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    BRANTHAE


  


  I bolted through the tangle of the forest.


  Lost.


  I knew these woods by heart.


  I had played here as a child and these shaded walks and gentle paths had been my solace.


  But now—now I was hunted and the frantic beat of my heart threatened to choke the air from my lungs and force me to my knees in the eternally falling leaves.


  The palace lay behind me, but I didn’t dare look back at the way the narthyx spires glowed in the fading light.


  Thorns snagged at the hem of my gown, and I cried out as a branch snapped across my cheek and tangled in my hair. I could taste blood in my mouth, sharper than the fear that filled my senses.


  Desperation lent speed to my legs as I pushed through the dense underbrush, the elegant train of my dress caught on on every twig and bramble and I grimaced as the delicate fabric tore and left shreds behind to mark my passage. I paused for the briefest of moments—should I collect them and hide my path?


  No.


  Keep going.


  Don’t stop.


  They’ll find you.


  My feet stumbled over gnarled roots and a carpet of fallen leaves that crunched unnervingly loud beneath my hurried steps. Ragged gasps tore from my throat and mingled with the whispers of the ancient oak trees that seemed to lean in, curious about who would dare to disrupt their ancient slumber.


  The trees whispered to each other. My mother had always said so.


  I should have listened to them.


  I should have stayed away—


  But it was too late now.


  I choked on a sob of relief as I noticed a thinning in the trees, the thick trunks of the oaks were gnarled and carved with sigils and glyphs—I dared to drag my fingers over them and felt the tingle of ancient power not yet faded.


  There was no direct path to the sacred pool—and I had never found it the same way twice. And never on purpose.


  Except for today.


  The trees had led me there—there was no other explanation.


  The surface of the water shimmered strangely in the dim light and I held my breath as a gust of wind blew through the branches and stirred up the golden leaves that tumbled down around me into tiny swirls that danced between the trees.


  Laughter. Soft, sweet, and as chilling as a mountain fed stream echoed around me and I swallowed hard as I walked toward the pool.


  The waters reflected the kaleidoscope of autumn colors above me–golds, reds, and ambers–that painted my home in eternal fall. My fists, clenched in both awe and fear, loosened slightly as I traced the outline of the pathway that curled around the pool’s edge with my eyes.


  Desperation swelled within me, and for a moment, I allowed myself to marvel at the beauty of my realm— but it was a beauty that hid many dangers… Dangers I could not face alone.


  Though I had visited this place countless times, I had done so without the urgency that filled me now.


  I flexed my fingers and closed my eyes as a pulse of power coursed through me. The veil between worlds was thin here—and my magic was at its strongest while surrounded by these trees.


  Magic tied to the land itself.


  With the weight of my responsibilities bearing down on me, I knew it was now or never.


  A shout echoed through the forest and fear threatened to capture me once more as its icy fingers trailed up my spine.


  I rushed toward the pool and fell to my knees in the soft fallen leaves at the edge.


  The dampness of the ground soaked through my gown to my heated skin and I bit down on my lip to keep from gasping at the shock of it.


  My fingertips hovered mere inches from the water's surface and a shiver coursed through me despite the mild air.


  The pool lay still and inviting, yet I hesitated under the weight of what I was about to do.


  Within its depths lay my escape, but also the abandonment of all I had ever known.


  My responsibilities as a princess of the Autumn Court clawed at my conscience—could I really abandon this realm? Would I be able to return to save my own life? They would hunt me—unless I could find a Champion.


  This was dangerous. Even I knew that. Crossing realms could have unforeseen consequences, and it didn’t help matters that I didn’t know where I was going, or what I sought.


  I just needed to go.


  Flee.


  Now.


  I took a deep breath and tried to ignore the shouts that grew louder in the forest.


  “By dark water's whisper and Margrym’s pledge, I call the shadows to align,” I murmured as I leaned forward over the surface of the pool. Choked with desperation, my voice sounded strange to my ears, but the words of the spell tumbled from my lips before I could stop myself. Was I remembering them properly? “Open the way, open my eyes, pull me deep… I command you to unveil the path for me to leap.”


  Was that right?


  The water rippled below my outstretched hands and I swallowed hard.


  The final words.


  Do it!


  "Across realms and through this sacred flow—where I step let your magic go," I blurted out.


  Step? I was kneeling!


  I glanced behind me and muttered a curse. The voices were louder, and the crash of footsteps through the trees rang in my ears.


  It was wrong, all wrong.


  But it was too late.


  The darkness of the spell had already begun to wash over me.


  Wind tugged at my hair and swept over my hot cheeks and I rose up on my knees for just a moment to take a steadying breath before I closed my eyes and fell forward into the pool.


  The surface of the water enveloped me in a chilling embrace, swallowing my cry of surprise as I sank into its unexpected depths.


  The magic I had invoked rippled through the liquid around me and raced along my skin, diving into my very core, igniting every nerve with the power of ancient spells and the whisper of secrets I shouldn’t have known. The water swirled with dizzying speed, a vortex of colors that danced like the golden leaves that tumbled through the forest grove.


  Panic clawed its way up my throat, but I forced myself to remain calm.


  As I tumbled through this otherworldly maelstrom, flashes of memories and visions bombarded my mind. A familiar face, stained with blood—dead violet eyes staring into my very soul—I tried to hold back a scream, but icy water forced its way between my lips and I struggled to keep my breath, but shadows threatened at the edge of my vision, blurring and fading—


  No!


  Suddenly, as swiftly as it had begun, the tumultuous journey came to an abrupt halt. I landed on solid ground with a jarring thud that reverberated through my bones. As I gasped for air, I pushed myself up and blinked against the sudden brightness that assaulted my eyes.


  Before me stretched a vast expanse of lush greenery, unlike anything I had ever seen. Towering trees with leaves of such vibrant shades they seemed to glow, surrounded me in a tight embrace. The air hummed with an unfamiliar energy that prickled against my skin, and as the darkness of the magic that had brought me to this place began to ebb away, I began to register the scent of strange wildflowers and rich earth, and the songs of unfamiliar birds echoed in the branches above.


  I struggled to my feet, leaning against the slender tree with silvery bark that was smooth and silken beneath my fingertips. I felt no magic in this tree—nor in the ones that surrounded me.


  It was green. Lush and fresh.


  But hollow.


  A horrendous ache throbbed in my chest as I took a shaking breath.


  A dead land.


  There were stories about it—myths and tales meant to warn fae children away from the portals that were available to us. Being trapped in a dead land, no matter how beautiful— I leaned against the tree and blinked away the sharpness of my tears.


  What if I couldn’t escape this place?


  Was that better?


  Surely, they wouldn’t chase me to this place?


  I pushed away from the tree, but my knees gave way and I tumbled to the grass.


  My head swam with sounds and colors and strange noises echoed in my ears.


  You’re a full-blooded princess of the Autumn Court!


  Get out of the grass!


  With a furious curse, I grabbed hold of the tree and dragged myself upright.


  To my left, a pool that mirrored the one I had left behind in the Arlingfail Forest shimmered in the sunlight. A way home.


  Maybe.


  I pressed my fingertips to my temple in an attempt to push away the ache that flared there.


  A Champion.


  I was here to find a Champion.


  Wherever here was.


  I flexed my fingers and closed my eyes. My magic was still there, crackling in my fingertips and running through my veins.


  It was faint.


  But this realm had not stolen it from me.


  Good.


  All at once, the echo of shouts and the metallic ring of swords clashing together echoed through the silence of the woods.


  I pressed myself against the tree, terrified that I had been followed.


  But as I stood there and struggled to regain control of my breath, I realized that the sound was different. The shouts were not made in anger and laughter and music punctuated the ringing of steel on steel.


  “What is this?” I whispered.


  My legs felt stronger and I dared to take a step toward the sound. One. Then another—and another until I reached the edge of the trees and peered out at a clearing beyond.


  The smell of freshly cut grass and the tang of harvested corn stalks and hay mingled in the air with the sweet scents of candied apples and roasting meats.


  “Strange—”


  This world mirrored my own in such peculiar ways—yet here, the vibrancy of life was unmarred by the shadows that crept through the courts of Fae. Crowds of people moved through the clearing dressed not unlike those I had left behind.


  Rounded ears.


  Quick hands.


  Language that was unfamiliar—but carried a twinge of memory from my earliest lessons.


  Humans.


  But what was this place?


  My gaze darted around the crowds, looking for any sign of what this gathering might be. The air carried the frivolity of market days—or a festival.


  A fair.


  Colorful banners fluttered in the breeze, and laughter filled the air as children ran about, clutching sugary treats in their sticky fingers. The scent of warm spices and freshly baked bread wafted from makeshift stalls adorned with glistening treasures and trinkets that sparkled in the sunlight. It was a scene of joyous chaos that was nothing like the somber uncertainty that shrouded the Autumn Court.


  As I cautiously stepped into the clearing, the unfamiliar sights and sounds mesmerized me. The humans here seemed oblivious to my presence, their attention consumed by the festivities unfolding around them. My royal robes blended in seamlessly and I felt as though I could move among them unseen—cloaked in a different kind of magic. I watched in fascination as performers juggled balls of fire and dancers twirled in vibrant costumes. A puppet show elicited squeals of delight from the children watching and I winced at the familiar movements of the violent play.


  How could we have had similar stories in our realm?


  The children screamed with laughter as the puppet struck another over the head with a mallet and I turned away.


  My magic had brought me here—and I had to find out why.


  I walked among them, these humans, taking careful note of their strange customs and vibrant garments, wondering how much of my magic remained within reach in this realm so far from the Pathway.


  The metallic ring of swords clashing pulled my attention like a lark to the dawn.


  I wove through the crowd, each step deliberate, until I reached the edge of a makeshift arena where the herald's voice boomed like thunder. "Lords and ladies, gather 'round to witness the beginning of our most celebrated tourney—the first of five battles for the title of 'The Queen's Champion'!"


  His words resonated with an authority that seemed almost regal and I could not help but smile to see these humans performing such earnest acts of theater. A roar from the crowd accompanied those words and I could not help my smile as I moved with the crowd toward the edge of the tourney grounds.


  I hand touched my shoulder and I spun around in surprise, my heart leapt into my throat and I half-expected to see one of the Court guards behind me—but instead, the face of a young woman with the bright wings of a butterfly painted upon her face grinned up at me with an earnest joy that set me immediately at ease.


  “I just love your ears,” she gushed. “Mine don’t look nearly as seamless— are you a makeup artist?”


  I reached up to touch the edge of my ear and traced a finger along the elegant elongated point. “No,” I replied with a smile. “I just.. got lucky.”


  The young woman let out an envious sigh. “The jewelry is just dreamy, too… you look perfect! A real fae princess! Can I get a picture with you?”


  “A— a what?”


  Before I could say anything else, the young woman pressed herself against me and held up a small rectangular box that reflected our faces like a silvered mirror.


  “Say Queen’s Champion!” she cried.


  “What?”


  She pressed her thumb upon the mirror several times and then released me from her grip. “Amazing! Thank you sooo much! I’ll post the photo on the faire’s socials so you can find it!”


  I had no idea what she was talking about but the woman’s partner pulled her away into the crowd before I could say anything in response.


  Humans were so confusing.


  I shook my head and continued toward the tourney ground that was marked out with ropes and fabric banners that snapped in the breeze.


  The herald stood in the center of the arena, his arms spread wide. “My Lord and Ladies, gentlefolk all, welcome to the grounds, your first combatants—Sir Raynor and Sir Harcourt," he bellowed.


  Two figures in gleaming armor entered the arena, bowed toward the royal dais, and then to the crowd before they took their positions across from one another. The crowd cheered loudly as the squires for each knight approached and handed a shining sword to their master.


  One of the fighters caught my gaze—their sigil was a golden lily with six petals upon a blue background pierced with a black sword.


  My own royal sigil was a red lily… a poisonous flower in my realm. My brother had always laughed at me for it and called it a bad omen, but I had come to embrace it. I wondered what kind of person Sir Raynor was to wear such an emblem so proudly.


  "Let skill meet honor," I whispered in the ancient tongue of Fae and traced a subtle arc in the air with trembling fingers.


  The magic of the Autumn Court was distant here, but I felt it stir within me, a copper glow at the edge of my senses. I watched, hopeful, as the spell took flight unseen, searching for any sign that it still held sway.


  Perhaps this was where I would find my Champion…


  I needed a protector whose blade sang with the same fervor as those of my realm. Observing Sir Raynor move, their form a dance of precision and grace, I knew they had the spirit of a warrior that our songs praised.


  The knights roared as they rushed toward each other and their swords arced and thrust, a ballet of combat that drew gasps and applause from the onlookers. Raynor's movements bespoke not only strength but also an innate understanding of the fight's rhythm. With each parry and riposte, my resolve solidified. This was no mere performance; this was the heart of a true champion beating against the odds.


  I could not look away, even as the match found its crescendo and the conclusion loomed near. There was something about Raynor—something I needed at my side against my enemies at the Autumn Court.


  Why else would my spell have sent me here?


  Why else—


  If my magic held true, if my presence here was part of a fate woven by threads unseen, then surely this knight would be the Champion I so desperately needed.
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    GISELLE


  


  I had already crossed blades with my opponent seven times before I could take my first full breath.


  Liam Harcourt was an asshole.


  He had always been an asshole.


  And I had a sneaking suspicion that he had pulled my name from the opponent’s pool on purpose.


  I had beaten him five times in practice, and I knew he was mad about it.


  I could feel it in his strikes.


  The crash of metal on metal rang in my ears and made it hard to hear anything else and turned the shouts of the crowd into a distant hum. The fight had begun the moment our gazes locked, and there was no room for hesitation—he had all but promised to knock me on my ass before we’d even entered the ring.


  I knew he’d been trying to shake me, and I didn’t want to admit that he’d set me on edge.


  "Come on, Raynor, show me what you've got!" my adversary bellowed, his voice muffled by his imposing helmet.


  I didn't need to see his face to know the smirk that would be playing upon his lips—arrogant, sure of his victory because he towered over me, a broad-shouldered silhouette clad in armor that shone in the morning sunlight.


  My reply was not with words but with steel.


  I gritted my teeth as I feinted left and then pivoted on the balls of my feet, bringing my sword up in a swift arc aimed at his unprotected side. With agility that he had not expected, I danced around him, avoiding his heavier strikes with a precision that I'd honed over countless hours on the training grounds. My blade was an extension of my arm, a sliver of shining defiance that parried each of his crushing blows.


  He swung wide, overextending, and I ducked beneath the deadly curve of his sword. I felt the rush of air as it whistled inches from my helm. There was a savage beauty in this, the relentless pursuit of triumph, the push and pull of combat where only the most skilled—or the luckiest—would stand victorious.


  Each clash was a test. proof that I deserved to be here as much as he did. My sword cut through his attacks, parrying and turning them aside until he was puffing and blowing like a wounded bull.


  I kept my breathing measured—staying in control.


  That was always my downfall—striking too soon. But today I was holding myself back. I knew how Liam liked to fight, and today was no exception. He hammered his opponents until they tired out or made a mistake in anger and frustration. But I wasn’t going down like that.


  I knew that he and his friends had bets on these fights.


  They’d all bet heavily on me losing this match.


  Not on your fucking life.


  I could feel the eyes of the crowd upon us, their collective anticipation pressing down like the weight of the very air. The spectators watching had no idea how much this fight meant for me—how could they? Even my opponent couldn’t understand it. But I didn’t expect him to understand anything.


  Harcourt’s moves were deliberate and heavy, each strike intended to crush rather than cut.


  He wasn’t trying to ‘wound’ me as part of our pantomime—he was trying to hurt me. I’d come out of countless sparring matches covered in bruises from the force of the blows I’d blocked, and I’d been close to a concussion on more than one occasion.


  Liam wanted to win this tourney by any means necessary, but I wasn’t going down easily.


  No fucking way.


  I circled him carefully, dissecting his patterns, looking for an opening—


  The crash of metal on metal sang out as I parried a blow meant for my shoulder and stepped aside with the grace of a leaf caught in a gentle breeze.


  "Predictable," I hissed, not loud enough for him to hear over the din of the crowd. Liam was strong, and larger than me, but strength without finesse was merely brute force—brute force could be redirected and used against its master.


  With each exchange, I felt the tide of the battle shifting, my strategy weaving itself into existence with every feint and thrust.


  The bout had gone on far longer than my opponent had expected—I had heard him making bets with his friends before the match. He had hoped to fell me within ten blows. Twelve at the most.


  I had driven him far more than he wanted.


  "Too slow, Raynor!" he bellowed and his voice boomed inside my helmet.


  The crowd's gasps and cheers filtered through the narrow slits of my helm as I flexed my fingers around the hilt of my sword.


  I ground my teeth, ready to hurl back an insult, but then I heard it—a whisper, soft and sultry, almost drowned out by the clamor of battle.


  "Left... now duck."


  Without hesitation, I obeyed the disembodied voice and stepped aside as my opponent's sword sliced through the air where my head had been moments before. A surge of exhilaration coursed through me—someone was helping me, guiding me with whispers that seemed to dance on the edge of perception.


  "Strike low," the voice coaxed, and my blade found its mark, slipping past his guard to nick the armor at his knee. He stumbled, grunting in frustration, and for the first time, I saw a flicker of doubt cross his obscured face.


  Who are you? I wondered silently, even as I parried another blow, the voice directing me with uncanny accuracy.


  There was no time to ponder; the fight demanded every shard of my focus.


  My opponent roared, launching into a series of furious attacks, each one more violent than the last. His sword was a blur, a dark shadow seeking to extinguish my flame.


  "Wait for it..." The voice was a caress against my consciousness.


  “Come on,” I shouted.


  With a roar, Liam charged forward and I lured him into an overcommitment, a powerful downward slash that left him open for just a fraction of a second—but a fraction was all I needed. I sprang forward and let loose a series of quick jabs, each one a precise and calculated risk. As Liam stumbled forward, I planted my foot into the grass and held firm as his foot caught on my shin and he tumbled to the ground.


  I could almost taste victory on my tongue, sweet and heady, as I prepared to make my final, decisive move.


  As he struck the ground with a grunt, his sword flew from his grasp, arcing through the air to land with a dull thud upon the grass, well out of reach.


  The crowd roared as Liam attempted to push himself upright, but I kicked him hard and my armored shin struck against his broad shoulder with an echoing crash.


  “Fuck,” he shouted as I dropped my own sword and pulled a dagger from my thigh. In a swift movement, I spun around him and took hold of his breastplate to haul him to his knees. I pulled him back painfully, exposing his throat and pressed the edge of the dagger’s sheath against his neck.


  “Yield!” the crowd shouted. “Sir Raynor wins the match!”


  “Yield,” I hissed. “Do it.”


  “You bitch,” he spat. Blood trickled from one nostril and I caught myself before I smiled.


