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      For those who tell us a realistic story has to have cursing.

      Gosh. DARN it. We never listen.

      :)
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      Ten years of cruel darkness and starvation.

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

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

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

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

      Death.

      Or a fate worse than death. The prison realm.

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

      Which was what Griffin tried to do.

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

      But he’d failed them.

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

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

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

      But he deserved this day, now.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Gullie, I’m going to be okay.”

      “Do you promise?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “But—”

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

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

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

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

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

      A family.

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

      Which could very well be today.

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

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

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

      But now, it was time to break that vow.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I will never join you.” Griffin spat.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Or magic sparking at his fingertips.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The crowd booed and hissed at Griffin.

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

      Never again.

      “And he has chosen death!”

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

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

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

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

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

      Out of the shadows came a warrior.

      Not an ogre.

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

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

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

      Griffin had none to give either of them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “That man is not my king.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Have you ever gone to battle?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The wings unfurling from her back.

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

      How was this woman Egan’s prized warrior?

      The crowd cried out for blood, for violence.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You should be.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      And it was freeing.

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

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

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

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

      “Fight!” the king yelled.

      They both ignored him.

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

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

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

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

      Riona looked from the dagger to Griffin.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Do you want to be released?”

      She nodded.

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

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

      Nessa’s little hands clung to him.

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

      She nodded as tears slipped down her cheek.

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

      Blackness crept into his vision.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’m completely serious.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where is he now?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where’s Hector?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Shauna snorted, pulling her thread tight again.

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

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

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

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

      “I need to check on Gullie.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Shauna.” He groaned, his eyes drooping.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Empty your pockets,” Griffin repeated.

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

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

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

      “Bring your mother and sisters over, Hector.” Shauna settled a skillet on the stovetop. “They can help us eat the evidence.”
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      Griff stretched his arm over his head as he ran a hand along the wound in his side. It ached when his skin stretched and pulled, but he’d had worse pain since coming to the prison realm.

      Nearly a week ago, he’d almost died. Almost faced the fact he’d leave this world with few people to remember he’d ever been there at all. His brother, Lochlan, wouldn’t mourn a brother he couldn’t recall.

      The woman he once called wife wouldn’t cry for him.

      He stood in the center of their rudimentary village, watching his people going about their daily tasks. He wasn't sure when it happened, but the people of Fela were his family now.

      A group of men and women walked along the dirt path through the village carrying buckets of water in each hand, water that would be boiled and made safe for drinking. The nearest water source was a small mountain spring near the cliffs that bordered their land.

      Life here in the night realm wasn’t easy. He glanced down at his hands, a prince’s hands, that had been made rough with work. He cleaned, cooked, harvested meager food supplies, and ventured out to nearby villages for trade. Here, nothing was beneath him. There was something freeing in that thought. No one expected him to change anything or make the hard decisions.

      For the first time in his life, there was no pedestal under his feet. He was truly one of the people.

      “You should still be resting.” Shauna stepped up beside him.

      “It’s been almost a week. I’ve had enough rest. There’s work to be done.”

      “There’s always work,” she scoffed. “But we also need to take care of ourselves. These people count on us.”

      That was their first mistake. Even a decade later, Griffin didn’t think of himself as someone to be trusted or relied upon.

      A sigh rattled through his chest. He’d done his penance, ten years of it, so why did he feel like it would take the rest of his life to earn the forgiveness he wanted?

      His eyes found Nessa trying to help unload one of the trader’s carts. Leaving Shauna behind, Griffin snuck up behind the kid. “Ness.”

      She screamed, and he laughed.

      “Relax, Nessa. It’s just me.”

      She turned around, a frown turning her lips down. “Don’t sneak up on me.”

      He sent her a wink. There weren’t many people who could drag smiles out of him. Nessa was one of them. Once upon a time, he’d been a happier sort.

      But he was a young fool back then.

      “Come on.” Griffin lifted a crate of eggs into a small wagon. “You can carry the torch and help me make some deliveries.”

      Nessa’s eyes lit up. For some reason, the kid idolized Griffin. He wanted to tell her he wasn’t the kind of man who deserved adoration, but he held his tongue, not wanting to break her heart.

      To her, he was the man who’d risked his life to protect her.

      He didn’t need to look to know she followed him. The first house they came to looked like a strong gust of wind might topple it. Griffin gestured for Nessa to knock, and she did, placing their torch in the old cracked urn in the yard.

      An older woman with tiny horns on top of her head answered, a bright smile on her face.

      “Lady Walsh.” Griffin bowed.

      The woman laughed. “I ain’t no lady, Griff, but I could get used to your bowing.”

      He rose. “Not a chance, my dear. But who needs a bow when they have eggs?”

      Mrs. Walsh opened the door wider. “You should have led with that. Come in, come in.”

      Griffin nudged Nessa forward into the house.

      Mrs. Walsh pursed her lips. “And just how many of these eggs do I get?”

      “As many as your heart desires.” Griffin winked. The old women of the village saw right through his charm. “Seems our foragers were lucky on the morning hunt.”

      They hadn’t had eggs in weeks other than the occasional ones Gulliver pulled from his pockets. One day, Griffin would have to deal with his thievery.

      “I’ll only take a few quail eggs.” Mrs. Walsh reached into the bin Griffin brought in from the wagon. “Others need them much more than an old woman like me.”

      Griffin had never before lived in a place where each and every person thought of the other residents before themselves.

      “Now scoot, children. I have some meditations to do.” Once Griffin stopped at the door, she called to him. “Oh, Griff, you might want to check in on Sinead. She hasn’t been feeling well, and those children of hers are quite useless.”

      Griffin nodded. “I will. Thanks.”

      Once outside, his eyes found the glow of the cook fires in one of the communal shelters at the center of town. Large pots hovered over the fires, filled with water for boiling.

      “Ness, you think you can make some deliveries while I go check on Sinead?”

      Nessa pushed a dark lock of hair behind her ear and nodded. Taking the torch in one hand, she pulled the wagon behind her with the other.

      Griffin put a hand on her head. “You know what to do.”

      Even the children in the village pitched in, just trying to survive. There was no such thing as a childhood spent playing games and running amok. Not here. This place forced them to grow up fast.

      He watched Nessa make her way over to Mrs. Walsh’s neighbor and turned to cross the street. Lifting a hand, he knocked on Sinead’s door.

      No one answered.

      He knocked again before pushing it open. Griffin’s eyes found Sinead. She lay in a small bed with a flattened straw mattress, and the remnants of a thin blanket covered her. Bright red hair clung to the sweat on her face.

      “Sinead?” Griff rushed forward. She was even worse than Mrs. Walsh implied. Sinead Ryan wasn’t much older than Griffin. He scanned the one-room home, looking for her three boys.

      Sinead shook as a coughing fit overcame her.

      “Where are your boys?” Griffin knelt beside the bed and put a hand to her forehead. She was burning up.

      She coughed again. “They were assigned to the harvest today.”

      Their village had small fields near the cliffs. They didn’t yield much, but what they did was vital for their winter stores.

      Griffin closed his eyes. It wasn’t the first time in the last ten years he wished they had access to healers from the other three realms. Sinead wasn’t the first villager to fall ill over the last year. It had happened more and more frequently. A few recovered. Most did not. Yet, they hadn’t found the cause.

      In Myrkur, lives were brutal and short. It was everything to survive one day at a time. He’d buried too many friends, too many good fae.

      And he knew just by seeing her, Sinead wouldn’t cling to life much longer.

      “I’m going to get Shauna.” He pushed to his feet. “She can help you.”

      He practically ran from the room until he reached the fresh air. It was happening again, the loss. But he couldn’t tell anyone how sick she was.

      He sprinted across the village, finding Shauna surveying the pots of boiling water as they were poured into wineskins to be rationed out for the day.

      Stepping up to Shauna, he dropped his voice. “I need you to come with me without causing a commotion.”

      She looked to him in question. “Has your wound reopened?”

      “No. It’s Sinead.”

      Shauna’s eyes widened. “Show me.”

      Together, they made their way back to the sick woman. Shauna lowered herself next to the bed. “Hello, darling.” She pushed hair out of Sinead’s face, a tiny smile on her lips.

      But there was something about the action… Shauna looked at Sinead the way Griffin had once looked at his wife.

      A wife who’d never truly loved him, but that hadn’t seemed to matter at the time.

      It made so much sense now, why Shauna and Hector were only friends. She was in love with someone else. Someone she might lose. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      The door opened again, and Nessa slipped in.

