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Chapter One




Sudden light burned into Logan’s face and his eyes flinched shut. He forced a shaking arm up and tried to remember where he was. Cold seeped into his aching body from the uneven stone floor as he hid from the torchlight, staggered at the realization that he was alive. Weak, wobbly, and defenseless. But alive. 

A heavy hobnailed boot kicked him in the side. “Here ‘e is sir.”

He groaned and curled into a ball, peering up through long, matted and tangled hair at a heavyset, chuckling troll with only one working eye.

“I got ‘im out of the hole yesterday, but ‘e’s still not in good shape.” Another rusty laugh came from the troll. “But I guess that’s to be expected after fifteen year’n the hole.”

Fifteen years. Had it been so long?

Logan barely heard the troll’s rambling dissertation on oubliettes, prisoners, and rates of death. Had he been in hibernieth, the elvetian form of stasis, for fifteen years? What had happened to his friends and family? What had happened to the prince between now and the day their world had collapsed? The day he’d been stuffed into his tiny damp prison.

He pushed up on burning arms, collapsing in a panting heap. The troll laughed and kicked him again. Logan lay on the hard stone mentally apologizing to his clan and liege for his weaknesses. He had no strength to face whatever death was to come. His fate was sealed.

“Is this the best you could do?” A sharp male voice cut into Logan’s ears, too used to the sound of silence. “He doesn’t even look like a lord, let alone the murderous Huntsman. The queen thinks he’s a fricking miracle worker.”

“Nope. No way.” Another chuckle wheezed out. “If you send me down a healer, might be we could get ‘im fixed up by afternoon, good as new. Then the queen can do with ‘im as she likes.”

“Humph” came from beyond the glare of the torches. Then a heavy sigh.  “All right. I’ll send someone. Fix him up.” The voice curled in disgust. “And be sure to wash him. He reeks.”

“Yes, sir.” The troll grabbed Logan by one arm and dragged him across the floor. He hummed a tuneless something that screeched into Logan’s ears but couldn’t cover the sound of Logan’s shoulder joint popping out of place. 

Pain ripped through him. He struggled to stay conscious and ignore the excruciating messages shrieking in his arm from being hauled like a sack of grain along the rough stone. The troll dropped him, flipped through a ring of keys, and unlocked an ironbound door. Logan tried to make stiff muscles work, managing only to scrape and bang his limbs on the doorframe as the troll seized him and shoved him into the cell. He landed hard, his face grinding into the slimy stones. Curling instinctively into a ball, he managed to protect his gut from the last hard kick of the troll’s boot landing on his dislocated shoulder.

His lungs seized up, his vision went black, and his head exploded into bright white stars. 

The cell door clanged shut.

He sucked in slow aching breaths as the heavy footsteps receded down the corridor and reminded himself that he’d be out soon. And then he’d face the queen.

Fifteen years in this hell-hole and the bitch thought he’d bow to her wishes.

He worked at unclenching his muscles. First his fists, then his jaw. Then each sore and aching muscle until he could sit up, his left arm hanging at an awkward angle. He guessed he wasn’t as ready to die as he’d thought. His body might be in terrible shape, but his mind was still sharp. He’d do what he had to do. Kill, cheat, steal. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t crossed lines before.

But this time…

This time he would take down the Faerie Queen of the Black Court. No matter the price he paid. He reached up with his right arm, got a good grip on his left triceps and pulled. The shoulder ground and popped back into place, and Logan passed out from the pain.


      [image: ]Clean, mostly healed, and doing his best to hide his exhaustion, Logan exited the dungeons. He strolled as casually as possible to the first solid patch of sun and lifted his face to the warmth. Closing his eyes in ecstasy, he breathed a prayer of thanks to the goddess. She must still favor him and his cause, despite his misbehavior, or he would never have gotten out of the queen’s oubliette.

His skin soaked up the heat of the sun like a sponge soaking up a fine wine, but the heady pleasure of it stopped short of reaching the icy cold that lay inside his bones and threatened to never leave. He was out. But not free.

“So, she released you,” a low vibrant voice said behind him. His knees went weak in a surprising rush of relief. He turned, squinting his still sensitive eyes at the shadow detaching itself from the tower’s stone walls and becoming the form of a beautiful young man with ebony hair and soulful dark eyes.

“Solanum,” Logan said. “You’re here.”

The young man swept low into a bow, and when he rose, his eyes glowed deep red before  flashing back to black, so fast anyone else would have thought it their imagination. But not Logan.

“And where else would I be, master?” The familiar mocking edge of the puca’s voice was razor sharp. “I am your family’s faithful servant, you know.”

“Good. I’ll need you.” Logan threaded his way through the crowded courtyard filled with fae who worked at the prison. Busy Tuathans, dressed in everything from fine seventeenth-century brocade vests to expensive suits and ties, raced back and forth on the business of the Black Court. Large lumbering trolls, the queen’s favored jailers, smacked smaller winged faeries and gnomes of all sizes out of their way. Logan avoided them all and headed for the ornate metal gate that was the exit into town. He didn’t look back. He knew the puca would be right behind him.

“I thought you might need me.” Solanum shadowed close behind, sliding through the crowd with ease and working it like a professional. Winking at those who gave the pair admiring looks and likely evaluating which ones would taste the best.

Logan shook his head. Pucas were rare, hunted nearly to extinction eons ago. He’d never seen another besides Solanum. If the crowd of fae only knew that the docile sexy human servant at his heels was really a creature with the ability to destroy all of them with a single breath—they’d be running for their lives.

“What’s it to be?” Solanum asked. “Are we finally searching for the prince? Are we rousing your mother’s family to war? Are we sabotaging the Black Court with fire and brimstone explosives?”

