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      Ten years of cruel darkness and starvation.

      Ten years of scraping by in a prison realm, of bowing before a king who liked nothing more than seeing his people on their knees.

      But Griffin O’Shea had no delusions. He deserved his fate, deserved the punishment that sent him across the powerful barrier surrounding the fae prison realm, to have everyone outside that barrier forget he ever existed.

      He tried to forget too, tried to put his brother from his mind, to forget the woman he’d married—not that she’d wanted to marry him. He’d felt it all those years ago, the moment their marriage bond shattered the day he left his old life behind.

      There were only two ways to get out of a fae marriage.

      Death.

      Or a fate worse than death. The prison realm.

      Griffin’s anger had long since subsided over the fate his brother and his wife allowed him to choose, the one they’d accepted without a fight. There was no time for hatred anymore, no time to do anything but survive.

      Which was what Griffin tried to do.

      The cheers from the gathering crowd reached him where he leaned against the cold stone wall of the tunnel beneath the castle. For ten years, he’d managed to avoid the notice of King Egan Byrne, but that wasn’t possible anymore, not when the people he’d grown to care about were in danger.

      But he’d failed them.

      Failed to infiltrate the castle, failed to save the little girl who looked to him with so much trust.

      He pushed off the wall and paced the length of the tunnel.

      He didn’t deserve Nessa’s trust. When Nessa’s sister, Shauna, found him on his first day here, he hadn’t deserved her kindness or her friendship. She’d saved his life that day.

      But he deserved this day, now.

      The crowd, come to watch the newest battle, would assume Griffin had betrayed King Egan. He supposed he had, but that wasn’t why Griffin wanted this, why a fight for his life was long overdue.

      If they knew the true reason he was here in the prison realm, he'd lose their trust.

      He’d been an ally of Queen Regan O’Rourke, the now dead sorceress of Fargelsi. If word got out, not even Nessa would look to him with trust.

      Because the queen he’d spent most of his life in service to sent a good many of them here—to a realm the rest of the fae world forgot existed. The fourth kingdom of Myrkur. The realm of the Dark Fae, where it was always night and Griffin O’Shea held no magic.

      If he died today, he would die still feeling like a traitor.

      Light footsteps echoed through the tunnel behind him, and he lifted his head to find Gulliver, an orphaned kid Griffin found about a year after joining Shauna’s village. They’d been together ever since.

      But he shouldn’t be here. “Gullie, what in the name of all the realms do you think you’re doing here?”

      Gulliver narrowed his cat-like eyes. His tail curled around his middle. He wasn’t the first Dark Fae Griffin had met with such features. Before crossing the prison barrier, he hadn’t thought fae like him existed.

      But they did. Here in Myrkur some fae had tails or tusks, others had horns or wings. They were the Dark Fae, exiled to this realm generations ago.

      “I came to see you.” Gulliver crossed his arms, trying to project strength like he always did when he thought he was in trouble.

      Griffin sighed. He didn’t want his last words to his twelve-year-old charge to be a chastisement. “If the king or his men catch you here⁠—”

      “I know. I know. They’ll take me as an indentured servant to work in the mines.” He flashed Griffin a grin. “Good thing they never catch me.”

      “Yet,” Griffin grumbled. “They haven’t caught you yet.” Gulliver was a thief. A good one. He had the ability to move around unseen, unheard. And his tail was lightning quick, shoving his stolen bounty away faster than a blink. It came in handy. “Were you trying to sneak up on me?”

      “No. That would be useless. You always seem to know I’m there.” Gulliver kicked at a rock on the ground before lifting his vulnerable eyes to Griffin “The crowd says you’re going to fight the king’s greatest warrior.”

      “Gullie, I’m going to be okay.”

      “Do you promise?”

      Griffin sighed but didn’t respond. They both knew it was a promise he wasn’t sure he could keep. “You’ve never seen me fight.” He’d had many chances to wield a sword over the years but mostly to protect their secret village from other Dark Fae. There was a difference between that kind of fight and single combat with a trained swordsman. “Have you seen my competitor yet?”

      Gulliver shook his head. “Do you think it’ll be a Dark Fae?” His eyes narrowed to slits. “Or Tuatha De Dannon?”

      “Probably Dark Fae.” The king only took Dark Fae into his employ. Light Fae, those like Griffin, were more likely to be indentured servants, and the Tuatha De Dannon were land fae, like Gulliver. An ancient race of fae born here in Myrkur but enslaved all the same.

      “What if it’s a mountain ogre? Or a Slyph with great bat wings?”

      Griffin planted a hand on each of Gulliver’s shoulders and dipped his head to look him in the eye. “I don’t want you watching this fight.”

      “But—”

      “When you leave here, find Shauna and get as far away from the castle as you can.”

      Gulliver’s bottom lip quivered. “What about Nessa? The king still has her.”

      “Practice patience. I will do my best for Nessa but I don’t want my fate to be yours. You’re a good man, Gulliver, but I need to know you’ll be safe.”