  “Yield,” I demanded. “Don’t make me humiliate you—”


  He struggled weakly and I tightened my grip enough to make him wheeze. “Fine,” he choked out. “Fine—”


  I pulled off his helmet and threw it to the side and the crowd gasped to see the blood that marred his face.


  “Say it,” I snarled.


  “I yield,” he grunted.


  “Louder!”


  Liam took a quick breath and gritted his teeth before he rolled his eyes in the direction of his friends who stood silent at the edge of the tourney field. “I yield to Sir Reynor,” he shouted.


  I pushed him away and stood tall as he sprawled in the grass, groaning and cursing.


  “Sir Raynor is the victor!” the herald cried.


  With a clank that resonated against my armor, I reached up and removed my helm, and allowed it to dangle from my fingertips. My hair, damp with exertion, clung to my forehead as I turned to face the throng of onlookers.


  The crowd erupted into a cacophony of applause and cheers that echoed around the faire grounds.


  “The next bout will begin in a few moments—the victor will face Sir Raynor in the semi-final!”


  As I began the walk back across the field, my fellow fighters lined up to offer their congratulations and Liam’s friends pushed past me to help their leader off the grass.


  Strong hands clapped my back, and impressed nods were exchanged. I smiled and thanked them as I tucked my helmet under my arm. A squire ran out into the field to reclaim my sword and I fastened my knife to my thigh once more.


  "Never seen anything like it, Giselle," one of the younger fighters said, his eyes wide with respect. "You were— amazing."


  "Perhaps," I mused aloud, though my thoughts were elsewhere. What was that voice I’d heard through the fighting?


  Did I need to go to the medical tent to be looked over? Liam’s hits had been hard, maybe he’d knocked me off balance in more ways than one.


  Out of the corner of my eye, amidst the sea of faces, I caught a glimpse of an ethereal figure—an enigmatic woman whose beauty seemed to blur the lines between human and fae.


  Her eyes locked onto mine, and for an instant, I felt that same whispered guidance resonate within me.


  But when I blinked, she vanished, leaving no trace in the crowded stands.


  Was she a figment conjured by my adrenaline-fueled brain? Or had I truly seen her? The question nagged at me, an itch I couldn't quite scratch.


  "Hey, earth to Giselle!"


  A familiar voice drew me out of my thoughts, and I turned to see one of my closest comrades grinning at me. "What's with that look? You've just won!"


  "Sorry," I replied, shaking my head slightly as if to dispel the image of the mysterious woman. "Just thought I saw something... odd."


  "Probably just the adrenaline getting to you," they laughed, “Liam’s been talking about beating you for weeks and you handed him his ass! In front of all those people!” My friend slung an arm around my shoulder as we continued our way out of the arena.


  "Maybe," I agreed, but as I stepped away from the field, a feeling of unease coiled within me, tight and unyielding.


  Who was she?


  And why did her voice feel so familiar—so integral to my victory?


  As I merged with the stream of fighters heading towards the changing quarters, part of me lingered behind, searching the crowd for a face that was no longer there.
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    GISELLE


  


  “You have to come and crush a cup of ale with us, Giselle,” one of the fighters called out. “To celebrate your victory!”


  “I can’t, you jerk,” I shouted back. “I have to fight again. Maybe you should buy Sir Harcourt a cup of ale to take his mind off his defeat.”


  My friends howled with laughter and continued on to the beer garden tents while I turned back to the fighter’s tents.


  I desperately wanted some cider to cool me down, but I needed all my wits today.


  I had come close to winning the Queen’s Purse at last year’s Faire, but I’d been knocked out in the semi-finals— This year… this year it would be mine.


  As the Queen’s Champion, I wouldn’t have to fight with the rabble for recognition anymore. I would only have one battle—with the final knight to defend my title.


  I didn’t know the current Champion well, but I knew that he had held the title for the last five years, and he was getting lazy. And old.


  It was my turn.


  The shouts from the tourney grounds were muffled, but only a little.


  I could imagine the progression of the fight and the blows being struck by following the roars and reactions of the crowd.


  Sir Jerome always played a villian, and he encouraged the crowd to boo when he made a shady move. He was more about the pantomime of it all than the sport. He wasn’t fighting to win any prizes, he was fighting for the fun of it.


  Sometimes I wished I could be more like him.


  But not today.


  I had just finished tightening the last strap of my breastplate when a flicker of light outside the tent caught my eye.


  It wasn't the gleaming reflection I was used to from the well-polished suits of armor that were worn around the tournament grounds. This was different—subtle and almost... alive.


  Curiosity piqued, I rose off my stool and pushed back the flap of the canvas tent so that I could step out onto the soft grass. The earthy scent of the field mingled with the tang of sweat and metal, horses and freshly cut corn stalks.


  Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, but then the same metallic glint in my peripheral made me pause.


  Half-hidden in a tuft of green, lay a sword unlike any I'd handled before.


  Its blade was long and elegantly curved—there was a deadly kind of grace to its shape. The hilt was encased in what appeared to be leather, but upon closer inspection, it shimmered with a coppery hue that seemed to pulse with an inner light. As the sun peeked through the canopy of trees, the blade caught the rays, revealing a strange shine that danced along the edge.


  A surge of excitement shot through me as I reached for the weapon. My fingers wrapped around the hilt, and an unexpected vibration traveled up my arm, leaving a trail of tingling warmth. It was as if the sword had been made for me and my palm fitted against the hilt seamlessly and with no awkwardness. It had taken me months to get used to holding my sword, but this—this sword seemed more familiar to me than anything I had ever wielded.


  "Giselle— I mean, Sir Raynor!" The urgent voice of my squire jolted me back to reality. I nearly dropped the sword, startled by the sensation that still hummed in my bones.


  "It’s time for the semi-final,” he said, breathless from running. He held out his hand for the sword I held, and his brow creased slightly as I turned it over to him. “Where did you get this?”


  “Trying out something new,” I choked out.


  He shrugged and his hand closed over the hilt. He didn't seem to notice the same vibration that had enthralled me moments before. "You’d better hurry—they’ve already announced the knights for the final bout!"


  With a nod, I allowed him to lead me away.


  The semi-final beckoned, and with it, the promise of victory and everything I’d been working so hard for all year.


  As I strode onto the tournament ground, I forced my unease down. I needed all of my strength and stamina. The rest between bouts had been necessary, but for some reason I felt more energized than I had only a few hours before.


  The murmurs of the crowd swelled into a tangible force, pressing against me with their collective anticipation. My squire handed over the mysterious sword and I accepted it with a smile and then lifted it aloft to the appreciative roar of the crowd.


  As I set my helm over my head and prepared to enter the ring, I noticed that there was something different about the gathered fighters.


  There were none.


  “What—”


  My squire shrugged. “Don’t ask me. No one tells me shit.”


  A flourish of trumpets straightened my spine as the herald approached.


  “My Lords and Ladies—” he cried. “There has been a change to our program today—”


  There was a murmur of derision from the gathered crowd.


  “Sir Gerard, the winner of the last bout has— Well, my Lords and Ladies, he is still in the medical tent with a fractured rib—” He paused for a moment and then spread his arms once more. “But do not despair gentlefolk— Sir Gerard has conceded the fight to Sir Raynor.” He gestured to me and the crowd erupted into cheers and roaring approval.


  To me?


  I was going to face the Queen’s Champion?


  I swallowed hard as another blast of horns echoed over the faire.


  Lord Roderick strode onto the field flanked by three squires carrying his helmet, sword, and a tankard of ale, and a small crowd of tavern wenches in low cut gowns trailed behind him.


  I lifted my chin and turned my attention back to the herald.


  The afternoon sun blazed down on us as Lord Roderick approached. His armor seemed to glint with an air of arrogance. He was every bit the seasoned Champion, but he was a man who had grown complacent in his victories.


  Despite his confidence, there was something in his eyes that betrayed a hint of concern when they met mine.


  As we stood facing each other, the crowd hushed in anticipation as my squire handed me my weapons.


  A breeze swept through the air and took a deep breath as I tightened my grip on the mysterious sword. I closed my eyes for just a moment as its energy thrummed through me like a heartbeat.


  Lord Roderick raised his visor with a practiced grace, revealing his weathered face etched with lines of experience and pride. "Sir Raynor," he greeted me, his voice carrying a tone of challenge. “I didn’t expect to see you on the field.”


  "My Lord Roderick," I replied as I stared back at him and tried not to flinch as a smile broke over the older man’s face.


  I wasn’t ready for this, and he knew it.


  Shit.


  The herald's voice boomed across the field, announcing the commencement of the final bout between the reigning Champion and the unexpected contender—me.


  The rules were simple: yield or be incapacitated.


  No quarter asked, none given.


  A fight to the ‘death.’


  Lord Roderick wasn’t known for allowing his opponents the grace of begging for mercy. I’d watched countless knights pulled from the field in various states of unconsciousness.


  He’d broken someone’s leg a few years ago and still knocked him unconscious before the fight was declared.


  He might be a bit older than the rest of us, but he was still a bastard who enjoyed his position way too much.


  This was supposed to be for fun.


  But he took it way more seriously than anyone else.


  I swallowed hard and pulled down my visor to hide my face, muffling the shouts of the crowd and the familiar voices of the other knights who trained with me at the Academy.


  “Come on, Raynor! Sword up! Eyes up!”


  I swallowed hard as Lord Roderick took a gulp of ale from a tankard held out to him by one of his attending wenches and belched loudly before he pulled his own visor down.


  If he was trying to lull me into a false sense of security, it wasn’t going to work. I’d seen him fight after downing five tankards of ale and he barely stumbled. He wasn’t going to catch me off guard that easily.


  The roar of trumpets and the cheers of the crowd heralded the start of the bout.


  My opponent was a formidable figure, and each of his strikes was sure and smooth. I did my best to evade him, but when one of the blows connected with my shield I stumbled just a little.


  “Don’t make this too easy for me, Raynor,” Roderick yelled. “These people came to watch a show!”


  I gritted my teeth and the taste of copper filled my mouth from where I'd bitten my lip in frustration.


  Roderick's taunt was like a slap in the face. But I knew that he wanted me to fight harder. The weight of the mysterious sword in my hand felt strangely comforting, a reassuring presence amidst the chaos of battle.


  As we clashed swords, the sound of steel meeting steel rang through the arena.


  Lord Roderick was skilled, no doubt, but I refused to let his overconfidence break me.


  With every parry and strike, I focused on his movements, looking for that split-second opening I needed.


  In a swift maneuver, I sidestepped his lunge and swung the mysterious sword with all my might. The blade sliced through the air with an otherworldly grace, humming as it met its mark—Roderick's armor. A gasp rippled through the crowd as he staggered back, visibly stunned by the impact.


  His eyes blazed with a mix of surprise and fury as he recovered his stance. "You dare!" he growled, his voice thick with disbelief and anger, fueling his attacks with renewed vigor.


  But I wasn't about to back down. The strange energy that emanated from the sword seemed to guide my movements, turning defensive blocks into precise counterattacks. Every strike felt like an extension of myself, flowing effortlessly like a dance.


  The audience was shouting and screaming now, enraptured by the unexpected turn of events.


  Cheers and howls filled the air, blending into a cacophony that fueled the fire in my veins. This wasn't just about winning for me anymore; it was about proving that I belonged in this arena. That I deserved the title of Queen’s Champion.


  The sword in my hand moved like an extension of my will; it cut through the air with precision that left no room for doubt or hesitation. The crowd gasped and cheered, and their voices merged into a chorus that fueled my adrenaline.


  In the midst of the melee, as I prepared to execute a decisive swing, something—or rather someone—pulled at the edges of my concentration.


  There she was again, that strangely beautiful woman, her haunting eyes fixed on me. She leaned nonchalantly against the fence, a silent spectator amidst the fervor. Her presence was a siren's call that lured my attention away from the steel clashing against steel.


  Yet even with my focus momentarily fractured, my body knew the rhythm of battle well. The sword in my hand guided me back, and I moved once more with deadly grace, leaving the spectators in awe of a knight they thought they knew, but who now fought with something else guiding her steps.


  The strange woman's piercing gaze lingered on me and sent an unfamiliar shiver down my spine.


  My opponent, seizing the moment of my distraction, lunged with a ferocity that nearly caught me off guard. I sidestepped, barely escaping the blade that cleaved the air where I had stood moments ago.


  “HA! Almost got you there, Raynor! Keep your eyes on me! Didn’t your trainer tell you that?”


  Focus.


  I swore under my breath, and tightened my grip on the hilt of the sword. The sword in my hand thrummed, as if alive and impatient, urging my hands into motion. With a swift riposte that felt more instinct than intention, I let the weapon lead—and it did not betray me.


  My blow came up under Roderick’s guard and connected squarely with his ribs. The force of the blow sent him spinning and his shield fell to the grass as he stumbled.


  There would be no yielding.


  I had to defeat him—without any room for question.


  With a ragged cry I lunged forward and planted my foot in the center of the man’s chest, and kicked him hard enough to send him sprawling into the grass.


  As Lord Roderick hit the ground with a thud, the crowd fell into a hushed silence. It was as if time had paused, the only sound permeating the arena being the heavy panting of the fallen champion and my own sharp breaths. I stood there, chest heaving, the mysterious sword still gripped tightly in my hand, its glow pulsing faintly in the afternoon sunlight.


  Slowly, Lord Roderick struggled to rise, his pride wounded more than his body. I aimed the blade of my sword at his throat as he pulled his helmet from his head and threw it onto the grass. He glared up at me and spat on the ground at my feet. Despite the ache in my muscles and the adrenaline that still coursed through me, there was a flicker of satisfaction in meeting his gaze.


  “Do you yield?” I cried.


  Roderick bared his teeth and lifted his sword, but I struck it from his grasp with a sharp blow to his hand that made him roar in pain.


  “Yield!”


  “I— I yield,” he growled.


  “Louder!” I shouted.


  “Yield, my Lord!” Roderick yelled back. His dark eyes were full of disdain and anger and my breath was ragged and echoed in my helmet.


  The audience erupted into thunderous applause and cheers, their voices blending into a cacophony of admiration and astonishment as the herald ran forward to declare my victory. As I pulled off my helm, the herald grabbed hold of my sword arm and dragged me toward the crowd before raising it high above my head.


  “My Lords and Ladies— Your victor, and the new Queen’s Champion! Sir Raynor!” His voice cracked with excitement and surprise and I was deafened by the shouts of the crowd.


  Amidst the uproar and my own disbelief, I couldn't shake off the feeling of being watched. Behind us, Lord Roderick’s squires and wenches helped him to his feet and escorted him off the field—I wouldn’t be receiving any congratulations from him. But I wasn’t thinking about him. I was thinking about the haunting eyes of the mysterious woman from the crowd. She lingered in my mind like an echo that pulled at the edges of my thoughts even in this moment of triumph.


  The exaltation of the crowd coursed through me, mingling with the lingering vibration of the mysterious blade.


  I had won.


  Unbelievable.


  Helmet under my arm, I turned toward the jubilant faces, grinning despite the pulsing heat beneath my armor. "Giselle Raynor!" the herald announced, and the name felt both mine and not mine as it echoed across the tournament grounds.


  The herald released his hold on my arm and leaned in close.


  “I’m sorry I didn’t bet on you,” he said with a wide grin. “That was a hell of a fight. Roddy’s going to complain about this for years.” He clapped me on the shoulder and glanced at the Queen’s tent. “You’ll have some time to get yourself cleaned up and change out of your armor, and then someone will come and bring you to the center field for the Queen’s declaration.”


  I nodded dumbly. “Th— Thanks… Great… heralding…”


  The man executed a flourishing bow. “Thank you, good sir knight. Now, I have to take a piss. I’ll find you later. I’ll buy you some mead! You deserve it!”


  “Sure—”


  My squire and training mates rushed onto the field and leapt onto me, tackling me hard enough to make me stumble but not lose my balance entirely.


  “Hey!”


  “Giselle! That was amazing!”


  “Where did you learn to move like that! Did you steal that move from Harcourt? He’ll be pissed!”


  “That sword! Where did you get the sword—”


  I snatched the sword back from the guy who held it.


  “Hey! Seriously, Giselle, where did you get it? I don’t recognize the maker's mark.”


  “I— I ordered it in from a blacksmith down south,” I said quickly.


  His eyes narrowed. “Who?”


  “I—”


  “Stop harassing her,” my squire yelled. “She has to get changed and get ready for the presentation!” He grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the knight’s tents.


  “It’s going to be non-stop now,” my quire said as the crowd of my teammates was turned away at the rope partition that separated the prep tents from the rest of the Faire. “No one expected you to win.”


  Suddenly I didn’t feel bad about not learning the kid’s name.


  “Thanks,” I said through gritted teeth.


  The kid’s freckled face paled just a little. “Aw, come on! You did great. You’re the Queen’s Champion! They’ll be gunning for you next year.”


  “Right.”


  He looked somewhat chagrined now. “I’ll come and get you in a bit, okay? There’s a bucket of hot water in there to wash—and your tunic and leggings are laid out for you to change into.”


  “Yeah.”


  My squire rushed away and I stepped into my tent and relished the relative coolness of the space.


  “Fuck,” I breathed. “That was—”


  I didn’t have any words for it. It had been… amazing.


  I looked down at the sword in my hand and angled it to catch the light.


  The purple sheen on the blade was harder to see in the shadows… but it was there.


  “Where did you come from?” I whispered.


  The sword’s blade reflected my eyes, and then a flash of movement from outside the tent.


  I whirled around, weapon raised, but then choked on my own words as I locked eyes with the woman from the crowd.


  "Bravo, brave knight,” she said in a voice as rich and smooth as honey.


  A voice I recognized, but only just—the whisper in my mind—


  But it couldn’t be.


  Her costume was elegant and made of what looked like expensive material, and her prosthetic ears were perfectly pointed. But her gown bore the scars of revelry: mud splatters along the hem and wine stains like fallen leaves upon her gown.


  "Might a humble maiden share a drink with a champion?”


  Her smile was an invitation I couldn't refuse, but I stumbled over my words. “I— Yeah, I could— I could use a drink.”


  Her eyes were pale violet, the color of delicate flower petals in spring, and I’d never seen anything like her. Were they contact lenses? Was I supposed to ask? She hadn’t broken character yet, and I wasn’t about to ruin this moment. “Lead on,” I choked out. 


  Her smile sent a shiver down my spine and I straightened my shoulders to chase it away. 


  “Come with me, then, Sir Raynor.”
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    GISELLE


  


  As if in a trance, I followed her out of my tent, the mysterious sword still clutched tightly in my hand.


  The chaotic sounds of the fair seemed to hush as she led me through the bustling crowd, but her presence seemed to command a path to open before us.