“No.” Logan turned down an alley heading through the cobbled streets and aimed straight for the town gate that led into the open lands of Faerie. He kept silent until they were far from the prison town, out in the wild fields close to the creeping mist of the outlands where the reality of the queen’s domain was weak, and no one would overhear. “She merely wishes me to kill a few witches.”

“And that’s it?” Solanum’s eyes glowed. “After she took your position, destroyed your life, and imprisoned you in that rat infested hole, you’re going to lick her boots and kill for her?”

“If I don’t, she’ll have me back in the hole before another night.”

“And if you do?”

“She’ll release me forever.”  He turned away in a vain attempt to conceal his shaking from the puca.

He sure as hell didn’t believe the queen, but it didn’t matter. He had to play her game, for now, or go back into the oubliette. And he was never going back into the oubliette.

“Well, then.” Solanum danced a little jig at Logan’s side, sending tendrils of mist flying. The mist rose, morphing into a vague humanoid shape that wove and danced with the puca for a few steps before dissolving back into the ground. Solanum shimmered, his body dissolving into black mist that reformed around red eyes into the shape of a tall black stallion. He pulled back his lips, revealing sharp teeth in a wicked horsey grin.

“I’m all for death and destruction, even something as weak as witches,” the puca said. “Where do we go?”

Logan whistled out into the potential of Underhill. Nothing happened. A fierce anxiety clenched his muscles, then he relaxed, as out of the coiling mist his pack of giant red hunting hounds swarmed. Emotions back under control, he turned to the puca and said, “Wyoming.”


      [image: ]Trina raced out the door, forgetting again about the broken bottom porch step. The rotting wood gave under her foot and she hit the dirt hard, landing on her hands and knees. The heavy duffle bag she’d been carrying, swung down and slammed into her arm. It tipped open, scattering sacred ritual tools, candles, and incense into the dirt.

She swallowed back forbidden tears, sat up, and brushed off the tiny rocks embedded in her flesh.

“Damn it!”

She didn’t have time for this.

Scrambling around in the dirt and weeds, she grabbed the precious tools, tossing them like discarded toys into the duffle. Why hadn’t the goddess Gifted her with time manipulation? Then she wouldn’t have to worry about all this crap.

Ignoring the gorgeous dusty golds and ambers of fall in rural Wyoming, she hauled the loaded duffle up the rapidly darkening hill. Something was coming to the peaceful valley. Cassie had dreamed it, and even if her dreams were subject to interpretation the meaning had been clear. Tonight at sunset, the queen’s dog would descend.

Whatever the hell “queen’s dog” meant.

Sometimes, it took more talent than a whole family of witches to figure out the symbolism of Cassie’s visions. Whatever creature the Faerie Queen sent tonight didn’t matter anymore. What mattered was the last of her family was safe, speeding away in the ancient avocado van.

Doubt quivered low in her belly. The trap spell required more knowledge and power than she possessed, but she had to try. She didn’t know if they’d have another opportunity to grab one of the queen’s scouts before reinforcements arrived. It was all up to her. They needed information and they needed it soon—before they ran out of places to run.

She reached the point where the rocks began, near the old cottonwood at the entrance to the sage labyrinth. An exact eighteen feet across, the sacred three-times-three-times-three, and barely hitting two and-a-half feet tall, it had taken much of her green talent to get it to grow into the classic winding spiral walk used for meditation and spells. No longer the place where she and her cousins had come for spiritual practice, the stubby double spiral of green and its small center circle would have to change gears from sacred meditation spot, to the place she made her stand.

Trina swallowed her fear and reluctance down, dumped her duffle, and stripped off her clothes. A hard gust of the ever-present Wyoming wind shook her and the newly bared skin of her belly shivered. Dread trailed chilly fingers down her spine.

She caught herself checking over her shoulder, finding nothing but empty landscape. If there were any other way to do this besides bare-assed-naked, she would. But cotton was a downer, it dampened magical fields almost as much as wool. And tonight she had to be unfettered, able to draw as much power as she possibly could. She would need it all.

As soon as the goblin, halfling, or whatever, was in her trap, her clothes could go back on. Then she’d tackle the interrogation and be gone before the big guns arrived. Trolls, ogres, a horde of goblins, no, she’d be long gone before any of those arrived to do the actual killing.

She hoped.

Trying not to rush her steps, the wind lashing dirt against her bare skin, she headed to the right—sunwise—and walked the perimeter of the small labyrinth.

North, east, south, west. She set candles into lanterns at the four corners and lit each one with a prayer to Danu. With each step, apprehension uncoiled in her stomach, radiating out and shaking her hands until it was near impossible for her to light the last candle.

She shoved her anxiety back into her aching stomach and pulled a white-handled athame out of the duffle. Breathing deep, she moved the ritual knife—sharp double-blade point up—between her breasts. Energy skidded across her skin. Small hairs on her body rose and her nipples puckered tight.

Time to begin.

Earth magic throbbing under her feet, Trina took the first step into the labyrinth to walk the outer circle and set the wards. Her Gift opened wide. The darkening valley glowed magical colors as the earth’s swirling energies, the soft green of growth and the rich brown of decay, flowed up her legs and into her solar plexus.

She used her body, her anger, and her fear. Anger at the Faery Queen for the constant harassment and extermination of her family and her tribe. Fear of what came next, what might be riding on the coattails of the sunset.

Her body pulsing with power, she paced deeper and deeper into the labyrinth, static lifting her long black hair into a crackling wild nimbus. She pulled and twisted the vibrant orange and red of her anxiety into the alchemy of the earth’s brown and green energy, weaving them together into an invisible net.

Each measured step layered power into the fabric of her spell. Each movement of the athame directed the energy where it needed to go. Just as darkness dipped its toes into the valley, she turned the last curve into the double spiral’s center.

