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            PREVIOUSLY ON…

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve done my very best to make each book in my series capable of being read alone, but now that we’re on the tenth book, I thought I’d give a brief summary of the previous books. If you’re new to the series, only read the rest of this section if you’re okay with spoilers!

       

      

       

      In SOULBOUND, half-blood Arlyn confronts her elven father, Lyr, after traveling to his world. He’s surprised to find that the woman he left on Earth bore him a child, but he welcomes his daughter. But things are far from easy. Not only is Arlyn drawn into a soulbond with her father’s friend, Kai, but her arrival prompts Kai’s father, Allafon, to hasten his plot against Lyr. Arlyn only has time for a little training with new magic teacher, Selia, before she, Lyr, and Kai are taken captive. In the end, Allafon is defeated, but Lyr is injured, and Arlyn’s grandmother almost dies.

       

      SUNDERED continues the story from Lyr’s point of view. Though Allafon was defeated, the person behind his actions was not. Banished Prince Kien is creating havoc amongst the fae with poisoned energy, and the Neorans, vassals of the Seelie Sidhe, petition Lyr for aid when their city is overrun by disease and madness. As Lyr struggles to help them, another faction of fae, the Ljósálfar, arrive from Alfheim—brought by Meli, his potential soulbonded. Lyr sends Kai to help evacuate the Neorans, but when he arrives, the inhabitants have been massacred. Eventually, Arlyn and Kai manage to destroy the spell causing the poison, but they are captured by a Seelie lord, Naomh, who turns out to be Kai’s true father.

       

      The novella EXILED features Delbin, a young elf who was sent from Moranaia to Earth when he was a teenager in order to escape Allafon. The scout Inona is sent to check on Delbin. Soon after her arrival, Prince Kien tries to recruit Delbin to join his group of half-bloods. Delbin refuses, and he and Inona eventually track down and capture Kien. Kien escapes, but Delbin is allowed to return to Moranaia and becomes the student of Prince Ralan, a powerful seer.

       

      In SEARED, Ralan leaves his daughter Eri on Moranaia and returns to Earth to track down his brother Kien. Plagued by visions foretelling his death, Ralan is nevertheless determined to stop Kien for good. In the process, he meets his soulbonded, Cora, who owns a shop where fae can trade gold or jewels for human clothes. Her friend and employee, Maddy, is kidnapped by Kien’s minions, leading Cora to join Ralan in the quest to defeat Kien. With the help of Vek of the Unseelie and his nephew, Fen, Kien is found, although he ultimately escapes to Moranaia. Ralan and Cora confront Kien at the palace. Kien nearly kills Ralan, but Cora manages to save him. The king beheads Kien, but in the process, a mysterious surge of power is released.

       

      Though Kien was defeated, he used his death to release poison into a barrier that withheld magic from Earth. In ABYSS, the dragon Kezari senses that poison through her link to Earth and goes to retrieve her rider, Aris, only to find him being tortured by his potential soulbonded. After she saves him, Aris agrees to accompany the dragon to Braelyn, the estate of Lord Lyr. Aris doesn’t know that his wife Selia, who believes him to be dead, accepted a position there a few months before. He struggles to deal with his trauma as he longs to reunite with his wife. Although a mind healer helps, Aris must overcome his darkness in time to prevent the barrier from shattering, releasing a catastrophic amount of energy at once. He, Kezari, Selia, and Kai manage to prevent disaster, but in the process, a direct portal is created between Moranaia and Earth, one that will need guarding in the future.

       

      In AWAKENING, Ralan appoints his sister Dria to be in charge of the new outpost on Earth guarding the portal to Moranaia. In the meantime, the Unseelie prince Vek is tasked by his father to kill the leader of the outpost and claim the power stored there. Beholden to the Moranaians, Vek seeks to find a way out of this order, and while researching, he discovers that the new leader of the outpost is his mate. When the outpost comes under attack, Dria and Vek work together to find the person responsible. They eventually uncover a plot that involves the Unseelie king and the Seelie lord Meren. Dria challenges the king to combat, but Vek’s sister Ara ultimately defeats him, becoming the new Unseelie queen. Meren later attempts to kill Vek but is thwarted.

       

      Meren continues to cause trouble in ASCENT. This time, he attempts to manipulate Fen and claim the Seelie throne. However, Fen and his potential mates, Maddy and Anna, stumble into one of Meren’s plans to spread poisoned energy and act to diffuse the situation. Eventually, Fen, Maddy, and Anna complete the mate bond and confront Meren. This leads to a fight in the Seelie court, though Meren escapes. Maddy, Fen, and Anna help the Seelie queen by removing a mysterious poison from her blood before returning to the outpost.

       

      In SOLACE, Meren’s plans are subtle. With an altered version of the poison he used on the Seelie queen, Meren injects Korel, a former guard at Braelyn, with a virus capable of infecting elves. Korel attacks and infects a mage working at the estate, and while Lial heals the mage, the others search for the perpetrator. In the meantime, Lynia begins research on diseases at the request of Ralan, which throws her together with Lial. Then Kezari nearly kills Korel in order to help Aris, which threatens to unleash the virus. Lial is eventually infected, and Lynia must use her research to save him. Tynan arrives to help settle Aris and to heal Lial, who recovers thanks to a potion of Lynia’s creation.

       

      In MAELSTROM, Tynan and Kezari must learn to work together, even though the connection between them causes sparks that initially make both uncomfortable. Though Tynan nearly loses control of his empathy, he and Kezari manage to survive a mission to check on Naomh. They eventually bring Naomh to Moranaia for healing. It is also revealed to Kai that his mother is actually alive. Despite that upheaval at Braelyn, Kezari and Tynan must soon fly to the Isle of Dragons with the ancient dragon Egrenneth to save the dragonlings there. While Egrenneth defeats the dragon queen and Kezari finds the Monarch’s Hoard, Tynan is captured. Kezari rushes back to save him with the help of Selia and Aris. Refugees from the Isle are taken to Braelyn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the bathwater’s warmth, Ara’s skin prickled with awareness, a knowing honed by centuries of vigilance. Someone had entered the room. She attuned her earth magic with the floor, the stone as familiar to her as one of her limbs. What…? Ah, there, it was. The buoyant weight of a levitation spell pressing where feet should be. A Seelie trick, that. But this uninvited guest had to be inexperienced not to realize how readily she would sense it.

      As Ara scrubbed the cleansing cloth along her arm, she opened her shields enough to unfurl her other senses—a predator’s instincts. Her hearing heightened until she caught the sound of a ragged exhale. The slide of flesh over wood as fingers tightened and shifted. So the blade had a wooden hilt this time. The last person Meren had sent to kill her had shown up with a solid iron throwing knife.

      Did he think her as fragile as a Sidhe? Felshreh—blood elves—weren’t so easily felled by iron.

      The would-be assassin crept nearer, and the frantic pounding of their heart drummed in Ara’s ears. She feigned ignorance of the stranger’s approach, at least until she heard the rustle of fabric followed by the whistle-hiss of a descending blade. Then she sprang into motion, twisting and lunging so quickly that she sank her nails into the attacker’s arm before the blade made contact with her skin.

      Water sloshed around her. A man’s cry rang out, and the assassin jerked against her hold. Ara grabbed his wrist with her other hand and sank her fangs into his forearm to release his blood—and create the blood link that would unlock his energy for her use. As his power buzzed through her, the man screamed again, this time from the pain she didn’t bother to dull. An assassin didn’t deserve the usual courtesies.