  My mind was a whirlwind of conflicting emotions—the thrill of victory still coursed through me, the bewilderment at this enchanting woman's sudden appearance, and a sense of foreboding that lingered at the edge of my consciousness.


  Despite it all, there was an undeniable pull drawing me closer to her.


  I would have been blind not to be attracted to her.


  Blind and deaf and everything else.


  I could taste blood on my lip and my hair was stiff with blood from where Lord Roddy had clocked me with the hilt of his sword and my helmet’s visor had cut into my brow.


  I must look like hammered shit…


  And the smell—sweat, mud, blood… I was pretty sure I’d stepped in horse shit earlier, too.


  Fuck.


  I followed her toward the beer garden tents at the edge of the forest and took a deep breath as people who recognized me from the tournament cheered my arrival.


  The tavern tent was busy, but all I could focus on was the woman beside me and the way her presence set my senses on fire. I’d been exhausted when I’d gotten back to my tent—but now I felt more alert than I had before the tournament had started. Her costume, so out of place with its fine details and strange authenticity, drew curious glances, yet she moved with a grace that suggested she belonged anywhere she chose to be.


  "Why, Sir Raynor, it seems that you could have your choice of drinking companion today," she teased.


  I couldn't help but chuckle at her remark, feeling a smile tug at the corners of my lips despite the ache in my body. "I suppose I’m a bit more popular today than usual, thanks to the tournament," I replied, glancing around at the various faire-goers who were stealing glances in our direction. "But none of them caught my eye quite like you did."


  Her laughter tinkled like wind chimes in a gentle breeze, and she raised an eyebrow playfully. "Oh, so I have competition, do I?" Her eyes sparkled with amusement, and for a moment, I forgot all about the chaos of the faire around us.


  "Who could compete with you?" I quipped back, a hint of flirtation sneaking into my tone. Despite the blood and grime on my face, there was an undeniable magnetism between us.


  As we reached a table in the corner of the tent, she gracefully took a seat, her eyes never leaving mine. The lantern light overhead cast a soft glow on her features, accentuating the mystery that seemed to cloak her like a second skin. "I must admit," she began, leaning closer to me across the table, "I’ve seen many knights at their sparring practice, and a fair few tournaments—but I've never seen someone wield a sword quite like you did today. It was... impressive."


  A blush crept up my cheeks at her compliment, and I couldn't help but feel a swell of pride at her words. "Thank you," I replied earnestly, meeting her gaze with a newfound sense of boldness.


  I’d roleplayed my way into more than a few beds since I’d started training with the knight’s school, and if she wasn’t going to drop her character, then neither was I.


  If I’d known it was this easy to score renfaire chicks, I would have started sword fighting right after high school.


  It would have saved me a lot of grief in college.


  “A knight is always grateful for the favor of a beautiful lady,” I said with a smile.


  The woman gestured gracefully at one of the waitresses who moved through the tent and I tried not to cringe. These women didn’t take shit from anyone—but the waitress merely smiled and wove her way through the crowd and paused for just a moment to grab two wooden tankards from the makeshift bar before approaching our table.


  “Ale for the Queen’s Champion,” she said, but she didn’t look at me, and her voice had a dreamlike quality that set my nerves on edge.


  “Thanks,” I said flatly.


  “Wonderful,” the woman beside me said softly. She winked at the waitress who moved away through the crowd once more. She leaned close to the tankard and sniffed it delicately. “Ale?”


  Her nose wrinkled just a little and I was mildly embarrassed for no reason.


  “It’s… craft beer from one of the local breweries,” I said awkwardly. “It’s not great, but it’s usually cold.”


  “How strange,” she murmured. “I’ve not had anything but silvermead for so long…” She let out a wistful sigh and lifted the wooden flagon to her perfectly full lips to take a sip.


  I followed suit and took an eager gulp of the bitter beer. The brewery that sponsored the Faire named their beers after mythological figures and fantasy characters to make it feel more “authentic,” but that didn’t make the beer any better.


  I swallowed, grimaced, and set down the tankard. “I told you it wasn’t great.”


  The woman set down her tankard and I noticed that it was empty.


  I didn’t know whether to be impressed or worried.


  She pressed her graceful fingertips against her lips and smiled. “Do you drink this often?”


  “No,” I choked out. “Just… just when the Faire is on.”


  “Ah,” she said. “The drink of Champions.”


  I shrugged. “Just the only thing available.”


  She laughed and the music of it danced around us and drew more glances in our direction.


  "Tell me, Sir Raynor," she began, a playful lilt in her voice as she leaned forward, elbows resting on the scarred table, "what goes through your mind when you're facing down an opponent? Is it the knowledge of your victory or something more… primal?"


  I chuckled and tapped my fingers on the rim of the tankard. "Mostly, I'm hoping I don't trip over my own feet. But there's a rhythm to it, a dance almost. It's exhilarating when everything else just falls away and it’s just you and your sword."


  "Exhilarating," she repeated, savoring the word as if it were a new taste. "You make it sound like an art form."


  "Isn't it?" I countered, meeting her gaze.


  Her eyes, a pale violet that held galaxies within them, watched me with an intensity that made my heart race.


  "Your skill with the sword is undeniable," she said, her voice dropping to a murmur that only I could hear. "But what drives a knight like yourself? A woman in a sea of menfolk—”


  The question caught me off guard, a vulnerability creeping into our dialogue that mirrored the softening of her gaze. It was as if she'd stripped away my chainmail with a few simple words, leaving me exposed. But if she was still playing a role, then I could, too.


  "Justice, perhaps," I found myself admitting, surprised at my own honesty. "A fair fight, a good cause—those things matter to me."


  "Admirable," she whispered, and her hand reached out, fingers brushing mine atop the worn table. “And now you are the Queen’s Champion— This may be your last chance to celebrate with the common folk before your duties to the throne commence—”


  I swallowed another gulp of ale to hide my nervousness.


  “Maybe,” I replied. “But who are you, my Lady? I still do not know your name… And a good knight should know the name of every beautiful woman in this kingdom.”


  She tilted her head, studying me with a hint of amusement in her strange eyes. "I am Branthae," she said with a slight bow of her head, "Princess of the Autumn Court."


  Her words hung in the air, a declaration so fanciful it bordered on the absurd. I laughed, the sound mingling with the merry din around us. "A princess? And here I thought I had more time to practice my courtly manners."


  "Perhaps another time," she replied with a smile that suggested she was all too aware of the game we were playing.


  "Another time," I echoed, raising my cup to her in a mock salute. Princess or not, this woman had a way of making the ordinary feel magical and I wanted to know everything about her—if only for the night.


  Suddenly, I realized that too much time had passed and I wasn’t ready for the Queen’s presentation.


  “I— I’m sorry,” I blurted out. “I have to change— I have to get ready for the—”


  Branthae laid her hand upon mine, and the chill of her skin against mine held me frozen in place.


  Time seemed to slow as she leaned toward me and her pale violet eyes held me captive.


  Our lips met, and it wasn't just a kiss—it was the collision of two worlds, fervent and consuming. Her mouth moved against mine with a gentle urgency and my lips opened against hers.


  The raw desire between us was electric, sizzling through every nerve in my body like wildfire. I could taste the ale on her breath intermingling with the heady scent of autumn leaves and wildflowers that seemed to emanate from her very skin. Her fingers tangled in the loose strands of my hair, pulling me closer, deepening the kiss until there was no air, only the shared pulse of our heartbeats.


  As the kiss broke, I stumbled back, gasping for air, and my gaze darted around the dimly lit tavern tent.


  But then, the room spun slightly, and I pressed a hand to my forehead, trying to steady myself. The raucous laughter and clinking tankards faded into a distant hum.


  Had I overindulged?


  But I’d only had one mug of ale. It wasn’t that good…


  Was it the sun?


  The crack on the head that Roderick had given me?


  A cold sweat beaded at the nape of my neck, and unease crept into my chest, muddling the intensity of the moment.


  "Are you alright?" Branthae's voice cut through the fog in my mind.


  I nodded, though my stomach churned with a mixture of emotion and the aftereffects of drink and too much sun. "Yeah, just...overwhelmed," I admitted, feeling a strange sense of vulnerability. Her strange gaze held concern now, and I wanted to reassure her—and myself—that I was in control.


  "Overwhelmed can be good," she murmured. Her hand found mine again, cool fingers tracing against my palm. "Come," Branthae said softly, standing and offering her hand. "Let's leave this noise behind."


  I let her pull me from the tent and into the forest. As the din of the Faire receded to a distant hum, the feel of Branthae's hand in mine instilled an odd sense of calm in my chest. My head swirled with ale and a strangeness I couldn’t quite place, but her touch was steady and sure.


  "Will you be my Champion, Giselle?" Her voice, serious and low, cut through the fog of my thoughts. "I need someone of valor to defend my claim against those who would see me fall. Will you stand by me?"


  Her pale violet eyes shone with something fierce as she looked back at me, something that beckoned me beyond reason. I chuckled, still half-convinced this was all a part of an elaborate role-playing seduction. "You have my sword, Princess," I replied. I pulled my hand from hers and executed as courtly a bow as I could muster. "I dedicate my honor, and my life, to your purpose and your throne."


  A smile played on Branthae's lips, enigmatic and radiant. She grabbed hold of my hand again and her tinkling laugh echoed in the treetops above us. She pulled me away from the raucous celebration, past tents of colorful silk and vendors peddling their wares. The vibrance and chaos of the Faire was safe and familiar, yet I followed her into the woods as if drawn by an invisible thread, my armor clinking softly with each step.


  As we ventured deeper into the forest, I realized we were treading a path unknown to me.


  The music and noise of the faire was a whisper on the breeze as we stumbled along the path. Branthae only slowed her pace when we came upon a small lake, its surface glassy and undisturbed.


  Here, the world was hushed, the only sounds were the rustling of leaves and the soft lapping of water against the shore.


  "This..." I began, unable to hide my surprise. "I didn't know this was here."


  "Few do," Branthae said, releasing my hand to twirl, her gown catching the dappled sunlight like the wings of a butterfly. “Is it not beautiful…”


  Not as beautiful as you.


  She smiled, as though she had heard my thoughts.


  I stood at the water's edge, watching her.


  Branthae stepped into the pool, the hem of her gown darkening as the water embraced it. She turned back to me with a playful smile upon her ethereal features and extended her hand to me. "Come," she urged, her voice a melody above the gentle ripple of the lake.


  I hesitated, my gaze dropping to the plates of my armor—the same armor that had been my second skin during countless tournaments. It was not made for wading into unknown waters. Yet there was something in Branthae's eyes that beckoned to me.


  "Your armor will not rust—at least not tonight," she teased, as if reading my thoughts.


  With a chuckle that betrayed my curiosity more than I cared to admit, I stepped forward and let her draw me into the cool embrace of the lake.


  I’d done some crazy things over the years to get a girl to kiss me—but nothing like this.


  The water rose steadily, lapping at my waist, cold against the heat of the day's battle.


  My armor felt cumbersome now, dragging at me, but I trusted the mysterious pull that emanated from Branthae.


  As I moved deeper into the water, her lilting voice began to weave words in a language I didn't know—a chant that seemed to reverberate through the stillness of the lake itself.


  "Wha—what are you saying?" I called out, the strange cadence sent a shiver down my spine.


  But her voice sounded distant, as though she had spoken from across a great divide and the light in the forest began to shift and change.


  In the dimming light, her pale violet eyes glinted, and I saw a coppery glow dancing around her fingertips.


  But it must have been a trick of the light.


  "Princess?" My voice faltered and the word felt suddenly weighty on my tongue.


  Branthae smiled, serene and knowing, and her full lips continued to move as she spoke the incantation.


  The water reached my chest now, and I felt the lake pulling at me, urging me downward.


  Panic fluttered in my chest, but it was quickly overshadowed by an inexplicable calm.


  Then the world tilted. My vision, once sharp and sure, swirled into a vortex of colors, the edges of reality blurring.


  I tried to call out to Branthae again, but my words were lost in the water that closed over my head, dragging me under in a spiraling descent into darkness. I clawed for the surface, but my fingers dragged at nothing—
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    BRANTHAE


  


  At the edge of the sacred pool, I knelt in the water and cradled Giselle in my arms. The water lapped at her waist, her armored legs still submerged.


  I had almost lost her in the swirling waters, and I didn’t want to think about what might have happened if my spell hadn’t worked.


  But it had worked.


  We were here.


  She was here.


  With trembling fingers, I brushed back a strand of fair hair from Giselle's cold cheek. Moonlight danced through the branches overhead and cast a serene glow over her closed eyes and the smears of mud and blood on her face.


  She was beautiful.


  My Champion.


  Her breaths were even, the rise and fall of her chest almost hypnotic in its rhythm.


  My fingertips traced the edge of a scar on her eyebrow lightly, and reverence for her warrior spirit stirred within me.


  She was so much more than any fae knight I had ever encountered—her strength was not only in her arm but in her soul.


  These mortals were… so strange. So unique.


  Suddenly, Giselle’s eyelids fluttered open, revealing dark piercing eyes that momentarily reflected the glow of the moonlight around us.


  Disorientation cast a shadow over her angular features as she tried to sit up, her movements hesitant as she splashed in the shallow water of the enchanted pool.


  "Where...?" The word tumbled from her lips, desperate and choked. “The water— The— Where the fuck—”


  "Hush now," I said softly as I held her still. "You're safe here with me—”


  She blinked up at me, her gaze sharpening as she took in my appearance. It was then that I allowed the full weight of my heritage to cloak me, I could feel the subtle magic of my powers radiating off me and Giselle’s breath caught as she recoiled from me and scrambled back onto the sacred lake’s shore. Mud and leaves were churned by the weight of her armor and her desperate movements and I stood slowly and held out my hands to show her that I meant no harm.


  “Who are you—”


  I set my shoulders back and lifted my chin slightly. "I told you the truth, Champion. I am Branthae Fallon, Princess of the Autumn Court," I declared, my voice carrying the whisper of rustling leaves. "And you are now within the borders of my realm—a world hidden from mortals, save for a chosen few."


  Giselle's shock was palpable and her expression twisted strangely as she tried to make sense of everything around her.


  She sat up straighter, the muscles in her arms tensing, preparing for an unseen battle. She pressed her fingers to her temple as though looking for a wound or evidence of something that might have caused her to have these visions.


  But it wasn’t a vision.


  “I— What is this? Did I hit my head—”


  I laughed softly. “No, nothing like that…. don’t you remember?”


  “Remember—” Giselle scrambled to her feet and looked down at the mud that swirled into the still waters of the pool before she stared back at me. “You— you pulled me into the water— but this isn’t—”


  “You said that you would be my Champion.” I spoke softly, hoping to soothe her. “You swore your sword, and your life, to my cause—”


  “What?”


  Giselle’s squawk of disbelief echoed through the trees and I heard the flap of wings as birds were scared into flight by her cry.


  “I thought— I thought— it was just… it was just… pretend! Role playing! I thought— You kissed me!”


  I couldn’t stop my smile. “You thought I was looking for a tumble in the woods with a valiant knight,” I said.


  Giselle’s cheeks flushed angrily and she glared back at me. “You tricked me—you lied—”


  “I didn’t,” I replied. “I kissed you, and I think you’re very beautiful—but I didn’t lie to you.”


  Silence stretched between us. This was going to be harder than I’d expected.


  "Your valor on the field, though merely a show to others, is the very essence of what I needed to find in a Champion," I said as I took a step closer. The leaves crunched softly under my boots, a reminder of the eternal autumn surrounding us. "The Copper Pathway has led you here, Giselle Raynor, not by mere chance but by necessity."


  “Bullshit," she countered, her eyes narrowing as though trying to pierce through the veil of my words.


  I took a deep breath, the crisp air filling my lungs with the resolve I needed to reveal the peril we faced. "My brother, Prince Cristar, has been murdered. The Court is in disarray, and there are those who would see the throne fall into unworthy hands." I paused to allow the gravity of the situation to settle between us. "You have been summoned to be a Champion, and you have pledged yourself to me."


  Giselle’s laughter was loud and hoarse as it echoed off the ancient tree trunks.


  “You’re kidding me!” Disbelief colored every word that fell from her lips.


  “I’m not,” I replied.


  Her eyes narrowed and then I watched her process this new reality, her gaze drifting over the silver-shaded hues of the forest that whispered secrets of ancient magic with every falling leaf.


  "Your skills with the blade are not just for show—they are real, tangible. Your devotion to your craft, and your search for justice— They are needed now more than ever. Without your help, the Autumn Court might fall into darkness."


  "I don’t believe it," she whispered.


  "Darkness here is not like the mortal world,” I continued as I stepped closer still. “Here, it is a Dark Glow that can consume all that is good and just," I replied, my voice carrying the weight of my fears. "If you refuse, if we fail, and the Court falls into the wrong hands, the consequences will be dire, not only for the fae but also for the mortal realm from which you hail."


  “How do I know your hands aren’t the wrong ones?” she countered. “You stole me— You kidnapped me—”


  “You came willingly,” I replied. “If you had refused, the magic wouldn’t have worked and you would still be at the Faire drinking terrible ale with costumed mortals— Mortals who laugh at you behind your back and think you don’t deserve your honors…”


  “You—” she choked out. “You don’t know that. It was your voice in my head— You were the one who gave me that sword— This sword! This isn’t mine! I didn’t win those bouts— You were orchestrating them all!”


  A gentle smile curved my lips. “My spells are nothing without will,” I said. “If you had resisted, or refused me, nothing would have happened. You might have won, you might have been defeated—but you didn’t. And you won.”


  Giselle’s dark eyes, wide and angry, finally met mine with a glimmer of understanding. She was beginning to grasp the enormity of the situation, and perhaps the role she had unwittingly stepped into.


  “Send me home,” she choked out.


  “I cannot.”


  “Liar!”


  I shrugged. “You made an oath, which I accepted. You are bound to this realm until I release you from it.”


  “Then release me!” she cried.


  “Help me defend my claim to the throne,” I insisted. “Then I will release you and you can return to your mortal realm and the life you’ve left behind—”


  Another silence, filled only with the movement of leaves in the wind. A comforting rustle that seemed to set Giselle even more on edge.


  "Defend your claim to the throne?" she said finally. "What do I have to do?"


  "Stand beside me, and fight against those who threaten the rightful rule," I answered, extending my hand, willing her to see beyond her doubt. "Together, we can ensure that justice prevails and the crown rests upon my head where it belongs."


  She looked at my outstretched hand, then back at my eyes. For a moment, her independent spirit seemed to wrestle with the concept of allegiance, of binding her fate to another's cause. But behind that hesitation, I saw her desire…


  "Fine," she spat. "I'll do it, but when it’s done, you’ll release me and send me home. Swear it.”