      Griffin blocked her path. “Ness, you shouldn’t be in here.” The fewer fae exposed to whatever ailed Sinead, the better.

      Shauna looked over her shoulder at Nessa. “Run home and get my kit.”

      Nessa nodded and disappeared.

      “You should go, Griffin.” Shauna lifted a tear-stained face to him. “Did you touch her?”

      Griffin shook his head.

      “Okay, good. Now, go.”

      Griffin didn’t make a habit of disobeying Shauna. The people looked to her as a leader. Shauna was their healer, and she protected them.

      Griffin no longer wanted that kind of responsibility. He’d seen what true power did to him before. He couldn’t handle it. In his experience, power corrupted those who wielded it.

      He walked back through the village, completing the deliveries Nessa didn’t get to. He greeted everyone by name, taking pleasure in the familiarity of the act. Small tasks suited him, they made him feel useful even as his thoughts turned to Sinead.

      He returned to the cart loaded with the available goods and moved all the meat into the main cellar beside the cook shelter.

      This haul would feed the village for at least a week. More if they were careful.

      A young boy streaked through the village, colliding with Nessa who was racing back to Sinead’s house with more supplies for Shauna. The boy picked himself up off the ground.

      Griffin reached Nessa and helped her up so she could run along to help Shauna.

      “Sir.” The boy met Griffin’s gaze.

      “I’m not a sir.” Not anymore. He searched for the name in his mind. “Patrick?”

      The boy nodded. “That’s my name, si—Mr. Griff. I was with Gulliver just now,” he gasped. “We was just playing on the road through the mountain pass, and they came.”

      “They who?” He stepped closer to Patrick. “You were playing outside the gates?” Fear sliced through him.

      “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir—Mr. Griff. The king’s soldiers. They was with Chieftain Kvek.” His voice dropped. “I hid among the trees, but Gullie…” His voice shook.

      Griffin took a fortifying breath. “Are you saying the king’s men have Gulliver?”

      Patrick nodded. “They was saying he’d hang for his thievery.”

      Griffin’s gaze hardened. The king had taken so much from them, he wouldn’t have Gulliver. “Patrick, fetch me a horse.”

      “You can’t be meaning to go up against the soldiers, Mr. Griff?” The boy trailed along behind him.

      “That’s exactly what I mean to do.” For Gulliver. He’d save him and then never let the boy out of his sight again. They’d always known his thievery would catch up to him one day. Today was that day.

      Patrick ran for the village stables which only consisted of three stalls and a small exercise pen. Cart-pulling mules took up two of the stalls. And the third… an aged horse that was better suited for the pasture.

      Well, staying here suited Griffin too.

      Hector jogged toward him before matching his stride. “I just heard. Griffin, I don’t care how good you think you are in a fight, it’s only been a few days since your injury. You are not at full strength.”

      “You sound like Shauna.” He pushed into his own small home, one he shared with Gulliver.

      Hector followed him in. “I’m coming with you.”

      Griffin raised one brow before bending to pull his sword free from its hidden place beneath his bed. “Going to walk now, are you? Kvek’s stronghold is only a few hours away by horse, but longer on foot.”

      “I still won’t let you go alone. I’ll take one of the mules.”

      Griffin straightened to regard his friend. Over the years, he’d developed a relationship with Hector, similar to the kind he wished he’d had with his own brother. “Okay.”

      Griffin used to think magic made a fae who they were, but then he’d come to the prison world. He’d met fae like Hector who’d never had magic. Nor had he ever seen the sun. He was a Dark Fae who’d lived in this realm his entire life. And he was Griffin’s friend, a brother. Magic didn’t matter so much when no one had it.

      Once outside, Hector ran for the stables.

      Patrick led the ragged horse to Griffin. The village took good care of the horse they’d named King, but still, this was a kingdom that beat down even the noblest of its creatures.

      A kingdom that let fae like Kvek carry out the king’s justice anyway he liked. If he got his way, Gulliver would hang. And soon.

      Griffin only hoped he wasn’t too late.

      Pain seared through his side as he pulled himself onto the horse. Hector joined him a few moments later, pulling his large frame atop the mule.

      By the time they left, word of Gulliver’s fate had made it around the village, and fae stepped from their homes to wish them well.

      The journey to Kvek’s stronghold and the village surrounding it seemed to take forever, though it was only a few hours. Griff didn’t know what time it was, but his eyes had become adept at seeing in the dark over the years.

      They reached the far pass where stone walls rose high. Kvek was a loyalist, never forsaking his king, and he was well compensated for it. Hours from here, fae struggled just to survive.

      And Kvek lived like a king. Beyond the stronghold, a village stretched into the distance, many times as large as Fela.

      Hector whistled low and long. “And just how do we get into the stronghold?”

      Griffin scanned their surroundings. He blew onto his hands to warm them as he thought back to the first time Gulliver came back with stolen goods from Kvek. Griffin told him it was too dangerous, that thievery never ended well.

      He’d been right.

      “We need to get around the stronghold to the village.” There was a way in, he was sure of it. He pictured the dripping wet clothes Gulliver had come home in, despite the hours-long ride on the horse he’d stolen the year before.

      The horse Griffin currently rode. Gulliver had been sneaking into the stronghold for years. “Did you know Gullie was the one who brought us King here?” He patted the side of King’s neck. Gulliver named him, saying he looked like King Egan himself.

      A fact Griffin did not share with Egan when he was his prisoner.

      He shook his head with a laugh that didn’t belong here. Shauna might have saved his life all those years ago when he first arrived in the prison realm, but Gulliver had saved his spirit. Before Gullie, Griffin hadn’t wanted to survive. He hadn’t known if he had the strength to make it in such a place. Everything he was had been stripped down to the core, leaving behind a version of himself he hadn’t recognized.

      Until he found the tiny, malnourished Gulliver. The kid gave him a purpose, he gave him strength.

      “We need to take the high mountain road to get in.” Griffin pointed to the hills in the distance.

      Hector didn’t argue. His mule would do much better than Griffin’s horse on the high road with its narrow path and sheer drop.

      Griffin clicked his tongue, and the horse climbed. And climbed. When it got too narrow, he slid from the saddle in favor of leading the horse.

      Rocks shifted beneath his feet, falling down into the pass.

      Griffin could hardly breathe as the path started its descent. The closer they got, the more he could make out smoke coming from chimneys, turning the dark sky into a hazy gray. He spared a glance for the stronghold with only two sentries manning the tower.

      An ogre paced down below, looking for any wrongdoers. Griffin had only faced an ogre once before on a trading trip to a village near the shores of Loch Villandi. He’d led his party too close to the ogre encampment. That ogre was the first Dark Fae blood he’d ever spilled.

      But it wasn’t the last.

      The path widened, and Griffin looked back at Hector to make sure he was still with him.

      They both mounted up, preparing to ride into the village. The small cottages were in much better shape than any Griffin had seen in other villages, proving riches poured into this part of the realm.

      Griffin spent ten years refusing to pledge an oath to the king. Maybe if he had, life wouldn’t be so hard for his people.

      But he was done compromising his morals.

      He was done seeking riches and power.

      Now, he only wanted to be left alone with his family and friends.

      The ogre had his eyes trained on the horizon ahead, leaving his back turned to the mountains, allowing Griffin and Hector to slip into the village unseen. A river ran straight through the center of town and under the stronghold. That was their in.

      He tried to remember everything Gulliver once told him.

      There was a thick metal grate blocking the entrance from the river, but the spikes didn’t reach the river bottom.

      “Hector, I hope you know how to swim.” He waited for Hector to catch up on his thinking before the two shared a smile.

      They backed up into the trees obscuring the end of the path from view. They slid down and tied up their mounts. If everything went well, they’d be back in no time.

      But one thing Griffin learned in the war of the fae queens… nothing went according to plan.

      The two men walked through the village as if they belonged. Stone roads cut through town instead of the dirt paths he was used to. Long bridges spanned the river at intervals.

      And looming over everything was the seemingly impenetrable fortress.

      They reached the bridge closest to the stronghold. The current rushed beneath them but not in the direction Griffin needed to go.

      He studied the water for a long moment before making his way down to the riverbank under the bridge, heaving a sigh before slipping into the cool dark water. Hector followed without a sound.

      It took every bit of strength Griffin possessed to swim against the current. And that strength? It was much less than he’d once had outside this dark world.

      “Griffin!” Hector yelled. “I can’t…”

      Griffin spared a glance behind him where Hector was losing his battle with the current. “It’s okay,” he yelled back. “I won’t fail this time!”