      When he wavered on his feet, she sealed the wound on his arm so blood wouldn’t drip into her bath and then shoved him away. Even as he toppled over, she sucked out more of his energy. His little levitation spell winked out from lack of power, allowing him to thud onto the ground with a satisfying thump.

      Ara leapt from the bath, cursing beneath her breath at the shock of cold. Then she straddled the man’s back and gripped his hair. Water soaked his clothes until he trembled from the chill and the fear he stank of. He was barely of a medium build, and from the blood link, she could feel that his energy reserves were only moderate. Meren must have a small pool of assassins to choose from.

      “Who sent you?” she snarled.

      A useless question, of course, but confirmation of her suspicions wouldn’t go amiss.

      He made a feeble attempt at bucking her off, but he was already weak from magic loss. “I won’t tell you,” he said, his tone resolved despite his terror.

      Scoffing, Ara took a greater hold on the blood link, opening it the slightest bit until she could suck more of his energy through. Power pulsed through her, enough to reshape the entire stone bathing chamber with barely a blink. She smiled. Her son, Fen, might enjoy taunting her with the humans’ vampire myths, but blood itself wasn’t the Felshreh’s greatest strength. Their food was the magic that blood unlocked.

      And she never had turned away from a good meal.

      “Would you like me to drain your power until you can no longer sustain your own life?” she asked sweetly.

      The assassin paled. “He said you’d be helpless around water.”

      “Meren?”

      Although the man refused to answer, his subtle flinch and widened eyes told enough. “Let me go, and I will serve you,” he offered.

      Did he really think she would believe that?

      Ara’s laugh bounced around the room with deceptive cheer. “No, you won’t. Anyone who attacks the Unseelie queen does one thing: die.”

      She’d threatened to completely drain his energy, but she wouldn’t. The dark stain of touching death so intimately with her magic…no. Instead, she claimed as much of his power as she dared before twisting his head to bare his throat. Then she released the blood link and let her fangs finish the task.

      Ara had learned the hard way that softness only ruined one’s life.
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        * * *

      

      Caolte glared at his brother’s image in the glass. He absolutely could not have heard those last words right. “A week at the outpost? On Earth?”

      The hiss of Naomh’s aggravated sigh brushed against the small communication mirror he held. Unlike the large wall mirror Caolte stood in front of, Naomh had only the hand-sized one that his son Kai had enchanted for him, but it was sufficient for their needs. Which in this case appeared to be the delivery of nonsensical news. His brother did his best to hold to the ancient ways, and one of the Sidhe’s oldest oaths was to never step foot on the surface of Earth.

      And as he’d just pointed out, the outpost was on Earth. Directly and irrefutably.

      “Before you ask,” Naomh said. “I assure you that my injury has not muddled my mind. Rather, it has cleared it.”

      Had his brother not looked so gaunt and worn down, Caolte might have argued the validity of that point. “I told you that you’d need to regain some energy before returning here, but I thought you would do so on Moranaia with your son as guard.”

      “Meren caught me by surprise once. Once,” Naomh hissed. “I know you take your promise to our father seriously, but I am a⁠—”

      “Yes, I’m aware that you’re a powerful Seelie lord.” Caolte lifted a brow. “But you’re also rash at times. Making an alliance with Kien? Imprisoning your own son? Need I go on?”

      His brother scowled, but he didn’t bother to argue with the statement. But then, it wasn’t the first time they’d had this disagreement. With Naomh’s element being earth and Caolte’s fire, most assumed that Caolte was the spontaneous one, when it was actually the opposite. His fire kept him contained, for never in his life had he been able to fully lower his guard. Not unless he wanted to incinerate everything around him.

      “Don’t worry, brother,” Caolte said. “I won’t tell Kai where he gets it from.”

      Surprisingly, Naomh smiled at the quip. “I doubt he would believe you.”

      His nephew would figure it out soon enough without any aid. No matter how good Naomh was at feigning steadiness, his reaching nature always revealed itself in the end. Like the vines that bolstered his power, he quietly crept where he willed, regardless of what—or who—he might cross. Fortunately, it was a slow process that Caolte had long grown adept at spotting and redirecting.

      Most of the time.

      Caolte blinked, and the weight of his ever-present weariness settled in a fraction deeper. He needed to close this link before he wasted even more of his finite energy. “We can argue it later. It’s only been a day or two since your healing, and you need contact with earth to renew your energy. What kind of healer would send you off to a place where you won’t even touch the ground?”

      “Oh, I’ll touch surface Earth now.” Naomh’s expression hardened. “I’ll forego honor if it means a quicker recovery.”

      The air around Caolte warmed, a sign of his loosening control. “Heal on Moranaia.”

      “It’s winter here. Nearly midwinter, in fact,” his brother snapped. “I need greenery for natural regeneration, and Lial is busy tending to refugees from the Isle of Dragons. Though it’s autumn at the outpost, there’s still enough life to be the better option.”

      “The queen⁠—”

      “Can argue as she will. She owes her life to Unseelie royalty, one of whom is mated to the leader of the outpost.” Naomh shook his head. “Stop fretting, brother. The outpost is heavily guarded, and I’ll be able to regain my power more quickly. Or at least enough of it to resume charge of my realm. Perhaps not my realm’s repair, but that will come in time.”

      The bitter tastes of anger and guilt coated Caolte’s tongue. Yes, he’d failed to properly uphold the magic here, but at least his brother had a place to repair. Their father had left Caolte nothing—save an oath that grew heavier with each passing century. Or day, as was the case lately. To some, duty seemed a gift. A reason for being. But it could also prevent a person from living.

      “Caolte?”

      He ran his fingers through his short hair and winced at the tingling sparks that never managed to burn his skin. Now his brother would know he was agitated. “I grow weary. I’ll end the communication link now, lest the strain on my energy damage your realm further. Let me know when you’ve reached the outpost safely.”

      He cut the connection even as his brother’s mouth opened in some kind of retort. Caolte had nearly given his life for his brother twice—not that Naomh knew—and would do so again. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t find the man exasperating. The weeks since Meren had stabbed Naomh with an iron knife and left him for dead had passed in a blur. Now that the initial relief of his recovery was wearing off, Caolte couldn’t deny the growing urge to throttle him.
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        * * *

      

      Ara jerked the bedroom door open and glared down the long corridor. There should have been a guard stationed in the center, but he was suspiciously absent. The rotten sremed had better pray he was dead—or at the least gravely injured. If he’d turned traitor, there was nowhere in this realm or any other that he could hide. Especially since he’d left Fen in danger. Her son and his mates were in residence directly across from where the guard should have been standing.

      Before her heart could trip more than once in alarm, her son’s door opened, and Maddy poked her head out. A strand of her bold, red hair tumbled down her thin robe, but despite her rumpled state, she froze. The girl’s eyes widened with a hint of horror as she stared up the hallway at Ara.

      “Umm. Queen. Your Majesty.” Maddy cleared her throat. “Are you aware you’re…umm…naked? Except for…”

      Ara glanced down at herself and grimaced. She was indeed still naked, save the blood blotching her skin like nightmare freckles. Ah, well. Nothing to do but brazen it out. Shrugging, she met Maddy’s gaze. “Yes.”

      The young woman blinked. “Oh. Okay, then. Do you… I don’t know, do you need something? This honestly wasn’t what I was expecting when I heard a noise.”

      “I imagine not.” Ara bit back a smile. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen the guard who should have been near your door?”

      “No, only you,” Maddy said.

