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This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblances to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


Warning: do dwell into this world at your own risk. The author will not refund your tissue papers nor be responsible for any heartache caused by character reactions. Tears were shed in the making of this book, tears shall be shed long afterwards. Please add your doctor to speed dial incase of a heart attack risk, and your therapist for grief counselling. 

There will be a happy ending. Just wait for it.

To everyone who’s thought they’re lost. 

You’re not, I’ve found you
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Author’s Note
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You’ll notice that I’m writing in British English and hopefully not be completely bothered by it. It’s what my language teacher drilled into me the moment I started school. I didn’t always understand her to the fullest, certainly not the time when she looked straight at me from in front of the class room and asked, “Victoria, what cala is this?” I stared at her then in complete silence as she pointed at something on the whiteboard and repeated herself. “What cala is this?” Looking at my classmates was no help whatsoever, because nobody understood the question. Finally, with great difficulty, it dawned on me that she’d said ‘colour’. From this day forward I write like a Brit, but talk like an American - or at least attempt to.

I love making book playlists. I had tons of help with this one from one of my beta readers, Brent. So many great new artists I hadn’t heard about before! Theme song for the book? Wolf or Lamb by League of Distortion.



If you understand that I feel the same

Come closer and we can heal the pain

Your love has left me unhinged, insane

I'll never win in this endless game.
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ISAY

––––––––
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I DIDN’T FIT IN. THE WHOLE VENUE FILLED WITH DARK THREATENING shapes eager to get at me. I knew they were, even as my mother reassured me they wouldn’t touch me. During the ceremony everyone’s attention had been on her and Grath, tension high in the air as she tied her life force to their king. I swear, the whole audience let out a uniform breath when the ritual was complete and there was no way back. Not that my mother wanted a way out, she was perfectly happy here, among the fae of death and the love of her life. I, on the other hand, did not belong here.

Wearing red, the only bright colour in the room as all the fae were dark as death themselves and my mother a pure white light, their salvation, I stood out like a beacon of interest to anyone with eyes. Every one of them had eyes. And mouths too. They were drooling. Even as my mother’s dedication to Grath ensured they would never go hungry again, I knew they all wanted a taste of my life force, for death faeries feasted on creatures such as myself.

I’d seen death fae before, but not so many in one place. And even as Mom started her relationship with Grath a year ago, I’d always been wary of them; always kept my distance. The venue was big, but it was not big enough to avoid every single one of them.

I raked my eyes over the crowd to find a safe place to sit and wait for the evening to end. It had to end eventually, right? Weddings weren’t endless affairs, even death had to sleep. And I’m sure the happy couple wanted to do more than sleep tonight after the festivities.

Right in the middle of the open air venue was the table for my mother, her husband, and the king’s closest council. From my mother’s side there was nobody else attending except for me. We were disowned the moment she announced her decision, besides it wasn’t safe for them to get this close to death fae. Again, me being the exception. I was under the protection of the king even before he married my mother. Taking my life force was a death sentence to the one who tried. Did I trust the fae to stay away even after I had their king’s word on it? Hell no.

Two tables away, edged at the dance floor that no one took advantage of just yet, sat my new stepbrother and his troop of warriors. I didn’t know anyone else in the room. I’d seen them around a couple of times, though, and survived the encounters. Sitting with the prince might keep any unwanted attention away, which was the only reason I walked straight to their table. All the chairs were taken and I likely looked more confident than I felt when I pulled a free chair from under a neighbouring table and dragged it next to prince Hiko’s before I sat down like there was no place else I’d rather be.

Five sets of eyes burned through me the moment my butt touched the wood and my heart tried to jump right out of my chest. Nobody really stared at you the way a hungry death fae did. Like you’re the water in the desert. Like you’re the air, pure intoxicating oxygen.

Out of all the warriors trailing the prince, Karmuth’s stare pierced the most. He didn’t only look at me as if I was a potential sustenance to his thirst craved existence. His stare promised he’d enjoy every second of drinking me dry, then live on happily ever after. It also made my heart race. Out of fear, I told myself. It had to be out of fear.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Prince Hiko’s gravelly voice pulled me out of the deep blue pool of Karmuth’s eyes and I almost jumped, realising I was still sitting at their table.

I hadn’t thought farther than this, but showing weakness was never a good idea around predators.

“Here for the company,” I shrugged, pulling an untouched glass of champagne over and taking a sip. It burned down my throat like lava. I coughed at the unexpected flavour, attempting to play it cool, but failing miserably. Most definitely not champagne.

One of the warriors laughed, Karmuth’s lips twitched, as if he found me interesting enough to play with before feasting on me, and my dear stepbrother narrowed his eyes at me. “We’re not interested in babysitting. Scatter off, Princess.”

Princess sounded like a first degree insult on his lips. I didn’t care for the distaste in his face, either. I didn’t decide to call myself that. Didn’t ask for it either. It wasn’t my fault we were stuck together in this endless party.