      Whether Hector was with him or not, Griffin had to do this.

      For his own heart as well as Gulliver’s. As he neared the grate, his eyes caught on the gallows, built right up against the walls. No one would ever forget who hanged the enemies of Myrkur.

      And Gulliver could be next.

      With renewed energy, his arms sliced through the water, the chill of the river numbed his wound until he reached the grate blocking the tunnel under the keep. Gripping the metal bars, he let himself rest a minute.

      This was for Gulliver, he reminded himself before plunging below the dark water, using the metal bars as a guide. Water pushed at him, trying to make him loosen his hold.

      He pulled himself deeper and deeper until he felt the spikes on the bottom of the grate.

      Gulliver was right. They didn’t reach all the way down. His lungs screamed for air, but he didn’t turn back.

      Instead, Griffin kicked against the current, pushing himself deeper, using the metal spikes to swing his legs under before pulling the rest of his body free.

      He kicked as hard as he could, his head going fuzzy.

      When he broke the surface, he gasped for breath, letting his lungs fill again and again, gripping the grate as the current rushed against him.

      He wiped the water from his eyes, and that was when he noticed it. The torchlight.

      He wasn’t alone.

      He searched the open landing beside the rushing river until his eyes fell on someone he never expected to see again.

      Riona crouched near the edge of the river, swirling a hand in the water. She didn’t look at Griffin as she spoke. “When one of my men alerted me to the man in the river, I didn’t expect to see you.” Her voice held no emotion, no indication of what she’d do.

      “Did you call the guards?” he asked. “Or Chieftain Kvek?” Griffin hesitated to move closer to the landing.

      Her nose scrunched in distaste. “Kvek is sleeping. If I wake him, I won’t get to be the one who decides what to do with you.”

      Griffin knew almost nothing about Riona other than she was the king’s favorite and a heck of a swordswoman. “I’ve come to make a deal.” A deal he hadn’t told anyone about. “Kvek holds one of my men, a boy really. Gulliver is young. He doesn’t deserve to hang. Me, however… Kvek would do just about anything to get his hands on me.”

      He didn’t know if that was true, but Griffin was willing to divulge his connection to Regan if it meant he could switch places with Gulliver.

      Riona stood, torch still in hand. “Climb up here. You can wait.”

      She turned and left without an explanation, locking a heavy wooden door behind her.

      Griffin pulled himself from the water, wringing out the bottom of his shirt. He wasn’t afraid of his own death, not when he knew he was already living on borrowed time. Shauna once told him the past couldn’t haunt him forever.

      He’d proven her wrong.

      Griffin watched the door, waiting for guards to arrive and arrest him. He wished he’d said goodbye to Shauna, to Nessa. They’d hate him for his decision to sacrifice himself. But there was no other option for Griffin.

      His eyes drifted to the river, and thoughts of Hector worried him. He hoped the man had made it back to the horse by now.

      The lock rattled before the door opened, and Gulliver stumbled in.

      Griffin lurched to his feet, his healing wound twinging in pain as he wrapped the boy in a hug.

      “Ew, you’re wet.” Gulliver laughed, but he didn’t push Griffin away.

      “We have to get you out of here. Take the river.” He pulled away.

      Gulliver smiled. “You have been listening to me, haven’t you? I told you it was a good way in.”

      Griffin scanned Gulliver’s face, taking in the bruises stretching over his boyish face. He didn’t deserve to live in a world like this.

      Riona entered the room, and they froze. Her tattoos shone in the orange glow of her torch.

      Griffin gave Gulliver a sad smile. “You go home and tell everyone I love them, okay?”

      Gulliver looked from Griffin to Riona, his eyes lighting with understanding. “No. Griff.” Tears gathered in his eyes. “This is my fate. You can’t take it upon yourself.”

      Griffin put a hand on each of his shoulders. “I can, and I will. This is what we do for the people we love. Take care of our fae, Gullie. Be what they need. Always.”

      Gulliver’s lips quivered as tears spilled down his bruised cheeks. “No… I…”

      Griffin pulled him into one last quick hug before pushing him toward the water. Gulliver didn’t take his eyes from Griffin as he submerged himself. It wasn’t until he ducked under the water that their eye contact broke, shattering something in Griffin. He always knew he’d die at a king’s order. Winning in the pits was only a delay.

      He turned to face Riona and held out his wrists. “I won’t fight you if you need to chain me.”

      Her brow furrowed. “You… care for that boy? You’d sacrifice yourself for him?”

      Griffin looked to the water once more. “I’d do anything for him.”

      She stepped forward, her eyes studying him. “Go.” She jerked her head to the water.

      “What?”

      “I said go, Griffin O’Shea. You spared my life in the fight, now I repay my debt to you. Next time I see you, I will kill you.”

      Griffin raised a brow. “You’ll try. What about Kvek?”

      “He’ll wake to find his prisoner gone, and he will search for him. Hide that boy well.”

      Griffin didn’t know what to make of this soldier, one who was loyal to King Egan, yet let Griffin live. Twice.

      He slipped into the water. “Thank you.”

      She didn’t respond as he pulled himself under the grate and let the current take him to the boy he’d give up everything for. The boy he’d raised as his own.

      The boy who’d be in danger until Kvek grew tired of the search.

      Hide him well.

      He intended to.
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      Griffin ran up the trail through the mountains to catch up with Hector and Gulliver, his clothes dripping and sodden, making him shiver in the darkness. He didn’t trust Riona at her word, that somehow by releasing him the score was settled between them. It was too easy. And nothing was ever easy in Myrkur.

      “Griff loves you like you’re his own son.” Hector’s voice reached him across the rocky terrain. He could just make out their forms ahead. Gulliver’s tail dragged sadly behind him, and his shoulders drooped.

      “Griff would never let them hang you, Gullie. He’d die first before he’d let anything happen to you.” Hector draped a strong arm across Gulliver’s slim shoulders as they led the horse and mule along the narrow path.

      “But it’s all my fault, Hector. He’s going to die because I was careless.”

      “And you best remember that next time.” Griffin jogged to catch up with them. “I’ll not make the same sacrifice twice.” Though Griffin knew he’d do it a hundred times over to save the boy he’d grown to love as his own.

      Gulliver turned at the sound of his voice. “Griff!” His tail swished, slapping Hector’s face side to side.

      “Gulliver.” Hector yanked on the boy’s wayward tail.

      “Sorry.” He snatched his tail out of Hector’s grasp and ran for Griffin. “You escaped!”

      “Something like that.” Griffin swept the boy up in his arms. “Don’t ever scare me like that again, kid.” He hugged him tight.

      “I won’t if you won’t.” Gulliver squeezed him back, his tail wrapping around Griffin’s neck to thump against his head.

      “Mind your tail, Gullie. You’re choking me.” Griffin made a strangled noise in his throat.

      “Oh, sorry.” Gulliver forced his tail to behave.

      “I can’t believe we both got away with it.” Gulliver lunged ahead with a spring in his step. All worry gone from his mind.

      “That’s the lesson you take away from this?” Griffin dragged him back by his shirt collar. “We didn’t get away with anything, kid. We’ve got to hide you. Chieftain Kvek will not be happy if he doesn’t have someone to hang come morning. He’ll send his men out to look for you.”

      “Aw, don’t make me do it, Griff.” Even Gulliver’s pointed ears seemed to wilt along with his tail at the mention of hiding.

      “Oh, you did it to yourself this time. You know where to go once we’re home. There’ll be plenty of supplies in the cellar. You stay put until I come get you, or so help me, I will hang you myself.”

      Gulliver heaved a dramatic sigh. “Can Nessa come visit me at least?”

      Griffin paused on the trail just on the outskirts of the valley where Fela lay hidden from most of Myrkur. He bent down to Gulliver’s level and placed a hand on each of his shoulders. “This is serious. You will stay in the cellar and not make a sound, you hear me?”

      “Yes, sir.” Gulliver’s head fell forward.

      “Your life depends on it this time. We got lucky tonight. We won’t get a second chance to save your neck again, so for the sake of us all, try to sit still for once in your short life.”

      Gulliver made a face at that and ran ahead to open the gates that no one outside of Fela would even notice were there.

      “You know it will be a miracle if that boy makes it to adulthood alive.” Hector slapped Griffin on the back, shaking his head. “It’s good to see you alive, Griff.” He shuffled along behind Gulliver, leading  the mule through the open gate.

