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        Nuriel (NOO-ree-el): Servant-Daughter

        Our protagonist, she prefers the nickname Rie (REE-ay). Human, raised by the high elves Curuthannor and Lhéwen in the Upper Realm.

      

      

      
        
        Aegasson (AE-gas-son)

        Frost sidhe, second in command to general Maethor

      

      

      
        
        Aradae (AIR-a-day): Royal-Shadow

        King of the Shadow Realm. Dark elf.

      

      

      
        
        Barbegazi (bar-buh-GATZ-see)

        Native people of the Winter Realm, who lived in the frigid mountains before the elves arrived.

      

      

      
        
        Blood Sidhe (Blood SHEE)

        A race of greater fae that survives on the blood of humans. They look human, but have the magical abilities of glamour (illusion) and compulsion, which helps them attract and entrap their prey.

      

      

      
        
        Braegan (BRAY-gan)

        The first person willing to help Rie navigate the Shadow Realm. Blood sidhe.

      

      

      
        
        Curuthannor (koo-ROO-than-or): Skilled-Shield

        Rie's foster father (a.k.a. warden) and martial trainer. Lifemate to Lhéwen. He's the head of King Othin's personal guard. High elf.

      

      

      
        
        Daenor (DAY-nor): Shadow-Fire

        Bastard son of King Aradae and a prince of the Shadow Realm. He's also the Commander of the Shadow Guard. Mixed dark elf and fire sidhe.

      

      

      
        
        Dark Elf

        The ruling species of greater fae in the Shadow Realm. They have very dark black skin with bright white hair and tall pointed ears. They are the masters of soul magic, able to commune with the souls of the dead and see the past and the future.

      

      

      
        
        Ēostre (ayo-STREE)

        Queen of the Autumn Realm, sister to Garamaen. Origin sidhe.

      

      

      
        
        Fae (FAY)

        A generic term used for any of the magical creatures that live in the nine faerie realms.

      

      

      
        
        Faerleithril (fay-er-LEE-thrill): Spirit-Freer

        Female heir to the Shadow Realm throne and Faernodir's twin. Dark elf.

      

      

      
        
        Faernodir (fay-er-NO-deer): Spirit-Binder

        Male heir to the Shadow Realm throne and Faerleithril's twin. Dark elf.

      

      

      
        
        Fenrir (FEN-rear)

        The giant sentient wolf residing in the Winter Realm. He bit off Garamaen's hand, the story of which is told in the short story, Broken Honor.

      

      

      
        
        Fire Sidhe (Fire SHEE)

        The ruling species of greater fae in the Summer Realm. Typically tanned skin and darker hair, often with red highlights, the fire sidhe tattoo their faces and bodies with images that represent their clan, class, and occupation.

      

      

      
        
        Frost Sidhe (Frost SHEE)

        The ruling species of greater fae in the Winter Realm. Typically pale skinned with light hair, these elves wield ice and cold magic.

      

      

      
        
        Galadir (Gal-a-deer)

        Rie’s first crush, who manipulated her emotions and belittled her in Curuthannor’s training hall. Son of an Upper Realm low noble. High elf.

      

      

      
        
        Garamaen (gare-a-May-en): Clever Wolf

        A powerful Lord of the elves living in the Human Realm. He’s Sanyaro, the Truthseeker and mediator of the nine faerie realms. Origin sidhe.

      

      

      
        
        Gikl (GI-kill)

        One of the pixies who has attached to Rie.

      

      

      
        
        Greater Fae (Greater FAY)

        A generic term for any of the faerie species that can pass for human; the elves and the sidhe. These species are typically the ruling classes in the realms where they reside.

      

      

      
        
        High Elf

        The ruling species of greater fae in the Upper Realm. Also called the glittering throng. They typically have very pale skin and hair that shimmers slightly in the light, and high pointed ears. They are the masters of spirit magic, able to drain or restore energy, heal, and manipulate emotion.

      

      

      
        
        Hiinto (HIN-toe)

        One of the pixies who has attached to Rie.

      

      

      
        
        Judith

        A Guardian (angel) of the Daemon Realm who saved Rie’s life during her journey in Sanyare: The Heir Apparent.

      

      

      
        
        Khukuri

        A style of knife with an inwardly curved blade, wider toward the tip than the handle. Rie carries two khukuri knives as her primary weapons. The blades were specially designed and enchanted for her use.

      

      

      
        
        Lesser Fae (Lesser FAY)

        A generic term for the more exotic faerie species that would be unable to travel unnoticed in the Human Realm; the pixies, goblins, gremlins, trolls, etc. These species rarely hold political power in the realms where they reside.

      

      

      
        
        Lhéwen (LAY-when): Thread-Maiden

        Rie's foster mother (a.k.a. warden). She's the best seamstress in the Upper Realm. High elf.

      

      

      
        
        Maethor (MAY-thor)

        Frost sidhe general.

      

      

      
        
        Morcana (more-CAN-uh)

        Water fae (mermaid) who approaches Rie for assistance in the Summer Court. She lives underwater in a half-woman, half-eel form, but can shift into a humanoid form on command.

      

      

      
        
        Niinka (NEEN-ka)

        One of the pixies who has attached to Rie.

