into a steep fall. Chuck moved from my shoulder to my lap and clung to me, burying his head against my stomach. I thought it so funny when all he had to do was fly next to us. He could avoid the crazy ride altogether. Just before my Kayak went down a steep drop, I spotted four other waterways that forked from our own at the very bottom. Cedric was already down and maneuvering toward the waterway at the far right. Everyone managed to make the turn and head into the right waterway. When it was my turn, I dug my oar into the water on my left and leaned in, barely making the turn and adjusting to the new speed. Water splashed my face and cooled the heat from my cheeks. I couldn’t help the huge grin that spread across my face.

After that, it was game on.

The current kicked into overdrive and soon we were speeding down the waterways like bats outta hell. Had I likened this river ride to Splash Mountain?

Correction, folks. This was more like the water slides at Wet’n’Wild, only it never seemed to end. Cedric deftly guided us through turn after turn as the current continued to pick up speed. Our path curved and undulated as if we were riding a roller coaster of pure water. I was already sopping wet and enjoying every minute of it. Another steep drop opened up into three more forks in our path. Cedric headed for the one in the middle for which I was grateful. We were flying down the waterways so fast at this point I wasn’t sure I would have been able to make the sharp turn required on either the left or the right of us.

Just as the waterways diverged, I felt a sharp jerk at the helm of my kayak, and suddenly I was flying left instead of forward. Chuck was torn from my lap and out of the craft, letting out an outraged roar I’d never heard him make before. I dug my oar into the water on my left side and tried to correct course, but I was already flying down the left juncture with Jareth’s shout of alarm echoing behind me. I had a brief moment to turn my head and make eye contact with his panicked gaze, sighing in relief when I saw a soaking wet Chuck in his arms, but then he and the rest of the group disappeared from sight around a bend in the waterway, and I was left to navigate this new one.

“Flaming pixie wands,” I cursed out loud as I tried to slow down my progress, but my stupid oar and wimpy arm muscles were no match for the current.

A wicked cackle bounced around the tunnel, giving me massive shivers. Looked like this Annis hag was intent on being more than mischievous today. The tunnel opened up a little wider as the current began to slow, and there on a craggy outcropping stood the most hideous looking woman I had ever seen.

Mossy green hair lay in stringy tendrils around her face and stooped shoulders. Green and purple rags covered her spindly form. Wrinkles creased her face, making her skin look about as substantial as phyllo dough when cooked. Her gnarled and knobby hands clapped in delight as my watercraft brought me further into the wide cavern and automatically diverged into the waterway on the right, leading me right up to the dry land where it looked as if this hag lived. A ramshackle hut made of wet tinder and moss sat in a forlorn slump against the stony wall. A small fire in the middle cooked what looked like a tiny reptile over a spit. The stench of charred skin assaulted my senses, making me gag before I could subdue my response.

My kayak came to a sudden halt at the rocky shore of her dilapidated home. I just stared at her in horror as she continued her maniacal cackling, wondering just exactly what my next move was.

Then I gave myself a mental slap.

Get it together, Crysta. This faerie, though not exactly pleasant to look at…and clearly a few rocks short of an avalanche, is one of your subjects and you’re her future queen. Don’t let her intimidate you.

I stepped out of my little boat as gracefully as I could manage. So not so gracefully, really. It was more like a tuck and roll scenario. Once I managed to get to my feet, I strode right up to the cackling faerie and did something you couldn’t have paid me to do on any other day. I gritted my teeth and wrapped my arms around her, giving her a huge bear hug.

Her cackling stopped immediately as her body went stiff in my arms. She smelled of damp moss, decay, and a few other things I sincerely hoped I wasn’t actually touching, but kept my arms around her anyway despite the bad smell and possible sanitary issues we were dealing with.

“Well met, Annis,” I said in a friendly voice. I eased back a bit, but kept my arms around her as she stared at me dumbfounded. “I’m honored you brought me here to your home to meet with you. Is there something I can do for you before I rejoin my friends?”

Her mouth opened and closed for a moment, reminding me of an overgrown fish fighting for air. She finally found her bearings and stepped out of my embrace, still looking a bit unsure and slightly vulnerable, but a hint of that wicked intelligence flared to the surface again. I wouldn’t be able to catch her off her guard the next time, but I was satisfied with what I had accomplished.

Now to discover if she was friend or foe.

“I was not expecting such a receptive response to my summons, Princess,” she said. The melodious tones of her voice startled me. From her appearance and her full blown cackle, I was fully expecting a voice that sounded raw and raspy. If I had closed my eyes and forgotten what this hag looked like, I could have easily mistaken her for an eighteen-year-old woman. Her voice was cultured and clear and brimming with grudging respect.

Sweet.

Score one for the ignorant princess.

“Well, I’m not gonna lie. We’re kind of on our way to the Seelie palace to accomplish something important, and since I don’t know my way around this place it’s a little scary to get lost, but I certainly have time to talk with you.” I waited for her to continue, but she just stared at me in confusion as if she wasn’t quite sure what to make of me.

“You did want to talk to me, didn’t you?” I pressed.

“To be perfectly honest with you, Princess, I had every intention of cursing you and handing you over to King Moridan.”

My eyebrows hit my hairline in surprise. So potential foe then.

“Why? Aren’t you a member of my Court? Why would you want to help King Moridan?”

Her shoulders squared a bit and she lifted her warted chin in defiance. “He promised to heal my people of griesha, particularly my daughter, if I delivered you to him. He’s made that promise to many of your subjects, Princess, and I was more than happy to oblige since the Unseelie Court has never concerned themselves much with my race.”

“How has the Court not concerned themselves with you? Have you been overlooked?”

She gestured to herself with a rueful laugh.

“Do you truly believe anyone wants to look upon us? Not that our unsightly visage should make much of a difference when you consider all the other unsightly races of lesser Fae in your kingdom. Still, we’re not allowed a representative on the Faerie Council. Our race is looked down upon since our magic is only a step higher than that of the Land Dwellers.”

I nodded my sympathy, truly outraged by this cruel treatment. “That’s why your race has been hit so hard by griesha just as the Land Dwellers. The less powerful a race is in magic the easier the illness siphons the magic from your core.”

She raised a tattered eyebrow.

“Is that the science behind it all? How doubly insulting then.”

“It’s what I discovered when I began to cure them. The races hit hardest by griesha are the races with less magical power.”

Her mud brown eyes widened at this as she took a step forward.

“You…you’ve cured griesha?”

I gave her a warm smile.

“Yes. We’ve found a way to cure it. My fated mate and I help to recreate the fated mate bond between couples. When their cores are anchored to one another it creates an infinite loop, much like the fated mate symbol of the infinity rings. This loop continually feeds the magic back and forth and prevents griesha from siphoning away their magic. It basically plugs up the magical leak and the illness disappears.”

She stared at me in wonder, but her look hardened again.

“I don’t believe you. Fated mates are impossible.”

“They’re not,” I said in a gentle voice. “Jareth and I have already bonded hundreds of Land Dwellers and Dark Elves together, and true fated mates were uncovered in the process.”

She snorted. “Now I know you’re lying. Those high and mighty Dark Elves would never descend so low as to mingle with Land Dwellers let alone marry them. And fated mates found between races? I don’t think so.”

“And yet the very first one to do so was King Ordin. His current bride is a Land Dweller by the name of Meredith. The Land Dweller traveling with us is Meredith’s sister.”

The hag shook her head, grabbing either side as if the information was almost too much for her to handle.

“If you don’t believe me, you can have your people check on it, your Majesty,” I said, giving her a deferential bow.

I felt certain she was their queen, but I knew it with absolute certainty when her eyes filled with tears and a crown of thorns and weeds suddenly appeared on her head.

“You bow to me, highness? I did not expect such treatment from the Princess of the Unseelie Court.”

“Your Majesty, my friend Lily is a human and my other friend Terise is a Land Dweller. I saved Terise from griesha by bonding her to a Seelie Prince for heaven’s sake. I’m not exactly concerned with social classes in the Fae realm.”

I laughed when she let out a shocked gasp. 

“Every life is important, and every race within this realm contributes on a very real and very tangible level. Had I known you weren’t being represented on the council, I would have rectified the situation immediately. That’s ignorance on my part. I’ve lived in the human realm all my life, and I don’t know all the races within the Unseelie Court, but I’m learning and I’m trying.” I gently took her gnarled, warty hand in mine and gave it a soft squeeze. “I promise you, if you’ll place a little faith and trust in me, I will find a way to save your daughter and the rest of your people, but I’m going to need the rest of my friends to help me.”

She gave me one more searching look before nodding her agreement. “I will give you one chance to prove you’re sincere, but if you can’t save my daughter, my people will combine their magics to curse you and your friends and hand you all over to King Moridan. Believe me when I say that not even a Seelie Prince can withstand an entire race’s magic.”

“I believe you, and I thank you for placing a little trust in me. How will we get back to my friends?”

She motioned toward the waterways. “They are already on their way. That shifter may be able to navigate these tunnels just fine, but we control them.”

I chuckled at the wicked glint in her eyes. 

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” I asked.

“You have no idea, Princess.” She took a step back and gestured behind her. “Now, I’d like to introduce you to the rest of my people.”

“The rest of them?”

No sooner had I asked the question when the back wall of the cave blinked out of existence and an entire village housed deep within the cave came into view. Thank the gods the ceiling was so high. My claustrophobia had nearly reached its quota for the day.

The huts were put together just as haphazardly as the first one I’d seen, with moss and driftwood, mud and sticks. This particular race didn’t seem quite so numerous as the Land Dwellers. Maybe three hundred in total and not a single child to be seen for which I was supremely grateful. I hadn’t seen a child with griesha yet, and I didn’t want to.

“We aren’t created like many other races of Fae,” she said as if she’d just read my mind. “We’re fully formed hags created by our mothers through a collision of Winter and Autumn magics during a thunderstorm.”

“And you’re all female?” I asked.

“Yes,” she nodded. She motioned her hand toward the large crowd of hags working intricate spells over bubbling pots. The women stopped what they were doing once they took notice of me and stared me down with a quiet calm that wasn’t at all comfortable. This issue of racism was going to be a rough obstacle to overcome.

A hag separated herself from the group and made her way over to the queen. She hobbled a bit as she came forward. Her ragged clothing was covered in a layer of moss, but there was no hiding the red sores along her hands, neck, and face, some of which were bleeding profusely. 

I didn’t even hesitate once I saw them. I walked right up to her and lifted her hand, examining the bleeding sores and the narrowed time frame we now had to work with.

“Son of a one legged Bogart,” I muttered under my breath. I looked up at the startled hag and turned my grave look on the queen whose eyes narrowed at my expression. “The sores are bleeding. She’s been sick for at least three months, hasn’t she?”

The queen nodded, eyeing her daughter with concern.

“I need you to let me know which race of Fae is the best match for you biologically. I assume some of you have relations with other races since you are all female.”

The queen nodded. “There are not many Fae who are willing to bed us due to our appearance, but we are able to transform into beautiful women when necessary, though many of us don’t enjoy it. Originally, this form was meant to beguile men and women into a watery grave, giving us more magical power when we absorbed the energy of humans.”

“Well, that sounds murderous,” I said in surprise.

“It’s an unwelcome reminder of what we once were. I made many changes when I became queen of the Annis. We may not have as much power as we used to, but we’re no longer a murderous race. We leave the humans be and live our lives in peace. We shift when we need to, but many of us are ashamed of our more attractive forms.”

“We need to find a race most compatible with yours who we can bond you to. We also need to discover if there is any chance of a true fated mate bond, which means one of the Dark Elves needs to assist us in this.”

A loud shout caught my attention, and I spun around. The rest of my friends were just pulling up in their various crafts. Their relief upon seeing me turned into confusion as they took in the hags and the village that opened up behind me.

Chuck was the first to reach me, chattering angrily at both me and the Annis queen who looked at him with open fascination. Jareth came next, scooping me up into a bear hug and kissing me as if I’d gone missing for months instead of minutes.

“I thought I’d lost you again,” he said once we finally came up for air. He eyed the hag for a moment before his eyes went wide in recognition.

“Queen Adris, what is the meaning of this? Why did you separate Crysta from us?”

The queen looked about ready to curse Jareth for his angry tone, but I stepped between them before things could get ugly.

“Look at her daughter,” I said, motioning to the hag standing next to her. I grabbed her daughter’s hand and lifted it up so Jareth and the rest of our group who had finally managed to get out of their kayaks could see the evidence of her illness. They all gathered around us, sharing varied looks of concern. Kheelan looked more relieved than anything else as he studied me from head to toe as if cataloging any possible injuries. He kept his eyes glued to me. He didn’t seem to care about the daughter.

Surprise, surprise.

Lily sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, no. She has griesha.”

“And it looks as if she’s suffered from it for a good three months if those bleeding sores are any indication,” Terise said. She came to my side and leaned in to get a closer look. “May I?” she asked the hag who simply gave her a wary nod. Terise gently took her hand and studied the sores.

“What do you think, Terise? You know better than anyone how this disease affects the body,” I said.

“She has two days, maybe three. We have to get her anchored and bonded as quickly as possible.”

Queen Adris blinked in surprise.

“So the princess was telling the truth. She and Jareth can create a fated mate bond to heal griesha.”

“Sometimes there’s no need to create one. It’s already there. Many of my sisters found their fated mates with the Dark Elves,” Terise said.

The queen placed an arm around her daughter’s shoulder and gave me a nod.

“Whom can we find to bond with my daughter?”

I looked at the rest of the group for answers.

“You guys know the races in this world much better than I do. Can any of you think of one or two races who would be most compatible with the Annis?”

“What about the Drac?” Cedric said. “They’re a race of water faerie who live below the lake and can shift into the form of a beautiful man just as the hags can shift their form. They control the currents within the lake while the hags have control of the currents in the waterways.”

“Do you interact with the Drac very often?” I asked the queen. She smiled, revealing sharp, yellowed teeth that nearly made me shudder. “We must keep in contact with them since the currents are responsible for carrying the elemental magics within the lake and waterways. The Queen is a dear friend of mine.”

“Well, that’s one possibility. Any chance you can contact her or their king and request an audience?”

“We would have to meet within these caverns since their kingdom is below the lake,” she said.

“How exactly does that work?” I asked. “Do you mean their kingdom is at the bottom of the lake?”

“No, Crysta,” Chantara said. “There is a large pocket of air underneath the entire lake where the Drac dwell, but it’s difficult to travel to. I can ask the queen and king to meet with us here if Queen Adris will be so kind as to guide my watercraft back to the lake’s opening.”

“We can’t just contact them from the water here?” Lily asked.

“The waterways are protected from such magic due to the nature of their purpose. Any scrying must be done above the Lake Of Beatha, but Chantara can easily access their world since she’s the Siren of the lake,” Cedric said.

“Once Chantara contacts them, can they apparate to this location?” I asked.

The Annis Queen shook her head.

“Even if I were to let the wards down around our village, there are very few who have ever been here or seen this place. We’ve never revealed our location to the Dark Elves or the Drac. We’re not a trusting species.”

Okay, so apparating to the cave would work, but no apparating within the caves. 

Bummer.

This stuff was just so complicated.

“We’ll also need someone to contact Lord Raith to send a Dark Elf here. If there are fated mate bonds among the Drac and Annis then we need to make sure we don’t dismiss that,” I said.

“I can take care of that as well,” Chantara said.

Queen Adris nodded and Chantara whipped around and quickly boarded her craft. I watched in awe as the current switched direction and pulled Chantara’s kayak up the steep incline I had sailed down not thirty minutes ago. It was amazing, the various things magic could accomplish.

“How did you know to summon Crysta here to help your daughter?” Jareth asked. “The cure we discovered is fairly new, and we haven’t had much time to spread the word.”

“And since we’re not allowed on our own Fairy Council, it would have taken us even longer to receive the news,” Queen Adris said, her muddied eyes aflame with anger.

Jareth raised an eyebrow at that and looked to me for an explanation.

“Is there a place we can all sit down while we wait for Chantara’s return?” I asked, feeling like we needed to talk this out and come to an understanding.

Queen Adris motioned some of her people forward. They stood before us and wove Autumn magic together in long strands, pulling sticks and driftwood from the littered ground to form rickety looking chairs that were anything but aesthetically pleasing. They were sturdy and comfortable, and at this point that was all I cared about. They placed the chairs in a large circle, and everyone took their seats. Chuck perched in my lap while Jareth and Terise sat beside me. My lips twitched in amusement when Cedric rushed to Terise’s side. Kheelan gave him an ugly glare and then sat in the chair directly across from me, giving me a wicked grin. 

Lily and Graul were on Jareth’s other side between him and Kheelan while Queen Adris and her daughter sat on Kheelan’s other side.

Cozy.

I decided to get right to it.

“King Moridan offered a cure for Queen Adris’ daughter if she captured me, cursed me, and handed me over to him,” I said.

Jareth tensed at my side, but I placed a hand on his arm to calm him. “Obviously, that’s not going to happen. The queen has agreed to not hand me over so long as we save her daughter and her people from griesha.”

“It’s very ironic you would have helped my father and simply handed Crysta over when he is the one responsible for the magical plague in the first place,” Kheelan said with steel in his tone. He was quite the jerk, but he was also fiercely protective of me. Too bad it failed to warm my heart. “My father has absolutely lost his mind and is not to be trusted.”

Queen Adris looked at Jareth for verification. He gave her a grim nod in the affirmative.

“We clearly have much to catch up on concerning Fae politics,” she said. “I’d appreciate it if one of the princes would explain.”

For the next several minutes, Jareth gave her the run down of King Moridan’s activities with the Dark Arts and its effects on the magic within our realm. He also shared the part Moridan played in my mother’s murder and the attempt on my life. Once he shared the news that Land Dwellers and Dark Elves were now bound together, I think Queen Adris was finally ready to trust in us and the cure we had to offer.

 Suddenly, her body stiffened, her muddy eyes rolling to the back of her head with just the whites showing. I stood to help her, afraid she’d been taken over by something, but Jareth grabbed my arm to restrain me.

“She’s speaking with the waterways,” he said.

“Speaking?” I asked.

“Communicating with them.”

“I know what speaking means, I’m just a little surprised she can do that.”

“Are you?” Jareth gave me a wide grin and took my hand in his, bringing it to his lips. “You have so much to learn, sweet Crysta. I’m excited to be the one to teach you.”

Swoon.

Queen Adris shifted in her seat as her eyes came back into focus.

“The Siren of the lake arrives with four other travelers,” she said. “One a Dark Elf, and three members of the Drac. I cannot discern their identities.”

It didn’t matter anyway, since Chantara and Lord Raith arrived in those sturdy kayaks while three purple, floating spheres followed closely behind them.

Purple floating spheres, folks. And nobody bothered to prep me. It took me everything I had not to gawk at the massive shapes in awe as they hovered above the ground before transforming into medium-sized looking elves with pointed fangs, ears, and jet black hair. Their eyes shone a radiant purple color and their skin was alabaster white. It looked like two males and one female based on the musculature, but honestly it was anyone’s guess at this point.

“Queen Adris,” one of the men bowed with respect. “Chantara was not too forthcoming as to why you requested our presence here, but I was given the impression it was most urgent.”

“I didn’t feel it my place to share such sensitive information,” Chantara said. “I’ll leave that to you.” She gave Jareth and me a pointed look.

Right. Up to us as to what we should and should not share with everyone.

We all stood as they made their way forward, and the Dracs finally took the rest of us in.

“Prince Jareth?” the older Drac male said in disbelief. “I…I’m surprised to find you here. We had heard many rumors concerning you and your fated mate, none of which made sense to us.”

Jareth brought me out of the circle we’d been sitting in and presented me before the newcomers.

“We’re very happy to have you here to speak with us, King Omer,” Jareth said, his voice laced with respect. “I’m not sure what rumors have reached you, but the ones concerning my fated mate are true. May I present to you Crystiana Tuadhe d’Anu, Princess of the Unseelie Court and my fated mate. Crysta, this is King Omer and Queen Olean of the Drac Fae.”

I bowed my head. “I’m so very honored to meet you. Thank you for coming as quickly as you did.”

“Of course, Princess. The honor is ours, but I admit to feeling very confused. This isn’t exactly the type of summons you expect from the Unseelie Monarchy.”

 Queen Adris came to stand beside me and nodded her greeting.

“I apologize for asking to meet with so little warning, King Omer, but my daughter’s situation is very desperate. She has contracted griesha, and we are very close to losing her.”

The king and queen of the Drac looked at each other in concern, but what truly fascinated me was the stricken look on the other male’s face as he stared at Queen Adris’ daughter with something close to despair.

“Father, we must do something to help her,” he said to King Omer. 

Ah, so we had a Drac prince in our midst. I was surprised they’d brought him. 

“We know exactly how to help her, but the prince is right, it will require the help of the Drac,” I said. 

I quickly shared with them the cure we discovered for griesha and what exactly we needed in order to save Leana, Queen Adris’ daughter.

“Is there any chance your males would consider anchoring their cores to the Annis to prevent them from dying from this plague?” I asked.

King Omer opened his mouth to reply, but his son beat him to it.

“I humbly offer myself as the anchor to which Leana will find her cure.” He strode forward and knelt before the sickened hag who looked about as astonished as the rest of us felt. It was downright jarring to see a rather handsome looking man staring lovingly at a woman who looked to be at least eighty years old, worn and decrepit, and smelling like death and decay. I had to remind myself that outward appearances had nothing to do with the value and worth of one’s soul. Didn’t I have a lifetime’s worth of weighty memories where others had judged me according to my physical appearance? 

“Draken, you are already betrothed to a Drac noblewoman. You cannot offer yourself like this,” King Omer said. “Forgive me, Queen Adris, we will of course be happy to help you in any way we can. We can send for more Drac, someone suitable for your daughter and any other women who are ill and in need of this bond, but my son is already spoken for.”

“Father,” the prince said in protest, but King Omer shook his head.

Looked like Leana and Draken must have crossed paths numerous times to have developed such a strong attachment to each other. I guess that made sense since the two races worked together to perform similar tasks.

Leana gave the prince a sorrowful smile before taking a step back, but the prince didn’t seem deterred. He stood and placed himself next to her, taking her hand in his and staring defiantly at his father.

King Omer shook his head. “We will find a way to save her, Draken, I promise you, but your duties lie elsewhere.”

Queen Adris nodded, looking as if the king had lifted an enormous weight off her shoulders.

“Thank you for this, King Omer. Your people will not regret assisting us, and we will be prepared to help you should you ever need it.”

“I’m afraid I must cut in before we take this any further,” Lord Raith said, looking decidedly uncomfortable.

“What is it?” I asked.

He pointed at Draken and Leana and gave me a significant look. I gasped in surprise.

“Seriously?” I said. While I was delighted that Leana and Draken might have a chance after all, I wasn’t sure if this would infuriate King Omer and his wife since it could mess up their alliance.

Jareth let out a soft chuckle and gave me a meaningful look while everyone else waited for us to explain ourselves.

I swallowed and cleared my throat.

“Uh, King Omer, as you well know, the Dark Elves are capable of matching the best candidates for marriage. They also know when two people are meant for each other on a deeper level.”

“Draken and Leana are fated mates, Your Majesty,” Lord Raith cut in so I wouldn’t have to be the bad guy here.

I gave him a grateful smile that earned me a good-natured wink.

“Are you…are you quite sure…that is…” King Omer sputtered.

“Quite,” Lord Raith said. He shrugged his shoulders and flared his fangs in a saucy grin. “I can see the threads of the infinity rings upon their cores. It grows brighter the closer they are to one another.”

Leana let out a stifled sob and buried her face in her hands while Draken guided her head against his chest and held her close.

Queen Olean clapped her hands in delight not even bothering to wipe the tears from her cheeks.

“This is quite wonderful,” she said.

Awesome. Glad I could count on her to see the positives in this.

“But the betrothal, my dear. The alliance with—”

“Flaming pixie dung, Omer. Nothing takes precedence over a fated mate bond. Are you quite mad?” She slapped him over the back of the head nearly dislodging his crown. The rest of us fought to hold in our laughter as he gave her a long-suffering grimace. He finally let out a reluctant sigh. “I suppose we can foist the alliance on his younger brother.”

“Why, darling, what a perfectly brilliant idea,” she said. Her sweet smile made me bite my lip so I didn’t burst into laughter.

Queen Olean turned to us and gave us an expectant look. “You’ll perform the bond then?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” Jareth and I said together.

We walked over to Draken and Leana so she wouldn’t have to exert herself any further. The poor thing looked ready to pass out. Or maybe that was simply how she always looked in her hag form. Jareth and I placed our hands upon their cores and performed the bond that anchored them together. As Jareth pushed the excess magic through their cores, blinding light suffused the entire cavern and the infinity rings shone golden against their cores. The light quickly receded leaving Leana without any sores marring her skin. Of course, she looked a hell of a lot different too. 

She gasped in surprise as she glanced at her alabaster skin, delicate fingers, and smooth arms.

“Leana, why did you change into that form?” Queen Adris asked in surprise.

“I didn’t,” she said, looking just as shocked as everyone else. “It just happened.”

Her long black hair framed her delicate face and pointed ears peeked out from the sides of her head. Her violet eyes shone bright and her red lips formed a smile, revealing tiny pointed fangs.

“Does your humanoid form always resemble the form of the Dracs?” I asked in surprise.

Queen Adris looked startled for a moment as she considered her daughter’s appearance. 

“I guess…we do look a bit like the Drac when we change. I never once made that connection.”

Huh. Coincidence? I think not. I was solving problems and bonding fated mates all over the place.

Like it was meant to be.

Nice work if you can get it.

Draken pulled Leana into his arms and gave her a passionate kiss that had me swooning something fierce.

Lord Raith let out a low laugh that echoed across the cavern. It was so infectious, the rest of us couldn’t help but be swept up in it.

“Fated mates,” King Omer said in wonder. “It’s just so rare. More like a myth than an actual possibility. And to think my son shares it with someone of an entirely different race and elemental magic.”

“It’s becoming more common than you would believe,” Lord Raith said. “My fated mate is a Land Dweller as is many of my warriors’ wives.”

The king and queen of the Dracs gawked at Lord Raith in astonishment.

“Well, it would seem we have several Annis to save,” the king said as he surveyed the hopeful hags within the village, watching the proceedings with a mixture of awe and disbelief.

“Queen Adris,” I said. “I want to be able to help all of your women, but we simply don’t have the time. The sooner we can stop King Moridan, the sooner we can rid the realm of the plague altogether. If we can help the women of your race who are the furthest along with the illness, then we can come back later to heal the rest, though that may not be necessary depending on how quickly we can get rid of this plague.”

Queen Adris took us through the village, motioning for the hags to line up in eight different columns. We each went through our own line checking for any hags who were covered in bleeding sores. Even one bleeding sore was enough to warrant our immediate attention. Out of the three hundred females there, fifty six had less than a few days to live before griesha took their lives.

King Omer and his wife transformed into purple floating spheres and immediately zipped out of the tunnel, promising to apparate at least a hundred male Drac to this very spot now that they knew what the place looked like. Queen Adris graciously lowered the wards so they could do so.

I wasn’t expecting him to be able to explain the situation and gather a group of one hundred Drac very quickly. I figured we had some time to kill.

“Queen Adris, out of curiosity just what curse were you planning to cast on me?”

She lowered her shaggy-maned head and gave me a sheepish grin.

“I was going to cast a sleeping curse upon you. It’s a curse very difficult to break.”

“You mean like the curse placed upon Sleeping Beauty?” I asked in surprise. 

“Sleeping Beauty? I’m afraid I don’t follow,” she said.

“Sleeping curse last forever. Can’t be broken unless caster break,” Graul said.

“Really?” I asked Adris.

“A sleeping curse can be broken by the one cursed, but it requires the person to know they’ve been cursed which isn’t easy since they exist within a dream state that is very real to them. If that person doesn’t discover they’ve been cursed then they sleep until the one who cast it releases them from it.” Queen Adris sighed. “As you can imagine, the caster rarely undoes the curse.”

A crazy thought began to form as I considered what she said. I had lots of power at my disposal, but very little training. This seemed like a great opportunity to learn something valuable from another race of Fae.

“Queen Adris I want you to curse me,” I said.

“What?” Adris and Jareth both exclaimed.

Chuck’s ears flicked down against his head as he let out a disapproving growl and fluttered over to me. He landed on my shoulder and placed a clawed paw on my cheek, licking it before settling himself on my shoulder.

“Your dragon is very protective of you,” Queen Adris said in some amusement. “I doubt he would let me cast it.”

“I won’t either,” Jareth said, giving me his best, you are insane, look.

“For training purposes. I promise this is a good idea.”

He shook his head in bewilderment. “Crysta, that is the craziest…” he stopped short as the possibilities took hold. “You want to learn how to defend yourself and break the curse, don’t you?”

“Yep.”

He shook his head, but the slow grin spreading across his face let me know he approved of the idea.

“Queen Adris,” he said. “I’m going to need you to curse my mate.”
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I stood with my feet planted, knees bent, and hands relaxed to the side, waiting for Queen Adris to fling her curse at me.

“Crysta, what on earth are you doing?” Jareth asked in amusement.

“I’m gettin’ in the zone, prepping myself for her magical attack.”

