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        -Raerdel-

      

      

      The ﬁrst thought that came to my mind was that I had underestimated the value of good stamina and speed. That is, until I was running headlong for my life. I had never wanted to run for fun or even exercise. However, now that I was currently being chased by what had at ﬁrst appeared as a group of very handsome young men, I’m questioning my shitty life decisions.

      I had been gardening and minding my own business in my own yard. There was immediately something quite predatory in the way they had surrounded me. I asked them if they needed help and got no response. Instead, the boys had moved to grab me and pick me up. I kicked the first pretty bastard in the balls, recalling the best move is the panic button. I didn’t waste any time after that and took off. This led to my current situation of running through the forty-acre woodland behind my home with nothing but combat boots on my feet, a trowel in my hand, a pair of jeans, and a T-shirt. The eerie sound the group made as they barreled close behind me in the wood made running from these guys feel that much more critical.

      One of them yelled out to me. “Raerdel Sullivan! Stop running!”

      I heard them repeatedly call my name, which made no sense, as I hadn’t recognized any of the group.

      “Go away, damn it! If you leave me alone, I won’t call the police!” I heard laughing after that, and panicked, I took a wild turn into the deeper woods.

      I was trying to catch my breath, and just as I thought I had gained some distance, I felt a sharp yank of my ponytail, jerking me backward.

      “Oof!” With a cry, I landed on my tailbone, and the air knocked out of me. I gasped and looked up at the faces now staring down at me. I had the time to consider how they all looked similar. They shared some physical traits. Their pointed ears, large doe-like eyes, and slim but tall builds, for instance. Immediately after that thought came confusion and grogginess that pulled at me until I had no more thoughts and slipped into the dark unconscious.
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        * * *

      

      The ceiling was low and lit by hanging candles and lanterns. That was the first thing I noticed when I opened my eyes. The second thing that occurred to me was that I had no idea where I was or how I had gotten there.

      The last thing I remembered was being surrounded by a group of men who were chasing me and then blacking out. That thought made me sit up fast, causing my head to ache with sharp pains.

      “Fucking hell!” I groaned and curled up on the bed.

      The door to the room was shoved open abruptly, and a tall woman with exceptionally long, white hair entered, carrying a pile of clothing. “No point in pretending to sleep. We know you aren’t. You will get up and bathe before preparing yourself to meet our Queen.” She pointed to the connecting but open room, which featured an old-fashioned claw-foot tub.

      Frowning, I tried to get my eyes to focus enough to look at the woman’s face. She was beautiful and had the same differently shaped eyes as well as elongated ears that stuck out on both sides of her head. “This is all funny, but I want to go home now.”

      Shaking her head in dismissal, the woman placed the clothing on the end of the bed. “There is no humor meant. You will get yourself ready, or we will have others prepare you. If you don’t wish to share your hygiene ritual with strangers, I suggest you get yourself up.”

      I stood up and had to put my hand out to keep my balance as a wave of dizziness hit me full force. “Listen, lady, I didn’t ask to come here. I’m not doing another damn thing until someone tells me what is going on.”

      I looked down and realized I was wearing a paper-thin linen-type nightgown. No undergarments. “Those motherfuckers…”

      The woman shook her head and walked over before touching my forehead. “They didn’t undress you, I did, and I didn’t do anything more than put you to bed. You’ll ﬁnd everything to be more pleasant here if you do as you’re told. The Queen does not tolerate disobedience.”

      I suddenly felt faint, and as though in a fog, I found myself getting out of bed as the woman left the room. Picking up the clothing, I walked to the bathroom, where I went through the process of bathing and putting on the strange garment. The dress was made of soft, silky material that molded around my breasts and hips without looking overly tight. I was suddenly no longer feeling lethargic; instead, I felt very desirable. Of their own accord, my hands began applying makeup to my face. Looking in the reflection, my expression did not match the fury and confusion I felt internally, being used like a puppet.

      “Stop it! You don’t primp for your kidnappers!” I yelled at the mirror. Suddenly, as though the bizarre feelings hadn’t existed, they were gone. Storming out of the bathroom and to the door, I noticed there was no doorknob or handle on the inside of the door. With a scream of rage, I tried to push the door, but it would not budge. Attempting to ram into it did nothing but hurt my shoulder. Eventually, I settled for screaming and banging on the door. “Let me out! You’re all in big trouble if you don’t!”

