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One


The fog eddied from the darkness to cocoon me in a soft haze. Something niggled at the back of my mind as I glanced down at my bare feet. They were swallowed below my calves by the mist, but the crunch of sand under my toes felt familiar. The hiss of waves slapped against the edge of a nearby shore.


The rolling scent of brine slipped past on a tattered breeze. Drawn toward the sound of water, I pressed forward, an uneasy chill sending clammy fingers skittering over my skin.


Wrapping my arms around my shoulders, I realized I was naked.


And yet a moment later, a silk dress draped over my limbs, falling to midcalf. It should have felt strange, to know the merest of thoughts took shape here . . . but it didn’t. My feet brushed the edges of the wet sand and I paused. I could see nothing beyond the darkness, but the warmth of the water lured me, beckoning with a soft whisper.


Flickers of memory flared up and slid away, the barest hint of scales and a cradle of blue luminescence taking form, but I shook my head and the thought swirled out of reach. Ridiculous idea, anyway. I’d never even seen a mermaid.


Another step and the foam crested past my ankles.


I hesitated.


Abby. A name, whispered upon the breeze. The waves rushed forward, the sudden undertow sucking me into the sand as though it might drag me into its depths. I stumbled, only to be pulled back by a hand upon my wrist.


I glanced over my shoulder, frowning as I made out the features of a man. Ebony hair whipped about his pale face; he gazed down at me, eyes haunted and aching and terrible. I didn’t recognize him, and yet his presence radiated like a beacon of comfort in the darkness.


Immediately the waves receded, leaving us in guarded silence. He stared at me a moment longer. When I said nothing, something like grief creased the corners of his mouth.


“If you enter the sea you will be devoured,” he said finally.


“Devoured?” I could only watch as the fog lifted at the slight motion of his hand. I saw fins cutting through the surf; the moonlight shattered the darkness to reveal the sharks, shining like living blades in the murk.


I swallowed hard at my own folly. “Thank you,” I murmured, my fingers finding his in the shadows to squeeze them. Abruptly he pulled away, his breath hissing as though I’d burned him.


“Who are you? Do you know where we are?”


“You’re dreaming, Abby.” His lips pursed mockingly. “And I am but a shadow.” At my puzzled look, he sighed. “It will be safer for you away from here. Follow me.”


Before us lay tall cliffs and a worn path of sand and sea grass, a series of rocky switchbacks leading to somewhere.


“Do you have a name?” The words slipped out before I meant them to, but I dutifully trailed in his wake, bunching the dress at my hips to climb up the bluff.


“If you do not know it, I cannot tell you.”


“I don’t understand.”


“I know,” he muttered, a hint of irritation in his voice. “Believe me when I tell you this is not the way things were supposed to have been, but we have no other choice.” He glanced over his shoulder at me. “And we have very little time left.” As though to emphasize the point, he reached to take my hand, helping me over a piece of driftwood. Now his fingers entwined with mine. A wash of heat swept through me.


“I don’t ever remember having such a lucid dream before,” I said.


His grip tightened, but he said nothing in return, leading us up the cliff and down a winding path until we came to an iron gate. It was overgrown by high weeds, shut tightly with a lock.


My inner voice was strangely silent. If it knew something, it clearly wasn’t planning on saying anything. I frowned at the gate, reaching out to stroke the rusted flakes with a curious finger. The metal chilled my hands to the bone and I got a sense of unhappiness from it.


Which was ridiculous. This was a dream, wasn’t it? Inanimate objects didn’t have feelings.


“Knock it off,” I told it, blinking when the gate snapped open, letting out a long-suffering creak.


“One problem solved.” The man’s eyes slid sideways toward me as I gazed up at the dilapidated house.


A once-stately Victorian construct, the place had seen better days. The shutters hung haphazardly and the paint peeled from the siding like strips of tattered paper. The rotting steps made a dubious whimper as we mounted them and headed for the outer porch.


“What a dump,” I said.


The stranger flinched, releasing my arm, and an unexplainable sorrow lanced through me.


“I just meant as far as dreams go,” I amended hastily, somehow wanting his approval despite myself. “I mean, I live in a friggin’ tree palace right now . . . you’d think I’d be dreaming with slightly higher standards.”


“You’d think,” he retorted. Abruptly he turned toward me. “Who are you?”


“You already know my name. You said it back there. Which reminds me, how do you know who I am?” It seemed like a fair enough question for a dream.


“Name tag.” He pointed to my chest. Sure enough, I glanced down to see it—a simple little plastic rectangle, the letters spelling out ABBY SINCLAIR in lopsided relief.


I frowned. “That wasn’t there before.”


He gestured about us. “Dreaming, remember? Shall we go inside?”


I shrugged, intrigued. “I guess.” I doubted there would be anything of interest in this run-down piece of crap, but I couldn’t remember another dream taking hold of my mind so vividly. Might as well let it play out.


The door opened beneath my touch and I crossed the threshold with a slight twitch of nervousness. For all my brave thoughts, it was still a creepy old house, not counting the stranger, who shadowed my steps with an aura of expectancy.


Inside was nothing special—hardwood floors and dusty shelves, lights flickering as though they might go out at any moment. “I wonder if there’s a fuse box somewhere.”


“I doubt it.” He glanced at me with a ripple of amusement and I flushed.


“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered. Ignoring him, I continued walking until I stood in what looked like a family room. The fireplace was choked with old ashes, the dying embers banked into dull sparks. A record player perched on a narrow table in the corner, a stack of records before it. Something about them seemed so familiar, but I dismissed the albums when I read the titles. Who the hell still listened to Tom Jones anyway?


Snorting, I circled the rest of the room, noting the tattered quilt on the faded sofa and the bowl of strawberry potpourri. The man leaned in the doorway, his arms crossed as he watched me.