“You most certainly do not need to babysit me,” I spat. “Besides, I wasn’t even talking about your company. There are other people around this table.”

The moment those words left my mouth I wished I could take them back. I’d insulted the prince whilst insinuating interest in one or more of his warriors. I wasn’t interested in the slightest. They could put their dark muscled asses where the sun doesn’t shine. I bet they already did.

I took another sip of the putrid liquid in my glass that tasted even less like champagne and more like pure fire, and made a face. “Why don’t you introduce me to your friends, brother?”

I tried to say ‘brother’ the way he’d said ‘princess’ but my voice didn’t go to such lengths and sang it out like it was the prettiest word ever invented. Hiko scowled either way. Calling him my brother was likely the worst insult he could imagine. Wouldn’t want to be a brother to the likes of me, now would he? Too bad you couldn’t choose your family. I didn’t have a choice in the matter either. Was I bitter about it? Sure. Did I blame him for it? Not in the slightest. It wasn’t up to us our parents decided to tie the knots. Not up to me Mother turned to the dark side and not up to Hiko that his new stepsister smelled like a bright summer day, suffocating the death out of him.

“You’ve met them before,” Hiko replied curtly. His disinterest ran deep into his cold hard heart.

“Pretend like I wasn’t paying attention earlier. Better yet, pretend I’ve got no memory of our previous encounter.. I’d like to think you stepped out of the bed on the wrong side last time I saw you and you’re not always an idiot.”

Shit. Take it back, can I take it back? No, not really. Just brilliant. That wasn’t what I had in mind pretending to be confident. Most definitely not.

Laughter filled the table, but it’s not Hiko who was amused at my boldness.

“Regar,” a big man to the left of Karmuth said, holding out a hand as if to shake mine. I stared at the gesture like he was handing me a poisonous snake and expecting me to grab onto it. Not happening.

“See, I did not remember that.” I ignored Regar’s outstretched hand. He raised his eyebrow in challenge nonetheless, thinking I was stupid enough to fall for it. Eventually it was Karmuth who shoved his hand away and it fell on the lacy tablecloth.

“That’s Kar,” Regar pointed at Karmuth, the only one whose name I did remember, despite not caring to and not because I was dumbstruck the first time I saw him. Karmuth responded with what I now associate with his signature stare, but let Regar continue with the introductions. “Sinister and Ferro.”

“Seriously?” I stared at the two other fae, one who was sitting closer to me than I now felt comfortable with. “I feel like I should’ve remembered those.”

All of them wore dark affairs ranging from navy to burgundy. While Karmuth had umber brown hair framing his face in careless curls, the rest of them were as black as black can get. Although Sinister kept his head fully shaved altogether, his facial hair more than made up for it. They studied me with the same curiosity, but I wasn’t sure they liked what they saw any more than I did. They were strongly built and all, but their presence oozed malevolence and their interest gave me unease. Why was I here again?

To be insulted it seemed.

“We can’t all be blessed with flawless memory,” Hiko had a come back. He really didn’t like me.

I supposed I started it. Now we were in an all out insult war. As long as nobody touched my life force it was a safe game to play, although not incredibly friendly. Maybe the death fae couldn’t communicate in a friendly manner. Ever since I arrived here a week ago all I’d had were dreadful encounters. Grath seemed like the perfect gentleman, though. At times it felt like he was trying to make up for everyone elses’ maliciousness. As their king he was held responsible for their actions. But one person couldn’t possibly make up for all of that hate. No matter how hard he tried, it was already starting to rub off on me. While nobody had touched my life force directly, the attitude I was received with was killing a different side of me.

“You’re right,” I muttered, not mastering a witty retort of my own. I should’ve probably left for my quarters the moment the wedding ceremony ended. I’d made my appearance, supported mother’s quest for happiness that ruined my own existence, and suffered through the two hour long ritual to bind her soul to Grath’s — a reassurance that no matter what happened between them, her life force was sacred and untouchable to every and all fae in the court including the king himself. There was nothing more I needed to do. Dinner party, dancing, socialising — those were things of the past I would never participate in with the same eagerness as back home.

I’d tried, I’d failed. Time to go.
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KARMUTH

––––––––
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INTOXICATING DIDN’T EVEN BEGIN TO DESCRIBE THE SCENT OF sunshine and forest flowers that followed Isay to our table. I saw the effect it had on the group, even as most of them tried to hide it. Sinister shut his mug the moment it was clear she would actually join us. I’m almost positive he barely even breathed to avoid the temptation. Ferro choked and I felt the vibrations of his foot tapping away to a rhythm that did not match the background music one bit reverberating through the table that slightly bounced with it, and Hiko turned into a green gremlin if I’d ever heard one speak. It was unlike him to be outright mean, not to women in our court, not even to the women he feasted on outside the court.

The only one keeping any resemblance of cool was Regar, but he never did seem to struggle with control. His little joke to touch Isay was out of bounds, but certainly in character. It bothered me nonetheless. Irked me to no end. We weren’t allowed to touch her.