      A low grumble of annoyance heralded Fen’s arrival as he slipped up behind Maddy. “Anna said you…”

      Like Maddy, he froze at the sight of her. Fen’s mouth dropped open before he abruptly spun away. In typical fashion, he knocked his forehead dramatically against the doorframe while muttering curses. Had the human world made them so exceedingly modest? Granted, she wouldn’t have been thrilled to see her own parents naked, but the fuss was a bit excessive.

      “Do I even want to know why my mother is standing in the hallway in her birthday suit before the sun has even risen?” Fen groaned.

      There really was nothing for it. Ara stiffened her spine and marched down the hall toward them. She didn’t have time for another bath, not until the missing guard had been tracked down and the corpse removed from her bathing chamber. She needed to solve matters now. Heckling her son was merely a bonus, if a self-defeating one. But it hardly mattered. He’d written off any hint of a relationship already.

      “Do forgive me for not being properly dressed after fending off an assassin,” Ara said, the hurt from her thoughts lending a chill to her words that she hadn’t intended. “Regrettably, he didn’t allow me time to leave my bath and garb myself appropriately.”

      Fen flinched, his forehead cracking against the doorframe with a decidedly louder snap. “Fucking hell,” he yelped, rubbing the welling bump as he spun to face her.

      “Don’t do childish things, and you won’t have childish consequences,” Ara pronounced dryly.

      As usual, he missed the wry humor buried in her tone. “Thanks for the sage advice. I’ll be sure to order your ‘World’s Best Mom’ cup next time I’m on Earth.”

      The bitter barb cut her more deeply than the assassin’s blade ever could have, even though she didn’t entirely understand the insult. “Fen. I didn’t come out here to argue. There should be a guard outside your door, and you should all be on alert while I figure out why there isn’t.”

      Though Fen hated her, she had finally brought her son home, and she would kill anyone who threatened him. Never again. Never again would he be left unprotected while she worried over the throne and the endless court schemes. Staying away hadn’t saved him last time, and she refused to take that risk again.

      “I’ll go and find⁠—”

      “No,” Ara snapped. “You will return to your rooms with your mates and bar the door. I’ve already killed one person before breakfast, and I’m annoyed enough to deliver retribution to any others.”

      Color draining from her face, Maddy sidled closer to Fen. Fabulous. Now I’ve scared one of my son’s mates, Ara grumbled to herself. But she wouldn’t back down. Not in this.

      Unfortunately, Fen was unaffected. “There’s no reason we can’t help search.”

      “It is too dangerous.”

      He rolled his eyes. “An assassin made it into your bathroom. Where the hell are any of us supposed to be safe?”

      Ara pressed her fingertips into her temples and recited the Order of Nobles in her head until she could regain control over her temper. Sadly, it would take naming every noble House in the kingdom to fully stifle her aggravation, but at least by the time she’d made it through the royal cousins, she was able to proceed with the conversation. Such as it was.

      “My door was not barred,” she said. “Yours will be.”

      Thump.

      Her attention jerked to the door across from Fen’s. The noise had come from there.

      Thump. Thump, thump, thump.

      Waving the others aside, Ara rushed to investigate. But as she grasped the doorknob, a loud moan echoed through the wood. A moan of pleasure. She froze—or rather, burned—from the force of the rage that swept through her. Had she really had to kill an assassin and march naked down the hallway because her guard couldn’t help but fuck someone while on duty? He’d better hope she was mistaken about those sounds.

      She shoved through the door, and her breath hissed out at the sight that greeted her. Her guard had a woman bent over a chair, her upturned skirts the only thing blocking Ara’s view of the man’s thrusts. Both were lost in the moment, their eyes pinched closed in pleasure. But the man was a bodyguard. Shouldn’t he have noticed her presence?

      The fool.

      With a flex of power, Ara softened the floor beneath their feet, then whipped tendrils of the stone around their ankles like vines. The woman yelped, and the guard tried and failed to step back, teetering on his stuck feet until he caught the side of the chair with his hand. Finally, he saw Ara, and the blood rushed from his face so abruptly that he was as pale as a Felshreh.

      Ah, the guard was Scalanis. She should have known.

      “Your Majesty,” he gasped.

      Ara’s bare feet slapped against the floor as she crossed the space between them. “You dare to neglect your duties for your own pleasure?”

      His companion showed no fear—no, it was annoyance in her gaze as the guard shoved her skirts down. Scalanis didn’t notice the scowl the woman transferred to him as he tucked himself back into his pants. He was too busy trying to combine syllables into something resembling words to actually look at the woman he’d just been buried in.

      “A…a moment,” Scalanis managed. “There couldn’t have been much harm done while I was…”

      Ara gestured at the blood drying in patches on her skin. “Does it look as though all was well during your little diversion? And to bring a stranger into the royal wing is an unfathomably bad lapse in judgment.”

      The guard shook his head. “No, no. She’s a maid here. Nothing ever happens while I’m on duty, so I thought there’d be no harm in a bit of fun before she cleans the room.”

      Before Ara could retort, the woman straightened with a sharp, scornful laugh. “What a worthless fool. Couldn’t help me find my pleasure and couldn’t identify a trap when he was fucking one.”

      “But—”

      “She doesn’t work here,” Ara said through gritted teeth. “You should have learned during your training that seduction is a common ploy for assassins.”

      “Usually my favorite one, too.” The woman glared at Scalanis again. “When they’re good.”

      Above the guard’s muttered curses, a chuckle sounded from the doorway—Fen, of course. Why had she expected him to return to his room with his mates? He ignored nearly every instruction she gave him. Had she raised him from the start, perhaps he would have obeyed without question, but he had no respect for her and thus no reason to heed her directions. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have stepped into a dangerous situation without a care.

      She needed to end this quickly.

      With her earth magic, Ara gathered more stone from the floor and twisted another layer around the spy’s feet and legs. Surprisingly, the woman laughed again. Her hand whipped up, and before anyone could react, she’d buried a knife in Scalanis’s throat. His gagging, gurgling breaths sliced through the room, an announcement of his pending death. There was no way a healer would arrive in time to fix that.

      “I would have advised him to improve his technique, but it won’t be a concern for him anymore,” the assassin said.

      Then in a flash of magic, she disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Ara’s breath hissed out like steam from a fissure, the only sign of the danger restrained within. Oh, the absolute temerity of the woman! Though admirable in its way, sneaking into the Unseelie palace couldn’t be borne. Ara sent a mental call for one of the court mages as she closed the remainder of the distance to the spot where the woman had stood.

      Scalanis gurgled weakly from his heap atop the floor, but Ara moved around him to stoop beside the empty stone cage twining up from where the spy had been. In her peripheral vision, the pained, awkward twist of the guard’s ankle caught her eye, and with a stretch of her power, she released the stone from his legs so that he could crumple more naturally.

      A useless mercy, but a mercy, nonetheless.

      “Shouldn’t we, you know, do something?” Fen asked from behind her. “I’m no healer, but I’m pretty sure the guy doesn’t give a fuck about broken ankles at the moment.”

      “Well, I’m a healer.” This from Maddy. “Move, Fen.”

      Ara ignored the shuffling behind her, and she did her best to tune out the hum of magic from her son’s healer mate. Instead, she swiped her finger across the piece of stone she’d wrapped tightly around the spy’s ankle. Though much had dried, blood clung to her fingertip when she lifted it toward her nose. It wouldn’t matter how far the woman had fled now.