“This is all very lovely,” I said finally. “But there’s nothing here for me. It’s so . . . empty.”


He didn’t speak, but his gaze strayed toward the mantel of the fireplace. “Who are you?”


“I thought we already established that.”


“I told you what your name was,” he countered. “I never heard it from you.”


“Abby . . . Abby Sinclair.” I tugged on the name tag. “For all that this is apparently some sort of Alice in Wonderland moment.” A smile drifted over my face. “I’m a princess, you know.”


His voice darkened. “A princess? Surely that seems like a lofty achievement.”


He brushed past me to the mantel, taking something from the top and tossing it to me. I caught it without a second thought, staring down at the bundled pair of pointe shoes bemusedly.


“Ballet slippers?” My brow furrowed. “What am I supposed to do with these? I’ve never danced a day in my life. Hell, even my betrothed admits I have two left feet.”


He halted as though I’d slapped him. “Betrothed, is it?”


“Of course. To be handfasted, anyway.” I stroked the satin of the slippers. They were no mere decoration. The well-worn toes were proof enough of that. “I’m not really a princess, though. Not yet. But I will be. A Faery princess, in fact.”


“Oh, a fine thing, I’m sure,” he said sarcastically. “It seems your fiancé neglected to mention that particular detail when he asked me to come here. Typical elf.” He fixed me with a thin-lipped smile. “I suppose you truly have forgotten, though the Dreamer in you has not.”


“Forgotten what? You talk in riddles.”


“It doesn’t matter.” He sighed. “I had hoped things might be different here. This complicates things immensely, but I will make the best of it.”


I threw the slippers onto the couch. “You can try, you mean. I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, but I think it’s time I left or woke up or whatever.” I glanced up at the ceiling as though I might will it to happen.


“Stop,” he whispered, taking my hand. “Don’t leave yet.”


Slowly, I turned toward him, a flare of heat sliding up my arm like a welcome friend. I knew this touch. This feeling. His finger brushed my cheek, tipping my chin toward him. A dull thrum beat in my ears, the blood pulsing hot with sudden desire. A hint of gold encircled his pupils, flaring into a brilliant nimbus.


“I . . . know you,” I said hoarsely, my knees going weak.


“Yes.” And then his mouth was upon mine, and I knew I wanted him. Dream or not, stranger or not, the wanting of him burned the edges of my skin, flooding my limbs like liquid fire.


“What is this?” I gasped, letting him wrap his arms around me, his hand snaking down my hips to cup my ass.


“A gift. The last I can give you.” He kissed me again and my eyes shut against the intensity, even as his tongue swept deep. He captured my soft groan. “Look at me, Abby.”


I blinked in surprise. We were no longer in a house at all . . . but a ballroom? I gaped as a cluster of masked dancers twirled by us in a rush of spirited laughter and hazy silks. Beneath my feet gleamed a black-and-white marble floor, tiled in a dizzying pattern. Soft light shone above us from a great crystal chandelier.


“I don’t understand.”


“I owe you a wooing of sorts, I suspect. Consider it a parting memory.” He flicked his fingers, and the soft strains of a violin echoed from the far corner of the hall before I could ask him what he meant. I caught a dim glimpse of a cloaked player, but my would-be suitor had other plans than allowing me to discover who it was, for he turned me neatly, his hand upon my waist.


A moment later and I was dressed the same as the other dancers, but in pastel blues and silver threads. “A corset?”


He shrugged. “You might as well get used to it, Princess. Besides, I’ll enjoy trying to get you out of it.”


“Easy for you to say,” I grumbled. “You’re wearing pants.” Which he was. Tight, low-slung leathers and a scarlet lawn shirt. “You look like some sort of ridiculous vampire.”


A genuine laugh rolled from his chest. “Can’t have that, can we?” He dipped me low and I realized he was now dressed in shimmering blue to match my dress. “Better?”


“Still cliché, but I’ll manage.”


“That’s my girl.” He pulled me close again as the music took on a sultry tone, something slower and seductive. “There’s only time for one dance, I’m afraid.”


“Well, then, I guess we’d better make the most of it.” His lips curled into something predatory, but he clung to me harder in a desperate motion that didn’t quite touch his eyes. Unaware of anything but the delicious way he swiveled his waist, I let my feet go where they would. Strangely, the steps flowed into each other as though I’d been doing them forever, graceful and unhesitating.


Odd things, dreams.


And my partner was no slouch either.


Our skillful movements soon turned the dance into something else entirely. Fingers stroked over my neck, my shoulders, tracing down my spine. His hips ground into my mine, his mouth upon my jaw. And all of it was subtle enough to seem as though it were part of the dance itself.


We’d done this before.


Halfway through the piece, I realized my stays were coming undone. Struggling to keep the corset from sliding off my chest, I paused, catching a smirk upon his face.


“Charming.” I snorted, wondering if he’d been undoing them by hand or by other means. Not that it mattered, really. Dreams were dreams and I was enjoying the hell out of this one. Immediately I stopped squirming and lowered my hands, leaving the corset to slip off as it would.


Spinning away from him, I swayed my hips enticingly. The other dancers faded away, and even the music became nothing more than a distant echo. My bare feet touched the softest of carpets, the lights retreating to only a dim glow.


The dream had changed again.


I glanced demurely over my shoulder at him, one brow arched in challenge. My heart hammered in my chest at the thought of what I was about to do. Whatever was happening here felt terribly right, even if my head couldn’t quite wrap itself around the concept.


My dance partner stood several paces behind me, the rise and fall of his chest suggesting a severe lack of oxygen. “When you look at me like that, I forget why I’m here,” he said hoarsely.


My breasts were about to slip free of the corset—the barest of motions would send it tumbling past my waist.


