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			‘I do not ask for any crown

			But that which all may win

			Nor seek to conquer any world

			Except the one within.’

			– from the poem ‘My Kingdom’

			by Louisa May Alcott

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			Prologue

			First, there was darkness. All light Dacre had cast had died the moment Verve left him waist-deep in an encasement of stone. He was still weak from absorbing all the magic he could from the different pools in Ithalamore, the Lands of the Dead. Even now the power pressed against his mind, begging him to do something with it, but he couldn’t. Not yet, anyway. His hands were pinned to his side, trapped like the rest of him.

			“Hello?” His hoarse voice echoed back at him. Of course no one was there to answer. All of his company had perished fighting the pools’ guardians, and those that could not die were banished to other realms. What a waste of power.

			He attempted to move his fingers and heard a soft crack. That sound gave him hope, but he knew better than to push himself. Verve, what a mess you’ve put me in. He smiled ruefully. She had bested him in a fight, something he would never allow to happen again. Not that he wanted to fight her, but the former mortal was sometimes irrational and often unpredictable, and Dacre would do what he needed in order to see her at his side.

			The thought of the power they shared between them made him giddy. There was another crack as loud as a whip stroke, and the stone ensnaring his left arm crumbled. That drove him to the brink of exhaustion, and he leaned forward with a groan.

			Little good all our power will do me if I never get out of here, he thought upon hearing an otherworldly howl in the distance. It wasn’t that he was afraid of dying; he was high fae and couldn’t perish…well, except, perhaps by Verve’s hand, now that she had managed to sever the bond between them, something he could sense. What troubled him were the many pitfalls in the underworld, holes he could disappear down and never return from. If some creature were to chase or fight him, Dacre could easily be driven into such an abyss.

			After resting another moment, he used his free hand to chip away at the stone trapping his arm. This proved tedious work. Dacre allowed himself a minute to recover.

			Once he was free of Ithalamore, he would need to regroup, learn how to use his newfound magic, and rally his allies before Verve had a chance to make plans of her own. Not that they would be entirely her own. There was still her husband, Fenn – Curse him! – and no doubt he would meddle. The anger Dacre felt upon thinking of that monster with the woman who was rightfully his was blinding. A snarl escaped his lips and magic burst forth from his limbs, obliterating the remaining rock that entombed him.

			The force with which he was released pitched Dacre forward, and he lay sprawled on the ground. Again there was a howl, though the more he thought on it, the more it sounded like a gust of wind and not a creature.

			Dacre pulled himself to his feet, knees ready to buckle beneath his weight. Then his newly acquired magic fully settled on him like a cloak and sank into his skin with a sigh. It burned terribly and made him feel like he would be rent in two, such was the volume and strength of it. But soon enough, the sensation passed and he forced himself into action. He would head for Death’s Maw – the hawthorn tree that would make a gateway back to his realm – and hope he was now able to open it himself without relying on Verve.

			Something made him pause, however. He’d left Verve in the chamber by the closed gateway, bound and, at the time, presumably alone. Why had she and his servant Olive, who must have disguised herself and slipped among Dacre’s troops, ventured farther inward instead of leaving Ithalamore altogether? Dacre laughed. Verve made a deal with Igraine and broke the curse I put on her. Clever. He paused. True, he had slain Olive when he found her watching over what he at the time presumed to be Verve’s corpse. When Verve had awoken, she’d run and then attacked him with such fury… But Igraine, the half-dead, half-alive potion-maker, would not have simply given Verve the potion she needed. There would have been a price. For something like that, a high price. The thought made him move.

			He turned to face the howling behind him. If he could get to Olive before it was too late, perhaps he would learn something to his advantage. So it was with renewed determination that Dacre ran back for his former servant’s body.

			It didn’t take him long to find where he had left her. A mere hour had passed, maybe two, and she appeared fairly fresh. Dacre knelt next to the corpse, took his knife, and slit open his thumb. He let six droplets fall into the corpse’s gaping mouth and waited.

			At once Olive’s shell sat up with a rasp and turned its head to stare at him with glassy eyes. Hopefully he had reached her before her memories had fled.

			“Olive, tell me what deal Verity Springer made with the potion-maker Igraine.”

			A great shudder went through the creature. “Olive cannot have been my name.” Her breath stank of rot already, and Dacre had to breathe through his mouth.

			“What did Verity Springer promise Igraine in return for her help?” He reached out with more magic, pushing his will against the corpse’s stupidly stubborn loyalty to its former occupant.

			“She promised…” The creature resisted, but Dacre knew it was on the precipice of bending to his will.

			“Yes?”

			In the distance, the unnatural wind roared once more. Olive’s corpse fought his control for but a second longer before something changed in its expression and inflection. “The Fire Queen promised to return to Ithalamore within six weeks’ time.”

			Dacre frowned. “Why will she return here?” Without thinking, he caught the corpse before it could fall over, and it clung to him with a surprisingly strong grip.

			“Ought not to have told you. Ought not to have betrayed her to the Traitor King.”

			He shoved the body away in disgust. What it said was an annoyance, an old prejudice passed around by some fae with no vision or understanding of what the future could be. What the future should be. But he couldn’t let a corpse of all things get the better of him. “Tell me why Miss Springer is returning to Ithalamore.”

			“To see – to see her father and sister, the former whom you killed, and the latter whom she slew.” The body collapsed back onto the ground, a great gust of wind leaving her shrunken frame as the last of her memories fled into the next life.

			With no further use for the body, Dacre pulled his magic out of it and allowed the power to return unto himself. “Poor Verve,” he groaned. He knew her sister had died quite suddenly, but had not suspected her of being responsible. It was sad, for her…but oh-so terribly convenient for him.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Whispers of Dacre and his followers had reached Verve’s ears. For the first time, she didn’t argue when asked to stay within the magical boundary surrounding her and Fenn’s home in Etterhea, the mortal realm. The Traitor King had, after all, absorbed much power the last time they met, and he’d shown no signs of giving up his pursuit of her.

			A knock at the front door caused Verve to jump. Fenn’s knock: one quick rap, followed by a pause, and then a quick succession of taps that made up a code. The first single knock was a greeting. Three quick knocks after would mean ‘I’m alone’. Four evenly spaced knocks meant ‘I’ve brought company’. And five rapid raps meant ‘I’m alone and fine but I have news’. Any more would mean he was injured or pursued. Verve waited, her heart beating fit to burst out of her chest after the sixth and final knock came.

			Fenn’s custom then dictated that he would not magically undo the locks unless he sensed she was in peril, so Verve sprinted for the door and drew power into her hand. He had told her to do so every time someone approached the house, even if she was certain it was him. “Fenn?”

			“You presume correctly,” said her husband’s voice from the other side of the door.

			She slid back the bolt and undid the many locks that would really only stop or slow down a mortal, but they were left as a test of sorts. Only Fenn and Verve knew he would leave the locks for her. “What’s the news?” Verve asked as she pulled the door open and let her magic drop. She blinked when he didn’t enter.

			“I smell something burned,” he said, fighting a grin apparently. “Is everything all right?” He leaned down and kissed her on the lips.