Graul and Jareth threw back their heads in laughter while Kheelan sat on the sidelines laughing it up as well. Terise walked by him and slapped him across the back of the head before coming to stand next to me. Kheelan merely eyed her from behind appreciatively before he realized I’d caught him checking out his fated mate. He scowled and folded his arms across his chest.

“Don’t you boys laugh at Crysta,” Lily said, coming to stand next to me and Terise. “She’s never done this before.”

“Well, she doesn’t need to crouch as if she’s waiting to get tackled,” Jareth said, getting out the last of his laughter. He walked over to me and grabbed my shoulders. “Just stand here relaxed. The only thing that needs to be ready are your hands as they call forth magic to block the spell.”

“Okay, and what exactly do I do to block a spell from reaching me?” I asked.

“Do you remember when Eddie and his friends tried to corner us in the human realm?”

My eyes widened as I thought back to that day that seemed so long ago.

“Yeah. You threw up a shield that blocked their bullets.”

“Bullets,” Kheelan said, getting up and striding over. “What in the world is she talking about, Jareth?”

Jareth glared at him. “Not that it’s any of your business, but Crysta was walking around the human realm without a glamour.”

Kheelan slapped his hand across his face as if he’d missed something supremely important.

“I can’t believe Rodri and I never thought of that.” He groaned in dismay. “By the gods, Crysta, you must have had a million stalkers on your hands.”

“Eddie being one of them,” I said dryly. “Anyway, Jareth took care of them without a problem, but that shield was very impressive.” I turned to Jareth. “Do you think I can construct the same shield?”

“Maybe not the same one since you’ve yet to assimilate Summer magic completely, but you do have all the other elements of magic in your core. The key is visualization. Visualize a shield, something absolutely impenetrable, and say the word solidatur.”

“Solidatur. Got it. I can totally do this.” Fake it till you make it. My life’s motto. I was definitely faking my level of confidence at this point.

“Crysta, powerful faerie. Can block curse. Can break curse,” Graul said.

I gave him an appreciative smile before I focused back on Queen Adris.

“I’m going to throw a simple enchantment that will freeze your limbs, Your Highness. That way, if you aren’t able to construct the shield right away, you’ll simply be unable to move momentarily,” she said.

“Thank you.”

The hag nodded, showing me her sharp, yellow teeth as she gave me what I’m sure she thought was a supportive smile. It looked more creepy than anything else. I’d have preferred her resting witch face, personally.

I focused on my core and visualized Spring’s green tendrils of magic, picturing vines and leaves weaving into an impenetrable wall.

“Ready?” she asked.

I nodded and steadied myself as she shouted, “Impediendum.”

Frosty blue magic shot from her hands as I visualized my wall and said, “Solidatur.”

Magic burst from my hands and formed into a wall of green foliage just as her magic collided with it. Unfortunately, her magic managed to freeze it as well. I watched it shatter and then stiffened in surprise as my body froze in place, nothing but magic holding me still.

“That didn’t go so well,” I said when Queen Adris released me.

Jareth and Kheelan chuckled while Lily and Terise patted me on the back. Chantara’s smile was sweet and supportive, and Chuck sat on the ground at Terise’s feet, looking seriously peeved at everyone’s behavior. 

“Why wasn’t my shield strong enough?” I asked.

“You gave her foliage.” Kheelan wheezed in between bouts of laughter. Jareth glared at Kheelan, but he couldn’t hide the quirk of his lips either.

“What’s wrong with plants?” I asked.

“There’s nothing wrong with plants if you use them in the right defensive maneuver, but as a shield, plants can be frozen, shredded, and even roasted,” Chantara said.

“Well, isn’t that true of anything? What else should I have visualized?”

“Anything that wouldn’t have broken apart and shattered once Winter magic hit it,” Kheelan said barely getting his laughter under control.

I’d had quite enough of him. With a flick of my wrists I threw another white out spell his way and watched in satisfaction as his body froze in place. His astonished expression was priceless.

Now it was the women’s turn to have their laugh. Lily and Terise leaned on each other for support as mirthful tears streamed from their eyes. Chantara looked Kheelan over with a wry smile on her lips. Jareth, Cedric, and Graul weren’t averse to the new arrangement either.

Queen Adris nodded appreciatively.

“He was getting rather annoying, wasn’t he?” She smiled and then grew serious again. “Crysta, might I suggest you use your Winter magic against mine? Construct a wall of air, but make it thicker than what we’re breathing so you can block my spell. This way you don’t give me the ability to shatter it.”

I nodded and drew forth my Winter magic, visualizing a thick wall of air far more dense than normal. I smiled at her when I was ready, and practice began again.

This time my wall deflected her spell and held for fifteen seconds as she threw other powerful spells meant to immobilize an opponent in different ways. Icy shards of chains barreled against the wall—something I recognized from Kheelan’s maze spell—while deadened tree branches and drift wood that could wrap around your body and squeeze you until you broke also came up against my shield with no success. She even conjured up some malevolent looking sludge that had powerful adhesive abilities. It could glue you to the floor, wall, or anywhere else the spell directed. I managed to deflect all of them, but then I wanted to learn how to cast all of them as well. Queen Adris spent quite a bit of time teaching me those various offensive moves for immobilizing an opponent.

It was incredibly fun to cast them on Jareth and watch him squirm. Most of the time he managed to break through them. He was powerful, but I was able to tie him up once with frozen chains.

Seemed like he hadn’t put up much of a fight, though. When I pointed that out to him he shrugged his shoulders and said, “You can chain me to the wall any time you wish, sweet Crysta.”

Ugh!

Males.

“I think it’s time for you to try blocking my sleeping curse,” Queen Adris said, getting us back on track.

“Right. I’m ready to try that one.”

I was so not ready to try that one.

“Just remember, we can pull you out of it if you fail to block it,” Jareth said. “You’re in no real danger.”

“Okay.”

I visualized the shield I needed to construct and prepared myself for Queen Adris’ attack.

“Somnum mortis,” she said, throwing her hands forward. Blue shards of dust flew at me at a blinding place.

“Solidatur.” I brought my hands in front of me and called forth my shield.

I constructed it quickly, but not before a small speck of blue dust manage to get through. I watch with morbid curiosity as the speck flew straight at me and then planted itself right in my left eye.

I blinked at the stinging sensation. Both my eyes teared up for a moment and then cleared, revealing a tiny kitchen where a familiar looking woman with a round figure and dark brown hair stood over a stove. She vigorously stirred soup like she thought it might curdle at any second.

“Colleen?” I said in surprise. 

She turned to look at me and gave me an ugly scowl.

“What are you doing here so early. Don’t you have ballet practice or something?”

She lifted her other hand and took a drag on a cigarette, blowing air in my face and giving me a nasty smirk.

I coughed and waved my hand back and forth to get the noxious smell of cigarettes away from my nose.

“You know I hate it when you do that,” I said, wondering why I’d bothered to come home when I absolutely despised being here. I had mounds of homework, dance rehearsal at 8:00 tonight, and a paper due tomorrow. I should have been at the library getting some work done.

“I don’t know why you bother with ballet when you and I both know you’re too much of a freak for any of those companies to accept you. What could a weirdo like you possibly accomplish?”

I swallowed hard and bit back the retort I’d wanted to launch at her months ago when I first came to live with Colleen and her creepy husband Hal. I walked out of the kitchen in disgust and headed down the dingy hallway, barely glancing at the shag carpet that hadn’t been washed since the seventies. I opened my bedroom door and gritted my teeth, hating the tiny room with its sparse furnishings and tattered blue wall paper. 

This room—this house—were where human hopes and dreams came to die…or at least hibernate for a while.

I slammed the door shut and stared woodenly at the wall in front of me as Colleen yelled at one of her daughters down the hall. I sighed, wishing I could just run away and never ever come back here, but then I wouldn’t be able to finish my sophomore year in the next few weeks, and I didn’t want to have to attend yet another high school. It always made things so complicated.

A loud snick behind me made me jump. I turned around and swallowed hard as Hal’s lascivious stare made eye contact. Oh, crap. I forgot to lock my door.

His eyes held that possessive glint I both feared and accepted as my reality.

“Hal, you shouldn’t be in here,” I said, glancing around the room for some sort of weapon I could use against him.

“Colleen just left with Danielle for the dentist,” he said, closing the door behind him. “It’s just you and me now.”

My breathing became labored as I fought down my panic.

“You need to leave, Hal. Leave before you do something we both regret.”

He gave me a wide smile, eyes glittering with fevered lust. Then he dove, slamming his body weight on top of me as we both landed on the bed. I screamed for help but there was no one to hear me. No one ever heard me. My right hand desperately punched out, making contact with his face, but he barely registered the pain as he grabbed my blouse and ripped the buttons down the front.

I reached for that frozen part of my chest that always managed to steady me and sent a blast of who the hell knew what directly into Hal’s chest. He choked for a moment and grabbed at it, his eyes wide and astonished before rolling off of me and collapsing on the floor.

I backed away from him, pulling the ruined blouse closed and biting my knuckles to keep from sobbing.

“Crysta,” a voice called. A familiar voice that promised safety, security, love, and kindness. I jumped up from the bed and wrenched open my door.

“I’m here,” I shouted. “I’m right here.”

The hallway vaporized into thin air, replaced with a circle of familiar faces and some crazy looking cavern.

I blinked a few times to clear my head before I finally realized that I was prostrate on the ground with Chuck nestled under my chin.

“Was that the sleeping curse?” I asked in surprise. I rubbed my arm and my hip which were throbbing in pain.

Jareth sighed in relief and gathered me in his arms, squishing Chuck in the process. He didn’t seem to mind.

“I’m so sorry, Crysta. It looked like you blocked the spell at first. I wasn’t prepared for how fast you went down and failed to react in time. It took forever to bring you back,” he said in a shaky voice.

“I apologize, Princess,” Queen Adris said as she slowly knelt down by my side and placed her gnarled hand on my shoulder. “I’ve never had such a difficult time releasing anyone from a curse…not that I’ve released many.”

“Cursed a few faeries in your time have we?” I asked dryly.

“In my defense, they were most assuredly asking for it,” she said with a wicked chuckle. Then her face sobered as she considered me. “It was almost as if the dream you were in refused to let you go. So strange. I’ve never seen that happen before.”

“Can you tell us about the dream? Maybe if we have an idea of the subject matter, we can better understand its hold on you,” Jareth said.

I thought about Hal and Colleen, and a sour feeling took hold of my stomach.

“I don’t think it was a dream,” I said. “It was a memory that happened a few weeks before the end of my sophomore year of high school.”

“High school?” Graul said looking between me and Jareth in confusion. “I not understand. This school floats? High off ground?”

“No.” I smiled at Graul, holding back a laugh. “It’s just the term we use for —”

“—a pitiful public establishment humans utilize to educate their youth,” Jareth said, looking sheepish once he caught my glare. 

“That’s very odd, Princess,” Queen Adris said sounding troubled. “A sleeping curse traps you in the dream world. Memories never crop up since they are things that actually took place. The dream world is meant to be a fantasy, a place you never want to leave, which is why most victims never even consider it might not be a reality. They simply want to exist in that dream world forever.”

“Well, this was definitely a memory, and not a good one. Believe me, I wanted to leave,” I said, breathing in deeply to steady my nerves after seeing Hal’s feverish eyes consume me with a sickening leer.

Jareth stilled, giving me a horrified look. “Crysta, you didn’t relive…that moment…did you?”

“No, not…not that,” I said, glancing around the group and feeling a little self-conscious at their curious stares. “Not that,” I repeated. “I don’t want to get into it right now. What I do want to do is try it again, but this time, I’m not going to try and block the curse.”

“Is that wise, Crysta?” Chantara said. “It took Adris a long time to bring you back. What if it takes even longer.”

“She’s not going to bring me back. I need to do it myself.” I stood with Jareth’s help and let Chuck fly out of my embrace so he wouldn’t get cursed as well. I turned to the queen and grabbed her gnarled hand. “I need you to tell me how to come out of the spell on my own. That’s going to be just as valuable as knowing how to block it. Possibly even more so.”

Queen Adris shook her head.

“I can tell you what to do, but implementing it will be trickier. It will take quite a bit of practice. Based on how hard it was to bring you around the first time, I’m worried you might actually be stuck within the curse if we continue.”

“I understand the risks, but I need to learn how to defend myself. I need to be just as skilled as I am powerful when it comes to magic.”

“Crysta, you may never come up against anyone wanting to cast a sleeping curse on you. Certainly not in the near future,” Jareth said.

I pointed at Queen Adris to illustrate his ludicrous reasoning. The hag would have cursed me the minute she brought me to her village if I hadn’t caught her off guard with my display of affection.

“I’m going to be a queen someday, folks. Pretty sure I should know these things.”

Jareth sighed and rubbed his hand over his tired face.

“You’re right. This is something you need to be able to counter should the need arise.”

“Good.” I was grateful that Jareth always wanted to protect me, but I had to be the kind of queen who didn’t need protecting. I had to be that queen who protected everyone else, which meant all the training I could get was necessary. 

“The first step to getting out of the curse involves knowing whether you’re dreaming or not. The way to figure out if you’re in the dreamworld is by doing something you wouldn’t normally be capable of doing outside the dream.”

“Like flying?”

“Technically you could levitate and fly once you master wind magic, but that’s neither here nor there at the moment,” Jareth said.

I gave him my best mind blown look before Adris continued.

“I’m talking about interacting with the physical aspects of your world.” She gave me a considering look. “In the human realm, I don’t imagine you would be capable of rearranging matter to walk through walls, reform furniture, or turn water into wine.”

“Uh, no. That is definitely something I was never able to do in the human realm.”

She nodded. “Then if you ever wonder whether or not you’re in this realm or in the dream world, you simply manipulate the matter around you with the power of your own thoughts. Try to manipulate anything that would prove you’re dreaming. Knowing you’re dreaming is half the battle to waking.”

“Okay. Once I know I’m dreaming, what do I do next?”

“Since you can manipulate matter in the dream world, you can also manipulate location. You stand before a door, picture exactly where, when, and with whom you want to be, open the door, and walk through it. You’ll wake up on the other side.”

Well, that sounded simple enough. I couldn’t imagine I’d have too much trouble doing that.

“No time like the present to practice breaking yourself out of a curse. Go ahead, Adris.” I shook my hands and fingers out a little bit and then stretched out on the ground. I wasn’t interested in crashing on the rocky terrain once again.

She reluctantly lifted her hands, shot her thin strings of magic toward me, and said, “Somnum mortis.”

Blue specks of dust shot from her fingers and converged over my head. My eyes stung and teared up immediately. I wiped them hard and blinked several times, waiting for them to clear.

“Darn allergies,” I muttered.

“Are you all right, Crysta?”

I glanced up in surprise as Jareth came striding into my bedroom and plopped himself on the bed. I completely discarded his question as I drank in the muscled lines of his chest and legs. That amazing, green leather ensemble showed him off in all the right places. It made me feel so frumpy.

“I’m fine,” I said, waving my hands away in dismissal. “Just some dust in my nose.”

He grabbed my hand with a smile, pulled me out of my room, and down the short hallway leading to the living room. Nala let out a soft meow as I passed her in the kitchen. Looked like Jareth had already fed her.

He always did thoughtful things like that.

“What are we doing?” I asked.

He lifted a brow in surprise.

“Wasn’t it you who said I needed to broaden my cultural horizons and binge watch every season of Pretty Little Liars with you? We’re only on season one, episode ten. I can hardly wait to get started today.”

I laughed at his enthusiasm.

“You’re really enjoying the series?”

He gave me a roguish grin and pulled me down on the couch next to him. “It’s an enormous waste of our time, a virtual time suck of epic proportions, but I’m sitting on this sofa next to you, holding you in my arms, laughing with you every time I don’t understand what it is those troubled females are saying, and…” He leaned down, giving my lips a soft, savory kiss that lasted just long enough to deliver yummy tingles and make me want more— “…I get to kiss you every single time I feel like it.”

“You always feel like it.” I smirked.

“Indeed. It’s quite amazing how I’ve been able to follow the plot of this ridiculous series when most of my attention is focused directly on you and those delicious lips of yours.”

I wiggled my eyebrows as he leaned in for more.

His kiss started out soft and gentle, but the heat between us kicked in quickly and escalated just as fast until all thoughts of Pretty Little Liars was long gone.

Once we finally came up for air, I snuggled my head against his chest and finally asked the question that had been plaguing me for days now.

“Do you regret giving up your kingdom for me, Jareth?”

He pulled away and lifted my chin so I was looking at him.

“Never. Not once have I ever regretted choosing you over a kingdom. None of that could ever possibly be enough for me if you weren’t with me. Why? Are you having doubts about my feelings for you?”

“Just feeling supremely insecure. I’ve never been enough. Never been good enough. I’m just not used to someone in my life thinking I’m worth loving let alone sacrificing for. It feels too good to be true. Like it could all be taken away in a heartbeat.”

“You’ll have to stop thinking like that, Crysta. You’ll never become the queen we all need you to be if you can’t believe in your own innate power and worth.”

We stared at each other for a moment but were interrupted by the doorbell. I quickly stood to answer, thrilled that Nuallan was finally using the door instead of apparating in here whenever he wanted.

But when I threw it open, Nuallan wasn’t standing in front of me. It was Rhoswen.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I hissed.

She gave me a malicious smile, threw her hands up, and shot golden flares of fire from them. I lifted my hands instinctively, shouted the word solidatur, and flung a shield up before I even realized what I was doing. Bits of fire managed to sneak through before the shield was completely built. My wrists burned at the contact, but I held my magic steady and ignored the pain. The fire ineffectively hit against my shield and burst, dissipating into thin air.

That wasn’t possible. I didn’t know magic like that. Didn’t know how to conjure anything like that. It couldn’t be real.

Real. This couldn’t be real. I’d never done that in the human realm.

Human realm.

But I’d done it in the Fae realm.

This wasn’t real. It was a dream. A memory turned into a nightmare. 

I stared at Rhoswen in shock and slammed the door in her face. When I turned around, Jareth wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

I ran down the hallway and dashed into my room just as Rhoswen exploded through the door with fire shooting from her hands.

Not good.

I ran to my closet door, pictured the hags’ village within the caverns of the waterways, and called forth an image of Jareth and my group of friends. I opened the door and walked through it just as Rhoswen came barreling in after me.

Slamming the door behind me, I pitched forward into total darkness. Strong arms cradled me as I fought the feeling of free-falling.

“Crysta, wake up, honey,” Jareth said. “Open your eyes, sweetheart.”

I blinked them open and took in my surroundings with a relieved sigh. I sat on the ground cradled in Jareth’s arms while Queen Adris knelt before me, staring into one eye then the other with concern.

“I was able to do it?”

“Almost,” Jareth said. “You opened the door, but Adris had to pull you out. The connection between dreaming and waking was out of your reach. If not for her, you would have floated in between those two states.”

Disappointing. I’d wanted to do it all myself, but I was grateful for the hag’s interference.

“This doesn’t feel right,” she said.

“What do you mean? She snapped out of it with your help,” Jareth said.

“That’s not what I’m talking about. I’m casting a sleeping spell, but she’s not sleeping like a normal person. She isn’t just experiencing dreams, she’s experiencing memories, and….” She lifted my aching wrists to inspect them, displaying the burn marks from Rhoswen’s attack. I’d been so distracted I hadn’t even realized how badly they hurt. “Dangerous memories if I’m not mistaken.”

I sucked in a sharp breath as Jareth immediately began to heal the burns.

“Memories mixed with dreams,” I said in a hoarse voice. “This time, I remembered a series marathon Jareth and I had during the week.”

Everyone but Jareth gave me a confused look, but I continued on, knowing it would take too much time to explain TV to them.

“Anyway, Rhoswen showed up and attacked me with fire, which is something she never did in real life. She was never in the human realm with me and Jareth.”

“Well, that’s not good,” Adris said. “The dream world can’t actually hurt you, but for some reason your memories and the dream world are creating a reality that can actually affect you physically.”

“How is that possible?” Jareth asked.

“I’ve been scanning her mind, and I’m finding bits of Summer magic from a source I find deeply disturbing,” she said. “King Moridan must have done something to taint that particular curse when I paid him a visit. Changed the rules of spell work for anyone casting it in the future.”

“It would take an incredible amount of Dark Magic to accomplish this,” Chantara said.

“There are also remnants of an interlocking maze spell and two sources of Summer magic from Jareth and Kheelan. One would be fine, but two sources, combined with Moridan’s own taint, isn’t natural. It’s creating problems with the way spells function both for her and on her. The natural rules of the game when it comes to casting, defending, and being cast upon are not going to be the same for Crysta. The curse is made more dangerous and will be harder to free herself from.”

Jareth held me closer.

“So these are side effects from Kheelan’s magical invasion on my core,” I said. “My magic is going to behave unpredictably the longer he has a hold on me.”

“Prince Kheelan invaded your fated mate bond and bound himself to your core? I thought he was bonded to Terise,” Adris said in surprise.

“He wants Crysta for himself,” Terise said in a soft voice.

“Does he not understand the repercussions of such a violation? Crysta’s own magic might turn on her, and any healing you’ve experienced from griesha will be moot. The chink in your bond will allow the disease to return eventually.” Adris shook her head, turning a disbelieving look on the prince who still remained frozen a few feet away. “You must warn him of the consequences. If he cares for Crysta and Terise, he must know how he risks them.”

Cedric stood behind Terise, squeezing her shoulders in support. “Whether he cares for them or not, he can’t have either one of them. We’ll get this mess figured out at soon as possible and bond Terise to me,” he said.

She gave him a grateful look, but I saw the pain in her eyes. Kheelan was her fated mate, and it didn’t look like she would ever be able to share that bond with him. It tore me up to see how his rejection hurt her. She was definitely looking the worse for wear.

“This is very bad,” Adris said. “I’m afraid the four of you involved in this invasive bond will find your magics become more unpredictable as the days wear on. The regular rules and laws of magic may not operate or behave the same as we’ve just witnessed with Crysta. Add to Moridan’s taint on these more volatile spells, it will make for very unpredictable outcomes when defending and casting. This will leave you all vulnerable to attack.”

”Kheelan won’t undo what he’s done,” I said.

Her look turned hard as she stared at the prince. “Then you will have to find a way to undo it for him.” 

Once again, Kheelan had completely blocked us all with another one of his diabolical spells, and we were racing against time to break it and save everyone’s life in the process.

I just hoped we’d be able to thwart his plans this time around.
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The Drac king eventually returned with far more than a hundred Drac males who didn’t look the least bit hesitant at the prospect of bonding with an Annis hag. It may or may not have had something to do with Leana’s physical changes once her bond with Draken was complete, but I noticed she was able to take back her own hag form whenever she wished.

King Omer also mentioned that all the single males of his kingdom nearly lost their heads over the idea that they might have a fated mate as well.

Lord Raith then began the process of matching the seriously ill hags to their fated mates. I wasn’t surprised when nearly thirty were matched among the ill women. Some of the Drac males who didn’t have a fated mate bond with any of the hags were still willing to help those who would be dead within a day or two anyway. The idea that they could have an imitation of a fated mate bond and share all elemental magics with their spouse, not to mention the added protection the bond offered them from ever contracting griesha, seemed to be motivation enough. It also formed a strong alliance between two races that already worked closely together, performing essentially the same type of job.

It took Jareth and I a lot longer to bond them together this time around.

My magic behaved in ways that made it difficult for me to control. I didn’t have the ability to focus my elemental magics through my core and mix it with Jareth’s. He literally had to go delving into my core with his and coax the magic forward, mingling it with his and showing it how to anchor the other two cores together. It was rough on both of us since my magic put up some resistance and he had to do all the work.

Due to the strain, my spell on Kheelan lost its power, and he had a front row seat to the consequences of his own treachery. It was gratifying to see the worry and guilt that crossed his face each time I had to lean on Graul for support when the draw on my magic became too much for me. Chuck periodically gave Jareth and I a few breaths of his magic to boost us, but we were still drenched in sweat by the time it was over.

After three hours, we had finally saved the most at risk hags, but Jareth and I were exhausted and it was now late in the evening. I moved to sit down on one of their rickety chairs, but my legs gave out from under me. Jareth caught me before my butt hit the hard ground, and Kheelan was at my side in an instant as well.

“Take your hands off her,” Jareth said in a deceptively calm voice.

“Why is she so weak? This didn’t happen when she bonded the Land Dwellers and Dark Elves together.”

“It did after the spell for our marriage bond went awry, but I guess you missed that since you were encased in ice.”

Kheelan glared at Jareth, opening his mouth to say something stupid, but Jareth wasn’t the only one who wanted to lay into his brother.

“Are you enjoying the effects of your handiwork?” Cedric asked. “Crysta’s magic is backfiring on her, and Terise grows weaker by the hour.”

My eyes shot to Terise, wondering if the strain we had put on our own magic might have hurt her in the process. It hadn’t even occurred to me that it would, but she looked drawn and thin. It was as if the magic was depleting her of nutrients.

Kheelan lifted his chin in anger. “I’ll admit, I wasn’t planning on all four of us being linked. It wasn’t supposed to be like this, but what’s done is done. I’m happy to offer Crysta and Terise more magical assistance to counteract these issues.”

“You can’t, Prince Kheelan,” Adris said as she moved toward us. She came to stand next to me and lifted my chin to study my face. From the extra haggard look on her face, it was obvious she didn’t like what she saw. “This monstrosity of a four-way bond has created a chink in the link and the magic. Griesha takes advantage of such problems among the weakest of us, and whether intentional or not, you’ve managed to weaken Terise and Crysta’s immunity to the disease. Eventually, griesha will take hold and begin siphoning off their magic. Once they die, you and Jareth will as well.”

Everyone was silent for a moment, taking in that unexpected pronouncement and processing it.

Crap. I was so tired of this.

“I assure you it won’t come to that,” Kheelan said. “Crysta will choose me—”

“Are you so blind with your own base desires and needs that you can’t see this situation for what it truly has become?” Jareth said in exasperation. “You’re a fool. A fool who is risking all of our lives just because you’re too stubborn to concede defeat and move on.”

“You have to reverse the spell,” I said. “You have to make this right, Kheelan.”

He shook his head and patted my hand as if he was comforting me, but his eyes looked a bit haunted and were filled with doubt.

“Just choose me, and this can all be over.”

I studied him for a minute, noting the stubborn set of his chin and shoulders. There was no reasoning with him, which meant I was going to have to figure out how to counteract this without his help.

And what if there was another spell embedded within me? What if he had planted multiple fail safes to ensure I eventually became his?

I rubbed my eyes and blew out a tired breath.

“I guess we just play chicken then,” I said.

“Chicken?” Jareth asked.

“Yep. We see who budges first.” I stood and took a weary step toward Kheelan. “I assure you, it won’t be me.”

His eyes widened in surprise and then filled with irritation.

“We shall see,” he said.

Yes. We certainly would.

“You must stay for the night,” Queen Adris insisted. “You’re far too tired to travel after this.”

I gave her a grateful smile, but shook my head. “We really need to get going. The cover of darkness will probably make it easier to sneak our way into the Seelie Court.”

“Crysta is right,” Cedric said. “I would have made us wait just within the waterways for night to fall before venturing out on the lake toward the docking area.”

The queen still looked concerned but simply nodded her head without argument.

“Please remember we are ready to assist you in your quest to depose King Moridan. Call on us any time you require it.”

“A Faerie Council has been scheduled for the end of this week, Queen Adris. I’d appreciate it if you would be there to represent your race. Please let King Roderick know I sent you in case we aren’t back in time.”

The cracked wrinkles on her face split even further with her wide smile.

“Thank you, Princess. I’ll not forget this or what you’ve done for my people.”

“Our people,” I said. “The Annis are my people too.”

She swallowed hard and blinked back a few tears before coming forward and embracing me. I didn’t even mind the mildew smell or the feel of her slimy, tattered robes. It was simply part of who she was at this point.

Some of the hags handed us sacks of food to take with us since we’d had very little to eat that day. We gratefully accepted and then piled into our kayaks, grateful to the Annis race as they controlled the currents and guided us down the correct waterways toward the Seelie Court.
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Chuck and I dozed off for a while since steering my craft was no longer an issue, but I eventually came to as Jareth called me from my restful slumber. I eased up off the front of my kayak where I had leaned forward to rest and rubbed the back of my neck. Not the best sleeping position. Chuck let out a puff of smoke and snuggled deeper into my lap.

The waterway we were slowly meandering down opened up into a shiny cave filled with a large circular pool of water that then opened up into an even larger body of water thirty feet ahead.

Cedric brought us into the pool and steered his way over to the side where a tiny wooden dock with a small ladder at the front sat, waiting for passengers to disembark. He got there first, using his upper body weight to grab hold of the sides of the ladder and pull himself from his kayak. Once he was up, he grabbed his watercraft, hung it on one of the many empty hollows within the cavern walls, and came back to help Terise.

The others followed suit. I maneuvered my way to the dock once it was my turn, but my limbs felt like jello. I tried to hide the weakness as I lifted my arms to grab on top the ladder. Kheelan must have been keeping an eye on me after our recent verbal altercation. He quickly came to my aid, reaching down and grabbing me under my arms, lifting me and Chuck from the kayak before I had a chance to tell him to back off. Once my feet were firmly planted on the ground, I had every intention of disentangling myself from his arms, but he tightened his hold, and in one swift move placed a hand at the back of my neck, pulling me forward and planting a ravenous kiss against my lips that was hard, insistent, and filled with passionate anger. It was the kind of kiss that demands your surrender, but I wasn’t about to submit to him or anyone for that matter.