  She thrust her hand out toward me and the shudder of the chainmail she wore echoed in the trees. Without hesitation I reached out and clasped her hand in mine and I relished the feel of her cold palm against mine. “I swear it,” I said. “When I wear the crown, and my enemies have been vanquished, you shall be released from your vow.”


  Giselle's eyes held mine steadily, for what seemed like an eternity as she searched for any hint of deceit or manipulation in my words. Finally, she released a heavy sigh as if resigning herself to the path fate had laid before her.


  A fate I had cast for her.


  "Fine," she repeated through gritted teeth as she wrenched her hand from my grasp. "I'll fight by your side, but mark my words, Princess, the moment your enemies are defeated—”


  “Of course.”


  With our pact sealed, a sense of urgency tinged the crisp autumn breeze that rustled through the trees around us. Time was of the essence; the Autumn Court was in turmoil, and dark forces lurked on the fringes, waiting to strike.


  “Come,” I said with a smile. “We must return to the Palace. You need a bath and a change of clothes—and a new suit of armor.”


  Giselle looked down at the chainmail and hammered steel she wore. “This— This cost me a lot of money.”


  I laughed lightly. “I’m sure it did, but you’re my Champion now, and you should be dressed properly.”


  Giselle grumbled something I couldn’t hear, but she didn’t argue any more than she already had.


  The sword I had given her rested against her hip, held in place by a leather strap from her armor. Its scabbard waited in the armory…


  Sometimes Fate needed a little… intervention.


  “This way,” I said and led Giselle down the path that wove through the trees that would take us back to the Palace.


  The guards had chased me through the forest not so long ago—but now that Giselle was with me, they wouldn’t dare stand in my way.


  Muria loomed in the distance, its majestic spires reflecting the coldness of the full moon that rode high in the inky black sky. As we approached, the guards at the palace gates straightened, their expressions shifting from curiosity to recognition as they caught sight of me. Giselle's presence by my side seemed to warrant a new level of respect, or perhaps even fear, among them.


  She didn’t smell like us. Her difference was stark and obvious and they didn’t know how to react.


  “Stand aside,” I commanded, and they scrambled to open the gate to allow us to enter.


  I led Giselle through the grand corridors, decorated with intricate carvings and tapestries depicting the history of my father’s reign and the power of our royal bloodline. A bloodline that was now in jeopardy.


  Giselle walked a half-step behind me, and I could feel her confusion and awe as she moved through the corridor, her fingers occasionally brushing against the smooth stone walls as if grounding herself in this fantastical world she had been thrust into.


  As we walked, the whispers of the fae courtiers swirled around us, their voices like leaves rustling in the wind. I could feel Giselle's unease—her posture stiffened, and her eyes darted to every shadow that danced along the torchlit walls.


  "Pay them no mind," I murmured. “They cannot harm you.”


  "Easy for you to say," she retorted, her voice low but sharp. "You belong here."


  My smile was uneasy.


  I did not feel as though I belonged here anymore.


  Since my brother’s death, it had been difficult to trust anyone and I had never felt like more of a stranger in this place—in the only home I had ever known.


  As we neared my chambers, the sound of footsteps in the corridor set my nerves on edge. I had done my best to project an air of bravery, but now that we were here—I felt it slipping.


  I glanced back at Giselle and her hand fell to the hilt of the sword at her hip.


  She would keep her oath, I was certain of that much.


  I swallowed hard as the shadows in the corridor lengthened and the footsteps grew louder.


  “Who goes there!” Giselle called out.


  Her challenge was enthusiastic, and it almost made me laugh, but it didn’t stop the little spark of fear that ignited in my chest as the approaching figure came around the corner. I let out a cry of surprise as Giselle leapt in front of me and made me stumble backward against the stone wall.


  “Princess!”


  “Stop there!” Giselle cried at the same time.


  The stunned face of Arol Keybella stared back at me, his slicked-back white hair was perfect as always and his cold gray eyes met mine in surprise.


  “What is the meaning of this—” he choked out as his gaze flickered between me and my fierce protector.


  "Arol Keybella," I blurted out. "This is Giselle— Sir Raynor, my Champion.”


  Arol’s pale eyes narrowed and his scrutinizing gaze swept over Giselle. "A pleasure," he said, though his tone suggested anything but.


  Giselle's hand instinctively went to her hip.


  “I’m safe with Arol,” I said in the hope of reassuring Giselle. “You can relax— He’s a… an ally.”


  "I'm sure he is," she replied, her voice steady despite the clear undercurrent of tension.


  A cold smile flickered across Arol’s lips and as his interested gaze lingered on Giselle, an unfamiliar sting flared within me—the seed of jealousy taking root. This was not part of the plan. Arol was a necessary ally, but his intentions were unpredictable. I needed to steer this carefully.


  "Your aunt is looking for you, Princess,” he said. “She will be glad to know that you’re safe.”


  I straightened my shoulders and laid a hand upon Giselle’s armored shoulder. “Let us hope that I remain so,” I said. “Call our friends— I shall have need of their council in the morning.”


  “Of course, Princess Branthae," he acquiesced with a bow, though his eyes remained on Giselle a moment too long before he stepped past us and continued down the corridor.


  Giselle leaned closer to me, her voice a hushed whisper. "He’s an ally?”


  “Sometimes,” I admitted.


  “Is it always this... intense here?"


  "Only recently,” I said carefully. “Come— you need sleep, and some food.”


  “And a bath,” she grumbled.


  “And a bath,” I agreed with a smile.


  Giselle followed me through the stone corridors to the royal wing of the palace where my apartments were located.


  Her steps were hesitant as we approached the carved oak doors of my private chambers. The whispers of the courtiers had faded, but their gaze seemed to linger like the touch of a shadow—cool and faintly unsettling. The guard at the door stood up straighter as we approached, but he didn’t challenge me, or question Giselle’s presence.


  “Send for some food and washing water,” I snapped at him as I pressed my hand against the carved wooden door and unlocked it with a push of my magic.


  “Right away, Princess,” the guard choked out.


  The door opened in front of us and I led Giselle inside.


  I gestured vaguely at the torches that had been set into sconces along the stone walls, and they flared to life, crackling with violet-tinged flames until the copper light took hold.


  It was not until the door firmly shut behind us, that I noticed Giselle's expression.


  “Giselle—”


  "This is—" she breathed, her voice tinged with uncharacteristic wonder. Her gaze roamed over the lavish tapestries and intricate furniture, each piece a relic of the Autumn Court's storied history. The room was awash in the warm hues of perpetual fall, from the golden-brown leaves that danced across the rugs to the soft glow of lanterns that flared to life with the whisper of my magic.


  "It's just a room," I said, though the sight of Giselle's awe made me see it anew.


  I’d grown up amongst such grandeur, and I'd become blind to its beauty.


  "It’s more than that," Giselle said softly, her fingers trailing over the back of a velvet-upholstered chair.


  Clearing my throat, I brought us back to the present. "We don't have much time. My brother's death has left a void, and there are those who would exploit it." I moved to my expansive desk and unrolled a map of the kingdom. I tapped my finger against the painted canvas. "Here is where we stand."


  Giselle leaned over the map, her brow furrowed as she tried to make sense of the layout of the kingdom. I noticed how her eyes lingered on the carefully painted lines of Arlingfail Forest and the sacred pool that had brought her to this realm. She took a quick breath and averted her eyes, focusing instead on the palace with its copper towers picked out in delicate shining narthyx leaf. "And our first move?"


  "Garnering support is paramount,” I said firmly. “There are those who are loyal to the crown, but not to the head that wears it… Those who will follow whichever wind blows most in their favor, those who can be bought, those who can be intimidated, and then there's Arol Keybella." I pointed to various sections on the map, indicating the spheres of influence within the Court. "But the true battle will be unmasking Cristar's killer. Without justice, my claim remains precarious."


  "You need someone to blame,” Giselle said flatly.


  "Which is why I need you," I admitted, locking eyes with her. “The loyalties and connections within this Court are deep and difficult to untangle… like the roots of ancient trees. I need someone who is not burdened by these things—by history and family ties, by expectation— I need someone who can see through the tangle, or cut through it with a sword.”


  Giselle's gaze met mine and she didn’t flinch away from my words. Her dark eyes reflected the flickering copper light of the room and her shoulders straightened. “When do we start?”


  Relief washed over me, and I dared to hope that she might forgive me for tricking her into this…quest. "Thank you," I murmured.


  She offered a small smile, one that softened the fierce lines of her face. "Don't thank me yet," she said with a hint of playfulness. "I haven't even swung my sword in your favor."


  I chuckled softly, appreciating the levity she brought to the heavy air of intrigue and danger that surrounded us. She knew nothing of what lay within the walls of the palace, and I could not deny my own mounting fear at what the daylight would bring.


  A knock at the door startled me and I leapt back from the table and rushed toward the door.


  Giselle followed with her sword drawn, but as the door swung open and the frightened face of a maid was revealed, I could not help but laugh at my own overreaction.


  “Princess— I was told that you wished to have food and washing water—” The girl’s eyes widened as she caught sight of Giselle in her muddy armor. “I—”


  “Yes,” I exclaimed. “Thank you. Enough food and drink for two— And be quick about it!”


  The girl nodded and rushed back into the corridor to retrieve some of the things she had brought and beckoned to a small army of servants who carried jugs of steaming wash water that would be poured into the narthyx tub that sat at the far side of my chamber.


  Giselle watched the servants with a wary eye as they hurried around the room and deposited trays of delicate food and jugs of mead and wine onto small tables.


  I stayed in the shadows, observing my Champion in silence— She was formidable. Tall and graceful as she moved. Her fair hair had come free from the braids she had worn for her battles at the Faire’s tournament grounds and it rumbled down her back in waves of mud-streaked gold that I longed to run my fingers through.


  Perhaps by morning Giselle would forgive me for bringing her here.


  Perhaps.
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  I didn’t usually dream. And if I did, I never remembered them once I woke up.


  I’d tried my best to stay awake as long as possible—falling asleep in this strange place seemed like a mistake. But after eating some questionably delicious oat cakes smothered in the strangest tasting, almost spicy, honey I was already screwed. I knew the myths—eating fae food meant you were trapped… but I didn’t think there was any way I would be getting out of this place anytime soon.


  Once I sank into the copper tub to wash away the mud, blood, and stress of the tournament, not to mention the unceremonious near-drowning that had brought me here… I couldn’t keep my eyes open.


  “You’ve fought so much, Giselle— You don’t need to fight this—”


  Her voice was soft and smooth, sensual and warm… How could I refuse?


  My eyes snapped open and I winced at the copper-tinged brightness of the morning sunlight on my cheek.


  I rubbed at my eyes and blinked hard to clear my vision—everything was painted in tones of orange, russet, and gold—outside the windows the trees moved gently in a breeze I couldn’t feel and autumn leaves dropped like gentle rain toward the ground.


  Eternally autumn.


  I groaned as I sat up and pulled my knees to my chest. The linen shift I’d been given to sleep in was delicate—soft and breezy, but I missed the shorts and tank I usually wore to bed. This was… complicated.


  Branthae was nowhere to be seen, and a stab of paranoia shot through my chest. I was supposed to be protecting her.


  I launched myself out of bed and rushed over to the window—the stone of the ledge was warm under my hands and I leaned out to look down at the courtyard below.


  Courtiers in flowing gowns and ornate costumes moved slowly along carefully manicured pathways that wove between the elegant trees. The murmur of their conversation blended with the gentle sound of the wind as it moved through the branches and spun golden leaves through the air.


  This place couldn’t be real.


  But where was Branthae?


  On a table near the high windows was a tray of food—richly colored fruit that I didn’t recognize, cakes and pastries covered in spun sugar that looked too good to be edible, and a copper bowl filled with candied nuts and dried fruit. My stomach growled and I hesitated before I selected one of the elegant pastries and plucked it from the tray. The flaky confection melted on my tongue and my eyes drifted closed as I bit down into it and chewed carefully.


  The best pastries I’d ever had from the most expensive bakery I’d ever been to at home was garbage compared to this.


  Before I could stop myself, I’d eaten three pastries and a handful of nuts as I wandered around the Princess’ chamber. It was more than large enough for one person—


  It was bigger than my apartment, that was for sure.


  Shit.


  My apartment.


  My car.


  My— everything that I’d left behind at the Faire…


  Shiiiiiit.


  Frustration tore through me and I started to pace the stone floor in front of the windows.


  I needed to get out of here.


  I needed to get back to reality— I needed to—


  Get back to paying bills and working a job I hated?


  “Fuck.”


  My bare feet slapped on the stones and I paused as I caught sight of some clothing that had been laid out—presumably for me.


  A finely wrought chainmail shirt was draped over a sturdy wooden frame, but my armor was nowhere to be seen.


  “Please don’t be a gown,” I muttered as I laid my hand on the stack of clothes.


  I let out a relieved breath as I unfolded a long tunic and a pair of soft leather breeches. Leather boots had been placed nearby and I frowned as I laid the clothing down on the end of the bed and picked them up.


  Would they actually fit?


  I dropped the boots to the floor, pulled the linen shift over my head, and dropped it onto the bed.


  I stood there, naked, for just a moment and let the autumn chill of the air caress my skin before I dressed in the unfamiliar but surprisingly comfortable attire that had been left for me.


  The chainmail was a marvel, lighter than any I'd worn before, and the copper links whispered over one another as I slipped it on. It was craftsmanship borne of magic, no doubt, and I shuddered as a strange wave rippled through my body where the links lay over the linen undershirt I’d already put on.


  My fingers traced the sigil emblazoned on the tunic—a copper colored snake entwined around a silver-trunked oak tree crowned with pale violet leaves. It was intricately stitched with metallic thread, laden with meaning I could only guess at.


  The tunic perfectly fit over the chainmail and left enough room for me to move with ease and speed… something I hadn’t expected. The soft leather breeches molded to my legs as though they had been made for me. I was comfortable… which was more than I could say for anything else I’d ever bought.


  I was always too tall, too broad… and built differently than everyone else seemed to be.


  But these? It felt like I should have been wearing clothes like this my whole life. Even the boots fit me perfectly.


  “Insane,” I muttered.


  Despite this unexpected comfort, I couldn't shake the feeling of unease that lingered in the pit of my stomach. It wasn’t hard to see that the enchanting beauty of this place disguised a darkness that whispered in the rustling of the leaves and the faint echo of hushed voices.


  Once I was ready, uncertain about what awaited me outside the Branthae’s chambers, I steeled myself before I pushed open the carved wooden doors, grunting at the weight of them, and stepped out into the stone corridor.


  The guard who had been at the door when we’d entered the night before was gone, and I was strangely irritated to discover that I’d been abandoned.


  As I moved slowly through the corridor, not really knowing where I was going, the intricate tapestries and shimmering torches that didn’t seem to be burning like any torches I’d ever seen, only deepened my sense of displacement.


  How the hell did I get here? Aside from being pulled into a pond—


  All I’d wanted was to get laid after winning a tournament… how had I managed to screw that up?


  As I navigated the maze-like corridors, searching for any sign of Branthae or some answers to my growing list of questions, a familiar voice cut through the hushed air like a blade.


  "Finally awake!"


  I spun around and let out a choked breath as I realized that the figure at the end of the corridor was my mysterious princess. Her dark hair cascading over her shoulders like a waterfall of shadows and her violet eyes shimmered in the strange copper-tinged daylight.


  “Finally?”


  She approached me with a smile upon her ethereally beautiful face and laid a hand on my arm. “You’ve been asleep for four days—”


  I couldn’t keep the shock out of my voice. “What?”


  Her smile was meant to soothe me, but panic gripped me by the spine.


  “Why did you let me sleep for so long?”


  Every warning contained in fairy tales about trusting the fae rushed back into my mind.


  You don’t trust them. That was the takeaway.


  And now here I was… eating strange food and wearing their clothes—


  “Branthae—”


  “I didn’t want to wake you,” she said in that honey-sweet voice. “You’ve been through so much, and now you look so well rested—all of your wounds are healed— Don’t you feel better?”


  “I—”


  I hadn’t thought about it.


  But she was right.


  Every ache and pain that I’d had from the tournament was gone. The wound on my head, healed over as though it hadn’t even been there. My lip had been cut where Lord Roderick had elbowed me, but it was healed over. Like it had never happened.


  I was too used to going into work after a tournament or a sparring night and having to explain why I looked like I’d been mugged in the parking lot behind the mall…


  "We go to the market today," Branthae said casually.


  “The market?” I repeated.


  “Of course,” she replied. “I cannot go anywhere without my Champion. And you look splendid.” Her smile widened. “Do you like them?”


  “I— Yeah. Everything fits perfectly.”


  “Good,” she said. “Your armor—”


  “I was looking for it—”


  “Something new is being made for you,” she said quickly. “Something more… appropriate to your station.”


  “I—” I didn’t know what to say. “Thank you, Princess.”


  “Nonsense,” she said brightly. “My Champion must look the part. And we are halfway there.”


  “Halfway?”


  She laced her arm through mine and tilted her head coquettishly. The look in her eyes made my chest feel tight. “You need a sword, Sir Raynor,” she said.


  “Ah—”


  “The one I gave you at the tournament served its purpose well, but you need something… different.”


  “Different how?”


  “I want you to choose it,” she said simply. “Come.”


  She tugged me forward and I allowed her to pull me along. The touch of her hand and the closeness of her body was intoxicating, but I knew that I should be on guard. I was supposed to be her protector—


  You can do this.


  Focus.


  You want to go home, don’t you?


  “Why did you take the title Sir Raynor instead of Lady Raynor?” Branthae asked suddenly.


  I’d been asked that before, and the question didn’t bother me as much as it used to. It helped that the tone of her voice was one of gentle inquiry and not mockery.


  I was used to mockery.


  “I just liked it better,” I said. “The men would fight me differently if they knew I wasn’t ‘one of the boys,’ and I hated it. They’d go easy on me. Or they’d try harder to hurt me. So it was easier to hide behind ‘Sir Raynor’ and actually get the training I deserved.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said.


  “I’m not,” I replied honestly. “I like the look on their faces when I take off my helmet and they know they were beaten by a woman. And the little girls watching in the crowd—they always cheer the loudest.”


  “That does sound wonderful,” Branthae laughed. “You’ll find good company here. Some of our fiercest warriors are women.”


  As we made our way down the cobbled streets, the kingdom unfolded like a scene from the medieval faires I loved. Tents fluttered in the breeze, merchants hawked their wares, and the murmur of bartering filled the air. Despite the familiarity, an undercurrent of otherworldliness reminded me that this was no mere reenactment; this was their reality, and now, seemingly, mine.


  “Why can’t you be your own Champion?” I asked and Branthae looked at me in surprise.


  “I— I chose a different path,” she replied. “My father would have preferred that I took up a sword like my brother—but I did not.”


  Before I could ponder her words, a figure detached itself from the throng—a familiar face.