			Verve’s knees softened as he stroked her cheek and moved his mouth to her neck. “Just a little accident this morning.” She cringed when he stiffened.

			“You’re unhurt?”

			She nodded and moved back so he could enter their home.

			Fenn set his leather bag inside the door and redid all the locks with a wave of his hand. The air filled with the aroma of citrus fruit, the scent his residual burst gave off. It complemented Verve’s own spent magic’s smell of vanilla and sugary treats. As usual, his eyes swept over her form and he pulled her toward the settee, where he sat with her pressed against him. His nose wrinkled up. “What happened?” Fenn swept an errant strand of red-blond hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ear.

			“Oh, it’s nothing, really. I was just practicing magic and a little fire started.”

			His arm went around her. “How little?”

			Verve sniffed. The house really did reek. “Well, it was contained to one room this time. But how was your hunting?” she quickly added, sensing he was about to start worrying.

			Fenn turned her face to peer up at him. There was a crease in his brow, and his dark eyes were tired. “We’ll talk about my hunt soon. First, I want to enjoy a moment with you.” His lips grazed her jaw, discouraging coherent thoughts from forming in Verve’s head.

			Soon they were both glowing, and magic pulsed deliciously beneath her skin.

			“Tell me about the little fire,” he murmured into her ear.

			Verve shuddered mightily as he pulled her into his lap. “Well,” she said, her voice breaking. Fenn had nuzzled into her neck and seemed intent on making speech difficult for her. “I was practicing.”

			“So you said. What were you practicing?” A kiss landed on her collarbone.

			“Foresight,” she breathed as his lips moved lower.

			He was silent for a moment, tightening his hold on her waist. “That hasn’t happened before.”

			She slumped against him. “No, it hasn’t.” The pair sat in silence for a moment, their hearts’ twin beatings slowing from a race to a crawl. Verve twisted her neck so she could look him in the face. “I did try some other magic before that. Just a little magic to move the kettle, and – I sloshed it everywhere, but—”

			“It’s all right.” He pecked her on the cheek. “You don’t have to confess to me. I’m not your minder.” Fenn spoke as though he thought there was still some hurt on her part, and perhaps there was a sliver of it. After all, he had pressed her to let him use mastership magic, something that would have given him temporary control of her abilities to keep her, and others, safe. It might have worked, but she was no one’s puppet. The disagreement was weeks ago, and he had apologized in more ways than one. He knew she did not do well when she felt trapped.

			A confession hung on her lips, as it had every day for the past elf-night. Those five weeks had gone too fast, and she was running out of time to tell him that she must put herself in peril once more.

			If Fenn suspected she kept a secret, he didn’t say. Instead, he leaned back and closed his eyes.

			Verve waited, listening to him breathe, before she stirred. He was currently powering around eight active spells, all of which drained on his energy and magic, and it would be best to let him sleep. But when she moved, he gripped her waist more tightly and his eyes opened.

			“Trying to sneak off?”

			“What?” She choked down a startled laugh.

			Concern marred his features and then smoothed out, his lips lifting into a grin. “Would you care to hear my news? Or were you planning on setting fire to the kitchen first?” He tapped her teasingly on the nose, and she swatted his hand away.

			“What’s your news?” Verve squirmed in his arms, and after a moment he released her with a sigh. She sat on the cushion next to him and angled her body toward his. “Well?”

			“I came upon five of Dacre’s Trusted, all of them bewitched. He’s giving out more power than he has in the past.”

			Verve frowned. “How do you mean? Did they attack you?” Verve took his hesitation as confirmation, and jumped to her feet.

			“No harm came to me, Verve. They were simply more difficult to subdue than the others, that’s all.” His eyes followed her hand, which had gone to a strand of hair. “There’s no need to pull out any of those lovely locks on my account.”

			That made Verve roll her eyes. “You should have taken me with you.”

			His eyes flashed, but when he spoke again he sounded calm. “Not yet. Someday soon, but you’re not ready.”

			“Then let me give you some of my power. I have more than enough and it would help…” The words died on her lips as he shook his head.

			“You will need all of your might if you are to face Dacre again. Don’t waste it on me.”

			She stabbed her finger at him and triumphantly said, “Fire.”

			Fenn cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean?”

			“You don’t have fire. I could give you that.” She clenched her teeth as he shook his head once more. “Or at least some of it.”

			“Verve—”

			“Just a few drops. I won’t miss it. I’m fit to burst with it, anyway.”

			He patted the cushion next to him, and when she didn’t sit, he held out a hand for her. “I’m not saying I’m not thankful for the offer, but if you were to gift me fire, I could lose an ability I already have. Power usually balances itself out.” He rose and kissed her hand. “No gifting magic, love. Please.”

			* * *

			Later, after consuming a cold lunch, Fenn picked up his coat from the nail by the door. He’d said he hadn’t needed it earlier, but the day now had grown cool and if a mortal spotted him, it would seem unnatural for him to be without one. “Would you care to go for a walk?”

			Verve frowned. His words were softer than usual, and his eyes were underlined with bruise-like lines. “No, thanks.”

			Disbelief was written on his face. “It’s a lovely day.” Even as he spoke, he was obviously stifling a yawn.

			“It’s going to rain.”

			Fenn smirked. “Is that an actual prediction or are you just guessing?”

			“Rain or not, I’d rather stay indoors today.”

			Whether he truly believed her or not, relief showed in his eyes as he hung the coat back in its place and ambled toward where she sat at the window, watching the wind pick up. It was mid-autumn now, and the trees were resplendent in their yellows, reds, and oranges. Here in Etterhea, the weather would be quite different from that in Letorheas, where the seasons were always spring or summer. Fenn had not mentioned returning there since Verve’s narrow escape from Ithalamore, the Lands of the Dead.

			“I think it might snow, actually,” said Verve. She shuddered at the thought, her eyes drifting across the rows upon rows of trees that separated them from their nearest neighbors.

			“You’re making things up now.” But he didn’t push the issue any further. Instead, he stretched and moved toward the settee once more. Within the span of five minutes, Fenn had sat, picked up a book, and then fallen asleep.

			Moving with care so as not to disturb him, Verve plucked a feather from her pocket, where she was always sure to have several tucked away, and transformed the plume into a blanket. The air filled with the smell of brown sugar, and she draped the material over Fenn’s lap and up to his chest.

			Fenn frowned and stirred slightly, as though he were having a troublesome dream.

			Verve contorted her fingers and shoved a stream of golden light into his chest. “Sweet dreams only.” She kissed the side of his head, and his face went slack, his breathing deeper. Satisfied, her steps took her toward the stairs; there were repairs to be made on the upper floor, and if she didn’t make them, Fenn would expend what remained of his energy doing it himself.

			A voice stopped her in her tracks. “What on earth?” She hurried toward the door as the talking grew louder, angrier.

			“It’s your fault, Verity Springer. You did this!” The voice belonged to Verve’s youngest sister, Davinia. It sounded…different. Strange, even. But perhaps the girl had caught a cold or Verve’s imagination was at play.

			Without wondering how Dav had found her, Verve undid the many locks on the door and slipped outside. “Dav?” she called.

			There was a mirthless laugh. “You are so careless. I knew you’d be the death of us all.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Verve, running in the direction of the sound.