      He puffed up his chest even as he fought back tears. Griffin yanked him into a hug, not wanting to let go.

      Since entering the prison realm, Griffin had found what he’d sought his whole life, what he’d once deluded himself into thinking he’d found with Regan—the queen who raised him.

      A family.

      He had to fight for them now, to honor them until his last breath.

      Which could very well be today.

      Releasing Gulliver, Griffin pushed him back the way he’d come. “Go before someone sees you.”

      Gulliver took a strengthening breath, giving Griffin one last look, before running down the tunnel, leaving Griffin alone once more.

      He’d never been strong in his convictions. At least, not until coming here. He’d had a tendency to let people down, never being who they wanted or needed him to be. The day he’d found the three-year-old Gulliver sleeping on the street, he’d made a vow to himself. He would always be there for him, and he’d try to be better, to do better. For the kid.

      But now, it was time to break that vow.

      It was time to say goodbye to the best friend he’d ever had, Shauna. Time to leave Gulliver as he promised he never would.

      Time to give up on saving the young Nessa, who’d only had eight years of freedom and would spend the rest of her life in captivity.

      He’d failed them all. Because he wasn’t going to win this fight.

      The crowd outside grew louder, their stomps over the tunnel making dirt rain down on him. They came to see a battle, to see blood.

      Footsteps echoed through the tunnel from the arena ahead, and Griffin turned to see the king himself approaching, the short tusks protruding through his beard made his smile seem even darker.

      Griffin didn’t bow, instead he straightened his shoulders and narrowed his eyes.

      A loud clang echoed as King Egan threw a sword at Griffin’s feet. He bent to pick it up, examining the rusted blade and cracked hilt.

      “The great Griffin O’Shea.” The king crossed his arms.

      Griffin didn’t make a habit of sharing his last name, but something told him he didn’t want to find out how the king knew it. Yet… “You don’t get to speak my full name.”

      “Your little Nessa has been a great wealth of information.”

      Griffin lunged for him, slamming the king against the stone wall. “What did you do to her?” Even as a kid, Nessa wouldn’t have given information freely to this man, information only Shauna was supposed to know.

      The king smiled. “The child is strong in her convictions. I quite like that. She wouldn’t give me information to save herself. But to save you…”

      Griffin cursed. Nessa must have thought telling the king Griffin was of royal blood would earn him a place of power. She was wrong about one thing. Griffin didn’t want that power.

      The king pushed Griffin away and righted himself. “It doesn’t have to come to this. Join me now and this all goes away. I could use a soldier with the royal blood of Iskalt running through his veins.”

      Royal blood. The blood of Iskalt, one of the other three fae realms where his brother now held the throne. But Griffin had never honored his blood. He hadn’t chosen Iskalt in the war that brought him here. He’d served the Fargelsi Queen all his life, fighting against both Iskalt and Eldur.

      “I will never join you.” Griffin spat.

      King Egan’s lips ticked up into a pleased smile behind his unkempt beard. “Let’s make this interesting, shall we? I don’t believe you will win, but if you do, the girl’s contract is yours, and you’re free to take her home.”

      “The girl… you’d give Nessa to me?”

      His smile widened. “Of course. Though, she could have value as an indentured. She’s beautiful. A bit young and weak, but perhaps she’ll prove useful in many ways.”

      Griffin gripped the hilt of his sword tighter, wishing he could drive the rusted blade straight through Egan’s belly. But it was no secret the paranoid king surrounded himself with loyal servants who wouldn’t let Griffin take his next breath if he slayed the king where he stood.

      Griffin stepped closer to Egan, dropping his voice. “One day, I’m going to kill you.”

      A booming laugh echoed against the stone. “Well, my boy, you must win this day first. I’ll see you in the arena.”

      When he was gone, Griffin leaned his head back against the wall, finding a new strength in himself. If he won today, maybe he wouldn’t fail Nessa after all.

      This was for her and every other fae who’d made Griffin one of their own.

      He ran a hand through his long auburn hair, adjusting the ribbon that held it away from his face.

      Ogres were big and dangerous but also slow. He could use that to his advantage. A Slyph however, with their powerful wings, they were fast and difficult to catch.

      A key rattled in the lock at the end of the tunnel that led into the arena. A bald man dressed in the king’s colors stepped in. Black ragged wings protruded from his back. “It is time.” The Slyph spoke with a gravelly voice that matched his countenance.

      Griffin was ready. He would save Nessa or die trying.

      He stepped away from the wall and followed the man through the opening. Rough stone turned to fine sand beneath his feet.

      He couldn’t make out the faces of the crowd in the inky darkness, but that wasn’t unusual. The sun never rose in Myrkur. It was one of the harshest things about this broken and cruel realm. Griffin had almost forgotten what it felt like to have sunlight warm his skin.

      Or magic sparking at his fingertips.

