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Chapter One
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THE STATE OF SUSPENSION has a strange way of it because there is nothing tangible to hold on to. 

Right now, I know my name is Katie. At times my name escapes me, and other times it jolts into me so hard I think I might wake from this place which holds me safe in its dark cocoon. This suspension is a way of being for me; I am in stasis, unmoving, unable to hear things going on around me. I’m weightless—no sensations are dragging me down, pressing into me, or trying to get out of me. I am not hot. I am not cold. I cannot see the light and cannot see the dark. There are no colors and no definite time determined. I don’t feel pain, and I don’t feel pleasure. 

My five senses are void and suspended. 

But thoughts do invade my mind, and all I can do is think. In fact, my mind is the only thing active and processing as I lie here.

I know there are people beyond this state I am in who wonder about me—people who are concerned about the stillness I currently find myself in. Before I slipped into the blackness, I heard their concern, etched into their voices, laced through the atmosphere surrounding me. I listened to their pain as clear as if I could physically see it inside of them. I heard some were happy about my condition—none of whom live in my Glen. 

But I catch glimpses of a smiling face of a Dark Fae guard—the one who put me in this position. His dark smile haunts me sometimes, and it seems a flicker tries to light within, only to fade quickly, so there is nothing. And once again, I’m suspended in inky blackness. The memories are like a claw trying to dig at my brain. Then my thoughts shift, and I hear the voices talking about my clans, upset I am in this position and wondering if I will come back to them. I listened to those closest to me beg for me to hang in there and to come back. In truth, I have gone nowhere but into a world of black where I can float, weightless, and do not have a—care.

While my brain actively processes this strange world I am now finding myself in; it brings memories straight and to the forefront of my mind. I cannot avoid any of it or shut it off. It runs like a movie in my head, and I see the cottage in the forest. Even now, it rests there waiting for me, and I see it as it was when I first moved into it. I see it in the state of reconstruction, being rebuilt, strengthened, and remodeled, and finished. I see the people I’ve encountered file in and out like ghosts of my past. I dispassionately watch the movie play in my mind. 

Then there is a tug on my soul. 

I see the three who are closest to me. The three who break through the dark I find myself in. One is a powerful werewolf. One is a powerful vampire. I feel another tug at my soul and see a faint glow, as if in the distance. I see a Light Fae Queen—my friend—and another tug pulls at me, more urgently this time. 

My thoughts shift, and I am in the Glen with a Dark Fae King. With clarity, I remember Alberich in the Glen. I remember how I played my hand and ended up getting married to him. I remember the situation—that I created. I remember fighting him for my life, and I remember him dying at the hands of the two men I—love.

I see everything so clearly.

I see the uprising coming. 

I remember my time in the Dark Fae Lands and at the Unseelie Court. In this state I am resting in, I hear the words, so foreign at the time, spoken there so clearly, and I understand the unbalance they wish to create. I remember Magus and Cleon and Turok, the three kings who wish for me to take my place. I remember escaping from the Dark Fae lands and the strike to my shoulder, and how it incapacitated me. I remember gentle hands lifting me, carrying me, and protecting me. There had been loud talking and even shouting, which made no sense to me when the inky black sought to overtake me.  

I know some in the Dark Fae Lands wish to create havoc and force my forest’s demise—my Glen—my people. My heart seems to lose a beat at the thought of losing the Werewolf, who is my life; the Vampire who is my life; and the Light Fae, who is my life. It is this which stirs me now. A bloom of light seems to surround me and engulf me. And it is this I suddenly recognize so clearly. It is this, I suddenly—feel—as it swallows me and lifts me and chases the dark away. 

Love.

It comes through, piercing through my thoughts and into my soul to settle its glow. It is light, and it breaks through the suspension I am in. It both warms and cools me. Love is what I had and have been so unwise about. Sensations thread through my body. I feel the hot, and I feel the cold as my skin tingles, like sharp pricks of a needle to the skin. It breaks through this barrier, this black I lie in. It blooms within and radiates out, chasing the black away—a light in this darkness. 

Love.

It explodes around me, and I ponder—is love what this world is about? 

Is it something less?—Or is it something more?

~
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I BLINK MY EYES, WAKING up slowly, unsure of where I am or what is going on, or what I’m lying on. My shoulder feels stiff, but it does not hurt. 

Nothing hurts. 

I sit up and see I’m alone in the tent as I slowly get my bearings to stand, unsteady on my feet. I sway slightly and take a faltering step, but my feet hold me and my knees lock to keep me straight. I’m in Alina’s tent, which is also the meeting tent. It is familiar and comforting to me to know they cared me for while I was recovering.