      Her lips curling, Ara sniffed the drop of blood before licking it from her finger. The unpleasant sourness overlaying the usual tinny flavor wiped the satisfied smile from her lips—blood was never pleasant to consume once removed from the source—but she forced herself to analyze each nuance, anyway. The lingering energy, the various layers of scent and taste—she rolled them over her tongue and breathed them through her mouth like wine.

      In a few heartbeats, she had a lock on her target, though she couldn’t have named the exact location. It didn’t matter. She attached a tracking spell to the blood signature, one that would notify her if the woman drew near. Either the spy would return, causing an alert, or Ara would track the assassin at her leisure.

      “I don’t think I can do this,” Maddy cried.

      Ara blinked over at the Seelie woman, who knelt beside the guard. Gold light flickered around her hands and across the man’s neck, but nothing stopped the blood from gurgling from his lips. Why was the girl bothering? Scalanis was already dead as far as she was concerned.

      “Disconnect entirely,” Ara commanded. At Maddy’s blank look, she glared. “Disconnect your magic before you bring harm to yourself and your mates.”

      As soon as the healer did as she’d been ordered, Ara pulled more stone from the floor and wrapped it around the guard’s neck. Maddy bit her lip and extended her hands again. “Wait, maybe if I⁠—”

      Crack.

      The sickening grind of stone and bone interrupted the healer’s words. But there was no need for whatever she’d been about to suggest. A quickly snapped spine was the last mercy Ara would grant him.

      Maddy’s mouth dropped open, and a flush spread over her face. “Why did you do that?”

      “There was no need for you to go to the effort,” Ara replied as she rose to her feet. “Since I would have killed him if he’d survived.”

      She turned to face Fen, whose lips were pinched into a thin line of fury. Ara lifted a brow. “Wishing you’d returned to your room as I commanded?”

      Her son shook his head. “Nope. Right now, I’m wondering if you’re any better than Kien.”

      The knife of those words plunged deep, stealing her breath. Was he truly comparing her to a psychotic killer who’d decorated his camps with body parts? “That’s low. I couldn’t let Scalanis live after putting our lives in danger, not if I want to maintain respect in the Unseelie court. But it was quick and clean. I didn’t torture him as Kien would have.”

      “You killed my mate’s patient right in front of her,” Fen said through clenched teeth, his face red.

      That…hadn’t been ideal. But why allow the man to drown in his own blood when she could grant him a release he didn’t deserve? “I did not intend to distress Maddy,” Ara conceded, though she still wasn’t certain why Fen was so enraged. “However, it would have been a waste of her energy and efforts to continue. I don’t think it would have been any easier on her to heal him now only to watch his execution later.”

      “I decide what I can tolerate.” Maddy leapt to her feet, and Fen eased up beside her. “I deserve more respect.”

      Though grudging admiration filled her, Ara couldn’t concede. Not as queen. “I have granted far more than I should have to the lot of you. I ordered you to your rooms, yet you disobeyed. You wouldn’t have been in this situation at all if you’d listened.”

      Maddy flinched, and the glare Fen leveled at Ara could have melted the rock as readily as her magic had. “If you want me to stay for a single moment longer—” he began.

      “Hold up,” Anna interrupted, slipping up between her two mates and wrapping her arms around their waists. “How about we all take a moment to calm down?”

      Calm down? The soft words lit a tiny flame of anger in Ara’s heart, but she did her best to smother it. Though she usually hated such a condescending order, she couldn’t fault the young woman for it this time. In the aftermath of the conflict, tensions had grown to unbearable heights. It was no surprise that a water mage would seek to smooth the tumultuous waves of it.

      “Then we’d better take that moment elsewhere,” Maddy said.

      Ara inclined her head. “Indeed. If nothing else, I would like to bathe my assailant’s blood from my flesh and put on actual clothes.”

      Anna gave her a placating smile. “I’m sure you’ll feel better after that, Your Majesty.”

      Neither Maddy’s nor Fen’s angry expressions seemed to budge.

      “We will speak again later,” Ara said, praying her tone hadn’t gone cold. “But I would like to reassert that I did not intend to upset Maddy. I make many difficult judgments in a day, and that was merely one of them.”

      Before she could see the others’ reactions, Ara spun on her heel and strode out of the room without looking back. She kept her pace steady and her head held high, even when she passed the guards and servants hauling the dead body from her bedroom. Even when one of the maids let out a quickly choked off titter at Ara’s nakedness. Instead, she did her best to pretend that she hadn’t heard.

      She didn’t have the heart to punish the maid before she’d even had breakfast.
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        * * *

      

      Fen paced laps around their sitting room, keeping count—twenty-three—each time he walked by the fountain in the corner. A fucking fountain, for fuck’s sake. It was supposed to soothe, but the trickling water ate at him like a stream over stone. He didn’t belong in this ridiculous place. Maybe his mother had been right to abandon him on Earth as an infant.

      On the nearby sofa, Anna and Maddy spoke in low tones. They’d only arrived from Earth the night before, both needing rest. Anna had been training with her Gwragedd Annwn relatives, and Maddy had just finished several days of counting inventory at her shop. They’d hoped for at least one recovery day before they needed to consider their next looming problem: the March Against Magic set to take place on Earth in a couple of weeks. They should’ve known better than to expect rest in the Unseelie realm, though.

      They should leave. They could go to the outpost and relax before consulting with his Uncle Vek about the upcoming protest. Then Fen’s mother couldn’t mess up his mates the way she had him. He couldn’t bear the thought of Maddy and Anna being touched by all this brutal darkness. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to deal with it, himself.

      As he rounded the fountain again, Anna caught his gaze. “Come on, Fen. Sit and talk this out.”

      He drew to a halt, suppressing the urge to kick the base of the stupid fountain. “I can’t do this. I’m done. Ara can name Uncle Vek her heir, and we can go back to Earth and do our own thing. I won’t tolerate my mother hurting the two of you, too.”

      Gods knew she’d wrecked his life. Sure, she’d left him with his human father, but she should have checked on him. She should have ensured he and his father were protected from her enemies. Instead, she hadn’t even known when his father had been murdered and Fen had been forced into human foster care. And then, the streets.

      Normal families didn’t exactly embrace kids who tried to drink their blood.

      “Fen,” Anna said, her voice slow and tentative, “I’ll always support you and Maddy above all. But in this case, I don’t think you’re seeing things clearly.”

      “But—”

      “Maybe she’s right,” Maddy interrupted.

      Fen’s mouth dropped open. “What the hell? You were just as angry as I am.”

      “Well, some of us sat and talked things out rationally instead of pacing around glaring at fountains,” Maddy said. She rolled her eyes. “What she did sucked. I’m not saying it didn’t. But maybe she did think she was helping. I mean, it would’ve been worse if she’d killed him after I’d done all the work.”

      And she would have. Fen gritted his teeth. “She’s heartless.”

      “It’s not like she was at her best. She was standing there naked, unless you count her assassin’s blood,” Anna pointed out. “Look, I know you’re uncomfortable here, and if you really want to give up your place, we’ll support you. Just don’t use this as your excuse.”

      Well, that fucking nailed it, didn’t it? That was what he’d been doing. He rubbed at the back of his neck, but it didn’t ease the tension building there. Tension that had been climbing in him since he’d first accepted the title of prince here in the Unseelie realm. Oh, he didn’t regret it—he’d needed the weight of the position to help Maddy escape the Seelie court—but he had no idea how to navigate the reality of it now.

      He didn’t know how to relate to the Unseelie, especially his mother. And yet, an inner voice whispered, you’ve done your own share of ruthless things. He swallowed hard. He’d stolen and cheated when he’d lived on the streets. And as part of Kien’s gang, he’d helped poison Earth’s energy. He’d even killed.