      Upon entry into the prison realm, all magic vanished from those who could wield it. Griffin hadn’t been able to call forth his own magic in more than a decade.

      Torches lined the arena and the platform on which the king sat, creating a circle of light. Griffin wiped a sweaty palm on his linen pants before tearing his white shirt off over his head and tossing it to the ground.

      The crowd chanted and cheered along with the rhythm of a heavy drumbeat coming from somewhere behind the king.

      The king stood, and the crowd quieted, straining to hear his every word. “My fae friends, thank you for coming today.” Egan turned to the crowd, raising his hands at their applause.

      Griffin wondered if the crowd was full of only Dark Fae, the ones who were loyal to their king. Or had they forced others to attend these macabre fights?

      The king continued. “This morning, the young man before you was given a choice. Serve me or face his own mortality.”

      The crowd booed and hissed at Griffin.

      But he wouldn’t let himself become an indentured servant to a corrupt king. He’d faithfully served Regan despite knowing it was wrong.

      Never again.

      “And he has chosen death!”

      The crowd roared with anger at Griffin’s audacity to deny their king.

      Griffin refused to look at the fae calling for his demise.

      The king held up a hand to quiet the cheers. “Now, I am not a heartless fool. On the chance Griffin manages to defeat my best warrior, he will win the contract of my newest servant, Nessa.” His eyes drifted to Griffin. “The rules are simple. Fight to the death by any means necessary.”

      If Griffin managed to kill an ogre, he’d have no regrets. He’d take Nessa home, and they’d tell stories of tonight for years to come.

      The thick metal grate blocking the entrance to another tunnel lifted. Griffin braced himself, ready for whatever fae beast came for him.

      Out of the shadows came a warrior.

      Not an ogre.

      And not someone Griffin wanted to kill.
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      Griffin had never laid eyes on Riona Nieland, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t recognize her.

      Unlike the crowd chanting her name, Riona had no smile on her face, no indication she took pleasure in this fight.

      She stood with her back to him, her face lifted in respect to regard the king on his dais far above the arena floor.

      Griffin had none to give either of them.

      “My king.” Riona lowered herself to her knees as if this was a practiced performance. The crowd quieted, leaning forward to hear her words.

      Riona was the king’s most loyal soldier, despite her youthful appearance. She’d made a name for herself overseeing village raids when those villages refused to pay the king’s high taxes that demanded too much of their meager yields.

      Bright tattoos in an array of colors and ancient symbols wound up her arms, disappearing under the capped sleeves of the thin shirt she wore under her chain mail. The tattoos seemed to breathe, like they had a life of their own.

      As the king’s warrior, she had the advantage of proper armor and weapons.

      Griffin only had himself and a rusted sword with a crack running the length of the hilt.

      The balding winged man who’d led Griffin from the tunnel clamped a hand on the back of his neck. “Kneel to your king.” He tried to force Griffin to his knees, but Griffin stood his ground.

      “That man is not my king.”

      “Did you say something, prisoner?” King Egan perched on the edge of his half rotted throne, looking down his long nose into the arena, waiting in anticipation for Griffin’s words.

      Griffin strengthened his voice. “You are not my king. I have no king.”

      It was the truth. Griffin was a man without a home. With Queen Regan dead and her niece, Neeve O’Rourke, on the Fargelsian throne, that kingdom was no longer his. In Eldur, Queen Alona most likely cursed his name for everything he’d done to harm her people.

      And his brother… Lochlan held the throne of Iskalt, but he’d be the last person to welcome Griffin.

      So, it came down to the king of the prison realm, the man starving his people and forcing them to fight to the death when it amused him. Griffin would never call such a man his king.

      Egan stroked his long wiry beard. “Well, it’s no matter now. Even kingless men can die at the order of a king.”

      Riona shot Griffin a venomous look over her shoulder before focusing on Egan once more. “I will do you proud, Majesty. Please allow your humble servant your blessing this day.” She pressed her forehead to the ground before Egan.

      The king stood and lifted a hand. “Riona Nieland, you are blessed. This fight will end when one of you dies. Should Griffin prevail, he wins the contract for the indentured child, Nessa.” He stared down at Riona with a lecherous gaze. “Should my favored warrior, Riona succeed, she will earn herself a promotion in rank.”

      “Thank you, sire.” She lifted her face to him, gazing at him through the veil of her lashes, as if she welcomed his attention. “You honor me.”

      Griffin snorted, but he doubted anyone heard him. Even when he was loyal to Regan, he wouldn’t have groveled like this woman. But Egan demanded such fawning from his loyal subjects.

      She pushed to her feet, and Griffin faced her, the rusted sword firm in his grip.

      Riona gave him a fearful look as she slid her sword free. Was she scared?

      Griffin dropped his sword to the sand. “I won’t fight you.”

      Riona cocked her head to the side. “That’s a shame because I will fight you.”

      She lifted her sword in a wide, uncontrollable arc, missing Griffin entirely.

      “Have you ever gone to battle?”