			“Don’t you come near me!”

			Verve scoffed. “Dav, can we just talk for a moment? I can explain everything. Where are you?”

			Dav began to cry. “W-was Helena your fault?”

			That made Verve stop in her tracks. “It’s not what you think.” She spun around in slow circles, looking for where her sister was hiding. “Come out so we can talk.”

			Silence.

			“Dav?” Verve shook herself and stepped into a clearing. “Davinia, you don’t need to hide. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.” All remained eerily still as she continued forward in search of her sister. Then she stopped and listened, trying to detect a human heartbeat. There was one, but it was on the neighbor’s property.

			A woman’s scream filled the air, and Verve took off at top speed, dodging trees and leaping over bushes as she followed the terrified sounds. The human’s heartbeat all but faded, and in its place was a giant thumping, like what one would imagine to be a giant’s pulse. Verve covered her ears and stumbled to a stop.

			Their neighbor, a woman Verve had only glimpsed from the safety of the protective bubble surrounding Fenn’s cottage, lay on the ground, still. “Hello?” Verve asked. The loud thumping sound had ceased. “Ma’am, are you all right?” Wary, she approached the still form, laundry strewn about her. “Can you hear me?”

			The woman did not respond.

			A low growl reached Verve’s ears, and as she stood there in stunned silence, she felt a hot breeze on her back, and something snapped at her. With a cry, Verve spun around and came face to face with an enormous, scaled beast with wicked-sharp teeth and glowing orange eyes. It stood on two hind legs, towering over Verve as two leathery wings rose from its back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			At last Verve recovered her wits and dodged the creature as it reached for her. A frustrated roar left her disoriented and unbalanced, and sharp claws tore into her.

			Verve winced as silver blood dripped down her side. Trembling, she raised her hands and lobbed a fireball at the creature. The flames glanced off its scales and flew back toward Verve, who dove out of the way just in time, though the heat of her rebounded attack singed the hem of her skirt.

			Yellow fangs were upon her, and Verve kicked one of them. Hot, golden liquid gushed out of the beast’s mouth as the tooth broke, and Verve got to her feet, her body swaying and her head spinning from blood loss. Her wounds were already healing, but not as quickly as they normally would. Again she lobbed fire at the creature, this time aiming for its open mouth. Her shot did nothing but annoy.

			The beast moved forward, its eyes flickering toward the neighbor woman lying on the ground near the clothesline.

			“Oh, no you don’t,” Verve snarled, meaning to put herself between the monster and the defenseless mortal.

			It was much quicker than Verve anticipated. Instead of reaching for the woman, it lunged forward, its long neck straightening to its fullest length, and its front claws grabbed Verve’s right leg. Her femur snapped audibly, and her vision blurred as pain shot through her body. She screamed as the creature’s wings unfurled and it carried her heavenward.

			“Release her!” a fell voice called from below.

			Something sailed past where Verve dangled, a metal arrow directed by magic. The missile struck the beast in the jaw, driving it wild. It shrieked and thrashed and came crashing back down to earth.

			The last thing Verve saw before her head struck the ground was Fenn forming a magical lasso of light and casting it around the monster, who was attempting to right itself and continue flying off.

			A metallic taste filled Verve’s mouth. She had bitten her tongue. Her ears rang and her vision blurred while Fenn battled on. The monster’s claws tightened around Verve’s leg, and she lost consciousness for a moment. When she came to her senses, there was a deafening roar followed by a whimper, which gurgled in the creature’s throat as Fenn pulled what appeared to be a spear from its neck. Perhaps for good measure, he thrust the weapon into one golden eye, and the struggling ceased entirely.

			In the distance, cries arose. “How badly are you hurt?” Fenn turned his back on his kill and bent over Verve, his face ashen, his clothing coated in golden blood. He tapped her face lightly, as she had begun to slip away from him once more. “Stay awake, please.”

			Verve hissed through her teeth as she tried to sit up. Her leg was bent out at an odd angle and would not support her weight. The sight of it made her feel even fainter. “Mortals are coming,” she said through her teeth. “Hide the carcass.” She gasped as he slid his arms beneath her frame to lift her. The movement sent a shockwave through her body and she screamed.

			At once Fenn set her back down. “Here.” Ignoring the approaching cluster of people, he gathered gray-colored magic into the palm of his hand and shoved it through the skin of her forehead.

			The pain in her leg peaked for a moment, and then disappeared entirely. She looked down at the appendage once more, thinking she had been healed, but that was not the case. A whimper escaped her as Fenn turned and sized up the gigantic corpse.

			“I’ll be a moment,” he said. “I’ll make you invisible, but you must remain silent. The villagers will blame any stranger they find for the state of things. Do you understand me?”

			Verve nodded, and his expression softened. Before she could ask him how long he’d be gone, Fenn cast the magic at her, filling the air with the scent of limes, grabbed the monster’s corpse by a leg, and dragged it with apparent difficulty toward their property. Through all this, the woman with the washing did not stir, though a steady heartbeat testified to her still living.

			Fenn disappeared from sight not a moment too soon. Men and women from the nearby village arrived, rifles and axes in hand, as though they were ready to fight off an invading army.

			“Antonia!” cried a man with a leather apron around his waist. He dropped the gun he carried and threw himself down next to the woman, who didn’t stir.

			While a few of the women tried to rouse Antonia, the rest of the villagers stared at the spot where the creature had lain but moments earlier. “What happened here?” was the question passed back and forth in worried whispers. A few men broke off from the group and crept into the woods surrounding them, their weapons at the ready. What they thought they’d find, Verve didn’t know.

			It took what felt like forever for everyone to finish searching the woods and tending to the unconscious woman. Several times, people came perilously close to where Verve lay invisible, but they changed course at the last moment as though repelled.

			Finally, the scene cleared and the would-be hunters returned from the woods with confused expressions. They briefly stood conversing and then moved inside where the rest of the villagers had convened.

			Fenn’s heartbeat and breathing announced his return, though he had apparently cast an invisibility spell over himself as well. “I’m sorry I took so long,” he said. Unseen arms slid beneath her frame and lifted her, causing no pain, thanks to the numbing magic he had given her.

			Verve leaned her head against where she felt his chest, and they started moving. “What was that thing? A dragon?”

			“A wyvern. They normally hunt in packs…but I don’t sense any others nearby,” he quickly added when Verve stiffened. “They won’t be able to get onto our property, so don’t worry about that.” He tightened his hold on her and increased his speed. When they reached the boundary of Fenn’s protective charms, he had to slow, as the magic was a physical force to fight against. It let them through and he ran her inside the house and bolted the door behind them with more magic. Only then did he lift the invisibility spells.

			“Where did it come from? We’re in Etterhea.”

			He set her down on the settee and hoisted up her skirts. “Sightings of them in the mortal realm are rare, which makes me wonder if someone bewitched it and sent it.” His brow puckered as he felt her leg.

			“What?”

			“It’s a bad break.” He probed some more. “I’ve taken away the pain, but you’re not going to heal quickly enough on your own.”

			Verve’s lower lip trembled. “What do we do?”