A buzz of activity hums outside of the tent. Low tones thread through the air, the sound of metal clangs in the distance, the sound of wood slaps together nearby. It sounds like the comradery of people who enjoy each other’s company. I hear laughter, low chuckles, and murmurs. Slowly, I make my way to the tent flap and peer out. I am amazed—and it is difficult to process right now. My Dungeon Clan, the various creatures I rescued, are working side by side with the Light and Dark Fae, the werewolves, and the vampires.

I have no words.

I’m probably still in shock. 

My Dark Fae clan and Dungeon Clan stop whatever they are doing and bow to me the moment they see me. I try to smile, but it wavers, and my chin quivers. Everyone swims into my view, and I blink furiously to see clearly. I give a quick nod of acknowledgment since it’s the only thing I can do, and they then get back to whatever it is they are doing.  

“Of course, you wake up when I leave for only a moment.”

“Alina!” I throw myself into her arms, and she staggers back with a laugh.

She reluctantly releases me and searches my face and body. “Do you feel okay?”

“Shaky, weak... but otherwise, all right,” I reply quietly. 

Alina nods. “Good. It’s to be expected. You frightened us. And look at you—bringing in strays.”

I smile and blink back tears again. Alina ushers me into her tent. Inside, she folds me into her arms so I can cry. I’m overwhelmed with all I saw, where I had been, and with Alina’s comforting presence. Once my eyes are all swollen, my nose runny, and my face is blotchy, I stop crying. She hands me a handkerchief, and I dab at my eyes and nose. 

Of course, since I look like this, Kaleb and Lucas enter. Alina barely has time to get out of the way. I’m getting kissed, and hugged, and pulled between them. They ask me rapid-fire questions, not waiting for my answers. I’m finally released, but they keep their hands on me. I don’t mind. Physical contact after my time in suspension is nice.  

“We’re going to be around, always,” Kaleb promises. 

Or maybe it’s a warning.

“Okay,” I agree. They would just do it anyway, even if I protested. “But I get to use the bathroom by myself.” 

Lucas chuckles. “Agreed.”

I jump, my hand on my heart. “Heavens!”

“Grace Katie!” Sobah hands me fruit. “Grapes!”

“Thank you, Sobah.” I grasp the stem, and Sobah scampers off. Now that my heart is jump-started, things clear up for me. 

“She has been extremely helpful,” Alina tells me. “Now explain to me the creatures you brought back with you. And do not worry about their comforts. It has been a full-time job getting them proper lodging and food. Although they have been accommodating and very understanding.” 

Lucas nods. “I’ve taken over the vampires. And Davorin is integrating the half-Fae/Vampires. Most wish to join my Coven when this war is over.” 

“War?” I swallow, brow furrowed. “How long have I been—out?” They all exchange glances. “How long?”

“A week,” Alina says. 

I reach for a chair, and Kaleb helps me sit. Lucas takes the grapes from my hand and places them on the table beside me. “What happened?” I whisper. 

Alina reaches for me and touches my arm. “You were Fae poisoned by a dart. Fast-acting, and we—well, we worked fast to find an antidote. However, it was Sobah who gave you something to drink. I am still unsure of what it was, and she will not exactly tell us except that it was liquid. I think she might be afraid.”

Sobah comes to my knees. “Powerful drink!” She dances under the table to the other side. 

Alina straightens and watches her dance about for a moment. “And Sobah gave you the drink while our backs were turned. I do not know what it was,” she repeats, and I hold silent because if Alina did not know, then it must be powerful magic indeed. “At any rate, it healed you, and we cannot be upset about it. Now, what about those creatures?” she asks again. 

“They are my Dungeon Clan,” I say, naming them. “I offered them freedom in exchange for their help in fighting King Turok and his army. We may need the extra help.” I glance at Kaleb and Lucas. “Remember Cole and Nicole’s Coven? Well, more vampires are joining the Dark Fae. I saw a few there at the Unseelie Court.” I don’t tell them I saw this during my suspension.   

“This is true,” Lucas confirms. “The vampires you rescued were set to join the Dark Fae, but changed their minds. So the Fae threw them in the dungeons.”

“Do you think they know of other Covens? How many? Where?” I ask. 

“We’ve asked. They’ve given leads, but they do not know all the Covens involved. The vampires would only join up with the Dark Fae if promised something appealing. Most vampires do not swear allegiance to anyone unless it’s their own coven.”

I glance out of the flap again. “I think I need a crash course on the creatures out there. I’m not sure all the movies I’ve seen will be accurate.” I screw my lips together. 

Alina squeezes my knee. “Edana told us what you did in the dungeons. And it is a good thing she came through the portal first.”