      “If he does make it, I’ll surely have a head full of white hair, or none at all,” Griffin murmured as he tugged on the horse’s reins, pausing to close and lock the heavy gate behind them. The gates were an engineering marvel and brilliant camouflage that protected the existence of Fela from outsiders. Made of rocks and vines on the surface, it blended with the landscape, making it look just like the cliffs and crags surrounding the narrow entrance to the valley where they lived. Passersby would never know a valley lay behind the false cliff.

      Underneath the camouflage, a strong metal structure held it in place with a lock only those of Fela knew how to open, and they guarded that secret with their lives.

      “I’ll see to King.” Hector took the reins from Griffin. “You see Gullie settled in the cellar with something to keep him busy.”

      “And quiet,” Griffin added. Villagers were already up and moving about their homes in the stillness of the morning. When Griff first arrived in the night realm, he struggled to adjust to the constant darkness. It had always felt like endless night to him, but over the years, he’d learned to see the subtle nuances of a Myrkur morning, and this was shaping up to be a beautiful one. In the absence of sunlight, mornings here were cool and calm. There was a serene stillness about the dawn in Myrkur just before the birds began to sing, and the morning dew covered their world in a clean blanket of sweet smelling freshness. It was Griff’s favorite time of the day.
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      It was late morning before Griffin made his way to the small orchard where Gulliver was to hide until the danger had passed. Naturally, he was out climbing trees and not hiding below ground in the natural cellar they used to store their seasonal provisions. It occasionally served as a hideout as well.

      “Gulliver, what will it take to get through to you this is no game?” Griffin stood beneath the oiche fruit trees. The dark tangy fruit was one of the few things that grew hearty and healthy in the land without sunlight. Griffin and several of the men from the village had worked hard to plant the seedlings and cultivate them into a viable orchard over the years. They’d only just reaped the benefits in the last few years as the trees grew strong enough to yield a harvest. This year’s harvest would be the best yet. If the village boys didn’t pick them clean before harvest time.

      Gulliver dropped down from the branches, dark juice running down his chin. “I was hiding, Griff. I swear. Just up in the air instead of underground.”

      “I saw you from the road, and my night vision isn’t like the Dark Fae’s. If Kvek’s men come for you, they’ll find you with little effort.”

      “No one knows about Fela though. So, why can’t I just hide at home?” Gulliver crossed his arms over his thin chest, his tail swishing behind him, swirling up a cloud of dust.

      “It’s called being extra cautious. Now, get below. I brought you something to keep you busy while you’re here.”

      “Is it work?” Gulliver reluctantly followed him into the woods surrounding the orchard.

      “Of a sort.”

      “You know how I feel about work.” A clear spring trickled through the woods, disappearing into a crevice in the rocky ground at the base of a sheer cliff. It was the farthest corner of the valley, their most protected spot. Griffin stepped through the thick creeping vines that covered the cave opening.

      At first glance the space seemed nothing more than a mountain crag worn away from erosion as the spring ebbed and flowed with the rains. And anyone looking for a hiding spot would seek somewhere with less mud and muck.

      Just as the gates that guarded the pass into the valley shielded Fela from the eyes of the king, the rear wall of the crevice protected their winter stores. Together, Griffin and Gulliver shifted the false wall to create an opening they could slip through.

      Beyond the wall, a huge cavern opened up before them. Crates of provisions the villagers had managed to put up for the coming winter season stood along the far wall. The underground spring surged and gurgled at the back of the cave where a small mossy field of mushrooms, root vegetables, and onions grew in the dim light of the glow worms that illuminated the ceiling.

      “When I was a kid, I would have jumped at the chance to play here.” Griffin gave his ward a little shove into the room. “You can hunt for the biggest mushrooms, pick shadow berries by the stream. Collect a couple of glow worms, and you can catch some fish for your dinner. You can even go swimming and wash up in the spring. You could use a good wash.”

      “It’s boring here.” Gulliver kicked at a barrel of cider.

      Griffin smiled at the sullen boy. He didn’t do well without playmates to get in trouble with. “Let’s sit, and I’ll get a fire going for you in the oven.”

      The camp at the back of the cellar had everything Gulliver would need while in hiding, but he had to be very careful with the fire. Hector had engineered an underground oven that would keep the camp warm. It would funnel the smoke through a mud brick chimney that dispersed it through the mountain tunnels and crevices, but it could only handle a very small cook fire.

      “Look in my bag,” Griffin said as he fanned the small flame in the deep fire pit. “It was going to be your name day present in a couple of months, but I thought you could make good use of it now.”

      Gulliver rooted through the bag to find a rock carving kit Griff had traded for with the cooper in Drykur. He’d also collected an assortment of ivory and jade stones.

      “This is mine?” He ran a hand over the smooth wood of the box. “Thanks, Griff!” Gulliver settled down on a log stump by the fire to examine the tools. “What should I make?” He held up a large jade stone from the box, his eyes round with delight. Gulliver was a talented craftsman. Give him a stick and a knife and he’d whittle the most beautiful figures faster than one could blink. If the boy ever lived to become an adult, he could make an honest living as a tradesman.

      “I thought you could make us a chess set.” Griff stoked the fire and slid a large flat rock over the pit to hide the flames and heat the stone for warmth later in the night.

      “What’s chess?”

      “A human game. I’ve sketched the figures we’ll need. They’re in the box.”

      “Will you come teach me to play when I get it done?”

      “Of course.” Griffin sat on the log opposite him. “I’ll stay the night with you tonight and come back soon to check on you, and we’ll have a lesson then.”

      Gulliver was already busy shaping the largest rock with a flat-edged chisel.

      “I’m sorry to have to ask you to stay here, Gullie.”

      “It’s okay, Griff. I know I messed up.” Gulliver swiped the flat end of his tail over the stone that was already taking shape under his skilled fingers.

      “It’s not just that, kid. You know who I am,” Griffin said gently. “Who I really am.”

      “You know I’d never betray your secrets, not like Nessa—but she’s young so you have to forgive her. So, you once loved and respected Queen Regan. She was your sort-of mother, and you didn’t know she sent innocent people here. Of course you loved her. It’s like how I love you. We don’t have anyone else, you and I. But together we’re a family.”

      “That’s right.” Griffin smiled. “And I know you’d never betray me. But I followed Regan even when I knew she was wrong.”

      “She took you in after your real parents died.” Gulliver shrugged as if it were that simple. To him, it was.

      “The point I’m trying to make is that I don’t want to ever see you in a position where you’d have to tell my secrets.”

      “Well, you don’t need to worry about that because I wouldn’t tell.”

      “What have I told you a thousand times?” Griffin leaned forward.

      Gulliver snorted, narrowing his cat-like eyes at him. “If I’m caught and anyone asks about you, I’m supposed to spill my guts.”

      “That’s right. You tell them what they want to know about me, and I will handle it. You’re not to put yourself at risk for me.”

      “Why is that? Didn’t you put yourself at risk today to save me? What’s the difference?”

      Griffin smiled at that. “I’m the adult, that’s why. It’s my job as your—whatever I am—to look out for you. Not the other way around.”

      “You can say it, you know.” The tip of Gulliver’s tongue poked out between his lips as he concentrated. “You’re my father.”
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      Griffin headed back to his small cabin early the next morning, feeling confident Gulliver would stay hidden this time. For a moment, the light along the horizon reminded him of long-forgotten sunrises. And then he smelled the smoke. Thick, dark clouds billowed into the star-lit sky, tinged with the light of flames.

      Soldiers were in Fela. Griffin ran, ignoring the pain in his side from his still-healing wound, the wound that hadn’t fared well in his river rescue. “Shauna!” he shouted as he ran to where her house had gone up in flames right next to his.

      “Griffin.” She stumbled to reach him. “They’re here for Gulliver.” She clutched his shirt in her fists, her eyes wild with fright. “They must have followed you here.”

      “Gullie is safe.” Griffin grabbed her hand, trying to make sense of what he saw. The village was gone. Everything they’d worked so hard to build had gone up in flames. The king’s men swarmed the center of Fela, rounding up its inhabitants. His gaze zeroed in on the woman in the midst of the chaos.

      “Riona.” He stalked toward her, rage consumed him just as the fire consumed everything he and his neighbors had. “We had a deal!” He slammed into her, knocking her to the ground.

      She lifted a hand to halt her men as she picked herself up, flicking her delicate white wings behind her. “That was yesterday.” She narrowed her dark eyes at him. “Before you led the king’s men to a secret village that shouldn’t exist. You’re all guilty of theft.”