      The door was suddenly ﬂung open, and a woman dressed in a vast, billowing dress walked inside. On her head was a crown of woven wood, and she wore many items of jewelry. Her hair was long and a deep, rich red, and her skin was pale. “Excuse me, do I need to make it so you can’t speak? You are disrupting other people.”

      Even if I were somehow hallucinating, I couldn’t believe the woman’s gall. “Look, I don’t know who you think you are or even who you think I am, but I’m not staying here.”

      A laugh erupted from the woman, sounding both pleasant and instantly painful. Covering my ears, I glared at the woman sitting on the edge of the bed.

      “I don’t believe you understand your predicament, and how could you really? I’m Maeve, the Queen of the light realm of Fae. You, dear, are half fae, and as such, we have recovered you from the mortal realm. You will eventually leave this room, but only for our purpose.”

      I shook my head. “Even if I believed you, and I don’t, I’m not property to be ‘recovered’ by anyone. I don’t have to serve anyone’s purpose.”

      At that moment, Maeve snapped her fingers, and all the items in the room, except the bed I was on, began floating, including me. With a shout, I grabbed at the bedpost to stop myself from ﬂoating up to the ceiling.

      “What drugs did you give me? Put me down!”

      I was unceremoniously dumped on my ass on the floor in front of the bed.

      Maeve looked surprised by something, but regained her composure quickly. “You will do as you’re told. You have been given no drugs, as they don’t work here. Know that we Fae cannot lie. Everything we say is true. Your purpose is not a hardship. You are to marry the Prince of this realm and become Queen eventually, though I’m immortal, so that won’t happen unless I wish it.” She raised a brow as though expecting thanks.

      I wanted to continue thinking this was a hallucination or a nightmare, however it was getting much harder to do so.

      “What if I don’t want to marry some prince? What if I don’t want to marry at all? I was quite happy where I was. Surely you have other people willing to be in the running.” I attempted to reason with my clearly unreasonable captor.

      “Child, there is a reason for all that I do, and not all is yours to know. You are who is chosen, and you will do as you’re told.” With that, the queen rose and moved toward the door, which opened before she reached it. “You may roam. However, you cannot escape, so do not try.” With that, she left the room. The door stayed open.

      I waited until the queen’s shoes could no longer be heard on the ﬂoors before peeking out of my room. The ﬂoors of the hallway appeared to be made of glass, and below, I could see that the large castle was built on what looked like enormous stilts over gardens and a pond. Being afraid of heights, I didn’t look down again as I walked briskly through the hall until I reached the stairwell. There were stairs up and down a winding staircase. I preferred getting closer to the ground and chose to go down in the hopes of ﬁnding the exit.

      The next floor was similar to the last one, except for a large dining room and music coming from a distance. I quietly made my way through the dining room toward the music and was surprised to see what looked like a ballroom with people lounging while a band played acoustic instruments. I walked into the room quietly and made my way to the corner of the room to watch. There were people all dressed very formally in suits and dresses. However, that was where their resemblance to normal people ended. The women in the room were all gorgeous and each had slightly pointed ears. The men were as beautiful as the women—some so breathtaking that it was difficult to tell their gender initially, other than by their clothing.

      The focus in the room shifted as the queen walked up on stage, and the band ended the song. Smiling at the crowd, she raised a hand and announced quite loudly without using a microphone, “I thank you all for coming today. It’s not every day that we bring home one of our own that was wrongly left with the mortals. It’s also not every day that we ﬁnd a would-be princess amongst those ﬁlthy heathens.”

      I tried to back into the now-thickening crowd. However, I was unable to move before the Queen pointed at me. “Welcome our new daughter to the realm. Treat her as you would me or suﬀer. Soon, she will meet Sindri and begin her life here.”

      Immediately, I was being passed from person to person, who all had very sharp, beautiful features and pronounced ears. Each one had seemingly supportive well-wishes. One such woman ended the interaction by hugging me. The hug became extended, and I couldn’t pull away.

      “Okay, thanks, you can let go now…” I gritted my teeth and was unable to break the hold.

      Suddenly, I felt a sharp poke in my side. Immediately after that, the world became fuzzy, and once again I felt myself falling amidst sounds of chaos just before everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      I was conscious of being ill oﬀ and on before opening my eyes during bouts of lucidity to see that the Queen was sitting next to the bed, simply watching me. She oﬀered no words of comfort or explanation of what was happening but sat and watched.

      Eventually, the moments of awareness became longer, and I sat up with some effort. “What the hell happened? I’m getting real tired of being messed with by you folks!”