      

      

      
        
        Norgeledil (naur-GHEL-i-deel): Fire Radiance

        The queen of the Summer Realm and lifemate of King Thanûr. Fire Sidhe.

      

      

      
        
        Othin (OH-thin)

        King of the Upper Realm. High elf.

      

      

      
        
        Pixie (Carnivorous)

        The pixies are tiny creatures, just two to three inches tall. Like a chameleon, they have the ability to camouflage their skin to match the surrounding area. They are hairless, have translucent wings like a dragonfly, and avoid clothing or accessories that would hinder their abilities to hide. They eat raw flesh and can strip a small creature of all its meat in a matter of minutes.

      

      

      
        
        Plink

        An imp who becomes Rie’s handmaiden. She looks like cross between a giant rat and a tiny goat, and has the ability to translocate in an instant.

      

      

      
        
        Possn (POSS-in)

        One of the pixies who has attached to Rie.

      

      

      
        
        Rolimdornoron (roll-im-DOOR-nor-on): Most Swift Realm Runner

        Rie's former boss in the High Court messenger service. He was executed by King Othin after attempting to frame Rie for treason. High elf with questionable lineage.

      

      

      
        
        Sanyaro (san-YAWR-o) / Sanyare (san-YAWR-ay)

        The elvish word for Truth Seeker, Sanyaro is the title given to Lord Garamaen as the mediator of the nine realms. Sanyare is the feminine version of the title.

      

      

      
        
        Sidhe (SHEE)

        A generic term used for some races of the greater fae who identify by their abilities; blood sidhe, fire sidhe, frost sidhe, etc.

      

      

      
        
        Thanûr (THAN-yooer): To Kindle Fire

        King of the Summer Realm and the lifemate of Norgeledil. Fire Sidhe.

      

      

      
        
        Tharbatiron (thar-ba-TEER-on)

        Proprietor of the renowned and extremely popular Crossroads Inn in the Shadow Realm. Ancient dark elf.

      

      

      
        
        Tiik (TEAK)

        One of the pixies who has attached to Rie.

      

      

      
        
        Turant (tour-AUNT)

        A longma (dragon-horse) telepathically connected to Daenor.

      

      

      
        
        Water Fae (water FAY)

        A species of greater fae that can shift forms between water-dwelling creatures and land-dwelling creatures. In their water form, they have a humanoid head and arms, and the body of an eel, fish, or other ocean creature. They have spread out across the realms, and now primarily live in the Summer Realm, Winter Realm, and Human Realm.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Coffee. Perhaps the humans’ greatest invention. They had their faults, but the hot black drink was a vice she could appreciate.

      Rie lifted the mug to her lips, cradling the warm mug between her hands. She savored the steaming aroma before carefully sipping the cooler liquid off the top of the cup. This one was a bit more exotic, top notes of dried dates and spice, with a subtle chocolate flavor that masked the bitterness of the underlying bean. She’d made a point of trying different roasts and brewing methodologies since she’d been placed under house arrest. Today’s choice had been an Ethiopian blend, hand ground and brewed in a simple pour-over method. It took time, but the ritual was soothing and significant. Almost like meditation. Especially when everything around her had come crashing down.

      Rie clenched her teeth, exchanging the calm of the morning for the frustration of her situation. She should be celebrated as a hero. The Battle of the Arches had been a resounding success, the elves pushed back to their own territories, the humans safe from a war they couldn’t even comprehend. Yet she was kept as a criminal in her own home, closely watched by Lord Garamaen Sanyaro, the truthseeker and mediator of the nine faerie realms, the sword backed by the sun, her great-great-many-times-great-grandfather . . . her master.

      The coffee turned sour in her mouth, the bitter thoughts drawing the deeper bitterness out of the bean. Apparently, using souls from the Daemon Realm to push back the upperworld invaders was ill-advised. The lost souls had claimed bodies and now wandered the realms, slowly but inevitably going insane. Their actions couldn’t be predicted, and when they cracked, chaos and destruction were sure to follow . . . or so she’d been told.

      The Moirai had seen fit to leave her under Garamaen’s recognizance until such time as one of the lost souls was found. Then she would be released to do their bidding, little better than a dog fetching a bone.

      So much for earning a little respect from the leadership of the nine realms.

      While she waited for the lost to reveal themselves, Garamaen—or Greg, as he preferred to be called in the Human Realm—insisted she continue her studies. Only now, instead of practicing her skills in magic, she was studying the history of the nine realms. Chronologically. And in great detail.

      According to Greg and the Moirai, she needed to understand the tactics of the past to make better decisions in the future. Greg had raided the stacks of the Upper Realm, Autumn Realm, and Shadow Realm for texts to better understand the many different perspectives of every major historical event and empathize with the biases of each culture . . . and the many ways in which the same truth could be heard and understood.

      “I can hear your teeth grinding from the bedroom.” Daenor’s voice drew Rie out of her dark reverie. Wearing loose sweats and a t-shirt, he hardly looked like the son of the dark elf king and a princess of the fire sidhe. Disheveled white-blond hair stuck out from his head in messy spikes that pointed in every direction, while the natural red highlights added to the disarray. The imprint of a pillow wrinkle crossed the side of his face.