I heard Jareth’s cry of outrage but ignored the reactions around me and focused.

I used that time-honored move that had saved me from several unwanted advances from human men, placed my hand on his core, and sent my winter magic barreling into him. My power was now completely out of control, and he went flying back several feet before another burst of magic, this time golden in color, hit his chest and sent him tumbling against the crystal wall behind him. He let out a sharp, pained inhalation before sinking to the floor.

I turned to see Jareth standing behind me, his face filled with righteous wrath. His nostrils flared, eyes glittering with malice as he lifted his hand and formed a ball of light within it. Something in Jareth’s eyes, some dark intent I had never seen before had me reaching to my tip toes and cupping his face in my hands so he was forced to look at me.

“Jareth, breathe,” I said. My eyes gazed into his, pleading with him to get hold of himself and come back to me. That crazed look in his eyes momentarily remained, looking into mine with zero show of recognition before he finally focused in on me and truly saw me.

“Crysta,” he said on a shaky exhale of breath. His arms wrapped around me and his lips forcefully took mine, much like Kheelan’s had, but his kiss held a hint of desperation. His kiss felt like one of reassurance as if he had to convince himself that I was there and I was his. His fingers snaked into my hair while his other hand fisted the tunic at my back, pushing me into him as if he was trying to make us one being instead of two. There wasn’t a hint of space between us as he bruised my lips with the most delicious kisses I think we’d ever shared.

“Mine,” he growled once he broke the kiss for a moment. The intensity of his gaze provoked an instant response from me.

“Yours,” I agreed.

His lips crashed against mine as he wrapped his arms around my waist, lifted me off my feet, and carried me until my back was pressed up against the wall. I wrapped my legs around his waist and held on for dear life as he continued to deliver kiss after electrifying kiss until I thought I might die from the overwhelming sensations rushing through my body. I barely registered Lily’s soft chuckle or Graul’s approving grunt as Jareth and I continued to have the most sinfully amazing make-out session in the history of make-out sessions right in front of our entire group.

I heard a slight pop and then an exasperated sigh as a different voice, one very familiar, sounded in my ear.

“You two are impossible. Here we are, preparing to take on King Moridan and his house of horrors and you still can’t keep your hands off each other,” Nuallan said.

Jareth finally pulled back and let out a rough laugh. It looked like whatever had possessed him had finally lost its hold because his eyes weren’t laden with lust or desperation any longer. His gaze cleared as he looked around us before he let out a soft groan and leaned his forehead against mine. I unwrapped my legs from around his waist and touched the floor.

“I’m so sorry, Crysta. I just mauled you right in front of everyone. I’ve never lost control like that before. You must think me a monster.”

“I kind of loved it,” I said, giving him a shy smile.

His eyes widened in surprise before he barked out a laugh. 

“Still, I shouldn’t have behaved that way. I shouldn’t have been so rough with you.”

“Only natural.” Graul said. “Witness other male kissing Crysta. Mating frenzy take place. Fated mate bond require claiming.”

Chuck sat on his shoulder surveying Kheelan with naked rage. Graul stroked his ears in an attempt to calm him down.

“Huh?” I said.

“Is that what happened?” Nuallan asked. “Which one of you was stupid enough to kiss another male’s fated mate, and right in front of him no less?”

“I’m afraid that stupidity can only be claimed by me,” Kheelan said as he slowly rose from his crumpled position on the floor. “I wasn’t prepared for both of you to attack me so brutally, but…” his lips quirked into a defiant smile, “I can’t say kissing Crysta wasn’t worth it.” 

“You little—” 

“Jareth,” I said, restraining him before he killed Kheelan right where he stood. “He’s linked to me, remember? And with how out of control you are when it comes to me, I think it would be better if you don’t retaliate at all when he does things to bait you.”

Jareth put an arm around me and held me possessively against his chest.

“Don’t touch her again,” he ground out, glaring at his brother. “Never again.”

Kheelan nodded, appearing completely unaffected by how affected Jareth was now behaving. 

That damn faerie knew exactly how to get under Jareth’s skin.

“What is mating frenzy?” I asked, cupping Jareth’s face and turning his eyes to me. He let out a tired sigh and rubbed his face wearily.

“Mating frenzy can happen when a male’s fated mate is threatened or when the fated mate bond hasn’t been finalized and the marriage not consummated. I’m afraid the length of time we’ve gone without being married coupled with the many times I’ve lost you, and another male’s attempts at taking you from me have finally left me a bit unhinged.”

“I’ll say,” Nuallan agreed. “Though, to be fair, a lesser faerie with less control over his emotions probably would have succumbed to the mating frenzy a long time ago. At least you were able to pull out of it.”

“What happens if he succumbs to it and can’t pull out of it?” I asked.

“He won’t feel secure in the bond unless you are married or fully mated or both,” Chantara said.

“Well, since Kheelan won’t want to push Jareth and Crysta together in that respect, I doubt you’ll encounter anymore unwanted advances from him. Am I right, darling?” Terise said, emphasizing that last word with all the derision she could manage, and boy could she manage a whole boat load of derision. 

Kheelan gave her a stormy look but remained silent for once.

He was such an arse.

“Never a dull moment, majesties,” Nuallan said, clearing his throat. “Now then, we’re going to need to apparate from this location to Lady Fahleen’s rather large tree where she will be there to offer room and sustenance before we map out our plan.”

“That’s very kind and very risky of Lady Fahleen to offer us a place to stay,” Jareth said. “She understands the risks?”

“She’s been part of the network for several months now. She knows the risks. Do you and Kheelan remember what the inside of her tree looks like?”

“The inside of her tree?” I asked in confusion.

“Fahleen is a Land Nymph,” Jareth said. “Her life energy is linked to her tree which is also her domicile. She lives within its hollow on several floors. It’s a very nice home. I believe you’ll like it.”

“You’ve been there before?” I asked.

“Of course,” Jareth said. “She is part of the Seelie Court and Seelie Council. We’ve worked closely together over the years to form policy and regulate magic within our kingdom.”

“That is fascinating,” I said. I truly meant it. I loved learning about the way the courts and councils operated within each Kingdom. The politics of it were intricate and detailed. I had so much to learn it made my head spin, but I looked forward to the challenge. “Why didn’t Mira have a tree?”

“The Saytr King’s wife?” Cedric asked. “Queen Mira has her own tree within their palace. It was magically removed from Seelie land and preserved within their castle so she is able to access it when necessary.”

“That must have been tricky to manage,” I said.

“Nothing is impossible when love is involved, and the Saytr King adores Mira,” Jareth said. “But I suspect you know that after spending time with them.”

“Fabulous, but I would prefer we continue our discussion in the privacy of Lady Fahleen’s tree. I don’t like standing out in the open like this, even if we most likely are safe within this cave,” Nuallan said.

Since Nuallan, Jareth, and Kheelan were the only ones who had ever been to Lady Fahleen’s home, we were going to have to split up to travel.

“Crysta, I’ll apparate with you and Chantara. Kheelan, you take Lily and Graul, and Nuallan can take Cedric and Terise.”

“Terise is apparating with me,” Kheelan said automatically.

We all stared at him with varying expressions of astonishment, shock, and amusement. I was certainly giving him a smug smile as he looked at all of us and finally seemed to register what he’d just said.

“Er…that is…our bond is in its early stages and still requires we make physical contact a few times per day.”

“I’ve smacked you over the head twice today,” Terise said. “I think the requirement for physical contact for the last twenty-four hours has been met.”

She turned on her heel and walked over to Cedric, reaching for his hand and then clasping hands with Nuallan.

“Are we ready?” she asked Cedric.

“Ready when you are, my darling Terise,” Cedric said, managing to cast a triumphant look at Kheelan before they disapparated from the cave.

“Flaming pixie wands,” Kheelan muttered. He grabbed Lily and Graul’s hands with a frustrated growl and soon they disappeared from view, taking my still annoyed dragon with them.

Chantara looked at the empty space with a knowing grin.

“I think I’ve figured out how to get Kheelan to eventually fix the bond between the four of you,” she said.

“How?” Jareth and I asked simultaneously.

“The more Terise and Cedric spend time together the more it grates on his nerves. I’ve never seen anyone strong enough to fight a true fated mate bond the way Kheelan does, but I think that has much to do with the fact that he was already in love with you, Crysta. His wants and his needs are at war with one another, and his prejudices against Land Dwellers combined with his idea of what is owed him as a prince of the Seelie Court is also muddying his heart and his head. Yet it is obvious he feels something for Terise. We simply need to push their relationship in his face and make certain Cedric is seen as a threat. He’ll have to do something about this soon.”

“You’re talking about this logically, Chantara, and anyone else would follow the logical path here, but Kheelan isn’t operating with logic. I’m afraid it won’t be that simple.”

“Maybe not, but it sure will be fun to watch him squirm a bit.”

Jareth’s smile was positively devilish.

“It most certainly will,” he said.
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Lady Fahleen’s tree was a vibrant, forest green inside and out. I hadn’t expected the Nymph’s tree to be so enormous both in height and width, but it was definitely up there with the beautiful redwoods of Northern California.

It was easy to forget you were even in a tree once you walked through the sturdy door. Its lower trunk opened up into a cozy sitting area with comfy cream colored furnishings facing each other. A throw rug sat in the middle of the wooden floor with bookshelves nestled in grooves along the walls. Past the living area was a bright kitchen filled with things I barely recognized. Shelves held jars of various nuts, leaves, jams, and pickled veggies. A tiny faucet made of curved wood and vines hovered over a small basin where wooden dishes has been left to soak. It looked very domestic and less royal than I would have expected.

All in all, if I could liken it to anything I had ever seen before, I probably would have considered it similar to that of the Swiss Family Robinson tree-house Disney built for the movie.

I guess I was ready for marbled halls and stone structures from one of the members of the Court, but her home was modest and snug. A staircase that looked as if it had been carved from the inner flesh of the trunk wound its way from the side of the sitting area up to a second floor. I really wanted to go exploring, but that’s not exactly what we were there for.

“Please, come in,” Lady Fahleen said as she motioned us further into the sitting room. “I’ve been anxiously awaiting your arrival, and since I tend to cook when I’m nervous I’m afraid there’s a goodly amount of food here waiting for you.”

I took in Lady Fahleen’s petite form, noting she looked similar to the Saytr King’s wife. Her light green skin, golden eyes, and flowered branches for hair were both ethereal and absolutely fascinating. While Mira’s flowers had been a mass of pastels, Lady Fahleen’s branchy tendrils were covered in violet, lavender, and indigo flowers that contained four petals each, and a sparkling silver bud at their centers.

I guess flowered hair color would differ from nymph to nymph just like the color of hair differed from human to human. I thought about how hard I’d tried to cover up my silver hair with blond color for most of my life and felt a little silly upon retrospect. I didn’t feel ashamed for what motivated me, more ashamed at myself for allowing other people’s thoughts and opinions to sway my own perceptions of myself.

Such is the life of a teenager I suppose, but dang was adolescence brutal. I should have embraced that part of me. I guess regrets didn’t matter anymore. I was ready to embrace all of me now.

As we all settled down into the ring of sofas that offered decadent comfort, I got a good look at our motley crew of faeries and about laughed when I noticed the way Kheelan had positioned himself, taking up the end of the sofa closest to the one Jareth and I sat on while also tucking himself snugly next to Terise who gave him a scathing look before Cedric motioned her to move over. He plopped himself between her and Kheelan and gave the prince a charming smile.

I bit my lip to hide my mirth, but this little side drama with Kheelan having two different power struggles between Jareth and Cedric really was entertaining. I mean, how exhausting. Coming from someone who had spent weeks fighting the pull of my own fated mate bond, I just wanted to tell Kheelan it wasn’t worth the roller coaster ride. Chuck perched on the sofa behind me with his eyes alert and ready for anything. 

Chantara, Graul, and Lily sat on the couch on our left while Nuallan and Lady Fahleen positioned themselves in the one in front of us. A round, glossy table in the center held a large diagram that looked to be the blueprint for the Seelie palace.

Nuallan cleared his throat before giving us all a very weary look. Dang! He hadn’t even told us what we were up against yet, and he already looked defeated.

“Getting the information on the exact enchantments and possible curses you will face tomorrow proved quite difficult,” Nuallan started.

Jareth interrupted. “Are you saying it wasn’t possible?”

“We managed it, but we had to enchant your father’s steward first since he is the only one with working knowledge of the varied spells and locations. He’s also the one who casts them under your father’s supervision.”

“This must be a recent development,” Kheelan said, sounding a bit worried. “Tulus, though powerful, oversees the management of the palace, including the hiring of the enchanters.”

I looked from Jareth, to Kheelan, to Nuallan and back, unclear as to why they were so troubled by this.

“Is the steward not normally the one in charge of these enchantments?” I asked.

“No,” all three said at once.

“There are palace enchanters hired specifically for that purpose,” Jareth said. “Father never uses the same enchanter more than once.” He ran a hand through his hair, a sign of his agitation. “I didn’t think we’d be placing any of our staff in danger with this scheme.”

“I’m still not following this,” I said. “What difference does it make who casts the enchantments?”

“Whoever cast the enchantment will be held responsible for any failures associated with them. Tulus is our friend and family. He’ll be blamed for this breach once we steal the scrolls, and I can’t imagine my father will show much mercy since he has completely lost his mind. We can’t allow Tulus to suffer for this,” Jareth said.

“So this will be both a retrieval and rescue mission now?” Cedric asked, looking far too pleased with the situation than any sane person should.

Adrenaline junkie.

Who knew.

“We can’t let Tulus suffer for our actions, no matter how right or noble our actions may be,” Kheelan said.

I raised an eyebrow at that, surprised by his concern for another being, and a servant no less. His wan smile said he knew exactly what I was thinking.

“I’m not entirely heartless, Crysta.” 

“Up for debate,” I said under my breath.

“What was that?” His smile was innocent and sickeningly sweet.

I quickly changed the subject before he could suck me into useless banter.

“Let’s just see what we’re dealing with here. We can discuss Tulus’s well being after that,” I said.

Nuallan nodded and planted his finger on the diagram where the enormous courtyard was located.

“This area is far more active than the courtyard you’re used to seeing at your own palace, Crysta. Spring and Summer Fae tend to be a bit more social, and lesser Fae are out and about selling their wares and services to both the public and the nobles.”

“This will work in your favor,” Lady Fahleen said. “You can glamour yourselves and blend into the enormous crowd, making your way to the servants entrance near the kitchens.” She tapped her finger to the left side of the palace, though the details were murky since this was just a diagram.

“How will we get in through the servants’ entrance without being noticed?” Lily asked.

“Oh, you will be noticed,” Nuallan said. “We want you to be noticed. You’ll all be glamouring yourselves as lesser Fae working throughout the palace. Some will pose as chamber maids, kitchen aids, and other staff that are rarely taken note of. I have several of my spies ready to bespell the staff you will need to impersonate.”

“We’re going to glamour ourselves to look exactly like some of the staff members in the palace?”  I asked.

Lady Fahleen nodded. “Other staff will wonder who you are if you don’t take on specific identities.” She pulled out a folder and began handing out papers to each of us.

I reached for mine and took a look at the contents.

The imprint revealed a beautiful girl who looked very human. Another slave, no doubt. The thought really irritated me, especially since we still hadn’t been able to free Lily from her debt spell.

Yeah. I was not at all happy with Kheelan on that score.

“So I’ll be one of the chamber maids?” I asked.

“Everyone of you has an identity that will allow you to travel through the palace without being questioned. However, once we attempt to access the third floor where Moridan’s chambers are located, we will probably run into some interference. You may need to take out a few guards and servants along the way.” Nuallan didn’t look happy with that plan, but he continued his explanation. “The bottom floor plans are trickier than I had imagined. The staff is expected to remember which floor plans shift on which days, but that doesn’t take into account the staircases constantly bringing you to different floors and different areas of the castle. We were sadly lacking that information so you will all have to do your best and proceed with the utmost caution.”

“Fabulous,” Jareth grunted.

“I’m sure we’ll be able to handle it,” I said. “You and Kheelan know this palace like the back of your hand, right? At least you’ll know which rooms and floors we end up in?”

“It’s not a solid plan. I’m decidedly against winging it,” he said.

“Winging it? We fly within palace?” Graul asked.

“No Graul, we—”

“No one have wings. Agree with Jareth. This terrible plan.” Graul folded his leathery arms over his chest.

I pinched the bridge of my nose as a few other members of our group unfamiliar with slang nodded in agreement.

“I have wings, but Graul is right. I couldn’t possibly fly the whole lot of you in and out of the palace. I’m absolutely amazing, but every faerie has his limits,” Cedric said with a cheeky grin.

Terise swatted him on the shoulder as she gave him an affectionate smile. Kheelan watched on with a bit of rage simmering just below the surface.

Ha.

“What I meant to say is I feel uncomfortable going in without all the information. This isn’t how I normally operate when given an assignment,” Jareth amended.

“Well, we can’t all be honored members of the Assassin’s Guild, can we?” Kheelan said in a snide tone. “Some of us will have to learn to wing it like the rest of us do.”

“Again, bad plan. Maybe I take charge here,” Graul said, looking increasingly distressed.

I held up a placating hand to calm Graul down and get everyone’s attention. Once all eyes were focused on me I turned back to Nuallan and motioned that he should proceed.

“The staircase that will eventually get you to the royals’ floor—and remember, finding that particular staircase is going to be tricky—is where you will come across your first enchantment. The best way to prepare for said enchantment is to simply assume every staircase you try is armed with a lethal spell.”

“Fabulous,” Graul muttered just as sarcastically as Jareth had.

Having never heard Graul say that word before I blinked at him in surprise. It would seem his English vocabulary was beginning to expand.

Yay for him.

“The first spell works as a combination. If you don’t step on the right stairs in the right order then the stairs immediately disappear beneath you and you plummet down a very deep, very dark hole of which there is no escape. Should you survive the drop, you’ll be met with the equivalent of a guard dog the breadth and width of a mountain troll, but this is no dog. Not in the traditional sense, anyway.”

“So asking the creature to roll over and play dead isn’t going to be very effective,” I muttered.

Nuallan’s lips quirked in amusement as he continued.

“It’s a faerie dog shaped more like a wolf with the face of a dragon. A long line of spikes along its backbone and the fuzzy mane around its head shoot poisonous barbs in varied directions.”

Poisonous barbs. I could totally dodge those.

“It also breathes fire,” Nuallan said, shooting my last thoughts of survival to hell.

“Well, since there’s no dodging that painful death, I think we better learn what this combination is,” Cedric said with a smile.

I agreed with him wholeheartedly, but why did he have to sound so excited by all this? It just wasn’t normal. Maybe his ability to shift into a bird and fly away gave him a foolish sense of invincibility.

“I’ve written down the combination of steps on these scraps of paper,” Lady Fahleen said, handing them out to each of us. “You must memorize this by tomorrow. Burn the paper once you do.”

I looked at the instructions and read them out loud.

“Go up two steps, then down one. From there, go up three steps then down two. Then take the stairs two at a time, three times in a row, and go down one step…” I trailed off in disbelief. The combination was gnarly and would take a fair amount of time to accomplish not to mention memorize. It would be so much faster to just run up the stairs as fast as possible and hang on to the banister for support if the floor gave way.

“The banisters won’t help you,” Nuallan said as if reading my mind. “Should you activate the spell, you’ll be magically dragged down into the hole under a force that is impossible to withstand.” 

“Why can’t we just have Cedric shift into a bird and fly us to the top of the stairs?” Lily asked.

My eyes widened as I pointed at her in approval.

“What she said.” I smiled at Lily’s genius. “Cedric can’t take us all at once, but he can take us one-by-one.”

“Besides that being risky since it will take too long and cause a huge scene—unmasking Cedric’s identity in the process—the combination is not only a form of deterrence, but a form of entry. If you don’t ascend the stairs in the correct pattern the staircase won’t be able to take you to the royals’ floor.”

“It’s like an underground gambling ring. If you don’t know the password then you don’t make the grade.”

Nuallan quirked an eyebrow at me and then looked at Jareth. “Translation, please.”

“Never mind,” I said, afraid of derailing the conversation again. “So we memorize the combination of stair steps we have to take to reach the royals’ floor and avoid a horrific death.”

“Yes.”

“Then what?”

“You’ll immediately be faced with a spell that examines your biological information. Normally, Jareth and Kheelan would have no problem with this since they have a right to be on the royals’ floor, but they have defected and must be disguised as well,” Nuallan said.

“I completely forgot about that spell.” Jareth rubbed his jaw in irritation. “Father hasn’t used it in years. This complicates things.” 

“Is that even possible?” Terise asked. “How will we disguise our biological makeup?

“In the same way you disguise your appearance. You’ll have to glamour your blood and cells.”

Chantara shifted in her seat, the normally serene look on her face completely absent. Her eyes darkened to obsidian and her ebony locks ruffled and bristled as if they were alive and had a mind of their own. I’d never seen them do that before.

“What is it, Chantara?” I asked.

“A glamour spell of that nature is more of a transformation spell. This is an advanced use of magic that many cannot accomplish. You must literally change your own biology to mimic that of another individual. You have to match blood and cell samples from that particular person, and if you don’t perform the spell correctly you could permanently alter your biological makeup, causing untold side effects. All this while holding a glamour of one of the staff.” She blew out a troubled breath and looked at Lily. “Graul has the power to glamour both his and your appearance for you, but to change both of your biology and hold onto two glamours as well is not something I think he is powerful enough to accomplish.”

Graul nodded, his skeletal features covered in leather green skin made his grim look appear feral. He was not interested in putting Lily in danger.

“Lily stay here, Lady Fahleen?” he asked.

“Now wait a second,” Lily said, looking thoroughly put out. “I came here to help. At least let me be in the kitchens or on the ground floor keeping an eye out for you guys.”

“Can’t hold glamour long distance,” Graul said.

“But—”

Graul took her hand in his and lifted it to his thin lips, kissing her knuckles in the sweetest, most tender gesture I’d ever seen him display.

“You are my heart. Not risk you.”

The steely flint of her glare softened considerably under Graul’s earnest words, but she still looked unconvinced.

“He’s right, Lily,” I said, giving her a consoling look. I hated to exclude her from this because she had just as much right to fight this good fight like the rest of us, but her presence would put her at even more risk while simultaneously endangering the mission. “It would be better if you stayed here with Lady Fahleen while we do this.”

“Now that we’re on the subject, it would be better if you and Terise stayed here as well,” Jareth said, giving me a look that said he knew I was going to argue and there was no way I was going to win.

“You want us to what now?” I said. “I’m almost positive I heard something imbecilic escape that mouth of yours.”

“I agree with Jareth,” Kheelan and Nuallan said at the same time.

Terise snorted. “This is a load of pixie dung.”

“I wanted to suggest the ladies stay put while the men pull off this mission, but I’m not fond of being the bad guy in this scenario,” Nuallan added.

He gave me a sorry-not-sorry, look and folded his arms over his chest while Chantara snorted in derision.

“I’m older and more powerful than most of you,” Chantara said. “I still plan on finding my son, and I won’t sit back and wait when I’ve been searching for an opportunity like this for so long. I’m most assuredly going. The diadem was my mother’s after all, and the scrolls belonged to my father…damn him to hell,” she muttered that last part under her breath.

“And no way are you excluding me and Terise in this,” I said. “You and Kheelan have both told me, repeatedly I might add, that I am an extremely powerful faerie. I think I can handle this, and Terise can do what Lily suggested. She can stand guard in the lower levels and keep an eye out for possible problems.”

Terise nodded her agreement.

Jareth shook his head, ready for my argument. “You may be powerful, Crysta, but you don’t have the knowledge or skill to cast this particular spell. It’s one thing to have massive amounts of magical power, but another thing entirely when it comes to directing it and weaving it. Power coupled with knowledge is what makes for a powerful faerie and you simply haven’t learned enough yet.”

“Then teach me,” I said.

“Not nearly enough time,” Kheelan interjected. “And this is not the sort of spell you practice with. Mistakes are costly, Crysta, and should you fail, not only will your body be exposed to possible deformation, but you’ll set off the spell and alert the king to your presence.”

“We’re going,” I said.

“You’re not,” Jareth shot back. “Your magic isn’t even behaving properly. There are too many variables to consider.”

We glared at each other for several moments before I decided to let this slide for now. We didn’t have time to argue just yet. Everyone had to memorize the combination, and we still didn’t know what enchantments we would be facing in the vault.

“This matter isn’t over, but Nuallan needs to give us the rest of the information.”

Jareth let out a relieved sigh, but he was in for a rude awakening. This conversation was not over. Not by a long shot.

“You’ll not encounter any problems until you reach Moridan’s actual living quarters. The door is enchanted with an itching spell.”

“An itching spell? Are you serious?” I asked. I let out a startled laugh.

“Itching spells are quite horrible, Crysta.” Cedric said. “The itching is so intense that you eventually rub your skin raw to the point it bleeds, but you don’t feel the pain necessary to stop since you’re consumed with itching. You either bleed out or flay yourself to death, though I doubt it will come to that since you’ll most likely be seen and detained by passing guards.”

“This spell seems like it’s only meant to immobilize? Wouldn’t your father be more interested in killing intruders?” Terise asked, directing her question to Jareth.

“No,” Kheelan said, before Jareth could respond. “He’s more interested in torture.” He stared straight ahead with a haunted look in his eye.

For the first time since knowing Kheelan I wondered what it had been like for him to be raised by a father like King Moridan. What horrors had he witnessed as the second-oldest son? A prince who hadn’t been good enough in his father’s eyes. Never as great and wonderful as Jareth.

It was easy to villainize Kheelan after all the crappy things he’d done, but my heart ached at this brief glimpse of vulnerability from him.

Flaming faerie wands, I did not want to care about his past aches and pains.

The silence stretched on for an uncomfortable moment before Nuallan cleared his throat and moved on.

“Most of you know how to dismantle this type of spell, but I’ll go over it for Crysta since she needs to learn about these things for future reference.”

“How generous,” I said dryly, still not forgiving him for agreeing to leave me behind.

“To disarm the spell you must pull magic from your core and repeat the word fionnar.”

“Sounds simple,” I said.

“It is very simple to disarm. What makes it so dangerous is not knowing it was cast.”

Right. An ignorant intruder would be in for a world of hurt no matter how magically powerful they might be.

“Once you disarm the itching spell, the next enchantment you’ll encounter is a cloaking spell, creating the look of a false wall within the room that will lead to the vault, but it moves constantly within the king’s quarters and is invisible to the naked eye,” Lady Fahleen said.

“This I remember,” Jareth said. “And the cloaking spell can only be disarmed by the king himself since it responds to his blood alone.”

“Blood?” I asked. “To disarm the spell, he has to use his blood? How?”

“He can slice his hand or prick his finger. It doesn’t take more than a drop of blood to disarm it. You simply stand in the room, hold out your hand, palm up, and use your core magic to move the blood within the room. Eventually it will make contact with the cloaking spell, wherever it may be, and two bookcases will appear. Say the word, revelare, and the bookcases will part, revealing the tunnel behind them.”

Bookcases. I was a little disappointed. It just felt so overdone.

“And just how are we getting this blood?” Cedric asked.

Nuallan held out a vile filled with red liquid.

Jareth’s eyebrows rose in astonishment. “Do I even want to ask?”

Nuallan grimaced. “We used compulsion on Tulus to get Moridan’s blood while the king slept. You can imagine the moral crisis weighing heavy upon us.”

“Well, there’s no help for it. We have to take Tulus with us whether he likes it or not,” Kheelan said.

“Indeed.” Nuallan wore a pained expression on his face before his focus went back to the task at hand. “The tunnel will be populated by pixies. These particular pixies are trained to torture and incapacitate by cutting a being’s skin multiple times but never allowing them to bleed out and die. They heal their victims and begin again.”

“Pixies,” Lily said in disbelief. “I didn’t realize Seelie pixies were so different from Unseelie pixies.”

She must have been thinking about the pixies in the library which was exactly what I had been picturing. Not so, evidently.

“Never wise to underestimate a pixie,” Chantara said wryly.

“The vault is situated at the back of the tunnel, and once again, it will take Moridan’s blood on the door to release the seal on the vault. As far as what you’ll find once inside, we have no information on that since not even Tulus held that knowledge.”  Nuallan paused and gave Jareth a hopeful look. “I had hoped either you or Kheelan had entered the vault before.” 

The brothers shook their heads.

Well…that wasn’t good.

“Our father’s paranoia started long before we were old enough to be entrusted with a secret of such magnitude,” Jareth said. “The magical artifacts should be something Kheelan and I were given stewardship over, but our father insisted the responsibility was too heavy a burden to bear, and since I’d devoted myself to the Assassin’s Guild and wasn’t even remotely interested in taking on more responsibility involving the rule of the kingdom I didn’t press the issue.”

I looked at Jareth in surprise.

“You…you didn’t want the responsibility? I thought you wanted to be king.”

Jareth shook his head, looking at me as though he’d wished he hadn’t said anything. It was certainly a new facet to Jareth’s character I hadn’t been exposed to.

A reluctant potential king.

A rebellious prince in training.

Sounded like a great start to a medieval romance novel.

It made me feel a little less guilty over the sacrifice he’d had to make.