I didn’t feed every single time I touched a mortal, but chances were their life force would trickle through whether I wanted it or not. A handshake could steal a year or two, a hug—not that I went around hugging people—ten years, a kiss... That’s where my brain had to stop, because there was no way I’d even consider the possibility of kissing someone vulnerable to my unearthly curse. To have someone fade away in my arms with a brush of my lips. Some fae found it thrilling, Sinister being one of those psychos. I wished he’d move away from the girl staring daggers at the prince. He might’ve looked like he had a stick in his ass due to her proximity, but he was a snake in disguise and I’d hate for him to get executed because he couldn’t control his urges. While Isay wasn’t a simple mortal and a simple touch wouldn’t outright kill her, we’d be in hell of a lot trouble if it came out we’d even considered the possibility of getting a taste of her. I bet all of us were considering it, but how could we not?

“This was fun,” Isay said, getting to her feet. For a short heartbeat she studied the glass still gripped in her hand, then dipped it like a pro before placing it back on the table. “Remind me to never do this again, will you?”

Shit, she was leaving. It was for the best she’d go, but I didn’t want her to think we were complete assholes. I should’ve kept my tongue between my teeth—I hadn’t uttered a word to her since she made her appearance in the court about a week ago—I should’ve kept up the habit, because what came out of my lips was not something I should’ve even considered.

“Why don’t you dance with me before you go?” I was on my feet before I registered standing. I swear the whole table looked at me like I’d lost my mind. Perhaps I did. Perhaps I left it behind in her forest green eyes earlier. Her fresh perfume was maddening by itself, but her simple beauty could bring a warrior to his knees. I wasn’t going to beg.

“You’re kidding right?” Isay’s words sang through the air a little slurred, wide eyed from my question and flustered from the alcohol.

Shrugging it off as a joke would have likely been better than my dumbstruck staring. Nobody besides her would have believed it, however. This was Regar’s approach, not mine. I didn’t have an approach. Besides, this was the king’s stepdaughter. Even without the no touching rule I wouldn’t stand a chance. Such privileges were bartered to make alliances with rivalling courts. Being the summoners of death we had plenty of enemies. No, my intentions were to make her feel at least slightly welcome in the court after the complete fuck up of her first day. None of us knew what she was going through being a beacon of life in a starved fae court. Alone. The beacon of life part wasn’t helping her case, not in here anyway.

“As a tribute to your mother. You folk like to dance don’t you,” is what left my cursed lips instead.

“I doubt you folk even know how to dance.”

“You’re right, the only thing my folk does is lure pretty innocent girls to dark alleys to drain them dry and discard afterwards. That’s what you believe, is it not?” There was bitterness in my tone, but I refused to believe I was disappointed by her refusal. I couldn’t be. I hadn’t been serious in the first place.

I needed to stop staring at her like she was the only person in this wedding, but her red dress made it hard to look away. Her pale complexion and golden brown hair was out of place in a sea of darker shades. My own hair, dark brown as it was, could likely match closest to hers out of everyone in the court, something Regar pointed out the day we saw her dragging her luggage up the grand staircase of the main palace. His idea, ridiculous as it was but he pointed it out anyway, was that my mother must’ve belonged to the light side. We’d agreed not to talk about it, but he couldn’t help but bring it up when King Grath brought Siya around, and then her daughter.

I wanted to believe there were other brown haired death fae out there before I came around. We just hadn’t met them... yet. It didn’t help that my mother was AWOL and nobody knew who my father was. One day a babe was dropped off at the reserve’s doorstep, without so much as a note. Success. What a surprise it turned out to be when that child needed to feed on life. I was the last child born in decades for our court. Fae had trouble conceiving and surprise pregnancies were non-existent, which left my existence with a big question mark. Not a problem to solve right now, if ever.

My current problem was getting my ass back on my seat and pretending I hadn’t gotten up in the first place. My knees refused to bend. So instead I stood there like the perfect idiot as Isay took a step away from our table, unsteady from Void Sundance. Time slowed down as her high-heeled feet searched for solid ground on the grassy courtyard, but inevitably sank into the soft surface. Void Sundance being stronger than Isay expected got to her head faster than any of us thought to warn her about and for a moment she appeared puzzled. Only until she lost her balance completely trying to pull her feet free and went tumbling to her hands and knees.

I could’ve caught her and saved her from ripping her pretty dress open when it got caught in the fall, but I wasn’t allowed to touch her.

Giggling, Isay swayed back and forth where she fell, the sound like bells swaying in the wind. Everyone close enough to have heard her turned to look if her fall hadn’t caught their eye yet.

“I did wonder if she could stomach Void Sundance,” Ferro finally said when Isay failed to get back on her feet for the second time and nobody rushed in to help. We couldn’t do anything for her. “Here’s the answer. Can’t say I’m terribly surprised.”