      Rie couldn’t help but grin behind her mug. Seeing Rie’s hidden smile, Daenor quirked an eyebrow, but it only added to her internal amusement.

      “I’m glad to entertain. It’s certainly better than that grimace you were wearing just now.”

      “How is Faernodir doing?” Rie asked, changing the subject. She’d rather discuss his frustrations than her own, and his visit to the Shadow Realm had lasted far longer than anticipated. He hadn’t made his way to bed until near dawn.

      Daenor wiped a hand across his face, exhaustion written in every line of his deep brown skin. As a half-breed, he didn’t have his father’s deep black complexion nor his mother’s olive tan. His was somewhere in the middle, a unique blend that few could boast, especially when combined with the blonde hair spiked with red.

      “He’s learning. And Ragnar is picking up the slack.”

      “Are you sure you’re making the right decision, resigning command of the Shadow Guard?”

      Daenor’s lips pursed in a dissatisfied frown. “I have no other choice. I can’t willingly serve the man who lied and kept me from my heritage. Besides,” he wrapped his arms around Rie’s waist, careful not to jostle the hot coffee in her hands, “my job here is far more fun.”

      Rie blushed, thinking of yesterday morning’s sparring session. Daenor had been put in charge of Rie’s physical training. Yesterday, they had practiced close combat maneuvers with the use of fire magic. Eventually some clothing got singed. Which required the removal of said clothing.

      “What’s going on today?” he asked, releasing Rie to pour his own mug of coffee. He seemed to enjoy the beverage as much as Rie did, so long as he didn’t have to make it for himself.

      But the question might as well have been a bucket of cold water emptied over Rie’s head, bringing her back to the reality of her enforced education. Thankfully, she didn’t have to respond.

      “Today’s battle is particularly exciting,” Tiik chimed from the table. The pixie was reviewing the lesson plan, walking back and forth across the binder that held the chronological timeline of the Great War. “It’s the battle of Rómesse Gulch. I believe this is the same battle in which Curuthannor’s father was ultimately killed.”

      Rie looked up from her mug, intrigued for the first time since being assigned the stack of ancient tomes. As her warden in the Upper Realm, Curuthannor and his lifemate Lhéwen had practically raised Rie from birth. All the same, he hadn’t shared much of his past with her.

      “Really?” she asked.

      “I don’t remember studying that battle. Was the general involved?” Daenor asked.

      The pixie shook his head, zipping up to hover above the table. “No, but Rómesse Gulch was the village where Curuthannor was born and raised, and this was a relatively small battle. Curuthannor’s father was the greatest blacksmith in the area—arguably in the realm—at the time. At the start of the war, the king commissioned the weapons for the elite guard from him, and within a few years, Rómesse Gulch was a bustling center of commerce, with the majority of trade related to the smithies. Which, of course, made it a high-value target for the enemy.”

      “You mean my father.”

      “Actually, your grandfather was still alive at the time, so it was his rule. But your father did lead the army onto the field.”

      “Tally one more on the Shadow King’s ledger.” Daenor’s voice had turned grim. He wasn’t a stranger to war, but Rie understood there were times when the actions of his forebears weighed heavy on his heart.

      “No one is blameless in war. And no one can claim all the fault,” Rie said.

      “Those might be the wisest words you’ve spoken,” a deep tenor spoke from the living room. Apparently Garamaen had been listening. Rie could only just see the back of his head above the cushioned back of his favorite reading chair.

      Rie decided not to say any more, choosing instead to sit down at the table, Daenor at her shoulder. She had always wondered about Curuthannor’s family and his past. He’d never told her the story. Not in detail, anyway. The Upper Realm library had been off-limits to humans. Maybe now was a chance to finally learn more about her adopted family.

      She lifted the cover of the leather-bound and engraved manuscript for today’s lesson, admiring the beauty of the illuminated pages while Daenor squeezed her shoulder in a gentle massage. She leaned into the strong fingers as she turned another page. Gold foil swirls delineated the margins and inset illustrations highlighted the major players’ house crests and portraits.

      “What have I said about the books?” Tiik reprimanded, dashing over to give Rie the white cotton gloves she was supposed to use when touching the pages. The three-inch pixie clucked his tongue in a chitter of Pixl, a sign of his agitation. He was a historian, perhaps the only pixie who valued information more than physical treasure. He had been thrilled at Garamaen’s new idea for training.

      He was the only one.

      “They’re magically enchanted not to fade or disintegrate. I don’t think the gloves are necessary,” Rie replied.

      “They’re a necessary precaution. At some point, the magic needs to be replenished. Not knowing when these particular books are scheduled for maintenance, we can’t be sure you won’t poke a hole in a precious page.”

      “Just wear the gloves,” Niinka, the self-appointed leader of the five-pixie swarm, groaned from her perch on Rie’s shoulder. “He won’t let up until you do.”

      The pixies were Rie’s constant companions, with one or more of them hiding in plain sight somewhere on her person, or nearby, at all times. Hairless and naked, with translucent dragonfly wings, they could change the color and texture of their skin to exactly match their surroundings. If it weren’t for their incessant chatter, no one would ever know they were there.

      Rie sighed, holding out her hands. “Fine, I’ll wear the gloves. But I state again, I think this is ridiculous.”