			“Hold very still and try not to breathe.” First he straightened the appendage, which felt strange to Verve but not painful, since he had numbed her, then he rested both hands over the place where the bone had snapped. An expression of deep concentration crossed his face, and he closed his eyes.

			There was the intense aroma of bergamot, and the spot glowed. Verve’s leg grew uncomfortably hot. She tried to remain still but it was difficult, and holding her breath went against all her remaining human instincts, though she knew she could go without air indefinitely unless she needed to talk.

			Finally, Fenn removed his hands and slumped backward. His eyes opened and she knew he was using through-sight to peer beneath her skin at the work he had just done. “Try moving your leg gently.”

			Verve did, and Fenn nodded. “Is it fixed?” she asked.

			“Yes.” He put a staying hand on her arm when she stirred, meaning to get up. “You shouldn’t put any weight on it for the next three days at least. Your leg will be too weak to support you.” Unsteadily, Fenn got to his feet and swayed for a moment before propping a pillow beneath her leg.

			“What’s wrong?”

			Fenn shrugged, and the movement caused him pain apparently. “Just a little wyvern venom. It should wear off soon enough.”

			“You’re hurt,” Verve said, reaching for him. Indeed, looking more closely, she could see that some of the blood was silver and there were slashes through his clothing. “Can you heal yourself?”

			He gave her a wry smile. “You mean speed up healing more than my body already does? That’s not something many fae can do.” His head cocked to the side and a slight frown formed on his face. “You weren’t affected by the venom. Peculiar.”

			“Can I heal you?”

			That gave Fenn pause. “I don’t know if you have that ability. And even if you did, it’s not a good idea to use so much power right now.”

			Verve scoffed, knowing full well that she did, in fact, have the ability. “Let me at least try.”

			For a moment, it appeared as though Fenn was going to say no. He opened and closed his mouth a few times, glanced at her leg, and then nodded. “You can try. But don’t push yourself too hard, and if you feel weak or lightheaded at any point, stop.” He moved closer, and Verve cringed as she took an even better peep at the wounds.

			“Those seem infected already.”

			“They probably are. Magical wounds go bad quickly.” The way he regarded her made Verve believe he was about to change his mind – stubborn, stupid man – so she quickly grabbed his hand and tugged him nearer.

			“What do I do?”

			His eyebrows rose. “You’ll have to touch it.” When she showed him no sign of changing her mind, he grimaced. “Imagine the wound ends coming together and flesh knitting itself back together.”

			“That’s it?” she asked.

			This made Fenn chuckle as he knelt. “It’ll take more concentration and energy, but this type of wound doesn’t require very complicated magic.”

			Verve reached a hand inside the tear of his shirt and found the biggest of the wounds, a jagged-feeling gash that was cold to the touch. “You’ll tell me if it hurts?” She closed her eyes and prepared herself to perform the necessary magic.

			His breathing hitched and Verve knew she was already causing him pain. “It’ll hurt regardless. If you heal it, it will hurt. If it heals on its own, it will hurt as well.” He sounded so casual about matters.

			Without asking him if he was ready, Verve drew her feelings and magic together and gently fed them into Fenn’s skin. The wound resisted at first, and Verve pushed with more force. Her hand grew hot, and his flesh warmed beneath hers. A sharp intake of breath made her open her eyes, and she gawped in horror at the burn mark on his abdomen. “Oh no!” she yelped. Her fingertips were still glowing. “I branded you.”

			“It’s all right,” Fenn said, sounding perfectly fine. Even as he stood, the angry mark faded. “That was good, Verve. Especially considering it was your first time performing that type of magic.” With a flourish he drew the balled-up blanket from the floor and covered her with it.

			Even with his reassurance, Verve thought she might be ill. “Where are you going?”

			Indeed, her husband was already heading for the door. “I need to properly dispose of the creature’s body and scout to make certain our hiding place hasn’t been discovered.” Fenn quickly shrugged on his coat and undid the locks on the door. “Please, stay where you are, no matter what.”

			It was a challenge to remain on the settee, but she knew he hadn’t lied about her leg needing to rest. Still, she couldn’t help but ask, “Are you certain…?” Her heart dropped when he shook his head.

			“That bone will snap in two once more if you put your weight on it. This type of healing magic needs time to properly settle in.” Perhaps seeing she was on the verge of panic, Fenn hurriedly crossed back to the settee and kissed her. “I’ll be all right. Once I get back, I want to talk about what made you leave the property in the first place.”

			Verve scowled. “I heard Dav.”

			Fenn stilled. “You heard your sister?” He studied her, a frown forming on his face. “Did you find her?”

			“No. But I think I know what’s going on because…well, it happened once before.” Verve expected him to tell her it could wait, that he had to leave that minute to secure the area. And while there was a definite air of desperation and concern about him, he instead pulled up a chair and sat in front of her.

			“Tell me.”

			Where to start? She straightened a little and winced. Fenn’s numbing magic was wearing off already and there was a dull throbbing in her leg where he’d healed it. “Before I left home, I was in the attic and thought I heard my family talking downstairs about wedding preparations for our neighbor. But when I went down, no one was there. I know it sounds stupid, but I don’t think it was a fever dream or my imagining.” She forced herself to meet his gaze and found him appearing thoughtful rather than doubtful.

			“Had any of this already happened? Were you hearing things that had taken place earlier, perhaps?” He sounded hopeful. “It’s not unheard of for a fae to catch echoes of the past. Rare, but not strange.”

			Verve thought back to that late summer’s day and frowned. “I don’t think so.”

			“What happened after you came down and found the house empty?” Seemingly lost in thought, he took one of her hands in his and rubbed circles over her knuckles with his thumb.

			Memory fought her for a moment, and she closed her eyes, willing it to resurface. It wasn’t like her, not being able to recall information…unless someone had tampered with her thoughts. “It’s a little hazy, but I do remember going outside and losing control of my magic.” She told him about collecting eggs from the henhouse, how she’d managed to accidentally break one and that it had cooked when it made contact with her flesh. “Then I went to the woods and the trees fell over. You called it an energy burst.”

			Fenn’s eyes widened. “I don’t remember you knocking over any trees. Was that when you met Dacre in the woods, pretending to be me?”

			A reflexive growl arose from her chest, and Fenn dropped her hand. “Sorry,” she whispered.

			“No, it’s all right. Did anything else happen?”

			Verve thought for a moment. “Well, before you— I mean, before he arrived in your form, the trees righted themselves and everything went back to as it had been moments before.”

			“Erasure magic,” said Fenn. “That is next to impossible to perform accidentally.” He sighed. “It sounds like you were either growing in your powers or new ones were developing.” Fenn squeezed her hand and rose. “I think your foresight is different than I first thought.”

			“How do you mean?”

			He pulled the blanket up to her neck and propped a pillow beneath her head. “For one thing, it’s audible only…for now, at least. Also, it seems like it’s very much out of your control.” Fenn pushed his chair back. “Your sister is going to return to your life sometime soon, that is for certain. We’ll have to be on the watch for her.” Now he made for the door.

			“That’s it?”

			Fenn paused mid-step and turned. “We’ll have to come up with a way for you to tell the present from the future. For now, while I’m gone, don’t believe anything you hear alone. There should be something visual to back it up.” He waved, and it was apparent from the tension in his shoulders and the drooping of his eyes that he was fighting exhaustion.