  Arol Keybella, with his slicked-back white hair and piercing gray eyes, approached us with a predator's grace.


  "Princess Branthae, radiant as ever," he greeted, his voice smooth like honeyed wine. His gaze lingered on me, appraising and bold. "I see your Champion has finally awakened—perhaps it’s something in the air—"


  "Master Keybella," Branthae responded with reserved politeness, her hand finding its way back to my arm—a subtle claim.


  His attention was still fixed on me. "The Princess has told us much about your prowess in battle, Sir Raynor.”


  “She exaggerates, I’m sure,” I said evenly.


  “I should hope not,” he laughed. “The Princess’ Champion must be a fierce warrior—with a keen eye for deception.”


  “Arol—” Branthae’s voice was full of warning, but the wily courtier did not seem to notice.


  He leaned closer, lowering his voice. "With the unfortunate demise of Prince Cristar, we must all be on our guard. Such a tragedy shakes the very branches of our court."


  His offhand mention of the prince sent a shiver down my spine.


  How much did he think Branthae had told me?


  "Indeed," I said, keeping my tone neutral. "I understand the loss of the prince has left many questions in its wake."


  Arol's eyes narrowed slightly, a flicker of satisfaction crossing his features. "Far too many,” he agreed.


  "Allegations are as plentiful as autumn leaves," Branthae said shortly. Her expression was unreadable, but tension coiled in her posture.


  "Indeed," Arol said with a sly smile. "One must be careful which leaves they pick up, lest they find themselves grasping at thorns."


  "Thank you for the caution," Branthae said, matching his smile with one that did not quite reach her pale violet eyes. "I shall endeavor to avoid the brambles."


  "Ever the wise choice," he concluded, bowing slightly before melting back into the crowd.


  Branthae exhaled quietly, and her grip on my arm relaxed just a little.


  “He’s a slippery one,” I remarked as I lost sight of Arol Kaybella.


  Branthae’s gaze lingered where he had been before turning back to me. “Arol is as dangerous as he is cunning.”


  “Do you trust him?” I couldn’t help but ask, the unease from his presence still lingered in the air around us.


  Her expression darkened for a moment before she spoke. “Trust is a precarious thing, Giselle. Arol plays his own game, and I have never been certain of his true intentions.”


  We continued through the market, the stalls offering a colorful array of goods—jewels that glinted like captured sunlight, fabrics that whispered silk against the skin, and trinkets that seemed to hum with fae magic. I wanted to touch everything, but Branthae seemed to be looking for something in particular.


  As we strolled past a stall adorned with intricate swords and gleaming armor, Branthae paused and her eyes widened slightly. Without a word, she gestured for me to look closer.


  Among the weapons on display was a sword unlike any I had ever seen. Its blade shimmered with an ethereal glow, reflecting hues of copper and gold as though it held the very essence of autumn within its metal.


  “That one,” Branthae said softly. “I believe that one was made for you...”


  I reached out tentatively and my fingers brushed against the hilt. A jolt of energy coursed through me as if recognizing a long-lost companion.


  “It’s beautiful,” I whispered as my heart beat strangely in my chest.


  The sword seemed to hum with a song only I could hear, a melody that resonated deep within my soul.


  I unsheathed it slowly, and the blade glinted under the sunlight, casting dancing patterns of light around us. As I held the sword aloft, a warmth spread through my body, and for a moment, I felt invincible.


  A strange weight settled on my shoulders as I tested the sword's balance, and held it up to sight along the blade—its edge sharp and true. It felt like an extension of myself, an old friend returning after a long absence.


  “Can you feel it?” she asked, her voice a sweet whisper in my ear.


  “Yes,” I replied.


  “It’s yours.”


  I was barely aware of Branthae’s movements as she handed something to the stall holder and then buckled a leather belt around my waist and secured the sword’s scabbard to it. The weight on my hip was familiar, but strange at the same time.


  As I sheathed the sword, the balance I’d felt I’d been missing suddenly swept over me.


  Branthae laid a matching dagger with an intricately worked sheath into my hands and stepped back with a smile on her face as I fastened it to the belt at my lower back.


  “Perfect,” she said as she clasped her hands in front of herself. “A true Champion is never complete until they have a weapon at their hip. Does it feel…right?”


  “It does,” I replied.


  I had never felt so much like myself.
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  A silver thread of dawn had woven its light through the ancient oaks as I practiced with the sword Branthae had purchased for me in the marketplace.


  I had only ever commissioned one sword, and while I loved it, it had always felt a little too long, or maybe a little too heavy… or maybe it was off balance. Whatever problems I’d had in the past, they were all forgotten as the fae-made weapon turned easily in my hands and sliced through the crispness of the early morning air.


  My breath fogged gently around me as I moved through the practice strikes I’d been taught. But the movement of the blade itself inspired new steps, turns I wouldn’t have dared to try, and maneuvers I’d see other knights execute in their mock battles that I had never been brave enough to execute in my own sparring matches.


  The fallen leaves whispered beneath my boots, and the crisp air held the tang of magic and earth.


  I had never felt so in tune with a weapon; it was as if my very breath guided the sword's arc.


  "Strange to see a Champion so far from her royal mistress," a voice broke through the rhythm of my movements, and I whirled around to face the intruder with the blade raised.


  Arol Keybella.


  I lowered the sword, its glow dimming.


  "It seems the weapon agrees with you," he said, and my throat tightened at the coldness of his pale gaze.


  “What do you want?” I snapped.


  His brow rose in amusement. “I have never seen a mortal wield one of our weapons,” he mused. “Are you certain that your blood is entirely pure?”


  That sounded like an insult.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I mean no offense, Champion,” he said, spreading his hands to show his deference, but his eyes held mine. “Simply an observation. It has been a very long time since a mortal has walked the stones of the palace.”


  “Sure. What can I do for you, Master Keybella?”


  I could pretend to be polite.


  “I was in search of your Royal Mistress,” he said smoothly.


  “Why?”


  He flinched just a little. “A small matter,” he replied. “Her cousin seeks an audience, but has been unable to speak with her privately—I thought I might mention it to her.”


  “I can pass along the message,” I said.


  “I would be most grateful— If you would tell her that Perron Quinal seeks her favor—”


  I nodded, trying to process the strange names. This was going to be as irritating as trying to navigate the roles at the Faire to figure out who was what—


  "Her Majesty has been… distracted. But you should know, Perron has been rather... active of late.”


  I frowned in the courtier’s direction. Branthae didn’t trust him, and he’d given me no reason to alter my own perception of him.


  “Active?”


  “Shadowy meetings… consultations with figures best left unnamed."


  I fought the urge to roll my eyes. This was starting to sound like a murder mystery dinner theater production.


  Had I really been brought to another realm, or was I caught in a nightmare that I couldn’t wake up from? Maybe the hit I’d taken to the head during that fight with Lord Roderick had knocked me out and I was in a coma—


  “Sir Reynor?”


  Shit.


  “Hm? Oh. Yes. I will tell her what you have said,” I replied. “Thank you.”


  Arol Keybella inclined his head. “You must remember, Champion. Some secrets are guarded more fiercely than others.”


  “Right.”


  “I will leave you to your training, Sir Reynor,” he said. With a polite nod, Arol retreated into the mists that threaded through the trunks of the ancient trees, leaving a trail of questions swirling in his wake like fallen leaves.


  I sheathed my sword and ran a hand over my face. My cheeks were hot against my chilled palm and I cursed inwardly. Had Arol seen how uncomfortable I was in his presence? Even though I had weapons at my side, without Branthae to guide me through this world, I felt exposed and vulnerable. Had Arol Keybella been using me? Had I given anything away?


  With gritted teeth I turned back to the palace and retraced my steps through the stone corridors toward Branthae’s chambers.


  The guard at the door stepped aside for me, but when I pushed on the door, it didn’t move.


  The guard eyed me warily, but I refused to look at him.


  I laid my hand on the door and closed my eyes.


  Branthae.


  The thought was quiet in my mind, as though I was whispering her name aloud to myself in an empty room.


  It seemed silly.


  But I tried again. Imagining that I was speaking louder.


  Branthae—let me in.


  The response struck me like a cold breeze.


  Giselle?


  The door swung open, propelled by her magic and I stepped through without looking at the dumbfounded guard. As the heavy wooden door closed firmly behind me, I peered into the darkness of the chamber. Only three lanterns were lit, but not the same three that had been lit when I’d risen hours earlier.


  When I’d left these chambers in the earliest light of dawn, I’d been alone.


  But as I walked farther into the room, Branthae sat up in the bed.


  She was naked, and the sheets she clutched against her body scarcely hid her regal curves from my eyes.


  It took me far too long to avert my eyes, and I could have sworn I saw a smile on Branthae’s face as I dragged my gaze away from her pearlescent flesh.


  “I—”


  Could she hear how hard my heart was beating, or the filthy thoughts that ran through my mind…


  “Where were you?” she asked softly.


  “Practicing. In the courtyard,” I replied. “I thought— I was alone when I got up.”


  “Were you?”


  “I—” I glanced at her and wondered if she was teasing me. “Arol Keybella wanted me to give you a message.”


  Branthae’s beautiful face twisted for only a moment before she rose from the bed, pulling the sheet with her. She held it to her breast, allowing it to flow around her as she walked across the stone floor toward me with elegant strides and stopped inches away from me.


  “Arol Keybella spoke to you?”


  “I— Yes,” I replied. “He wanted to speak to you— Your cousin requests an audience.”


  “Are you my messenger now?” she asked. Her pale violet eyes held mine with unwavering strength and I swallowed thickly.


  It would be so easy to kiss her. To touch her. To rip that sheet away from her body and drag my fingers down her flesh—


  Stop it.


  I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek. “No. But I thought you would like to know.”


  Her brow rose slightly. “Which cousin?”


  “Perron Quin—fuck.”


  I knew I would forget that one.


  Branthae didn’t flinch. “Perron Quinal. What does he want?”


  “He didn’t say—”


  She said nothing, but the brief flicker of concern that crossed her features put me on edge, but then her expression cleared and she reached out to brush a stand of hair from my brow.


  "You must be careful around Arol," she said gently.


  "Is he not to be trusted?" I asked, though part of me already knew the answer.


  “Trust is a luxury,” she said with a hint of bitterness. "Arol is skilled at his little… games. He may seem forthcoming, but his intentions are seldom inservice of anyone’s interests but his own."


  “Why wouldn’t your cousin approach you himself?”


  She hesitated, and for a moment, indecision flickered over her otherworldly features. "Perron... he is more than just a courtier hungry for power. He is blood, my cousin, and now the only contender for the crown besides myself."


  "Contender by right, or by force?"


  "By murder, I fear." Her voice was a whisper that was almost lost in the breeze and the rustle of leaves outside the windows of her chamber. "He has the ambition, and with Cristar gone, the path to the throne is perilously open for him."


  "Do you think he is the one to blame for your brother’s death?”


  "Perhaps." She glanced around warily, as if the very trees might be listening to us. "And if so, Lurie might hold the key—"


  "Lurie?"


  "A maid,” she said and I wondered at the impatience in her tone and then let out a heavy sigh. “I warned him against it…” She moved away from me and I gritted my teeth as she turned toward the windows and the early morning light fell upon the sweet curve of her hip and accentuated the length of her legs beneath the gossamer sheet she held against her body. “It is not uncommon for a prince to take a servant into his bed,” she continued and I did not miss the implication of her words. I was her servant now. Did that mean? “But I believe she shared more with him than he would have ever told me." Branthae’s tone was bitter now. "He would not hear it from my lips, but I believe that Lurie’s affections lay in many beds… She may know something of Perron's actions leading up to that tragic night."


  I lifted my chin and wondered again if the enigmatic princess could read my thoughts.


  "Then we'll find her, and we'll learn the truth," I declared, feeling the familiar surge of determination that came with a challenge.


  Branthae leaned forward to rest her forearms upon the stone window ledge and I found that I could not drag my eyes away from the silhouette of her body beneath the sheet. "You will have to find her before Perron does,” she said without looking at me. If Perron does, indeed, have blood on his hands—he will stop at nothing to keep it hidden."


  I couldn't ignore the sense of urgency that washed over me. Branthae's vulnerability beneath her regal facade tugged at something deep within me, igniting a fierce protectiveness.


  “I won’t let anything happen to you,” I blurted out.


  She turned to glance at me over her slender shoulder and smiled. “I know you won’t,” she said. “You’re my Champion after all.”


  And if anything happens to me, you’ll be trapped here—


  I took a surprised step back. Had she spoken those words aloud, or had I just imagined them? But Branthae wasn’t looking at me, and her gaze was focused upon the golden leaves of the ancient trees outside her windows.


  “I— I’ll leave you to dress,” I choked out.


  Branthae didn’t respond and I stumbled out of her chambers and laid my hand against the heavy wooden doors, which seemed to swing open before I had put any pressure on them. I stepped into the strange copper light of the corridor and tried to regain control of my breathing. The guard who had been posted outside the doors was gone and I paced the uneven flagstones in agitation as my thoughts tumbled like fallen leaves in my mind.


  How was I going to get out of this—I didn’t know who to trust and even Branthae seemed to have an agenda that I could not decipher.


  “Get it together,” I whispered.


  I pressed my palm against my hot cheek and closed my eyes briefly.


  The vision of Branthae, naked in the early morning light, danced behind my eyes and I shook my head to chase it away—I couldn’t trust anything. Not my eyes. Not my thoughts—


  I was vulnerable here in this place of magic… Every moment seemed like part of a strange dream and I couldn’t tell what was real and what was being conjured for me—


  If this was all a hallucination from a head injury, I was going to be pissed.


  I laid my hand against the stone wall. It felt real and rough under my fingertips.


  The stitching on my tunic was real, I could feel it.


  The smell of the air was real.


  The weight of the sword at my hip…


  But something wasn’t right.


  I just didn’t know what—
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    BRANTHAE


  


  Guilt.


  That was something that should have been a constant companion—I had tricked Giselle into coming here. But she had made her oath and I had accepted her as my Champion.


  We had a contract.


  A contract sealed by magic that bound us together.


  A contract that could not be broken.


  Her oath would be fulfilled, or one of us would die—


  Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.


  As I dressed, I could feel Giselle’s frustration. Her confusion.


  I wondered briefly if she knew that I could hear her thoughts.


  A small smile crossed my face as I replayed the images that had flickered in her mind as she had entered the chamber.


  How much she wanted me.


  What she wanted to do to me…


  I wanted it, too.


  No one would bat an eye if I were to take my Champion as my lover.


  But the fact that she was a human—that might cause some tongues to wag.


  It was dangerous enough to have her here.


  I could hear the whispers. I could feel eyes upon us.


  And I didn’t trust any of them.


  That was why I needed Giselle… She was valuable not only for her skill with a blade, but for her uncomplicated approach—and her disconnection from all of the intrigue of the Court.


  How could I choose a Champion from among those who could be tainted by unseen alliances or shadowy bribes—


  Giselle was bound to me and nothing would stand in the way of that loyalty.


  Although, loyalty was a strange way to describe her fealty.


  She had promised to help me with the assurance that when it was done I would send her back to her realm.


  I would, of course, do as she asked… but when the time came— would I be able to part with her?


  When my father’s crown rested upon my brow, would the throne be secure? Or could I be left to the whiles of courtiers like Arol Keybella or my conniving cousins and their allies?


  With Cristar gone, the serpents would close in. Unchecked.


  I tightened the sash on my gown and gazed into the narthyx mirror to cast a critical eye over my appearance.


  I had not spoken to my allies since Cristar’s body was found—I had been vulnerable then.


  But now that I had Giselle by my side, I felt stronger.


  Satisfied with my reflection, I set a delicate crown of precious narthyx upon my hair and lifted my chin. I was a Princess of this Court, and I did not intend to be seen as anything but the heir to my father’s throne.


  The doors of my chamber swung open with a wave of my hand and Giselle, standing outside in the corridor, let out a choked yelp of surprise.


  “Come,” I said as I swept past her. “We have a meeting to attend.”


  Giselle hurried to keep up with my strides and then fell into step just behind me.


  “Where are we going?”


  “I need to speak with Countess Mardove,” I replied quickly.


  “Is she an ally?”


  My jaw tightened. “I’m not sure.”


  Giselle said nothing more, and I was grateful for it.


  The news she had brought me of my cousin seeking an audience had set me on edge—and I had to be sure that I had allies around me. I didn’t like the fact that Arol had gone behind my back to speak to Giselle alone, either.


  If Perron’s request was, indeed, genuine, he could have come to me, directly.


  As I led Giselle through the winding corridors of the palace, I tried to calm myself. I knew what I had to say—but the Countess’ reaction could be unpredictable, and I needed to be ready for anything.


  Even treachery.


  Giselle’s steps were steady behind me, her boots moving softly over the stone floor. The air was rich with the scent of oak and damp earth, the atmosphere alive with the soft flutter of unseen bird wings and the rustle of falling leaves. Countess Mardove stood among her peers, dressed as she always was in finery that rivaled my own. Her elegantly braided silver hair was set with a dozen narthyx rings and cascaded like a waterfall of moonlight down her back. Despite her years, her dark eyes were as sharp as the edge of a blade.


  "Princess Branthae," she greeted me warmly and her voice was smooth, but I couldn't shake the feeling that something was amiss. “You have arrived in time for the council meeting—it has been quite some time since you have graced us with your royal presence.”


  "Indeed," I replied. “There are many matters that require my attention—the Court is filled with unrest, and I would wish to know all that troubles it.”


  My eyes locked onto hers for a fleeting moment before I looked away, pretending to be captivated by the swirl of butterflies nearby. My senses, however, remained attuned to her every move.


  The council.


  I had not forgotten about them.


  But the Countess was correct. It had been some time since I had deigned to listen to their prattle. My brother had taken that role when our father had died, and he did not require or request my presence at those meetings he did attend—but now it seemed more important than ever.


  It had not been my intention, but perhaps I would be able to determine what the mood of the other courtiers was—and where their support lay when it came to the succession.


  Silvered notes played upon a small flute heralded the start of the meeting, and a delicate vibration in the ground caused me to step back as the roots of the ancient trees that surrounded the palace burst up through the earth and wound themselves into intricate benches arranged in a semi-circle. The gathered courtiers took their seats and the murmurs of conversation died down, replaced by an uneasy silence that settled over the gathering like morning mist.


  Giselle took her place behind me as I sank down onto one of the benches and I watched Countess Mardove settle herself onto a bench opposite me. Her posture was rigid and regal and I wondered what she had been planning since my brother’s death.


  Then, like the unexpected crack of a twig underfoot, Lord Thirvall's voice sliced through the quiet. "And what of the mortal you've brought amongst us, my Princess? She seems... out of place in our midst, does she not?"