      She slipped on the soft cotton, wiggling her fingers to pull the gloves as tight as possible then sat down to read.

      A bell later, she was still sitting in the same chair, reading the same text. So far, nothing had been mentioned about the blacksmith or his son, and though visually beautiful, the content of the book was about to bore Rie to tears.

      A pounding on the house’s back door drew her attention away from the dry historical text. Daenor had changed position to sit across from her and eat his breakfast in silence, but he looked up at the seemingly urgent knock.

      Rie stood from her seat at the kitchen table and stretched. Garamaen had offered her the use of his study, but Rie was afraid anything more comfortable and she’d simply nap all day.

      “I better go check on that,” she said.

      Daenor rose from his own chair. “I’ll come with you.”

      “You still have a lot of reading to do. We haven’t even gotten to the main battle yet!” Tiik sounded more disappointed than he had any right to be, though he had been sitting on Rie’s shoulder to read while she did.

      “Why don’t you read the text and give me a summary?” Rie teased. She knew that option wasn’t truly viable—she really did need to learn the histories in depth and detail—but it was worth a shot. Besides, with the old heavy parchment and his insistence on gloves, Tiik would have a hard time turning the pages.

      She didn’t wait for an answer, striding out through the kitchen and into the sunken living area that overlooked the long expanse of beach and a distant ocean horizon.

      “Hmph. With your pace of reading, I probably should,” Tiik mumbled, darting out in front of her.

      Rie quirked a corner of her lip at her friend. No matter his complaint, information was information, and eavesdropping on a new visitor was just as enticing as the dusty old book to the pixie who craved knowledge.

      The smile didn’t last long.

      A small man with a long, white beard and white fur cloak stood at the back door. Framed by the beach and blue rolling waves in the background, the man was obviously fae, and obviously out of place. Rie didn’t recognize his species. No taller than Garamaen’s waist, tension radiated off his body, giving him a larger presence than his physical form. A deep crease formed between the man’s bushy white eyebrows as he spoke with Sanyaro in low urgent tones.

      Garamaen nodded, his lips pulled down in a grim frown. “I’ve been expecting your visit.”

      “You knew?” the little man asked.

      “I suspected, but I couldn’t be sure. My Sight has grown hazy. Only once before has the future been obscured.”

      Rie was getting better at reading her mentor’s moods and expressions, but she couldn’t tell what he was thinking now. His face had smoothed into a neutral mask. All she knew was that if his precognition was failing, something was terribly wrong.

      “Then you’ll come?”

      “We’ll leave immediately.”

      A grunt was the little man’s only response.

      As soon as Garamaen shut the door behind the visitor, his facade fell. His shoulders slumped in weary exhaustion and he rested his forehead on the solid oak.

      “What is it?” Rie asked. Whatever the little man had wanted, Garamaen had taken it harder than usual. Though he’d been severely injured with a knife wound to the gut just weeks before, he rarely showed any sign of the physical toll his recovery was taking on his body.

      “Fenrir.”

      “What?”

      “Not what, who. Fenrir. The great wolf of the Winter Realm. Chained for nearly six thousand human years, he’s finally escaped.”

      Rie ran the calculations in her head. All the realms ran on slightly different time scales, but that still meant the wolf had been imprisoned for more than two thousand years. A life-span not unheard of amongst the fae, but certainly a harsh punishment.

      Garamaen’s haunted gaze turned toward Rie. “Pack your bags for the cold.”
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      “You can’t be serious,” Rie argued, following Garamaen down the hall toward the stairs that led to his bedroom, Daenor on her heels. “You’re still healing. Éostre will never allow it.”

      “Then it’s a good thing Éostre is no longer here.”

      “Greg, be realistic. You’ve recovered some strength, but you still have to pause walking up the stairs from the beach.”

      There were fifty-two uneven stairs up a steep cliff from the beach to the back door of the house. Every morning, after reading her first assigned text of the day, Rie and Garamaen would walk down that beach, each day a little farther. But each day, on their return from the sand, they had to tackle the stairs. And each day, Garamaen had to pause at least once to make it back up to the house.

      He was in no shape to take a quest to the frozen Winter Realm.

      Garamaen paused at the base of the small flight of ten steps that led to his bedroom. He braced his arm against the wall. His voice was deeply pained.

      “Tell me, Rie, what do you See?”

      Rie shook her head, not understanding.

      “Look to the future. What are you doing next week?”

      Rie huffed an annoyed breath but closed her eyes. She sought the center of her energy, the place where her Sight lived. She dove into the pinpoint of light, looking for the multitude of futures that could be, given the choices of the present.

      They would travel by portal to the Winter Realm and meet with the barbegazi leader, she could See that much, and it seemed there was no alternative. This was predetermined. But the rest was a foggy scattershot of disconnected images: snow and ice, stone and darkness, a sparkling city in ruins. Nothing so solid as a path to follow, but plenty of destruction and fear.

      She opened her eyes to find Garamaen’s knowing gaze locked on her face. He gave a sad laugh at her anxious confusion.

      “Six thousand years ago, before I came here to the Human Realm, I made a choice. I chose to save Fenrir’s life at the expense of his freedom. I sacrificed my hand to make sure that the barbegazi would live without fear.”