      “Theft?” Griffin crossed his arms over his chest. “Taxes you mean?”

      Riona nodded. “Half of everything you own belongs to King Egan.”

      “We are just surviving here. There’s nothing left for the king.” Griffin refused to live in a world where one man took half of everything. That was why he and the others built Fela into the communal village it was. They couldn’t survive without each other.

      “The wealth you’ve accumulated here says otherwise. How have you managed it with such small numbers?”

      “Wealth? We barely get by.” Griffin’s hands balled into helpless fists at his sides. This was why they went to such lengths to hide their community. There were countless villages all across Myrkur who slaved away to pay the king’s taxes, leaving little for themselves and their families.

      Riona glanced around at the villager’s sooty faces. “Where are the rest of them?”

      “The rest?” Griffin shook his head in confusion.

      “Surely there are more of you. These few families can’t account for the large crops and livestock—the mill and the smithy. Where is your chieftain?”

      “We have no chieftain.” Hector stepped forward. “We are a communal village.”

      “Communal?” She scoffed at the very idea that they would all work together for the good of the community.

      “Everything you’ve burned belonged to Fela.” Griffin moved to stand with his neighbors. “Nothing we have here belongs to any one fae, and certainly not to a chieftain—therefore, no taxes are owed, and no crime has been committed.” They were careful to adhere to the letter of the king’s law in that regard. It was a loophole they’d found that gave them the idea for the communal crops and farmland to begin with. If no one owned it outright, then no one was responsible for the taxes. “You’re welcome to take half of what each family owns, but seeing as you’ve burned it all, there is nothing left.”

      “What about your grain stores?” Riona demanded.

      “You burned the grain house,” Hector said.

      “Surely each family has their own stores for bread making.”

      “No, ma’am.” Hector’s mother, Kiaran stepped forward. “The grain is stored at the grain house. The women gather there once a week to bake bread for the village, and the children deliver the loaves to each of the families.”

      “You just give the food away?” one of the king’s men asked, scratching his head in confusion.

      “Yes,” Kiaran said. “It is our way.”

      “It is your way no longer.” Riona wiped a hand across her sweaty brow, her ebony hair falling over her shoulder. “You may rebuild, but you will pay the king’s taxes, or we will return, and you will all wish you’d never been born. Now, where is the boy?”

      “What boy?” Shauna lifted her chin, shoving a sobbing Nessa behind her.

      “The thief with the twitchy tail. He escaped his punishment and led my men here. He will pay for his crimes in service to the king.”

      Griffin was grateful he’d left Gulliver where they would never find him and only hoped the boy would stay put.

      “I’ve got the wee pest right here, lady.” One of the soldiers entered the village center with a wriggling Gulliver hanging from his meaty palm by the scruff of his collar. “Caught him trying to shoot your men with a slingshot.”

      Griffin’s heart stopped in his chest. This was what it was like when a parent knew their child was in danger and could do nothing to intervene. He turned pleading eyes to Riona. She’d let him go once.

      She shook her head. “I tried. It’s beyond my control now. I’ll see to it he doesn’t hang from Kvek’s noose. The king will have use for his skills. That is the best I can do for him now.

      “Move out.” Riona shouted to her men, leaving Griffin and the inhabitants of Fela to the ashy remnants of the village they’d called home.
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      Griffin couldn’t take his eyes from the road. The dust kicked up by the horses settled back down to the ground, and still, he watched.

      He could hear Gulliver’s pleading until one of Riona’s soldiers knocked him over the head to shut him up.

      Riona, the soldier who’d let him escape Kvek but came back to do what? Get revenge? He refused to believe she was powerless to stop what happened. The soldiers listened to her as a favorite of the king’s.

      The same king who now had Gulliver.

      “Griff.” Shauna gripped his arm. “I know what you’re thinking.”

      If anyone knew his mind, it was her. He hadn’t hesitated to infiltrate the castle when Nessa had been taken. And he’d ended up in the fighting pits facing Riona. Now, it was Gulliver in the king’s grasp. He’d do no less for the boy he’d raised as his own. But this time, he had no illusions that the king would allow him to win his freedom.

      Shauna kept talking. “You can’t go after him.”

      “I have to.” He turned his gaze on Shauna.

      “Look around, Griff. You’re needed here.”

      He turned, taking in the still-burning structures that once served as homes for their people. Many gawked at the flames, frozen in shock at their meager possessions now turned to ash.

      The village never had much, but now they had nothing.

      “Sinead.” Shauna ran toward the two men carrying the dark-skinned woman away from the burning flames of her home.

      Griffin followed his friend and looked down into Sinead’s golden eyes. “How is she?”

      Shauna crouched down at Sinead’s side. “Not good. Before the king’s men came, I tried all my herbal remedies on her, but they didn’t seem to make a difference. I don’t know what’s wrong with her.”

      Nessa sprinted across the broken village, barreling into Griffin’s legs and wrapping her arms around him. “We didn’t know if you’d come back.”

      Griffin bent to look into the angelic face. “I’ll always come back to you. I’ll always save you, protect you, and teach you to protect yourself.”

      Griffin had known many strong women who didn’t need him at all. If he had any say in it, Nessa would grow to be just like them.

      But she wasn’t the only one he’d made promises to.

      He straightened and turned to address the gathering crowd. Heat from the flames licked along his skin, and he knew they’d burn long into the night until there was nothing left. “Have we lost anyone?”

      Hector came to stand at his side. “We’ll get a count.”

      Griffin nodded. Since coming to this village, he’d always said he didn’t want to be a leader, that he couldn’t trust himself with an ounce of power. But his people needed someone to lead, especially with Shauna worried over Sinead.

      Hector sucked in a fortifying breath. “Gather what you can. We’ll move to the caverns at the orchards until we can rebuild.”

      “Rebuild?” Kiaran’s voice was so quiet only Griffin could hear. “Now that they know we’re here, there’s no point in rebuilding. They’ll come again.”

      “You know that, and so do I, Mother, but right now our people need hope.” Hector squared his shoulders and gathered his family close to him.

      “What do you need, brother?” Hector asked.

      Gulliver. Griffin needed Gulliver. But he didn’t say it, didn’t reveal his secrets. Because the truth was, Griffin changed because of Gulliver, became a better person for a child who needed him. If something happened to him… it scared Griffin… what he might do. The lengths he would go to save Gulliver.

      There was a darkness inside him, a darkness that lost him everything he could have had and sent him to this horrible place where not even an innocent child was safe.

      “I have to go to him.” Griffin looked from Hector to Shauna and the rest of their people. He’d break into the castle a thousand times to save his people. “Hector, I need you to hide our people, protect them. You’re their leader.” He always had been. The people looked to both Griffin and Hector, but most of the fae here were Dark Fae. Hector was one of them in a way Griffin never could be.

      “I don’t like the sound of that. Don’t speak as if you aren’t coming back.”

      Griffin sighed. “Would you rather I lied to you?”

      First, he’d save Gulliver. If he survived that, he’d find Riona. This was her fault, and he’d make sure she faced consequences for betraying his people in favor of a king who cared nothing for them.
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      Goodbyes were never easy, especially when one didn’t know if they’d ever see the people again. He left the caverns days ago on a morning marked by dewy grass and a cleansing breeze. He’d long stopped measuring his days by the rising and setting of the sun.

      He’d spent the previous night trying to call on his magic. He’d felt it in the fighting pit, he was sure of it. And Riona had seen his flashing eyes.

      How had it returned? And why was it so weak he couldn’t use it?

      Had the king seen it?

      But now, the magic wouldn’t come. It was as dormant as it was the moment he stepped through the barrier into the prison realm.

      What would Brea think of him now? Would she be proud of her husband—if she knew he existed?

      It had been a long time since he’d done something purely because he hoped to erase some of the deeds of his past. He’d learned it wasn’t possible, that good did not outweigh bad.

      Yet, that wasn’t the reason he headed to the palace now.

      This was for his family.

      Hector stayed behind to take care of their people, and Shauna wouldn’t leave Sinead’s side as long as she was ill.

      So, it was just Griffin. Alone.

      How it was meant to be.

      He reached the king’s forest near the castle early in the evening, but he spent another day scouting the area. Tomorrow morning, he would make his move. Beyond getting inside and finding Gulliver, he had no plan. Before, when trying to save Nessa, he’d stolen the clothes of a king’s guard. It got him in, but hadn’t offered him any protection.