  Heads turned, and whispers rustled like leaves in the wind. Behind me, I heard the whisper of boots on stone as Giselle shifted her stance. She looked every bit a Champion. I had seen to that.


  "Lord Thirvall," I began, my voice steady as the ancient oaks that surrounded us, "how kind of you to notice. But you will find that Sir Raynor is more than capable. She has proven her valor time and again."


  "Indeed?" he sneered. "Not in this realm, surely. And why should the Autumn Court accept such an... unconventional Champion?"


  "Because," I said, turning to address the entire council, "she is bound to me by a powerful spell, one that intertwines our fates. As you can see from the weapon at her hip, a fae-wrought blade has accepted her as its master—would you deny the power of such a connection?" I let the words hang in the air, heavy with implication and magic.


  A collective murmur of acknowledgment rippled through the court, though I could feel the weight of their judgment.


  They may not understand my choice, but they would respect the bond forged by fae enchantment—and the blade she wore at her hip.


  "Very well," Lord Thirvall conceded, though his eyes still held a glint of disapproval. "Let us proceed with the matters at hand."


  As the council moved on to discuss the intricacies of court alliances and trade agreements, I allowed myself a small smile, knowing that Giselle, despite her outsider status, had earned a grudging acceptance within these hallowed grounds.


  But my mind was already racing ahead, wondering if they would speak of the succession.


  Or of the mystery that still hung over my brother’s death.


  As the gathering continued, I kept my gaze fixed on Countess Mardove. She was poised and stoic, yet her sharp eyes darted from one courtier to another, and I thought I detected the subtlety of concealed messages passed in those fleeting looks.


  “If there is no other business—”


  “But there is,” I said sharply.


  “Princess Branthae?” Lord Thirvall blinked at me in confusion. “What is it that you wish to bring to our attention?”


  I stood and locked eyes with each member of the council. The highest and most powerful members of the Autumn Court. All of them suspects. All of them guilty of something.


  “A matter which should be upon the mind of every citizen of this kingdom,” I said loudly. “The fate of the Narthyx Crown. The succession.” My words echoed in the stone courtyard and I noticed exchanged glances and uncomfortable shifts in posture. “Will you not speak of the Prince’s murder?”


  “We do not know if it was murder—” Arol Keybella said in a hushed voice.


  “Yes, we do not know the truth!” A council member I did not recognize echoed his words.


  I lifted my chin. “And why is that?” I challenged. “Have you been too confused— too hobbled by grief to inquire as to what happened? Did you not wonder how a Prince of my brother’s strength and power could be cut down in the flush of his youth?”


  Silence fell over the council.


  “Are you afraid—”


  “Are you afraid, Princess?” The Countess’ voice rang out and echoed off the stone walls. “You were absent for days following the discovery of the Prince’s body… His funeral. You were nowhere to be found.”


  “I was chased into Arlingfail Forest by guards armed with swords and knives,” I cried. “I was threatened with death— What choice did I have?”


  “You brought a mortal into our realm—”


  “An assassin—” Someone hissed the words and I could not determine who had said them before someone else repeated them.


  “Mortal assassin…”


  “Endangered us all…”


  The accusations flew like arrows in the midst of the council, piercing through the fragile facade of unity. Tension crackled in the air, wrapping around us like a suffocating mist. I could sense the courtiers' distrust, their fear, their hidden agendas intertwining, but I could not make sense of any of it.


  They were all hiding something.


  Countess Mardove's dark eyes gleamed as she surveyed the chaos she had sown with her well-placed words. It was clear that she relished this discord, but how did it serve her purposes?


  I stood my ground and refused to let their doubts weaken me. "The mortal at my side is no assassin," I declared firmly, my voice cutting through the clamor. "She is my Champion, and the magic that brought her here was wrought in truth and the oaths that were made are binding. She is mine and I shall answer for her. Your doubt of her intentions here reflects your doubt in me."


  Murmurs rippled through the gathered nobles. It was a bold challenge, and I did not expect anyone to argue against it.


  Lord Thirvall's eyes narrowed as he regarded me, suspicion etched into every line of his face. "Your Highness, with all due respect, how can we be certain of this mortal's true intentions? She wields a fae blade, but—"


  “But what, my Lord?” Countess Mardove said sharply. She rose from her seat with graceful poise and gestured toward me though she spoke to Lord Thirvall. “A fae-forged blade would not choose unwisely, surely, one such as you would not argue this point?”


  “N-no,” he replied swiftly and a cold smile twisted the Countess’ lips.


  “But my Princess,” she continued, "you have always been quick to trust and slow to doubt, but perhaps your judgment is clouded by sentimentality—the loss of your brother still so keen in your mind—one might forgive such a hasty decision.” She frowned, but only for a moment. “The Autumn Court cannot afford to harbor uncertainties, especially in these turbulent times."


  A murmur of agreement rippled through the council, like leaves quivering in an ominous wind.


  I felt the weight of their combined skepticism pressing down on me, a heavy shroud of doubt that threatened to suffocate any hope of justice for my fallen brother. The Countess's insinuations twisted like thorns in an already open wound, and I knew I needed to tread carefully. I had brought this upon myself, and I cursed myself inwardly for speaking in anger.


  This was not how I had imagined this meeting would progress.


  My brother would laugh at me for my impulsiveness.


  But he was not here to keep me in check.


  I raised my chin defiantly and met the Countess's icy gaze without flinching. "Countess, you speak of uncertainties and turbulent times, yet I have heard that your own actions are shrouded in secrecy," I retorted sharply. "You were closer to my brother than most in this court. Have you not harbored doubts? Have you not questioned those who stand among us now? Why has there been no suspect named? No one taken into custody to face the justice they deserve? Why does the Prince’s death go unchallenged?"


  The council chamber fell into a stunned silence as my accusation hung in the air. Countess Mardove's composure wavered for a fraction of a second before she masked it behind an unreadable expression.


  "Princess Branthae, you overstep—" Lord Thirvall began, but I refused to back down.


  "Is it an overstep to seek the truth? I simply demand accountability from those who whisper deceit behind closed doors," I continued steadily despite the way my heart beat a frantic tattoo against my ribs. "The Autumn Court cannot flourish under the shadow of doubt and suspicion. If we are to move forward with unity and strength, then we must confront the darkness that lurks within our own ranks."


  A ripple of unease swept through the council members as their eyes darted between me and the Countess, who remained composed despite the accusations that hung heavy in the air. I could see the tension coiling around her like a serpent ready to strike, but she did not falter.


  Lord Thirvall cleared his throat, his gaze shifting between us before he finally spoke, his voice carefully neutral. "Princess Branthae, your words hold weight, but you must understand that these are grave accusations you level against a member of our esteemed council."


  "I understand perfectly well," I snapped. "But do you not feel the weight of silence and inaction? The murderer of your Prince walks free in this kingdom! Someone knows who it was who wielded the knife that spilled his blood!"


  Countess Mardove's lips curled into a mocking smile. "Ah, Princess. It is easy to throw accusations without evidence to support them. Are you prepared to accuse me based on mere speculation and personal vendettas?"


  I straightened my spine and met her challenging gaze. "I accuse based on what I have seen and felt in this Court. Your closeness to my brother was no secret, Countess. Your influence over him was undeniable. Perhaps he saw through your schemes…"


  A murmur rippled through the council chamber, and I saw some members exchanging wary glances while others seemed to retreat into themselves.


  Countess Mardove's facade cracked for a moment, a flash of anger crossing her features before she schooled her expression once more. "If you have proof of any wrongdoing on my part, present it," she said icily.


  I had none.


  Only a feeling.


  Arol Keybella leaned forward slightly, his sharp gaze fixed on me with an intensity that sent a shiver down my spine. His allegiance was never truly clear, but in this moment, he seemed eager to see how this confrontation would unfold.


  I held the Countess's gaze. "Proof may come in due time, Countess. For now, you should know that I will not stand idle while the identity of my brother’s killer remains hidden."


  The Countess inclined her head ever so slightly, a faint smirk playing on her lips. "Very well, Highness. Your vigilance is commendable, but do not mistake paranoia for proof." Her words were measured and I could not mistake the veiled threat that lingered beneath their calm facade.


  Lord Thirvall interjected, his voice carrying an authority that silenced the murmurs that surrounded us. "I will stop this now. This matter will be revisited once more evidence has been brought forth. We are, all of us, mightily aggrieved by this tragedy. Prince Cristar was dear to us all, and the Autumn Court’s light is dimmed by his absence from these ancient corridors."


  Countess Mardove's piercing gaze lingered on me for a moment longer before she smoothly returned to her seat, her demeanor composed once more.


  Arol Keybella's calculating eyes never left me, and I could sense his silent assessment lingering like a shadow at my back. It was clear that he reveled in the discord that had unfolded before him, waiting to see how each piece would fall into place.


  I could bear it no longer.


  Without a word to Lord Thirvall or the gathered nobles, I straightened my shoulders and strode out of the council’s meeting area and headed back toward the palace. Giselle rushed to follow me, and I blinked hard to keep my tears at bay. They were not tears of sorrow—but frustration and anger.


  How dare they push my accusations aside.


  How dare they question my Champion…


  How dare…


  “Branthae—” Giselle’s hand was firm, but gentle on my shoulder. “Stop—”


  I whirled around to face her.


  Her expression was a mask of worry, and her eyes searched mine for some sign of reassurance. In the coppery light that filtered through the trees, I finally noticed the multi-hued shade of Giselle’s eyes—green and brown, blended together in their depths. Like an autumn leaf. Her fingers lingered on my shoulder, a silent support in the chaos that threatened to consume me.


  “Are you okay?”


  Her question was simple, but no one had ever asked me that—even though her words were confusing, I knew what she was asking—so quaint.


  "I am,” I said. “Thank you. But I will not rest until the truth comes to light. My brother's memory deserves justice, and I will see it done. I spoke out of turn today—it will not happen again."


  “You have to be careful,” she said. “I don’t trust these people…”


  A bitter smile tugged at my lips. "It seems I have already made enemies where I least expected."


  Countess Mardove's taunting words echoed in my mind, and I looked away from Giselle’s questioning eyes.


  “This was… unwise,” I admitted. “I am sorry to have brought you into such a… mess.”


  Giselle laughed softly and she released her grip on my shoulder to touch my jaw in a brief motion that sent a shock through my body. “I have to follow you,” she said. “I’m yours, remember?”


  Heat rose, unbidden, to my cheeks. “Forgive me,” I said. “I— I said many things today that I regret.”


  Giselle’s lips curved into a smile as she moved closer and bent her head to press her lips to mine.


  The world around us seemed to fade away, leaving only the warmth of her touch and the softness of her lips against mine.


  In that fleeting moment, all the weight of responsibility and suspicion lifted, replaced by a rush of longing and desire I had not allowed myself to acknowledge until now.


  But it was I who pulled away first and I relished the flare of frustrated lust that roared through Giselle’s thoughts.


  I knew what she wanted—but I wanted to be in control.


  “Your loyalty is… gratifying,” I whispered and I glanced up into her eyes before I turned away. She could not see the smile on my lips, nor could she feel the thud of my heart in my chest. “Come, Sir Raynor—we have much to do.”


  As Giselle fell into step behind me, my shoulders straightened and my chin lifted.


  I was the Princess of this kingdom—I should be the one to wear the crown. But to do that, I would have to bring the council to heel—and my brother’s killer to justice.
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    GISELLE


  


  Questions tumbled through my mind, each one more confusing than the last.


  The council—they had called me an assassin. An outsider. Their whispers clouded my thoughts and struck against my consciousness like arrows. It had taken all of my strength and will to stand still at the meeting and pretend that I felt nothing when all I wanted to do was drop to my knees, cover my ears with my hands and scream until they stopped.


  But I was the Princess’ Champion and I couldn’t move a muscle if it meant that I would betray her with my weakness.


  As harshly as they judged me, they did it because they doubted her.


  If she had been stronger—a leader they respected—that display of defiance would never have happened.


  Was that why she needed me?


  A shield against her enemies.


  And she had so many.


  Would I have agreed to this so blithely if I’d known?


  Who was I kidding—I didn’t know what I’d agreed to. Or what oath I’d sworn. I was just following a pretty girl into the woods in the hopes of getting a taste of her—


  Ahead of me, Branthae’s pace slowed slightly and she looked back over her shoulder at me with eyes that matched the color of a twilight sky.


  “Did you say something?” she asked.


  “N-no,” I choked out.


  Had she heard me?


  I’d taken a chance in kissing her just now. She was vulnerable. And angry—rightfully so—and I wanted to show her that I believed her, and that I was willing to help her. But I didn’t know how to do it… or how useful I could be.


  She turned away and continued her progress down the stone corridor that led toward her chambers.


  At least, I thought it did… Where were we going?


  “I hope you didn’t take offense to anything that was said today,” Branthae said.


  “No,” I replied. “It’s fine. They’re right to worry—I’m an outsider.”


  “They shouldn’t have the stones to question me,” she snarled.


  “As soon as you have the throne, you won’t need me anymore,” I said. “No one will stand against you then.”


  She stopped in her tracks and I stumbled as I tried not to crash into her as she turned to face me.


  “Won’t they?” she whispered. “Once you have fulfilled your oath, you’ll be free to leave—”


  Branthae's fingers closed around mine, a touch lighter than autumn leaves yet firm with intention. Her skin was cool and impossibly soft and I licked my lips quickly as her thumb caressed the back of my hand in a soothing rhythm that sent a shiver up my spine.


  "Freedom seems... contradictory," I pointed out. “What if—”


  “If something happens to me?” she asked.


  I wanted to look away, to break the spell of her gaze, but something in those violet depths kept me rooted. My skepticism clung stubbornly to the edges of my consciousness, yet there was something else there too—a pull, a connection to Branthae that defied logic or reason.


  When I didn’t answer, a small smile played upon her lips. “Tell me, Sir Raynor—do you… feel something for me? Something more than a Champion should feel for her mistress?”


  My heart skipped a beat, betraying me with its eager response to her proximity.


  Branthae's gaze never wavered, her violet eyes darkened slightly, casting an enchantment that was both alluring and unnerving. She inched closer, the space between us charged with a thousand unspoken words. I could feel the warmth radiating from her as if she were a sun and I, a planet drawn inexorably into her orbit.


  “What if I did?” I managed to say.


  Our lips met, and the world tilted on its axis.


  Her lips were firm on mine, demanding, but then a moan escaped her, and her lips opened under mine.


  A rush of sensations flooded through me as our kiss deepened, echoing the thundering beat of my heart. Branthae's hands found their way to my waist, pulling me closer against her. The scent of autumn leaves and magic surrounded us, wrapping us in a cocoon of desire and danger.


  As we broke apart, a soft gasp escaped her lips, and I could see the conflict in her eyes—the vulnerability beneath the veil of regal composure. My mind raced with a million thoughts, but in that moment, all I could focus on was the undeniable connection between us.


  "I... I didn't mean to—" Branthae murmured.


  Before she could finish, a series of loud footsteps echoed down the corridor toward us. Panic flickered in Branthae's eyes as she swiftly composed herself.


  "Quickly, we can't be caught here," she hissed.


  She grabbed hold of my hand and pulled me along the corridor.


  Somehow we managed to stay just ahead of the approaching footsteps, and I began to recognize our path. The doors to her chamber were just ahead of us, and she let out a small cry of victory as she held up her hand and the doors opened inward.


  We stumbled into her chambers and the heavy wooden doors crashed closed behind us.


  Branthae let out a choked laugh and spun around with her arms spread wide. “What am I doing—” she cried. “This is… madness!”


  Was she talking about me?


  That kiss?


  Almost being caught?


  “I thought a Princess could do what she liked with her servants,” I said boldly.


  I wanted her.


  And I knew she wanted me too.


  Branthae came to an abrupt stop, her delicate skirts spun around her lithe legs and came to rest as she stared at me in surprise.


  “I can,” she said.


  There was no turning back now.


  “Then how would you command me, Princess?”


  A smile tugged at her full lips.


  “Remove your sword,” she said.


  Her request hung in the air, but only for a moment as I moved to do her bidding.


  With a steady hand, I unbuckled the scabbard from my belt and placed it gently on a nearby table, the metallic clink of the heavy buckle as it hit the wood echoed in the chamber.


  As I straightened up, Branthae stepped closer, her gaze unwavering as she lifted her hand. “Your tunic,” she said.


  Without breaking eye contact, I pulled the tunic over my head and laid it over the back of a chair.


  “The chainmail next.”


  The chainmail followed, and even though it was feather light, I still felt the weight of it lift as I pulled it from my shoulders and laid it on the table beside my sword.


  I could feel the caress of something unseen trail across my skin. Something unseen.


  Branthae’s eyes drifted closed as the sensation traveled across my collarbone.


  Magic.


  I pulled the light linen tank off next and tossed it onto the chair.


  My throat was tight, and there was a throb between my legs that ached to be fulfilled.


  Branthae’s fingers flexed and the strange sensation moved over my breasts—my mouth fell open as my nipples hardened under the invisible caress of her magic.


  “Touch me yourself,” I challenged her.


  Branthae’s smile was soft, but her only response was, “breeches.”


  With gritted teeth and unsteady fingers I untied the laces of the leather breeches and kicked off my boots before I pushed the breeches down my thighs and stepped out of them.


  Branthae’s sharp intake of breath was the only sound in the room as I stood before her naked.


  The urge to cover my body with my hands was strong, and my hands tightened into fists at my sides as the touch of her magic caressed my exposed flesh.


  I bit back a moan as invisible fingers traced down my stomach, over my hip, and dipped toward my thighs.


  “Touch me yourself, Highness,” I choked out.


  Her pale violet eyes stared into mine. “I am the one who gives commands,” she replied.


  Branthae's voice was steady, but I could hear the desire underneath. As I looked into her eyes, I noticed a hint of color in her cheeks, a sign of her own need.


  "Very well.”


  Her gaze drifted down my body, taking in the sight of me, completely undressed. I felt exposed, but also thrilled by the power she held over me.


  "Lie down on the bed," Branthae commanded.


  As I followed her orders, I couldn't help but think about the first time we had kissed. I had hoped for a quick romp in my tent before I was called to the Tournament Champion’s presentation… but this was… better.


  So much better.


  I climbed up onto the enormous bed that I had slept in alone for the last few nights—but had I really been alone? Or had she been here all along?


  As I lay on the bed, the anticipation built inside me. I could feel her eyes on me, scrutinizing every inch of my body, but instead of the self-consciousness I usually felt, knowing that she was looking at me sent a surge of pleasure through my body and made my breath come a little faster.


  "Spread your legs," Branthae instructed.


  I did as she commanded, feeling vulnerable and alive at the same time.


  This wasn’t how it usually happened—I was usually the one in control.


  As I spread my legs, I could feel her gaze on me, burning into my skin, arousing me in ways I didn't know were possible. There was heat between my thighs, undeniable and intense, and it seemed to grow more unbearable with every passing second.