      Riona narrowed her eyes. “There is no need for battle in Myrkur.”

      “Maybe not in the castle.” Had she lived a comfortable life being told her sword skill could beat anyone’s?

      “Fight her, Griffin!” Gulliver’s scream rose above the crowd.

      Griffin couldn’t find his charge in the dark, but he sighed, wishing the kid would heed his command to leave. For once.

      “I won’t fight you,” he repeated.

      She advanced on him, tossing her sword from hand to hand, her eyes narrowing. That was when he saw them.

      The wings unfurling from her back.

      Riona Nieland was a Dark Fae. A Slyph, and a rare one at that. He couldn’t take his eyes from the fine white lace-like wings that spread in a wide arc around her. Delicate and beautiful, they looked out of place in the dirt arena. With a sweep of his rusted sword, he could sheer her wings right off her back and leave her lying helpless in the sand.

      How was this woman Egan’s prized warrior?

      The crowd cried out for blood, for violence.

      And all Griffin wanted to give them was surrender, peace.

      This time, when Riona lifted the sword, Griffin had to duck her attack from above.

      “You cannot win if you do not fight,” she growled, landing behind him.

      Nessa’s face had been a permanent fixture in his mind since she was taken. Normally, thinking of her made him feel vulnerable. A reminder that he couldn’t save her.

      But now, those thoughts gave him strength. He still had a chance to walk away from this.

      Griffin lunged back from Riona’s air attack, sprinting to where he’d left his sword. Riona wasn’t far behind. As soon as he gripped the hilt and whirled around, he blocked her sword, the blow far heavier than he’d expected from such a small fae.

      In the orange glow of the torches, they danced together, her wings fluttering like a dragonfly’s.

      “I thought you weren’t going to fight me?” she grit out as their swords clanged once more.

      When Griffin didn’t answer, she went on. “What changed your mind? Fear?”

      “I’m not scared of you.” He drove her back with another attack.

      “You should be.”

      He met Riona’s cold blue eyes. Ebony hair fell loose from her single braid.

      He didn’t want to fight her, even though she was loyal to Egan. He’d been in her shoes once before.

      But still, this was for Nessa, for his makeshift family.

      “Why aren’t you scared of me?” She jumped back to avoid his blade.

      “Because.” He kicked her, sending her sprawling to the sand. “I have something to fight for.”

      They were the truest words he’d ever spoken. For the first time in his life, he wasn’t torn between what was right and what was his duty.

      And it was freeing.

      “The girl?” She jumped to her feet, sword in hand. “She means something to you?”

      He didn’t answer as his chest heaved with his labored breath. Riona didn’t look as tired as he felt. She circled him, her breath even and her brow free of sweat.

      The crowd jeered above them, but even that noise faded away, and it was just Griffin and Riona.

      Sweat ran down Griffin’s face as they circled each other, neither making a move.

      “Fight!” the king yelled.

      They both ignored him.

      He might rule the prison realm, but down in this pit, there were only two people who got to decide what happened next.

      With a growl, Riona sprinted toward him, her sword raised. He blocked her attack, the momentum pushing her back. She came again, this time sweeping her sword at his legs.

      He jumped over the blade and ducked her sudden move into the air above him.

      Something clattered to the sand, and they both looked up to see a jewel encrusted dagger the king threw for his champion.

      Riona looked from the dagger to Griffin.

      “Go.” He clenched his jaw. “I never expected this to be a fair fight.”

      She shook her head. “There will be honor in your death. I will not cheat to bring it about.” She wasted no time advancing on him once more.

      Pain seared up his side as her blade glanced off his ribs. Crimson blood trickled along his bare skin.

      Pushing the pain aside, he blocked her next attack, twisting to the right before jumping toward her with his sword raised. She slipped out of the way just in time.

      Griffin’s wound opened wider, letting blood pour down his side. But there was nothing he could do about it. Not now.

      Now, all he could focus on was staying alive long enough to end this fight.

      Commotion on the king’s platform stole his attention for a moment. Nessa appeared carrying a tea tray for the king.

      If Griffin failed, that would be her life if she were lucky. More likely she’d end up in the opal mines or worse.

      Nessa’s eyes drifted to him for a brief moment, and Griffin wished he could see her more clearly, that he could know if she was okay.

      With renewed energy, he rushed for Riona, meeting her move for move. His body began to recall his former training, like muscle memory.

      She had nimble feet and lightning fast wings, yet he suspected she had an even quicker mind. But everyone was beatable.

      “I won’t let her become you,” he bit out. Riona groveled before the king, flattering him and taking whatever scraps he gave her. Today it was a jeweled dagger, but tomorrow it could be rags.

      The words surprised Riona, and she paused long enough for her sword to drop just the slightest bit.

      He knocked the sword from her hand, kicking it across the arena. She’d duped him in the beginning. “You weren’t scared before. Do you feel it now?” He rested his sword against her throat and a hand at her back, gripping her wing joint. One twist, and she’d never fly again.