I shook my head and planted my ass back in my seat. Not only were people staring at Isay, but I also started to draw attention. Her crawling through the grass towards the palace between fits of giggles had to have something to do with me standing stiffly with my eyes fixed on her, didn’t it? No.

Huffing out a breath I grabbed my own Void Sundance and gulped down a healthy dose of it. It burned down my throat until it settled in my stomach. Unlike with Isay it did little else to intoxicate my senses. It also did not help to settle my nerves as the girl kept making a spectacle of herself in front of the whole court. She should have simply agreed to the dance, I could’ve escorted her out safely thereafter. It was too late now.

When the commotion got impossible to ignore and the new queen caught sight of her daughter lying between the tables staring at the sky like it was a complete marvel stars appeared once the sun dipped low, she carefully stood up in her puffy white garment and glided over to Isay. Every movement of hers flowed like the softest breeze. Her golden hair, slightly lighter than her daughter’s, billowed after her on her delicate but unswerving path to the girl. She hadn’t been a queen for a day yet, but she carried herself like she’d been born to rule. When she passed our table, her gentle face held firm discontentment. I received the brunt of it as she must’ve seen our interaction, too. Just great. I didn’t need to get on the bad side of the queen this quickly. Didn’t plan on it to happen at all.

Siya pulled Isay to her feet and steered her out of sight. Only then was I able to look away from where she’d disappeared to. I got to meet four completely different reactions. I rolled my shoulders and rubbed my neck, then took another gulp of Void Sundance. They didn’t stop staring.

“What?” I barked.

“What the hell was that?” Hiko started first.

“Dance?” Regar snickered.

“Do you have hots for her?” Ferro asked, “it’s a bad idea all around.”

Sinister just shook his head, not bothering to comment, but I’m sure he wouldn’t be one to judge. He was one of those fae that enjoyed seeing their prey wriggle between his legs before they faded away. The only reason he’d stayed away from Isay was self-preservation. I bet the bastard would dream of ways to take her spark when he’d hit the bed tonight. I wanted to strangle that mischievous glint out of his eyes, but settled for finishing my drink instead and turning the conversation around to something less focused on me.

I needed something stronger than Void Sundance to survive the night.
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ISAY

––––––––
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MY HEAD POUNDED AND MY STOMACH ROARED. I ROLLED OVER and face planted on the carpeted floor with a high pitched yelp. I still wore the red dress, but it was stained and hung loose on one of the shoulders. A rip torn through the back told a story I did not care to hear recounted. My own brain couldn’t remember anything after Karmuth had asked me to dance with him. I bet they laughed about it afterwards. ‘She didn’t shake Regar’s hand, but you tried your luck anyway?’ Hilarious.

I must’ve made a complete fool of myself. Not only did I not fit in, but now I was the fae girl who couldn’t hold her liquor. I looked down at my dress and cringed. The girl who made love to the grass by the looks of it. Not a good image for their new princess. Lovely how that word rang out in my head in the voice of Hiko, holding the same amount of disdain in my thoughts as it did on his tongue.

Maybe I could obtain a rebellious reputation and join the dark side? Or maybe I’ll just continue to be the court’s jokester, a laughing stock of the death fae. Walking unobtainable dinner, but at least she’s entertaining.

My stomach grumbled again, so I pulled myself off the ground, discarded the dress for simple sweats and made for the door.

The room was spacious, much more so than the room I’d occupied back in Elverstone. We’d lived in a humble one floor abode close to the foods and the Elver waterfall. The rush of the water hitting rocks below could be heard from anywhere in the village, but more so by our house.  Most of the life took place outside and all I needed a roof for was for my bed and storage. I thought my mother enjoyed our simple lifestyle, but she quite obviously didn’t.

In this space I had a bed bigger than one would have a full use for—and yet I managed to fall out of it. An armchair overlooked the room, directed towards the bed and balcony and gave me the feels of someone staring at me while I slept. I woke up the first several nights in cold sweat, certain the armchair was occupied by a creeper, but it remained empty. Behind it an armoire took up a whole wall and remained mostly empty, too. I didn’t have a whole lot to fill it with. A desk of the same wood and design loomed by the window with a balcony behind it stretching two metres out and connecting to neighbouring rooms on the side, divided only by meagre barriers. No wonder I was paranoid. Anyone could climb over and break into my room if they so wished. Farther up a full lounging area, complete with sofas and coffee tables decorated an open space and a doorway led to the ensuite bathroom worthy of royalty.

I had no recollection of getting back here but there was only one explanation as to how I ended up safely in bed. My mother must’ve brought me. Not a great way to spend your wedding day, dragging your drunk adolescent daughter to bed, because she embarrassed you in front of the whole wedding party. What a great way to start your reign. Nooot! I wouldn’t be surprised if I got an earful in the morning.