      Rie’s gaze traveled to the stump where it pressed against the wall. Too often she forgot about his handicap, since he never seemed to let it stop him from anything.

      Garamaen’s blue eyes glowed with intense emotion.

      “That choice made me who I am today, but every choice has consequences. Sometimes those consequences aren’t realized until years, decades, centuries later. My consequence has arrived.”

      Rie examined her master’s face, looking for any hint of indecision. Fine lines of pain branched out from the corners of his eyes. His typical teasing twinkle was gone.

      “What’s happened?” Rie finally asked.

      “A barbegazi village has been attacked. Slaughtered might be the better word. And it has all the signs of Fenrir. They don’t know how or why he escaped, but they’re sure it’s him. So am I.”

      “Why?” Daenor asked, his tone skeptical.

      Garamaen met his gaze, solemn and unflinching. “Because the great wolves of the Winter Realm cannot be Seen. They are immune to our magic. And I no longer See the future.”

      “Why can’t the frost sidhe help? Shouldn’t this be their task?” Rie asked.

      “I was the one who chained the wolf. It’s my responsibility.” Garamaen began the short trek up the stairs to his rooms. “Be ready to leave in an hour. Both of you.”

      He paused one more time, hand on the stair railing. “And leave the mechanical weapons behind. They’ll mark us out as intruders.”
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        * * *

      

      “Well, I don’t know about you all, but I’m excited!” Niinka chirped, zipping from her seat on Rie’s shoulder to the pixie’s nest in the wrought-iron chandelier above the bed.

      “About the Winter Realm? The most inhospitable of the nine faerie realms?” Hiinto replied. Niinka’s little brother generally preferred warm beds and soft cushions over any kind of challenge or hardship.

      “Only inhospitable to pixies. The frost sidhe find it quite comfortable,” Tiik replied. “In fact, did you know that in the last six thousand years, the frost sidhe population has boomed? Prior to settling the Winter Realm, women with ice abilities had the lowest live birth rate. The year-round cold seems to have boosted their rate of conception and successful delivery.”

      “Only you would find that interesting,” Niinka said, voice muffled. Her head and arms were buried in the feathers and fluff of the nest.

      Daenor shook his head. “It’s just as inhospitable for fire sidhe. Who, in their right mind, would want to live in a place that snows year round?”

      “Actually, that brings up a good point.” Rie sat on the overstuffed chair in the corner and rubbed her hands across her face. How was she supposed to plan for a journey to the coldest region of all the realms? “I don’t think you guys can come. Your wings will freeze. It’ll be worse even than the Northern Province of the Upper Realm.”

      “You’re not including me in that statement, are you? ‘Cause I strongly protest if you are.” Daenor winked, the upward quirk of his lip a giveaway that he wasn’t being serious.

      “Nah, you’re stuck with me and the snow,” Rie replied. “Sanyaro’s orders.”

      Possn—the shyest of the pixies and typically the hardest to find—shivered so violently, she shook the bedside lamp she hid in. “Not fun.”

      “Pfft,” Niinka dismissed the argument with a buzz of her wings. “I’m not missing an adventure just because of a little cold.”

      “You don’t wear clothes, Niinka. You could literally freeze to death.”

      “I could make traveling garments for them,” Plink offered, stepping out of the closet where she spent much of her time. The imp stood about a foot high and looked like a cross between a giant rat and a tiny goat, which was made even more comical by the frilly apron covered in pins.

      Niinka flew out of the nest so fast, she trailed feathers behind her. Eyes bright and hopeful, she hovered in front of the imp. “Fur-lined and cozy?”

      “If you like. I’ve already prepared your winter cloak, Apprentice Sanyare.”

      “Thank you,” Rie replied with a smile. “But you should call me Rie.” Plink had attached herself to Rie in the Shadow Realm, declaring her intent to be Rie’s lady-in-waiting after Plink’s former master was murdered right in front of her. Now she made it a personal priority to predict Rie’s every need.

      Plink ignored the comment. “I hope you don’t mind, but I modified the long traveling cloak Lhéwen made for you. I didn’t change any of the outer wrapping, just added a removable inner fur for cold weather. You’ll still need to wear layers underneath, but the fur should be enough insulation to keep your body heat contained when it’s buttoned.”

      “I’m sure you’ve done a wonderful job, and I doubt Lhéwen will mind the modifications.”

      “Would you like to try it on?” Hope and eager anticipation shone bright in Plink’s eyes.

      “Of course.”

      Popping back into the closet with a puff of displaced air, Plink returned within seconds translocating herself and the cloak directly onto the bed. Not for the first time, Rie admired the imp’s ability to go anywhere with a thought.

      Plink spread the amethyst fabric so that it lay flat, showcasing the design touches she’d added to the cloak. The entire inside had been lined with a dense layer of black fur, and the hood had been transformed with a bushy cowl. Within seconds, the pixies were rolling around in the soft material.

      “Plink, you’ve outdone yourself,” Daenor murmured, running a hand across the black interior. He seemed nearly as enamored with the fur as the pixies.