  "Now, touch yourself," Branthae said, her voice low and seductive.


  I hesitated for a moment, the words an unexpected twist in this game of commands.


  But I reached down, my hand trembling as I slid my palm over my breasts and arched up off the bed as I did so.


  Branthae’s magic rippled over my skin and left me breathless as I pushed my hand between my thighs and slid my fingers against my slick flesh.


  A moan shuddered past my lips as I pressed my fingers against my clit. Branthae’s magic caressed my breasts and plucked at my nipples as I moved my fingers in slow, deliberate circles.


  "That's it," Branthae said, her voice rough with desire.


  I could feel the pleasure building and an intense heat spread through me.


  “Branthae—”


  “I’m here,” she murmured. I turned my head in the direction of her honeyed voice and my breath caught as I saw her standing at the edge of the bed. She was naked and the coppery light from the high windows flexed and moved over her skin in undulating patterns that seemed to swirl and move as I looked at her. “You’re so beautiful—”


  “I—”


  I’m not.


  That’s what I would always say—but Branthae laid her fingers on my lips to keep me from speaking.


  Her strange violet eyes held mine. “I say it, so it must be true.”


  Her gaze traveled over my body and focused on the movement of my hand between my thighs as her magic trailed over my body, zapping and tingling in ways I’d never experienced before. It was hard to focus on the pressure of my fingers when all I wanted was to press my lips against Branthae’s pearlescent skin.


  “Is that what you want?” she murmured.


  She could hear my thoughts.


  My cheeks burned with embarrassment as I remembered every filthy thought I’d had about her—and the way I’d touched myself in the bath while thinking about her—but a jolt of pleasure shot through me at the same time.


  She knew.


  All of it.


  “Yes,” I choked out. “I want to taste you.”


  Her full lips twisted as she stared down at me, and the magic that rippled over my breasts became sharp enough to make me cry out at the flash of pleasure and pain intertwined. My hand had not stopped moving between my thighs and the pressure of my climax was close—so close.


  I saw the lust in her eyes, and my own desire flared stronger. I knew that she saw the same hunger in me, and it was all I could do not to reach out to her.


  Branthae's hand traced down her body, her finger lingering for a moment at the apex of her thighs. “Is this what you want?”


  I licked my lips, desperate to taste her.


  She climbed up onto the bed and knelt beside me, but as I pulled my hand from between my thighs and turned to reach for her, she placed a long-fingered hand on my shoulder and. pushed me back down onto the bed. Without a word she straddled my shoulders and pinned me down.


  “A Princess commands her servants,” she murmured.


  I struggled briefly, amazed to find that I couldn’t move her—I was used to taking control. When a bratty girl tried to dominate me in the past, I’d just scoop her up and pin her to the bed to have my way with her— But I couldn’t move. I stared up at Branthae, my body vibrating with the closeness of my climax and the frustrated lust in my veins. “Command me, then,” I growled.


  Her smile was brief as she pushed her glistening pussy toward my face. “Put your mouth on my cunt, Champion—make me climax with your tongue.”


  With a groan, I lifted my head and pressed my mouth against her drenched folds. As my lips touched her slick flesh, I was taken aback by the intensity of her taste. It was sweet, like honey, but there was a subtle undercurrent of something else—something that tingled on my tongue and sent shivers down my spine. I pushed my tongue into her, exploring the folds and the intoxicating heat of her.


  Branthae moaned and her hips pressed forward as I tasted her. I could feel her magic pulsing and connecting us as it rippled over my body and teased over my nipples and zapped against my clit. Unable to use my hands, I pushed my face into her pussy and suckled hard on her clit, flicking and massaging it with sure strokes to make her gasp.


  Branthae’s hands tightened in my hair, pulling me closer to her as she thrust against my face and rode my eager tongue.


  My own climax was close, but I couldn't focus on that right now—I was lost in a world of taste, magic, and desire. Branthae's moans filled the room, and I knew that she was nearing her own peak. I wanted to make her come, to feel the power of her orgasm against my face and taste the flood of her desire on my tongue.


  As Branthae's climax built and her breathing became desperate, panting gasps, her grip on my hair tightened, and I could feel the energy of her magic surge through me. I was drowning in the sensation of her taste, the power of her arousal, and the magic that flowed between us. I sucked harder on her clit, and relished the way her body shuddered against my mouth.


  With one final cry of pleasure, Branthae bucked against me, and her released magic washed over me in waves. I gasped as her climax washed over me too, and I felt my own orgasm surge closer. My body was on fire, the pleasure building to a point of no return.


  As the last tremors of Branthae's orgasm subsided, she slowly eased herself off my face, her thighs shaking slightly. She collapsed beside me on the bed, her breathing ragged. I ached to touch her, but her magic kept me trapped. A jolt of pleasure rocketed through my body and my chest arched up off the bed. Branthae’s violet eyes were dark with lust as she held her hand, palm down, above me. The kiss of her magic trailed over my breasts and I moaned aloud as she plucked and tormented my hard nipples with unseen fingers.


  She leaned in close, pressing her naked body against my side as she did so. “That was well done, Champion,” she murmured. “But what of your pleasure? I would hear your cries of release—”


  My breath hissed through my teeth as she brought her hand down to touch my heated skin and trailed her fingers down over my stomach toward the apex of my thighs.


  "You're much more beautiful than you think," she whispered, her voice soft and seductive. “So powerful—and yet—”


  I let out a moan as her fingers slid down between my thighs and toyed with my aching clit.


  “So vulnerable. So eager—”


  I stared into her eyes, helpless in her grasp as her magic enveloped me and her fingers moved against my clit in small circles with exquisite pressure that made me gasp aloud. It was strange to be in this position—to be unable to do anything but experience the pleasure she was giving me—forcing me to experience. Giving in to her was… erotic.


  Her fingers teased against my entrance, dipping inside briefly before returning to my clit. She leaned over me and kissed me gently, sucking on my lower lip as she pushed her fingers inside me again.


  Did she like me this way? Unable to move as she teased and tormented me—


  “Yes,” she murmured against my mouth. “I like you this way—eager and ready—at my command while I fuck you.”


  Her fingers strummed at my clit and I moaned again, gasping with the closeness of my orgasm. She rose up and pushed her breast into my open mouth and I groaned against her pearlescent flesh and suckled eagerly on her hardened nipple as she thrust two fingers inside my quivering pussy.


  I wanted to cum.


  I wanted to cum on her tongue while her honeyed pussy was on my face.


  The delicious movement of Branthae’s fingers slowed, and I let out a moan of disappointment as she pulled her breast from my mouth. Her eyes gleamed in the strange light as she pulled her hand from between my thighs and pushed her fingers into her mouth. Her eyes drifted closed as she sucked my wetness from them and she moaned as she licked them clean.


  “I’ve never tasted a mortal before,” she murmured as she turned toward my feet and swung her leg over my torso to straddle me once more. But this time, I wasn’t fettered by her magic—the luscious weight of it lifted from my limbs as she lowered her face onto my pussy and dragged her tongue down my slit and into my folds before she sucked my clit into her mouth.


  With a choked gasp, I tilted my hips toward her and tentatively lifted my arms, hoping that her magic wouldn’t ensnare me again and keep me from what I wanted.


  Branthae’s ass hovered in front of me, the puffy lips of her pussy beckoning me in. With a growl I took hold of her hips and rose up to press my face against the soaking haven of her honeyed cunt.


  I surged forward, licking and sucking at her pussy with the same fervor she'd shown me moments ago. My tongue traced the folds of her velvety lips, exploring her hidden depths, savoring the taste of her magic-infused essence. She moaned and thrust her hips back, pushing against my face, fucking my mouth with her slick cunt.


  Her arms wrapped around my thighs, opening my pussy to her probing tongue and questing fingers, and I employed the same movements on her. My fingers spread her folds and I teased against her entrance until she pushed back against me, urging me to fuck her with my fingers as she sucked hard on my clit to make me gasp against her slick flesh.


  Without hesitation I pushed one finger inside her velvet depths, then another, stroking steadily as I worked her clit with my tongue. Above me, Branthae’s body shuddered and I took that as encouragement to add a third finger, stretching her sweet flesh wide as she cried out against my throbbing pussy.


  Her tongue lashed at my clit while she sucked and massaged its aching peak, her tongue delving into my wet, quivering folds with relentless hunger as I fucked her hard with my fingers.


  I bucked beneath her, my hips thrusting upwards as I felt the fire of my orgasm building deep within me. Branthae's magic danced around us, binding us together in a shared ecstasy. Branthae lifted her mouth from my pussy as she cried out in ecstasy and her fingers worked against my clit, forcing my orgasm to careen toward the brink.


  My entire body trembled, every nerve ending alight with pleasure, as I felt myself reaching the edge. With a cry I pulled my fingers from Branthae’s quivering cunt and buried my face against her sweet flesh as she came hard on my tongue. My own climax raced through my veins, and Branthae groaned as my juices flooded her mouth and she drank them hungrily from my core. My hips bucked wildly as I surrendered to the blinding release, and my orgasm crashed over me like a torrent of electric fire.


  As the waves of my climax subsided, Branthae licked gently at my pussy, her lips lingering on my sensitive skin before she rose up and released me from her spell as she stretched out beside me on the bed. Her violet eyes gleamed with satisfaction and her full lips shone with my release, and I realized that we were both panting heavily, our bodies still shaking from the intensity of our passion.


  Before she could move, I reached over and slid my hand into her hair. I tightened my grip on her silken tresses until she gasped before I pulled her into a searing kiss. The taste of our arousal, blending as our lips met, was intoxicating, and Branthae’s hand came to my breasts to rub over my hardened nipples before winding around my neck.


  When the kiss finally broke, she stared into my eyes and a smile tugged at her full lips before she untangled my hand from her hair. She slid off the bed and I turned onto my side to watch her walk across the room, unashamed of the erotic flush that painted her skin. Her body mesmerized me, and I couldn’t look away as she pulled a silken cord at the corner of the room.


  “Stay with me,” she said.


  “As my Princess commands,” I replied.


  I didn’t know how to feel. My mind was full of doubt and desire, and something I couldn’t identify—I had surrendered to her. Allowed myself to be commanded. I didn’t do that…


  I sat up and felt suddenly self-conscious. Someone would be coming with wash water and food—I couldn’t be seen like this.


  “Let them see,” Branthae said. “I am a Princess of the Autumn Court. I may do as I wish.”


  “I’m not your pet,” I snapped.


  “No, you are my Champion,” she returned. “And I may command you as I please.”


  As she returned to the bed, she pulled a deep blue robe made of gossamer silk over her lithe limbs, barely hiding her nakedness from my eyes.


  I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, even though I did not trust their steadiness.


  The stone floor was cold under my bare feet.


  I took a breath and pushed myself off the bed.


  As I reached for my discarded clothes, Branthae’s hand fell upon my arm. "Stay," she said, her voice stripped of the confidence of royalty, revealing the soft plea of a woman asking not for a subject's fealty, but for a lover's constancy.


  "Stay with me, Giselle. Not because I command it, but because you want to."


  Her request hung in the air, delicate yet weighted with implication. I looked into her eyes, pools of endless violet, and felt the last of my resistance ebb away.


  "Fine," I murmured. "I'll stay."


  Her smile made something twist inside me, but as much as I wanted to trust her—there was something wrong.


  Something I couldn’t place or explain… Could I trust this Princess? Could I trust any of this?


  For now, it was my only option.


  The enigmatic woman who smiled up at me and laid her head so sweetly against my shoulder was my only way out of this place—


  If anything happened to her, I would be trapped here.
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  Wrapped in Branthae’s intoxicating embrace, I was more than willing to stay by her side as long as she wished it. She said many times that she did not wish for me to walk the corridors of the palace without her—but I could not stay in that room forever and I longed to practice with my sword and feel the wind on my face.


  One night, while Branthae slept under the light of the rounded moon, I unwound myself from her arms and crept out of her chambers.


  I relished the feel of the cool night air as I stepped out into the corridor and set off in the direction of the courtyard where I had last practiced with my blade. As I wandered through the grand corridors of the Autumn Court, my boots silent against the stones that gleamed like a polished metal beneath the silvered moonlight.


  The palace was alive with whispers that rustled through the air like the dry oak leaves outside. Though she had not wished to speak about what had happened in the council chamber, it was impossible to deny that choking vines of suspicion entangled Branthae Fallon in the darkness of her brother's demise.


  Servants averted their eyes as they approached me. I did not have to wonder if they knew who I was.


  Arol Keybella had said something about the fact that I smelled different…


  Was it possible? Could they all sense it—the fact that I did not belong in this place?


  "Did you hear...?" an attendant murmured as I passed by, his voice hushed and urgent as he spoke to his companion. "Prince Cristar slapped her right across the face. She swore she'd see him dead for it!"


  My heart skipped a beat—who were they talking about?


  “I don’t believe it for a moment,” the other replied. “Another one of the Countess’ lies—”


  “The Princess wouldn’t do such a thing, I grant you—”


  Branthae.


  As the words of the whispering servants stirred doubts in my mind, I quickened my pace. Each step echoed through the corridors, a steady drumbeat that matched the pulse in my temples.


  What had I just overheard?


  A plot? Lies spread by Countess Mardove?


  But why?


  Branthae was right not to trust her.


  I pushed myself to remember the pathway that led to the courtyard. The sword at my side felt heavy and my hands itched to draw it from its scabbard. It would calm my mind to practice. What kind of Champion would I be if I could not defend the woman I had given my oath to?


  When I reached the courtyard a sense of relief settled over me. The elegantly landscaped space was bathed in moonlight that danced upon blooming flowers and dew-kissed grass and the whisper of eternally falling leaves soothed me more than I had expected.


  Drawing my blade from its sheath, I felt the familiar surge of magic as it flared up from the hilt and into my palm.The weight of it was comforting, and I felt the tension in my gait ease as balance returned to my frame.


  The moon cast an ethereal light upon the courtyard, turning every flower and blade of grass into a vision of frosted beauty.


  As I began my practice, the air thrummed with the steady rhythm of my movements over the grass and stones. Calm and reassuring.


  Lost in the fluid movements of my swordplay, I allowed myself to push aside the troubling whispers that had plagued me in the palace corridors. Each slash and parry became a dance, a way to silence the doubts that threatened to cloud my mind. My focus narrowed to the gleaming blade in my hand, to the precise footwork and controlled strikes that had been honed through tireless dedication.


  But just as I surrendered myself to the cathartic release of shadow combat, a rustle in the periphery of my vision pulled me from my trance.


  Instinctively, I spun around, sword at the ready, only to find myself face-to-face with a figure cloaked in darkness.


  "Who goes there?" I called out, my voice cutting through the silence of the courtyard.


  “I thought I told you not to leave my chambers without me—”


  Branthae’s voice wound through the trees and caressed my ears, but there was a reprimand beneath her teasing words.


  “I haven’t practiced,” I replied. “I need to get used to the sword—”


  “But it feels so familiar in your hands, doesn’t it? As though you’ve used it for years—perhaps even a lifetime.”


  I spun the sword in my hand. She wasn’t wrong. It did feel right—and I knew its balance as though I had used it in countless battles and sparring matches.


  “It’s strange—”


  “Fae-forged blades are meant to find their masters,” she said. The moonlight cast a strange glow over her face as she stepped out of the shadows and pushed her hood down.


  “Why are you hiding in the bushes?”


  She raised a slender shoulder as she approached me. “I wanted to watch you…”


  I pointed the blade up at the stone wall above me. “You could have watched from up there—”


  “But then I couldn’t do this,” she murmured as she stepped closer and wound her arms around my neck. She rose up on her toes to press her lips to mine and my arms went around her instinctively, crushing the softness of her body against my chest. She chuckled against my mouth and nipped gently at my lower lip. “Careful, Champion—I am your Princess, am I not?”


  “How could I forget?” I murmured back.


  I set her down upon the grass and she took a step back.


  “Does something trouble you?” she asked.


  “You can read my thoughts,” I said. “Why do you need to ask?”


  A small smile was the only answer, but I didn’t feel the strange pressure and the gentle fog on my mind that usually accompanied her magic. “Perhaps I wish for you to tell me—”


  There was something on my mind, but I didn’t know how to put it into words without angering her.


  “You haven’t told me anything about your brother,” I said finally.


  “There’s nothing to tell,” she replied. “He’s dead. Murdered by an unknown villain who still walks free in this kingdom. Perhaps even in this palace—”


  “I haven’t spoken to my brother in ten years,” I said. “But I could still tell you about him… what he was like when we were children. What we fought about…”


  “My brother and I did not fight,” she said defensively.


  “Siblings fight,” I pressed. “About stupid things. About serious things.” I paused for just a moment. “Wasn’t he supposed to be the next one to wear the crown?”


  Branthae’s lips pressed into a thin line, but her posture didn’t change.


  “Say what you mean,” she snapped.


  I stepped closer, my boots crushing the fallen leaves beneath my feet. "I’ve heard rumors—”


  “From who?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “But people say that you quarreled with your brother—that he struck you and you threatened his life in return."


  Her violet eyes widened, a ripple of something unreadable passing through them before she regained her composure. "Rumors and gossip," she replied smoothly as she brushed a stray leaf from the sleeve of her velvet cloak.


  "Did you argue with him?"


  Branthae sighed, turning away to gaze at the oak trees that lined the courtyard. I watched her closely, noting how her slender hands, usually so steady, were now clasped tightly in front of her.


  "Giselle," she began, "you know the weight of expectations placed upon me. My relationship with Cristar was... complicated."


  "Complicated enough to lead to threats?" I pressed.


  "Words spoken in anger are not always meant," she answered, yet there was a hesitation in her voice that pricked at me.


  "Was it just words, Branthae? Or was there more?" I demanded, stepping closer until I could almost feel the warmth radiating from her body. “You can tell me—”


  She finally turned to face me, her eyes meeting mine with an intensity that held a plea for understanding. "Giselle, please..."


  "I can’t protect you if I don’t know the truth," I hissed. "Others overheard your fight, and the last words you said to him— Did you threaten your brother's life?"


  Branthae looked down and her long lashes cast shadows upon her cheeks. She took a deep breath, and when she raised her gaze again, it was filled with an unspoken sorrow.


  "Things between us were never simple," she admitted softly. "But I swear to you, Giselle, whatever our disagreements might have been, I never wished him dead. But you are right—the last words I spoke to him were in anger. And now I can never take them back."


  The garden around us seemed to hold its breath, the falling leaves pausing in their descent as if waiting for her to say more. I wondered for just a moment who might be listening.


  “Do you believe me?” she asked suddenly.


  I dragged my eyes away from hers and looked up to the treetops above us. “I want to,” I said.