      When had he grown so judgmental? Dealing with his mother always sparked his worst nature, and he wasn’t entirely certain why. Sighing, he rubbed at the back of his neck. In this case, maybe he hadn’t been quite fair. The guard had put them all in danger. If Maddy or Anna had been hurt, Fen would have killed the man himself.

      Maybe that meant he could fit in here. And maybe, just maybe, it was time he figured his place in this realm out. No matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t simply run. If he did, he would prove himself a flake like his mother, willing to leave responsibilities behind for convenience. He refused to imitate that behavior.

      In fact, maybe he should become more responsible. Take on more of the duties his mother insisted were his birthright. How else would he really know whether he could belong? At least then if he failed, his mother wouldn’t be able to say it was for a lack of trying. His diligence would be the true test.

      He would be the best damn Unseelie prince the realm had ever seen.
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        * * *

      

      Caolte stood over the empty stone bed and stared down at the vines that had dried around the edges. They were immortal, those plants, at least until someone touched them. Then they would crumble into dust as though he’d blasted them with his fire. Some of the plant life that had filled this room already had disintegrated, though no one had been around to touch them. All the life had been sucked out of this place when Naomh had left.

      And this was supposed to be the heart of the estate, a place where his brother could regenerate in safety. Naomh had designed it that way after he’d inherited the strange, somewhat twisted place. The soil covering the floor of this room was verdant—or had been—and the plants weren’t supposed to die. Usually, his brother would have returned here to recharge instead of going to Earth to regain his power, since Naomh’s stewardship maintained the plants under most circumstances.

      Caolte’s stewardship? Not so much.

      Sighing, he circled the low stone platform and headed for the far wall. He pressed his hand against a spot near the bottom, letting his magic dance along his skin until the hidden door clicked open. Then he slipped into the narrow opening and began the long trek to the secret portal hidden at the end of yet another maze.

      The grandfather who’d built this place had been undeniably insane. Just to reach Naomh’s secret room required traversing countless underground chambers, many of them illogically designed. It was as though when the fae had been forced to move from the surface to the underhills, their grandfather had built yet another underground realm to express his frustration. Only the portion of the house situated above ground had any semblance of sense to it, but of course, Naomh had designed that.

      Not that Caolte enjoyed the house much better at the moment. It felt terribly empty, and the giant underhill cavern surrounding it was a wasteland without Naomh’s magic. Even the crystal at the top of the cave faltered at times, though it hadn’t done so since Queen Ara had given the spell energy during her last visit. An unpleasant event that he couldn’t prevent from running through his head.

      Caolte touched a twisted bit of leaf and watched it crumble. Just like everything else. Though he’d received word not long ago that Naomh had survived the procedure and would live, Caolte’s heart was barely lighter. This place was one wrong touch away from disaster. Would his brother hate him for it when he returned?

      A flare of power sent the fine hair along his arms into prickly alert. Someone had entered through the portal. Was this that final nudge, then? The one spelling his final failure? As he darted down the path to the gate, fury pounded to the beat of his heart. But he had to keep a hold on it. Had to. One spark would burn this whole dry realm to the ground.

      He slowed near the clearing in front of the gate, but there was no point in trying for stealth. Any reliable cover was too dead to be of use, and the path crackled beneath his feet from the sound of all the former greenery. Fortunately, the guards hadn’t abandoned him despite everything—their visitor stood on the small platform at sword point.

      The slim, heavily cloaked figure turned, and Caolte’s breath froze in his chest before rushing out on a harsh oath. Though she was shielded, the safeguards didn’t fool him this time. Queen Ara. What was she doing here? She might have warned them once about Meren’s treachery, but she’d worked with the man for her own ends, too.

      “You,” Caolte snarled, rushing into the clearing. “Leave before you do more harm.”

      She lowered the hood of her cloak, revealing herself clearly, and swept her gaze around the pitiful remnants of the forest. “I’m not sure I’m capable of doing much worse.”

      His hand fell to the hilt of the dagger at his waist, but he didn’t bother to draw it. He couldn’t argue when she was so obviously right. “What do you want?”

      Her lips curved up. “Tarma.”

      Ah, a request for a neutral meeting. Did she think he would adhere as strictly to such rules as his brother? Not likely. He had no reason to grant her a private audience, and he could hardly trust that she would keep the peace as tarma required.

      “Why should I allow it?”

      Ara’s eyes widened slightly. “Perhaps I should leave without sharing the intelligence I have gathered. I have enough troubles without this.”

      Inexplicable chagrin bent his face into an unwitting grimace. He owed her nothing. How long had she been aware of Meren’s plans before her last visit? If she had come sooner, they might have averted Naomh’s near-fatal wound entirely. And yet…she had traveled here despite the recent upheaval in the Unseelie court that had culminated with her ascending the throne. According to his half-sister, matters still hadn’t entirely settled there.

      “Fine,” Caolte snapped. “Come.”

      Unlike her last visit, they didn’t have to go far. It would be nearly impossible for anyone to sneak close enough to eavesdrop on the open spot where he led her. Ara didn’t appear inclined to argue that point, for after the barest scan, she faced him, hands on hips.

      “Allow me to tell you and go, then.” The waspishness to her tone made him feel…he wasn’t sure. Anger? Regret? “My spies tracked Meren to Ireland, but he has recently disappeared. If the whispers are true about a secret entrance to this place, I recommend you guard it.”

      A frenzied blend of Unseelie and Seelie curses created a discordant litany in his head. “Now?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t recommend later.”

      She spun on her heel, but after taking a few steps, she knelt down, her hands flattening against the ground. Instinctively, Caolte pulled his knife to stop whatever she planned, but the cross look she cast over her shoulder made him falter. Gods. The dim light glowed against her pale skin and hair, highlighting her exquisite features—and the unmistakable force of female annoyance. It was the kind of expression worn by a woman who was completely fed up with another person’s foolishness.

      “I can’t connect with plant life like your brother, but I can contribute energy through the ground itself.” Her lip curled, and he could feel that hint of scorn to his soul. “Consider it a gift in recompense for my family’s recent actions.”

      Power vibrated beneath his feet, and immediately, the burden of supporting this place lightened as new energy poured in. Her energy. Caolte shivered, then tried not to consider what that meant. Better to focus on the way the light slowly grew brighter overhead, relieving the oppressive gloom. If there was any greenery left, it would surely appreciate the renewal of the sun spell.

      The intensity of the energy cut off a moment before Ara stood. “There,” she said over her shoulder. “Have a fine day, Lord Caolte. I will not bother you again.”

      Heat traced across his skin at the memory, and he told himself it was shame. He’d treated her like an enemy, but she’d only wanted to help. It was simply…she unsettled him. She had from the first time he’d encountered her, when she’d journeyed to their realm to warn Naomh about her father and Meren. Which meant that both times she’d come here, she’d done so to help.

      He still didn’t trust her. Yet here he was, taking the last few turns to the secret portal.

      The narrow slice of hallway was nothing spectacular; in fact, it looked like countless other dead-end corridors his grandfather had put in this cursed place. Even the arch of the portal was hidden in the rest of the stonework. Caolte’s steps slowed as he neared the tiny scuff on the floor that marked the edge of the spell. Invisible and well-shielded, the energy was imperceptible until he placed his hand carefully against the edge of it.