      “I chose shorn beaver fur for its extreme warmth and durability but relative light weight. The hood is done in fox fur, so that your breath won’t freeze on the strands. The buttons for the lining are small and hidden throughout the cloak, so if you want to wear the spider silk alone, you can easily remove the fur. But the silk is water repellant and wind resistant. It will help retain your heat even in the worst weather.”

      “How did you know I was going to need this?” Rie asked.

      “I didn’t,” Plink grinned. “I was just so cold myself in the Northern Province, taking care of those kids in that drafty old manse, I thought we should all have some warmer clothes. I made yours first, but I have a prototype for the pixies to try on. Theirs were trickier because of the wings. I also wasn’t sure they would wear clothes, given their need to hide.”

      “Ooh, let me see!” Niinka chimed, sitting up in the longer fur of the hood.

      Plink’s grin grew wider. “Of course!”

      She popped back into the closet and returned with the tiny garment in hand. Plink helped Niinka slide it on while the other pixies watched. Made of strips of the same black beaver fur as the lining of Rie’s cloak, the pixies’ new garment wrapped over their shoulders and draped between their wings. Ingenious threads could then be attached above and below the wing joint to hold the cloak together in a tight wrap.

      “Can you move your wings around?” Plink asked, circling around Niinka as she examined her work.

      Niinka slowly flapped her wings, picking up speed until she was hovering just a quarter-inch off the surface of the bed. “It’s heavy, and I’ll be slow, but I can fly!”

      “Good.” Plink ran a hand along Niinka’s shoulder, smoothing out the cloak. “Now, if your wings get too cold and you don’t need to fly, you can just tuck them down under these flaps here,” Plink explained, flipping down a shoulder piece that draped over the entire garment. “But if you need to fly, you just pull it up and wrap it around your neck like a scarf. It’ll also add a bit of extra wind protection around your face if you pull it over your head like a hood, so the only exposed skin will be around your eyes.”

      “My turn!” Hiinto shouted.

      “Can I get it in a different color?” Niinka asked.

      Rie couldn’t help chuckling.

      “What?” Niinka demanded, hands on hips. “If I’m going to wear clothes for the first time, I want them to be fashionable.”

      “Yes, but it’s not very practical. If you choose some bright yellow or orange, you might as well announce to the world where you are,” Rie replied. “At least the black will blend with the shadows at night.”

      “You’ll blend with the lining of Rie’s cloak too, since it’s the exact same fur from the same tanner.” Plink added. “But it doesn’t much matter. I only have the black beaver fur.”

      Niinka huffed and pouted but seemed to accept the explanation.

      “Are you going to try yours on?” Plink asked Rie hopefully.

      “Of course. I was just waiting for the pixies to clear out of the fur.”

      Standing next to the bed, Rie lifted the cloak off the covers and swung it around her shoulders. The beaver pelt was perhaps the softest material she’d ever felt in a garment, and surprisingly lightweight. She drew the hood over her face and clasped the buttons down the front of the cloak.

      Peering into the full-length mirror attached to her closet door, Rie was amazed at the image. The amethyst spider silk gleamed in the light of the chandelier, a near-match to the color of her eyes, while the black fur of the lining blended with the messy bob of hair that framed her face. Though it no longer had the loose freedom of movement as Lhéwen originally intended, the weight of the fur inside didn’t damage the draping or pull against the outer shell. Meanwhile, the hood obscured most of her face without limiting her ability to breathe properly.

      “You look amazing . . . -ly warm,” Daenor teased from his perch on the bed. “Though I can hardly see you in there.”

      “Thanks. That’s probably a good thing.” Rie’s lips twisted into a scowl. “The frost sidhe won’t be too thrilled to find us wandering their realm.”

      Daenor tipped his head in acknowledgment. “If we’re hidden well enough, they won’t know we’re there.”

      “Here’s hoping.” Rie looked in the mirror once more, carefully examining Plink’s handiwork. Daenor was right, only her eyes and a bit of her nose were visible when she pulled up the hood. She smiled, grateful for the imp’s ingenuity.

      “You certainly learned a few things from your former master,” Rie said lightly to Plink, knowing the memory was still difficult to bear.

      Plink’s face fell in a sad frown. “Yes. Garran always gave me opportunities and scraps to practice with, though I never had the chance to create a full garment for a client.”

      “Well, you’re about to get a lot of work,” Rie nodded toward the pixies who were arguing over who got to wear the cloak next.

      “It won’t take me long to sew them. I already cut most of the pieces out.”

      “Good!” Niinka chimed. “Then I don’t have to share mine!”

      “Better hurry,” Rie mock whispered with a wink.

      “Yes, less than a bell to prepare,” Plink replied, serious and determined. “I’ll have you ready to go.”

      “What about me?” Daenor asked. “Do I get a matching coat?”

      Plink’s face scrunched into an embarrassed frown. “I didn’t acquire enough fur. I hadn’t really considered that you would need one, since you hadn’t been through the Northern Province with us. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, Plink. I can make do.”

      “I bet Greg has extras,” Rie replied. Her mentor seemed to live by the mantra ‘always be prepared’. And for a man with highly developed foresight, preparation was subconscious. Rie tried to channel some of that aptitude. “What else do we need? We’ll have to pack carefully for a hike through the cold.”

      “Lots of blades, extra clothes, gloves and hats, extra rations,” Daenor said, counting the items off on his fingers.