      She swallowed, the truth evident in her eyes. She knew she’d lost.

      She closed her eyes for a brief moment before settling them on Griffin. “At least grant me a warrior’s death.”

      Griffin nodded and pushed her down to kneel before him, his sword still at her throat. He stared down at his rusted blade as the sounds of the crowd swept over him.

      They wanted someone to die, and to them, it did not matter who.

      The king rose from his seat, anger flashing across his face.

      Griffin ignored him as he wiped sweat from his face. His entire body was hot, exhausted. Not only from the fight but the days leading up to it. Finding Nessa, trying to set her free, knowing he’d lost when the king’s men found him.

      It all brought him to this moment. He glanced from Riona to the crowd chanting for her death. Only moments ago, they’d cheered for her to prevail.

      He circled her, lifting his sword. He rested the tip on her back, her tattoos disappearing and reappearing along her arms. This was what she wanted, what the people wanted.

      He lifted his voice to the crowd. “You want her death? You call for her blood?” He sucked in a breath. “This isn’t right. The people of Myrkur should not be fighting each other. We’re all stuck here, we’re all forgotten. And yet … you wish for barbaric practices.” He looked to the king. “I reject your demands.”

      He lowered his sword and threw it across the arena to join Riona’s. “I reject death. I reject blood.” He circled Riona again, and she lifted her eyes. They weren’t icy as before, only confused. Anger coursed through Griffin as he watched her odd markings snake along her arms. This was what his life had become, a constant struggle for survival. And he had no one to blame but himself.

      If he wanted to end the cycle of struggle, he first needed to change himself.

      Dropping to his knees, he winced at the pain in his side. Blood oozed out with nothing to stop it. He focused on the girl in front of him. “I will not kill you today.” His voice was meant to be soft, reassuring.

      Riona’s eyes narrowed, and a scowl formed on her face. “You are a fool, Griffin.” Her voice was so low only he could hear. “There will be consequences.”

      “There always are.” He lifted his voice once more so the crowd could hear him. “I will not kill Riona Nieland.” Cheers and boos provided a mixed reaction, but they weren’t Griffin’s concern. The little girl standing next to the king was. “I won this fight and the prize.”

      He stood near the platform, his eyes never leaving Nessa’s fearful brown ones.

      “Griff!” Gulliver’s yell of warning was enough to make Griffin turn as Riona ran for him, sword in hand.

      Griffin scrambled for his own sword and managed to block a series of rapid attacks. His strength out dueled her waning speed.

      Ice raced through his veins as he readied for another attack. But it didn’t come. Riona stopped, her hand drifting up to cover her mouth. “Your eyes.”

      “My eyes?” It took him a moment to realize what she’d meant. He’d felt the surge of magic in his veins. The ice. But it wasn’t possible. The prison barrier meant anyone who crossed it did so without their magic. It had been a cruel part of his imprisonment, and one he hadn’t expected.

      Only one thing could have stopped Riona’s attack. Magic. The Dark Fae feared magic because they’d never had it.

      His eyes flashed violet, a reaction to the Iskaltian magic he wasn’t supposed to have. It was fleeting, only enough to surprise Riona into stopping her attack. Then, it was gone.

      The king lifted a hand. “I declare this fight over. My greatest warrior lives. Though Griffin has bested her. For that he has earned his freedom.”

      Griffin stiffened. “No, not my freedom. I did this for the girl. I won her contract.”

      The king stroked his tangled beard. “And yet, Riona still lives. I don’t think you’re in a position to negotiate.”

      Riona stepped in front of Griffin, a thoughtful look on her face. Griffin braced himself for her to reveal what she’d seen. Instead, she met the king’s gaze head on.

      “Sire.” She spoke loud enough for the king to hear but not the surrounding crowd. “It will benefit you to be seen as merciful and honest. It’s just one girl.”

      Griffin looked from Riona to the king and back again. Moments ago, they’d tried to kill each other, and now … now, she was his only hope of saving a girl he loved like his own kin.

      The king’s gaze softened as he considered Riona’s words, studying her face with a fondness that surprised Griffin.

      Egan’s expression brightened, and he snapped his fingers. “Excellent idea, dear. Nessa, come here.”

      She took a tentative step forward but didn’t say a word.

      “Do you want to be released?”

      She nodded.

      “No one can say I’m not a merciful king.” Griffin saw it happening in slow motion. King Egan shoved Nessa forward. She teetered on the edge of the platform before he pushed her again. Only air greeted her on the drop.

      Griffin ran past Riona as Nessa’s cry rang in his ears. He lifted his arms, but the momentum of catching her drove him onto his back with Nessa thudding into his injured side. Pain seared through him, but it didn’t matter. He had her. He hadn’t failed this time.

      Nessa’s little hands clung to him.

      Griffin sat up, keeping a hold on her. He brushed a hand over her hair, down her shoulder, looking for any sign of injury. “Are you okay, Ness?”