      Power surged through him, and instantly, his stomach churned and his muscles grew painful and heavy. Earth magic—and not the pleasant hum of molten rock flowing deep beneath the surface. He gasped in a tight breath. No, this was like the soil one used to bury a campfire. Chilling. Stifling. With a shudder, he checked the horrid mass for any sign of an incursion. Best he could tell, it remained solid.

      Caolte jerked his hand away and took a stumbling step back. His lungs burned as he sucked in air. For once, there was no risk of a spark from his hair, for his already low power was now a fragile thread he would have to carefully guard. This portal through soil—and multiple dimensions—to the coast of western Ireland had been perfect for his father and Naomh. But it would never be an escape route for Caolte.

      For him, it would be death.

      And thanks to Queen Ara’s warning, he would have to check it at least once a day. Possibly more. He hardly wanted to stick his hand in that nightmare, but he wanted less for Naomh to lose what was left of his realm. There was no doubt that if Meren made it through, the entire place would end up destroyed. So suffer this he would.

      Shuddering again, Caolte stumbled from the hallway and made his way back through the twisted maze. Between the constant drain of his link to the underhill and the dampening effect of the portal, he needed sleep badly. Maybe if he slept long enough, his brother would return to free him of this never-ending torment.

      He never wanted to tend to anything like this again.
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      Ara lowered herself to the throne, the stone cold and unyielding beneath her—just like her father, who had chosen it. As she settled into her seat, her gaze flicked briefly to the spot where she’d slit her father’s throat. The useless sremed. She didn’t regret eliminating him, though perhaps she should have. But she could never find pity for the man who’d ordered Fen’s death moments after his birth.

      The throne room doors opened, and Taeni curtsied in the entrance. “The captain is here as ordered, Your Majesty.”

      “With the bodyguards?” Ara asked.

      “Of course, my queen,” Taeni replied, her tone bright but otherwise neutral. Choosing her as a replacement for the previous steward had been a good decision, for the woman performed her duties without the excessive solemnity of her predecessor. “If you are ready?”

      Ara merely inclined her head, and Taeni stepped aside. Without hesitation, Captain Alosrin strode past the steward and barked out a low order for his soldiers to follow. She stared impassively at him as he marched up the purple runner leading to the dais. The man was a distant cousin of hers, a hint of his Felshreh blood apparent in his light blond hair and pale skin. But unlike Ara, Fen, and Vek, the man couldn’t draw power from blood.

      His bitterness over that made him unpleasant to speak to, but he’d always been a skilled leader for the bodyguards. Or so she’d thought. Her attention slid to the warriors marching along each side of the runner a few paces behind the captain. They were a varied group, made up of men and women of different sizes and races, though Unseelie Sidhe was predominant. All moved in good form, and when Alosrin sank to one knee at the base of the dais, the soldiers followed suit in two neat lines.

      Yet one of their number had failed at his duties in a monumental fashion.

      She allowed Alosrin and the guards to kneel there for several heartbeats. “I hope you have an explanation for Scalanis’s actions,” Ara said coldly. “For his failure is your failure.”

      The captain didn’t dare to look up at her. “I don’t know what to say, Your Majesty. I can hardly credit your message on the matter.”

      Ara pressed her lips together. “I hope you aren’t implying that I’m lying.”

      “Of course not, cousin,” Alosrin hurried to say. “I am merely incredulous that Scalanis would do such a reckless thing.”

      “What he did was a spy.” Ara thought she heard the barest snort of laughter from one of the bodyguards, but she couldn’t discern the source. Too bad. “And I have called all of the bodyguards here to ensure they understand the ramifications of repeating his indiscretion.”

      She lifted her hand, and two of the regular palace guards carried in Scalanis’s corpse on a plain wooden bier. She had ordered the man left as he’d died—bloody wound to the throat, neck at an odd angle, pants around his ankles. He would have left her to die, naked and alone, in her bath. He deserved no dignity.

      “You may look up,” Ara pronounced as the guards lowered the bier to the edge of the dais. “All of you.”

      Coldness suffused her at the sight of the fool, but at least half the bodyguards blanched in horror before covering their reactions. The others grew still and watchful, though none glanced for long at the corpse. That made it clear at once who was experienced at their jobs. Only the newest would have flinched at a dead body in the Unseelie court.

      Alosrin went so pale that he could have been a full-blooded Felshreh, and his expression tightened with anger. “Surely, such an indignity to the deceased is a mistake,” he said. “As an older relative in this court, allow me to explain the etiquette for⁠—”

      “Be silent,” Ara interrupted. “And if you dare attempt to instruct me again, I will cut out your tongue and have it fashioned into a necklace. One for you to wear.”

      His mouth snapped shut, and he had the good sense to bow his head once more. Gods of the beyond. If one more relative thought to tell her how to do the job she’d trained for millennia to do, she really might make tongue-severing a regular punishment. Maybe then, they would challenge her directly as an Unseelie should instead of circling the issue like a Seelie.

      Not that Ara intended to say any such thing around half-Seelie Maddy. She would rather not cause even more tension with her son’s soulbonded mate.

      “Now, then,” Ara continued. “Behold the result of fucking on the job. If your captain neglected to inform you, Scalanis was caught having sex in one of the empty royal bedrooms across the hall from my son’s, leaving the heir to the throne unguarded. Thanks to Scalanis’s poor judgment, a second intruder attempted to assassinate me. Do not imitate this example.”

      Hands snapped to foreheads in salute—except for Alosrin.

      “Captain?” she demanded.

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” He hurried to perform the salute. “We will train diligently against another such lapse. Please forgive me for this failure.”

      Ara stood. “Not until you redeem yourself.”

      Then she stood and strode resolutely for her private door.

      As far as she was concerned, they could sort themselves out.
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        * * *

      

      Naomh wrapped the cloak more tightly around himself and tried to ignore his son’s worried stare. Instead, he focused on the swirling light of the stone portal situated beside the half-built palace belonging to Prince Ralan. They claimed one step through that portal would take him directly to Earth, unlike the other gate that traveled through the Veil. Only a couple of paces, and he could seek healing.

      A world away from Elerie.

      Fear, frustration, pain—all knotted in the center of his throat, threatening to choke him. His every instinct screamed at him to turn away and hurry to the estate where his beloved slept. But he couldn’t. The healers worried that his proximity could pull her from her spell-induced rest, and her spine still needed a great deal of healing. So, he had agreed it was better to seek his own recovery now. No matter how unnatural it felt, he had no choice.

      “Send me updates,” Naomh said, breaking the awkward silence.

      “Of course, although Lial doesn’t want me to go near her again, either,” Kai grumbled. “I understand, but…”

      “We will have time with her when she awakens.” If. Naomh swallowed against the lump in his throat and pushed that treacherous word aside, only to recall his other worry. “Provided she will allow me near her.”

      Kai’s gaze was practically a palpable force against the side of his face. “You think she won’t?”

      How much should he say? He’d only known his son a handful of months, and their relationship hadn’t started well. He’d thought Kai and his mate, Arlyn, had been working with the wicked Prince Kien and had captured them at one of Kien’s camps. The truth had only come out when Naomh had cut one of Elerie’s necklaces from Kai’s throat during a swordfight. While that misunderstanding had been resolved, they were still practically strangers.

      But Kai had suffered for Naomh’s failings, too. He deserved to know. “She might not forgive me for not saving her. All that happened to you both…”

      “Were the actions of Allafon,” Kai said. “Though I have to admit that I’ve wondered why you didn’t come here to find out why she didn’t return to you. It’s obvious to anyone that it wasn’t a lack of love.”