Was it morning yet? I peeked through the thick curtains on my way out of the room and caught an early ray of sun reaching over the horizon. It was early enough to know my mother wouldn’t be up yet. It was bad luck for the couple to venture out of their party before every last one of the guests had gone to bed. I wouldn’t know how long the festivities lasted. The courtyard outside looked abandoned and as if a hurricane had torn through the set up. They must’ve gone at it until the late hours of the night and only just recently headed off to bed. That gave me a decent six hours before I had to hear about my performance. I could only hope the fae ended up worse than me and forgot the little incident altogether. A lot could happen in one night and I knew with all certainty it hadn’t yet been midnight when I walked into the venue.

My stomach growled again reminding me of my mission to scavenge something edible from the kitchens. Yes, kitchens in plural! Who needs more than one? The King of Death that’s who. Go figure, even the death fae had to eat proper food.

I opened my door a crack and peered through to the hallway. It remained still as a grave. Tiptoeing my way out and down the stairs I jumped at any creak and groan the floorboards sang. During my short stay here I hadn’t yet fully explored the whole palace, but I knew where the kitchens were. The scent of spices had pulled me towards it the first evening, a lot of good that did. The chef, a death fae like the rest of them, took one look at me, crumpled his nose and sent me away with an eccentric wave of his hand. Something you might see directed towards a stray dog. Off with you, beast, no beggars across this line. I hoped he was not there at this early hour.

I hadn’t yet gotten used to the eerie quiet of the palace. The stillness pressed on my chest and got the hairs on my arms to stand up. No birds chirping away, no constant roar of the waterfall, just my soft footsteps and whatever creaks the building made. Even the wind seemed to not exist outside the halls.

All the way down the stairs, off through a servant’s entrance and several turns later I stood in the hallway opening up to a sterile workspace. A clanging and bubbling reached out to where my feet stopped moving and a rich aroma of a broth being stirred wafted over to me. Seemed I was out of luck once again. But try as I may I couldn’t turn back either. I needed something to take the edge off the gnawing in my stomach, a loaf of bread if they couldn’t spare anything else.

With my nerves on edge and thrumming through my whole body in a wave of electrified current I edged closer to the open doorway. So focussed on seeing who’s inside I paid no attention to where I stepped, nor did I see a bucketful of potato peels and other leftover slur before I literally stepped on it. My surprised ‘auch’ was louder than my toes hitting the rusted metal. But the whole thing toppling over with a cling-clang slurch caught my heart stuck in my throat and any complaints I might’ve had died on my lips.

“Who’s there?” a female voice called out from the kitchen, before its owner showed up at the doorway and we stared at each other for a heartbeat. She stiffened, her hands clenched at her sides and her nostrils flared. Eyes widening to surprise at finding me instead of whomever she’d expected.

“I’m sorry, I can clean it up,” I muttered, referring to the mess the fallen over bucket left behind and her eyes dropped to the floor.

Shaking her head, she rushed to action. “No, no. I’ve got this, m-my princess. Lord Grath wouldn’t look kindly on me having you slave away in the kitchens. You shouldn’t be here.”

Slave away? “It’s no trouble at all, especially since I made the mess.”

But the woman heard none of it. In mild panic she was already mopping up the remains of whatever had filled the bucket. Once finished, her alarmed eyes fell on me again. “You’re still here.”

“I’m hungry,” I blurted. “I’ll just grab a few things from the cooler and be on my way.”

The maid, because she couldn’t be anything else, threw herself in my way blocking the entrance and stopping me in my tracks. “Food will be brought to you in your quarters, miss. The kitchen is not a place for you.”

“I don’t see why I’d need to wait for room service when I’m already here.” I took a tentative step forward and saw her tremble slightly. After another step that took me just a metre away from her she caved and pressed herself against the doorpost to let me pass without brushing against her.

“Please,” she begged. “It’d be better if you left.”

“Unless you’re butchering humans here and serving them up on the platters there’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

The kitchen was spacious and airy, no bodies in sight. It was kept spotless and even the unused cooking plates shone in the artificial light like they were installed just yesterday. A wall of refrigerators stood on the other side of the room. On my way over I passed the broth she’d been making and peeked into the pot. Inhaling the heavenly aroma my stomach growled again. I reached for the ladle and the maid ran over with her apron swishing. Pulling it out of my hand before I could dip it into the boiling soup to grab a taste her fingers brushed mine and I felt a tug at my heart. It was gentle and stopped the moment the contact ended, but it was enough to leave me gasping for air.

My hands trembled and looked pale, while her cheeks now held a rosy sheen and healthy glow. Her eyes remained wide in shock and fear as she backed away from me still gripping the ladle in her hands like it could save her from the execution.

“It’s fine,” I gasped. “I’m fine. No one needs to know. It was an accident.” I held onto the countertop, hoping it would keep me on my feet as dizziness overtook me. “I just need a moment.”

I’m not sure if I was trying to reassure her or myself, but neither of us were convinced when I kept hyperventilating. Searching the kitchen for something to draw from, my eyes fell on a half chopped parsley. I wobbled my way to it and pressed my palms over the chopping board it lay on top of.