It also made me realize that there was still so much to learn about him. My seventeen years of trial and error had nothing on his two hundred plus.

“Jareth may never have wanted the responsibility, but he certainly never lacked for talent when it came to proving himself,” Kheelan said with just a hint of bitterness.

Long live sibling rivalry.

Jareth glowered at him in response.

“Your problem, Kheelan, was that you always wanted the throne too much, and look at the damage and pain you’ve caused others because of it.” Kheelan smirked at him in defiance, but I noticed this time there weren’t any witty comebacks. Jareth’s hard look softened for a moment and then turned a bit sad as he studied his brother. “The danger for any potential monarch is his potential for evil in the face of absolute power. I never wanted it to corrupt me, and I was always afraid that in the end it would.”

Kheelan’s eyes widened. He tilted his head to the side and looked at Jareth as if he were seeing him in a new light.

“You thought yourself capable of corruption. My brother, the great Prince Jareth, was afraid of his own birthright?”

I held my breath, feeling like an interloper in a conversation that suddenly seemed far too private to be aired out in front of the rest of us. So many grievances had been buried deep for decades with neither brother willing to air them out and fix what was so obviously broken between them.

Jareth swallowed before nodding his head in acknowledgment.

“I was terrified. Do you think father’s erratic behavior went unnoticed? You and I have both borne witness to his downward spiral into madness, and what shames me more than anything is that I stood by and did nothing. I remained in denial, refusing to accept what father had become until the proof of it rested at the door of my fated mate. I buried myself in mission after mission, avoiding it all because I refused to accept that the man who had raised me had fallen so low. I refused to accept what that would require of me if I had to stop him.” He sucked in a sharp breath and cleared his throat. “And what infuriates me even more is that while I stood by doing nothing, you at least had the presence of mind to do something. I’ll not condone your actions where Crysta is concerned, but I’ll always feel that I let our kingdom down on multiple levels simply because I wasn’t the prince who decided to take action. You were.”

Kheelan remained silent, but his intense gaze held a host of raw emotions he was clearly having trouble keeping in check.

“You are capable of great things, Kheelan, but your selfish desires will get in the way of that if you assume you are above our laws. You set out to save this realm from the consequences of our father’s mistakes, but you lost yourself along the way. If you want to be a ruler then be a ruler and make the sacrifices necessary to rule. Let Crysta go. Let her go, Kheelan. You’ll not get what you truly want in the end if you don’t.”

Kheelan’s expression hardened, his eyes burning with anger. “And what is it you think I truly want, brother?”

Jareth remained silent for a moment as the rest of us tried to sink into the furniture as if we weren’t actually present to hear this.

“You want acceptance. You want validation. You want to be seen as someone just as capable as your eldest brother, which you are. There’s no denying that. You also want love, Kheelan. You want what Crysta and I have. Unconditional, gut wrenching love that both hurts and heals, but you’re looking for all of that in the wrong place. As usual, you want to take everything I have instead of going in search of it and finding it for yourself.” Jareth’s expression intensified as he leaned forward in his seat. “Release your hold on Crysta’s core, Kheelan. Release it and you’ll acquire everything you’ve ever wanted if you do so. The answer to your happiness is quite literally in this room.”

I didn’t mistake the reference to Terise, but she appeared slightly confused, still unaware that Kheelan was her fated mate, though I doubt she was unaffected by him.

And didn’t that just take the cake? I wished now more than ever I had bonded her to someone who, even if they didn’t love her, didn’t treat her with so much indifference and anger. Kindness in any of its forms was better than his recent, bitter displays.

It didn’t look like Jareth’s impassioned speech did much more than piss Kheelan off.

“The only thing in this room that has ever given me a modicum of happiness is Crysta. Those months we spent together when you were wiped from her memory merely proved to me how perfectly compatible we are for each other.”

“Crysta would be a godsend to anyone,” Jareth said in a strained voice, probably not wishing to think about all the alone time I’d spent with Kheelan and what we might have shared together. “But that doesn’t mean she is the very best person for you, or you for her, and obviously we already know that to be true since I am her fated mate and you are not. What argument will you use to counter that undeniable truth?”

Kheelan smiled. “Fate is such a fickle fool sometimes. I think we can all agree that one can follow fate or they can choose another path. Crysta chose me once. She’ll choose me again.”

“No, Kheelan. I won’t.” I felt it about time I chimed in here. If these two were really going to have such a sensitive discussion in front of our friends then I was willing to do the same. “There is no denying that I care for you. That the time we spent together when I didn’t know myself or remember the relationship I developed with Jareth meant something to me, but I didn’t have all the facts, and you did nothing but lie to me the entire time we were together. I can’t trust you. I can’t believe in you when your methods undermine your intentions. And at the end of the day, after remembering who Jareth is and everything we’ve shared, I will always choose Jareth. If you love me as you say you do, then you’ll respect that. You’ll allow me to have that bond that is so vitally important to not only me and Jareth, but to every other faerie in this realm. My fated mate bond with Jareth has been my salvation. It’s been the salvation of countless fated mate couples, the salvation of hundreds of faeries infected with griesha, and it will eventually become the salvation of this realm, a realm you were originally willing to kill me for simply so you could save it. Don’t give up on it now, Kheelan.”

His emerald eyes grew bright with unshed tears before a wan smile touched his lips.

“You’re my heart, Crysta, and the insertion of my link to your core won’t interfere with your fated mate bond when it comes to saving this realm.”

“It already has,” I argued, thinking back to how difficult it was now to perform a marriage bond for other couples. “And once we find the diadem and stone, what then? I can’t wield it unless I’m completely bonded to Jareth.”

His eyes darkened as his chin hardened to granite. “You can save the realm with your bond to me,” he said ignoring my interruption. “I will continue with what I started, by taking Terise and Jareth out of this equation and bonding you to me forever.”

Jareth didn’t even bother with more words. One moment he was sitting beside me and the next moment he was standing, lifting his hand in the air and throwing it forward. Threads of golden magic launched from his hand and circled Kheelan’s head. He had one moment to give Jareth a surly smile before his eyes rolled back and he slumped into the sofa unconscious.

Jareth heaved furious breaths, his anger boiling over into something so tangible I could actually feel the air in the room become heavier, pressing me into the couch.

“Thank Danu for that,” Cedric said in disgust, shoving Kheelan to the side before his head could loll against Cedric’s shoulder. “You’ll be well rid of this man once Jareth and Crysta find a way to fix this abomination of a four-way bond the prince has managed to concoct.” He wrapped a comforting arm around Terise’s shoulder.

“What is he talking about?” Nuallan asked in a low voice.

“Later,” Jareth said. “I really don’t want to talk about it now, especially when we have more details to work out.”

“Shouldn’t the prince know about these details?” Lady Fahleen asked.

“We’ll fill him in later.”

It would serve Kheelan right not to be filled in at all, but if he was caught and captured or heaven forbid killed, then so was I, and I couldn’t believe that Jareth would want his brother dead no matter how much he hated him at the moment. I looked over at Terise, whose slight form was now leaning against Cedric’s side, his large, muscled arm enveloping her as he held her close.

I cringed at her expression. She had paled visibly which I think was a difficult thing for her normal golden, sparkling skin tone to manage. Dark smudges marred her skin just under her eyes and her entire aura looked less vibrant. It was as if she’d withered just a little in the last few moments of Kheelan’s brutal speech. Did Kheelan’s verbal denials of their bond have the power to make her physically ill? 

She gave Cedric a brave smile, but her lips trembled and her hands shook in her lap.

She certainly wasn’t fooling me.

Terise was absolutely heartbroken, and I worried it might have the power to kill her.
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The rest of the discussion centered around the possible spells and problems we would face once we entered the vault, but since no one had ever gone in and there was no intel as to what we could truly expect, all this supposition didn’t do much to prepare us for it.

Oh, yes. I was still considering it my mission since I still intended to go. Being left behind was not an option for me.

The plan for getting out of the palace was a bit more solid since the goal involved leaving instead of finding a hidden artifact behind a hidden vault protected by numerous enchantments.

“Well, thank heavens for that,” Terise said. “All we need to do is keep our glamours and find the right moment to leave.”

“I’m fairly certain you glamouring anything is unnecessary at this point since you’re not to accompany us,” Cedric said, arching an eyebrow.

“Yep. It’s definitely time we railed against the system on that one,” I said. “Terise won’t be in any danger within the kitchen or the lower floors since she will be glamoured. I can memorize the combination for the staircase and glamour myself, thank you very much. The only true obstacle to my presence there is this matter of changing my blood and cells.”

“Normally, I would take your side, Crysta, and insist that you not only increase your magical knowledge and capabilities but apply them in real life situations,” Chantara said. “However, as much as it pains me to agree with Kheelan on anything, this transformation spell is a dangerous one, and you’ve yet to master a full body glamour on your own.”

“But the principles are the same.”

“Yes, to some extent, but the spell is far more intricate and requires far more power when creating a physical change rather than an illusion of change.”

“But I do have a lot of power. Just teach me how to channel it. I’m terrified that if you go in there without me, you’ll all get yourselves killed,” I said.

Nuallan let out an inappropriate chuckle that earned him an indignant glare from the ladies in the room. Even Fahleen looked a bit peeved.

“Crysta, you’re worrying about two assassins, a prince of the Seelie Court, the heir to the Stargis throne, the heir to the Boobrie Throne, and the Siren of Beatha,” Nuallan said. “We’re some of the most powerful faeries in this kingdom, working together toward a common goal. Your worries are unfounded and your presence will only serve to distract Jareth and possibly sabotage the mission.”

“Your magic is unstable,” Jareth said. “We have no way of knowing what it will do with a spell like that.”

Ouch. Well, that was a little harsh, and undeniably true which made his words all the more hurtful. No one likes feeling helpless and out of control, and for someone with my background, feeling helpless and out of control was a trigger for countless negative thoughts and feelings, thoughts and feelings I tried to bury just as quickly as they surfaced.

I didn’t want to be the distraction that got everyone killed, especially if my magic took a turn for the worse and behaved erratically like it had with the sleeping curse. All my bluster pretty much went sailing out the window after that.

Chantara’s gaze softened as she looked at me. “I’m sorry. I know you want to be a part of this, but bringing you with us would not only be irresponsible, it would create unnecessary risk for King Roderick’s heir. We can’t lose you. There will be time enough to train, but learning in the middle of a mission of this magnitude with these particular threats and complications involved is suicide.”

I cast my eyes around the room and noted the hard looks on Graul and Cedric’s faces while their arms seemed to squeeze a bit more protectively around the women they intended to keep safe. I gave Jareth one more pleading look, but his fierce gaze left much to be desired in the sympathy department. He was pretty much the last person in the Fae realm I’d be able to convince to put me in the game. I let out an aggravated sigh and sank back into the couch.

“Fine,” I said. “But if you all enter that castle, get captured, and then proceed to die before I get the chance to say, ‘I told you so’ I will be seriously pissed.”
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Lady Fahleen had readied several cozy bedrooms for us, but the matter of pairing up for some people wasn’t quite so simple. Fahleen immediately assumed Terise and Cedric were a couple and tried to put them in one of the guest rooms on the second floor to which Cedric gave Terise a wicked look and she proceeded to flush a bright red. She cast a surreptitious glance at Kheelan’s slumped form on the couch, a pained expression flitting across her features before offering her thanks to Lady Fahleen and hurrying up the spiral stairs. Graul and Lily were also in a room on the second floor while Nuallan, and Chantara were placed on the fourth floor where there were three bedrooms. Kheelan got the couch. 

Jareth and I were tucked away on the third floor. Climbing the staircase and reaching each new level of the house definitely made me feel as if I was Jane and Jareth was Tarzan. 

The wooden door was just as green as the rest of the interior of the house. Upon opening, the room revealed a cozy, full bed and dresser. The headboard and legs of the bed looked as if they’d been fashioned from sturdy vines and leaves, and everything was covered in flowers of lavender and indigo. Since I was still pissed that I wasn’t going, and I was angry with Jareth for being okay with that, I completely ignored him, walked over to the bed and curled up into a ball on the side, hoping my body language conveyed everything I was too angry to say.

“Crysta,” Jareth sighed.

“What?”

He walked over to the bed and sat down next to my feet, running a hand up my legs and over my hip before letting it rest at my waist. Heat crept low in my belly and my cheeks flushed, but I did my best to ignore my reaction to him and… him altogether.

“Are you really going to ignore me the night before I go off to steal magical artifacts from my father?” he teased.

I let out a heavy sigh and sat up.

“I suppose that would be extremely childish of me.”

He chuckled under his breath, his eyes shining with mirth and something far more meaningful. Jareth had never barred me from knowing just exactly how he felt about me and the proof of that was in the way his hand tightened around my waist, the way his eyes softened with love, the way his body leaned into mine as if he couldn’t escape my circle of gravity and didn’t want to try.

I lifted my hand, brushing my fingers against his cheekbone and watching in satisfaction as he shivered under that light touch. I lifted long tresses of silver hair from his shoulder and ran my fingers through it, its velvety softness in deep contrast to the hard muscles and planes of the assassin before me.

Jareth was made up of these countless contradictions. Soft and hard, merciless and yet so tender and compassionate when it came to me and the people I cared for.  Pig-headed and yet willing to listen to reason when it mattered most. The scent of summer rain enveloped me, making me feel nostalgic for home and realizing I was simply feeling nostalgic for Jareth.

“Please hold me,” I said barely above a whisper, but he heard me and immediately complied.

I’m not sure why this embrace felt so important to me, but my worry for what was to come tomorrow made me feel a quiet desperation for everything to be okay right this very moment. I’d just remembered who I was and what Jareth meant to me. Our relationship was barely starting to recover from Kheelan’s constant interference, and I wanted it back. I wanted it to be everything it once was so we could build upon it as we always should have, but our bond wasn’t complete, and Jareth was walking into his father’s palace without me. It didn’t matter that I was an untrained faerie with some seriously whacked out magic, essentially useless at this point. I simply needed to be present, needed to make sure that Jareth wasn’t the one who became lost this time.

He obviously felt as if I couldn’t possibly be close enough. He pulled me up and into his lap where I rested my head just under his chin, his arms created a warm barrier of protection that kept our daunting future at bay. It couldn’t last forever, but it was enough for now.

I tilted my head and pressed light kisses along his jaw. He jaw muscles rippled under my lips and his hands gripped the material at my back, holding me close, but also holding on for dear life as if he were about to lose control.

“Crysta,” he said in a strained voice. “You’re not ready yet, and this mating frenzy is eating away at the last of my self-control.”

I smiled against his neck and drew back, taking in the heat of his gaze and the possessive fire his eyes held. He wasn’t kidding. We had been close to casting the marriage spell and becoming husband and wife twice already. There was no doubt in my mind that Jareth was ready to make me his wife in every way imaginable, every way that was beautiful and right with two people so wholly in love, but the timing was all wrong, and our circumstances weren’t all that ideal either.

It didn’t help that I’d had to relive some of my life’s most haunting memories as if they’d just happened yesterday. It made healing from the abuse I’d suffered take a substantial hit. However, despite all that, I found I wasn’t afraid at the thought of more intimacy with Jareth, and I could only attribute that to this shift in mindset I’d finally managed to grasp.

“I think I’m ready,” I said. And I really was. I knew it was true the minute I said it.

His eyes widened in astonishment, hope and desire waging war against his control. He swallowed hard before he could speak.

“You…how is that possible after what you’ve been through?”

I considered it for a moment and realized my abuse had definitely played a role in keeping Jareth at arm’s length, but my fear of never being worthy of Jareth had really been the culprit.

“I never truly believed in us,” I said. That revelation took shape and really hit home. “All I knew was that you were by far the most wonderful thing that had ever happened to me, and what I wanted most would destroy an entire realm. I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. At first, before I knew who you were or who I was for that matter, I just assumed you would eventually leave me. I’d fall for you, and then you’d be gone.” Jareth tightened his hold on me, and I lifted my chin to meet his gaze. I had to see him, really see him, as I finished this confession. “Then you refused to leave me, but our relationship was an impossibility that not even your friend Nuallan could wrap his brain around. Even when we came here looking for answers, I never believed in us. Not really. I couldn’t give all of myself to you when the possibility of our bond was destructive and simply not meant to be. People were being poisoned by their magic, and I thought it was my fault. Then you became ill, and I knew it was my fault. Your being associated with me in any way was bringing nothing but bad into your life and this world. I loved you, but I never accepted that in the end I would ever get to have you.”

While I talked, Jareth’s palms stayed firmly placed along my lower back, warming me in a way nothing was capable of doing. Only Jareth had the ability to bring heat to my body and life to my heart. The intensity of his gaze was its own type of gravity, and I fell deeply into those eyes, leaning closer until our lips nearly touched.

“And now,” he said. “Do you believe in us now?”

“Yes,” I said, my lips lightly brushing against his in response. “You’re the only one I want, and I will never doubt what we are to each other ever again. I meant what I said to Kheelan. I never should have run away from this. What we have is so monumentally epic that it has to the power to save and the power to heal, and maybe that’s what a fated mate bond was meant to do all along. A powerful, emotional connection that transcends barriers, race, social class, and prejudice.” I lifted my hand and ran my fingers along his brow. “I’m ready.”

Raw emotion spilled from Jareth’s eyes, tiny crystals of clear liquid cascaded down his cheeks. He took my lips with his then, and all the love he had for me was poured into that kiss. I realized that all the kisses in the world couldn’t hold a candle to a kiss given by someone who truly loves you. The act wasn’t nearly so important as the emotion behind it.

And Jareth was giving me all of his, every good, loving, tender, compassionate emotion he held for me weaved together like magical threads, binding us even further and solidifying that foundation that had once been so tenuous.

Just as our passion built to something that was sure to steamroll us into intimacy far more serious, a strange tug on my core jerked me out of the moment, pressing on my heart and causing both Jareth and I to gasp in surprise.

We broke away from each other with a start. Jareth buried his head in my neck and let out an agonized groan.

“I want to kill Kheelan,” he said.

“Was that Kheelan? I thought he was still unconscious.”

“He may or may not be, but his link to you fights against any further intrusion my core attempts to have when it comes to yours.”

My eyes narrowed in confusion.

“I don’t think I understand. Are you saying his bond could sense us kissing?”

“It wasn’t the kissing so much as the emotional connection it created between us. It was strengthening our bond and shoving Kheelan’s out.”

My eyes lit with happiness as I hugged him tighter to me.

“Then that’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

“It would have been if this link weren’t programmed to respond aggressively to such an invasion. If we continue further we’re not going to like his core’s response.”

My mouth dropped open as I pushed him back and forced him to look at me.

“Are you saying Kheelan’s link to me has created a type of magical chastity belt? If we go any further than this, it will take it as a threat and shock us?”

Jareth sighed and buried his head against my neck again, planting soft kisses along my jaw. “This is hellish,” he said. “You’re offering yourself to me, and I can’t even take advantage of it before you change your mind.

His head lifted up to look at me. His eyes slanted with wicked delight.

“I’m not going to change my mind,” I said, giving him an amused smile.

“You did say you wanted to wait until we were officially married.”

“We may as well be. It’s not like we haven’t tried twice now. In fact, I’m going to start calling you my husband in front of Kheelan.”

“Oh, I like that. You, my wife, are a bit vindictive.”

“I’m dealing with a few unsatisfied desires at the moment, Jareth. Your brother has no idea how vindictive I can be, but he’s about to find out.”

Jareth threw back his head and let out the first real laugh I’d heard him give in a long time. Then he gave me a sly look and tackled me to the bed, pressing his body weight against me before rolling us so we laid side-by-side with my head resting against his chest.

“You’ll be worth the wait, wife,” he said, kissing the top of my head. “But then I’ve always known that about you.”

I smiled and nuzzled my head against his chest, gripping his forearm as it wrapped around me. After a few moments of comfortable silence my thoughts turned in a different direction…thankfully. If this wasn’t happening tonight then I seriously needed to derail my thoughts.

“I didn’t know how you felt about the kingdom,” I said in a soft voice.

“What do you mean?”

“I had no idea you weren’t excited to become king of the Seelie Court.”

He was silent for a moment, but I didn’t worry that I had brought up something painful. I found that Jareth was only ever too happy to open up to me if it meant I’d be sharing as well, and I usually did. He had a nasty habit of changing the conversation and making the subject about me.

“Faeries are immortal, and the idea of ruling and reigning isn’t something I can hand off once I get tired of it or once the weight of it becomes too much for me to handle. And in all honesty, I never believed I could handle that responsibility when I felt so incomplete. The thought of ruling with Rhoswen by my side made immortality seem more like something to get through rather than to relish. It’s not that I doubted my capabilities, I simply doubted my passion for it. I craved adventure, travel, anything that would take me away from the Court, especially after mother passed away. Her death signaled the end of an era, a time when my father was sane, kind, compassionate, and good. When she died, he absolutely lost his mind, shut himself off, and stopped being the father Kheelan and my brothers needed him to be. I think that’s about when the rivalry between us began. Getting father’s attention was always something we fought for, but once he became so closed off it was nearly impossible. Kheelan suffered because of it. My training to be king continued despite my father’s withdrawal, and no matter how difficult it was for my father to pay attention to me or my brothers, he still performed some of his duties.”

Jareth let out a sigh filled with regret.

“What Kheelan said earlier is true, and I must admit to feeling wholly responsible for what he’s become since I escaped in my own way when mother passed away. I should have taken Kheelan under my wing more, made him a part of my activities, made him a part of my life, but my mother’s death hurt me just as much as it hurt my father, and Kheelan was the apple of my mother’s eye, so his grief must have been just as gut-wrenching, but he never let on. He was the clown of the family, the one who lightened our moods, and rarely did anyone do anything to lighten his. I regret that now. I regret blinding myself to the situation for so long and not being what Kheelan needed me to be. He found solace and purpose in the promises of your supposedly dead father…er…uncle. Damn but that’s confusing.”

“You’re confused? I’m still trying to adjust to who plays what role in my life.”

Jareth stroked my arm as he chuckled.

“I can imagine that going from no father, to an uncle, to finding your father, and then having their roles reversed would be quite dizzying.”

“Quite,” I agreed with a smirk, but then sobered as I considered the guilt he carried.

“Kheelan’s choices are not your fault, Jareth. I know you have regrets, but there is no guarantee that you could have helped him, especially when he and your father considered you to be the last person they wanted involved in the situation. They firmly believed our fated mate bond would destroy everyone.”

“It doesn’t change the fact that he needed me, and I was burying my own heartache and running away from my responsibilities. But with you by my side, I know I could rule if I had to. I know it would be a life I would look forward to so long as eternity looked like you… with hundreds of future children.”

“Hundreds?” I said in shock.

Jareth laughed as he rubbed my back.

“I’m just messing with you, as the humans say. I wouldn’t expect anything more than fifty children from you within the first century.”

I grabbed the pillow behind me and flung it across his face with a loud smack. His muffled laughter brought a grin to my face.

Aggravating faerie.
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“It’s all about visualization first, Crysta. Magic is ready to be steered in any direction you wish so long as you use your thoughts and your will to direct its course,” Jareth said.

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered after the fiftieth time I’d tried and failed to accomplish a full body glamour.

Despite the fact I wasn’t “invited” on this mission, Jareth still thought it a good idea for me to practice a full body glamour so I would be capable of disguising myself without anyone’s help. It was going to be my first line of defense at all times, and as an all powerful queen, I should have nailed this by now.

I felt decidedly unqueenly at the moment.

“I’m exhausted, Jareth, and you’re leaving me in the morning to go off on an adventure where you’ll most likely be killed without me. Can we call it a night and just snuggle?”

The heated look in his eyes made me think I’d finally worn him down, but his eyes cleared and his stern look told me the tyrant had returned.

“You are relentless,” I huffed.

“Yes,” he said, gliding a finger down my arm. “In more ways than one.”

An uncontrollable shiver took over my body and his smug grin only broadened.

He knew exactly what he did to me.

Couldn’t say I minded in the slightest.

“You need to master this. I would feel much better leaving you behind with this in your magical arsenal.”

“Don’t leave me behind, and you can glamour me yourself.”

“Crysta,” he warned.

“Fine.”

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to learn how to do this. On the contrary, I was eager to learn and train as much as possible, but my multiple failures were really irritating me, and insecurities were riding me hard.

I shook myself from the doubts that plagued me and told myself to shelve them.

Mind over matter. If I continually doubted myself this was never going to work.

“Okay, talk me through it again,” I said.

“Focus on the shift in eyes and hair color first. From there you can smooth out the pointed edges of your ears.”

“If only I’d known how to do this in the human realm. I could have saved myself some money on plastic surgery.”

Jareth’s exasperated sigh jerked my thoughts back on task.

Seriously. I was a little ticked off to think I possessed enough power to change my appearance which was what I’d so badly needed to do as a human. Not that I’d had access to my powers at the time, but that wasn’t the point, right? 

Nope.

I delved into my core, picturing that colorful sphere and drew on the wispy threads of magic. Communicating with the magic was like talking to an old friend. I’d never considered magic to be sentient before learning about this new world, but I’d never truly believed in magic to begin with. Now these magical threads paid close attention to the picture I painted, the colors I wanted them to fashion over my hair and eyes. It was a little taxing since some of the threads seemed to be disappearing into a tiny hole at the lining of my core that I’d never noticed before. I had a sinking feeling that it was the direct result of Kheelan’s bond. Queen Adris had warned us this might happen, and here was the evidence. Little wisps of magic being siphoned away in the same fashion griesha used.

Flaming faerie dung.

I decided to keep that information to myself and deal with it later. No sense in telling Jareth and distracting him from this mission. Once I felt the magic locking into place, I pictured my ear tips smooth and round and felt the magic tingling along my skin, painting and fashioning an illusion. I visualized a more heart shaped face with less pronounced cheek bones, and the magical threads went to work, painting this new illusion across the top of my skin and giving me comforting caresses in the process.

Then I pictured a shorter frame, rounder hips, and arms that had been toned from extensive physical labor. The last step to my transformation was always where I tripped up. Holding the glamour. The magical threads knew my intent, but any intense emotions from me would distract the magic and shatter the illusion, which meant I had to train my own magic to hold to the instructions given no matter the influx of emotion I may or may not feel.

I opened my eyes and faced Jareth who scrutinized me with approval.

“Very good. You look one hundred percent common.”

“Gee, thanks,” I said in a syrupy sweet tone.

“You’re quite welcome.” He gave me a cheeky grin. Then that grin turned wicked. A mischievous gleam took over as he inched his way closer to me. “Now let’s see if you can hold it under intense emotion.”

I immediately had a flashback to the sprite mines and Kheelan’s intimate attempts to distract me from holding a glamour for my eyes. The thought brought a pang to my chest, and I panicked when I felt a tiny thread of magic begin to slither away from my skin. I called it back and reinforced the glamour, but the stricken expression on my face didn’t go unnoticed.

“What is it?” he said.

He grabbed my shoulders and pulled me to him.

“Nothing. Not a thing. Just a memory resurfacing. One I’d rather not talk about.”

He narrowed his eyes and regarded me with concern.

“Don’t shut me out, wife. I can’t fix this if I don’t know what needs fixing.”

I bit my bottom lip, but still managed to maintain the glamour using a small part of my focus devoted solely to that aspect of my magic. It was interesting how I managed to split focus and direct intent with a part of my thoughts while the rest of my focus was now pointed at this conversation. I was finally getting the hang of this.

And Jareth didn’t look as if he was about to let the subject drop anytime soon. I could have told him that this moment reminded me of sweet moments spent with Kheelan, and that I didn’t want those memories interfering with the new ones Jareth and I made, but I felt like revealing the truth would hurt more than concealing it. Any details involving my relationship with Kheelan would only alienate Jareth and strain our relationship, and that was not something I wanted to do now or ever.

The past needed to remain in the past.

Jareth was my future. I steadied my nerves, kept part of my focus on the glamour, and reached a tentative hand forward, brushing my knuckles softly against Jareth’s cheek. He leaned his forehead against mine and breathed me in as his lips inched closer.

“Your presence is all it takes to fix what’s been broken,” I said in a soft voice.

“Crysta, the things you say to me. The things you do to me.” He let out a curse before his lips took mine. I surrendered myself wholeheartedly to him, wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling him as close to me as possible. I could feel all the love he held for me pouring from his lips into mine and through my body, fueling my core and then circling around and returning to its owner with all of my own love accompanying it. After a few moments he pulled back. Our eyes locked and held and our breathing came out uneven and heavy.

The look in his eye said it all, everything I felt for him was there mirrored in his gaze. Home would always be that loving emotion in his eyes whenever he looked at me.

His gaze moved from my lips to the rest of my face. He took in my features with a satisfied smile. I realized with a start that I still had a firm hold on my magic. The tingling of it against my cheekbones and forehead were proof enough that the illusion was in place.

“I’m still holding it,” I said in surprise.

“I think you’re going to find manipulating magic a little easier now that you can do this. It simply takes understanding your magic, how to communicate with it, and how to work with it. That’s why glamours are usually the first thing a faerie learns since its principles of magic are a firm foundation to build upon.”

A feeling of rightness settled deep within my bones. I may not have been raised to know who I was or what I could accomplish, but my birthright had always been there waiting for me to reach out and take it, and I was ready to do just that.
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The next day, Terise, Lily, and I stood inside the living room with Lady Fahleen as the men and Chantara prepared the last of their weapons, went over the plan once more, and gave us last minute instructions.