      That wouldn’t work this time. It barely had last time.

      The closest village to the castle stood at the edge of the king’s forest and showed all the signs of prosperity that came with loyalty to the king. But the slums that rose up just outside the castle gates were proof of what happened to those who fell out of favor.

      Griffin set up his camp right outside the slums, blending in with the teeming crowds. He tied King beside his camp and lifted his saddle off. He didn’t dare leave it out in plain sight for the thieves. Weary to his bones, Griffin didn’t bother to start a fire or eat the meager food stores he’d brought before he bedded down for the night. Failure weighed on his mind, more prominent than he’d ever felt before.

      When would it stop? When would the king let his people live in peace?

      Griffin wanted to be done with fighting. If he never picked up his sword again, it would be too soon.

      He rolled over on his hard bedroll, resting his head against King’s saddle, thinking of all the people he’d let down in his life. It was hard to think of his former life as belonging to him because it was a different world. He closed his eyes and pictured the cottage in the idyllic Fargelsi countryside he’d once called his own. It was surrounded by rolling hills and green grass, like an image from a painting.

      So different from the dark and mountainous Myrkur.

      He’d started drifting off when footsteps had him jerking upright. He couldn’t make out a face in the dark until the man grew closer. The first thing Griffin noticed was his uniform. One of the king’s men.

      “What do you want?” Griffin reached for his sword, pulling it free of the scabbard.

      “I have a message from Riona Nieland. Are you Griffin O’Shea?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Riona will meet with you in the woods near the northern gates.” The man turned away, and his footsteps grew quiet as he faded into the darkness.

      “Wait,” Griffin called. “When will she be there?”

      The man didn’t respond.

      Griffin cursed as he rolled to his feet and made quick work of saddling King. He didn’t bother packing his belongings. Things could be replaced, but he wouldn’t miss his one chance to rescue Gulliver.

      He pulled himself into the saddle and clicked his tongue, nudging King forward. Together, they raced across the night.

      It was most likely a trap. He knew that just as much as he knew Riona couldn’t be trusted. Her loyalty to Egan was bone deep.

      He reached the trees, slipping under the canopy cover to avoid being seen by the guards in the northern tower. He slipped off King, letting him take a rest in the relative safety of the forest.

      Riona wasn’t there.

      For what seemed like hours, Griffin paced back and forth, one hand on the hilt of his sword. It was hard to keep track of time in the prison realm, and he didn’t know how long he’d waited before snapping twigs alerted him to another presence.

      Griffin pulled his sword free, brandishing it in the direction of the noises.

      Someone groaned and fell to the ground. Griffin would recognize that groan anywhere.

      “Gullie?” He sprinted toward him, finding the kid sprawled on the forest floor, his eyes closed. Fear gripped Griffin as he dropped to his knees and patted the side of Gulliver’s face. “Hey, buddy, wake up. You can do it. Open your eyes.”

      Another groan was the best thing Griffin had ever heard.

      Gulliver’s eyes slid open, and Griff couldn’t take his gaze from the puffy bruises circling each eye.

      “Stay with me,” Griffin whispered, bowing his head.

      “G-Griff.” Gulliver’s chest heaved like breathing was the most difficult thing he’d ever done.

      A tear slipped down Griffin’s cheek, and he wiped it away. The prison realm hardened people, and Griffin was no different. This boy was the only person who could bring tears to his eyes.

      “What did they do to you?” Griffin checked Gulliver for further injuries, finding raised red stripes along his arms and back. “They whipped you?” He couldn’t keep the horror from his voice. King Egan’s punishments were legendary, but Griffin doubted he’d have gone to such lengths to punish a small crime against a chieftain.

      No, this had another purpose.

      Information.

      A cry left Gulliver, and tears built in his eyes. “I betrayed you, Griff.” He closed his eyes. “They wanted to know all about you.”

      “The king already knew I was an O’Shea.”

      “He didn’t care about that. I told them everything, Griff. I tried not to, but it hurt so bad, I just wanted it to stop. They… they…” He moved slowly as if everything caused him pain as he rolled onto his side.

      Griffin didn’t understand at first. He looked for further injuries before his eyes landed on what was missing.

      His eyes widened. “Gullie.”

      The king’s men had cut off half of Gulliver’s tail, the thing that made him who he was. The flat leaf shaped tip was gone.

      Having never known Dark Fae existed most of his life, it took a while to get used to seeing wings and horns and tails.

      But he knew what those features meant to the people who had them. It was their version of magic.

      The remaining part of his tail didn’t flick with Gulliver’s emotions, it didn’t wrap around him. Instead, it sat lifeless, dormant.

      “I’m going to kill them for this.” Griffin grit his teeth. “One day, Gulliver, we will rid our home of the noose the king places around us.”

      “Don’t say that,” Gulliver whispered. “I didn’t come alone.”

      Griffin’s eyes shot to the trees as soldiers materialized.

      “Back away from the boy.” One of the soldiers aimed an arrow his way.

      “He’s hurt. I can’t.”

      The soldier stepped closer. “You will do as we say.”

      Griffin leaned down to speak to Gulliver, ignoring the soldiers. “I guess this is where I sacrifice myself.”

      “No, Griff. You can’t. They’ll kill you now that they know you were one of Queen Regan’s loyalists.”

      The only thing Dark Fae, prisoners, and the king agreed on was their hatred of the Fargelsian royal line who developed the magic that trapped them here. That he’d served one of their queens made Griffin an enemy of all who resided in Myrkur. “I’ll be okay. Do you think you can ride?”

      Tears flowed down Gulliver’s cheeks. “I…” He paused as a sob shook him. “I can ride.”

      “That’s good.” Griffin brushed hair back from Gulliver’s forehead. “Our people are in the caverns. You’ll be safe there.”

      “But you? How will you be safe?”

      Griffin didn’t answer. He didn’t deserve safety, didn’t deserve mercy. It took ten years for his deeds to catch up with him in the prison realm. And now that they had, he welcomed the end of his torment. If this was how he could atone for his mistakes, then he’d gladly go with the soldiers.

      As he stood, he broke all the promises he’d made to the people he cared about. That he’d be okay. That he’d return to them.

      They were impossible words.

      Two soldiers gripped his arms, pulling him away from Gulliver. “You’re going to be okay, Gullie.”

      Gulliver struggled to sit up, his eyes never leaving Griffin. “I’m sorry, Griff. I failed you. This is because of me.”

      Griffin shook his head. “Don’t ever blame yourself. The king wants me because of the actions in my past, not yours.”

      Gulliver got to his feet. “No, Griff. Nothing you did matters. Not here.”

      “I wish that was true. Don’t wait until you’re too far down a dark path to become the person you want to be.” Griffin didn’t fight the men holding him. He deserved this fate. “Be good, Gulliver. Whatever your life becomes, be a good man. Because there are no regrets in goodness. And regrets can shatter the soul.”

      Gulliver leaned against a tree for support as the soldiers chained Griffin’s wrists together.

      Griffin spent the last ten years trying to make up for the person he’d been before coming to the prison world.

      But in the end, redemption didn’t matter.
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      “I’ll admit.” King Egan poured Griffin another glass of bitter red wine. “I was a bit surprised when my guards told me they’d captured the man who’d fought for his freedom in the fighting pits.” The king’s toothy smile and thunderous laughter made Griffin cringe with disgust. The man was vile, but this reception was not quite what he’d had in mind when the king’s soldiers dragged him into the castle. “For a moment, I regretted not letting you keep your freedom. But just for a moment.”

      Griffin grew up in the finest palace across the three realms, but the Myrkur castle was little more than a crumbling ruin. What was once a mighty fortress was now a hovel the king and his loyal servants called the Great Castle of Myrkur, the seat of the lord of the prison realm. The drafty halls and fortified battlements seemed as if one good storm would level the whole structure, but the king concealed those flaws under a layer of fancy furnishings crafted with gold and silver-plated designs.

      Even now, the ancient oak table was covered in the finest linens, stained with wine and what looked like blood but fine, nonetheless. What infuriated Griffin was the veritable feast laid before the king. A prime cut of beef, roasted vegetables, fried fish, stuffed peppers, fresh crusty bread with melted butter, and three kinds of pie for dessert. It was enough to feed all the people of Fela for several days, and most of it would likely go to the pigs when the king was finished.

      “Another steak, O’Shea?” Egan carved a thick slab of meat from the rare and bloody roast at the center of the table. “That one not to your liking?” Egan gestured with his dagger at Griffin’s full plate. He refused to eat from the king’s table.