      The Queen laughed, and it sounded as though many bells in the room were jingling. “This particular incident was not my doing, child. You should not allow just anyone to touch or hug you. Now you’ve no choice but to stay here, and it’s your own fault.”

      I felt my temper flare. “I didn’t allow her to hug me. She just did. Which, if you hadn’t served me up to the crowd like a pork chop, I wouldn’t have been mauled.”

      The Queen shrugged. “Be that as it may, it’s done now. Now get dressed. You will be the guest of honor at dinner tonight.” The Queen did not give me the chance to argue before she left the room.

      Getting up, I was surprised by my overall lack of strength. I had no way of knowing how long I had been unconscious for, but it felt as though I hadn’t put weight on my legs in some time. Leaning against the furniture in the room, I slowly wobbled over to the bathroom.

      I only began the process of bathing and changing willingly as I knew it would be a waste of strength to refuse. I looked into the small mirror in the wall. “Listen, there’s no chance this is a nightmare. Time to suck it up and figure it out.”

      I had to accept that this wasn’t a dream or a hallucination, and that things were dire for me currently. I decided that the best course of action with these delusional people was to play along until I could escape.
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        -Sindri-

      

      

      While I disliked being summoned by anyone, there was one woman who both literally and figuratively could demand my presence. I had already avoided this for as long as I could, and with that dreaded sense of inevitability, I stormed my way to the formal dining room of the light realm’s castle.  The glass-floored room was sparkling, and the table was set for three.

      My aunt sat, dressed to intimidate and looking as regal as ever in a shimmering dress that was likely more magic than cloth. To the left of her was a woman I had not met before. She was wearing a silky white dress that stopped just short of her knees and a matching cape. I noticed as I brought my gaze down that she wore some odd boots that didn’t seem to complement her outfit. I tried to smooth my expression, knowing why she was there.

      I cleared my throat and bowed toward my Aunt.

      “I know I’m late. I had complications to deal with. Our visitor might as well get used to it, as this won’t be the last time I am late or don’t arrive at all.”

      I walked over to the Queen and leaned down to give her a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Aunt, it is nice to see you.”

      My aunt blushed and motioned to the woman at the table. “Have you met our guest?”

      I turned to the woman in question and forced a smile. “I have not. I can only assume you are the young woman who has been chosen for me? It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Are you enjoying your time here?

      The woman met my gaze and let out a sharp laugh, “Guest? Enjoying? I’m sorry, but the particular brand of hospitality here is not really what I consider enjoyable. As to being ‘chosen’ for you, I hope you aren’t holding your breath because you’ll turn blue and faint ﬁrst.”

      My aunt slammed her hand down on the table. “That is enough. Do not make me force your compliance. I’m sure he would prefer a willing or at least biddable wife.”

      Instead of feeling angry, I was amused by the woman’s brave response. I let out a long laugh that had her sitting upright and her eyes widening. The response to my voice instantly turned to feminine rage as she balled her fists while looking at me.

      Wanting to move forward, I bowed to her and introduced myself. “I am Lord Sindri, known by most as Sin. I apologize for the abrupt intrusion into your life. There are only special mortals who can safely come here and marry our lot. Try not to be too hard on her, as she is my godmother as well and was trying to do what she felt was best.”

      The loud laugh came from the mortal this time.  It came out in a loud burst that was not at all melodic, let alone ladylike. Nonetheless, I found that I enjoyed it. From the look on my aunt’s face, she most certainly did not.

      My eyebrow raised, and I found myself genuinely smiling. “You ﬁnd that amusing?”

      “You have a fairy godmother…oh, that’s too funny!” The impertinent woman clamped her hand over her mouth to stiﬂe the next snort of laughter, but she couldn’t contain herself.

      The sounds of the Queen’s chair scraping back and her footsteps as she left the room brought me back to reality.

      “You’re not scared of her, are you?” Other than myself, I couldn’t remember meeting anyone who wasn’t either in awe of my Aunt or frightened of her. Or a healthy amount of both.

      She shrugged and wiped her eyes. “What’s to be afraid of? I’ve already been dragged here against my will, assaulted and knocked unconscious twice, and am being told I’m forced to marry someone I don’t know. What could she possibly do to trump any of that?”

      “I suggest you don’t voice that to her, she could do far more than she has. What is your name?” I sat down across from her and took a sip of soup.

      “My name is Raerdel. Doesn’t it bother you that you’ve just been delivered someone to marry with no thought to your preferences or wishes?”