I was not happy about being left behind.

At all.

I also wasn’t sure I was in a position to stamp my foot and throw out the feminist empowered rant I felt brewing since this seemed like neither the time nor the place and didn’t exactly fit. I mean, Chantara was going too. I guess part of being queen meant you recognized the need to be a little humble and a little selfless. There was no doubt I was a liability now that my magic was on the fritz, and putting everyone in danger just because I really wanted to be in on this seemed supremely selfish.

Still, I couldn’t help but give Kheelan the evil eye. He was responsible for this mess, and yet he got to have fun searching for treasure in the castle while I stayed back with the other ladies twiddling my thumbs. Even Chuck was heading in with them, already glamoured to be invisible. I wanted to oh so maturely stick my tongue out at my dragon, but I couldn’t even see him.

I cast a glance at those being left behind, destined to suffer the same tortured worry—and boredom—as me. From the looks on their faces, Lily and Terise were just as annoyed by the whole sendoff.

“Should we not return by tonight, you’ll need to assume the worst and allow Lady Fahleen to lead you out of the Seelie Court where you will be able to apparate to King Roderick’s palace and request reinforcements,” Jareth said.

“Is Roderick aware of our activities?” I asked. It suddenly occurred to me that updating him should have been my responsibility and I hadn’t thought about it once. I inwardly cringed.

I was a crap daughter.

He nodded. “I’ve kept him apprised of the situation. He knows we must get the scrolls, and he also knows who has them. Roderick and his men our are plan B should this not work out.”

Annnnd Jareth was an upstanding son-in-law. My sheepish look did not go unnoticed. He smoothly scooped me into his arms and planted a sweet kiss on my lips.

“You’re not used to asking for help, let alone asking for help from a father figure.”

Ah, Jareth. My sweetest defender. My affectionate stare quickly morphed to concern as my thoughts flitted to everything that could possibly go wrong in this scenario.

And I mean everything. Plus, I’d had ample opportunity to lay awake all night in Jareth’s arms, listening to his steady breathing while my thoughts raced in a million unwelcome and sometimes gory directions. When sleep finally did take me, it didn’t do much to ease my fears since nightmares plagued me until sunrise.

And this plan B nonsense? I didn’t like it. I didn’t want to leave Jareth and the others at the mercy of their insane father if anything went wrong. And what exactly could King Roderick do to help them if something went terribly wrong? The vote for war against King Moridan hadn’t been decided by the Faerie Council yet. Roderick would be sending his own men with very little support, and I couldn’t imagine any of those reinforcements would be more powerful than the combination of Fae power already headed King Moridan’s way.

In short, this plan had better work or we were all screwed.

Jareth noticed my unease and drew me to him, tilting my chin up and planting a soft kiss on my lips.

“We’ll be fine, wife, and as soon as we have the scrolls, we’ll be that much closer to the location of Titania’s Diadem and its stone. That much closer to ensuring your safety and that of the Fae realm.”

I studied the strong lines of his face and the deep cerulean of his eyes as he gazed at me with such achingly sweet affection. Sending him off like this without me brought on a new set of fears and worries I wasn’t used to. All my life I’d taken care of and worried about myself, wanting more than anything to have family and friends I could focus my attention on. Yet loving someone brought on its own set of challenges. The possibility of losing them was nearly as debilitating as the thought of never having had them in your life to begin with.

Remain an island or open yourself up to a different kind of heartache?

Loneliness was an old nemesis of mine, a pain I’d managed to get used to, but loss was an entirely different kind of torture, one I willingly risked just to have a single taste of that rightness I felt every time Jareth held me in his arms and looked at me as if all the wealth of the nine realms couldn’t hold a candle to the blazing fire of his love for me.

I blinked away some misty tears stinging the backs of my eyes and gave him a brave smile.

“Get back as soon as you can. Even once we have the scrolls, we’ll still have a lot to do.”

He nodded and placed another lingering kiss on my lips. Nuallan gave me a small nod, the promise in his look reassuring me that he had Jareth’s back. Graul appeared to be in agony as he held Lily against him. He was one tough Stargis on any given day, but it was obvious that Lily’s tears were this dude’s Kryptonite.

I wished like crazy one of us was bound to one of the men in a normal way. Then it would be easy for us to keep track of their progress since the bonding gave the couple the ability to speak telepathically. Unfortunately, my bond with Jareth wasn’t complete, Kheelan had stupidly screwed up his bond with Terise, so there was no telepathy there. It was a darn shame Lily was human and didn’t have a magical core or I could have bonded them and…

I stopped short as the idea took hold and refused to let go.

Wasn’t life itself a rare form of magic? Were we absolutely certain that humans didn’t possess magic when there was evidence of supernatural occurrences happening in the human realm all the time?

“Jareth,” I said, halting everyone’s progress. “Before you leave I want to check something out really fast.”

He quirked and eyebrow, but followed my lead as I approached Lily.

“Do you mind if I try something really quick, Lily?”

“Okay,” she said. Her raised eyebrows the only sign she was confused by my strange behavior.

I placed my hand over her core and closed my eyes, trying to see if she held any magic within her. Even a single thread would be enough to attempt what I had in mind. As I allowed my core to reach forward and light the way to hers I nearly choked in surprise as her body lit up with hundreds of thousands of threads of magic, all of varying elements flowing throughout her entire body. Not only did Lily possess magic, she possessed all the elemental magics, and they didn’t just reside within her core, they made their home in every cell of her body.

I backed away and blinked my eyes open in surprise.

Lily and Graul looked at me expectantly as I let out a rush of air.

“I’ve got a really important question for you that’s one hundred percent none of my business, but how serious are you two about each other? Are you guys planning on dating other people eventually?”

Lily’s mortified blush brought on a twinge of guilt, but it couldn’t be helped. We didn’t have time for tact at the moment. She looked down shyly and cleared her throat.

“Well, we—”

Graul’s low growl seemed to come unbidden as if he couldn’t control his response.

“Lily mine forever. No other male touch her,” he said. He drew Lily to his side with another low growl that rattled at the back of his throat.

Well, that seemed a bit high handed. Romantic, but terribly alpha male.

Lily didn’t seem to mind. A delighted smile broke out across her face as she turned her attention to Graul.

“Really? I’m yours forever?”

Graul looked at her aghast like the idea she might have considered things any other way was completely unfathomable. No doubt he’d never once spoken his true wishes on the matter, simply assuming a female was capable of reading a male’s mind and therefore solving all mysteries associated with them.

When it came to guys, some things were universal no matter the realm or the species.

“You not want that?” Graul asked, looking about ready to die on the spot if she refused him.

Lily rushed to reassure him, throwing her arms around him and giving him a passion infused kiss that rivaled a few of the kisses Jareth and I shared last night.

Graul grunted his approval and swept her into his arms, returning her kiss while the rest of us stared at them in wonder. Cedric and Jareth let out low whistles while Nuallan stamped his foot and pounded his chest in what I assumed was some Assassin Guild’s show of bro approval. Even Kheelan had a hint of a sappy smile on his face, but then he’d always had a soft spot for Lily after she saved me from Rhoswen’s first attempt at wiping me from the face of the Fae realm.

Graul finally broke away long enough to set her down, wearing a smug smile of satisfaction that also appeared to be universal for all males everywhere.

I let out a laugh and grabbed both their shoulders turning them to face each other.

“Well, now that we’ve got that settled, do either of you have any objections to being bonded to each other?”

Lily’s jaw dropped in astonishment.

“But I’m not Fae,” she said. “I have no magic. I’m…I’m nobody…”

“Lily, you have all four elemental magics running through your body. You don’t have a core like faeries do. It’s as if a human body is its own core, filled with nothing but magical energy that flows from cell to cell.”

“That’s impossible,” Jareth said, coming closer. “No humans possess magic, let alone all four. Lily’s species has never shown any signs of it.”

“It’s all internal,” I said. “Fae are able to use their magic on an external level, casting their magic outward because of their cores. I think humans can use their magic internally to help heal themselves, though most are completely unaware of it. Like the magic within them is dormant and just needs a catalyst. There’s no telling what Lily will be capable of once we bond her to Graul and give her magic a place to anchor itself.”

“You could really do that?” Lily asked. Her hopeful eyes made my heart twinge.

“I think Jareth and I could, but I’m also doing this for selfish reasons. If we can create a fated mate bond between you two then you guys can communicate telepathically, and Graul can keep us posted on what’s going on inside the palace.”

“Do it now,” Graul said, not looking even remotely miffed by my tiny ulterior motive.

“You both want this?” I asked.

Lily nodded her approval, bouncing on her toes with excitement.

Jareth smiled and headed around the couple to the other side. Since Jareth was going to have to direct what would happen, I tried to give him as much instruction as I could on how to bond a human and a Fae together. It’s not like I really knew, but I was all about winging it lately.

Jareth listened intently before we closed our eyes and began. The quiet of the room allowed me to focus as I pictured my magic and saw Jareth’s connect with mine, albeit with some difficulty. Kheelan’s link gave him a bit of resistance at first until it slowly moved to the side to allow Jareth access. Then I watched as his magic encircled Graul’s core, pulling it down our arms and allowing it to travel to where Lily’s core should have been. Instead of the magic coalescing within a tight sphere, the minute it entered her chest it shot through her body with an energy that I can only describe as joyous.

Jareth continued to direct Graul’s magic as it gathered Lily’s magical energy, creating a circular sphere within her chest. He then used our fated mate bond as a blueprint to anchor Lily’s sphere of magic to Graul’s and soon their magic shot back and forth through our arms from Graul’s core to hers in a beautiful, infinite arch of magical light. The rest of her body continued to flow with magic, using her core as the central hub where it beat in and beat out, giving new life to her body and sending new life to Graul. As the new elemental magics swirled within Graul’s core he let out a choked gasp. The joining of their magic grew brighter and brighter until light exploded and everything disappeared for a few moments. When the magic finally subsided I did a double take.

Lily’s skin looked as if it was glowing. She’d always been beautiful, but it was as if her inner light, her soul, what made her her in the first place was no longer dampened. It was the difference between a tiny flame of light and several thousand chandeliers. She no longer appeared human even though that’s exactly what she was.

“It worked,” Lily said. Here eyes filled with tears as she took in her new hubby. “I can feel you in my head and in my heart.”

Graul didn’t look as if he’d ever be capable of coherent speech again, not that coherent speech in English had ever been his forte. His eyes drank Lily in with a hungry, desperate heat that made me feel as if it was time to leave the room.

“Humans have magic,” Nuallan said, appearing completely unruffled by the couple’s intensity. “I’m beginning to think nothing is too improbable when one is in the presence of the Unseelie Princess.”

“You’re not wrong about that,” Kheelan said, giving me an unwelcome appreciative look.

I rolled my eyes and turned my attention back to the two newly-weds who hadn’t so much as blinked since we’d bound them together. Their love-sick looks and slap-happy smiles were enough to soften the hearts of even the most hardened assassins.

“Congratulations, you two. You’re officially married now which makes me the most fabulous friend you’ve ever been blessed with. You’d better name your first born daughter after me.”

“And what if it’s a boy?” Jareth said in a faux haughty tone.

Graul’s smile turned mischievous as he pulled Lily into his arms and said, “We name him Chuck.”

The rest of us hooted with laughter as Nuallan smacked Jareth on the back.

Graul sealed the deal by planting a yummy kiss on Lily’s sweet lips.

I did love a good bonding.
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“They’re still in the kitchens,” Lily said.

Her eyes refocused on the rest of us in the room as I went back to pacing the sitting room in a clockwise motion while Terise paced counterclockwise. Lily sat on the sofa, stuffing herself with Lady Fahleen’s cooking.

I, for one, couldn’t eat a thing, but I respected the urge to eat one’s emotions. It didn’t seem to matter that we now had a link to exactly what was going on with our boys. I was out of my mind with worry and inactivity. The fact that we were sitting in this room doing absolutely nothing while Lady Fahleen baked in her kitchen like a crazed, sous-chef on an Asian cooking show did not help the unbearable restlessness I felt.

I needed my toe shoes and dance floor stat.

Maybe if I danced myself into exhaustion, I’d be able to sleep through the next few agonizing hours and wake up with Jareth cuddling next to me warm and safe.

If wishes were fishes.

“They should have let us go with them,” Terise said. She gnawed on an already pulverized nail and picked up the pacing.

“Agreed. We could have helped in some way,” I said. “This nonsense about keeping our frail arses safe and letting the guys go do all the fun, dangerous stuff makes me want to punch a few mountain trolls.”

“Everything will be fine, ladies,” Lady Fahleen said, bringing in a wave of serenity from the kitchen as she deposited a large plate of fruit on the table. She promptly sat down, grabbed a handful of fruit, and stuffed it in her mouth. Her foot tapped the floor in jerky movements.

Yep. She was freaking out just as much as the rest of us.

“What’s going on now?” Terise asked after a few more minutes of us pacing and Lady Fahleen noisily munching.

“They’ve split up and gone to different parts of the palace to try out different staircases. So far, the combination hasn’t taken Graul or Cedric to the right floor.” Lily rubbed her face in frustration and let out a tired groan.

“This is so annoying. I never should have let Graul leave me behind, especially now that we know I have magic and that I can control it.”

“True,” I said.

For the past hour we’d all been helping Lily experiment, using her core magic to glamour her eyes different shades of blues and greens. She was a freaking natural at it. I was both proud of her and feeling a little jealous at the same time since my progress had been so halted for so long. I firmly stowed away those nasty, uncharitable thoughts the moment they came unbidden, thoroughly ashamed of my pettiness.

Her win was our win in reality. If she could learn to protect herself then she was less of a liability when it came to a war with King Moridan. Though I highly doubted Graul would let her get near a battlefield or that Lily would let him leave without her. I really wanted to see how that discussion played out.

We continued on that way for another ten minutes until Lily’s audible inhale froze us in place.

“What is it?” I asked.

She stared unseeing across the room, her eyes out of focus as she communicated with Graul.

“They’ve made it to the right floor. Graul is already at the top. The rest are taking turns ascending with the right combination while Nuallan is casting glamour of invisibility in case anyone gets suspicious as to why so many servants are ascending these particular stairs.”

I held my breath. All I could think about was the floor falling out from under them as they all plummeted to their deaths.

She let out a relieved breath. “They made it to the top.” She smiled. “They—”

Her eyes went out of focus again. She gripped the fabric of her tunic tight and shook her head just as a sharp pain hit my core and radiated out from there. I sat down in surprise, clutching my chest as the pain subsided.

What the hell was that?

“Jareth’s magic…it’s not responding,” Lily said.

I stood and went over to her. “What? What do you mean it’s not responding?”

“Kheelan, too. The transformation spell they cast over themselves is reacting to the magical scan.”

“They’re the only ones having this problem?” Terise asked.

“Yes. Chantara, Graul, Cedric, and Nuallan aren’t having any problems, but Jareth and Kheelan…” Lily let out a few curses. Cold fear sliced my insides raw. Lily was not one to throw around expletives.

“I lost it,” she said in a choked voice.

“You lost it? Lost what?” I asked coming to kneel before her.

“The link with Graul,” she said, panic lacing her words. “It’s gone. I can’t feel him in my head. He isn’t in my head. I need to get to him now.” Her breathing came out ragged as she stood. I grabbed her arms as Terise came over to help me hold her back. Lily thrashed against us, not truly seeing any of us as tears swept down her cheeks. She fought like a lioness as we did everything we could to subdue her, but it seemed like she wasn’t mentally there anymore. No amount of reasoning or talking her down made a difference. Lady Fahleen rushed over and placed a hand on Lily’s heart, sending warm threads of gold through her core. 

Lily inhaled and dropped on the sofa, finally taking us in.

“You all right?” I asked, studying her pale coloring. She gave me a terse nod, but I could tell she was shaken. I turned my attention to Fahleen. “What did you do to her?”

“She was trapped in her telepathic link with Graul,” Fahleen said.

“Trapped? What does that mean?” I looked from Fahleen’s face to Terise’s.

“It means they’ve been caught and someone was trying to trace the telepathic link back to us.”

“How much time do we have?” Terise asked.

“You girls needs to leave now. I’ll show you how to get past the wards beyond these trees and then you can apparate back to—”

“No way,” I said.

“Absolutely not,” Terise chimed in.

“As Crysta says, it’ll be a cold day in hell. We aren’t abandoning our men, Chuck or Chantara,” Lily said.

Fahleen bit the bottom of her lip, indecision warring with her instructions from Nuallan.

I folded my arms across my chest and stuck my chin out. “You may as well help us get inside the palace, Fahleen. Whoever traces that link here won’t expect us to go to the palace. They’ll be chasing us to the wards, and we are not leaving without our men or the scrolls.”

Fahleen narrowed her eyes in frustration, but her shoulders slumped in defeat.

“Nuallan will have my head for this. Fine, but you must follow me, do exactly as I say, and get your glamours firmly in place. Someone needs to glamour Lily.”

“I can do that,” Terise said. “Not a problem.”

“All right. Once we leave the tree, we’ll take a circular route out of the forest. A few miles after that we’ll enter the outer court where the market place is. Just keep close to me, eyes straight ahead when we’re there, and don’t allow any of the vendors to sidetrack you. Distractions are a forte of theirs to keep you from leaving without buying something first.”

“No side shopping,” I said. “Got it. We’ll follow your lead.”

“Let’s get going.”

We quickly moved as one to the front door, but slid to a halt when her hand shot up in the universal sign for stop. She listened intently for a moment before flipping around with a harried expression on her face.

“They’re here. We need to go out the back way.”

“Well that was fast,” I muttered.

We went back the way we came and followed Fahleen through the sitting room, into the kitchen, and then through what looked like a pantry room.

Which is exactly what it was.

What did she have planned? Dried herbs and canned fruits were not going to aid us in fighting off our enemies. Fahleen didn’t hesitate as she moved to the back of the room and slapped her hand against a knobby protrusion on the wall. A tiny door flipped open in front of her and she sailed through with us following closely behind. She held her hand up, whispered a few words, conjuring up a bright light that hovered just above her hands. I sucked in a horrified breath as Lily and Terise followed me in and the door behind us shut with a whining creak. Ahead of us was a tunnel sloping downward.

I took some deep breaths.

I could not escape tunnels. Nothing but sprite tunnels and waterway tunnels, and now we were most likely underground in Fahleen’s backyard somewhere, trying to escape King Moridan’s bloodthirsty guards.

I didn’t want to run for my life and then die a horrific death in a claustrophobia-inducing tube of earth.

I stared at the back of Lady Fahleen’s skirts and breathed in and out as it swished back and forth while she moved—and we moved—like bats out of Fae hell.

Flaming hobgoblins, but this was not how I thought the day would turn out.

Well, I’d suspected.

My track record to date dictated that I expect the worst and hope for the best.

The pungent smell of sweat mixed with fear was overlaid by the earthy smells of tightly packed dirt walls. Root systems crisscrossed above our heads, and every now and then I swiped a few tendrils of weeds and roots away from my face as they dangled from the ceiling. The ground wasn’t exactly smooth which caused for some clumsy stumbles. We all took turns tripping on small rocks and dips in the ground.

And every moment spent stuck within the confines of this tunnel had me envisioning collapsing roofs and cave-ins.

I was in my own personal hell.

After about thirty minutes of mind-numbing terror that involved every coping skill I’d ever managed to accumulate through Jareth and Kheelan’s coaching, we made it to the end of that tunnel without so much as a single hysteria-induced meltdown, thank you very much.

Yep. Handled that tunnel like a boss.

Props to yours truly.

Fahleen led us to the end of the tunnel where there we found a ladder built into the wall. It looked about as sturdy as my legs felt. Fahleen didn’t hesitate before she ascended the tunnel and popped open the roof above us. We scrambled out in a hurry, but I made sure to be the last one out. No matter how scared I felt, I thought it my responsibility to make sure everyone got out okay.

No troll left behind.

I nearly lost it in a hysterical bout of giggling as that random quote from the movie Trolls came to mind.

I blinked at the blinding rays of sunshine but gloried in it as well, taking in some deep breaths and silently thanking every god known to man that I hadn’t embarrassed myself down there or slowed us down and got us killed in the process.

We were surrounded by green forest on all sides, but I could hear the low hum of voices further ahead of us, the sound of people going about their business.

“The market is several hundred yards ahead,” Lady Fahleen said. “Glamours up girls, and remember to follow close behind me. Keep your eyes at my back and avoid the vendors. I’m not so much worried about you Terise as I am about Lily and Crysta since they’ve never been to a place like this before and don’t know how to avoid the lure.”

I focused on my glamour for a few moments, waiting for that tingling sensation across my skin to signal it was firmly locked in place. I finally took in Lily and Terise’s glamours, both looking like kitchen maids of different races. Terise appeared to be a brownie while Lily looked a bit like a dwarf with shorter limbs and a stockier build.

“Will it be too much for you?” Lady Fahleen asked. She’d changed her hair color and rounded out her face, but other than that her appearance didn’t differ too much.

“It’s fine,” Terise said, looking pale, but waving away her concern. “Let’s get moving.”

I did not like Terise’s color. It made me wish I knew how to glamour two people at the same time. I certainly had the power, I just lacked the knowledge and the practice. Terise had to pick up the slack. I just hoped she didn’t pass out before we got there.

“We’ll have to travel through the entire market area and circle round to the other side of the palace to find the servant’s entrance. That’s as far as I’ll be able to take you,” she said looking worried. “Are you sure you won’t reconsider this? What will you do once you get in? You don’t even know what’s happened to them.”

No, but we could take a guess. If Kheelan and Jareth’s transformation spell had gone wrong then they had all been captured and taken by King Moridan. I didn’t know if everyone would be separated or if the king would place our men in his dungeons. We needed to figure out exactly where they were being kept, and palace gossip would be the only way of doing that. Good thing we looked like staff.

“We’ll figure this out, Fahleen,” I said. “Just get word to my..eh..my father. Tell him what’s happened.”

“You’re at more risk than anyone,” Lily said as we took off toward the marketplace. “King Moridan has tried to off you several times. He won’t hesitate to kill you if he catches you.”

Yeah. I was trying not to dwell on that too much.

A few minutes later, Lady Fahleen easily pulled us into a crowd of folks along a path headed toward the market. A wall of noise hit us as our booted feet left the grassy path and began kicking up a light dirt. Vendors from all sides called out their services and wares with competitive glee.

“Enchantments of adoration,” croaked a particularly smelly hag to the right. “Only five threads of Summer magic will have the faerie of your dreams languishing at your feet.” 

“Threads of Summer magic?” I asked Fahleen.

“Some vendors who deal in potions and spells will barter for different threads of elemental magic to add as ingredients to other spells. It makes their products more potent and long term, sometimes permanent.”

I tried to keep my eyes averted, but the hag’s sharp, green teeth held me morbidly captivated, especially when it looked as if a worm-shaped parasite was winding its way between her incisors.

“Don’t look at her,” Terise hissed behind me. “She’s won half the battle if she can mesmerize you.”

“That can’t be legal,” I said, ripping my eyes from the hag’s. “Forcing someone to love you, and forcing people to buy your potions too.”

“There are many things that shouldn’t be allowed here in the Seelie Court,” Fahleen said with a weary tone. “It doesn’t change the fact that they are. With a king such as Moridan, what can one expect?”

Valid point.

The pressing crowd of people, coupled with the incessant shouts and bartering patrons, pressed in on me as heavily as the tunnel we’d just escaped while we wound our way through the massive court.

Biggest damn market. Ever.

Welcome back to my own personal hell version 2.0.

The path opened up to the left and people began to thin out as we neared a side gate. Fahleen whispered a few words that popped the gate right open.

“Neat trick,” I said.

“The gate to the servant’s entrance is always spelled. Fortunately for all of us, the intel Nuallan received was correct.” She ushered us through the gate and let it close behind her. I stared at a cobblestoned side yard that was slightly populated with kitchen staff going and coming with varying chores to attend to.

“You’ll enter that door ahead and be on your own after that. I’ve got one more thing to give you that will assist in this endeavour, but think very carefully before you use it and only use it if you must,” Lady Fahleen said.

“Okay?”

She grabbed my head between her hands, closed her eyes, and with what I can only describe as a mental version of stuffing food down one’s throat, she magically spewed information into my head, a coding sequence that catalogued the build and make-up of DNA and cells along with the precise steps needed to cast the transformation spell.

I opened my eyes in a daze as the information took shape within my brain, making me both vibrate with energy and ache at the same time.

“Remember,” she said. “Only if you absolutely need it. There is no telling which floor our friends are being held on.”

I nodded and grabbed her hand.

“Thank you for everything you’ve risked on our behalf. I know this has put you in massive danger. You won’t be able to go back to your home again will you?”

She shrugged. “I’ll need to remain close to it, but I can do that within the tunnel for now. They’ll never see me return.”

She quickly gave me a hug and then motioned us on our way since our lingering would draw attention.

I watched her leave, a sense of foreboding plaguing me before I turned to meet Terise and Lily’s grim expressions.

“Let’s get in and start our duties just as we originally intended. Keep your ears open for palace gossip. If anyone knows what happened to our group, it will be the staff within the castle.”

They both nodded, and then we set off for the kitchens.
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The chaos in the outer court was nothing compared to the absolute madness within the enormous kitchens. I nearly got my head knocked off when a few pots and pans were flung helter skelter into the large basin of water behind me. The ensuing splash wasn’t something I was able to escape. 

Stinking faeries!

Terise, Lily, and I picked up random things within the kitchens to make it look as if we had every right to be there. A crazed troll who acted like the king of the kitchen continued barking orders as other workers filed in with barrels of fish, vegetables, fruits, and grains. Some loaded them into several walk-in pantries, and others unloaded them onto long tables where the majority cooking was well underway.

The fat troll noticed me and motioned me forward.

I hastily responded, unsure what I was getting myself into.

“Don’t just stand there looking like a petrified pixie with its wings immobilized, Ilean,” he said. “Start peeling these potatoes.”

I widened my eyes, forgetting for a moment my fake name and then jumped to do his bidding, letting out a startled squeal when he gave my butt a playful smack.

Seriously?

I guess sexual harassment wasn’t exactly a thing here.

Lily and Terise took up sides next to me, acting as if peeling potatoes was their job as well, and when the troll merely looked at them and rolled his eyes before focusing his anger on another faerie, we relaxed ever so slightly.

“Not the turnips,” the troll yelled, knocking over a large basket a nymph carried across her shoulders. “The princes have finally returned from their long journeys and we can’t be serving them rotten vegetables.” She squealed in outrage and yelled at him in a language I didn’t understand.

My ears perked up at his reference to Jareth and Kheelan. Terise and Lily gave me loaded looks.

“Everything’s an absolute disaster after that debacle upstairs,” he said to himself.

“What debacle?” I asked. I bit my lip, realizing I hadn’t tried to change my voice in any way. Hope the real Ilean sounded like a terrified eighteen-year-old.

“Some faerie idiots tried to assassinate the princes or some such nonsense. As if that would be possible. The offenders have been removed to the dungeons where they’ll no doubt be executed soon.”

The contents of my stomach rose to my throat. If they were pinning false accusations on Graul, Chantara, and Cedric then we didn’t have much time.

“Anything from Graul,” I whispered to Lily as we continued to peel potatoes.

Her agonized look spoke volumes.

“I don’t think he’s dead because I can still feel him here,” she said pressing against her chest, “but I think he’s unconscious. I just can’t get anything from him right now.”

“Were the princes protected?” I casually asked the troll as he wandered back over to us to inspect our work.

He snorted in derision.

“Not a scratch on them, and what else would you expect from the most powerful Fae in this kingdom. I’m sure they’ve already forgotten the incident and are now relaxing with their father in the king’s quarters.”

I highly doubted that.

We continued peeling potatoes until the troll got sidetracked by a young dryad who accidentally spilled a whole barrel of milk right in the entryway of the kitchens.

“Leelan, you worthless, lesser Fae. I’ve had faeries stripped and beaten for such infractions.”

The minute he walked past us, we backed away and wound around the table, weaving and bobbing though the many workers and kitchen equipment until we came to a side pantry where I pulled them into a huddle.

“Do you remember where the dungeons are?” I asked Terise and Lily.

Terise nodded. “I memorized the changing floor plans so there are three possibilities we’re looking at.”

The wrinkles around her eyes showed signs of strain. Her pinched lips and hunched position had me worried, but she couldn’t let go of the glamours just yet.

“I think the best thing to do at this point is divide and conquer. If you and Lily can get to our friends in the dungeons, I can make my way to the royals’ floor and try to find Jareth and Kheelan.”

“Is it wise to split up?” Lily asked. “And what about the transformation spell? You’ll have to cast it before you find the right staircase and make it to the correct floor.”

“Fahleen taught me the spell. I’ll just have to figure it out as I go. Just try to get to the dungeons and then meet up at the entrance to Fahleen’s tunnel once you’re out.”

“This isn’t right,” Terise said. “You’re going to have a harder time of it. Those spells are advanced, and you’re King Moridan’s main target. I don’t feel good about this.”

“Terise, we don’t have a choice here. We can’t leave without our men and Chantara. We’ve got to separate. You two will have an easier time sneaking around, and just one serving maid going up stairs won’t look suspicious. I know the risks. We all do. We have to do this.”

Lily and Terise nodded even though I caught the fear in their eyes.