Freshly picked. That was good, better than if it’d been in the cooler for a day or two. This one had been grown in a pot which weakened the power within considerably, but it had been watered regularly and sat in a sunny place. I gathered all of that from pressing my hands against its delicate leaves.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, then pulled at the strength it held onto even in its chopped state. The parsley wilted and dried under my palms, losing all of its qualities until it was nothing more than a pile of ash. It was enough to get back enough of my strength that my feet stopped shaking and my breathing turned to something close to resembling normal. My vision cleared to make out the maid now standing back at the doorway to the kitchen, a deer in the headlights look in her eyes. Next to her stood a much bigger shape, gripping at the woman’s armpit and preventing her from escaping.

My nerves were back as my eyes trailed over black leather covered muscled chest, up to a curly beard shades lighter than the rest of the death fae I’d seen and stopped at striking blue eyes—a colour I hadn’t seen on any other dark fae before. My breath hitched, this time not from any physical touch nor malnourishment. As if I’d been caught doing something forbidden my heart galloped and I could feel heat rising to my face. I despised this reaction for it gave away my unease.

I hadn’t heard him approach, but not everyone is clumsy enough to trip over things and announce their presence. Death creeped up on you quietly and that was surely the case with Karmuth hovering at the entrance to the kitchen.

The maid squirmed in his hold, her healthy blush fading into pale skin as some sort of energy transfer transpired between the two of them. It left her weak and her fingers loosened from around the ladle. It fell to the floor with a clang that rang like a gong in my ears.

“Let her go,” I ordered and Karmuth’s eyes darkened.

Face set in a grim line his eyes roamed over me as if to devour me whole. His hold on the woman did not waver one bit and I squinted at him. It’s about all I managed without needing to move. When before this little excursion my stomach had been grumbling it was roaring like a monster now, a giant bottomless pit. What little energy I’d recovered from the parsley burned through my body attempting to fix what was taken, but not managing to fill in the gaping hole. There were two Karmuth’s flickering in and out before my feet gave out. Then there was nothing.
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KARMUTH

––––––––
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FOR THE SECOND TIME IN SO MANY DAYS, ISAY FELL TO THE GROUND without me being able to do anything about it. I gripped the servant tighter and she let out a quiet whimper.

“How much did you take?” I asked in a gruff voice, eyes jumping between Isay and the servant.

“I-it was a-a-a quick br-brush of skin. A-an aci-accident. I didn’t me-mean to...”

Did we ever? Not that it mattered. What was done was done, there was no giving back what was taken. The king had to know about this, but first I needed to make sure Isay was still breathing. A quick brush shouldn’t have left her breathless like the way I saw her. She’d been wheezing like she’d contracted a lung disease when I walked by following her scent without meaning to.

I’d had my fill from the previous night’s activities and didn’t need to feed, but Isay’s alluring smell had been hard to resist. After the wedding party settled down and several more Void Sundances later I’d excused myself to do what I always did when my skin began to crawl and an itch in my stomach gave no relief, not to mention the itch even lower down. Sela had known to wait for me and welcomed me to her bed with open arms.

It was a relationship of convenience. I knew she bedded other fae from the court and couldn’t care less. I also knew I was the only one who took what others couldn’t. She always made sure to come fully fed to our meetings, because once I was done she’d be left empty once more. She never questioned our arrangement and I’m pretty certain she enjoyed the thrill of being sucked dry to the inch of her life force as much as she enjoyed the sex.

I didn’t even register pulling at the servant’s ecos before she whimpered. I let go of her then. She’d grown pale and was cowering against the door frame. I felt the surge of energy I’d drawn from her course through me stronger than anything I’d ever felt. My body vibrated with new life, Isay’s life. It couldn’t be anything else. It ran as a soft warm current through my veins reinvigorating parts that’d laid torment for a long time. I’d thought I’d had my fill from Sela, but the tide of power overtaking my senses begged to differ. I’d never felt so alive.

“I thought you said it was a quick brush?” I growled at the servant, as the energy twirled around my fingertips, refreshed my pores inside and out and moved lower igniting fires throughout my body, waking up a thirst I didn’t know existed. My ecos was overflowing, waking up something else deeper within I didn’t care to investigate.

“I-it was o-only a s-s-second,” the woman whimpered. “I pulled away im-immediately.”

If she was telling the truth it meant Isay was very susceptible to the touch of death. The king had to know as soon as possible. We might’ve joked about shaking her hand or even stealing a kiss, but if an accidental skin to skin contact made her faint it was no longer something to laugh about. I doubt the reunion between Grath and Siya would start with desired results if she were to find out her daughter was as good as dead within our court. Her ecos jumped at any opportunity to be devoured by us. I could feel it calling to me from across the room.

“What was on the counter top? What did she touch?” I asked the servant. Her eyes had misted over and she was shutting down. I had to ask again for her to understand me. I might’ve accidentally taken too much of her life force, but she’d done the same to Isay. I regretted nothing.