“And why are you here exactly? Assuming you aren’t a manifestation of prewedding jitters?”


“Hush.” His mouth compressed at my words and I arched my back in apology. His hand casually stretched up to push my hair behind my ear. His gaze became half-lidded and hot, drawn to the taut nipple that had escaped its confines.


“Now how did that happen, I wonder?”


“The mind boggles,” he purred. “I suppose the only thing to do is to make a matched pair.” He found the other breast, his thumb rolling it behind the corset with the faintest of pressure. “It might get lonely.”


“Can’t have that . . .” I tipped my head as though to expose more of myself to him. Soft heat pooled at the base of my throat and I realized he was kissing me there, his tongue tracing hot circles at the pulse. Something about the gesture niggled at me, its familiarity ringing true, and I said as much.


He grunted in reply, too caught up in my squirming reaction to care, but a moment later he had pulled away. “Change in plans, Abby.”


My body shuddered with disappointment. “I wasn’t aware there was supposed to be an agenda. This is my dream, right?”


He let out a humorless chuckle, shaking his head. “As much as it ever was, I suppose. Don’t worry about it yet. I’m going to ask something of you shortly. There isn’t any time to explain, but I need your word that you will do it.”


“Is it going to hurt?”


“Not exactly. Not you, anyway,” he admitted. “Promise me you will do what I ask? I’m not going to get another shot at it if it doesn’t work.” The intensity of his expression became despairing and I could only nod in answer.


“And until then?” There was nothing glib about my words, but my body continued to thrum with thwarted desire.


He leaned forward to kiss me, even as he gently laid me upon the bed that had mysteriously appeared behind us. “I’d think that would be obvious,” he murmured. “I take what is mine.”


As though this last interchange had freed him from whatever thoughts had been tormenting him, he tugged at the top of my corset, growling with approval at the newly revealed flesh. “Gods, but I’ve missed this.” He went silent, suckling at the nipples until I jerked toward him, an electric pulse of pleasure shooting to my groin. I rolled my hips at him, but he was already there, one hand rucking the skirt up to my waist.


If I’d been wearing underwear, it was gone a moment later, his hand sliding between my thighs. I scissored them wide and bucked up to meet his fingers, letting out a gasp of relief when he slipped one inside. I tore at his shoulders, pulling the shirt away from him like paper. My palms stroked his naked chest and down the muscled ridge of his abdomen.


With a groan he laid claim to my mouth. The motion of his fingers grew bold. I rocked in time to the movements, feeling them echoed in the way he slid against me. He chuckled at my whimper.


“Too easy.” His eyes glowed brighter still. I caught the flicker of what might have been antlers sprouting from his brow, but he turned—and they were gone.


“You talk too much.” I brushed my lips over his jawline, grinding harder against him. Small ripples of pleasure radiated with each clever stroke. “And what’s too easy?”


One dark brow arched in amusement, his fingers crooking up as his thumb pressed down. “This.”


Rational thought fled as I tumbled over the edge, the orgasm hitting me fast and hard, leaving me almost sobbing with its intensity. A satisfied croon rumbled from his chest. Was he laughing? My body continued to vibrate happily along, not caring.


“Delicious,” he sighed, his lips parted as though he was . . . drinking? His face lowered, gaze burning at me. “Whatever happens, Abby, I have no regrets. About any of it.” Confused, I frowned at him. “The mechanics are going to be too difficult to explain right now . . . just do as I ask. You have the power, Dreamer. Please.”


“What are you going to do?” I shifted as though to roll out from under him, but his hands tightened around me. A tremor ran through him, but it wasn’t desire.


It was fear.


Clasping me to him, he pulled me onto his lap. His erection remained beneath me, but it seemed to be an afterthought for him at this point. One hand stroked my cheek, the other cradled my head. “I’m going to kiss you now, Abby.”


“All right,” I said slowly. He hesitated for the briefest of moments, a bitter smile crossing his face as he lowered his mouth to mine. It was strangely chaste, hovering and light as though he couldn’t quite find the right rhythm.


What the hell. I’d make it easy for him.


My fingers twined through the dark locks of his hair. He stiffened slightly, but I tugged him closer, opening myself to him as well as I could. He nipped at my lower lip, our breath mingling hotly.


“All of me I give to you,” he whispered, the words slipping away into the darkness, and his eyes flared painfully bright like golden waves in an infinite sea. He shuddered, his exhalation filling my lungs until they burned. “Now drink my dreams.”


I struggled, but his hands held me firmly in place. I heard the distant chimes of bells as visions darkened my sight, wrapping me in the memories of an . . .


 . . . Incubus . . .


 . . . I was crouched in the darkness outside a white picket fence with thorny edges, my hands bleeding from my failed attempts to scale it. Anything to get back to the place of my birth, the warmth of the Dreaming womb, and the inadvertent love of a mother who never knew me . . .


 . . . I was learning to feed, gleaning off the dreams of others, taking all that I could and leaving only a hollowed longing for an unobtainable sexual perfection . . .


 . . . I was singing on a stage, holding the attention of everyone. So easy to let my power roll out, lust and desire curling through the room like the flicking tongue of a snake. I could taste the scant edges of their dreams, the weight and the measure as I decided who I would visit tonight, what Contract I would make . . .


 . . . I was wrapped in her arms and the darkness, her Dreaming Heart welcomes me like a beacon of light in the shadows. I would never belong there, but for a moment I could pretend . . .


“Ion.” The name fell from my tongue with an easy roll. He uttered a low cry, his form seeming to waver, his body vibrating in my arms. A rush of energy pulsed through my limbs once. Twice. And then he faded, a ghostly shadow slipping away.


Remember me . . .