“Be careful,” they said as they slipped past me and toward the door leading to the open court.

That was the master plan.

I waited a few beats for them to get clear before I followed, grabbing a bushel of flowers lying on the table to keep up the pretense of being busy. Hoped one of the royals enjoyed fresh flowers in their bedroom because that was the best cover story I had at the moment.

The swinging door opened easily, but I nearly lost my nerve as I took in the hustle and bustle of nobles dressed in their finery, going about their business, chatting and purchasing high end goods from vendors who appeared far more genteel and expensive than the vendors in the outer courtyard.

Was this the high class version of shopping for the royals? Beyond the main court, I noticed several staircases all encased in gold carpeting. Some were short, leading to lower level floors, while others looked to be as long as the castle was tall. Deciding I wasn’t about to make my way through the middle of the main court and chance getting waylaid by some demanding royal, I strode toward the first short staircase on my left and then realized with a start I hadn’t even tried to perform the transformation spell. If this staircase actually took me to the royals, I would be as out of luck as Jareth and Kheelan once I reached the top.

I paused just before the stairs, realizing I needed to get back to the kitchens, hide in one of the pantries, and try to cast this spell as carefully and quickly as possible.

I swiveled around, ready to do just that, when I was brought up short by a curvy figure draped in a blindingly frothy, pink frock that looked as if it had been painted on her. My eyes rose to her face, and I sucked in a fearful breath. Standing before me in all her hateful glory was Rhoswen. Her upturned nose and haughty stare told me a few helpful things. One, my glamour was doing the trick, otherwise her look would be nothing short of murderous, and two, she was no fan of the hired help.

Surprise, surprise.

“Ileana, I sincerely hope you weren’t considering placing those flowers in my room when you know I absolutely loathe anything other than red roses,” she said.

As much as I wanted to tell her where exactly she could stick her roses, I had to focus on changing my voice so she wouldn’t recognize it.

“Of course not, my lady.” I mentally cringed since I had no idea if that was how I usually addressed her. Suck an Elf, this day needed a do-over. I decided to keep my mouth shut and not try to offer up any further explanations since any lie I told would be disproved in a heartbeat. I stood there exhibiting my very best clueless expression—not hard since that’s how I felt trying navigate my way around the castle—and waited for her to take the lead in this conversation.

She gave me a critical once over and shivered in disgust. “I’ve told you a million times to do something about your appearance. It offends me on multiple levels.”

She was offended? It was time for Ileana to consider a career change.

She gave me an expectant look and waited.

What? Was she expecting some kind of apology? It was taking me everything I had not to lay the smack down here.

She let out a disgruntled sigh and boxed me across the ears. Not hard enough for me to see stars, but hard enough to make my ears ring. I fought to stave off my instinctive reaction against anything ugly and evil and refrained from freezing off her hair and eyebrows.

“If you value your position here in the castle, then I suggest you get up those stairs and prepare my bath immediately.” She smoothed out her skirts. “As you know, Prince Jareth has returned to the palace, no doubt ready to apologize for his abhorrent behavior, and I intend to be ready for him in every way imaginable.”

That’s it. Her ass was grass.

Before I could do so much as quirk my finger and curse her with the ebola virus—would have been so cool to have that magical power—she turned on her heel and flounced away, leaving me fuming in the wake of her overwhelmingly powerful perfume.

Despite how much I hated the witch, she had given me some helpful information. This staircase did not lead to the royal floor which meant I could run up it without having to perform that long staircase combination. I could also arrive safely without the need for a transformation spell.

I raced up the stairs as quickly as possible and turned a sharp left at the landing, looking for a safe place to attempt the spell. A strong hand wrenched my arm in the other direction, and I squealed in pain. I stumbled against the fluffy chest of a Dryad who looked at me as if I had horns growing out of my head.

“Do you have any idea how long Lady Rhoswen has been waiting on her bath?” he barked, dragging me down the hall past several doors until he jerked me to an abrupt halt in front of a door adorned with flourishes of gold and silver along the borders. That’s it. I was done being treated like pixie scum. I sent a rush of spring magic through my arm and instructed it to shock the hell out of the guy.

He released my arm with a yelp and stumbled back in surprise.

“Are you all right?” I asked with faux concern.

“You shocked me,” he said in surprise.

“Must be the static electricity from dragging me across the carpet.” I opened the door to Rhoswen’s room and pasted on a fake smile before turning back to the Dryad. “I’m sure it will wear off in a moment. Please let Lady Rhoswen know her bath will be ready in twenty minutes.”

“Twenty minutes? That’s far too long…” he said, sputtering as I walked in and slammed the door behind me.

Please. A bath wasn’t going to wash the stink off that monstrous woman, but if I didn’t at least go through the motions then I would cut my time short in trying to save Jareth and Kheelan. I didn’t need an irate Lady Rhoswen vengefully scouring the castle in search of a neglectful maid.

Her room overpowered my senses with its sparkly pinkness. I tried to avert my eyes to prevent blindness, but there are just some things you can’t unsee. Scanning the room quickly, I finally located a door to the right and ran to it, throwing it open in my haste and nearly collapsing in fright at the monstrosity that was this woman’s bathroom.

Pink shelves lined the walls at the back, holding tons of jars filled with body parts of faeries, some recognizable, some not so recognizable. What made the situation even worse was the pink frilly bows tied around each jar wrapped with dainty labels around the side. I walked toward the shelves, willing myself to stop, turn around, and get the flaming pixie dust out of there, but the morbidity of it all sucked me in.

I reached for a jar, took it from the shelf, and read the label.

“Pixie Wings: ground to a powder and sprinkle in lukewarm water until a fine paste is made. Rub against face to remove wrinkles and rejuvenate skin,” I read aloud. “Are you freaking kidding me?”

I set it back down and grabbed another jar that had a clawed hand floating around in light green liquid. 

“Saytr Claws: remove claws, stab into pressure points, and allow healing properties to flow into blood stream. Good for curses, hexes, and bad luck.” I shook my head, thinking about the Saytr King and how much this nugget of info would piss him off. “Is she actually harvesting Fae body parts and using them for medicinal and beauty purposes?”

Lady Rhoswen was quite literally a witch, but this idea of cursing wasn’t half bad. With a wicked grin, I went to the enormous ivory tub and started the bath water. I went back to the shelves to see if there was anything I could use to enhance the spell I had in mind for the lovely lady.

Okay, so did I have any training when it came to casting curses?

Deflecting them, yes, but did I have any training before I bonded King Vargis and Queen Mira? Did I know what I was doing when I studied the maze spell and eventually broke through it? Did anyone show me how to access my memories after that?

No. I was constantly exploring and experimenting, and that’s what was about to go down in this bathroom. I needed something that would keep her busy and uncomfortable for the unforeseeable future.

I scanned the labels, trying not to pay close attention to the actual contents of the jars before I found something I thought would work.

“Bingo.”

I grabbed the jar, ripped open the lid, choked at the pungent smell that hit my face, and then promptly dumped the contents into the bathtub, watching as the water boiled and bubbled a dark green before clearing up and looking normal again.

Sweet.

I had fully expected the troll droppings to change the color of the water. That was one less spell I’d have to cast. According to the jar, troll droppings caused numbing and paralysis, while simultaneously creating a permanent stench that never left the skin. Rhoswen had it labeled under a shelf entitled: Enemies.

How thoughtful of her to lay that out for me.

Now the real trick would be to keep her in there long enough for the troll droppings to take effect. I hovered my hands over the water and visualized my spring magic creating an invisible globe of magic around the tub. I thought of utter exhaustion, of a tiredness that was bone deep, but nothing that would make her fall asleep. Just something that would make her far too tired to get out of the tub. An exhaustion that made her aware of exactly what was happening to her, but didn’t allow her to move before the droppings kicked in. After that, the bubble of magic would work as a shield, preventing her from leaving the tub and blowing my cover. I gave the magic my intent, guided the threads into an intricate pattern of instruction, and then tied it off with a flourish.

I opened my eyes and watched in satisfaction as the magic bubble around the tub shimmered for a moment and then became invisible. From the other room, I heard Rhoswen fling the door open and stomp her way through.

Dainty as a butterfly, that one.

“This has been the most unbelievable of days. I’m utterly appalled at everyone’s lack of competence.” She strode in with a stormy look and held out her arms. “Well?”

It took me a moment to realize she wanted me to undress her.

Flaming troll dung, this woman was lazy.

I hurriedly moved to her back and stared in dismay at the rows of buttons down her dress. I did not have time for this. With a flick of my wrist, I shot a thread of magic through the buttons, popping them out of place in no time. Rhoswen was too busy seething about the incompetent staff to notice what I’d done. The dress dropped to the floor, and then I tackled the laces of her corset at the back.

How positively primeval. A corset? How did this woman breathe?

I flicked my wrist again and bade two threads of magic to loosen the laces as I helped her out of her other undergarments.

Layers.

No wonder Rhoswen always looked like a frothy cupcake.

I mean…frilly layers of slips and petticoats and underwear under her petticoats. After she was finally naked—why did her buns have to be so perfect?—she finally slipped into the bath and settled back against the tub. It took her about two seconds to realize something was wrong. She sniffed in disgust and looked at me in outrage before her eyes grew a bit dull and her shoulders slumped forward.

“You…what did you…do?”

It was petty. I know it was petty, but the girl had it coming. I dropped the glamour and enjoyed the astonishment that registered in beautiful slow motion across her face. 

“You…will pay for this…” she croaked, lifting her shaky arm and then dropping it to her side in exhaustion. The water splashed her face and she whimpered, her nose crinkling at the smell.

“You have to admit that this is child’s play compared to the assassin you sent to kill me, or that spell you cast on me when you tried to zap me with your magic.” I leaned in a little closer and gave her a secretive smile as if I was ready to share something very important. “Just wanted to let you know that Jareth and I were married a few days ago.” Her eyes widened in disbelief and the hatred rolling off her felt like a physical force that nearly nudged me over. “Honeymoon was a bit short, but we plan to rectify that as soon as possible.”

I gave her a wink and stomped out of the bathroom, closing the door behind me, and spelling it to open for me and only me. At least, I hoped that’s what I did. I wasn’t sure if the other spell had made me tired or if this messed up bond with Kheelan was draining my magic, but it seemed to take some extra doing to get the door to seal shut.

That wasn’t good.

I stood just outside the bathroom and took a personal moment to relish my victory over Rhoswen—again, so petty, but a long time coming—before focusing my thoughts and prepping myself to perform this transformation spell. Fahleen, Jareth, and Kheelan had warned me how dangerous it would be to change my biological make up from within, but I had to try. It was the only way to beat that magical scan on the royals’ floor. I reviewed the spell and the make up of Moridan’s cells and blood strands that Fahleen had downloaded into my brain just before we separated from her.

I drew forth my magic and performed my original glamour. Then I used all three elemental magics and fused the threads together. The only way I could envision accomplishing this transformation was by turning these threads into sharp needles that could tattoo over my cells and blood and create the appropriate transformation. I gave the magic the blueprint for the cells and the blood and told the magic exactly what to do from head to toe.

The magics split off into thousands of threaded needles and attacked my body all at once.

And the pain was excruciating.

I’d never had a tattoo in my life, but from most accounts I’d heard that the worst spots to get tattoos were the areas with the most nerve endings. Now take that and consider being tattooed from the inside out and that’s the only way I can describe the burning, stabbing pain on a cellular level. It went on and on from one cell to the next with threads of magic splitting from each other and rushing the process. It was as if my magic knew I couldn’t take much more of it, but stopping was out of the question. A full transformation was required, and anything less would seriously mess me up inside and out.

I didn’t realize I’d collapsed and curled up into a ball until the pain lessened and soon became a throbbing memory. The last of the cells transformed according to my instructions.

Holy flaming troll dung, but that hurt.

I managed to gingerly get to my feet, but swayed for a moment before righting myself. The tingle of the glamour coupled with the heavy coating of the transformation spell made me feel very off. It was like I was me, but muted, my aura masked behind weighted shadows.

I continued with shaky steps until I let myself out of Rhoswen’s room and checked for any encroaching Dryads or other furry beings that might attempt to make my job more difficult.

A female Brownie dressed in an ill-fitting staff uniform burst from a room to my far left and upon seeing me hurried forward with a harried look. Her pointed ears drooped downward, brushing along her shoulder like hair. The hair she did have was black and wispy, sticking out from under her white cap at odd angles. She came to my shoulder, but her girth made up for the difference in height. She said something that sounded a lot like clacking and pulled out a ring of keys from her pocket, handing them to me.

“I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you just said.”

Her shoulders hunched in agitation. “Ileana, you know I hate the human language, and you’ve been here long enough to learn mine. A little cultural sensitivity wouldn’t hurt you human slaves.”

So I was culturally insensitive while she called me a slave because I was human.

The temptation to zap this annoying Brownie was only overshadowed by my curiosity over the keys she’d just handed me.

“What am I supposed to do with these?” I hurried to explain myself when her eyebrows narrowed in confusion. “I’m sorry. Things have been difficult with Lady Rhoswen today. I’m having trouble remembering some of…er…my duties?”

I was flying blind here. My improvisational skills needed some work. Fortunately, mention of Rhoswen garnered some sympathy from the Brownie. Her eyes softened as she patted my shoulder.

“Not many could handle that particular royal. I know what it’s like to forget myself after dealing with her.” She pointed to the keys in my hands and then singled out a long, silver one with three sets of teeth running vertically along the end. “Prince Evan has requested some Farang wine from his father’s special collection within his study.”

I quirked an eyebrow at this, wondering why on earth I needed a key to grab some faerie wine. She mistook my confusion for something else and said, “It appears he’s entertaining a lady friend in his quarters who has a fetish for specific fantasies.” 

“Fantasies…uh…and his quarters would be on the royals’ floor?”

“Yes, oh please tell me you haven’t forgotten the stair combination to reach the right floor.”

At the moment, my mind was focused on this legitimate reason for actually being on the floor. My lack of response seemed to affirm my own ignorance in her eyes.

She grabbed my arm with an annoyed grunt and pulled us down the hall to the right. “I swear, if you weren’t such a favorite with the princes I’d have you in the kitchens washing dishes for the rest of your miserable existence.”

Ileana was a favorite with the princes? That intel would have been helpful. There were so many things we hadn’t known about Ileana’s duties…like the fact that she had to deal with that hag Rhoswen.

I hurriedly followed her through several different corridors that I would never be able to retrace until she led me to what looked like an abandoned hallway. She reached the end of it where a sturdy, nondescript door stood. Grabbing the keys from me, she inserted one of them into the lock, threw open the door, and handed the keys back to me. She then pinned a gold star on the sleeve of my shoulder and nodded for me to go through.

Not wanting to look as if I had no idea what was happening and up the odds of blowing my cover, I quickly walked through the door. She grabbed my arm just as I pushed past her and pinned me with a serious look.

“Nobody knows about this back stairway to the royals. Do you understand me? They use this to leave the palace without everyone knowing their comings and goings, but you must not breathe a word of it to anyone.”

My eyebrows narrowed in suspicion. This was not the type of information you gave up lightly. “Why are you entrusting me with this information?”

 “I have three other errands to run for the royals, but Prince Evan is not someone you keep waiting.” She visibly quivered, her eyes glazing over with a look that told me she was reliving something very unpleasant. “Go up the stairs, and then enter the third room on the right. You’ll find his Majesty’s study there. A cupboard at the back of the room holds his most expensive wines and liquors. Use the key to activate the magic. It should open just fine despite your severe lack of magic.”

She sniffed at me like I was beneath her. Considering what I’d discovered about Lily’s magical abilities, I thought her comment a bit ignorant. Still, it was my job to play the part so I said a begrudging, “I can do that.”

“The wine is labeled, so you shouldn’t have any problems retrieving it.” She gave me a dry look. “I’m assuming you know where the prince’s quarters are after that?”

I had a vague idea from the blueprints I’d studied earlier with our group, but I merely nodded. If I was a favorite, then I had to know where Evan’s room was located. I’d just have to try and dredge up the blueprints from memory and figure out where I was in relation to the prince’s room.

Crap.

Finding a staircase that didn’t require the magical combination was fine and fabulous, but this wine thing wasted my precious time. I needed to be looking for Jareth and Kheelan and then meeting up with the rest of our group. Running errands for self-important princes had not been on the agenda for the day, and my little side errand with Rhoswen, super therapeutic though it may have been, had wasted more time.

I gave the Brownie a harried nod to let her know I understood and then flew up the stairs as fast as I could. After what seemed like an eternity of steps, I finally reached the top. The moment my foot hit the carpet, a blast of magical energy latched onto my core, spread from its center and then blasted out through my cells. I inhaled a sharp breath at the pain, but held still, recognizing the biological scan for what it was and hoping against hope my transformation magic would hold out against the onslaught.

But it didn’t.

My magical threads were fraying at the edges. I tried to call forth the threads again, but they failed to respond like they should have. My link with Kheelan was getting in the way. A magical malfunction of epic proportions had just kicked my trash. The transformation spell withered and died, pulling back in on itself, leaving my insides feeling ragged and raw from the abrupt removal.

This was it.

I’d failed miserably. Now that the spell had been corrupted by the scan, everyone from the king to the kitchen maid would know there was another intruder on the royal floor. I waited for the spell to freeze me in place while hordes of palace guards rained down upon me.

But that didn’t happen either.

The magical threads of the scan slid over me one more time and then directed their focus on the tiny star that weird little Brownie had pinned to my sleeve. I stared at the star for a moment as tendrils of golden magic whipped forward and lovingly stroked the threads of magic from the scan. It was a very strange exchange to watch, like seeing one snake charm another. Eventually the scan pulled back and its tendrils disappeared from sight.

I paused for one more moment, shaken by what had just happened, and still not believing my good fortune here. Whatever magic this little star pendant possessed, it had just saved my royal bacon. I headed down the hallway and hurriedly entered the third room on the right. It only took a moment to locate the cupboards near the back behind a massive oak table and chair. The study was opulent, decorated in luxurious browns and golds, and the cabinet doors were not only thick but glowing with magic. I inserted the key in the lock and turned the key until I heard a loud snick and a pop of magic.

Well, that had been easy. If only everything else about this mission could have gone so smoothly. I opened the cupboard, surprised at the heaviness of the door, and scanned the various bottles of dark red and brown liquids.

Alcohol had never been a friend of mine. It took away the inhibitions of dirty, sleazy men and allowed them to act upon their worst instincts.

Okay, so my experiences came from drunken foster fathers, but the repercussions were not to be trifled with. No one could blame me for feeling apprehensive about that.

“Potted Wine, Pixie Dust Wine, ah ha!” I grabbed a thin bottle of Farang Wine and closed the door with a click. My recent success gave me a burst of energy, and then adrenaline hit when a voice just outside the study reached my ears.

“I don’t care what you have to do,” came a muffled voice from the hall.

I frantically searched around for a hiding spot, but my only form of retreat was the tiny space under the table. I dove into the dark space fast and pulled the chair in front of me just as I heard the door swing open.

“Jareth and Kheelan may not be eligible for your form of interrogation, but that Boobrie prince and Stargis are going to tell us exactly what they intended by invading my kingdom,” King Moridan said.

Several footsteps entered the room. I bit my knuckles and tried to breathe through my nose at a slower rate, but my heart was racing. I was in the same room with the man who’d murdered my mom and tried to have me killed.

Twice.

“I understand you would prefer your sons not be tortured for information,” said a voice I didn’t recognize. It was low and gruff, as if it hadn’t been used very often. “Yet I fear I must remind you, your sons have stirred up dissent amongst the Unseelie Court and among some subjects from the Seelie Court. There are rumors they wish to come against you and begin a war. Sire…you understand the penalty for treason is—”

“Of course, I know the penalties. I wrote them!” King Moridan’s words exploded from him like molten lava from a volcano. “I’ve no doubt their intent is to depose me, but their minds and hearts have been sullied by that slip of a princess. Once she is out of the picture, my sons will finally see reason, and any magical influence she’s had over them will be broken.”

Oh, sure. Blame me for two grown princes’ unorthodox behavior. Let’s forget the fact that their father has absolutely lost his faerie flying marbles.

“Perhaps I can torture our prisoners in front of the princes,” the other man said.

Well, that didn’t sound good.

King Moridan let out a disdainful laugh.

“Those two nobodies are so below my sons’ notice, do you really believe torturing them would have any effect on Jareth or Kheelan? A Stargis and a Boobrie? No, we must discover where Jareth is hiding his precious fated mate.” He spat out that last part as if it was vile to even say the words, “We’ll torture her in front of them. Jareth’s one weakness is his supposed love for this female, and he will talk just as soon as we find her.”

Well, at least I knew Jareth and Kheelan weren’t being tortured at the moment, but Cedric and Graul were most certainly in danger of some physical pain, and Chantara hadn’t even been mentioned yet. What in the world had happened to her? And would Terise and Lily find their men before the torture began?

And where in the world was Chuck? Had he stayed invisible? 

Nausea flitted through my insides, and bile clawed its way up my throat. I had to save them all. As far as I knew, I was the only one who hadn’t been caught.

Yet.

A cramp started low in my calf muscle as I tried to hold my curled position under the dusty desk. I pinched my nose to ward off an itch and potential sneeze.

“You found nothing at that traitorous nymph’s tree?” King Moridan asked.

“Nothing, Sire. Not even Lady Fahleen is present. I suppose the princess already apparated back to the Unseelie Court.”

“Unlikely.” King Moridan’s footsteps sounded near. I realized with horror that he was circling his desk.

By the gods, this was the worst possible defensive position to be in.

In other words, I was so screwed if Moridan decided to take a load off his feet and stick them on my lap. From my hampered vantage point, I saw two black-booted feet stomp past the desk and head to the cabinet I’d just opened. It seemed the King was looking for a bit of liquid courage before getting back to his diabolical plans. He suddenly stepped back with a startled exclamation.

I had forgotten to close the cabinet door.

“Evan,” he muttered under his breath. “How many times have I told that boy that Farang Wine is not to be used with his many flings. An absolute waste on these lesser Fae.” He slammed the cupboard shut and stomped past the desk while I did my best to become one with the woodwork surrounding me.

The sound of retreating footsteps was blessed music to my ears, but I had no idea how much time I had left to find Jareth and Kheelan. I crawled out from under the drawer, still clinging to the wine bottle in my hand. As I stood to my feet and stared at it, a dawning sense of horror swept through me. What if Moridan was going to confront his son about the stolen wine, which was in my possession? I couldn’t take this to Prince Evan. I had an awful feeling my time was running out.

I set the wine on the desk before me and decided Evan could get his own drinks from now on. I had to find Jareth and Kheelan. I swiftly turned around and headed for the door but stopped short when I saw another door open into an adjoining room. My thoughts ran through the blueprints I’d had a brief amount of time to study.

I sucked in an excited breath when I remembered the king’s room was right next to the study. Maybe I could grab the scrolls and save Jareth and Kheelan and somehow salvage the wreck this mission had become.

Or maybe the king had stashed his sons in his room so he could personally give them a dressing down. Without thinking it through—had I really been thinking anything through since we fled Lady Fahleen’s tree?—I darted toward the adjacent door and ran right through it, never contemplating for one moment that I might encounter another spell.
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Just as I passed through the threshold, a sharp stab to my left side had me stumbling to the pristine floor. I stared at the blinding white carpet beneath me and did a double take at the strange splatters of red soaking into the pale carpet fibers. A coppery smell hit my nose and a golden thread of Summer magic pulled away from me and flitted before my eyes before disappearing altogether.

Had that thing just stabbed me? I’d thought there was supposed to be an itching spell at the entrance to Moridan’s room.

I glanced down in horror at my left side where a small circle of blood seeped through the fabric of my tunic. I lifted the material and took in the smeared blood against my pale skin, but the injury looked more like a puncture wound, hardly bigger than a bug bite. I used my shirt to wipe away the blood as well as I could and felt the area, but it was neither tender or sore. In fact, the area was somewhat numb. I stayed on my knees and waited to see if the activation of that spell had summoned anyone. The halls remained quiet, and no one barged in. The ramifications of what this particular spell was and what it could be doing to me was definitely a worry, but staying here on my knees wasn’t helping either.

Since I wasn’t in any pain and I could move my arms just fine, I carefully stood and waited for something…anything to happen.

Nothing. I’d just been stabbed by a thread of Summer magic and didn’t perceive any side effects thus far, although the initial bleeding was kind of weird.

Crap. I wasn’t sure what to do, but I knew I didn’t have time to wait around and find out what that spell could be doing to me. I had to get the scrolls and locate the princes, since I now knew they were most definitely not being held in their father’s quarters. I searched the massive room with its garish furnishings in an attempt to spot the cloaking spell Nuallan had mentioned.

Seriously? I could have done without the mounted heads of various Seelie and Unseelie Fae covering the walls. King Moridan was one sadistic, messed up faerie. I kept scanning the room, but still came up with nothing.

Idiot. It’s a cloaking spell. You won’t see it.

I remembered what Nuallan said about needing King Moridan’s blood. Cripes! I didn’t have any of his blood to manipulate into unearthing the false wall and revealing the cloaking spell. I glanced around the room, looking for answers it couldn’t give me, but the eyes from the head of a Yanrath mounted on the wall near a diamond shaped window made my thoughts scatter. I scrubbed my eyes with my fists, trying to erase the awful image from my thoughts, but unseeing that was never going to happen. I thought of the Yanrath I’d met on Goblin mountain. I didn’t know him at all, but the thought of him or any of his people being treated like this…any faerie being treated like this was so despicable, I could hardly accept it as reality.

Why had King Moridan done this? Why had he killed these faeries and mounted their heads on the wall?

This had to end. I had to put a stop to his tyranny once and for all. I looked at the ground where my blood still soaked the carpet, and a new idea began to form.

I may not have had King Moridan’s blood, but I had my blood. I reached my hand forward, sent all three of my elemental magics shooting from my core out through my hands, directing the threads to collect the blood from the carpet. I watched as several threads slowly sucked up the blood like a vacuum while thousands of other threads formed a shiny, silver bowl and collected the droplets. Once that was finished, I cast the transformation spell again, only this time I tweaked it a little bit. Kheelan’s warnings rang through my head, but at this point I didn’t care if it was dangerous to mess with a complex spell or not. I think it was safe to say I was already in some serious trouble. Things really couldn’t get much worse.

More threads of magic made their way from my hands, dipping into the blood-filled bowl and changing the liquid on a molecular level. The blood boiled, bubbled, and began to hover in the air just above the lip. With my right hand open, I kept the blood and the bowl suspended, and with my left hand I sent my will forward and visualized the blood dispersing, seeking out the cloaking spell and revealing its location to me.

The blood did a macabre dance around the room, slinking along the walls and undulating and swimming through the air like a seductive siren. It finally hovered over the wall near the left side of Moridan’s bed for a mere second. Then it descended down into a thin, red sheet, covering the wall and reforming itself into the shape of a door. The blood shimmered just outside the edges before it dissipated into thin air, revealing, not a book case, but a staircase that literally led nowhere.

Yep.

It was just seven black steps that ended against the wall at the top. It looked as if someone had forgotten to add more stairs and an entrance. I stepped forward to inspect the small staircase, feeling completely perplexed. 

This was not exactly the material Nuallan had covered at Lady Fahleen’s place. Okay, so no bookcases, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t follow through with the rest of his instructions.

With some heavy doubts weighing me down, I summoned more core magic and whispered the word, “Revelare.” The staircase shuddered for a moment and then slowly slid upward just like an elevator. I watched in fascination as a rectangular opening appeared underneath the staircase, tall enough for someone like King Moridan to walk through, which meant I would have no problem making my way through. I took a step forward, but swayed on my feet as a wave of dizziness hit me hard. Placing my hands on my knees I bent forward and tried to breathe through it. My eyes caught the hem of my tunic and the dark stain that shouldn’t have been there. I took inventory of my side, my eyes widening in horror. My entire side was soaked in blood.

I shook my head and lifted my tunic. The puncture wound now looked like an incision the length of my thumb. It was oozing blood and a darker fluid that did not bode well. I quickly stripped off my tunic, and tied it around my waist, hoping to put enough pressure on my wound to stop the bleeding or at least slow down the flow. Cool air from the hidden entrance tickled my bare shoulders. My thin, white camisole didn’t protect me from the chill. I had no idea what was going on with this wound in my side, but I didn’t think I had much time left to accomplish my tasks. 

I stepped through the opening and cringed at what lay before me.

Another tunnel.

The gods hated me.

The walls of this tunnel were lined with silver gems of various shapes and sizes. Unfortunately, the only light penetrating the tunnel came from the entrance. I couldn’t make out distinct details, just tiny shapes that continued to dart back and forth a few feet ahead.

Pixies.

A sharp slice to my shoulder left me hissing in pain. I brought a hand up to it and pulled it away, seeing blood before the cut healed before my eyes. Another slice to my leg and the pain hit me again.

This was so not happening.

I was tired, hungry, weakened by blood loss, my friends were missing, and my fated mate was being held prisoner by the most evil being within the nine realms.

I didn’t have time for pixies.

With an angry shout, I called forth my core magic, visualized the pixies in my mind and shot forth my Winter magic, sending the threads through the tunnel, directing them to wrap around each pixie and immobilize them. Once the spell was cast, I opened my eyes and determinedly made my way through the tunnel. I looked to my left and right, pleased that the walls were covered with pixies frozen in place. It wouldn’t kill them, but they wouldn’t be going anywhere until I said they could.