“Parsley,” she whispered.

Parsley? It had to be a source of power. “Is there more?”

I was incredibly unhappy when the servant girl slid down the doorpost she’d been leaning against and hid her face in her knees, no longer paying any attention to me whatsoever. I marched into the kitchen, opening drawers and cabinets as I went. It was unlikely I’d find anything fresh in them but I was past the point where I ran on logic. The power surging through me needed an outlet and slamming doors in frustration worked slightly, but it also worked up even more anxiety when I didn’t find what I was looking for.

After my search Isay was still lying on the cold tiles, her chest rising and falling so slowly I was afraid it would stop completely. Not under my watch, I’d be killed together with the servant girl if that was to happen.

On a whim I rushed to the service entrance, leaving the double doors wide open behind me. The early morning sun blinded me momentarily and gave me a short pause until I saw the flowerbed planted for the queen’s arrival. I ran across the courtyard, dropped to my knees and hurriedly pulled out several tulips and narcissus, enough to fill up my lap and make a gaping hole into the rest of the plants. I couldn’t think about that now, I had a princess to wake up.

If anyone had seen me then in my black leathers, carrying an armful of colourful flowers toward the kitchen with a slightly frantic glint in my eye they’d question my sanity. As it were, the courtyard remained empty which was the best I could’ve hoped for.

Back in the kitchen I stood over Isay and dropped the load on her, not sure what else to do without touching her and making things worse. I didn’t know if she’d do what she’d done with the parsley in the first place when she was unconscious. I just hoped something would happen.

For a moment Isay looked like the perfect representation of the sleeping beauty. Her golden brown hair framing her pale face as she laid on a bed of flowers. More like a bed of flowers laid on her.

In this moment Isay wasn’t defensive, she didn’t need to fight for her place in our court nor impress anyone with her wit. Her face was relaxed, even her scent while still making my head spin was less intrusive. It’s as if all of what made her tick lay dormant for the time being. And then the flowers wilted away a lot like a person would if I drew too much of their life to myself. Only difference? When Isay gasped her eyes wide open she grasped at the remaining ashes trying to fit them all together, make them live again.

Her accusing eyes fell on me looming over her. “You pulled them out? You just crushed their leaves and pulled them out! We don’t do that, we don’t ever do that!”

While she was shouting at me with a fury of a thousand gods all I could feel was relief. For if she could be enraged about a handful of flowers she’d be all right.

“It helped, didn’t it?”

“I was fine,” she huffed.

I didn’t believe a word of it. “You were lying there, comatose and would’ve stayed that way for who knows how long had I not saved you.

“Saved me?” A bark of laughter escaped her lips. “I didn’t need saving. I said I was fine. You’d know it if you’d know anything about naturels. Like the fact that we do not take from life, we reinforce it.”

The burst of power I’d gotten through the servant suddenly made sense. The fae must’ve been surviving on low irregular feedings, like a lot of the lower fae in our court. When she’d touched Isay, her natural instinct to reinforce life must’ve kicked in and offered her ecos willingly.

I threw my hands up giving her a win in this discussion. “Let me escort you back to your quarters before wake up the king.”

From buttheaded to frightened in a blink of an eye, Isay shook her head frantically. “No. The king does not have to know. In fact, the fewer people who know about this the better.”

“The king most certainly has to know, princess. Your safety in this court depends on him knowing.”

“But—” Isay’s eyes searched the kitchen until she found the servant girl still crouching by the doorway and still with her head between her knees. Her eyes threw daggers at me. “What did you do to her?”

“What makes you think it was something I did?” I questioned. “She brought this on herself when she stole from you.”

“And you’re what? The enforcer of laws?”

If I could have touched her I would have grabbed her wrist and dragged her back to her room like a misbehaving child. But as it stood there was no way anyone in this court would touch her again no matter how shortly. Not even to take her to her quarters. Certainly not as part of a lame joke between friends, or a stupid dare. And kissing her pouty lips was absolutely out of the question. So why did I feel like I wanted to do just that when her face contorted into an adorable frown?

“I’m taking you to your rooms whether you like it or not. The servant will be all right.”

“So you’re not going to Grath right after?” Isay asked.

“That’s not what I said.”

“So you’ll go to Grath but will not tell all of what happened?” she pressed.

I groaned. “Also not it.”

“Then how can you say that the servant will be all right?”

“I suppose I can’t.”
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ISAY

––––––––
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TWO EVENTLESS DAYS PASSED BEFORE I WAS INVITED TO MEET THE king. I’d held onto a semblance of hope that Karmuth had changed his mind. When the invitation came I knew he hadn’t. I hated him and his smug face voicing the words that he’d saved me. I hated his sense of duty that chose royalty over a commoner, as if my life mattered more than the kitchen maid’s now that I’d acquired an unwanted title. I hated that part of me refused to hate him and admired his resourcefulness instead. He’d seen me pull energy from a few leaves of parsley and brought me a bouquet of flowers for full recovery, expecting flatteries in return. I’d been rightfully pissed off. While the parsley was already on its way to perishing, the flowers had been full of life before they’d been ripped out of the ground.