			Still Verve didn’t stop him, biting her tongue and offering a halfhearted wave in return as he slipped through the door using magic to bolt it behind him.

			* * *

			Fenn had been gone for five hours, and the sun was on its way down the horizon. Verve tried not to worry when five hours turned into six and six turned into seven, knowing well that he could take care of himself. Unless he came across Dacre. At length the notion caused her to gingerly sit up and pivot, touching her feet to the floor. Pain shot through her leg, up to her hip, and a whimper escaped her lips.

			The hour was late. Darkness blanketed the land beyond the window, and the wind rattled tree branches against the siding. In the fireplace, the embers had long since died down to nothing, and the air in the room had a chill to it, one that might have bothered Verve, had she been mortal.

			Terror wormed its way into her insides as something loud thumped against the wards surrounding their property. “Fenn?” she whispered. There was a pause, and again something or someone struck the wall of power. At once a bolt of fire lit up the night, causing the dome-shaped wall to glow a sickly green. The glow faded and all was still once more. She didn’t relax, however, but gathered magic into her hands and attempted to rise. Her leg buckled, but she merely shifted her weight to her good one and waited.

			There was a heartbeat outside the door and some ragged breathing.

			Verve’s eyes went to the doorknob, waiting to see if it might turn, and she jumped with a yelp when there was one quick knock. There were no accompanying knocks informing her of Fenn and his condition. Instead, the locks disengaged and the door flew open, admitting Fenn, who had also drawn power into his hands.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked, his wild eyes sweeping around the room. He took a step closer, but stopped when Verve hissed through her teeth at him. “You shouldn’t be putting any weight on that leg.”

			“Prove it’s you,” Verve snarled. She’d been tricked enough times by Dacre masquerading as someone else that she was not willing to take any chances.

			Fenn or whoever he was quirked an eyebrow. “Can’t you smell my magic?”

			Verve shrugged and didn’t let her own magic drop. “Residual bursts can change.”

			“True.” He stopped his magic from flowing and slowly raised his hands. “Did something happen here?”

			“Don’t give me that. You attacked the shield and got through somehow.”

			The fae seemed puzzled for a brief moment before his expression darkened. “Someone tried to get through? When?”

			She tried to hobble away as he approached once more, but the man was having none of that. Without using gestures to enhance his magic, he sent a wall of air at Verve, which lifted her off her feet and deposited her gently back onto the sofa.

			Instinct took over and Verve set her magic free. It struck Fenn or the imposter in the chest, burning through his clothes and striking a hand-shaped mark on his flesh.

			He yelped and yanked his shirt over his head. “Your aim is getting better,” he said, his voice thick with pain. “Please, stay seated. I won’t try to come near you again until you know it’s me for certain.”

			Every muscle in her body tensed as he bent over, catching his breath apparently…or perhaps putting on a show of weakness to make her drop her guard. “What was the name of the first story I wrote when I was a child?” she asked. This had been a question Father had composed for her to use before.

			Sweat rolled down Fenn’s brow. “‘The Felicitous Band’. May I approach?”

			As she watched, his skin turned from angry red to bright pink before fading to pale white, all but for the handprint. She swallowed. “I’m so sorry, Fenn.”

			“Don’t be.” He let out a slow breath and approached her, limping. “I lost track of that particular ward and didn’t know a breach had been attempted. It’s good that you’re wary.” At once he was using through-sight on her leg, rechecking her femur. “All’s well that ends well. But we’ll need to move at first light.”

			Verve shifted as Fenn all but collapsed next to her. “Move?”

			“First a wyvern finds us and attempts to snatch you up, then my ward is attacked? Someone knows we’re here. We should return to Letorheas.” He leaned against her and closed his eyes. “This much power being expended in Etterhea no doubt drew unfriendly eyes to us. My magic should be almost invisible when we return home.”

			“Just in time to turn around and leave again,” she said, thinking of her impending trip to Ithalamore. She’d have to travel to it from Lovelourn, a treacherous island in Etterhea.

			Fenn stilled. “What do you mean?”

			Oh dear. “Nothing that we need to think about right now. What took you so long?”

			“I had to dispose of the body so no mortal would come across it. Then I visited your family to renew their wards. I’m sorry it all took so long. But what did you mean about leaving?” His voice held a note of sorrow that did something unpleasant to Verve’s insides. She’d run away before…not from him but toward a solution for her curse. Of course he would take this all wrong. When she took too long to answer, Fenn grasped her chin in his hand and gently turned her face up toward his. “You can trust me, you know.”

			Reluctantly her eyes met his and she lost all self-control. “When I was in Ithalamore, I had help breaking the curse. And they wanted something in return.” She searched his face but found no clues about what he was feeling or thinking, so she continued. “Igraine was a potion-maker, see, and she can travel back and forth between the realms of the living and dead.”

			“I’ve heard of Igraine but had thought her to be myth,” said Fenn. “What did she want in exchange for helping you?”

			Verve swallowed hard. “Well, she made me promise to return to Ithalamore within six weeks’ time.”

			Fenn’s eyes shuttered but not before Verve could see the pain there. “For what end?”

			“That part of the deal was more for me. She’s going to let me see my father and Helena.”

			His hand moved to the base of her skull and he pulled her closer as though he was afraid of losing her. “But what did she want for herself?” When his eyes opened, they were lighter than she had seen them in ages, and she knew he was upset, though she could discern no other signs.

			This was the part that had troubled Verve most, and she knew it would trouble Fenn even more. “I’m supposed to seek a man who stole her family’s powers for himself.”

			Fenn stiffened. “That’s why you asked me about siphons. Where are you to find this person and what then are you to do?” He released the back of her neck and leaned forward, placing his head in his hands.

			“I don’t know exactly where he is, but Igraine said it’s been foreseen that I’ll find him. Then I’m supposed to take his powers back and give them…to their owners. Are you very angry?”

			When he sat up, surprise was written across his face. “No, I’m not angry, love. I’m just somewhat shocked.” Despite what he said, Verve knew he was hurt.

			She took one of his hands in her own and squeezed it. “I wanted to tell you ever so many times, but it never could come out. It figures that I’d ruin everything by saying it on accident.”

			“It’s all right. I’m just glad I know now, before it’s too late to do anything about it.” Fenn got to his feet and turned to face Verve.

			“Do anything about it?” she asked. “What is there to be done?”

			Fenn stared at her, looking incredulous. “Well, Igraine might come seeking revenge when you don’t return to Ithalamore, and I don’t know what an undead being can do to a high fae, even one that is other.”

			“Fenn—”

			“I’ll have to research special wards and how they affect the non-living.”

			Seeing he was in denial or simply not understanding the way things were going to go, Verve got to her feet, putting her weight on her good leg, and held up her hands. “Igraine won’t need to seek revenge. I’m returning to her.”

			His face went blank. “But there is no guaranteeing your safety if you return. You’re going to have to break your word.”

			Verve tried reminding herself that he was simply concerned for her and not attempting to control her every move, but it wasn’t easy. Fire licked at her fingertips, and she blurted out, “I don’t think I can break my word.”