      I found her name striking, as it sounded much more like a name that a fae family might give. I also found her candor to be refreshing. I shrugged before looking at her closely. “There are worse things, you know, than marrying me. I’m not a cruel person unnecessarily, and I’ve been told that I’m pleasant to the eyes. Would it truly be so bad?”

      Leaning forward, she poked her finger in my chest. “I’m sure you’re quite an amazing catch to the ladies from here, but the fact that I’m not being given the slightest choice in the matter makes it a bit less compelling an oﬀer. Since it’s not an oﬀer at all.”

      I took a sip of my wine while thinking carefully about her point. “If I were to court you, would you agree to give me some time to do so? If at the end of that time you did not wish to marry me, I will tell my godmother that you simply won’t do.”

      Raerdel winced at my wording before replying. “Since I’m positive I won’t be swayed anyway, how about I give you two days?”

      “That is not suﬃcient time to court you properly. I insist on at a full moon cycle.” I couldn’t believe this woman was instantly attempting to reject me.

      Mulling it over while frowning, she eventually shrugged. “Fine. Four weeks it is.” She oﬀered her hand sideways.

      I took her hand gently in mine and looked at the top and bottom of it while tracing my thumb over her knuckles. I brought her hand to my mouth for the briefest of kisses against her palm before releasing her hand.

      “We have a bargain then. I will see you in the morning, Raerdel. Prepare your heart, as I do not like to lose.”

      I stood and walked away, leaving her to finish her meal in peace. I had a plan to concoct. Fair play wasn’t invoked, and I had many resources at my disposal.
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        -Raerdel-

      

      

      After eating arguably the best meal of my life, I decided to hide in my room for the rest of the evening. Just as I began to get ready for bed, the lights in the room ﬂickered out. Little pinpricks of light began to glimmer all around. Unfortunately, there was no manual for being kidnapped by faeries, and that meant no way of knowing what was unusual here. After the unsettling dinner with my captor and her nephew, I was not really in the mood for more nonsense.

      When I  looked closely at the little sparks of light, it was as though they would light and just as quickly go out.  At the end of the bed was a thin, soft sleeping gown that was very light on my skin as I pulled it on. A delightful aroma that was almost a spice-filled my nostrils, and I found myself smiling. A rose was also placed on my pillow. I found that odd, as it hadn’t been there when I’d come back upstairs. As I picked up the rose, however, I noticed it was changing colors as I held it.

      “Ouch!” With a wince, I also noticed it had thorns as I pricked myself on a rather large thorn. Putting the rose in a small jar on the large window seat in my room, I sucked on the oﬀending digit to stop the bleeding before settling into the soft bed. As I lay down, I grimaced and rolled my eyes when I heard distinct, soft laughing in the room that I recognized as being Sin’s.

      “I really hope you’re not in here being creepy.” My voice wasn’t as convincing as I was attempting to be.

      “I’m not. I can project from where I am. Did you like my gifts?” His voice sounded amused.

      “Even though the rose cut me, yes, I liked them. I hope you know it won’t be that simple, though.” I bundled myself further into the large quilt that was on the bed as I held a conversation with the darkness of the room.

      “I would be disappointed if it were. Rest well, Raerdel.” His voice softened.

      “You too, Sin.” I yawned as the urge to sleep became too much to resist before I closed my eyes and drifted off.
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        * * *

      

      I dreamed of a forest of white trees, including their leaves. The way the ground was even, white, and shiny was odd to me. I looked down to ﬁnd that I was wearing a red fur coat over a long black gown. My hair was up in ringlets around my face. When I walked further into the forest, I was surprised to see Sin step out from behind one of the trees.

      He was wearing black pants that were form-fitting and a black shirt unbuttoned, revealing the expanse of his smooth, pale chest. I tried to look away from the abundance of sleek, muscled skin and focus on his face. I noticed then that he also had a matching red fur coat.

      “Where are we?” I asked, turning in a circle and looking around.

      “The Forgotten Forest, and we should not be here. Why did you bring us here?” His voice sounded soft yet confused when he spoke. Sin looked around as though he was watching for something.

      “I didn’t bring us here! I don’t even know where here is…” I froze when a large chorus of howling started. The sound was haunting and echoed oﬀ the trees. It crept across my skin, sending goosebumps and making me shiver involuntarily. I began to feel intensely cold, so I wrapped my arms around myself to stop my teeth from chattering.

      Sin grabbed my hand and pulled me behind a small copse of closely growing trees. When I began to speak, Sin covered my mouth with his hand and shook his head. The expression on his face told me this was bad.