“Edana! Is she all right?” I can’t believe I forgot about her. “And Asteria and Tyrion?”

“All are fine,” Alina assures me. “Your Dungeon Clan needed medical attention, but we took care of them.”

“Thank you.” I put my hand on Alina’s arm. She hugs me again, and my shoulder feels wet.  

“We were so worried,” she whispers. “All of us.” She draws back and wipes her eyes. 

“Once the pain receded, I was—like in a state of suspension. I felt nothing at all.” And after the pain I had felt, it had been a welcome reprieve. 

“Good. It means your body was healing,” Alina says, taking a step back from me. 

“I need to learn how to do magic. Will you teach me?” I realize I cannot put this off any longer. I have to step up my game.

“Of course,” Alina agrees. “However, not today. You need to rest. We have set up your tent next to mine.”

“Yes, Mother,” I quip. But, truly, I’m exhausted. This bit has worn me out. 

Kaleb and Lucas escort me to my tent. It’s the same one I was in during my time with Alberich. I know the way and what’s inside. I lay down on the cushions, and both Kaleb and Lucas flank me. 

I cuddle in—Hot and Cold. 

~
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IT APPEARS AS THOUGH I’ll be staying in the Glen for a while. I miss the solitude of my cottage, but I need to be here, and be here for my new clan. Edana has been an asset in the Glen, and I’ve made her my First in Command when I’m not available. She has more than earned it. Magus keeps company with Alina, and he has stopped by to pay his respects to me. He and Alina go over possible Dark Fae scenarios King Turok may devise.  

I concentrate on keeping my heart in my chest whenever Sobah appears. She drops things off in my tent and scampers about. I honestly do not know where she goes during the day—or night. But she always seems to get things done around the Glen and makes sure I get grapes frequently. I pass the excess grapes to my Dungeon Clan, who eat them and pretty much anything else given to them. They do not seem picky.

I’ve started training and learning from Alina, and today she tells me Hobgoblins are a type of Sprite, a faery. Sobah looks nothing like a faery—not like any pictures I’ve seen, anyway.

She tells me the Ogres and Trolls are a type of Fae, and there are Mountain, Forest, or Swamp Trolls and Ogres. The two who are here are both Forest types. Ogres are not too intelligent, but can follow basic commands. Trolls are the color of earth or brown, and Ogres tend to be an off-color green or grey-green. The differences between an Ogre and a Troll is, Trolls have more hair and can wield magic. Trolls will turn to stone in the sunlight, whereas Ogres can function well in any light. Thankfully, the Glen protects the Troll from the light of the sun.

Trolls like dark caves and dank places, which explained the mound of dirt at the edge of camp and its hollowed-out side. The Ogre felled many of the trees I had spell’d during Alberich’s skirmish, making space in the battlefield and made himself a dome of trees on the outskirts of the camp. Both are on opposite sides, like sentries in a way. Ogres are mighty powerful, Alina tells me. She says they could once do spells, but most, over many generations, forewent the spells in favor of brute strength. Trolls can do magic, but most do not even bother. Again, it seems for only those who wish to practice. 

I haven’t traveled out to see the Troll and Ogre yet. And I found out the Ogre’s name is Zogork, and the Troll’s name is Sorvuk. If I go out to the camp’s edge, I’m taking Kaleb and Lucas with me. Trolls and Ogres are frightening in their looks. Can you imagine their demeanor? Although, again, Alina tells me they have been on their best behavior—well, for an Ogre and a Troll. They are rough around the edges; she says.  

There are five new vampires and two more Fae/Vampire crosses. Davorin took over integrating the two, and Lucas took the five. I have ten new Dark Fae guards. Alina informed me they disagreed with the Unseelie Court and subsequently dumped in the dungeons. They pledged their service to me and have integrated nicely. Sobah is the only Hobgoblin, and there is one Elf-Human, and there is one Dwarf. 

From what I’ve been told, since I made sure the Dungeon Clan got out first, then became wounded, sacrificing my safety for them, they respected me more for it. I put myself between them and the immediate danger. They now refer to me as Warrior Queen Katie. However, with all the Dungeon Clan, there are only twenty-two prisoners altogether. I’ll take it. They didn’t need to be in those filthy dungeons, and who knows what would have befallen them? 

“Hey.” Alina waves her fingers under my nose. “Where did you go?”

I focus on her apologetically. “Sorry. I was lost in thought. My brain is full.” That is an understatement. 

She considers me for a moment. “This is a good place to stop, anyway.” 

“Do you think I’ll be good enough before the Dark Fae attack?” It’s been worrying me.

Alina closes her book. “Well, you did those spells before. I know with practice, you will get better.”