I thought I’d seen concern in his eyes before it faded to annoyance. Well, now I was the one annoyed at him for playing by the book. I thought dark fae bent the rules more often than not, but it turned out they were as big at tattling off to gain favour from their superiors as the worst of us.

I took my sweet time that morning getting ready, fuming already before I’d heard what Grath had to say. He could’ve had a family breakfast instead of the official invitation I’d received tucked under the door stating the time and place I was expected. The time was right now, the place throne room. It couldn’t get any more official than that.

I wasn’t one for dramatics, but if they expected me to happily waltz in and pretend I was content with condemning an innocent to a death sentence, dark fae or not, they didn’t know me at all. Having a meeting before breakfast wasn’t good on my nerves and made me stall even longer in front of the mirrored armoire.

My skin had stopped glowing yesterday around midday from collecting from the flowers Karmuth had brought me. While they’d been carelessly torn from their growing spot, they’d radiated life and restored what was taken in abundance. I’d had an irradiant flush from them that I hid by not leaving my quarters. I’d already been a beacon of temptation, walking around with excess ecos would’ve not only inspired questions, but would’ve also been dangerous.

Bored as I was, I still didn’t enjoy my morning plans being made for me, especially as I was certain I wouldn’t find this particular meeting pleasant. Since I was yet to be scolded on my drunkenness during the wedding party, nor mentioned the unfortunate accident in the kitchen I was in double trouble when it came to facing my mother and Grath. As to why it had to be in the throne room I couldn’t begin to fathom.

I huffed out a breath as fidgeting with the rounded flat collar of my simple white dress did nothing to ease my nerves. I couldn’t stall any longer. I was too bad of a liar to be able to look the king in the eye and say I’d slept in.

I dragged my feet down the stairs to the grand entrance of the palace and looked for any obvious signs directing toward the throne room. I wandered around the ground floor of the palace longer than I’d intended to. Within my almost two weeks of staying in the palace I’d yet to receive a full tour of the place. Wedding planning and the honeymoon phase took any focused attention away from the king’s new stepdaughter. Unless it involved fae leering at me from afar.

It wasn’t fully my fault when I finally stumbled into the throne room sweaty, hungry and more annoyed than I started. More than just two sets of eyes turned on me and I stopped dead in my tracks. The prince was there with his whole ensemble of warriors, Karmuth’s lighter locks of hair striking out among the rest of them. I would not look at him. No, I would not...but my eyes steered towards him anyway, drinking in his neatly trimmed beard and sharp gaze. Looking away before I could fall into his eyes I stared at my mother seated next to the King on a black velvet covered throne instead. I tried to force my face into a smile, but I was nervous again. All I could manage was a grimace.

“I’d apologise for being late, but the invitation did not come with blueprints of the palace.”

“Isay—” my mother began and I bit my lip. I did not need a lecture in front of all the fae gathered in the room, in front of Karmuth. Not sure why his opinion mattered more than the rest, but him being witness to a scolding made me cringe.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” I muttered sullenly.

“Give the girl a break, Siya,” King Grath’s soft but commanding voice rang out through the throne room.

Hiko and his warriors straightened their backs to stand at full attention and a woman I only now saw flanked between two of them trembled on her feet. It was the kitchen maid from two days ago. I gritted my teeth to not say anything out of bounds in this official gathering and earn a worse punishment for either of us than they’d already planned on inflicting.

“Why don’t you come closer, Isay, so that I don’t have to raise my voice,” the king said in the same soft tone as before. Totally not raised.

I followed his request anyway and joined Hiko and his warriors in front of the throne. Many of them stiffened at my proximity.

King Grath ignored their obvious discomfort and Hiko’s sneer. “From what I’ve heard you’ve had a rough couple of days in Vindican court. My apologies for one of my fae overstepping. This will not happen again.”

I threw daggers at Karmuth, but he looked straight ahead, jaw clamped tight and throat bobbing. Go ahead, avoid my wrathful gaze, and see how much good it does. The kitchen maid between two of the warriors— Ferro and Regar was it? —fell to her knees but did not beg for her life.

I gritted my teeth. If anyone had ever told me there’d come a time when I stood up for a dark fae I'd have laughed at them, but this woman did not deserve to die. The fact that she didn’t stand up for herself left my gut roiling. She likely knew her word wouldn’t mean much against mine, against Karmuth’s. I wondered if I had any sway in the matter.

“It was an accident,” I said. The woman on the ground started shaking, either in gratitude that I attempted to save her life or she couldn’t cope with this dragging out for much longer.

“Are you saying you do not condemn Elisia’s actions and vote to overrule my punishment of death?”

The king’s question brought Karmuth out of his stoic stand and he finally looked at me with a warning in his eyes.
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