That’s right. Screw magical training. I seemed to have a knack for magical improvisation.

I hurried my footsteps as a literal light at the end of the tunnel drew near, but before I reached it, a pained moan to my left just ahead stopped me in my tracks. A dark figure was hunched over, looking as if it was struggling to stand on its feet.

“Hello?” I said. I took a wary step forward, but my hands were raised, ready to magically taser this cretin if I detected even a hint of aggression. 

The foster system hadn’t raised a fool.

The figure spoke in a language I didn’t recognize, but the voice was low, decidedly male. I took a step closer and through the dim light noticed that this faerie was humanoid as well. He struggled to his feet, but his legs gave out and he hit the ground hard.

And being the sympathetic sucker that I am, I immediately forgot that he might be a threat and simply saw him as a faerie needing my assistance. I rushed to his side, bent down, and touched his shoulder. It was wet and sticky in some places and crusted in others. His head snapped up and his violet eyes zeroed in on me, reminding me of Chantara’s.

“How did you…how are you here?” he said.

“That’s a long story. One I don’t have time to share, but I would be interested in hearing yours while we head down this tunnel.” I was getting antsy. I wanted to help this guy, but I also needed to get a move on here. Without thinking about the consequences, I grabbed his arm and placed it over my shoulder, helping him stand to his feet. The dude was massive. At least six-foot-three, and all muscle from what I could feel. I started shuffling us forward, but he had to lean on me for the rest of the twenty yards until the tunnel opened up into a small circular room.

His legs began to shake as we moved forward. Before I could prevent it, we both went tumbling to the ground with me landing on top of him. I braced my hands on either side of his head and pushed up from the ground, muttering an apology, but the minute I pulled back I gasped in surprise.

The dude was a knockout.

Okay, so he was covered in his own blood, but his jet black hair had a purple sheen to it, and his square jaw, firm cheekbones, and slightly curved nose—looked like he might have broken it once—gave him a very yummy, bad boy edge. If I hadn’t been in love with Jareth, I might have succumbed to his intense stare and planted a kiss on those plump lips of his. He drank in my features just as greedily as I did. I think that had more to do with the fact that he’d probably been locked in that tunnel for a while, and I was the first person he’d seen in who knew how long.

He lifted a hand and caressed my cheek, blinking a few times as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

“You’re real?” he asked.

“Yes, and I’m really sorry I just landed on top of you, but you’re kind of heavy, and I have zero upper body strength.”

His lips curled at the edges as he studied me with a bewildered look.

I pushed off him and slowly helped him right himself, leaning him against the wall. I shook my head to ward off more dizziness and tried to tighten the material around my waist.

More pressure. That’s all this wound needed.

“Where are all the pixies?” he asked, warily glancing around. He looked like he was waiting for them to dive bomb him or something, and it occurred to me that was exactly what he’d been dealing with.

“How long have you been trapped in that tunnel?” I asked.

He rubbed a hand over his face and then drew it back, staring at the blood he’s just smeared everywhere.

“Months,” he whispered. “Years, maybe.” He cleared his throat and shook his head as if to dispel a nightmare from his thoughts.

I stared at him, mouth gaping open as what he said registered.

“Do you mean to tell me you’ve been cut up and healed over and over again, long enough to have no idea how long you’ve been here?” His silence and haunted stare said it all. “Why are you here?”

“Punishment,” he said. “King Moridan required something of me and I refused. He placed me in the tunnel, waiting for me to come to my senses.”

“Looks like he forgot about you.” I took in the injuries that hadn’t healed yet, cuts that stood out along the lines of his naked torso. Thank the gods this dude had pants on. Granted, they were shredded, but the essentials were covered.

“Oh, he didn’t forget. He’s come several times to deliver his own brand of torture, but I’m afraid I’ve been rather unwilling to negotiate.”

My admiration for this guy grew leaps and bounds. Anyone who so willingly stood up to Moridan and suffered endless torture in order to do it was rock solid in my book.

“What was it he wanted you to do?” I asked.

“Assassinate King Roderick, among other things.”

I gasped in surprised. “He wanted you to kill my father?” I was so livid I nearly missed the shock that registered across his face, but I didn’t have time for introductions. “King Moridan is the lowest form of pixie scum. It is so time to end this.” I moved to stand. 

“Wait a moment,” he said, reaching out and grabbing my hand. “You’re…you…King Roderick doesn’t have an heir. I don’t think.” He let go of my hand, looking a little lost. “Flaming hobgoblins, just how long have I been here?”

“Actually, I’m Princess Crystiana, the princess that was supposedly murdered. The one who just found out King Roderick is my biological father. Not Rodri.” I patted his shoulder like I would a confused child after delivering that bombshell. He gawked at me. “The short story is that my parents gave me to a human family when I was just a baby. Now I’m back, and we’re trying to get Oberon’s Scrolls so we can find the Diadem of Titania, and overthrow King Moridan.”

“Wait. What? Who’s we?”

I grimaced at the blood beginning to seep through my makeshift bandage. “I really don’t have time for this. I need you to rest here while I try to get the scrolls. I’ll come back once I’ve found them, and then we can figure out how to get out of here.”

“Come back? The scrolls? You can’t go into that vault.” A familiar, protective look gleamed in his eyes. Jareth got that look whenever I was about to do something insanely dangerous and stupid. “Do you have any idea what you’ll be up against in there? And what about the pixies?”

“I froze the pixies, I have no idea what I’ll be faced with in the vault, and yes, we need the scrolls, so I’ll come back and get you when I’m done.” I hurriedly stood. “See you on the flip side.”

“Flip side? Is that some sort of Fae spell I’ve never heard of?” He grabbed my ankle before I could move and halted my progress. I knew this guy hadn’t seen anyone in a while and was most likely starved for someone to talk to, but these delays were killing me.

I glared back at him, and he let go of my ankle while struggling to get to his feet. I sighed and reached back to help him stand. His cuts weren’t healing properly since the pixies were now frozen and couldn’t be of much use. At least they were shallow cuts, but still, they looked red and vicious. Who knew how much blood he’d already lost? Neither one of us were in killer shape here. He placed a protective arm around my shoulder and propelled us both forward.

“I’m going with you.”

I stared up at him like he was completely cray cray.

Because he was.

“You can’t come with me. You’re injured.”

“As are you, Princess.” He gestured to my bloody side.

Well, that was just great. I didn’t have much time before blood loss got the best of me, and I’d been wasting it chatting it up with this guy.

“I’ll not abandon you when you need me most. It would be most dishonorable, and my mother would never forgive me if I let anything happen to you. She was very good friends with Queen Insley.”

My jaw dropped in surprise.

“You’re Chantara’s son, Paio, aren’t you?” I asked.

His lips widened into a charming grin that would have torn at any woman’s heart.

“You’ve met her?”

“Met here? She’s here with us trying to find you, and…” I sighed heavily. “We don’t have time for this. Let’s just get what we need and get out of here so I can show Chantara that I found her long lost son…who has been gone for two years by the way.”

He sucked in a pained breath, but simply nodded as we moved forward.

“You’re right. There will be time for catching up later. Let’s do what you’ve all set out to accomplish.”

With that, we finally turned our attention to the middle of the room. A large, golden wardrobe stood in the center of a circle of light, shining from a skylight in the roof.

“A wardrobe? King Moridan has stashed his most prized possessions inside this dinky thing?”

“It is merely the entrance to the vault.”

“Entrance?” I gave the wardrobe a dubious look.

“Do you know how to open it?” We leaned on each other as we hobbled forward.

“With Moridan’s blood.”

“I don’t suppose you have any on you?”

“Not literally, but I can improvise.”

He shifted his stance so his weight was no longer on my shoulder. In fact his grip around my waist now seemed to be holding me up. When had that dynamic changed?

“I think you’d better start your improvisation then,” he said, taking a quick glance over his shoulder. 

I focused my magic on my wound and began scooping out droplets of blood just as I had done previously. The transformation spell took much longer to accomplish and much more from me. My breathing grew heavy as the blood within the magical bowl flared and bubbled before levitating into the air. With a flick of my wrist I sent it flying against the doors of the wardrobe. They immediately flung open without making a sound.

We stared at each other in amazement and then moved forward. Well, he moved forward and kind of had to drag me along since my strength was slowly ebbing away.

I stuck my head in, but all I saw was an empty wardrobe. I huffed in exasperation. “This is not my day.”

“Maybe if we walk into it, we’ll find a false wall.”

“That leads to where? This wardrobe is in the middle of the room. There’s nothing behind the thing except air.”

“Stop thinking like a human and look at this like a faerie.”

My eyebrows rose at this. “All righty then, C. S. Lewis. Find the entrance to Narnia for me.”

His brows drew together. “I don’t understand.”

“Said every faerie I’ve ever come in contact with.”

I heaved my body forward and stepped into the tunnel while Paio scrambled to keep me upright. Then I lifted my fist and brought it down, thinking if I knocked on the back of the wardrobe I might find a hollow wall with a tiny compartment that would magically open up with the scroll just waiting to be taken.

Instead of hitting the wall, my fist went right through it, and my momentum launched me forward with Paio fighting to hang onto my waist and keep us both upright at the same time. Bright sunlight warmed my skin and the scents of flowers and clean cut grass engulfed me. A few squawks from flustered birds who were disturbed at our sudden appearance gave way to other beautiful sounds such as the trickling of a stream to our left and the light fluttering of the wind through a grove of majestic looking trees at our front. The trees were placed in a circular pattern around an enormous patch of grass where various stone platforms were arranged throughout the grove. Large objects were suspended above each platform in a beam of golden light. I took a step toward the grove, and Paio remained glued to my side, keeping me upright as another wave of dizziness hit me.

“This is the vault?” I asked. I wheezed in a breath and let it out on a slow exhale. My eyes zeroed in on a sword with a golden hilt and several rubies placed along the base. “Nice sword.”

“I never thought I’d live to see The Sword of Excalibur in this place,” Paio said.

“Excalibur? As in King Arthur and Lancelot?”

“Merlin eventually brought it back to the Fae realm. Humans simply cannot be trusted with that kind of power.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “How about we avoid generalizations against an entire species. It’s not like absolute power hasn’t absolutely corrupted King Moridan.” 

He peered down at me and smiled. “Your point is a valid one, Princess.”

“Valid or not, we need to find the scrolls and get our faerie fannies outta here, providing we can get outta here.” Looking behind me, I breathed a sigh of relief to see an identical wardrobe with its doors open, just waiting for us to walk back through it. At least we weren’t stuck here.

We continued on, moving down a few yards of cobblestoned path leading directly to the grove, and then came a stop just as path met grass. Paio and I exchanged uneasy looks. I think we both worried we might trigger something not so wonderful once we crossed over the grass and into the grove. 

“Do you know exactly what these scrolls look like?” he asked.

“Is that supposed to be a trick question? They’re scrolls. You know? Ancient looking, rolled up paper with weird knobs on each end…” I trailed off at his amused look. “What?”

“The word scrolls is more of a title for Oberon’s extensive journal, an account of his history and his people in his own words, which is most likely the ramblings of a crazed lunatic if my mother’s account of things holds any merit, which it most certainly does.”

“Are you saying we’re looking for a book?”

“Well, I don’t see any scrolls suspended in the air around here. Do you?” He gestured toward the grove. There were at least twenty stone altars spread throughout the area, but we could see every item from here, and he was right. Not one of them looked like a scroll. In fact, most of the items were freaky looking. There was a huge, human-looking skull the size of a large exercise ball with major incisors that reminded me of a jaguar.

“Buddah’s head,” Paio said. “I had heard of its mystical powers, but there’s never been any reason to believe it was here.”

My mouth gaped wide in surprise. “Buddah did not look like that. His head is huge, and look at his teeth.”

“Shapeshifter. Most faeries believe that humans have no magical abilities, but there are some such as myself who believe humans to be incredible magic users. They’ve simply lost magical knowledge over the centuries. Buddah used his magical powers to achieve higher levels of existence, even reincarnation.” 

“Mind blown.” I continued to scan the items, noticing a worn flag of faded golds and greens, a simple silver goblet that I hoped wasn’t the Holy Grail, and a gold medallion adorned with rubies and diamonds. Finally, I saw a dark case made of shiny Onyx that looked to be the size of a large book. Was it possible the book was inside the case, and did it have to be at the very back of the grove? Granted, the peaceful sway of the branches in the breeze, the smell of freshly cut grass, and the sweetly chirping birds made for a picturesque setting straight out of a Disney movie, but I was getting a serious sense of foreboding here. I did not want to wade my way through these magical artifacts to grab this large case, especially if the trees decided to uproot themselves and use me for fertilizer.

I gestured toward the case with my free hand while my other one gripped Paio’s waist for support. “Does that look like a large diary to you?”

He gave my shoulder a reassuring squeeze and nodded. “Considering every other item around here looks like a weapon or a talisman, I’m inclined to say yes.”

“Fabulous. Then I suggest we meander on over there like two buddies out for a Sunday stroll, steal the case, and get our faerie butts out of here as fast as humanly possible.”

“It would be more expedient if we did it as fast as a faerie would.”

I grimaced in pain. It felt like my wound had just split open another inch. “You say tomato I say tomahto. We can argue human vs. faerie semantics later.” My legs gave out on me at that point, and Paio gently gathered me into his arms.

“We have to get you back to Prince Jareth or even Kheelan. It frustrates me that my powers for healing are so limited and you’re not going to last much longer.” His show of concern was both touching and alarming. I must have looked like death in motion at this point.

He carefully got to his knees and laid me on the path. I took in heaving gasps of air, trying to deal with the pain from shifting positions. He removed my blood soaked tunic and hissed in astonishment while a fresh gush of liquid life trickled down my side.

“This wound didn’t seem so terrible a few moments ago.”

“It used to be a tiny pinprick. I thought it was just an offensive spell that malfunctioned on me.” I coughed a little, cringing at the pain the movement caused.

“This was done by magic?” He appeared horrified at the thought. “That’s not good. These types of spells only get worse with time.  Hold this to the wound and keep pressure there. I will retrieve the case and then we must leave as quickly as possible. If we can get out of this vault and King Moridan’s room, I believe I can apparate us from the palace.”

I grabbed hold of his hand, shaking my head. “No!” Was that my voice? It sounded so weak. “Can’t leave without Jareth and my friends.”

“We have to heal you, and we don’t have time to free Jareth in order to do it. I know of a healer who can help you, but we must hurry if we’re to save your life.”

He stood before I could argue and sprinted into the grove. I turned my head and weakly raised myself on my elbow so I could monitor his progress. Dark spots invaded my vision. I blinked them away through sheer force of will and my own stubbornness. I was not passing out right now. 

Paio’s muscular frame was nearly halfway through the grove when the hairs along my arms rose in alarm. The wind died down, the trees lost all movement, and not a sound from the wildlife could be heard. It was as if nature itself had stopped to watch some gruesome sideshow unfold.

He stopped when he realized something was wrong, turning back to check on me. I weakly raised my hand to reassure him. That’s when I noticed the grass was swaying slowly back and forth, growing an inch or two in the process, dancing to a strange, silent rhythm.

“Paio,” I said. I tried to keep my voice low, tried to keep the panic from bleeding into it, but he looked just as alarmed as I felt. He broke into a run, heading for the case, nearly making it before a long stalk of grass shot up and wrapped itself around his wrist. He jerked his arm and broke free, but not before another shoot of thick grass shot up and wrapped around his waist. I watched in horror as parts of the foliage broke free between us and formed itself into the shape of an enormous scorpion.

A green, grassy, scorpion with a spear on the end of its tail, and man did that thing look lethal.

Flaming pixie dung.

I called on my core magic, trying to connect to the wispy threads, but my strength was gone and my control failed me. My core faded in and out of my mind’s eye as I tried to connect with it.

Not good.

I tried again as the scorpion scuttled toward Paio who had managed to grab Excalibur from its suspended state. The scorpion’s right claw swiped at his head, but he deftly maneuvered around it and swung the sword down, severing the large claw from its appendage. The creature let out a screech and stumbled back for a moment. Paio took advantage of his gain and lopped off the other claw while the scorpion retreated further. He took off then, reaching the case and hefting it under his other arm, but getting back to me wasn’t going to be so easy.

Not only had the scorpion’s claws reformed, but he’d called a few buddies out to help him. There were now three grassy scorpions blocking his path, tails raised, ready to strike.

I dug deep inside myself, deep inside that place where this princess took no survivors and refused to be that helpless damsel who watched while others died for her.

Summoning forth my Winter magic, I shot an enormous blast of air toward the stream. Sheets of liquid lifted into the air and swirled toward the creatures. The water hovered over them for a moment before descending in a heavy torrent. The scorpions let out disgruntled shrieks. I sent another hard blast of air and froze the coating of water over them, creating a layer of ice they wouldn’t be able to break free of anytime soon.

At least, that was the goal.

Paio didn’t waste time admiring my handiwork. He bolted past those things, sword and book in hand, and reached me just as a loud cracking sound could be heard.

We both turned our heads to see the scorpions break free from my spell, flipping around to face us. They were far enough away, we could make it back to the wardrobe so long as Paio grabbed me and we took off right then. I tried to lift my arms so he could carry me, but my limbs wouldn’t budge. I was frozen in place.

What the hell? A flick of my eyes at Paio made my stomach clench in fear. He couldn’t move either.

A loud clap of thunder echoed through the grove, and a figure grew from the ground right before the scorpions. The grassy body took humanoid form before completing its transformation into…King Moridan.

This had been a crap day. I hated this day.

His glittering black eyes held all the world’s malice within them, and I knew, I just knew there was no way I was making it out of here alive.

“Princess Crystiana, we meet again. I must say the sight of you covered in your own blood brings endless joy to my heart.”

I may have been frozen in place, but I was not going to concede defeat. Did this dude think he could intimidate me? I’d just frozen three scorpions in place. Nobody messed with me, and as soon as I figured out how to free myself, I was going to prove it.

“And you’re covered in grass,” I said. “Green is not your color.”

Moridan chuckled low, his eyes glinting with cruel intent.

He looked awful, and not just because the dude was evil incarnate. He actually looked as if he had aged a decade since the last time I saw him. His cheeks had hollowed, causing the bones to jut out. The dull shade of his skin and puffy flesh around his eyes made them appear sunken in. His hair hung in gnarled, grey strands down his back, pulled into an untidy ponytail. The rest of his frame appeared to have caved in on itself.

There was no doubt the king could still hurt me with his magic, but he didn’t look strong enough to physically lay a hand on me. Handling all that dark magic had taken its toll.

“I was hoping Jareth had kept you close to him. I hardly believed it when he said you were safe and sound under the protection of your father, King Roderick.” He let out a loud laugh. “Your parentage seems to have been called into question, my dear. Not that I care in the slightest. I’ll have you killed no matter who your father is.”

Since I couldn’t move, and my bleeding was only getting worse, I decided to try and buy us some time in the hopes that Paio’s reassuring look meant that he was working on getting us free.

“Your reasons for wanting me dead had to do with mine and Jareth’s fated mate bond, correct?”

“That was definitely part of it. Recent revelations have led to the discovery of the properties held in your blood, however, and now I have even more reason to want you dead.” he said.

I froze at that revelation. I’d been hoping if I shared mine and Jareth’s ability to create the fated mate bond then just maybe I’d be able to penetrate the insanity of Moridan’s mind and get him to see our bond as a blessing rather than a curse. Now he had more reason to eliminate me?

“Recent discoveries? You’ve never had access to my blood.”

King Moridan gave me a chilling smile and nodded to the wound at my side, then he held up a vial of blood, waving it in the air like this was some sick show and tell hour.

“Did you know that my Bloodletting Spell not only has the power to slowly bleed you dry, but also collects the liquid on my behalf? I’ve been studying your blood’s properties from the moment you received that wound, and I must tell you, the results are astounding.” Moridan strolled toward us slow and leisurely, confident we were going nowhere. “Your blood contains properties of more than one elemental magic, something I’ve never seen before, and I think it might be the very last piece to this troubling puzzle.”

I didn’t want to know, but I had to ask.

“What exactly do you think you can do with my blood?”

“Why, bring back my dearly departed wife, of course.”
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“You…my blood? You think my blood will bring your wife back?”

“Well, in all honesty, I’ll not know for certain until I cast a few spells, but the odds are very promising.” 

I stared at him in horror, feeling more trapped by his deadly gaze than the actual spell he’d cast on us.

He took another step forward, grabbed Excalibur from Paio’s stiff hand, and lifted the sword over the Merman’s head.

“Such a waste,” he said. “I had high hopes for you, but no matter. I’ll eventually find the crown myself.”

Crown? What crown? Was he talking about the diadem? Was it possible he’d found out what my mother had discovered so long ago? Why waste time with Paio when the answers were in the scrolls?

Then it hit me. Moridan did know where the stone and diadem were, and for some reason he thought Paio could aid him in retrieving them. How, I had no idea, but that meant we were now in a race against Moridan for something I’d previously believed he knew nothing about.

Awesome.

Just as he was about to bring the sword down, a golden beam of light shot past us and hit Moridan square in the chest, sending him crashing to the ground. His body jerked once and then fell still, completely unconscious. My limbs tingled as Moridan’s spell wore off, but I’d lost so much blood, I couldn’t take advantage of my freedom.

“Crysta!”

My eyes widened in surprise. The familiar tones of Jareth’s voice covered me in a warm blanket of reassurance. It took monumental effort on my part to turn my head and look at him as he and Kheelan rushed to my side with Chuck following close behind them. My sweet dragon immediately flew to me, squawking in outrage when he saw the blood pooling beneath me. He breathed some magic on my face, but it did little to boost my energy. I think I was just too far gone.

“Paio?” Jareth exclaimed, stopping short as he realized who stood above me. He looked at Chantara’s son in astonishment. “I can’t believe we actually found you. We were unclear whether or not you were still alive.”

“No time for explanations,” Paio said, gesturing to my wound. “A Bloodletting Spell, Prince. She’ll not make it out of the palace if she isn’t healed soon.”

Jareth dropped to his knees on one side of me while Kheelan knelt on my right, propping me up so his brother could study my wound.

“Keep an eye on the king, and make sure he remains unconscious,” Jareth said.

Paio moved to stand closer to the king, hovering over him like an obedient watch dog. I wouldn’t have blamed him for taking a few quick stabs at Moridan with Excalibur. After everything he’d been through, the urge would be very tempting.

Jareth studied the wound for a moment. His expression wasn’t at all comforting. His beautiful eyes softened as they met mine, filling with love as he stroked my cheek.

“Why didn’t you return to your father?” he asked.

“And leave you boys to have all the fun? Doesn’t exactly sound like the queenly thing to do.” I coughed up a sticky substance that tasted a bit coppery.

Well, that was a bad sign.

Jareth took my hands in his and kissed them, but his own hands trembled. “Kheelan, I’ll need your help with this.”

Kheelan nodded. “You have it. You know I’ll never let Crysta die.”

Chuck kept blowing his magic breath across my face and neck, mixing it with a bit of steam to send warm tingles through my body. As my pain started to ease, I realized Chuck had administered a magical dragon dose of something similar to morphine.

What a sweetheart.

Jareth remained at my front as I leaned into Kheelan at my back. He placed his hands on my chest while Kheelan placed his hands near the wound. I saw spots for a few moments as the words they chanted sent painful surges of magic throughout my system. Beads of sweat broke out across Jareth’s face, but his blue eyes never left mine, holding me in their warm depths and giving me all the reassurance I needed. I’d found Jareth, or rather, Jareth had found me.

We had the scrolls—thank every god known to man and faerie, we’d actually succeeded in getting the scrolls. Terise, Lily, and I had invaded the castle with very little to go on. Winging it in a way we had never intended, and the fact that I’d managed to get this far, find the scrolls, and even Chantara’s son in the process was absolutely monumental to me. It was a damn shame I was too injured to celebrate.

Still, if I could do this, then with the help of my friends, I could do anything. We could do anything. We would find Grizelda and the rest of our friends and get out of here with the scrolls intact. Everything would work out just fine. 

“Kheelan,” Jareth gasped. “Are you experiencing the same problem I am?”

I trained my bleary eyes on Jareth, noticing his pinched features as he desperately tried to heal me.

“This is a particularly nasty version. Not the normal layout. I think we’ll only have time for a partial healing to stop the bleeding, but closing up the wound will be difficult. We need to analyze the structure of the spell, but that will take some time, and we have to get Crysta and the rest of our group out of here.”

Jareth nodded. “We cauterize it to the best of our abilities and then we move.”

“Agreed.”

“Cauterize?” I coughed up more blood. “Is there…any chance you can knock me out before you do that?”

A searing sensation stole my breath away, and for a moment I couldn’t make a single sound. Then I was making all sorts of sounds. Shrieks and moans I’d never heard before were escaping my lips. A cold sweat formed along my skin and my body shook from the effort it took to remain conscious.

“It’s not working,” Jareth said, fatigue weighing down his words. He grabbed my hand looking miserable as he watched me struggle through my own agony. “By the gods, I feel so helpless. We have to do something. I can’t stand to see her like this.”

“Why isn’t this working?” Kheelan said in frustration.

“Why haven’t any of our spells functioned properly lately, Kheelan? Because of this tainted link you created. We can’t help her or heal her because our magic is malfunctioning.”

Chuck did his best to manage my pain, but he must have panicked a bit because his throaty roar, followed by a blast of fire caused Jareth to retreat a few feet. He looked at Chuck in amazement as my dragon crawled to my other side and began licking the bloody wound. The pain slowly receded as the wound knit together. I let out choppy breaths.

“What did you do, big guy?” I asked.

“He’s sealed the wound,” Paio said in awe. “Dragon saliva has healing properties. I should have thought of this sooner.”

“It will heal me?”

“I’m not sure, Crysta. This spell is mutated, tainted with my father’s evil,” Jareth said. He leaned forward and gathered me into his arms, lifting me in a cradle hold as Chuck quickly landed on my chest and burrowed his head under my chin. He let out a relieved sigh that made me smile. “We’ll have to reassess once we’re in a safe place.”

“The king is waking,” Paio said. “I think it’s time that we depart.” He handed the case to Kheelan. “I believe this is what you folks came for. The scrolls?”

Kheelan gave him a grateful nod and then we were on the move.

“We leave now. The dungeons are our next stop,” Jareth said.

“My mother?” Paio asked.

“She hasn’t been found yet. She was able to break away from our group before the guards arrived.” Jareth walked through the wardrobe with Kheelan and Paio right behind us. I was in and out of consciousness as we made our way through the tunnel though I distinctly remember Jareth referencing my handiwork in regards to the pixies and Kheelan and Paio chuckling about it.

By the time we made it out of Moridan’s quarters, I was starting to feel much better, though a bit sore and stiff from my injury. We made it to the large hallway and started for the staircase, but were stopped short by a row of five guards with a young man similar to Jareth and Kheelan in height and build.

“Evan, don’t get involved in this,” Kheelan warned.

Evan gave Kheelan a frustrated look.

“You two can’t be serious. Father puts you in my custody without any explanation, and then you knock me and my guards out and  take off after—” He stopped abruptly once his eyes finally took me in. “Is that Crystiana?”

“Yes,” Jareth said. “Evan, we don’t have time for this. I already explained everything to you, gave you a chance to cooperate and be on the right side of this. We have to get out of here.”

Evan shook his head, still staring at me in wonder.

“Even if it is true and she’s your fated mate…he is still our father. Father would never poison our realm. He would never put so many Fae at risk.”

“He has, Evan. He already has. He’s done that and more.” Kheelan slowly approached his brother and laid a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll not ask you to join us. It’s too much of a burden to be placed upon you, but we do ask that you not interfere in our plans. You know father hasn’t been the same since mother died. You know this.”

Evan’s troubled gaze went from Kheelan to Jareth and back before finally landing on me.

“Please, Evan,” I whispered, my voice weak and strained.

Something must have struck a chord. Maybe it was my pitiful condition or my pathetic plea, but Evan slowly nodded and stepped to the side, motioning for the guards to move back.

“You’ll have to spell them to forget,” Jareth said.

“These men are loyal to me,” Evan said. “They will tell no one. Your friends are being held in the dungeons on level two. You better get to them quickly. Interrogations have already started.”

Jareth stepped up to Evan and nodded his thanks. I placed a shaky hand on Evan’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

He grabbed my hand and kissed it, giving me a kind smile. “Anything for my future sister-in-law.”

I smiled and squeezed his hand, then we were moving quickly down the hallway, navigating twists and turns and dealing with errant guards as they came our way.

It was a bit disturbing how easy it was for Jareth and Kheelan to flick a wrist and send guards sprawling in different directions. Even more disturbing was when their magic malfunctioned and they turned guards into giant toads or sent one levitating upside down, pinned against the wall.

“This is beginning to grate,” Kheelan said after attempting to cast a sleeping spell only to leave the guard rolling helplessly on the floor with a case of uncontrollable laughter.

“Not the outcome you intended, but still effective in my opinion,” Paio said.

“You’re going to fix this, Kheelan.” Jareth could barely get the words out, he was so furious. “This lack of control over our magic isn’t something we can afford and has already placed Crysta at risk, not to mention completely destroying this mission.”

“Yes, yes, lecturing and chastisements can be doled out later. Can we please just focus on our escape?”