Her rage and fear coalesced into the final strands of the spell leaving her shaking and exhausted as the last of the afterglow faded from the sky, a stunning show of deep purple on grey. A sonorous quiet descended. No birds, no coyotes. Just the wind sending small trails of skittering leaves through the labyrinth. Prickles of anticipation trembled on her bare spine. 

It would be here soon. It was coming fast. And it was coming for her.








  
  
Chapter Two




Riding into the dry-as-bones mountains on the back of the puca, Logan’s anger seared bitter in his chest. It rolled off him in waves, pulling thunder down from the sky. He toyed idly with the storm letting his anger draw the danger of the lightning to him as he seethed. 

Fifteen years away from his hounds. Fifteen years of Solanum’s running wild, the puca causing havoc wherever he went. Fifteen years of Logan’s life eaten away in the hole of the queen’s dungeons.

And now he was to kill witches for the queen—a fact that rubbed him raw.

Humans were amusing companions, why create trouble? Irritated with the brief flare of morality, he smothered it with brutal force. It didn’t fucking matter what he wanted. It never had.

Lightning cracked. The eerily silent hounds of the Dark Hunt tightened around him, their tense glances and snapping teeth reflections of his flaring emotions.

He had no room for second thoughts tonight. The Black Queen had given him no reason why she needed these witches killed, but if he satisfied her it might give him his freedom. At the very least it would give him some space. Maybe some time to figure out a way to stay out of the dungeons. And time to figure out how to truly extricate himself from her bloody dominion.

Because no matter what she had promised him, he knew, there was no way she would simply let him go. Not after the way he had betrayed her.

Solanum tossed his head and bucked. “Quit squeezing my ribs.” Lurid green faery flames leapt from his hooves, igniting short-lived cold fires in the dry Wyoming brush.

“Cease, horse,” Logan said, squeezing his legs a little more. Punching Solanum’s buttons felt good, really good. Just like his wrath at the queen felt good. Justified.

The puca tossed his long mane into Logan’s eyes. “Lay off, or you’ll be eating dirt,” he snarled, nostrils flaring red in the dimming light.

Solanum’s irritation put a hard smile on Logan’s lips. He tightened his legs and drove the puca harder down the hill through the brewing storm.

A hound pushed in too close. Solanum’s hoof lashed out, connecting with a solid thud. The hound’s yipe sounded inside Logan’s head as he regained his balance, cursing the hound’s behavior and the puca’s intolerance.

He was back. The hounds would get used to him again. And Solanum too.

Thunder crashed in the sky, following him down into the shadowed hills as he approached the witches’ lair. Nostrils burning from the ozone, nerves tingling, he distracted himself with the dark moist wind, manipulating it to blow through the dry autumn brush like a child's tantrum.

He laughed, the spiteful wind stealing away the dark sound as cracks of thunder echoed off the mountains. He let the anger simmer and the lightning moved further away. He wasn’t free yet, and he wasn’t suicidal. What he was, was trapped. And it pissed him off, the frustration riding him like a hag.

What could he do when the queen changed her mind and refused to release him from her service? What if the bitch thought she could use him then put him back into her dungeons Underhill, calling him to her side like a lapdog? He needed a way to show her there would be repercussions. He needed leverage.

In the distance, thunder rumbled. They tipped over the edge of the valley in search of the witch. A wavering glow of candles shone above the last few rocks.

Almost there.

The telltale traces of a spell raised the hair on the back of his neck. He extended his Gift to perceive what he couldn’t yet see. A labyrinth set by a single inexperienced witch. His lips twitched. As protection it might have worked, had the Faery Queen sent her regular henchman. Unluckily for the witch, the queen had unleashed him. The Dark Huntsman.

He would kill the wench, and be done with this thing between himself and the queen of the Tuatha De Danann. And when the queen refused to release him? He’d deal with that when the time came.

The wind carried the hot dry smell of sage mixed with the smell of fear and musky female. He inhaled the raw flavor of the witch, the taste of her fear and anger and power, slid down his throat, easing his rage.

The anxious hounds shifted around him, sensing the proximity of their prey. Solanum rounded the rock.

And there she was.

The sight of her rocked him back like a blow, almost knocking him to the ground. And he realized—despite the stasis, fifteen years had been too long a time to be without a woman.

Glimmers of power limned her naked body and the silver blade of the athame that gleamed between her breasts. Her legs were spread slightly apart, tensed for battle. Long black hair crackled and lifted with static. Her expressive face was poised on the edge of dilemma, her body caught between the need to hold the spell and the need for action.

He paused to let the feel of power and woman roll through him.

Beautiful.

Unexpected.

Green, almond-shaped eyes widened. Her stance firmed, her shoulders pulled back, and her full breasts rose, nipples tightened with cold or fear. Something wild and raw he hadn’t felt in a hundred years stabbed low in his gut.

His agenda changed. 

The queen wanted to kill the witch. Why? His plan of placating the queen suddenly seemed weak. She’d never let him go without leverage, and here was leverage standing naked and lovely before him. He had a new plan.

Screw the queen.


      [image: ]Thunder boomed. 

Trina glanced up the valley. The dying light made it impossible for her to see much more than the silhouette of a horse and rider barreling through the boulders and uneven terrain, tearing down the rocky hillside at an impossible speed. But no barrel racer would endanger their mount careening down the mountain in a thunderstorm. Or ride a horse the color of the absence of light with freakish red eyes. Only something truly inhuman would light up her inner sight with that particular eerie blue glow.

The acid in her stomach rose into her throat.

An elven lord.

Oh fuck! I’m screwed.