      She nodded as tears slipped down her cheek.

      The world grew hazy, the sounds fading away into the dark. He tried to look around, assuming Riona had already left to join the king. A pool of dark red blood seeped into the sand at his side.

      Blackness crept into his vision.

      “I’ve got you,” he whispered to Nessa.

      But it may have been a lie because his arms slipped from her and weakness tingled throughout his body.

      He put a hand to his wound, trying to stem the bleeding. Blood oozed between his fingers moments before he fell into a different kind of darkness.

      It was an immense thing: Dying. A life could be summed up in one’s final acts. At least, he hoped so. No one remembered the Griffin who’d chosen the wrong queen and done truly evil things. The prison magic wiped those memories from the realm.

      The Griffin O’Shea the prison realm would remember, the one it would mourn, was a man who’d protect the people he loved no matter the cost.

      And he figured that was a pretty darn good way to leave this life.

      Nessa’s sniffling receded into the distance as Griffin fell onto his back, letting his last sight be of the stars overhead.
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      A stabbing pain shot through Griffin’s side, and he came up swinging, fearing he was still in the king’s fighting pits.

      “Calm down, you big baby, it was just the first stitch.” Shauna pushed him back down on the table in her kitchen—a kitchen where he’d eaten most of his meals since his arrival in Myrkur. The day he’d stepped through the border magic that separated the three fae realms from the prison world, Shauna basically saved his life. She’d brought him to her home before the king’s guards could take him to the castle. As a new arrival, he would have had a rough initiation into Myrkur society as an indentured servant.

      She’d guided him through the mountain pass where it grew darker and darker until they arrived in a land where the sun never shone.

      “Are you trying to flay me alive, Shauna?” Griffin grit his teeth as she bent over his injured side.

      “No, the king’s favorite did that for you. Hold still, you’ve got a gaping hole in your side.” A frown marred her face as she went about her work. Even after ten years without magic, his first instinct was to call on his power to ease his pain.

      “This is how the humans do it.” He reached for the bottle of spirits she’d used to clean his wounds, taking a long drink before she wrestled it away from him.

      “That’s my last bottle.” She set it back down and passed him a wineskin instead. “Tell me one of your humantales. It will distract you.” Shauna had lived her whole life in Myrkur and stories of humans were as bizarre to her as fairytales were to humans.

      “It’s more likely to entertain you than distract me.” Griffin glanced down at the long gash from arm pit to waist, hoping it would grow numb soon.

      “Humor me.” Shauna leaned closer to see in the candlelight. He hated to waste her candles. They were such a precious commodity in their small community.

      “They have this place,” Griffin began. “A sort of tavern called McDonald’s.”

      “And this Mr. McDonald serves good ale?” Shauna asked, stabbing her needle through his skin again.

      “No ale.” He winced, taking another drink from the wineskin. “He serves a sort of sweet, bubbly drink called Coke. Ice cold and refreshing on the hottest days.”

      “Your humantales always revolve around food and drink.” Shauna’s stomach gurgled.

      “But that’s not the best thing Mr. McDonald serves.” Griff sneaked one last sip of her spirits. “The food. Oh, Shauna, the food is divine at McDonald’s. Cheeseburgers and fried potatoes with ketchup and salt.”

      “I know what cheese and salt is, but that’s about it,” Shauna murmured.

      “Imagine thick slabs of meat between slices of soft bread and melted cheese with onions and pickles. And ketchup is this tangy tomato sauce that makes everything taste better. And for the kids.” He turned and smiled at her, the spirits warming his face. “They have Happy Meals that come with a toy.”

      “Now you’re just making things up.” Shauna shook her head with a smile.

      “I’m completely serious.”

      “This Mr. McDonald can just afford to give away toys with a meal?”

      “The human world has so many wonderful things. I used to think I could never give up magic to live there, but I’ve since changed my mind.” He winced as she pulled her thread tight. “Tell me she’s okay, Shauna.”

      “Nessa? Of course she’s as right as rain, tucked into her bed, dreaming of her hero, the great Griffin O’Shea.” She smoothed his hair back from his face. “Thank you for bringing my sister home safely. Even…” She sucked in a breath. “Even though she eavesdropped on our conversations and relayed parts to the king.”

      “She’s just a kid. I can’t hold that against her. You know I’d do anything for you two, but I sure thought I was going to fail this time. How did I get out of there alive?”

      “Gulliver, who else?” She went back to her stitching.

      “Of course.” Griffin sighed. The boy was going to find himself at the end of a hangman’s noose one of these days.

      “After you passed out, the guards dumped you and Nessa in the slums outside the castle gates. Gullie found you just as some scumbag was trying to take off with Nessa. He stole a cart, and they managed to get you in it and pushed you all the way back here before you could bleed to death. It took them most of the night.”

      “Guess I should probably go easy on the boy.”

      “Seeing as he saved your life, probably so.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “I fed him some scraps for dinner and sent him to bed an hour ago.”