      Naomh’s fingers tightened on his cloak, and he shifted on his feet, causing crackling sounds from the patches of ice beneath him. If the area around the cleared section of the path hadn’t been knee-deep with snow, he might have walked away to avoid the answer. But coming so close to death had reminded him that pride was no substitute for personal connections.

      “I’d promised her that I would wait for her at Knocknarea.” He released a sharp, bitter laugh. “And you know how my kind are about keeping our word.”

      “Fucking Sidhe honor,” Kai muttered. “Not that honor is a bad thing in general, but…”

      “It shouldn’t stop a person from saving their beloved,” Naomh finished. “I convinced myself she’d changed her mind. But then, I suppose we have no compunction about lying to ourselves.”

      His son gripped his shoulder, and finally, Naomh met his eyes. “Are you certain you can heal on surface Earth?” Kai asked. “Considering the Sidhe gave an oath not to step foot upon it.”

      Like a fool, he’d kept to the promise given by his grandfather’s generation. Humans owned the surface of Earth, and the Sidhe reigned in underhill realms a dimension away from the humans’ world, the cost for losing a war on a single island. Any time Naomh had gone to the surface, he’d used magic to levitate above the ground, maintaining his promise. Technically, at least. He wasn’t concerned with such a formality now.

      Ironic, in truth. One of the reasons his half-brother Meren had betrayed him was because he wanted the Sidhe to return to the surface. And while Naomh couldn’t agree with his brother’s methods or power-hungry intentions, he found he could no longer argue with one basic fact: upholding a vow spoken in the humans’ pre-history was a waste of time.

      “That oath can burn in the sun,” Naomh muttered. “I’m done. The queen can declare me an outcast if she wants, for I must regain my full power. Who else will prevent Meren from causing havoc on Earth? And I must protect your mother, if she will let me.”

      “Don’t forget reclaiming your realm and putting Uncle Caolte out of his misery,” Kai said, worry darkening his eyes. “I’m sure he’ll welcome your return. Of all the choices of people to support an earth magic realm, he has to be the worst.”

      Naomh grimaced—mostly from the bite of shame after his recent conversation with Caolte. He hadn’t intended to make him feel bad about the state of the underhill. If not for Caolte, the whole place would be a ruin, and Naomh himself would be dead. It was simply difficult to see the verdant life there reduced to dust.

      “I owe my brother too much.”

      An apology most of all.

      Before Kai could comment, the light in the portal shifted, and a Moranaian guide stepped through. “We’re finally ready. Are you prepared for the crossing?”

      There was a great deal Naomh wanted to say to Kai, but he wasn’t ready to give voice to any of it. So he smiled at his son and then nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

      After a brief farewell, he followed the guide into the portal. Only one step, and he would be—crack! Light blinded him, and his foot caught on an obstacle in his path. Momentum carried him down, hard. Pain exploded in his knee when it slammed against something sharp on the ground.

      What was this?

      Betrayal?

      “Don’t be stupid,” a mocking voice called from beside him.

      Naomh squinted against the light until his eyes adjusted. Water. The water was endless, the sunlight gleaming on its surface too blinding. He jerked his head toward the voice, only to freeze at the sight of the stranger smirking down at him. Trees waved in the breeze behind the man’s flaming hair—like Caolte’s, and yet not.

      “Hi,” the man said. “I’m Loki, and I’ll be your island captor for the next couple of days. Not that I mean you harm.” Loki waved his hand at the plants growing all around them. “You needed life, and I’ve provided. You’re welcome.”

      Naomh could only blink. He’d been abducted by a god?

      One he’d never met—but one who was oddly familiar.
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        * * *

      

      For a heartbeat after his father stepped through, the portal flashed blue, and Kai’s stomach lurched as something…changed. The strand linking the two worlds, a connection he’d helped stabilize, felt different. Kai tried to put his hand through the shifting light, but his palm met resistance. The portal was blocked, though it was difficult to define how. And why was the energy so familiar? Who could…?

      A mocking laugh danced through Kai’s mind, and he knew. Loki. Kai groaned aloud. He had nothing against the god; in fact, they’d worked together creating this very portal. But Loki was unpredictable, and there was no logical reason why he would have closed the gate that so many had suffered to build. Did he think Kai was going to follow his father to Earth?

      “Kai,” Lyr called from behind him.

      He spun to face his friend, who stood in front of the local gate that led to Braelyn, their home. The gate that had been inactive only a breath ago. “What are you doing here?”

      “Your father,” Lyr said tightly. “Where is he?”

      Kai blinked, his gaze shifting from Lyr to the portal and then back to his friend again. “The outpost, I presume. But I can’t journey through to check. It’s blocked.”

      “Miaran,” his friend cursed. Lyr advanced to the portal and attempted to put his hand through, too. No luck. “I just heard from Dria. Inona returned through, but Naomh wasn’t behind her. She can’t pass through, either.”

      Naomh wasn’t behind her. The words rolled through Kai’s head, leveling every other thought in his mind. Gone. His father was gone.

      “Try to stay calm,” Lyr said.

      But Kai barely heard him. Shoving his hand through his hair, he paced the tiny, cleared area between the two gates. Fuck it all. Was he destined to keep his parents for only brief spans of time? Again and again, something would interfere, tossing his world into chaos anew. Gods, would the same thing happen to his mother? He’d only discovered she was alive a couple of days ago, and she might not survive the surgery on her spine. He had to be the unluckiest⁠—

      Crack!

      Power flashed through him, knocking him on his ass. Ears ringing, he glared at Lyr. “What the hell?”

      Lyr drew his sword. “Wasn’t me. It came from the portal.”

      “Freak out on someone else’s time,” a familiar voice whispered into his mind. Then it grew louder. “The Northern Hemisphere, really? I carried Naomh somewhere better to heal. I’ll reopen the portal in a second, but it’ll close again in a couple of days when I shove Naomh back through. Tell Caolte we’ll see him soon.”

      Then Loki’s voice cut off, and the portal returned to its previous form. Kai stared at it for a moment before letting out a curse of pure frustration. Was the god helping, or was he merely toying with them? It was impossible to tell, but it seemed that either way, his uncle was next on the list.

      Caolte was not going to be pleased.
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        * * *

      

      Sleep had barely claimed Caolte before the shriek of the mirror spell woke him again. Cursing, he rolled to his side and considered throwing something at the device. It wouldn’t help. Not only would it break the glass, but the mirror also happened to be in another room. Unfortunate detail, that. So he forced himself to his feet, tugged on some pants, and hauled his tired body to his brother’s study.

      He activated the link to find himself frowning at his nephew’s worried face. “Kai?”

      “Something’s happened,” Kai said in a rush. “He’s gone.”

      Shock gave way almost instantly to pain and rage. Despite his depleted energy, sparks roared to life in Caolte’s hair and burned in his blood. “How did he die?” he managed to demand.

      Kai shook his head quickly. “No, I don’t mean dead. Physically gone, as in missing. He walked into the portal but didn’t appear on the other side. Loki interfered. He said he carried Father to a better location, but I don’t know where.”

      That was barely better than Caolte’s initial impression. He’d encountered the god rarely over the centuries, but the few times they’d met had been unusual. There was a knowing smugness to Loki that had always set Caolte on edge. Still, he could think of no reason for the god to abduct Naomh.

      “He said a better location?” he asked his nephew. “That’s it?”

      Kai frowned. “He said something mocking about the Northern Hemisphere, so I’m guessing he took Father south of the Equator. It doesn’t exactly narrow things down.”

      “No,” Caolte muttered.