      “But no guns. I wonder at the prohibition,” Rie said. She’d been practicing with a small .45 caliber pistol. She’d grown fond of the weapon, though the enchanted khukuri knives would remain her first choice.

      “Of all the races, the frost sidhe are the most insular and isolated,” Tiik said.

      Rie mentally groaned. The pixie’s voice had dropped into the smooth monotone he used when lecturing on a new topic. This could take awhile.

      “Perhaps because of the harsh realm in which they live,” Tiik continued, “the masters of the cold keep to their own. As such, they haven’t kept up with the rapid growth and development in the human race. They feel mechanical weapons are vulgar creations, inferior to the blade and bow, and have banned them from the realm.”

      “So they hated humans before the Battle of the Arches,” Rie interrupted, trying to cut off the speech before it got going too far. “Good to know we’re headed into friendly territory.”

      “Don’t forget, you just sent them scurrying home with their tails between their legs, afraid for their mortal souls,” Daenor replied. “If they spot us, we’re dead.”
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      The sensation of being simultaneously stretched and squeezed never failed to twist Rie’s stomach into a knot, though she hid it well. After decades traveling the portals of the Upper Realm, her composure was solid. But she needed half a heartbeat to truly throw off the disorientation, especially when the weather changed from breezy summer beach to blizzard in an instant.

      Rie tugged the cloak tighter around her shoulders, making sure there were no gaps where the frigid air could needle its way inside. She had taken Plink’s advice and worn multiple layers underneath, including the amlug hide armor and a long-sleeved human-made thermal shirt, but she knew even a tiny gap would lose too much body heat too fast to keep up.

      Daenor stepped up beside her. “People really choose to live here?” he asked, wrapping his arms tight against his chest, gloved hands tucked under his armpits.

      “Yep.” Garamaen leaned in to wrap his arms over their shoulders and insert his head between. “Welcome to the home of the frost sidhe and the barbegazi, the most inhospitable realm in all of the nine.”

      He pushed his way between them and strode forward into the snow.

      “Let’s go, before we freeze in place,” Deanor urged. He reached out for Rie’s hand, then realized it was buried beneath her cloak. “Agh,” he grunted.

      “Sorry, I’m not doing anything to compromise the heat retention of this fur. Just stay close.”

      Daenor chuckled. “Fair enough. I just wish I had a big fur blanket to huddle under with you, too.”

      Garamaen had lent Daenor a full-length bear-hide duster with a deep hood. He claimed it dated back to the early nineteenth century, when he’d lived in the pioneer west as an eccentric mountain man. With tanned leather on the outside and thick brown, un-dyed fur on the inside, Rie could believe him. Like Rie’s own cloak, the duster almost completely hid Daenor from view. A good thing, since his darker skin and black leather armor would have certainly identified him as a member of the Shadow Guard.

      “He certainly looks the part of a mountain man, doesn’t he?” Niinka chirped. “Too bad that backside is covered.”

      “Mmm,” Rie replied noncommittally. Her lips twitched in a suppressed smile, but she didn’t want to encourage the pixie’s speculation about Daenor, or his backside. Only she was allowed to do that.

      Niinka huddled next to Rie’s neck, within the hood of the cloak, her wings tucked tight behind her and beneath her own tiny winter coat. Plink had done well, completing winter garments for each of the pixies. But knowing how cold it would be, they had chosen to hide within the hoods of their greater fae companions until they absolutely needed to fly. Or something shiny grabbed their attention.

      Niinka and Hiinto stayed with Rie, Gikl—who had already bonded with Daenor and rarely stayed with Rie anymore anyway—and Possn traveled with Daenor, and Tiik caught a ride with Garamaen.

      Rie hoped Greg didn’t regret allowing the pixie professor into his hood. Now that he had an outlet for his intellectual curiosity, she imagined he would incessantly discuss history and Rie’s training.

      In any case, all five pixies had chosen to make the journey, despite the cold. Only Plink stayed home to help Hilgor maintain the house and continue her work with the human refugees who had survived the Battle of the Arches. She said she’d had enough of frozen wastelands for the foreseeable future.

      Like most elvish colonies, the Winter Realm portal was kept on the outskirts of the city, with an easy means of guarding the entrance into the realm. In this case, the stone archway had been imbedded inside what appeared to be a glacier. When the veil was closed, the arch looked like it led into a solid wall of ice at least ten stories tall.

      Rie and Daenor followed Greg down an icy blue tunnel, just a sliver of sky above their heads to light the way. Cold radiated down toward them from all sides, but at least there was no wind to beat at them or snow to needle at their faces. Wide enough to allow ten men abreast, the tunnel didn’t quite feel claustrophobic, but Rie still hoped they found the end quickly.

      A pair of elves dressed in similar cold weather attire to Rie’s group pushed past with a cart full of what looked like bags of grain. She couldn’t tell what realm they were from, but given the way they shuddered and clutched their cloaks around their bodies, she figured they must not be frost sidhe.

      Another group passed, carrying bundles of furs strapped to their backs.

      “Ah, good,” Greg said, turning to gesture them forward more quickly. “The market is open. Easier for us to get into and out of the city unnoticed.”