			Again he closed his eyes and shook his head. “You made a blood vow, didn’t you?”

			“Yes.” When he shuddered, she reached for him. “It was the only way she was going to help me break the curse. Believe me, I wouldn’t have done it if I thought there was another way.”

			“You should be sitting,” said Fenn, lifting her into his arms. Instead of setting her on the settee, he carried her into the back bedroom and closed the door behind him with magic. He took his time in depositing her on the bed, being careful not to jostle her as he propped a pillow beneath her leg and then two behind her head. All the while he would not meet her gaze, paying attention instead to her thighs, her abdomen, and then her neck, which he stroked thoughtfully with his finger pads.

			Verve shivered as he turned from her and moved toward the fireplace. “Aren’t we going to talk about this?” She tried to sit up, but froze when he gave her a disapproving frown.

			“Of course we will talk about things, but not when I’m so distraught.” He offered her a weak half smile that did not meet his eyes, and set about building a fire.

			“You’re angry.”

			Fenn did not turn, nor did he stop working. “I— Yes, I suppose I am somewhat angry.” Before she could open her mouth to reassure him, Fenn shook his head and sighed. “I don’t like it when you put yourself in unnecessary danger.”

			Verve scowled at his back, her hands smoking. “It wasn’t like I had a choice, Fenn. This was the only way to break the curse.”

			“But was it really?”

			She groaned. “It was.”

			“You know this for certain?” Attempts to make a fire set aside, Fenn rose and turned. His jaw was tight, his eyes still lighter than they ought to have been. About him was the air of someone talking to a foolish child, and it set Verve’s teeth on edge.

			“You can’t trust me to make my own decisions? Are you even on my side?”

			“I would spill my blood for you, Verve.”

			“I don’t want you or anyone to spill blood for me.”

			He ignored that. “I would give you anything you asked of me.” Fenn moved in closer, his power making a soft thrumming noise, warning Verve that he was not entirely in control at the moment.

			“Stop.”

			“You have my heart.” Fenn pulled the blanket down so it pooled around her thighs. His hand came to rest on her breast, and he watched her closely with darkening eyes. “You have my life and my body. Make no mistake: I will never stop looking out for you, even when you try to push me away.”

			“I’m not trying to push you away,” she spat.

			“I will fight for you even when you won’t fight for yourself. When you won’t even think of your own good.”

			“I am thinking of everyone’s good.”

			He cocked his head to the side, and his power’s thrumming increased. “Are you?” His lips feathered hers. “If traveling to Ithalamore once more put all of humanity in danger, would you still do it?”

			“I have no choice.”

			“If I had the means to sever your blood vow to Igraine, would you accept?”

			Verve didn’t get a chance to answer before his lips were on hers, silencing any arguments. The kiss was aggressive, angry. It brought her own temper to the surface, and her fingers sparked fire.

			Fenn grabbed her hands and encased them in his own, smothering the flames. With apparent reluctance, he ended the kiss but didn’t pull away when her arms encircled his neck. “You need to rest.”

			“I need you to believe in me.”

			Carefully he removed her arms from about him and pinned them to her sides on the bed. Once more his eyes lightened. He released her and stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “Believing in someone does not require a person to sacrifice their concerns.” Fenn kissed her on the brow, turned, and moved for the door.

			“Fenn, please.”

			He stilled for a moment. “Give me time, Verve.” And then he left.

			Verve listened to him retreat abovestairs, tears prickling her eyes. I’m right. I know I’m right. Nonetheless, her lower lip trembled and she cried until she fell asleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			To her surprise, Fenn didn’t avoid her for long, though he was quiet and thoughtful, and she didn’t attempt to engage him but went back to sleep. When she awoke from a nightmare after a restless night, she found herself in Fenn’s arms. She trembled and cried out as he stroked her hair. After that she lay quietly and waited for him to leave. It was another hunting day, after all. He would search for Dacre’s Trusted to restore to their right minds, and she would go through her books and learn as much as she could about magic.

			But first light came, the birds sang their morning songs, and still Fenn remained. When she at last stirred and tried to get out of bed, he held her closer and tightened his grip, so she stayed in his arms and attempted to ignore the pain in her leg.

			Perhaps he sensed her discomfort after a while, or maybe he had forgotten about her injury until that moment, but whatever the case, Fenn swore softly and poured more numbing magic into her body. Even then he would not release her.

			Verve pressed her hand over his heart. “I should get up.” Her voice was rough and felt raw, and she knew she must have screamed more than she remembered.

			“Aren’t you tired? You hardly slept last night.”

			“I don’t want to sleep any longer.” Memories of the previous night’s disagreement came back to her, and she suddenly wanted to be somewhere else.

			Fenn ruined her discomfort by kissing her eyes closed. He rested his cheek atop the crown of her head. “Your dreams seem to be getting worse…not that you sleep much anymore.” He sounded concerned and puzzled.

			“How is your wound?”

			“Healed, thanks to you.” He squeezed her. “But I don’t think I want to face another one of those creatures anytime soon.” Fenn’s hand rubbed soothing circles on her back. They lay there for a few minutes, his strokes becoming harder as her thoughts scudded here and there…until he said, “I’ve been thinking about our argument last night.”

			Verve tried to pull away, but he was having none of that. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

			Fenn rolled her onto her back and sat astride her, taking care not to jostle her bad leg. “I know, but we’re not through.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “If your plan is to sit on me so I can’t leave, you’re mad.” She watched in amusement as he chuckled.

			“Yes, you could throw me across the room with a mere thought. I know. I’m not talking about forcing you to stay, because, quite frankly, I can’t and would be foolish to attempt it.” Fenn winked. “And it would hurt us both.” He crawled off her, sat on the edge of the bed, and said to the wall, “I’m coming with you.”

			Dread dropped into her stomach and she sat up a little too quickly. The world spun around her. It was hypocritical of her, she knew, not wanting to allow Fenn to go with her, but the island of Lovelourn alone was dangerous enough, never mind what they might face in Ithalamore. While it was true that he had found her on the island and left unscathed, he had not been to the underworld, where she’d been assaulted by unfriendly spirits and forced into a cruel bargain with Igraine. She still hadn’t told Fenn all of her experience, and she wasn’t planning on reliving it for him or anyone anytime soon. A great shudder ran through her body as Fenn got to his feet and faced her.

			“Your thoughts are very loud this morning, wife. What has you so troubled?”

			She threw a pillow at him, which he caught with ease. “You know very well what. You’ve not been to the Lands of the Dead, Fenn. What if you don’t come out again?”

			At that his eyes sparkled. “It’s not easy, is it?” He nodded at the wardrobe. “I’ll help you dress, and then we must pack.”

			Verve groaned and sat up slowly. She wasn’t eager to return to Letorheas. It still was so foreign to her, and its inhabitants were strange and dangerous. Besides, at least in Etterhea she could say she was in the same realm as her family.

			“I’ll be fine. I have you to protect me,” he said, misreading her grumbling.

			She looked at him to see if he was joking, but he seemed completely sincere. Heat traveled up her neck, and she knew her face was blushing furiously, but neither spoke of it as he helped her out of yesterday’s clothes and into a brown dress he had made for her.