His voice echoed in my mind, even as the white bed seemed to open up, swallowing me into darkness. The scent of rose petals and earth and decaying leaves assaulted my senses. I was falling, my fingers scrabbling at nothing as I hurtled into oblivion.
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I’d been crying in my sleep. The damp trace of tears still clung to my lashes. Dimly, I rubbed at them with my hand as I sat up in my bed, trying to remember what had happened. My body thrummed uncomfortably and I knew it had been an arousing dream of sorts, but more than that I couldn’t say. I would have to ask Talivar about it in the morning.


The elven prince had a way of being able to see to the heart of my thoughts, even when I couldn’t quite understand them myself. Not that he was here now. For propriety’s sake we had separate bedrooms. I’d never slept with him before. At least, I didn’t think I had.


There’d been some sort of accident in my recent past, one that had apparently taken my long-term memory. No one seemed to want to elaborate on the details. Considering I was supposed to get married to the man, it was a bitch of a thing not to remember the actual proposal.


Perhaps my dream was just a manifestation of wedding jitters like I’d guessed, or even pent-up hormones. But tears? Flopping down in frustration, I stared out the carved window at the moonless night, a rustling of branches the only sound. Usually I found it comforting, but right then it mocked me with its secrets, as though it knew more of me than it cared to tell.


I shifted onto my side in irritation, something hard digging into my hip. Puzzled, I reached beneath me to find several small, round somethings. They jingled, a lost and lonely chime that made my heart ache. I lit the bedside candle and held the objects up to the flickering glow, swallowing hard when I realized I was holding a set of bells, tangled in red thread.
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Two


A dream, you say?” Talivar said it lightly, but his good eye looked away from me in a way I didn’t like. The Fae couldn’t lie directly, but there was something about his expression that indicated he wasn’t going to be completely open with his thoughts. Not that I’d told him everything either. Betrothed or not, I would have found it a bit difficult to tell him about being intimate with another man in a dream so real that I’d actually brought a piece of it with me.


I patted the pocket sewn into the inner lining of my skirts, the hard spheres of metal reassuring. Had I betrayed my intended in truth? I shifted in my seat, not sure I was willing to look that deeply at my motivations, and concentrated on spreading a pat of butter on my toast. On the other hand, if Talivar had his own secrets to guard, that was another thing entirely.


Not that it would be entirely unwarranted. He was a prince, after all. If he chose not to let me in on everything, I supposed that was his royal prerogative. I pretended to content myself with the knowledge that maybe things would change once we were wed, but my inner voice mocked the hollowness of that assumption with merciless abandon.


I studied the prince as I nibbled my toast. He was dressed in doeskin trousers and a pleated waistcoat, the ragged cut of his chestnut hair falling rakishly to his scruffy chin. It would have almost seemed respectable if not for the blue tattoos spiraling upon his cheeks and the dark leather eye patch covering the puckered remains of his left eye.


And yet, despite the fierceness that sometimes blazed upon his face, there was a gentle grace in the way he sipped his tea.


An elvish prince to his bones.


A polite cough interrupted my reverie and I realized Talivar had been waiting for my answer. A wan smile crept over my face and I glanced out the window. The early morning sun seemed less bright than it had on other mornings. Less real, maybe. We were sitting in the prince’s solar as we were wont to do most days. He tended to eschew the more fashionable crystal and glass rooms his sister favored, and this room was no exception. Carved directly into the tree that housed the palace, the warmly polished wood reminded me of burnished copper. Large rounded windows allowed a glimpse of a sunken garden and provided entry to a wafting breeze carrying a hint of moist earth and wisteria.


Talivar nudged my leg with a questioning foot from under the table. It was something of a secret game between us when we had company, but I wasn’t in any mood to play it now. “Abby?”


I shrugged at him. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m not myself today. I feel . . . restless.” I stood up as though to emphasize the point, but my thoughts strayed to the dream of the night before.


His face became pensive. “And there’s nothing you can remember?”


“Shadows,” I muttered. “Shadows and dreams—and why is this so important to you? It was a dream. There was a man there, but more than that I don’t really remember. He had a name . . . but it escapes me now.”


“Perhaps you’ll remember it later,” he said. “And forgive me my concern, my love, but you had been plagued by terrible nightmares . . . before.” Again, that hesitation, but he covered it up by pouring me another mug of tea, fixing it with my usual three lumps of sugar. “I’ve got to meet with Moira to discuss the possible transfer of royal duties from the Queen to her.”


A twang of sympathy shot through me. “The Queen still suffers? I thought she was getting better.”


His smile wavered. “Aye. Well, the price of the cure was a bit too dear for me, Abby. And it came a little too late. Oh, she’ll manage for a while longer, I think, but she continues to fade a little each day. Before long the Council will insist she step down. The poison left her an imperfect vessel.” His mouth curved sardonically and he patted his crippled leg. “The gods know we cannot have that.”


I reached out to stroke the scarred edge of his face. “Then they are fools. Though I do feel bad for your mother. She has never been anything but kind to me.”


And that was true. Since I’d come here, lost memory and all, the Queen had insisted the Court treat me with respect, making sure I had the finest of clothes and the most sumptuous of foods. Every night the Queen held a ball, full of great wonders and magic, endless food and drink, sweeping music and quiet laughter.


It had been fascinating at first, but the days and nights had at some point begun to blur into each other. I could have been here three days or three hundred. For all the Fae’s fine words and courtly manners, there was always an aura of strain beneath their polite faces. I rubbed at my temples, the beginnings of a headache threatening to break.


Talivar captured my hands, leaning forward to kiss my brow. “Go and rest in the garden. I’ll send Phineas out to keep you company. And then if we have time later, we’ll ride out to see the falls. I think you’ll like them.”