      “No, thank you.” Griffin took a sip of dark red wine from the gaudy silver goblet at his elbow. He recognized the flavor of oiche berries. He watched as the king cut his meat, stabbing it with his ruby dagger before stuffing it into his mouth. The rich juices dripped down the short tusks protruding from his jaw and flowed into his beard.

      When one thought of a fae king—even a Dark Fae king—Egan was not the image that came to mind. Rough around the edges, dirty and without the benefit of a single table manner, he disgusted Griffin.

      Egan leaned back in his throne-like chair, propping his feet up on the table and resting his plate against his broad barrel chest where he continued to shovel food into his mouth. “The O’Sheas of Iskalt were a mighty clan long ago. You are the last of them. You and your king brother.”

      “We are.” Griffin didn’t feel the need to mention his uncle, Callum O’Shea, who was currently a prisoner in the deepest darkest cells of Iskalt.

      “I could have use for a man like you.” Egan nodded, managing to chew his food with his mouth closed for once. Taking a deep gulp of his wine, the king spilled more into his dark gray-streaked beard than he managed to get into his mouth. His hair wasn’t much better than his beard. Long and stringy and threaded with braids and bits of leather and beads, he looked more like a battle-worn warrior than a king. Griffin supposed that was what it took to control a prison realm once ruled by true kings. “I could offer you and your lady friend a comfortable position at my court.”

      Griffin snorted at that, taking up his wine goblet to cover his sneer. This was no royal court, and Egan was no true king. And Shauna would have a few choice words to the king about being any man’s lady friend.

      “I apologize, your Majesty.” Griffin pasted on a smile. “What lady friend?”

      “They call her Shauna, I believe. Her and her little girl. The one you fought for. Bring them to the castle, and they’ll have everything they could ever want.”

      “And what role would you have me play among your… court?” Griffin leaned forward as if he was highly interested in what the king had to say.

      “The O’Sheas have a singular magic, I am told.” The king abandoned his meal in favor of more wine. “I can offer you much wealth for the use of your magic.”

      “I have no magic, your Majesty.” Not anymore. Griffin folded his hands in front of him. He’d grown weary of this dance.

      “Magic can be restored,” the king said with a wave of his hand. “Did you like your taste in the fighting pits?”

      That was him? Griffin met his dark gaze. “You…”

      “Yes, though I am but a lowly Dark Fae, I managed to return a sliver of your power, just enough for you to feel it, for you to trust me. I can return it all.”

      “How?” Griffin would never trust this fae, but he needed answers. Griffin ran through everything he’d learned about the Dark Fae in his mind. If one of them had magic, it changed everything. Was that how the king kept his throne?

      The king shrugged. “I have my ways. There is a spell that even a Dark Fae can perform, if you know the words that will direct the magic back to its owner.”

      Egan leaned forward, droplets of wine hanging in his beard. “You will serve me.”

      “At what price?”

      “Serve me.” The king leaned forward. “Give me your loyalty, and I will restore a portion of your magic to you. To use in my service, of course.” His rough voice shifted like gravel in his throat. “You are a nobleman, O’Shea. I can give you your life back. Wealth. Status. I can restore you to power… of a sort. You and your woman will rise head and shoulders above the rest of my court. I can give you riches beyond your wildest dreams.” He sat back as if he’d just offered Griffin the world on a silver platter.

      “And what do you believe my magic can do for you, your Majesty?”

      “You can create portals, yes?”

      Griffin’s brow furrowed. “What do you want with the human realm?” That was the only reason he’d want Griffin’s portal magic.

      “You will learn in time.”

      There was no way Griffin would bring this man into the human realm. None.

      “And if I can’t open a portal?” He didn’t completely believe the king could return that much magic to him.

      “Then, you are useless to me. It is well known what happens to those who prove useless to the king. Particularly those with a past loyalty to Queen Regan O’Rourke.” Egan refilled his goblet, sloshing wine onto the tablecloth.

      The king’s outcasts either ended up dead or living in a slum unable to get work. Those rejected by the king were the untouchables of Myrkur society. To help an outcast was to become one. They didn’t live long.

      “And what of my ward?” Griffin drummed his fingertips on the table.

      “Ward?” The king frowned.

      “The boy your people tortured for this information you’ve discovered about my past. The one you nearly killed to get to me.”

      “The slum rat?” The king paused with his goblet halfway to his mouth.

      “Your men cut off his tail.” Griffin slammed his fist against the table, itching to get his hands on the king’s dagger. To the Dark Fae, their unusual features were a matter of pride. What they’d done to Gulliver was blasphemous and cowardly.

      “Aye, I can see how that might anger you. Didn’t realize he was your ward.” Egan ran a finger over the smooth ivory tusks that were his defining feature, in addition to his pointed fae ears and smooth flawless skin—under a layer of dirt. “We shall do what we can for him. He will live here at the castle with you and your woman.”

      “And if I refuse your kind offer?” Griffin folded his arms across his chest.

      “Then, you are free to go.” Egan shrugged. “You are welcome to try to outrun your secrets, but things have a way of catching up to a man in Myrkur when he has nowhere left to hide.”

      “I see.” Griffin drained the wine from his goblet. He was screwed either way.

      “Walk with me, Griff.” The king rose from his chair and led him from the dining hall.

      Griffin followed him down a long corridor, the floor strewn with crumbling rock and litter gathered in corners from years of neglect and a general disregard for cleanliness and good housekeeping. The air was stale and hot. Too little fresh air came in through the arrow loop openings in the walls.

      “You’re an honorable man, I can see that now,” Egan said. “You aren’t motivated by the riches and comfort you see here. I can respect that.” The king clapped him on the back as they stepped through an open gate into the castle bailey—an inner courtyard behind the safety of the castle walls—what remained of them. The dark green grass spanned the width of the courtyard. The night air was thick with sweat and the musky scent of too many unwashed bodies.

      “Stay the night and think on my offer. We can talk again over breakfast. Donal here will see you to your rooms.” The king left him with a stooped young man with no remarkable features. An indentured servant.

      “This way, my lord.” The man bowed.

      His formal address took Griffin by surprise. He hadn’t been addressed as such in more than a decade. He’d once responded to such epitaphs as “your Highness,” or “my lord” as was his right by birth. To hear it now though, it sounded foreign to his ears. That wasn’t his life anymore.

      Griffin followed the steward across the bailey to the soldiers’ barracks. The move was strategic. Rather than wow him with the elegant comforts of a guest suite, the king chose to put Griffin in with the soldiers. Egan wanted him to see his army. And see it he did. Hundreds of men and women trained in the inner courtyard. Dark Fae creatures he’d never seen before stood in organized ranks. Great lumbering ogres with their long arms, saber teeth, and mottled moss-like skin. Tall men and women with ram’s horns or tusks like the king’s. A sea of winged Slyph trained in the skies above the castle. And beyond the castle walls, stretching toward the Black Sea, were thousands upon thousands of soldiers, Dark Fae and indentured, criminals and non.

      Beyond the land, to the sea, were the Asrai. What Brea had once called mermaids. He’d scoffed at his wife’s human notions of the fae back then. The Asrai were natural habitants of Loch Villandi, the pristine lake that separated Fargelsi and the Northern Vatlands. But when Queen Sorcha banished the Asrai to Myrkur, they made their home in the Black Sea. Griffin didn’t know much about them or the Slyph of the sky, but something told him he should find out.

      Not only did Egan have a vast army, but he had a navy and air-force too. The king had big plans, and those plans now included Griffin and his ability to portal to the human realm.
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      When Griffin walked into the dining hall the following morning, the atmosphere had changed dramatically. Scores of tables stood where none had the evening before. Egan’s court raised a ruckus as they broke their fast on glazed ham, eggs, bacon, and fresh baked bread—more food than Fela had seen in a month. As Griffin made his way to the king’s table, his “court” cheered and raised their flagons of ale, calling out Griffin’s name like he was already one of them.

      “Lads, bring our guest to the table,” the king roared above the din. “He’s just in time for the morning’s entertainment.” Egan’s jeering smile sent warning bells off in Griffin’s mind.

      Meaty hands grabbed him by the shoulders and dragged him to sit in the chair beside the king. They bound his hands with shackles and strapped him to the chair.

      “I take it you’ve had a change of heart, your Highness?” Griffin arched a brow at the king.

      “You had your chance to accept my offer last night, and you didn’t take it.” Egan shrugged, spearing a slab of ham on the end of his dagger. “I thought you could do with some proper motivation.” He gestured toward the end of the hall with his greasy knife.