      The howling grew louder, and with it my pulse began to race, until I felt like surely someone would hear my heart pounding. The stomping thunder of hooves, animals, and male voices alike could be heard growing closer from directly behind them, until all other sounds were drowned out.

      I somehow heard Sin curse, and then his hand lifted off my mouth, and his mouth replaced it. The feel of his closed mouth on mine affected me far more than it should have, and immediately made me want to trace my hands over his bare skin. The feelings he evoked with a simple kiss were more than I had ever felt before. I was immediately furious. With myself, him, and this entire circumstance.

      The flood of anger allowed me to regain control of myself, and as my eyes ﬂew open wide, I punched his chest a few times. The fact that my hits didn’t even move him slightly further enraged me. When the sounds stopped, he backed up and looked at me strangely. If steam actually came out of people’s ears, I would have been like a teapot.

      “I did that so you would be invisible. You needn’t act as if I ravished you.”

      “Well, warn me next time. I had no idea!” I aggressively smoothed my hair out of my face and looked behind us. “What was all that, anyway?”

      Sin shook his head. “The hunt. It would seem as though my aunt isn’t the only Queen who found you. Or the only Queen with plans for you. This complicates things.” The expression on his face was almost sorrowful as he made this statement.

      “What do you mean? There’s more than one Queen?” I tried to ignore the emotion that had risen since he had put his lips against mine.

      I felt as though my thoughts were all muddled, and I shook my head a few times to try to snap out of it.

      “The Queen of the Dark. They are the chaotic and lawless Fae who do not treat their guests as well as we do. If you have come to her attention, it cannot be for good reasons. As I said, only special mortals can come here and marry into our kind. She may have a husband of her own in mind for you.” Sin’s ﬁst balled up as he stated this.

      Shit. “Well, that’s just wonderful. What the hell do I do about it? I didn’t get asked to come here, let alone be the star of some weird fae dating show.” I was cold, angry, and confused. This was never a good combination for me.

      Sin leaned forward and kissed my forehead before murmuring. “You wake up. Now.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I came awake, gasping, and sat straight up. Frowning, I noticed that there were white leaves all over my lap. One look out of the window showed me the sun’s light shining through the room. “Even sleep isn’t safe here. This is ridiculous!”

      Grabbing a few of the leaves, I went into the bathroom to change out of the sleeping gown that Sin had left for me. The spicy aroma still clung to the material. Cursing him again for making my brain mushy, I changed into a simple dress with thin straps that ﬂowed to my ankles. I once again donned my combat boots and headed for the door out of the room. Slamming it closed behind me with a satisfying crash, I stomped downstairs and straight to the dining room in search of some answers.

      Sin was seated at the table, a piece of pastry in front of him, as if he were staring at it rather than eating. He looked up when I entered and stood up to greet me.

      “Good morning, Raerdel. You look beautiful.”

      I threw the leaves I had in my hand on the table. “Save it, Romeo. What the hell happened? I dreamed about being somewhere else, and I woke up with this stuﬀ on me?” I didn’t examine or acknowledge the spark of joy his compliment had given me.

      Sin’s face contorted and appeared as though he was both angered and confused. His voice held disbelief. “How is it you remember this? How are you resisting our glamour? You should be craving my compliments, my touch, yet you act as though I’ve annoyed you. Who is Romeo?” His voice rose minutely with the last statement.

      “Oh, wait, excuse me—so you’re trying to use magic on me against my will, and you’re upset that it’s not working? I thought you folks couldn’t lie. You have more than annoyed me, you’ve pissed me right the fuck off!” My cheeks went hot in anger, and I could only imagine how red my face was getting. The fact that I cared about that made it even worse.

      Sin shook his head, appearing startled and confused. “We can’t lie outright, but you’ve never asked me if I was using glamour. It hardly matters since it doesn’t aﬀect you in the least. Yes, I was in the dream with you, but I assure you I didn’t place either of us there. I need to ﬁnd out what the Dark Queen wants of you. I intend to continue courting you in the process, even if it will be much more diﬃcult without any glamour.”

      With that, Sin stood up and bowed before walking out of the dining room. I sat down at the table with a huﬀ of mixed frustration and outrage before eating the leftover pastry Sin had started. Again, that spicy aroma filled my senses, and I found myself fighting a smile. Rolling my eyes at my ridiculousness, I muttered to myself. “Knock it oﬀ. Rae, there’s nothing but trouble coming from that man.” I frowned immediately as I heard his laughter surround me before echoing away. I stuffed the pastry in my mouth and yelled with my mouth full. “Point proven!”
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