She swallowed the fear down. Her trap, her best effort, all her hard work. Dumb. Stupid. Pathetic. None of it would hold an elven lord—a full adult fae whose power would make her trap look like an art project. She wished she could hide the evidence, like a small child wiping up the crumbs of stolen cookies.

Horse and rider skidded and slowed in a shower of ricocheting rocks. The enormous red  hounds flowed out, surrounding the labyrinth as the cloaked rider and his dark mount advanced.

She held still, athame at the ready in sweaty hands, prepared to bolt if she had the chance. Her eyes flicked from the approaching rider, distracted by the lesser threat of the huge, sharp-toothed,  yellow-eyed hounds encircling the labyrinth like silent sharks waiting for the command to take their prey.

Her.

“Damn shame to kill you, witch.” His voice was smooth, well-aged whiskey with a hint of brogue.

“Then don’t.”

“What will you give me instead? A life requires a powerful exchange. And I was sent for your death.”

Trina tried to keep her face even and not reveal her panic. She had nothing he could want. Anything of true power that a fae like this one might consider valuable, was safely out of reach and driving down the road in the van. Gone. Along with any reinforcements.

“How about honesty?” She offered in desperation.

“Funny girl.” The dark presence leaned forward, his impatient mount’s feet shifting on the gravel.

The nervous sweat on her back grew cold.

“Although I would enjoy taking the time,” his voice carried easily over the wind and thunder, “we shouldn't stand here bargaining. The queen awaits my report.”

The lord’s level tone distracted her and she was unprepared when the horse moved. The pair crashed effortlessly into the labyrinth, cutting a destroying swath across the short, brushy sage and heading for her at the center. Spectacular violent explosions burst into cascades of colored lights, as if her carefully constructed wards were merely firecrackers, instead of huge magical grenades.

The overwhelming smell of crushed sage rose, and she swore the evil-eyed horse laughed. She reached inside for what was left of her power, losing her grip on it when he leaned over and grabbed her arm. With no apparent effort, he hoisted her up.

She scrabbled for a handhold in an effort to not fly over the horse into the waiting sea of teeth and dogs. She tangled one hand in the long black mane and held tight to her slippery knife with the other.

Strong arms wrapped in leather tightened around her, forcing her upright, her toes dangling sidesaddle. Everything happening too fast. She barely had a grip in the long black mane when the creature flexed under her and they flew over the candles.

The flames blew out.

They landed on the other side of the labyrinth in a hard jolt. She slipped.

If I fall, I could run.

Before the thought had been and gone, her grip on the mane loosened. She slid to the side. Hot breath and the scrape of teeth on her ankle warned her, just in time. She yanked her foot out of range of the snapping jaws, and lost her balance. Making an instinctive grab for the mane with her right hand—she dropped the knife.

Her kidnapper growled and tightened his grip on her stomach.

She gasped for her voice. “Put me down!”  

“I’m afraid it’s too late for that. I either kill you or take you with me.” The sparkling black blade of his laughter cut deep into her soul.

Accelerating faster and faster, they wove in and out of the treacherous rocks in a mad, blurring rush up the side of the valley. If she fell off now and hit a rock, she’d be roadkill. She anchored both hands firmly in the mane and leaned back into the solid chest of her attacker.

They raced on, licks of green fire lighting up the hill behind them. A deep maw of black within purple mist formed ahead, transforming the familiar landscape into a horror. The knowledge of where they headed slammed inside her brain.

Trina’s heart sped into a sharp staccato.

Words of denial formed in her constricted throat, gone long before she had a chance to know what they were.

Don’t make me go.

They rocketed to the top of the valley, the piranha hounds schooling tightly around them as they raced to the looming mouth of the portal. Steely muscles bunched and flexed under her. Launching into the air, they flew into the mix of fog and darkness encased in the sound of her scream.








  
  
Chapter Three




The chortling and screaming winds of the abyss snagged long fingers in Trina’s fine hair, tangling it tight around her face and neck until she choked. Days, hours, or seconds, she had no idea how long the ride lasted. Her sense of time was shot the moment they left the earth and plunged into the portal’s chaotic fog. 

Trina flinched as mind blowing images from someone else’s nightmare careened in and out of her vision. Moaning figures, screaming scenes of torture, and strangely solid-looking vistas slid by as they flew through the dark purple and grey mists. A blurry, tormented face with shapeless grey lips reached out soft hands that turned into claws, scratching for her and missing. 

Squeezing her eyes shut, she buried her face in her kidnapper’s leather-clad chest and anchored her sanity in his solid warm reality. She focused on breathing, and not hurling the contents of her stomach.

Breathe in… the smell of leather.

Breathe out… the smell of heat.

Breathe in…

Then it stopped. Trina opened her eyes. Hazy pre-dawn light filtered through the dense shade of the largest trees she’d ever seen outside of Yosemite. They pushed through a rich undergrowth of vibrant, unfamiliar flowers that brushed against the horse’s underbelly and tickled her bare feet. Her captor relaxed his imprisoning hold and Trina eased away with an odd sense of reluctance, inhaling the strong sweet scents of the flowers in an attempt to calm her twisting stomach.

Something wasn’t right. The pinks were too pink, the greens too green. Everything hurt her eyes with a subtle sharp edge. They approached a river, so clear she could see every detail of the oddly shaped multicolored fish through the glassy surface. Without hesitation, the horse plunged in, soaking her in icy water that sneaked up her calves to her knees.

Trina shivered.

The bright fish, the odd landscape. This wasn’t her reality. This wasn’t Wyoming, or even Earth. She didn’t know where they were, but she’d heard enough fae stories of lovely landscapes holding secret traps. Odds were good, here was worse than it looked. Escape would have to wait.

They waded across the water, the silent red hounds at their heels. The elf leaned forward and breathed warm words into her ear and down her neck.