“Speaking of escape, how did you two escape, and then how did you find me?” I asked

“Chuck found you,” Jareth said with a soft laugh as we hurried down the longest hallway in existence. “He will always know how to find you. You share a familial bond with him. He can find you anywhere. As far as escaping goes, father assumed his guards and some of my brothers would be enough to hold Kheelan and me.” He snorted in derision. “That fool has always underestimated his own offspring. He’s also underestimated just how much his family and people have begun to lose faith in him. It wasn’t hard to overpower the guards or Evan, and I don’t believe my brother truly wanted to detain us. He knows what we’ve all known for quite some time. Father is insane, and it’s time to put an end to his tyrannical reign.”

We reached the stairs after a few more minutes.

“Don’t forget the combination,” Jareth said.

“What combination?” Paio said just as he caught up to us and took a few steps down the stairs.

“Paio, wait!” Kheelan flung his arms out to pull him back, but it was too late. The stairs disappeared into a black void and Paio descended faster than I could blink.

“Flaming pixie dung,” Kheelan said before being jerked forward. 

A force like that of a tractor beam pulled on Jareth and me in a way that was impossible to fight. It didn’t matter that we hadn’t activated the spell or that we were at the top of the staircase. We were sucked into that black void without any way of counteracting the gravity dragging us under.

“Brace yourselves,” Jareth said.

He held me tight as we were yanked into the dark pit below. I clung to Jareth, feeling that this was quite possibly the worst position for us to be in as far as prepping for rough landings went. Chuck let out a yelp and clung to me as the air whipped past us. My stomach rose to my throat and nauseating butterflies threatened to send me into a paroxysm of dry heaves. Then our descent began to slow. A tingling sensation covered my body as our speed dramatically decreased until Jareth landed lightly on the ground, still holding me close against his chest.

I hugged Jareth close and gave him a grateful kiss on the cheek. “That spell was quick thinking. We’re lucky it worked,” I said.

Kheelan shook his head, already waiting on us. In the dim lighting, I could barely make out he and Paio. “Not luck. That spell was already put in place by Moridan. Father doesn’t want intruders dead before the real horrors begin.” He gave me a sarcastic smile.

“Your father is one sick faerie.”

“Agreed.”

I cast my eyes about the enormous cavern and then looked up. The small light from above was at least forty feet high. We would have been seriously injured falling from that height. I still wasn’t sure what our immortality did for us when faced with injuries like that. Something I’d need to ask about at another time. The opening above us was already closing up, and soon the only light left in the cavern came from torches placed along the walls.

From what I could tell, based on the placement of the torches, the cavern was circular, the circumference easily capable of fitting a football field or two within it. The torches were in groupings of two, hanging above different openings that led to, you guessed it, more tunnels.

Always tunnels.

The lack of variety in this realm was unsettling.

“Now what?” Paio asked. “Where exactly are we now?”

“This is the central hub of the dungeons. Various tunnels will take you to different levels of this depressing place, all harboring warded cells where every type of faerie imaginable is housed,” Kheelan said.

“Evan told us our friends were on level two. I wonder if Terise and Lily were able to find this place,” I said as my worry for them took on a whole new level of meaning. This place was a damn maze. If they’d actually managed to make it to the dungeons, I wasn’t sure how they would locate Graul and Cedric in this mess or how we would locate them. Our only hope would be using Graul to contact Lily, but maybe Graul had finally woken up and Lily was able to make contact with him.

“Terise and Lily are here too?”

Uh oh. Jareth’s thunderous expression let me know he couldn’t fathom what I’d been thinking. “It’s bad enough you came here, but Terise and Lily will be eaten alive in this place.”

I kicked my legs so he would let me down and shrugged Chuck off. I still felt a little weak, but I figured I could stand on my own two feet at this point, especially if I was going to get into an argument.

“We all had someone to look for in here,” I said. “They weren’t going to leave without their men.”

“Cedric does not belong to Terise.” Kheelan’s anger over who Terise came to the palace to help was so laughable.

I stepped forward and got in his face. “You’re the one who refuses to claim her. You don’t like her interest in Cedric then be the faerie she deserves. Win her back.”

His eyes widened in surprise. “I don’t want her back. I never truly had her to begin with.”

“That is the biggest load of pixie dung I have ever—”

“Quiet,” Paio said.

We all turned to him in surprise as he glanced around the cavern with an uneasy expression on his face. Chuck flew to my shoulder, digging his claws into my skin and hissing, his ears and tail at attention. At first I couldn’t hear anything other than our own breathing. Then a loud scraping noise echoed from a tunnel directly across from us. A hairy animal the size of a wolf materialized through the tunnel opening, growling and snarling at us in warning.

“We all need to retreat very slowly,” Jareth said. “Don’t turn your back on him, but don’t make eye contact either or he will consider it a challenge and shift.”

“Shift?” I kept my voice low and my breathing shallow, but my eyes refused to cooperate, seeking out the gaze of this new menace as if drawn to it like a moth to a flame…and there were actual flames, in his pupils that is. The red flames flickering within those dark orbs held me mesmerized for a moment before the creature threw its head back and howled, an agonized keening that reached into the deepest recesses of my magic and tugged at my core. Within moments the animal loped forward and shifted, growing in size and shape until a beast the size of an enormous mountain troll towered above us, gazing down at our group with hackles raised and fangs on full display.

His body was that of a wolf’s but the face was full blown dragon with a long, beaked jaw, slanted nostrils and green ridges along its fire red cheeks and brows. Dark red shards stuck out from around its neck, looking like a spiked collar of bones. The spikes also lined his back right along the spine. Steam rose from his nostrils and lips as he snorted at us and then let out a monstrous roar that shook the ground and rained down dirt and debris from above.

This wolf was seriously pissed.

“I had no idea your father had a Cù-Sith,” Paio said in morbid fascination. “This complicates things a bit.”

“What’s a Cù-Sith?” I asked.

“Remember the guard dog we discussed at Lady Fahleen’s?” Jareth jerked his chin toward the massive beast as he slowly maneuver his way in front of me. “Cù-Siths are harbingers of death, capable of taking souls to the afterlife, but my father has somehow managed to coerce this one into guarding his dungeons for him. All those who die here are souls the Cù-Sith can reap to feed from, consuming their life energy.”

“That makes little sense. These creatures work for no one,” Paio said, looking a bit perplexed. “They hold an affinity with the Underworld, acting as liaisons between the Fae realm and the realm of the dead.”

“Maybe the never-ending food supply was too good to give up.”

The large beast took an ominous step forward and snarled at Jareth. Red saliva from its fangs dripped to the floor, sizzling as it made direct contact.

“Be sure not to let it lick you,” Kheelan said.

Chuck bleated out a warning, his angry snarls sounded more like a trumpeted call to arms. The Cù-Sith responded with its own garbled language that resembled the grating of a rock slide rumbling down a mountainous path.

I sighed in frustration, never taking my gaze off the fiery flames of its eyes. We did not have time for this. Moridan would find us at any moment, I had no idea if Rhoswen had managed to get free from her smelly prison, and Graul and Cedric were most likely being tortured in agonizing and horrific ways. We had to get to them and find the rest of our group.

“Kheelan, I’m going to keep this thing distracted with a few spells. I need you to take Paio and Crysta and get to level two while I distract our hairy friend,” Jareth said.

Paio was in between me and Kheelan, and Jareth had somehow managed to position himself in front of all of us. Kheelan flicked his gaze to me and motioned me over to him with his chin, using small movements so as not to spook the guard dog.

“Not leaving you,” I said. I was not about to turn tail and run, leaving Jareth to fend off this thing.

“Don’t be so stubborn,” Jareth said as Kheelan let out a soft groan. I noticed Paio giving me a smile, probably thinking my resistance was cute for an inexperienced faerie princess.

Whatever.

“It is imperative we get you out of the castle, Crysta. You are the one who will most assuredly be killed if captured by my father.”

“Maybe Paio should be the one to take her through the tunnel,” Kheelan said. “This beast will be tricky to manage.”

Said beast growled again and took another step forward. Its eyes continued to bore directly into mine, pulling at my core in a way that I’d never felt before.

“Why hasn’t it attacked us yet?” Paio asked.

“It’s trained to chase. Once we make the first move, the chase will be on.”

I tuned everyone out after that. The pull on my core was becoming too much for me. It almost felt as if the creature was attempting to connect with me, but I fought it to the best of my ability. My refusal to let him in only angered him, giving him an emotional burst of power that jabbed at my defenses. My rejection pained this creature. Jolts of sadness burst through the magical barrier I had erected, sucking me into that connection despite my mental protests. I was pulled into his mind, seeing this stand-off from his perspective and realizing it was speaking to us, begging us to understand its pain and suffering, begging us to rid it of the madness overtaking his senses, but it couldn’t communicate or refuse the command of his master to chase us should we decide to flee.

I came back to myself like the snap of an elastic band against skin, the impact stinging along my nerves and agitating my magic. 

Something must have been decided while I was communing with the creature because Paio suddenly dove for me without warning while Kheelan and Jareth both initiated a defensive spell that sent the creature flying backward in a blaze of golden light. Paio had my arm and was pulling me forward toward the tunnel beyond the Cù-Sith, the exact tunnel the creature had come from. We both stumbled to the floor as he let out a loud roar and sent a blast of fire toward Jareth and Kheelan. The heat from the blast seared my back a bit, but Paio had me up and running with him, past the beasts large hairy legs.

We dodged his barbed tail, but my aching wound drained my energy. My lungs, chest, and side burned with the exertion as we got nearer to the tunnel entrance. Amid the chaos it finally dawned on me that I was doing exactly the opposite of what I’d wanted to do. I was completely disregarding the insight this beautiful creature had gifted me, and I wasn’t about to run away from my responsibilities when it came to saving the tortured Cù-Sith. I didn’t want to run, leaving Jareth and Kheelan behind to fight, and now that I had been in the mind of this creature, I definitely didn’t want them to kill it. I jerked to a stop just outside the entrance and doubled back. Paio yelled out a warning, calling me back, but I had to tune him out. 

The creature’s large tail slammed down next to me, its pointed barbs at the end driving into my leg. I stumbled to the ground, writhing in pain as one barb broke away and remained embedded in my thigh. A burning sensation crept along my skin, but I ignored it and stood, limping as fast as I could toward its right leg where a large, black manacle was locked around its ankle. 

“Crysta, stop. Stop!” Jareth shouted as he continued to shoot golden magic at the Cù-Sith.

I ignored him. I ignored everyone. I just focused on the source of this creature’s enormous pain, ripped the long, spindly barb from my thigh, screamed like a stuck pixie, and kept running. I dove to my knees, lifted the spike high above my head, and jabbed it into the shackle. Calling forth all my core magic, I sent it spilling through the spike and down into the metal, shouting, “Reseranda,” as loud as I possibly could.

My adrenaline kicked in, helping me to draw on the bond with Jareth and Kheelan as well. Their power coupled with mine, shattered the steel anklet and blew me backward onto my side, knocking the air from my lungs as the force of all that power collided with the power of the spelled shackle and exploded in a shower of gold and black sparks.

I collapsed onto my back, pain searing every inch of my body. I could barely move my leg, the numbness beginning to spread up my thigh. Shouts from every direction echoed around the cavern, but Chuck was there almost immediately, licking and healing wounds I probably didn’t even know I had at that point. I was jolted by a large, furry paw gently landing on my shoulder. I looked up to see the fiery gaze of the Cù-Sith, only it was the size of a dog now and didn’t look nearly as pissed off as it had before.

Its scaly face bent low, the hard beak nuzzling under my chin and licking it before sitting on its haunches and then lowering itself to the ground. Chuck gave him an annoyed hiss to which the Cù-Sith responded with a cooing sound that seemed to satisfy my dragon.

“Crysta, hold perfectly still.” Jareth said as he and Kheelan slowly approached the creature. I checked Kheelan’s hands, sighing in relief to see the huge, black case being cradled in one arm.

We’d come too far to lose the scrolls.

“You need not fear for her safety any longer,” Paio said, letting out a low chuckle as he came to stand just at my head. “She has managed to tame the beast.” 

Jareth carefully circled around, never keeping his eyes off the wolf who gave him a lazy sniff before rubbing the side if its horned beak into my ribs. I noticed the spikes along its neck and arms were now laying flat against its fur. Interesting.

He got behind me and sat down, lifting my head into his lap, but never taking his eyes off the wolf. Kheelan came closer but remained on his guard.

“I don’t understand what is happening. What did she do?” Kheelan asked.

“She is right here,” I said in annoyance. “I just freed it. Your dad had it magically bound to him through a debt spell of some sort.” I carefully wrapped an arm around the Cù-Sith’s neck, trying to avoid getting pricked by the spikes, but I didn’t have any reason to worry. The spikes curled up on themselves as the creature snuggled further into me. I felt waves of gratitude seep into my aura as he continued to snuggle me.

“He cast a debt spell on another faerie? I don’t know why anything about my father’s behavior surprises me anymore,” Jareth said. “How did you know he was a slave? How did you know to free him?”

“He connected to me. He showed me. I just had to use enough magic to counteract the spelled steel around his ankle.”

Jareth and Kheelan shared looks of shock and amazement while Paio looked on in fascination as if I was the most astounding creature he had ever before encountered.

“The princess is capable of telepathy on some level. The Cù-Sith couldn’t have breached her mind and spoken to her otherwise,” Paio said.

“Telepathy?” I asked.

That was new.

“You just can’t help yourself, can you? Always such the overachiever.” I smiled up at Jareth’s wide grin.

“You seem to be adept at charming Fae Dragons of any race,” Kheelan said. “How delightfully you, Crysta.”

I laughed at that, and then the rest of the group joined in. I think we needed to let off a little steam, a little built up tension, and as we shared our relief, Chuck and my new wolfy friend cuddled a little closer.

“How does your side feel now, Crysta?” Jareth asked.

“Much better.” I gingerly sat up, rubbing my wolf under his chin when he made a disgruntled noise at being moved. “I don’t think we’ll run into anymore interference by our new ally here. Let’s go help Graul and Cedric.”

[image:  ]

 

 

We ran into a few guards before we were even ten yards into the tunnel. Kheelan easily dispatched them in ways I doubt he ever intended, but we didn’t have time to wonder how else he and Jareth’s magic would misbehave. Jareth had a firm hold on my hand as we followed Paio and Kheelan at a run down the tunnel. I had no idea where we were going but trusted the guys to lead us to the right cell. My sweet wolf had gone his own way, no doubt knowing exactly how to get out of the dungeons and back home to his own race of faerie. I wished him luck and hoped he never had the misfortune of setting foot in King Moridan’s dungeons again.

I just wasn’t prepared for what I would see once we finally descended to level two. There were rows upon rows of cells barred with iron and filled with faeries of every race imaginable and some I couldn’t have possibly imagined.

“How are we ever going to locate them in this?” I asked.

“They won’t be in any of these cells if they’re being interrogated,” Jareth said. I didn’t like the grim look on his face. Just the thought of anyone laying a hand on Graul and Cedric made my gut twist with worry.

We continued on, past the moaning and groaning of faeries who held up their hands in supplication, pleading to be released from their imprisonment. We passed a cell with a few humans in them. One girl looked to be no older than I was, holding a small baby to her breast. She gazed at me with dead eyes, not even bothering to plead for help. I think that’s what caught my attention and chilled me to the core. Her entire demeanor screamed hopelessness and defeat. She didn’t call out or beg, just wearily watched us as we quickly ran past.

But I wouldn’t forget her. I wouldn’t forget any of them.

A few more turns, a few more cells, and then we came to a level where nothing but anguished cries could be heard. The tangy smell of blood permeated the air. The cavern we entered looked like a gruesome scene you might encounter in a haunted house. Torture devices were scattered around the room, operated by guards who seemed just as bloodthirsty as Moridan. There were several different interrogations and torture sessions going on at once, but my eyes were immediately drawn to Cedric who was chained against a wall, being repeatedly whipped by what looked like thin, iron threads attached to a handle. Graul lay at his feet looking broken and bleeding profusely from his back. I couldn’t tell if he was dead or alive.

And then I saw Lily, on the floor next to Graul, lying in a pool of her own blood. I stared at her light colored hair tinged with red and the way her legs were bent at awkward angles and could hardly process the scene. It broke me a bit. My friend. My Lily. Someone so sweet and kind, someone so brave and selfless, lying there on her stomach with her hand resting on Graul’s chest.

The rage I felt at the carnage unfolding before me, the inhumanity of it all, the unnecessary pain being inflicted on so many faeries, and the loss of two people who meant the world to me filled me with a burning sense of indignation, a rage so profound I was shaking from my very core. I thought about all the times I’d been victimized, all the times I’d been helpless and alone, taken advantage of by others simply because they were bigger than me, stronger than me, held more power over me, and used that power in the wickedest of ways.

I channeled those bitter emotions, that indignation on behalf of myself and every victim in that room. I dug deep within my core, and through sheer force of will yanked on Kheelan and Jareth’s power, tripling the intensity of my will and hurling it forward with my intent. Every guard in that room met the wrath of my righteous indignation. Not a single one escaped it as I screeched out my fury and pain, encasing their bodies in blocks of ice and cutting off their air supply as an added measure of punishment before lifting my hands high in the air and slamming them together.

The blocks of ice compacted in on themselves crushing the guards in thin sheets of ice. I slammed my hands to the ground and the ice shattered, completely destroying my enemies in the process.

I found myself on my knees breathing hard with tears streaming down my face, shaking and dizzy from all of that channeled power, and I knew I’d just done something I’d never be able to take back.

And I didn’t care one bit.

I could have sat there and lied to myself, told myself that I would be sorry for the loss of life I’d just caused, but staring at Graul’s broken body, Lily’s unresponsive figure, and Cedric’s bloody back merely confirmed what I think I’d always known about myself: I would do anything I had to in order to protect the people I loved.

And I would show no mercy.

A steady ringing sound blocked my hearing. Jareth and Kheelan were trying to talk to me as they helped me to my feet, their looks of concern were only broken up by the trepidation I saw in their eyes when they looked at each other, communicating something I could easily interpret. It was the same look of fear my foster fathers wore whenever I froze their hearts. They’d never seen me do anything like this before, and I think it scared them a bit. Neither one knew exactly what to make of me.

Kheelan and Paio rushed ahead while Jareth allowed me to lean on him for support. He gave that up and swept me in his arms when my knees gave out. He kept trying to talk to me, but I couldn’t focus on anything but Graul and Lily, holding each other, broken and bleeding and most likely dead.

Kheelan got to them first, set the scrolls next to Lily, and immediately scooped her into his arms. He gently turned her over and went to work on her, but the bloody hole in her chest didn’t give me much hope.

“Come on, Lily. You need to give me something,” he said as he wrapped his arms around her and began chanting. A warm glow heated her skin, but his eyes held a hopelessness that was contagious.

Paio was already unchaining Cedric who he gently lowered to the ground. He was conscious, but looked to be in a world of pain. Jareth set me down next to Graul and began to work on his body. I grabbed Graul’s head and rubbed my fingers along his cold, leathery skin.

“Graul, you’ve got to fight for me,” I said as Jareth checked his pulse and began healing him.

“He’s only unconscious,” Jareth said in relief. “His wounds are bad. I just need time to heal him.”

“Where is Terise?” Kheelan asked. He continued to work on Lily, but there was still no response from her. 

Cedric shook his head. “Never saw her. Lily was dropped in here the minute we were. They wanted Graul to watch everything they did to her.” He swallowed hard. “He about lost his mind fighting to get to her.”

“And my mother?” Paio asked.

“I’m assuming you mean Chantara. She disappeared the minute we were arrested. I hope for her sake she has already apparated from here.”

“Can we do that now from these dungeons?”

“It will sound an alarm, but I think that’s a moot point. Jareth and I can easily apparate from here, but we’re not leaving without Terise,” Kheelan said.

“Absolutely not,” Cedric agreed. “But we have to get Lily and Graul out if they are to receive the medical attention they need, and I’m assuming that black box is what we came for?” He nodded at the scrolls next to Lily. “We have to get that out of here as well or all of this is for nothing.”

I was about to suggest Kheelan take the scrolls, Lily, Graul, and Paio and apparate to my father’s palace when a dark figure appeared out of nowhere right in the middle of our little room of horrors.

“I’m a little upset that you managed to free my guard dog,” King Moridan said, a twisted smile messing up his already drawn features.

Kheelan gently set Lily down and went to stand in front of the group.

“Father, I’m going to plead with you one last time. Abandon this madness. You’re ruining the lives of your family, your friends, and the faeries who have sworn fealty to you.”

Moridan’s eyes grew dark with anger as he took in his son.

“Your mother was murdered by one of them, by Crysta’s very own flesh and blood, and yet you harbor feelings for her.”

“You don’t know that for sure,” Jareth said. “No one knows who was responsible for Mother’s death. You must let this go.”

He shook his head and let out a maniacal laugh.

“Let your mother go? Give up on her? Do you think she would have given up on you or me?”

Kheelan took another step closer, holding up his hands in supplication. “Father, do you truly believe Mother would have wanted you to hold onto her like this? She never would have wanted you to turn to Dark Magic.”

Moridan glared at me for a moment as if I had something to do with turning his sons against him before his crazed gaze focused in on Kheelan.

“You know what, son?” He lifted his hand in the air, a big ball of black threads dancing along his palm. “I think you’re in need of a little time out. Maybe a nap would do you some good.”

Without warning, King Moridan threw his hand forward, shouting, “Somnum mortis” and sent the dark threads flying just as Terise came charging from the entrance to a completely different tunnel and threw herself in front of Kheelan.

The whole slow motion thing is something I hate in movies, but I swear it felt like I was in some kind of time warp, incapable of preventing what was about to happen as Terise shot out her own Winter magic, freezing Moridan in place right before the dark threads of his magic barreled into her core. The impact threw her back into Kheelan’s arms and they went down hard.

I didn’t think I would ever forget that moment, watching Kheelan struggle to a sitting position with Terise in his arms, finally taking a look at the damage his father had done to his fated mate.

That agonized look in his eyes as he watched the dark threads cover her body and embed themselves into her flesh tore at my own heart. I just couldn’t process it. Any of it. Lily and Graul were on death’s door or possibly dead, Terise had just been cursed by Moridan’s twisted magic, we had no idea where Chantara was, and Moridan was breaking free of what little magic Terise was able to wield.

It was enough magic though. That beautiful Land Dweller had bought us all the time we needed to get out of there as fast as possible.

“Jareth, you hold on to me Lily, and Graul. Kheelan, you’re in charge of Terise, Cedric, and Paio. Grab those damn scrolls. We’re apparating out of here now,” I shouted. Chuck clung to me as Jareth grabbed hold of his charges.

“What about my mother?” Paio said in a panic just before Cedric scooped up the scrolls and grabbed hold of Paio and Kheelan. Kheelan clung to Terise, closed his eyes, and then apparated them out of there.

I breathed a heavy sigh of relief, knowing we had the scrolls and half the people I loved had managed to escape. Jareth and I didn’t waste any time following suit. We knelt down and grabbed Graul’s hand while I grabbed Lily’s. Then we clasped each other’s hands and held on tight.

“I love you,” I said. I don’t know why I decided to blurt that out at that particular moment, but he needed to know. I had to say it to him.

“You are my heart,” he replied.

My watery smile matched his as he closed his eyes and apparated us out of there.

Except…I didn’t go with him.

I didn’t apparate.

I simply watched as the rest of my loved ones disappeared right before my eyes, leaving me all alone in a torture chamber with the most vile being of all the nine realms.

I jumped to my feet and turned around in a circle, frantically trying to figure out why everyone in my group had managed to make it out of here except for me. A low chuckle from behind sent a terrible chill down my spine. I spun around to face the cruel glare of King Moridan, holding up that same vial of blood he’d shown me earlier.

“I suppose you thought you’d be able to apparate from my castle with the help of my sons.” His chuckle was low and menacing.

“What have you done?” Fear and trepidation made my voice quiver.

“Blood is a powerful thing. Definitely not something you want to hand over to your enemies. As long as I have your blood, my dear Crysta, I have you. I can summon you from anywhere, keep you for as long as I wish, and force you to do things you would never dream of doing.”

 I stared at him in horror as it dawned on me just how screwed I was. As long as he had my blood, I was his prisoner, and there was nothing I could do about it.

“What do you want from me?”

He walked right up to me and gently laid his pointer finger on my forehead.

“What I eventually want from you is my lovely wife back, but for now, I’d like to hear you scream.”

Excruciating pain burst behind my eyes, filling my head and boiling my blood from the inside out. There was no fighting it, no way to stubbornly deny what King Moridan demanded. He wanted to hear my screams and I let him.

I screamed until my voice went hoarse.

And then I screamed some more.
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“Where is she? How can she not be here?” I asked, searching the grounds, feeling the familiar stirrings of panic crawl up my chest and seize my core. It was something I’d never get used to, and I’d never felt it more often than I had in the last few months of finding Crysta.

“Was she holding your hand when you apparated?” Kheelan asked. He gently set Terise on the floor of King Roderick’s courtyard. The both of us completely ignored the urgent cries of the guards.

He grabbed my shoulders and shook me. “Weren’t you holding onto her?” he repeated as his voice rose higher in pitch.

“Yes,” I said. “I had her hand in mine. We were staring right at each other, but she failed to apparate with us.”

I’d left her behind. Never in all my years of apparating had I ever left someone behind like this. It wasn’t possible. I paced back and forth, knowing that we had to get Graul, Lily, and Terise help, but feeling utterly unable to form any kind of plan with the knowledge that my fated mate had been left behind to suffer the wrath of my murderous, vindictive father.

And there was no way I could apparate back in to retrieve her.

Roderick was suddenly at my side with Kheelan bringing him up to date.

“Did he get her blood somehow? Is there a chance he has bound her to the Court through her own blood?” Roderick asked.

“The Bloodletting Spell,” Paio said, coming to stand next to us. “He showed us a vial of it right before you two came to rescue us. He has her blood, Jareth.”

My heart went cold inside as Kheelan and I stared at each other in horror.

“I’m going back to get her,” I said.

“I’m coming with you.” Kheelan grabbed my arm, but I shrugged him off.

“I need you here. Tend to our friends and figure out where the pieces of the diadem are. That’s our next step at beating our father once and for all. You must have that ready for us by the time I bring Crysta back.”

“I can’t stay here and worry about Crysta. I need to go with you.”

“No!” I stared at Kheelan in utter disbelief. After everything we had been through, he still didn’t understand where his duty lay. “Terise just sacrificed herself for you. She selflessly dove in front of you and took a sleeping curse in your stead. Does that mean nothing to you?”

Kheelan looked miserable, glancing at Terise with a horrible guilt shadowing his features. I couldn’t fathom his hesitation, the feelings he warred with, whatever it was to make him turn his back on his fated mate over and over again. How was it possible for any faerie to be so heartless?

I had to believe he wasn’t, but how was I to interpret his behavior? He loved and cared for Crysta, but he wanted to run, run far away from the feelings Terise made him feel, and I’d never understand that sort of madness. I glanced at Cedric who was kneeling down next to my brother’s fated mate, holding her in his arms, doing the job Kheelan should have been doing, expressing the devastation and anger Kheelan should have been expressing, and Kheelan knew it.

He knew it.

Cedric deserved Terise far more than Terise’s current fated mate.

We all knew it.

And maybe that was part of the reason he’d given up without even trying.

As Roderick directed his servants and healers toward Lily and Graul, I pulled my brother to the side and forced him to look at me.

“If you don’t fight for Terise you’ll lose her forever. This is no longer about sibling rivalry, or who gets Crysta in the end. This isn’t some sick game where you win because you feel entitled. If you want the love that Crysta and I share then start earning it. Your fated mate needs you, but Cedric is going to get her in the end if you refuse to humble yourself for once in your life, admit you’ve been wrong, and work to fix this.”

Kheelan’s defiant glare made my blood boil.

“I’m grateful to her, of course, but Cedric is so obviously the better man. Might as well bow out gracefully and let the good guys win.”

I shoved him back, thoroughly disgusted by this.

“You do what you want. You always have, but you do it here, facing this, dealing with these feelings you don’t want to admit you have. At the very least show a little honor and dignity. Remain by her side until a cure can be found for her condition.” He looked as if he was about to argue, so I cut him off before he could attempt it. “If you won’t show Terise the respect she deserves, then at the very least I need you here working on the locations of the stone and diadem with Roderick. You also need to make certain Graul and Lily are tended to. Can you at least handle that for me?”

Kheelan gave me a reluctant nod but grabbed my arm before I could leave.

“You let me know if you have need of me. You tell us the moment you get her back.”

I nodded. “I’ll send Queen Adris to the palace to see if she can undo the sleeping curse on Terise.”

Kheelan’s grateful look was brief before it hardened under an air of indifference. My heart ached for him, for his own blind stubbornness and unfailing ego. I knew if he continued on like this, he would lose absolutely everything, and he wouldn’t realize it until it was too late.

But I couldn’t worry about it any longer. I had to get back to Crysta as soon as possible. I had to get to her before my father accomplished what he set out to accomplish the day I was assigned to assassinate her.

I turned on my heels, striding out of the courtyard, and apparating straight to the opening of the waterways. I’d need a new way into the Seelie Palace, and I was hoping a certain Hag would be interested in helping me rescue my fated mate.

I’m coming for you, my love. Please, hold on, Crysta. I’m coming for you.
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