			Then he carried her downstairs where he set her on the settee and next went about packing food in the kitchen. “Don’t put weight on your leg, please,” he said when she shifted.

			“You might need help.”

			“I don’t, as you know very well.” He emerged from the kitchen with a large pack, which he handed to Verve before lifting her once more.

			“What about the rest of the house?” Though she had only lived there with him for five weeks, it had begun to feel a bit like home. Her heart thumped painfully as he shook his head.

			“I can remake most of what is here, but we’ll have to burn what we cannot carry.”

			Verve stilled as he bore her through the front door for the last time. “Burn? Why?”

			“Anything left whole might be used to track us. It’s a rare fae talent, but I don’t want to leave anything to chance.” He stopped halfway down the path, turned, and whispered, “I don’t have fire. Would you mind…?”

			“The whole house?” She swallowed.

			The look he gave her was full of pity, as if he understood that she had just begun to put down roots and he was now yanking them up. “Yes, love. The whole house.”

			After a moment of waiting, just to make certain he was in earnest, Verve raised her hand and directed her magic at the house. Instantly the little cottage caught fire, and smoke ascended into the sky. She thought he would turn then, not make her watch the destruction, but they remained until flames licked at the upper story and the structure creaked and threatened collapse.

			Tears prickled at the corners of her eyes, but she fought them and forced herself to keep her gaze on the blaze. It was, after all, just a house, and could be replaced – would be replaced. Yes, a house, not a home. Home was where family was. That thought was not as comforting as it could have been, Fenn being the only family she was now in any form of communication with.

			As the house came crashing down and the heat from the fire reached them at last, Verve turned her face away and closed her eyes, willing herself to sleep.

			* * *

			The gateway Fenn created brought them to a wood in Letorheas. A chill hung in the air, as if there had recently been a frost. It didn’t bother Verve as it once would have, but Fenn shuddered and his muscles tightened.

			“You’ve been away too long,” he murmured, carrying her through the mist that clung to them.

			Verve nearly choked. “This— this is my fault?”

			He hushed her and quickened his pace. “Can’t you feel it?” When she stared up at him, puzzled and quiet, Fenn nodded at the path ahead of them. “The land has been mourning the loss of its queen and the amount of power she took with her. The weather will grow warmer the longer you remain here.”

			“So, warmer for a week, then?” Six days, she amended in her mind.

			Fenn shrugged but said nothing about the impending trip. Instead, he cleared his throat and veered to their left to avoid a fallen tree. He could have easily leapt over it, but Verve suspected he did not want to jostle her leg. “There is a house here, one that I think will avoid detection. There are mighty fae within ten miles in every direction, so any power we expend should seem normal to them. They’ll just think it’s each other’s.”

			“But what about residual bursts?” She bit down on her lower lip as her leg throbbed, and adjusted the books she held on to so the weight was redistributed to her left side. If she complained, Verve knew they would stop, and that was something she didn’t feel safe about, now that they were back in Letorheas. Indeed, there were many heartbeats, all belonging to fae, and residual bursts permeated the air, none of which she had smelled the likes of before: horehound, yeasty bread, roses, and thyme. The magic tickled at her nose and made her want to sneeze.

			Fenn’s pace picked up as he climbed a hill and a rickety shack came into view. “Not all fae can smell residual bursts, though they might pretend to. And before you ask, no one in the vicinity stands with Dacre.”

			“Then why are you so tense?”

			Fenn’s sigh rippled through her hair. “They’re not exactly in support of the Rogue Prince either.”

			Ah, yes. Verve had almost forgotten Fenn’s title among the fae who hated him and thought him to be a villain. She patted his chest absently as they reached the top of the hill and surveyed the site.

			“Might I set you down for a moment? I need to create a protective boundary.”

			Verve nodded and was carefully deposited onto the ground. “Can I help?” She’d known before she asked what the answer would be.

			“I’ll set up a special boundary that masks your magic from the rest of the world. Hopefully my power will be enough to contain the signs of your own.” He took a few steps away from Verve, raising his hands in the air before him as though he were resting them against a solid wall.

			The thought of him creating and powering more wards made Verve shake her head, but she said nothing as he raised the magic around them. It erupted from his fingertips with a soft roar, and soon the air glowed bright blues and greens and purples while what one might describe as a giant soap bubble formed outward, encasing the hill on which their new residence sat. The air smelled potently of bergamot and limes, and Verve had to hold her breath as her throat began to burn.

			Once he had finished creating the ward, Fenn staggered but caught himself from collapsing entirely. This ward must be more powerful than the others he had created. Breathing heavily, he sat next to Verve and took her hand in his as he lay back. His fingers were icy cold.

			“You should at least let me power this,” she said, gesturing around them. The ward had disappeared from sight, but it thrummed in time with his heartbeat and sang softly in the air.

			Fenn yawned and peered at her through half-closed eyes. “We’re not going to be here long. I can power it for six days.” When she started to argue, his breathing slowed and his eyes closed entirely as he drifted off to sleep.

			Gently so as not to disturb him, Verve pulled her hand from his. “Stubborn man.” A blanket was easily conjured from a blade of grass, and she covered him before reaching into the sack of supplies and seeing what Fenn had deemed important enough to save. There were food supplies, of course, plus a parcel that Verve suspected to contain feathers so she could have something with which to practice more elaborate transformations. Beneath everything, what made up the bulk of the weight of the bag was a short stack of books, ones Fenn must believe them unable to find other copies of. Verve’s hand hovered over them for a moment, as she made sure none of them were conveyable texts – books with magic that she could absorb by touching. None were, so she searched through what he had saved. One was a beginner’s guide to magic, another, a study of Second Age prophecy, and the remaining five thin books were about the Lands of the Dead. Having no desire to think about that just then, Verve set the books down and rubbed her leg.

			As if sensing her discomfort even in sleep, Fenn shifted beneath the blanket and reached out for something. Verve took his hand again and he relaxed at once and the line on his forehead disappeared.

			* * *

			Over the next two days, Fenn set about making the shack habitable. He used magic to stabilize the foundation and repair the sides; the whole structure was leaning something dreadful, and there was a large crack running through it all. Though he didn’t say, Verve knew he was exhausted, which was perhaps why repairs were taking so long. She’d seen him put a house right with barely any effort before.

			Verve had little choice but to watch him the first day, as her leg continued to ache and was still unable to bear her full weight. They slept that night under a roof riddled with holes, as Fenn hadn’t the energy or strength to finish everything that day. Indeed, he had taken many rests and did not seem himself.

			On the second day, Verve sat up in bed and was pleased to be able to move without too much pain. Cautiously she swung her legs so they were dangling over the edge of the bed. When her body didn’t complain too loudly, she let her right toes skim the cold wood floor. As that caused no further irritation, she stood. A pain shot up her thigh, so she clenched her teeth and sat back down. Fenn had said it would take a few days for the healing magic to fully take hold, so she wasn’t too surprised. But there were only four days left before she planned to leave. If she wasn’t able to walk by then…

			Fenn placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “How are you feeling today?”

			Verve jumped, sending another jolt of pain through her body. “A little sore,” she said through her teeth.

			“Here, lie down.” He helped her back into a reclining position and then gathered magic into his hand, which he pushed into her forehead.