      Griffin scoffed. “I’ve never known that boy to do anything he’s told. He’s probably out skulking around for his breakfast, the little thief.”

      “You take good care of him, Griff. You take good care of all of us in Fela.”

      “That’s not how it works, and you know it. In Fela, we take care of each other.” Their village was unlike any other in all of Myrkur. Those in the castle lived well on the king’s wealth. The indentured who served him … did not. And the ones who refused to work for the king, or were cast out as useless, lived in slums and poor villages throughout the kingdom, each doing the best they could to survive.

      Not everyone in the prison realm was a criminal. There were good fae here. Some were born in Myrkur—the descendants of those criminals sent here from generations past. And some were sent here for small crimes, while others were the Dark Fae of Myrkur, imprisoned here in their home realm long ago simply because they were different from other fae, the Light Fae Griffin had always known.

      When he first arrived in Fela, it barely qualified as a town. But it always had one thing all the other places lacked. People who still cared about each other’s well-being and weren’t simply out for themselves. In the years since, Fela had grown into a community where everyone worked together for the good of all their citizens—right under the king’s nose. Hidden among the rockiest mountains of Myrkur, the valley they called home was known only to those who lived there.

      “You nearly done?” Griffin’s words slurred a bit from the drink. He wasn’t much of a drinker anymore. Once upon a time, when he lived among royalty, he drank nothing but the sweetest wine. It was much harder to come by here, and he’d lost his taste for it.

      “Not yet, keep drinking. We’re going to be here for a while longer,” Shauna murmured, focused on her task.

      “Where’s Hector?”

      “At his mother’s. Hush now, I need to focus.” She prodded his arm, pulling the mangled flesh back together as best she could.

      “When’s he going to make an honest woman of you?” Griffin took a long pull from the wineskin, grateful his side had grown numb.

      “He has a family to take care of already, and I have Nessa. The little ones need him now that his father is gone.”

      “So, you’re both going to sacrifice your youth to care for your families and not seek a little happiness for yourselves?”

      “We are happy in our own way, Griff. And we don’t need any more mouths to feed.”

      “I’m just saying you love him, Shauna. You deserve to be together. He’s a good man, and I only say that because I am drunk. On any other day, I’d say no man is good enough for you.”

      Shauna snorted, pulling her thread tight again.

      “Are you done yet, or do you intend to knit a sweater out of my hide? I’d like to sleep in my own bed at some point tonight,” Griffin said with a grimace.

      “You’ll sleep on the floor in front of the fire when I’m done with you. You can go home after I’m sure there’s no infection. But you will hold still if you ever want to move properly again. There is muscle damage here.”

      “That damnable Slyph woman and her sharp sword.” He growled as Shauna tied off the last of her stitches and splashed mineral spirits across the inflamed wound before she wrapped it with clean linens.

      “You’ll heal, you stubborn lout.” She stood to stretch her tired limbs. “And just where do you think you’re going?” She eyed him as he tried to stand.

      “I need to check on Gullie.”

      “Gulliver is fine. You can check on him after you’ve had your tea.” She moved to her small counter where she crushed herbs and made potions for everyday ailments for her family and their neighbors. She was both midwife and healer for their small community, and she’d worked hard to learn her craft from her mother before she passed.

      “Fine.” Griffin shoved off the rough-hewn table and staggered to the rocking chair across the room by the fireplace. The room started to spin as he collapsed into the chair.

      “Drink this.” Shauna shoved a warm cup of herbal tea into his hands.

      “Mmm.” He took a long sip and sighed, leaning his head back. “You shouldn’t waste your honey on me.”

      “It tastes awful without the honey.” She propped his feet up on a stool and checked his bandages.

      “Stop fussing over me, I’m fine.” He sipped the fragrant tea, letting its warmth ease his tensed body.

      “Thank you for saving Nessa, Griff.” She leaned down to kiss his forehead. “But don’t you dare get yourself killed, you hear me?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He slurred and frowned. “What’d you put in the tea, Shauna?”

      “Just a little concentrated lavender and elderflower syrup to help you sleep, so you don’t run off when I’m not looking and re-injure yourself.”

      “Shauna.” He groaned, his eyes drooping.

      “Hush and finish your tea so you can sleep and let your body heal.”

      Griffin leaned his head back against the headrest and did as she said.

      “Night, Shauna,” he murmured as she went to find her own bed.

      Griffin gazed around the small room that was as familiar to him as his own home a stone’s throw from Shauna’s door. It was funny how it had taken a prison sentence to give him a life he could be proud of. They didn’t have riches or power, or even magic, but they had what mattered. Friendship. Community and family. And that gave him a reason to get up in the mornings. Still, Myrkur wasn’t the kind of land dreams were made of. Far from it. It was always night in the realm of the Dark Fae. And that meant precious little grew here, so they relied on the few crops they could cultivate, hunting and gathering. Whatever they didn’t have, they either went without or improvised.