“Hold on, the next portal’s opening.”

The horse shifted into a gallop. Trina slid, grabbing a handful of mane to stop her fall. Her captor’s grip tightened and he pulled her back between muscled thighs as they jumped into the dark haze of a second portal.

They erupted out of the grasping mist into the cold of a moonless desert night, lit only by a few straggling stars. The horse bogged down in the heavy sand, slowed, and finally stopped. The isolation was palpable. No crickets or owls. Nothing but the cold, dry desert night, a naked witch, and an all-powerful elven lord.

“Where are we?” she asked, the dry air burning her throat.

“Get down.”

Her legs were wet and cold from their dip in the stream and her stomach still rolled from the twisting sensation of the portals. They could be anywhere. If she got down here and he left her, she could be stuck in another world, another time. As crazy as it seemed, this man was now her lifeline in a sea of possible universes.

“No. I’m not getting off,” she said between chattering teeth. “What if you dump me here in some outlying pocket of Faery?”

“Get down,” he ground out, his voice traffic cop hard.

She slid off, her feet sinking deep into the sand.

The horse’s intelligent, narrow red eyes tracked her every move. Doing what she could to cover up from his laser vision, Trina wrapped her arms around her shivering nude body. The large black head snaked out and his teeth flashed. Trina flinched, but he only puffed air into her face instead of the expected bite.

She stumbled away, falling into the gritty sand, and she swore he laughed.

“Leave off.” The elf smacked the creature hard on the flank, the sound loud in the empty landscape.

The beast snickered, and shook his huge bullet head at her, sharp ivory teeth bared in an inhuman grin. Trina got up and took two more precautionary steps away, stopped short from running by the ring of silent yellow-eyed hounds.

“Where are we?”

The elven lord dismounted.

Under the dark, star-scattered sky, she could make out little more than his shape. Tall. But not the slender ultra-tall of the few elves she’d seen. Maybe a little over six feet. And bulky. Not fat. Muscular.

Not elf-like.

But when she peeked at him with her inner sight he glowed blue with power, power that tugged at her, drawing her in with the dangerous innate lure that had ensnared humans for centuries. She peered closer, glad her heritage lent her some immunity from his charisma. The stars gave barely enough light to see his long dark hair was decorated with the silver jewelry that the elves favored. Braids, decorations, hair. She didn’t need the glow to be sure that under it all lay the tipped ears of the hated fae.

Fae.

An elven lord. The destroyers of her family. Could anything go right tonight?

Dread shivered along her skin and she lifted her chin determined to ignore the disadvantage of her nakedness. He snorted, shook his head, and pulled a length of cloth out of his pocket. It started off small, but it grew and grew until it reached the size of a small blanket.

“Here, you look cold.” Once again, his voice wrapped around her nerves, rough sandpaper encased in folds of brogue. Not Sean Connery. Not Scottish or Irish or Welsh… or anything human.

She scrambled to catch the blanket he tossed. Softer than wool, softer than alpaca, even softer than angora, it glowed off-white in the moonlight. A rush of resentment warped her gratitude, trapping her automatic thank you down deep in her throat.

“Where are we?” she asked for the third time, frustration sharpening her words into bold and angry slashes. There was no room for fear anymore. Not when facing a full-blooded elven lord who had all the control and whose magical attraction pulled her in, despite her anxiety and anger and desperation.

“Where do you think, Alice?”

“Underhill?”

“Very good, but wrong.”

“Then where?”

“Another world, another time. It doesn’t matter much. I needed a location to foil pursuit. The water helped, now the sand will, too. More importantly, it gives me a breathing spot to decide what to do with an Alice.”

“Stop that.”

The starlight caught the curve of his lips, but she didn’t have to see him to hear the arrogance behind his soft mocking laugh.

“Stop calling me Alice.”

“Why? You’re a little girl who has fallen down the rabbit hole and the queen is coming to eat you up. The Black Queen, it is true, but she’s far more formidable than the Red one has ever been.”

Trina’s spine stiffened. She was short. Young maybe. But she hadn’t been a girl since her parents were killed—killed by elves, just like him.

“There’s only one Queen of Faery.” The mention of the queen burned through the magic of his presence leaving nothing but her anger. “The evil, murdering bitch.” She would have spit if she’d had any moisture left.

“Yes, definitely an Alice.” The cold smile curved a little higher and she caught a flash of arctic blue eyes. “No, there isn’t only one queen, there never has been. Certain parts of Lewis Carroll’s little book contain truth.”

“He was an ass.” The words came from the black horse casting evil looks over his shoulder.

Trina stepped back. “It talks!”

“Of course he talks.” The elven lord turned away from her, momentarily distracted. “You met him?” he asked the horse. “You never said anything.”

The creature snorted. “Get on with it. I want my dinner.”

The lord’s sharp attention was back on her. “Now, what to do with you.” He rubbed his hand over his lips.

She ripped her eyes from the talking animal, unsure now if it or the man in front of her was the greater threat. “Take me back.”

“Do you want me to kill you, Alice? I’m reluctant to do it, but if it’s your wish, we can stop this right now.” He took a step towards her.

She backed up, stumbling through the shifting sand, staying out of reach. “No! Take me back. Take me home.”

“Just kill her, I want my dinner.” Red eyes gleamed in the desert night.

“It would be easier.” The elf’s lips pursed, and he eyed her, considering.

“No!” Filled with a fierce need to wrestle the decision from the thing with the wicked red eyes, Trina spoke up. She had no doubt it would kill her without remorse.

“If you’re certain?” The elf cocked his head and waited for her answer. She stayed quiet. “If I don’t kill you, I certainly can’t put you back where I found you.”

“Why not? It’s not like I’d tell the queen.” His head whipped around and even though she couldn’t see them, his eyes pinned her in place.