      Rie grimaced at the reminder that they entered inhospitable territory and gave another tug on her cloak.

      The tunnel exit was guarded on either side by carved ice sculptures of frost sidhe warriors in full regalia at least fifty feet tall, and their matching, living counterparts. Silver plate over white fur, and tall pointed helms reminded Rie of the damage the frost sidhe could do. Ice was their specialty, and they could bring it to bear as quickly as Daenor could throw fire.

      Rie dropped her chin to allow the cloak’s hood to better cover her face, while Daenor gave his a tug to pull the fur forward, as if preparing for the wind that howled across the glacier opening. Greg didn’t seem to worry about being noticed, though he didn’t reveal his identity to the guards, either. He simply walked past, as if he had all the time and not a care in the world. Nor did he seem to react to the blast of icy wind that assaulted them as soon as they stepped out of the buffer of the glacier.

      Rie, on the other hand, had to brace herself against the storm. But the guards didn’t stop them. They kept their eyes forward, standing at attention against the ice wall. Not a muscle twitched. Two more guards were positioned outside the glacier, standing at attention as if they didn’t feel the blizzard blasting them from three sides. They faced the city, its defensive ice wall just a few hundred yards from the portal tunnel. However, the gap between natural glacier and sculpted fortification was filled to bursting with market stalls and tents, merchants hawking their wares.

      Tent flaps beat a staccato rhythm against their support poles, wind howled through the gaps. Anything not tied down was liable to blow away. Yet somehow, everything remained standing against the gale winds, whether by a feat of engineering or magical influence, Rie didn’t know. But the two groups that had pushed past Rie and Daenor had already disappeared into the crowd of people bargaining for goods.

      If Rie hadn’t felt claustrophobic in the tunnel, she did now. Too many people filled the space, too many voices, and too many goods on display. Fur and grain and vegetables, a stand of carved wooden furnishings, a table covered in cooking utensils, pots and pans . . . everything and anything you could possible want was available for the right price.

      Greg pushed through the crowd, only rarely looking back to make sure Rie and Daenor stayed close. Rie was glad he knew where he was going, because she would quickly be lost without his guidance.

      Guards were stationed throughout the market, watching the proceedings with cautious eyes. More guards stood at attention on the wall, their swords unsheathed but resting on their shoulders.

      “Pretty,” Niinka chimed in Rie’s ear as they passed beneath a flawless ice arch and into the city proper. She had to agree. It looked like it had been formed of a single block of ice, not a seam or crack to be seen. Yet the ice had been carved into a decorative series of curved patterns, interspersed with diamond and star shapes that seemed reminiscent of abstract snowflakes.

      Wanting to run her hand along the carvings and admire their artistry, Rie nearly missed seeing Garamaen turn down an alley between two single-story buildings. She and Daenor rushed to catch up.

      “Don’t let the facade fool you,” Garamaen commented as they came up beside him. “The ice has a dark core of iron supporting the delicate crystal at the surface. The mountain can do its worst, and the walls will not crumble. An army could march on the city, and the buildings will not fall. It’s pretty to look at, but the frost sidhe aren’t delicate flowers.”

      “Perhaps not, but they have some artists in their ranks,” Rie replied.

      “Just don’t assume the artists aren’t also warriors. In the meantime, we’re being watched.”

      “Followed is more like it,” Daenor said.

      “I suggest we lose our tails, then,” Garamaen replied. “Stay close.”

      Greg turned a corner, and another. Dashed across a street. Rie and Daenor hurried behind him. Though the city wasn’t massive, Rie had only visited it once, long ago, when she was still a high court messenger. Back then, she’d been able to follow the most direct path to the general’s residence, avoiding these back alleys and narrow winding streets. Now, they used the twisting pathways to hide their movements from the spies that followed.

      As they traveled away from the main thoroughfare, the architecture began to change. Instead of the smooth and pristine ice halls with elegant archways and sparkling latticework, the buildings grew plain but functional, their decoration limited. The ice gave way to stone blocks, the smooth pavers to rough cobbles and then slush-covered dirt.

      “This is the barbegazi district,” Garamaen explained, pausing in front of a squat gray stone building with wide front doors and a steep angled roof. Based on the window placement, the building appeared to be two stories tall, and yet it only rose as tall as the single-story building next to it. The front doors were barely big enough to let Rie through, let alone Daenor who stood another head taller. None of them would be able to stand upright.

      Two half-sized men guarded the building on either side of the door, looking like the younger brothers of the visitor to Garamaen’s estate. They had the same white beards trimmed short and neat, and white wool hats and cloaks, though their most notable feature was the wide feet that had to be nearly as long as the men were tall.

      Rie gaped. They were also barefoot. In the snow.

      “What is this place?” Rie asked.

      “We’ve arrived at the home of the barbegazi in the city, the representatives of the native mountain dwellers.”

      Greg squared his shoulders, revealing nothing of his emotions except the momentary hesitation, then stepped forward into the street.

      Immediately, the barbegazi turned their attention to the group. Unlike the frost sidhe guards at the portal, these men made their scrutiny obvious. Arrows notched in bows, points aimed at Greg’s toes.

      Greg held up his hands in a show of peace. “I am Garamaen Sanyaro. Felman is expecting us.”
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