      It wasn’t always that way for the people of Myrkur. Only a few generations ago it was a land like all the other fae realms. A kingdom of its own, ruled by the Dark Fae kings who were good to their people. But the Dark Fae didn’t always get along well with the Light Fae. Particularly those from Fargelsi, where Griffin grew up. For the Dark Fae, their magic came from their defining characteristics that allowed them the power to fly or the ability to see in the dark or a host of other physical traits that made them different.

      Over the years, Griffin had pieced together the history of how Myrkur had become a prison realm. Queen Sorcha O’Rourke of Fargelsi—Queen Regan’s grandmother—was often at war with the Dark Fae kingdom who shared a border with her far to the north. She persecuted those Dark Fae within her borders.

      Her persecution grew so heinous that the other fae realms, Iskalt and Eldur fought against her in a great war that no one outside  Myrkur could remember. To protect the Dark Fae from annihilation, a treaty was signed among the four kingdoms, agreeing to isolate Myrkur behind a barrier spell to protect the Dark Fae from Queen Sorcha and those like her. To save the last of his people, the Dark Fae king agreed, and the boundary spell was erected around Myrkur, utilizing the magic of Fargelsi, Eldur, and Iskalt—only Queen Sorcha changed her part of the spell, causing everyone outside the boundary to forget those on the other side. In the generations since, Myrkur came to be known simply as the prison realm—a place fae criminals were sent as punishment for their crimes, knowing the world and all those who loved them would forget they ever existed.

      In the years after the boundary went up, the Dark Fae began to thrive again in their own kingdom. But there were many who hated the king for agreeing to the boundary, and a rebellion ensued. Anarchy and chaos reigned for years until a new king seized the throne. King Egan’s grandfather. Under the Byrne Kings, Myrkur had become exactly what Queen Sorcha wanted it to be, a prison.

      Griffin’s eyes drooped as he set his empty mug aside. His belly was warm, if not full, and his mind fuzzy from Shauna’s herbs. He fell into a dreamless, peaceful slumber in front of the fire.

      He hadn’t slept long when the back door crashed open. Griffin was on his feet before he was fully awake.

      “Get inside you little thief, before Chieftain Kvek’s men come to drag you to the gallows.” Hector marched Gulliver into the kitchen by the scruff of his neck.

      “What’s he done now?” Griffin yawned, ignoring the ache in his side.

      “Stole a hoard of food from the Chieftain of Drykur.” Hector crossed his arms over his chest, letting out a snort of disapproval. With his great bullhorns and the ring in his nose, Hector was an intimidating presence.

      “Just a couple of eggs and a ham.” Gulliver squirmed in Hector’s grip, the flat of his tail thumping against his captor’s chest. “That greedy old Kvek had at least forty hams in his smoke house, he ain’t going to miss one, is he?” Gulliver broke free of Hector’s hold.

      “Just a ham and eggs?” Griffin stared down his long nose at his charge. “Empty your pockets.”

      “Come on, Griff, the old toad doesn’t need all that food.” Gulliver pulled a dozen eggs from his hat and a smoked ham he’d tucked inside his worn coat.

      “It doesn’t matter how much Chieftain Kvek has. The point is that food isn’t yours, and it’s not worth your life to risk taking what doesn’t belong to you.”

      “But look at it, Griff. It smells so good.” Gulliver stared at the ham, practically drooling. The flat, leaf-shaped end of his tail tapped against Griffin’s face. “You can’t tell me we’re not going to eat it. Besides, you brought Nessa back home. I thought a nice breakfast feast would be a good way to thank you.”

      “Gullie.” Griffin bent to Gulliver’s level. “Next time you want to thank me, just do your chores.”

      “What’s he done now?” Shauna shuffled into the kitchen, her hands on her hips.

      “Stealing food, as usual.” Griffin folded his arms across his chest, trying to keep a stern frown on his face.

      “You listen to me, young man.” Shauna cuffed him on the back of the head. “When you stay at my house and I send you to bed, you stay in that bed until you’re called for. You don’t sneak out. Griffin almost died trying to save Nessa, and that’s the thanks you give him?” She tapped her foot on the stone floor as Gulliver hung his head in shame. His long wiry tail thrashed in agitation behind him.

      “And don’t flick that tail around my kitchen either.” Shauna went to brew a pot of tea.

      Gulliver grabbed his tail, and the end of it snaked around his arm, twitching with his pent up frustration. Gullie could never hide his feelings. His tail gave him away every time.

      “Empty your pockets,” Griffin repeated.

      “I did.” Gulliver’s voice went up a few octaves.

      “Your other pockets are bulging, Gullie.” Griffin pressed his lips together.

      Heaving a sigh, Gulliver pulled a loaf of bread from his coat pocket, followed by a wedge of cheese and a string of sausages from under his shirt.

      “Bring your mother and sisters over, Hector.” Shauna settled a skillet on the stovetop. “They can help us eat the evidence.”
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