“Once the queen has you on her torture table, you would say whatever it took to get her to stop.” His voice rang with knowledge and she shook with a deep wracking chill.

Resting long lean fingers on his lips, he tilted his head as his gaze traveled her entire five-feet-nothing. Starting at her bare feet sunk deep in the sand and traveling up her legs, lingering at the hem of the blanket skimming her thighs.

Heat flushed her cheeks as he paused at the tops of her breasts pushed high over the edge of the blanket by her tightly wrapped arms. As he reached her face, a strange expression flitted over his shadowed features, gone before she could evaluate its meaning.

He shook his head. “This is foolish. If we are to negotiate, I’d rather go someplace safer, more comfortable. Where to go?” He tapped his lips lightly as he mulled over her fate. “Mmm. I know. Back up you go.”

He extended a black gloved hand.

“Logan…” hissed the thing that wasn’t a horse.

“Quiet. It isn’t your call.” He turned back to her and stood, hand still extended. Waiting.

“I can leave you here, if you’d prefer. The sand demons won’t be out until the sun warms up.”

Trina went over her options. None looked good.

Reluctantly, slowly, she walked to his side. He placed his hands on her waist and swung her sidesaddle onto the creature’s bare back, then leapt, with inhuman ease, behind her.

The prison of his arms closed firmly around her, pulling her back so she had little choice but to settle her blanket-wrapped bottom against his groin. His body radiated intense heat,  warming her chilled skin through the wool. Body tense, she leaned back against his chest. The vulnerability of her position—toes dangling, nestled in the heat of his lap—aroused a strange combination of danger, safety, and unwanted sexual awareness.

“Ready?”

“Another portal?” Her stomach rebelled. She didn’t think she could do it again. She swallowed. “Yes.” She had no choice.

“Only one more jump.” His patronizing tone pushed a ramrod into her voice.

“I’m ready.”

Okay, I can do this.

One more time. Only one more time.

The creature underneath her walked towards the spectral tendrils of mist forming ahead. Trina’s stomach churned, anticipating the upheaval of the portal and she braced for the horror and anguish.

They picked up speed. The creature’s muscles bunched under her as he prepared to leap into the swirl of grey and purple that loomed ahead.

She was wrong, so wrong.

She couldn’t do this.

Her stomach heaved. Finally losing control she leaned over the side of the horse and barfed, spattering the flanks of the beast. As the door shut behind them she took queasy satisfaction in the portal swallowing the creature’s roar of displeasure.








  
  
Chapter Four




Another world. Another sky. Trina’s worn out eyes worked at adjusting to the brightness of a full moon. 

“I feel awful.” She sucked in air to ease her nausea.

She was barely upright, huddled in the protective circle of her captor’s arms and still riding the creature from hell. They ambled down a dirt road, framed by a low stone wall and surrounded by the black silhouettes of trees. 

“Portal jumps are a bitch. Most humans can’t handle one, let alone three.”

“If we hadn’t done three, I might not have yacked.”

“You didn’t hit me.”

The long black tail whisked out and stung her foot. She wasn’t sorry about barfing on the thing they were riding on. It deserved it, and probably more.

“The extra jumps were necessary. The hounds of faery will track through portals, but not running water. And the sands of D’nun are well known for bogging down pursuit.”

“But, you have the hounds.” Her brain was fuzzy, her stomach still queasy. She’d never been through a portal before and had only one thing to say about them.

Portals sucked.

“Do you think these are the only tracking beasts the queen has?” Was it just his accent or was he patronizing her? “You don’t want to be tracked by some of the other things she can call. My hounds are tame compared to the uncanny creatures that serve the queen.”

Only a fae would call twenty lean beasts the size of Great Danes, with teeth as sharp as Samurai swords, tame.

They rode into the cobbled yard of a moonlit fairy tale cottage whose thatched roof screamed idyllic countryside paintings. A single light glowed in a small window.

“Are we back in my world? It looks… almost normal.”

An amused snort sounded warm on her neck, close enough to send a slight shiver along her backbone.

“Almost normal, a good way to describe it.”

Hope cut through her that they were in her world and not the world of Faery. He hadn’t denied it.

“Dismount.” He didn’t sound impatient as he swung down to the ground, but there was no reason to irritate him. Yet.

She slid off, stumbling as if her feet belonged to someone else. She was sore all over and grateful to be on solid dirt, despite the swaying ground and the seasickness.  She put out a hand and nearly touched the black horse, reeling back as the creature’s sharp teeth snapped the air next to her cheek.

Its ear-burning snicker hung in the air.

“Don't you have to put it away?” Trina glared, avoiding staring directly into the creature’s eyes. “Open the barn for it? Something?” A disgusted snort came back over its shoulder, the long tail just missing her nose with a sharp flick.

“Solanum can take care of himself. Better than you, I think.” His low amused voice reminded her of her disheveled hair and near-nakedness, illuminated fully by the light streaming from the open cottage door.

She re-wrapped the blanket in an attempt to make it more secure. “I can take care of myself.” She swallowed back the bitter taste of fear in the back of her throat, lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders. “Give me some time and I might even take care of you.”

His sharp laughter cut her off, showing her exactly where she placed on the threat meter.

“Come on then, we have bargaining to do. You owe me for not killing you, remember? Oh and you might want this.” He handed her a small, minty-smelling glass.

“Where in the world…”

“Swish and spit.” He turned and strode into the house, not bothering to look back at her, his captive, waiting in the drive.

Trina’s foot lifted off the ground. She balanced there, one hand held the blanket, the other held the glass of mystery stuff. One foot ready to step, the other firmly planted on the cold rounded cobblestone.

She could take this opportunity and slip away.