“All right.” I gathered my skirts and left, feeling his gaze upon my shoulders. Something was going on here, and even though I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, I was not one to believe in coincidences.


The dream.


The bells in my pocket.


Talivar’s strange concern.


By themselves I would not think much of them . . . but now? The loss of my memory tugged at me like a tangible thing, tangled in a healthy dose of frustration. Always there was the hint of something looming from the back of my mind. If I could just push through the fog that seemed to wrap up my thoughts, surely I would find the answer. Or maybe it was the question I needed to discover.


I took one last look over my shoulder at the solar, but Talivar was already gone. Fine by me. I knew his garden well enough at this point and I’d never given cause for him to think I would do anything other than what he asked. After all, what else was there to do?


The garden had been allowed to become overgrown and wild, but I suspected Talivar liked it that way . . . or perhaps he didn’t care. I was rather enchanted by the curling vines clinging to every wall, each branch nearly as thick as my forearm. Their emerald brilliance twirled and caressed the stone pillars in a dress of sparkling leaves and bulbous blue flowers as large as my head. They only bloomed in moonlight, their tiny stamens glowing with gentle bioluminescence.


There were other flowers, of course—none of which I had names for—and elegant trees with slender branches and leaves of gold. It was not unusual for me to spend my hours here, lounging about in the perfect afternoons. No one would find it amiss if I was not heard from for a while.


My heart beat a sharp staccato, chased by a wave of guilt.


I needed answers.


It seemed wrong to attempt to sneak up on someone I was supposed to love. My own distrust left a bitter taste in my mouth. And yet . . .


“Secrets upon secrets,” I sighed. I knew Talivar kept council with Moira in a private wing of the castle, but sometimes they would stroll through the more manicured royal gardens together. With any luck I might catch them there, or perhaps overhear something via the servants’ tunnels.


Wrapping my emerald cloak around my shoulders a little tighter, I escaped the far end of the garden through a side door and hastily made my way toward Moira’s wing. The few attendants I did see paid me no mind, and it was easy enough to slip into the royal wing proper. No sign of Talivar there, but a passing scullery maid informed me that, indeed, the pair had gone out to the nearby gardens. I thanked her and found another door that led to the hedge maze, keeping a low profile until I spotted them, the sibling elves pacing carefully along the outer edges of the garden, their heads bent low in heated discussion.


“. . . and she remembers nothing?” The Faery princess’s brow wrinkled. She was clad in an elegant green dress, with jeweled ribbons twined through the chestnut waves of her hair, draping down her back to fasten at her waist. Even if I’d had hair that long, I would never be able to pull off something like that. She shook her head. “So where is he? This wasn’t part of the plan.”


Talivar shrugged. “I do not know. It is possible the incubus ran into some trouble . . . or maybe Abby couldn’t pull him through because of her memory loss.” His hand fisted at his side. “Goddess help me but it kills me to see her this way. She’s like a shadow, drifting in and out of each day . . . and no closer to knowing herself than she was the day before. And don’t even get me started on the TouchStone thing. Do you have any idea how hard it’s been to keep her from accidentally touching anyone?”


“What’s done is done,” Moira snapped. “We cannot change the past and you are wasting time trying to coddle her into remembrance. Whatever possessed you to convince her to wed you?”


He turned away and for a moment I wondered if he’d seen me crouched beneath the hedgerow, but his gaze was distant. “I never asked her,” he said finally. “I had but to tell her that we were already lovers and she accepted that well enough.”


My mouth dropped as I sank to my knees, confusion and pain shaking my limbs to the bone. Fool and idiot! I bit down hard on my fist, trying to keep my breakfast from making a reappearance. If everything I’d been told was a lie, then who the hell was I?


The dream from the night before took on a more sinister tone in my memories. Just what was it that I was supposed to have done?


“I’m surprised Mother even agreed to it,” Moira was saying, her fingers gesturing lightly in the breeze.


“Mayhap she took pity on me . . . or Abby, for that matter, given how little time she has left. What is it now, a matter of weeks?” Abruptly he sat down. “I thought if I might get her pregnant, it would nullify the Tithe. After all, the contract stipulates a single soul . . . if there are two in the same vessel, surely that would change things?”


“Perhaps. Perhaps, but delay it a bit,” Moira conceded thoughtfully, her gaze suddenly cold as she watched him. “But you would subject her to that? That’s more calculating than I would give you credit for, brother.”


He shook his head, tugging on his hair in evident frustration. “It was merely a backup plan if Brystion could not break through. To think of lying with her under these pretenses is abhorrent . . . and yet I will do so if it saves her life.”


“How noble of you,” a small voice piped up from between them, and I realized the tiny unicorn—Phineas—took council with them. He trotted forward, snorting. “Forgive me if I’m not overly impressed with your scheming.”


Talivar sank onto a nearby bench. “We’re running out of options, Phin. She pledged herself to be the sacrifice . . . and as our mother’s subjects, Moira and I cannot go directly against that. To do so would make us oathbreakers.”


“And that I will not risk,” Moira murmured, her hand up on his shoulder. “The crown is a heavy duty.”


“Tight enough to make your head swell,” the unicorn grumbled, hopping up onto the bench beside the prince, answering her glare with the snap of his own teeth at her backside.


Delicately, she shifted out of his reach. “I still don’t get it. What makes you think having Brystion kidnap her would solve anything?”


“It was a risk he was willing to take,” Talivar said. “As a daemon himself, he wasn’t bound to the Fae’s word. Besides,” the prince added wryly, “I suspect he would have tried it with or without our blessing. Why do you think the Queen banished him in the first place?”


Unable to listen to any more of this, I fled. The three of them turned toward me as my shoes scraped the gravel . . . but I could no longer stay here. It was quite obvious that I was only a puppet—my forgetful state being taken advantage of—dancing to whatever sick tune they’d decided to play.