      “Could you try the link to the small mirror I gave him?” Kai asked. “I seem to be blocked, but you might not be.”

      Caolte examined his magical reserves and promptly dismissed the low level of his power. “I’ll do so now. Await my reply.”

      He closed the link with Kai without another word and then searched through the spells attached to this mirror until he found the proper link. The fire winked out in his hair, and his muscles grew cumbersomely heavy. But he made the connection.

      Endless time passed—along with a steady stream of Caolte’s energy. But finally, his brother’s face appeared. “Caolte?”

      “Where are you?”

      Naomh shrugged. Behind him, tree branches shifted lazily against the clear sky. “A verdant Earth island. Gods of all, you look horrible. I’ll pull in some power here and then⁠—”

      The view shifted abruptly, a whirl of green and blue passing across the mirror until a new face filled the space. “This is necessary,” Loki said. “For all of you. Don’t interfere.”

      Then the mirror went dark, and when Caolte tried to reestablish the link, he failed. His nails bit into his palms and a few tired sparks leapt into the air as he fought against the urge to smash the mirror. It wasn’t the magical artifact’s fault. It was the fault of one tricky god who’d decided to take an interest in them for no-telling-why.

      And the asshole even had control over his own flaming hair. Was there some fire magic class out there that Caolte had missed? Not that a god likely needed lessons. Still, he’d never encountered another with such an obvious physical sign of fire affinity. If it was a common thing at all, it had to require training to hide.

      Caolte had never been granted that.

      Shaking off such dark reminders, he reactivated the link to Kai and recounted what had happened. “And that was it. Truly, it was a random island.”

      “Clechtan,” Kai cursed. “I’ll see if I can track the link, but it will take time and energy.”

      At the memory of the bright greenery surrounding his brother, Caolte hesitated. Was it really best to interfere? Normally, he would have been the first to hunt tirelessly for his brother’s location, but his instincts called for no such thing. This is necessary. For all of you. The words haunted him. What did the god know?

      “Perhaps you should not. Loki has helped your people before, correct?”

      Kai’s eyebrow rose. “Yes, but that doesn’t mean he always will.”

      “Even so…” Caolte’s voice trailed off as habitual worry fought with instinct. But as always, instinct won. “That island looked perfect for his recovery. Better than a cave in the middle of autumn. I think we shouldn’t interfere.”

      A troubled but thoughtful expression crossed his nephew’s face. “I’m not certain I agree.”

      Caolte shrugged. “Consult with your seers, then. I will rest and wait.”

      Then he cut the connection before Kai could continue the argument.

      Gods, but Caolte was tired.
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      After a few hours of contemplation, Ara could concede that she owed Maddy an apology. Not for killing the useless guard, of course—that had been a given. But the young woman was correct that she should have been granted the right to decide if she wanted to use her energy to heal the man despite his death sentence. Ara would certainly have been displeased to find someone destroying the blood sample she’d needed to trace the spy.

      Unfortunately, apologizing wouldn’t be easy. Ara didn’t have a lot of experience with such a thing, and it wasn’t because she never did anything she regretted. No, there were many things in her past that warranted an apology, but the Unseelie court wasn’t the kind of place where mistakes were easily acknowledged. Weakness could see one toppled from one’s position or even dead. Remorse was an emotion held close.

      But Maddy wasn’t Unseelie.

      Sighing, Ara rose from behind her desk and strode from her study. After a quick scan, she found Fen in the library. And Maddy and Anna…there, at the private pools situated in the back corner of the royal family’s living quarters. Though she also sensed guards in the room, Ara’s heart pounded faster, and she picked up her pace. This morning’s assassin had come while Ara was in her bath. He said you were helpless around water, the man had claimed—and the “he” was almost certainly Meren.

      She should have considered that Anna would have been drawn to water, since that was the woman’s magical affinity. If Ara hadn’t been so preoccupied, she would have warned them. Her boots cracked against the stone with her hurried steps, and the servants she passed stared. But she wouldn’t slow until she reached the swimming cavern, even though this would no doubt add fire to the rumors that were swirling after the earlier attack.

      The guard outside the pool chamber already stood at attention, but as soon as he caught sight of Ara, his posture snapped even tighter. She strode past him with a sharp nod. Inside, four more warriors ringed the vast cavern that had once been part of the cave system the castle had been built against. But these pools had been carefully shaped and sculpted and the water purified until they only appeared natural. Only the deepest of the passages held living caverns.

      She spotted Maddy and Anna in the largest pool. Anna floated with her eyes closed, her arms outstretched and her hair waving around her head like pale seaweed. Maddy leaned against a shallow dent sculpted into the stone and braided her long hair. As such, she spotted Ara first. The young woman froze, her fingers still twisted in the red strands.

      “Your Majesty,” Maddy said.

      The woman’s tone was polite enough, but she pulled her elbows together over her chest as though to guard her heart from a blow. Ara nearly lost control of her expression enough to grimace. Really, did her son’s mate believe that Ara would hurt her? She’d done her best to be polite and accepting of both women, but she simply did not know how to get the ladies to trust her.

      In the center of the pool, Anna did a smooth roll before surfacing once more to tread water. A line pinched between her brows as she glanced between Maddy and Ara. Not as strong of a reaction, but not exactly welcoming, either. These women were bound to Fen and each other in a mate bond—Ara had to find a way to relate to them.

      “What brings you here, Your Majesty?” Anna asked. Then her nose wrinkled. “Or is this a place we shouldn’t be? The guards made no protest when we said we were going here.”

      Ara halted beside a flattened, knee-height stalagmite smoothed by magic and centuries of pool-wrinkled hands. “As princesses of the Unseelie, you’re allowed anywhere but my personal rooms and my study without permission. Even so, I am concerned about you being here after this morning.”

      Maddy’s fingers twisted tighter in her braid, but Anna smiled politely. “Because of the assassin?” Anna asked.

      Ara nodded. “He mentioned that I should have been weak against water, which leads me to wonder if future attacks might also happen near that element.”

      “I understand your reasoning, Your Majesty,” Anna said. “But surely, you don’t expect us to hide in our rooms forever? We might not be fully trained, but we aren’t helpless maidens, after all.”

      In truth, Ara was the one who felt a little helpless, but she was hardly willing to admit it. “You’re my son’s mates. He hates me enough already, but if I allow anything bad to happen to either of you…”

      Expression unreadable, Maddy released her hair and shoved away from the side of the pool. “Let’s go, Anna.”

      “Wait,” Ara said quickly. While she would prefer they return to their rooms, she suspected that it would be the wrong thing. For all of them. “Believe it or not, that wasn’t my main purpose in coming here. My concern about the water occurred along the way.”

      Maddy swam over to Anna before treading water beside her mate. “What is it, then? Your Majesty.”

      “Just call me Ara, please,” she responded, suppressing a sigh. “Gods know I need people besides Vek and Fen who don’t bow and scrape at all hours. And if you must know, I came here to apologize to Maddy.”

      She deserved the twin expressions of shock she received in return. She did—but they still sent pain straight into her heart. Just a little sliver, but one that would be difficult to remove. Wasn’t this always what happened, though? So many of her interactions with others turned into barbs that stabbed at her when she least expected it.

      Maddy shook her head. “Me?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Ara did her best to appear relaxed, but she suspected the effect was ruined by her position. How did one look friendly when standing over a person? But the ladies would surely be alarmed if Ara removed her dress and entered the pool for a swim. Then again, they would probably be just as concerned if she wore full bathing clothes.
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