      Griffin struggled against his restraints, gripping the arms of his chair until his knuckles turned white. At the apex of the hall, Shauna and Nessa were tied to blood-stained posts, their backs bared to the waist. Angry red welts stood out on Nessa’s smooth dark skin, but Shauna had taken the brunt of the punishment. Blood streamed down her back, and her head hung limp between her shoulders. Gulliver was nowhere in sight. “Let them go.” Griffin turned angry eyes on the king.

      “Aye, she’s your woman.” Egan’s thunderous laughter joined that of his court. “Is the wee one your get?”

      “What are your terms?” Griffin growled. As he’d suspected the night before, he was screwed either way. He had no choice but to follow the king’s lead.

      “Your women will work for me as indentured. As long as you serve me loyally, they will clean and see to my chambers. They will eat well and rest easily under my protection. Should you defy me, I will send them to the brothel tents, where they will serve my soldiers, to breed along with the other women of little use.”

      “And what shall you have me do, my king?” Griffin’s voice dripped acid. He would die before he let that happen to Shauna and Nessa, and Egan knew it.

      “Walk with me, young Griffin.” The king swilled the last of his ale and gestured for his soldiers to release Griffin from his shackles.

      “My… women.” Griffin glanced to the end of the hall. He couldn’t meet Nessa’s terrified gaze. Thankfully, Shauna had passed out.

      “The healers will see to them immediately.” Egan gave a careless wave in their direction, and Griffin let out a strangled breath when soldiers moved to release them from their restraints.

      Griffin followed the king from the hall, surprised when he guided him into his private chambers. He’d expected a pig’s sty but was surprised again to see the king’s lounge was neat and orderly with simple furniture and not a speck of dust in sight.

      “Sit.” Egan lowered himself on a chair covered in supple leather, gesturing for Griffin to take the one opposite him. He reached for a sleek ebony box, retrieving an elegant pipe from its velvet-lined interior. He packed the bowl with pungent tobacco and bent to light a long splinter from the low burning fire in the brick fireplace.

      He offered the pipe to Griffin, but he declined.

      “Your queen’s grandmother was responsible for turning Myrkur into a prison.” He leaned back in his chair, puffing on his pipe. “Have they truly forgotten us?”

      Griffin nodded. “To the outside world, Myrkur never existed, and Dark Fae are the stuff of human imagination. They believe Myrkur is a prison world, created as a punishment for those who break the laws of the fae. The torment of knowing you will be forgotten by all those who once loved you is widely considered the worst possible punishment.”

      “Sorcha was responsible for that. But her granddaughter is as bad as she was from what I hear.”

      “Was,” Griffin said. “She is dead.”

      “I suspected.” Egan nodded. “We noticed a substantial drop in new citizens a few years ago, and it has be a very long time since I’ve welcomed someone of your stature into my fold. It is good news to hear she is dead.” He leaned forward. “Tell me, who rules each of the realms now? Your brother is King of Iskalt, but is Faolan still Queen of Eldur? I heard some nonsense from an indentured who came here only a few years ago that a human woman rules Eldur now.”

      “It is a long story, but Queen Alona is Faolan’s human daughter. She’s inherited the throne.”

      “And Gelsi?”

      “King Brandon’s daughter, Neeve O’Rourke is Queen of Fargelsi now.” Griffin gave the facts as they were and offered nothing more.

      “Aye, another O’Rourke woman.” Egan spat into the fireplace. “We have been captive behind the walls of the border spell for far too long. I mean to bring it down.”

      “And how am I to help with such an endeavor?” Griffin asked. The thought of bringing down the barrier spell sent both fear and excitement through him. Then, he thought back to the army Egan was building. What happened if they got loose in the three realms?

      “We cannot pass through the barrier, but I believe you can portal from Myrkur to the human realm.”

      “What do you hope to find in the human realm? There is no magic there.”

      “A backdoor,” Egan said. “Open a portal to the human realm and from there—“

      “You want me to open a portal into any of the fae realms,” Griffin finished for him.

      “It can be done?”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Griffin said. “But magic has rules. When I travel to the human realm, I can go anywhere I’ve been before. But when I portal back to the fae realm, I can only return to my original location, which means if I leave from Myrkur to enter the human realm, I have to return here. But with the magical barrier in place, my O’Shea magic might not allow me to pass through the barrier spell.”

      “That sounds awfully convenient,” Egan replied.

      “Rather inconvenient for Shauna and Nessa, if you ask me,” Griffin said. “I need some assurances, your Majesty. If I am unable to do what you ask, what will become of them?”

      “Best you succeed so we don’t have to find out. It would be a shame for such a fine young girl to end up in the tents at such a tender age.”

      “And if I manage to create this backdoor, where would you have me go?”

      “Fargelsi. There, you will search for anyone who knows what went into creating the barrier spell. Then, you can find a way to bring it down.”

      “You want me to search all of Gelsi for a person who might remember what happened three generations ago?” The task was impossible.

      “I suggest you start with Brandon O’Rourke.”

      “And if I may ask, what do you plan to do once the barrier falls?”

      “Take my revenge on the Light Fae.” King Egan took a deep pull of his pipe, the tendrils of smoke drifting up to the ceiling. “These young kings and queens will have no chance against my army.”

      Griffin nodded as if in agreement. But he knew one thing Egan didn’t. The new generation of Fae rulers might be young, but they were united in a way the realms had never been before. Egan wouldn’t see that coming.

      The king stood, dashing out the contents of his pipe into the fireplace. Standing behind Griffin, he placed his huge hands around the base of Griffin’s skull and recited words Griffin couldn’t understand. Long-forgotten but familiar magic surged within him, filling a hole that had stood empty inside him for more than a decade. The icy tendrils of O’Shea magic stretched inside him, lighting the violet fire in his eyes.

      Iskalt magic was night magic, and in the night realm, Griffin O’Shea should have been more powerful than he had ever been, but something was missing. He stared down at his hands, trying to create a ball of light or anything so simple. Nothing happened.

      “I have returned your portal magic. Nothing more.”

      Griffin looked to him, wanting to destroy him for everything he’d done, but he couldn’t think past the O’Shea magic surging through him.

      “You will leave in two days’ time for the human realm,” Egan said, stepping away from Griffin. He was weakened after returning Griffin’s magic to him. “One of my trusted soldiers will accompany you on your journey. You will carry out my wishes, or I will hear about any disloyalty, and your woman and her child will suffer.”

      “I will serve you well, your Majesty. I will find a way to do as you ask, but I have a few requests. Something to give me some assurance while I am away.”

      “You may ask, but you try my patience, young Griffin.”

      “I just need to know that while I am away, Shauna and Nessa will come to no harm.”

      “I give you my word as king that they shall remain untouched while serving in my household as long as they behave.”

      His word meant next to nothing, but Griffin pushed on. “And my people? Your men destroyed our village.”

      “Ah, yes, Fela, I heard about that. Sorry business, taxes. If they pay, I see no reason to deprive them of the crown’s assistance in rebuilding. Is that all?”

      “One more thing, your Majesty.” Griffin paused. Making another request was tricky, but it wasn’t about him this time. “I would like to take one of my men with me on this journey. Between the human realm, Fargelsi, Eldur, and Iskalt, we have much ground to cover. I would be grateful to you if I may take a man I trust to help me along the way.” Was that enough groveling?

      Egan nodded. “Very well. My steward will see to your provisions for the journey.”

      “We will need money while in the human realm.”

      Egan snorted his annoyance. “You will be there but a moment.”

      “Your Majesty is aware that Iskalt magic only works at night?”

      Egan nodded. “So, leave at night.”

      “Time is skewed between the fae and human realms. It will be daylight when we arrive in the human world. We will have to wait for nightfall. There are things we will need for this journey that we can only get there.”

      “Fine. I’m sending one of my people with you. They will have the means to purchase whatever you may need while in the human realm.” Egan urged him toward the door.

      With that, Donal appeared from the king’s inner chambers and whisked Griffin back to his rooms in the castle. Once alone, Griffin paced the confined space, running his hands through his hair in frustration.

      “How did I get into this mess?” He tried the door but wasn’t surprised to find it locked. He had little more than a day to figure out how he was going to accomplish an impossible task. He didn’t want to think about the possibility of failure. At least not while the king had Shauna and Nessa in his clutches.

      But even more, he didn’t want to think of returning to a land where his own brother wouldn’t know him.
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