I didn’t even begin to want to know what Talivar’s thought process was. To think that I’d come to trust the man with my very life . . . my love? And what was a Tithe? Frantically I wiped at my burning eyes, my thoughts racing. Where I was going to go, and how I was going to get there? The beauty of this place suddenly seemed like a Candyland nightmare—as though I’d scraped away the sugar coating only to reveal a rotten core.


“Abby!” Talivar’s ragged voice sounded from behind me.


“I don’t want to talk to you,” I shouted over my shoulder, walking away as swiftly as I dared. “I don’t even know who you are!”


“If you would just let me explain,” he insisted, his hand closing on my wrist. “Please.”


I jerked away and he let me go, even as I whirled to face him. His shifted his weight onto his good leg, but I refused to feel sorry for him. “I don’t know what sort of idiot you all take me for, but I’m done. I want . . .”


My voice trailed away. What did I want?


After a moment with that question, I proclaimed instinctively, “I want to go home. Wherever that is. Surely I have a family somewhere. A real family,” I added darkly. “Not this palace full of liars.”


“Abby.” He raised a hand as though to stroke my cheek, but I stepped back. He sighed, his gaze troubled. “You are home. Please, come with me and we’ll explain everything. Or try to.”


“Don’t trouble yourself on my account.”


“You don’t understand. We have tried to discuss these things with you before, but within hours you no longer remember any of it. Some of the small details stick with you, but as to who you are or how you got here?” He snapped his fingers. “Poof. All we’re trying to do is keep you safe.”


“Oh, sure. By marrying someone you find abhorrent?” My lip curled at him. “Planning on making me some sort of royal brood mare? And what’s a TouchStone? A Tithe?”


“Abby, it’s not like that. Moira is your sister—your half sister . . .”


“How the hell could I be related to Moira?” I snatched at my rounded ears. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not like you.” I paused, something awful taking hold of my thoughts. If Moira was my sister and Talivar was her brother . . . “Wouldn’t that make you my brother?”


Recoiling at my words, he let his hand drop. “I know you’re confused right now, so I’ll forgive that,” he said softly. “But I never meant to hurt you.”


“I can’t . . . be here. This is all terribly wrong.”


He nodded, a sad smile touching his mouth. “Even like this, you avoid what causes you pain. Take some time, and when you’re ready we’ll talk.”


I made a helpless gesture at him that could have been a yes or a no, but my body was vibrating with the need to extract myself from this situation. Talking with him should have helped, but all the conversation had done was convince me I didn’t belong here. Whatever this Tithe thing was, it didn’t sound good. Coldness clenched my heart as the realization slid home.


Sacrifice.


Of course. That’s why the Queen had been so generous with me. Why everyone handled me with kid gloves, seeing to my every need. Why they wouldn’t look at me directly.


“See if this fatted calf rolls over for you,” I muttered. Lost memory or not, things did not add up. I needed to get away and sort out my thoughts. The hedge maze would be as good for that as anything and I immediately retreated into its welcoming puzzle. If nothing else, I could be alone while I figured out what to do next.


I’d always found the maze calming, but today my feet raced along with my thoughts, moving in a singular cadence pounding through my brain with a dull thud. I let my shawl flutter to the ground behind me, my arms pumping as I took turn after turn, doubling back when I hit a dead end.


I turned a corner of the hedge, blinking when I saw the dolphin fountain, its brass fixture spraying a bright mist gaily upon the water. My feet skidded in the gravel, shoes digging in to avoid windmilling headfirst into it. My knee buckled, a sharp pain twisting beneath the kneecap, and I tumbled to the ground.


Gravel stung my palms as I staggered to my feet, fingers clenched around my thigh.


An older man sat on the edge of the fountain wall, his hands and feet clapped in chains, and he watched me slyly as I limped toward the fountain. He was flanked on either side by elvish guards, their faces grim and attentive.


“Stand back, milady,” one of them warned. “This man is a dangerous prisoner.”


The old man scowled at him before giving me a friendly wink. His eyes were beetle bright, a chitinous shine that was meant to be reassuring, but it cut through me with a calculated edge. “Oh, clearly I’m dangerous, as wrapped up as I am.” He rattled his chains in emphasis. “Why, I can barely totter out here for my weekly walk as it is. What harm could I possibly be to anyone now? Be a dear, Reginald, and at least help milady to find her balance?”


I frowned, not liking the twisted pull of his mouth. By the look the guards gave each other, they weren’t overly happy either. The dour-faced Reginald sighed and reluctantly stepped forward to lend me an armored arm.


“Are you hurt, milady?” The elf said it by rote, his gaze constantly flicking to the old man.


“I don’t know. Something’s wrong with my knee, but . . .”


My memory jiggled again as I stared at the old man’s face, overwhelmed by visions of scales and a burning fire in my gut. Abruptly, my hands fell to my waist. I had a scar there that Talivar could not explain.


Or would not.


“You’re trying to place me, aren’t you, my dear?” The man snorted. “So noble of you to have drunk that lethe water . . . to forgo your own memories and willingly sacrifice yourself for your friends. Now you don’t even know who I am. Does the name Maurice ring a bell?” He let out an aggrieved sigh while I stared blankly at him. “Sort of takes all the fun out of it.”


Wordless, I shook my head. There was something about this man that emanated corruption. I didn’t need the chains or the guard to tell me that.


“I have no wish to speak to you,” I said finally, though that wasn’t entirely true. At this point, I couldn’t trust my own instincts as to guide me to who was a friend and who was not. “What is lethe water?”


“Water from the River Styx . . . or so the legends have it,” the man said mildly, though his tone suggested he didn’t actually believe that. “You drank it to seal a deal. With a daemon. You’re going to be sacrificed, you know.” He smiled.