			At once the numbing magic took hold, and she nearly melted with relief. “Thanks.”

			He stroked her cheek. “You were having quite a nightmare earlier.”

			Verve frowned as the dream came back to her. It was much like the usual one she’d experienced since returning from Ithalamore: dead bodies strewn about, her sister dying, corpses dragging her down into a grave. But this one had had Igraine in it. The potion-maker had merely stared at Verve, her flaming eyes narrowed, as though she suspected Verve would break her promise.

			Shaking the darker thoughts from her head, Verve lay back on the plump pillow Fenn had magicked the night before. “It was the same dream as usual.”

			He seemed concerned but didn’t question her further. Instead, he surprised her by saying, “We need to have a plan for when you return to Ithalamore.” He watched her as though he knew she meant to leave without him.

			Verve schooled her expression, though she knew she was a terrible actress and would not fool her husband. “What is there to plan? I— Sorry, we go in, find Igraine, and then she lets me talk with my father and sister.”

			“But what about getting there? Lovelourn is riddled with snares.” Indeed, when Dacre had dragged her there almost six weeks ago, the island had claimed several mortal lives. The humans had been turned into mindless slaves and were forced to clear the way for the would-be king and his company.

			Verve shrugged. “Erecting shields around ourselves should work. It worked for Dacre.”

			Fenn studied her, his dark eyes probing. “And the hawthorns are giving you trouble, not wishing to make gateways. It’s a good thing you have me to deal with the trees on your behalf.” He said it so casually and yet Verve took it as a warning: he knew what she was planning and was trying to remind her of the benefits of having him along.

			She took his hand and squeezed it. Perhaps she would have to leave sooner than she wanted. But if she wasn’t better by the next day, she might have to reconsider things.

			“I’ve been reading about the Lands of the Dead,” Fenn said softly. “The Founts of Gain are down there.”

			A terse nod was all Verve gave him. That did not seem to discourage Fenn, as he continued.

			“I doubt Dacre managed to absorb power from every one of the pools.” He squeezed her hand with some force. “I am loath to mention this, but some schools of thought teach that the Fire Queen goes on to absorb even more power as she approaches her ascension to the throne.”

			Verve grew very still. What was he saying?

			Fenn turned onto his side to face her and propped a hand under his chin. “I know you aren’t going to like this, but I think it might behoove you to consider taking the remaining power for yourself.”

			The very thought was revolting. These so-called founts contained the magic that dead beings cast off before departing for the next life. She shuddered. “I’m just going there to see my family.”

			Fenn nodded, as though he understood, and said nothing more on the matter, though Verve could tell he wanted to press his case. With a grunt he sat up and got out of bed. “I should get started on the house. There’s plenty more work to be done.” He reached for a book on the nightstand on his side and handed it to Verve.

			She frowned as she turned it over in her hands. It was A Beginner’s Guide to Magic. “You think I should be practicing right now?”

			“Your leg is almost healed, so I don’t see the harm, as long as you remain seated today.”

			At that her heart leapt. “That’s a relief,” she said quickly. “It’s been maddening sitting and watching you doing all the work.” She opened to the page where someone had left off, the top corner folded over. It was a chapter on protective spells and how to cast them on others.

			As Fenn started to get dressed, he said, “Perhaps you should study offensive magic right now.”

			“What? You mean attacking others?”

			He shrugged into a short off-white tunic and went for a pair of tan trousers. “It can never hurt to know how to take the reins of a fight. Reacting comes naturally for you, but I’ve never seen you attack first.” Fenn tightened his belt. “Not that I don’t believe you can, but I want you to have the experience.”

			“I’ve attacked first.” Her voice was soft, and she felt like throwing the book away from herself.

			Fenn’s eyebrows rose. He didn’t say anything.

			After a moment she conceded that it had been accidental. Not wishing to relive those moments of sheer devastation, Verve allowed her attention to return to the text in front of her.

			“I’ll be near if you need me.” Quietly he slipped from the room.

			For hours she studied as Fenn worked on the house. At one point he was on the roof, repairing the many holes that riddled its surface. He peered at her from his perch and apologized when he accidentally dislodged debris that rained down on her. The air smelled strongly of limes and grapefruit and other citrus fruits as he continued to labor.

			Though she read a lot about magical theory, she couldn’t apply what she had learned at the moment without a sparring partner. So she kept reading and picturing herself performing the tactics on the page. A few times her hands grew hot. She dropped the book when the pages began to smolder, and put out the fire she had started.

			Fenn checked in on her at that point, a tray of late-morning breakfast in his hands. She hadn’t even smelled food being prepared, nor had she realized how hungry she was. After thanking Fenn, she accepted the tray and tore into toasted cheese and a sausage link.

			“How are you getting on?” He stared at the smudged and sooty blankets next to her, his brow furrowing.

			Verve licked the grease from her fingers and shrugged. She suspected he knew. “Well enough. You can see what happened when I imagined the spell-work too intently.”

			He didn’t chuckle as she thought he might but instead frowned. “I smelled the residual burst and wondered. Which spell were you focusing on?”

			Though she didn’t need to look, Verve thumbed back through the book and pointed at the page she had left off on. “Verbal commands and control.” She did not like the thought of controlling others, though she had used the ability defensively several times now…twice on Fenn when they were at odds. Guilt tugged at her stomach, but she tried to ignore it. She might have to use control on him again, should he try to stop her from leaving for Ithalamore. Not a happy thought, that.

			Perhaps Fenn was thinking along the same lines, for he held out a hand for the book. “Maybe you’ve taxed yourself enough for the day.”

			Her eyes narrowed, but she handed over the text anyway. She hadn’t ever needed to verbally control anyone, didn’t know such a way existed. Verbal spells were supposed to be easier than using natural methodology alone, which for her was bound to her emotions. Verve wondered if both used together, along with gestures, would be more effective, but she wasn’t about to practice…or mention her idle wonderings to Fenn. “I think I’ll go mad if I have to sit here with nothing to do the remainder of the day.” She traced her fingers over the blanket’s soot stains, which grew darker at her touch.

			“Then perhaps you should exercise your leg a little. With some help, of course.”

			As she watched, he plucked a feather from the open slit in her pillow, closed his eyes, and conjured a walking stick from it, which he twirled once and handed to her. She grinned and scooted toward the edge of the bed.

			“Don’t overdo it, please. Just a few times around the house or else you risk further injury.”

			“Yes, doctor,” she said, giving him a mock salute.

			Fenn rolled his eyes but seemed amused. “If you feel any pain—”

			“I’ll sit right down and let you fuss over me.” Without waiting for a response or any more instructions, Verve dangled her legs over the edge of the bed and let her feet come to rest on the floor. Carefully she put her weight on her left leg and pulled herself to a standing position, her right leg bent so that just her toes skimmed the boards.

			“If you have trouble with the stairs, just let me know.”

			In total, she took twelve laps around the house, at first putting a minimum and then a moderate amount of her weight on the healing leg. It hurt, but not too severely. Nothing like it had that morning. If she was healing at the rate she believed herself to be, she should be well enough to travel a-ways the next evening. But Fenn wasn’t to know that.
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