He’d left her out here. Alone. Okay not alone. The hounds had scattered into deceivingly  relaxed, floppy piles, every one of them tracking her with avid, citron eyes. She tried not to look too closely at them, afraid they would turn into the flash of something else that rippled under their skins. Running wasn’t an option. Not yet.

The elf had gone into the house, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be out in a hot second if she ran. The man himself was probably faster than light. She’d never seen one this close but she knew elven blood lent all sorts of special powers—innate physical attraction, speed and agility, among them. And, after seeing the way he’d torn down the hill, she knew there was no way in hell she could outrun the phantom disguised as a horse.

Escape would have to wait.

Her hesitant foot dropped to join the other, planted firmly on the ground. She needed clothing, and an idea of where she was. Trina grimaced, closed her eyes, and put her lips to the glass to swish and spit.

The hangover feeling dissipated, leaving her mouth minty fresh and tingling. She could market this. Magical Minty Mouthwash, made by elves.

If she weren’t in such danger, she might have laughed. As it was, she was simply grateful her sluggish brain was beginning to work. She glanced around at the country setting.

This couldn’t be Underhill. This was somewhere she fit, somewhere she belonged. Earthy and damper than Wyoming, but it smelled right, felt right. Maybe she stood a chance.

She picked her careful way through the hounds to the door and crossed over the threshold into the tiny cottage. The door clicked shut behind her and her gut twisted with the instinctive fear of a trapped animal. She turned and took an immediate step back, hitting her shoulder on the closed door as the heavy sound of the dead bolt slid across, locking her in.

Bracing her feet, she wrenched on the dead bolt and the knob, but neither budged. There was nowhere to go but forward, into the hall. Taking a deep breath she glanced around the interior of the cottage. This might not be Underhill, but it definitely wasn’t Wyoming either. From the outside, this appeared to be a two-, maybe three-, room building. But inside, it was the size of a small mansion, full of color and dark, ornately carved wood.

A few cautious steps took her down the long hallway and into a large, lit room filled with worn furniture of different ages and styles. The soft, aged plaster walls were crammed with everything from rustic artwork to modern collages. Masses of trinkets and clutter overflowed numerous shelves and tables—floating, clear globes with moving, lifelike scenes caught in them. A mummified, miniature dragon’s head. Framed, pinned butterflies that, upon closer examination, were actually preserved, tiny fae.

It looked like hoarders gone fairy, not the house of an elven lord.

Near the stone fireplace, her nemesis snapped his fingers and the dry wood crackled into flame. “That should help you warm up.” He turned and faced her and for the first time all night, she could see her kidnapper clearly.

He was tall. But not elven tall. Built like a pro running back, not lean, like the willowy elves she’d seen before. Still, there was no doubt, from the tips of his pointy ears to his silky blue-black shoulder-length hair, he was fae. And therefore, the enemy.

“Come here, over by the fire. You can warm up while we negotiate.”

She crossed to where he stood, looking up before she thought better of it, and got caught in the spell of his eyes. The room grew hot, close. She swayed, drowning deep in icy turquoise crystals, overpowered by the smell of crushed sage, leather, and the indefinable smell of male.

He reached out a steadying hand and she jerked away, breaking the attraction.

“Don’t touch me!”

His black brows twitched up.

“I just need to sit, I’m a little dizzy.” She dropped onto the couch in front of the fire, wrapping her blanket tighter around her body in a protective shield. “You rip me out of my circle, give me no time for grounding, drag me through portal after portal…”

He moved in front of the couch. And she realized she’d made a big mistake.

When she’d been standing, his power had made her nervous. Now, looking at his muscular thighs and close-fitting leather pants was worse. Eye level with his groin, she had proof he was aware of her naked body under the blanket. Heat washed through her, pooling low in her center. She flushed.

Sitting had been a mistake.

Trina angled back against the couch, closed her eyes, and tried to get her brain working again.

“Wake up, witch. We have a bargain to conclude.” The deep, hypnotic tone of his voice sank straight into her belly, sending little electric pulses zipping through her already aroused center.

She was one of a respected Traveler tribe, a witch from the MacElvy clan—she wasn’t simply human. The smidgen of fae blood running through her veins should help her resist his natural attraction. She could, and she would, fight this. Since it was plain he wasn’t going away and she had to deal with him, she opened one reluctant eye, then the other. He was close, too close, his beautiful inhuman eyes gleaming.

The bastard knew the magnetic effect his species had on hers. He was enjoyin this.

Anger stiffened her spine. “I told you before, I have nothing for you.”

Trina ran through her list of options, frantically thinking of anything she could bargain with. She had nothing. She was naked for Danu’s sake. What could he possibly want?

“Everyone has something of value.” His voice was persistent, enticing, drawing her down to a dark, desirable destination.

“You said you wouldn't take my life.”

“No. I said it would be a shame if I did. The Black Queen has ordered me to kill who I found, and I found you. I have no problem with you personally, but if I don’t kill you, I will have to deal with the queen.” His gloves slapped a distracting rhythm against his leather-clad thigh, drawing her attention again to the evident bulge a foot away from her face.

“What could I possibly have that you might want?”

Damn it.

That question had been too open-ended. She needed to think before opening her mouth, this was a fae lord she was dealing with, not a man selling trinkets. Her spinning brain tried to go through its directory, searching for anything practical out of all the information Aunt Theresa had stuffed into her over the years. Horror stories and fairy tales flashed through her mind, some of them one and the same. It took a shrewd person to conclude a deal with the fae with no loopholes. Real fairy tales had no happy endings.

He squatted down in front of her, and rested his hands on his powerful thighs. She thought he’d had the advantage of height before. Now his gaze was level with hers and the smell of hot leather rose.