I sucked in a deep breath, the truth of it ringing through my ears. Impulsively, I fisted the bells in my pocket, clutching hard enough to bruise. “Take me back to my rooms,” I mumbled to Reginald. “Please.”


Reginald sighed. “I’m sorry, milady. I cannot leave him to escort you. It’s against orders. And you should be moving along now.”


I released his arm and tested my leg, hissing at the abrupt flush of heat emanating from the joint. But why? One more mystery of my past I was unlikely to get an answer to. The old man snickered at my grimace.


“Why should I believe anything you say?”


“Because I was there, my dear. Gave me a rather unique opportunity, I must say. You’re quite noble in your own way. Stupid, but noble.” The man cocked his head at me, gesturing toward my neck with a rattling of chains as I bristled. “The most pathetic thing of all is that you have the ability to leave . . . whenever you want.”


Anger snapped through me, a blind rage at the Fae’s attempt to keep me in the dark. Again.


“How? What must I do?”


He answered me with a roll of eyes. “You hold the very key to your freedom right around your neck, woman.”


I turned away, my finger sliding up to the amulet at my throat. Yet another riddle, I thought bitterly. Talivar had only said it had been a gift from my mother, and I had found that idea very comforting at one point, but now it was merely a reminder of something I didn’t know. I tugged on it experimentally, tracing the heavy stone as it lay in my palm. The well-worn silver filigree caught the sunlight, winking at me.


Perhaps the necklace was symbolic? Maybe the sacrifice wore it so that everyone would recognize him or her. I could take no chances. It would have to come off. I reached behind me, fumbling with the clasp, but again and again the catch eluded me. Maurice chuckled, his voice merry with amusement. Flushing with frustration, I tried again, pulling on it as hard as I could until it cut into my neck, the silver chain burning.


“Why won’t it come off?” I snapped, whirling on him.


“My understanding is that it can’t come off, my dear. Though I do suspect there may actually be a way . . .” His mouth pursed in a sensual pout. “Would you like me to try?”


Reginald shook his head. “Absolutely not. No one may come within five lengths of the prisoner, under the Queen’s orders. And that includes you, milady.” He tipped his head. “Begging your pardon.”


“I don’t care.” I drew myself up as regally as I could. Hadn’t Talivar said Moira was my sister? “Everyone knows the Queen’s stepping down,” I bluffed. “When Moira becomes Queen, what do you think that will make me?”


The guard gave me a look filled with pity and I knew that was the wrong tactic. I tried again. “Look, if I’m going to be . . . sacrificed anyway, what difference does it make if I get close to him or not? After all, I’m going to die, aren’t I?” The guard’s eyes flickered. Answer enough. I let out a barking laugh. “I suppose that’s that.”


Maurice tsked at me. “A little quick to be giving up, aren’t you? The old Abby wouldn’t have been nearly so cowed.”


I flushed. “I have no memory of who I was,” I said coldly.


“For someone who tried to kill you at least once, he’s remarkably altruistic with the advice,” a small voice retorted from my ankles.


I glanced down at Phineas. “Kill me?” The unicorn shook out his mane, the tiny horn glinting silver in the sun. A scowl crept over my face. “At least he’s not lying to me. Hell, for all I know he tried to free me and that’s why he’s been locked up.”


“You shouldn’t be here, Abby—” Phin began.


“And why shouldn’t I try to free her?” Maurice gave me a wan smile. “We mortals need to stick together in this place, don’t we? Can’t expect a creature like that to understand.”


“I want this necklace off, Phin.”


“It can’t come off.” He sighed. “And no one has lied to you. Omitted information, yes—but there were reasons for it. Look, I know you’re upset right now, but this is not the way or the place to handle it.”


My fingers clenched tight around the bells again. “As opposed to keeping me in the dark?” I inclined my head toward the old man. “He says there’s a way to get it off. We can ‘handle it’ however you want, after that.”


Maurice glanced toward the tops of the hedges. “I think we’re going to need to hurry up this conversation, my dear.” His mouth quirked mockingly. “You’ve got an impeccable sense of timing.”


Phineas frowned, his nostrils flaring. I caught the whiff of rotten eggs and smoke on the breeze and exhaled sharply to try to avoid tasting it any more than I had to. Was something burning?


“Daemons,” the unicorn hissed. “The castle’s been breached!”


Around us the carefully manicured hedges exploded in a great cracking of branches, wood and leaves scattering in all directions. Phineas reared up and shouted something about reinforcements before tearing away into the maze. The elvish guards whirled in unison as the first of the daemons emerged from the broken hedge, his head and body cloaked in black. Swords bristled like quills from his shoulders.


The guard who had spoken to me before snatched me by the arm to press me behind him, my calves scraping against the fountain. Of course, this also put me within reach of Maurice, who studied his fingers. “The sad thing is that a few more minutes with you and I wouldn’t have needed this sort of thing. Oh well.” He shrugged. “Opportunities never come when you think they should.”


The daemon attacked the guards, and I flinched at the sound of screeching metal. “We have to get out of here.” I blinked as his previous words sank in. “What are you talking about?”


“Just what I said,” he murmured. The clink of the chains rang like a warning in my ear, my brain slowly connecting the sound, even distracted as it was with the fighting guards. Three more daemons had joined the fray, slowly pushing my would-be protectors away from the fountain. Instinctively, my body shifted away from the noise, but Maurice’s fingers snatched my hair, yanking me back. He slapped me hard across the jaw when I struggled. My eyes watered with the sting, my own hands coming up to ward him off.