It wasn’t the vote of confidence I wanted. “Okay.”

Alina puts her hand on my arm. “Katie, it is there. It is. You need to trust yourself.” 

I nod and leave the tent. The Glen is full of the sounds of quiet bustling. There is always something to do, like Arabella told me. An arm snakes around my middle, and someone nuzzles my neck. I smile and bring my shoulder up. Kaleb releases me.  

“Hungry?”

“Always, it seems.” I make a face—all this training and keeping up with what is going on causes my stomach to rumble almost constantly.

Kaleb grins. “Come on.” He leads me back to my tent, where he set up an intimate dinner.  

I know Lucas has gone back to his mansion-castle for a short time. He will recruit his Coven and get them up to speed on what is going on here. He also took the vampires, whom I freed, to his Coven to see if they wanted to join him after all this was done, even though they affirmed they would join him. Crossing t’s and dotting i’s, I suppose. 

“You did this for me?” I smile in wonder. Someone elaborately set the table up. I slap my heart. “Goodness!”

“Grace Katie! Like?”

“Ahhh!” I exhale. “Yes, Sobah. Do you think you could give me a warning when you show up?” I call out to thin air. Sobah has danced off again.  

Kaleb chuckles and holds my chair for me. Instead of going to the opposite end, he sits next to me. A silver threaded tablecloth covers the table. There are giant silver platters of food, more than enough for two people, but I know Kaleb can eat. There are grapes on the platter, and I smile. Kaleb and I serve ourselves in silence for a moment. He pours wine into our goblets.  

“How are you holding up?” He puts his utensil down.

He has meat on his plate. “I’m all right. My brain is tired.” I reach for his hand and bring it to my cheek. “I’ve missed you. And Lucas.” I release his hand, and my cheek feels cool. I stare at the food on my plate, and even though I am hungry, I really want Kaleb to hold me. I slide out of my chair and into his lap like a child.  

I curl up and play with the back of his hair. We sit this way for the longest time. I need his strength right now. 

I’m no Queen. I pretend, but I’m scared. 

I’m no leader. I can’t seem to make decisions for myself, let alone a clan. 

I’m no witch. I’ve done a few spells, but other than the Light spell, they were simple at best. 

I angle my face up to kiss Kaleb, and he obliges. He’s so warm and safe. I can’t stop touching him, kissing him. This is a hot and heavy make-out session that rivals the one we had in my cottage, and I don’t want to stop this time. He lifts me to face him, my legs on either side of him in a straddle. I’ll take him like this. I’ll take him on the floor, the table, the pillows in the corner.  

I’ll take him any way I can.

I pull at his shirt, and his hands stop me. He pulls back from my mouth. “Katie,” he groans.  

I feel him under me and shift my hips; I shudder. I know what he wants. I just don’t know why he stopped. I try to kiss him again, and he angles his face away again. 

“What’s wrong? Don’t you—?” 

“Oh yeah,” he tells me with a shaky nod, as if he can’t believe he’s stopping this. “But not like this. Not when you are still figuring out who you are. Not when you are still trying to reconcile who you are with what you want. It wouldn’t be fair—to either of us. If you decide this is what you want—with me—then I want Katie. Self-assured Katie. The Katie, who knows what she wants and won’t regret anything in the morning.”    

It hurts me—what he says. I slide off him. He snags my wrist as I try to walk away. I stop, but don’t turn to him.

“I’m sorry,” I say. Tears threaten my vision.

“Don’t be sorry. Be sure of what you really want.” He lets me go. 

I’ve successfully ruined an intimate dinner because I wanted to get intimate. I’m still a mess, and right now, I wish the poison had taken over. 

~ 
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I WALK AROUND THE GLEN alone and find Edana, Asteria, and Tyrion. They try to bow to me, but I hug them all. They are instructing the Dark Fae; the ones released from the dungeon, and they watch me curiously. I greet them warmly and welcome them here to the Glen. They seem confused by me, and Edana tells me it will take time. I lost three Dark Fae of my original Dark Fae clan when Kinec collected me, so it’s nice I have more now. Don’t get me wrong, those three were important to me. It hurt to lose them, but I’m happy I saved a few Dark Fae from the Dungeons and increased my numbers, no matter how small my clan still is. 

I hear tittering and glance at Edana, who jerks her chin up at the trees. It appears as if the leaves are fluttering, and I try to get a better view of what’s up there. 

“Tree faeries of the forest. The forest is coming alive again. Alberich chased the little mischief-makers away,” Edana tells me.  

“Come here,” I call. “Come, let me greet you.” A few of the braver tree faeries come to me. They flit about like dragonflies, their wings in constant motion. “Welcome to the Glen.”
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