Her breath locked tight in her throat.

Rules. There were rules he had to follow, what were they? 

He was nearly touching her. His heat closed the space between them, warming her through the blanket, speeding her heart up, melting her down.

He leaned in, and she trembled.

“What about your body?” he whispered.

Her breathing came fast and loud in her tight throat as his mouth drew close to hers. The moment pulsed as her body considered his offer.

She broke through the spell of his attraction. “You can't be serious,” she said and pressed back into the couch to get away from the mesmerizing attraction of his lips. “I don't even know you.”

He shifted away and she found her breath. His arrogant mouth flirted with a smile and his voice took on an indifferent tone, as if negotiating for her life was nothing.

“I’m sparing your life, risking the wrath of the queen and her court. I can ask for much.” His indolent gaze raked her nudity through the scant covering of wool. She damned her body’s instant softening. 

“You willing in my bed would be sufficient recompense.”

A sudden picture shot into her head. The two of them, his long limbs wrapped around her, his mouth nearly touching hers. Heat washed over her, through her, and her whole body shook.

Her sluggish brain tried to tell her something. Finally, it poked a small hole through the fog of her exhaustion and near arousal. She swallowed hard, loosening the constriction in her throat.

“You can take something from the future, something I don't have yet.” She sat up, grabbing the blanket to prevent flashing an indecent amount of breast.

“What? Like your first born son?” His voice iced over. “What need have I for an infant, now, or in the future? I'm not a dirty old man like Rumplestiltskin.”

“No… I didn't mean…I just meant…” Worse and worse. Not only had she insulted him, but she’d moved the bargaining from her body to her future offspring. “I knew the fae were cruel, but my life, my body, or my child? There’s not one good choice among them.”

“Not one, hmm.” He stood.

The pine logs in the fire popped loud in the stretched out silence, sending the smell of hot sap into the air as he watched her with hooded eyes. The movement of the gloves began again, the long black leather of empty fingers slapping hard.

He set his boot on the coffee table. Resting an arm on one knee, he bent over her. His pupils were huge and dark, blue eyes ringed by astonishing black rims. She grew light-headed. If she didn’t watch out, she’d be begging to be his sex slave.

“You are on to something, Alice.” Trina forced herself to listen. “The classic bargains for a life are magical objects, sex, and family members. But there is one more option…” The next word fell between them like a grenade.

“Servitude.”

Her breath stopped. A hole opened in her chest as big and wide as an abyss in the ocean.

She blinked slowly and evenly as the word sank in. “Servitude?”

“Seven years is the classic number. Seven years, and the queen might even stop looking for you.”

“But…my aunt, my cousins. They'll think I'm dead. They’ll wonder what happened to me, scry for me. And who will protect them? My aunt is old.” With sudden, sick certainty, she was sure he would hide her away. Would her cousins even be able see to wherever he’d taken her? “Seven years is too long.”

“For the queen to leave you alone, your family will need to think you dead.”

“But seven years? That may be nothing to you, but to me it’s a huge number. It’s my life! To not see my family for seven years? You’re insane.”

Hot tears pushed behind her eyes, her voice rose higher and higher despite her best efforts at control.

“And what would I be doing?”

She pictured herself slaving a chunk of her life away. Washing stone floors with a scrub brush while he lounged in a chair with a drink and watched her with hot, disturbing eyes.

“Enough!” He strode back and forth between her and the fireplace, his power flaring. Trina held still, she didn’t want to draw his anger. “We’re wasting time. I can only spare your life if we make a bargain. Those are the rules. I need to go back and leave something… something to convince her you’re dead. Bargain or no, I still have to answer to the queen or she will be after me instead.”

He took Trina's shaking hand in his warm, surprisingly calloused one and ran his thumb in a soothing motion over her palm. She resisted closing her eyes and sinking into the sensual stroking sensation.

“We seal this bargain now, or I take you back and kill you.” Despite her knowledge that none of this was real, the softness in his voice captured her. “Seven years is customary, but one will do for us. One year and a day. You will still be young, your family will still remember you.”  His thumb slid up and down her skin and she repressed a responding shiver.

The fire crackled in the silence and Trina understood the meaning of eternity in a moment as his compromise dangled, a sharp knife wrapped in his velvet voice.

For one year, I can do anything if I have to. Scrub floors, clean up after his horse. One year of labor or death. Not much of a choice, but it is a choice.

She took a deep breath.

“Okay.” The word fell out of her mouth.

There was a stir of magic in the air and she felt the binding settle over her skin. It was done.

Triumph rocketed through his eyes. He hauled her off the couch and pulled her into his chest. The blanket slid down, her nipples rubbing against the soft silk of his shirt. The thin material caught between her and the heat packaged in his leather pants.

“A kiss to seal our bargain, milady.”

She had no time to prepare for his firm mouth. She fought, pushing against his lips with hers, her fists caught between them. The kiss softened and she relaxed in surprise.

The release was just as sudden. He pushed her away and she fell back onto the couch, her whole body shaking.

He crossed the room to the door, his mouth twisted, his eyes remote. “Take the first room on the left at the top of the stairs. I’ll see you in the morning. Oh, and lock the door,” he called over his shoulder. “My uncles shouldn’t be back until morning, but if they find you here they’ll not hesitate to take advantage.”

“Wait! Where are you going?”

He turned, his expression grim. “I’m running out of time. In order for the queen to stop hunting you, someone must set the scene for your false death.”

“How?”

“I’m going to set a fire and burn your house down.” He smiled. “But don’t worry, I’ll be back. We have unfinished business, you and I.”

Now that he was gone, she let go of her resistance and sank back into the cushions, touching her swollen lips and trying to stop her trembling. Damn. One kiss and she was gelatin. Not a good way to start a job.
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