Grunting when my nails scored his cheek, he twisted my hair harder, and slammed my head into the stone wall. I let out a dull groan, my vision going red. Dimly I heard what sounded like Talivar shouting my name, but it came from a great distance, through walls of cotton. The heavy chains rolled thick around my neck, the metal pressing into the soft flesh of my throat.


“And now I’ll remove that pretty amulet for you,” Maurice said pleasantly. I barely registered the words beyond the struggle to breathe, my fingers clawing at the chains. He cupped my jaw, his thumb tenderly stroking my parted lips like a lover. A pause, an anguished cry from someone nearby, and a crack.


Just a little thing, really—a subtle crushing of my windpipe and the twist of vertebrae separating from the base of my skull. The inner part of me gaped with a sort of detached astonishment, Maurice’s face the last thing I saw before everything faded into darkness.


And then I died.
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Three


I’d like to say that dying was the greatest adventure I’ve ever had, but honestly? It sucked.


Forget the white clouds and the tunnel with light at the end of it or whatever concept you like, because for me it seemed to involve a shitstack of pain.


And memories. A flood of them, crashing into my mind with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer to the head. They flickered past me as though I was watching a faded movie screen, complete with dramatic slow-motion after school special moments and hyperspeed bursts until I was nearly screaming. And still they poured in, each piece captured and observed like I was catching mental butterflies.


Some I released.


Some I pinned.


Some grew teeth and devoured me.


 . . . I pirouetted upon the stage and everything was shadows and light, my limbs moving with the liquid grace of water . . .


 . . . Mother, her life shattered in my lap, pain flooding limbs grown cold and broken . . .


 . . . me, trapped in a crippled body, trapped in a painting, trapped in my own stagnation . . .


 . . . I was signing a TouchStone Contract, the pen scratching into the parchment as I traded seven years of my life to Moira, the Faery Protectorate . . .


 . . . I was a KeyStone, the echo of TouchStone bonds vibrating as they snapped into place. I could see each connection like a nick upon my soul, the OtherFolk hooking their essence into mine. I was the anchor, their lives blown over the CrossRoads like falling leaves . . .


 . . . Dark skin sliding over my shoulder, clawed and possessive, hot breath in my ear and the promise of an otherworldly pleasure like no other . . .


And then nothing at all.


I jerked into consciousness, a detached calm settling over me. Whatever those memories contained no longer concerned me. My time was done. A thin mist rose up in the darkness that reminded me of the CrossRoads, though there wasn’t a road to be found here. Or much of anything, for that matter. I glanced down to see if I could see my body below me, but there was a big fat nothing anywhere as far as I could tell.


Overall, death was rather boring.


Something jingled in my pocket. I patted down my dress, frowning when I found the bells from my dream. “And here I thought they said you couldn’t take it with you,” I muttered.


“Sometimes they’re wrong,” a voice whispered behind me. A frown twisted my mouth as I tried to place it. There was something clinical in the way I accessed the memories, sorting through them until I found what I was looking for.


 . . . Painter . . .


 . . . Cancer . . .


 . . . Betrayer . . .


 . . . he was taping my eyes shut, thrusting me into a vat of . . . succubus blood? Painting my essence onto canvas, trapping me a world of nightmares . . .


“Topher?”


“In the flesh, so to speak.”


Shuddering, I stepped away from the sound, though I couldn’t see him anywhere. “You’re hardly one of the five people I thought I’d meet.”


“You’re not in heaven,” he countered. “Yet.”


“Neither are you. In fact, you sound pretty good for someone I thought had been turned to dust ages ago.”


A ripple in the mist shaped itself into a humanoid form, the shadows darkening into a semblance of . . . something. Topher’s voice may have remained the same in the afterlife, but what was left of his body looked like it had been dragged behind a taxi during rush hour. I struggled not to flinch. I’d seen worse, after all. Maybe.


“My punishment,” he murmured, motioning at the whole of himself with a severely broken arm. “Sonja has a rather interesting sense of justice. Not that it was undeserved,” he admitted with a sad sort of resignation.


The name rolled over my tongue.


Sonja. Succubus. TouchStone.


He had been her TouchStone, bound by Contract, allowing her to feed from him in return for . . . inspiration.


I swallowed hard. The succubus had always been friendly enough to me . . . but then again, I’d helped save her . . . from this asshole, in fact. Who’d murdered at least three of her sisters and helped . . . helped . . . I shook my head as the memories rose up like furious bees.


“Maurice . . .” I breathed, suddenly filled with a brilliant fury. “I guess I’m really dead, then?”


“Yes. Maurice broke your neck.”


“Seems like a dumb thing to have let him do.” I mulled this over for a minute or two, rolling around the scenario in my head. My fingers traced my collarbone and I realized my amulet was gone. I’d waltzed right into the dragon’s mouth, oblivious—and he’d killed me for it . . . Apparently my lethe-muddled self was . . .


“Too stupid to live,” I sighed. “Obviously. What was I thinking?” Probably an unfair assessment, but in hindsight, it had been pretty dumb. “So what now?”


“That’s up to you. If you want, I can take you the rest of the way.”


“Erm. Last time I trusted you, you, trapped me in one of those paintings.” I shook my head. “And what happens if I stay here?”


“You’ll fade away, trapped between worlds, but unable to take part in either.” He paused. “Like me.”


Eww. Not that I trusted his ass to do right by me, but the idea of staying here like some sort of zombie from An American Werewolf in London didn’t exactly appeal either. Besides, the only person I’d have to talk to was Topher. No thanks.


He stared at me politely as I attempted to make my decision. Not that there was much of one to be made. Ghost or afterlife. “Guess I’ll be moving on, then,” I said abruptly, though a pang of sadness hung over me. I was leaving people behind, and some things that weren’t quite right, but I suspected that would be true no matter when I left. No one ever said that death was convenient.
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