  She let out a heavy sigh. “You know how people love to talk. They’ll spin stories out of anything.”


  How could she push this aside so easily?


  “This isn’t just idle gossip,” I said as I looked down at her once more. “They say you argued with him, and that he struck you. And then you threatened him.” Each word was as sharp as my blade—I knew that I was repeating myself, but it seemed like she wasn’t listening to me.


  Branthae's violet eyes flickered with an emotion I couldn't quite place, a haunting blend of guilt and sorrow that etched deep lines into her otherwise flawless features.


  "Tell me the truth, Branthae," I demanded, my voice a low growl, barely recognizable to my own ears. My pulse pounded fiercely in my temples, mirroring the intensity of my grip as I seized her slender arms.


  Her lips parted slightly, a tremulous breath escaping as though she were about to speak. But words failed her, and instead, her eyelids fluttered closed, a single tear tracing a path down her cheek.


  "Did you fight with him, Branthae?"


  Branthae's shoulders sagged. "Yes," she whispered, her voice brittle with fear and sorrow. "We argued. It was... intense. But I swear to you, Giselle, I would never draw a blade against my own blood."


  "Then what happened?" My fingers loosened their grip but remained firmly in place. "Why would they say you threatened his life?"


  "Because I did," she confessed, her voice barely audible above the rustle of falling leaves around us. "In a moment of folly, I spoke words wrought from anger. But it was never my intention to follow through on them. They were just words, Giselle—words spoken in heat that I regretted as soon as they left my lips."


  The anger and frustration that had been pulsing through my veins like hot iron began to cool into a tangled knot of confusion and concern as Branthae's trembling voice filled my ears. I released her arms and stepped back to give her space, yet my gaze never wavered from her pale violet eyes.


  "Tell me everything," I urged. "Start from the beginning, Branthae."


  She drew in a shuddering breath, and it seemed as if the very leaves stilled in their fall to listen. "Things had been tense between us long before the argument," she began slowly. "Our rivalry for the throne has always been...complex. It wasn't just about power... It was about protecting our people, our ways. The pressures were immense. And Cristar—he had surrounded himself with people I didn’t trust. People our father would never have allowed to step foot into his Court."


  “But he did?”


  She nodded. I could hear the burden in her confession and saw the strain in the way her fingers twisted together, plucking absentmindedly at the edge of her sleeve. Her eyes, usually so full of enigmatic fire, were now filled with the vulnerability of a creature caught in a hunter's snare.


  "What happened?”


  Branthae closed her eyes, as if to shield herself from the accusation. "Words were exchanged—harsh, regrettable words. I was angry, so very angry, but it was not I who..." She trailed off, leaving unsaid confessions hanging like overripe fruit.


  I saw her swallow hard, and her stony façade crumbled as she took a tentative step toward me. "You must believe me, Giselle. The thought of truly harming him never crossed my mind." Her voice cracked with sincerity, and I could see the truth of it in the tremble of her lips. "Yes, we were rivals for the crown—for my father’s affections—but bloodshed? Murder? That darkness was not in my heart."


  "And the others?" I prodded gently. There was treachery here, that was obvious enough. I’d watched enough period dramas to know that everyone wanted the crown—and if they didn’t? They were lying.


  "Conspiracies are as common as the leaves in this Court," Branthae said with a shrug. "But I did not know of them. If there were whispers of such treachery, they never reached my ears."


  She stepped closer still, close enough for me to feel the warmth of her breath and the faint hint of magic that lingered around her. "You have to trust me, Giselle."


  I wanted to trust her.


  I had to trust her.


  I laid a hand on her shoulder, this time to reassure her. “I am your Champion,” I said. “I want to help you.”


  Her pale violet eyes held mine. “So you can go home?”


  “Not just that…” Then a thought occurred to me. “You said something about Lurie—”


  Branthae’s expression twisted. “The maid—”


  “You said she was close to your brother. Maybe she knows something—”


  “I don’t think we’ll get much truth out of her,” Branthae said bitterly. “The Countess will have hooked her claws into the girl by now.”


  “What about your cousin?”


  “Perron?” she snorted. “He is more trouble than he’s worth.”


  “But he wanted to speak with you—he begged for an audience through Arol…”


  Her nose wrinkled. “He did.”


  “You should speak to him. Find out what he wants.”


  “My cousin is dangerous,” she hissed.


  “And I will be there with you,” I replied. I pulled Branthae against my chest and held her gently. Her arms wrapped around my waist and I relished the feel of her head against my shoulder. “We need answers…”


  “Before it’s too late,” Branthae murmured.


  Too late?


  I didn’t want to ask what she meant—the thoughts in my mind were dark enough. There were too many possibilities, too many angles to watch—whoever had murdered the Prince would not be satisfied with just his death. Even if she refused to admit it, Branthae knew she was in danger. I had seen the fury in Countess Mardove’s eyes, and I could not trust anyone I had spoken with… especially Arol Keybella.
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  Even though Branthae had commanded me to stay by her side, I couldn’t just… sit still.


  Not while a murderer was walking the corridors of the palace.


  If Branthae truly thought her life was in danger, she wasn’t acting like it.


  The chill of the stone corridor seeped through the soles of my boots and chilled the sweat on my brow as I made my way toward the princess’ chambers. It was a time when the early morning light lay hesitant upon the palace grounds and the mist that threaded through the trees seemed to be a living thing. I had never been a morning person—but for some reason, being here, I couldn’t sleep. There was too much happening, and the edge of danger that lingered around every corner kept me awake late into the night, too.


  It was weird enough not to know what time it was, and the strange light that filtered through the autumn trees made it even harder to figure out what time of day it actually was. Or what day it was…


  Did time actually mean anything here?


  How long had I been Branthae’s prisoner?


  Was I really even a prisoner?


  I dragged my hand along the rough stones of the corridor, and the scrape of the rocks against my fingertips jolted me back to reality.


  You’re here against your will, I reminded myself. She stole you. Lied to you.


  The guard outside Branthae’s door lifted his chin just a little as I approached, but he didn’t move to stop me.


  The door swung open before I could touch it, and I whispered a curse as I remembered Branthae’s magic and the way she could turn my thoughts to her advantage…


  My cheeks warmed just a little as a sensual memory wound its way into my mind and I swallowed hard as I stepped into the room.


  Had she put that image there to catch me off guard?


  It had worked.


  The warmth of the room kissed my already heated cheeks, and for a moment I thought the room was empty—but the soft sound of water drew my attention to the far side of the room.


  Branthae was immersed in a bath that seemed to be made from the roots of a tree that had found their way through the stone wall of her chamber. Steam curled around her like wisps of enchantment and her dark hair was pinned atop her head with long slender pins that glimmered in the pale orange sunlight that streamed through the high windows.


  She glanced over her bare shoulder at me, violet eyes catching mine, and the corner of her lips curled into a knowing smirk. Stray tendrils of her hair clung to her wet skin, and for a fleeting moment, I grappled with my composure.


  "There you are," she purred. She turned away and rose slowly from the water.


  Droplets cascaded down her skin, and the air seemed charged with her presence.


  "Morning," I managed, but it was hard to tear my gaze away from the smoothness of her skin and the curve of her hip to focus on the task at hand. "We should talk about—"


  "About how you can't take your eyes off me?" Branthae interrupted, stepping out of the bath with a grace that defied mere mortality. Her nudity was a distraction, a deliberate one, and I felt the pull of her allure like gravity.


  My hands clenched at my sides as she approached me with slow, sensual, steps.


  "About your brother," I corrected, swallowing the lump in my throat. "We need to start questioning witnesses. Time isn't our ally."


  Branthae's expression shifted then, the seductress replaced by the schemer.


  She turned away and plucked a transparent robe from the back of a nearby chair and wrapped it around her still wet body. The impossibly fine material clung to her form, but hid almost nothing from my eyes and my mouth was dry with how much I wanted her.


  But I needed to keep my mind on my goal—getting home.


  Getting home meant finding the person responsible for the prince’s murder.


  Not fucking the princess any chance I got.


  But it was tempting.


  Too tempting.


  And she knew it.


  "Those closest to your brother will have the insights we need," I said and hoped that the tremor in my limbs wasn’t audible in my voice. She knew the effect she had on me. And she’d exploited it on more than one occasion.


  Not that I was complaining.


  Branthae let out a sigh as she nodded and her fingers trailed along the edge of the stone window ledge as she walked absently through the room. "Indeed. We must be delicate, however. Trust is a fragile thing in a Court like this one."


  “Sure… We can start with the servants—”


  Her nose wrinkled. “Servants?”


  "They saw him every day, knew his routines, who his confidants would be."


  Her gaze was sharp and calculating as she paused to look at me. "Interesting… I suppose I should not be surprised that you would suggest such a thing.”


  “Because I’m not of ‘noble birth’?” My tone was meant to be mocking, but her words stung just a little.


  She laughed and approached me with a seductive smile upon her face. “Do not be so quick to take offense, my Champion… You know I do not mean it that way. But we will need to be persuasive. Servants are skilled in holding their tongues."


  "We can be very persuasive," I replied, forcing a smile even as my heart raced.


  Branthae's eyes sparkled with a mischievous glint as she moved closer, the scent of autumn flowers clung to her skin and filled my senses. "I have no doubt about your persuasive skills," she murmured. she dragged her fingertips over the light armor I wore, her nails catching on the fine rivets and chainmail. “But do we have to be in such a rush?”


  Her words sent a shiver down my spine, not solely from their seductive undertone of her words. As much as I was drawn to Branthae in ways I hadn't dared acknowledge, I couldn't let myself forget the stakes at hand—the truth behind Prince Cristar's murder should have taken all of our attention, but Branthae didn’t seem to be in any kind of hurry to find the truth.


  But why was she stalling?


  “The longer we wait—the more time the killer has to hide. Or maybe they’ll feel bold enough to strike again.”


  Branthae’s mouth twisted slightly, but then curved into a smile. “If you say so,” she sighed. “I do not want you to worry about my safety—”


  “I won’t let anything happen to you,” I said quickly. “But we have to be on our guard.”


  She dragged a fingertip along my jaw. “Then you shouldn’t be leaving these chambers without me,” she said airily. “What if something were to happen while you were gone?”


  I gritted my teeth as she walked gracefully across the chamber to the wardrobe that held her gowns—an uncountable collection of rainbow hued fabrics each more beautifully made than the last. She sifted through them lazily and I allowed my eyes to wander over her barely concealed curves.


  “I suppose we could start with his valets,” she mused. “They know all of his whereabouts— And his private secretary. Do you really think they’ll have anything interesting to say?”


  “Maybe.”


  But there was another name. One that she was avoiding.


  “What about Lurie?” I asked. “You mentioned her before— You thought—”


  “I did,” she interrupted me. “But perhaps I was mistaken.”


  “You said that you warned your brother about her.”


  “Not about her,” Branthae said. “I warned him about… being involved with her. But my brother is…” She paused for just a moment. “My brother was headstrong and fucked whoever he liked.”


  “What about Perron,” I pressed. “Did you grant him the audience he sought?”


  She whirled around to face me, and a deep plum-colored gown tumbled from the wardrobe onto the floor. “Why— Why are you demanding such things?” she snapped. Her cheeks were pink and her violet eyes were bright with anger, but she regained control of her emotions almost immediately. “Perron and I are— We have been at odds in the past.”


  “But he wanted to speak with you,” I said warily. “Shouldn’t you see him— if you suspect that he has something to do with your brother’s death—”


  Branthae bent to gather up the gown she had dropped and walked quickly toward the bed where she draped it carefully over the edge. “No,” she said. “We shall begin as you have said. With the servants. They will be able to add weight to our suspicions.”


  I knew there was more to Branthae's reluctance than she let on, but pressing her further might jeopardize whatever closeness we had. She was a princess, after all, and there was no way to know if she would change her mind about me at the drop of a hat… She needed my help, but I needed her more than she needed me. She was the one with all the power… I was just… me.


  With a nod, I agreed to start with the servants, though the nagging feeling about Lurie persisted in the back of my mind.


  As Branthae moved gracefully around the room, dressing herself with quick movements and adding copper pins to her hair, I couldn't shake off the feeling of impending danger that lingered in the air.


  With every step Branthae took, every rustle of fabric as she donned her elegant attire, I felt the pull of emotions that threatened to cloud my judgment. Despite the urgency of our investigation, my thoughts kept drifting back to her, to the forbidden allure she exuded. It would take no time for me to stride across the room and rip the plum-colored silk from her lithe body.


  I ached to taste her and hear her moans as they filled the room and echoed off the stone walls.


  But I couldn’t.


  We needed answers.


  Or… if she didn’t want them. I needed to figure out what she did want.


  I was here to protect her—that much I understood. But what else? If she didn’t want to discover the identity of her brother’s killer, what did she want?


  “Come along,” Branthae said in a brisk tone as she walked toward the door. “We shall begin at the North Tower—”


  I scrambled to keep up with her quick pace. “What’s in the North Tower?”


  “My brother’s chambers,” she replied without looking back at me. “If you wish to speak to the people who served him, they will be there.”


  “Why— why are they still there?”


  “They will be there until Cristar’s murderer is found,” she said and then glanced back at me over her shoulder. “Or until another prince takes his place.”


  Her words were bitter, but also resigned. As though she could already imagine someone in her brother’s place. “Another— Like who?”


  “Perron,” she replied, but her words were cold. “Of course. He is the only one who would be considered for Cristar’s position.”


  “But what about you?”


  She stopped short and turned to face me, bringing me to an abrupt halt. She stared into my eyes, holding me hostage with her violet stare. “What about me?” she whispered. “A princess who knows nothing of ruling a Court. A princess who can’t be trusted with the reins of power—”


  “I—”


  Her eyes narrowed. “That’s what I thought.”


  As she turned away, I took hold of her shoulder to stop her. “You’re not alone in this. We can figure this out— I’m here to help you.”


  “Do you really think you can help me? My Champion?” Her violet eyes held mine and I didn’t know what to say.


  “Why else did you bring me here?” I choked out.


  Her full lips twisted into a wry smile. “We shall see… won’t we?” She grabbed hold of my hand and pulled it up to her lips to press a kiss to my palm.


  Struck dumb by the crackle of magic that surged through my veins I choked on whatever I was going to say. Branthae’s eyes held mischief and something more as she released her hold on me and turned toward the North Tower once more.


  “Keep up, Giselle!”


  I shook my head to clear the haze that had fallen over me and swore under my breath as I forced my legs to move.


  When this was finished, I wasn’t going to resist the thoughts that tormented me—I was going to make her regret toying with me.
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  By the time we reached the North Tower, Branthae seemed to have lost her hesitation.


  She commanded them effortlessly and a chair was brought to the courtyard for her. She sank down into it, graceful as a falling leaf, and folded her hands in her lap as I took my place just behind her chair and waited for the servants she had summoned to arrive.


  Only a few moments passed before an elderly figure approached. He was dressed in a finely embroidered tunic and his silver hair flowed over his shoulders as he bowed low in front of us.


  "Your Highness," he greeted her as he straightened. His eyes darted to me, but then focused back on Branthae. It was clear that my presence unsettled him, but I was getting used to that reaction.


  They all knew I didn’t belong here.


  "Thank you for coming," Branthae said warmly.


  The man’s pale eyes crinkled slightly. “How may I be of service, Princess?”


  "We have a matter that requires your insight."


  "The Crown Prince’s death has left many questions unanswered," she continued. "We're seeking those who might shed light on who would want to harm him."


  "Ah, yes, a tragedy," the servant murmured. "The prince was well loved—"


  "I know that," Branthae snapped, and I glanced down at her, but her expression was as unreadable as a stone wall. “But my brother had strong opinions—there are those who would have wished him to be silent, is that not true?”


  The man cleared his throat slightly and glanced at me again.


  “Do not look at her with such suspicion,” Branthae said. “Lady Giselle is my Champion, and anything that you would say to me, you can say in her presence.” Silence settled for just a moment as the man shifted uncomfortably. “Is there anyone who spent time with my brother,” Branthae continued in a smooth voice that hinted at nothing of how she was feeling. “A confidant, a courtier who spent too much time with the Prince?”


  “Or a lover—” I blurted out.


  The servant seemed stunned that I had spoken and he fidgeted with the cuffs of his robe.


  “Well?” Branthae’s voice was cold.


  "Indeed," the man continued after a moment. "There was one who was quite... intimate with our dear prince. A maid, Lurie by name."


  At the mention of Lurie, Branthae's knuckles whitened where she gripped the arms of the chair, and her composure seemed to crack like thin ice. "Why would her intimacy with my brother be of any concern?" Her voice was laced with a barely concealed fury.


  "Princess," the servant said. He hesitated, as though he expected to be struck for his words. "The girl was often in the Prince’s company… Forgive me, Majesty, I— I am merely offering my counsel as requested. ”


  I studied Branthae's reaction, but the anger that flared so suddenly had disappeared.


  "And you have done as required,” Branthae cut in swiftly, turning her gaze away. "We appreciate your observations. You are dismissed."


  "Of course, Princess." The servant bowed deeply once more, and with another nervous glance in my direction he scurried away into the courtyard and disappeared into the gardens.


  "Are you alright?" I asked, watching her closely.


  "Fine," she snapped, then took a steadying breath. Branthae's jaw was clenched and her violet eyes were stormy beneath the canopy of ocher foliage. "They're hiding something; I can sense it." Her voice was a low growl of barely contained frustration.


  "Or someone is instructing them to stay quiet," I suggested. I could not help but think of how frightened the old man had seemed. It couldn’t just be my presence that had unsettled him so deeply.


  “Who will you speak to next?” I asked.


  Branthae made a careless gesture with her fingers, and I felt the touch of her magic as she shifted in her seat. "We're wasting time chasing whispers when we know who is responsible."


  I blinked at her sudden conviction. “We do?”


  “Of course,” Branthae muttered. “That girl—”


  "You mean Lurie?"


  "Of course," she hissed, her hands balling into fists. "She had access, motive—the perfect opportunity to weave her dark glow around my brother's heart and then snuff it out."


  "Are you certain? Shouldn't we consider—"


  "There are no other suspects," she interrupted. "Her ambition is the cause of all of this. We must confront her now."


  “I—”


  Despite the gnawing doubt in my stomach, I nodded. Branthae pushed herself out of the chair and brushed her hands against the plum fabric of her skirts. I couldn’t argue with her, and I was swept along with her sudden determination, even as my mind raced with questions.


  “Where are you going?”


  “The servant’s quarters,” she snapped. “Hurry— word will be spreading fast that we are looking for her.”
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  As I followed Branthae down the path that led through the courtyard and away from the North Tower, I wondered if I had made a mistake in insisting that we take this course of action.


  Branthae's steps were light, almost ethereal, as if she floated rather than walked.


  Her fingers brushed the petals of the autumn flowers that bloomed along the pathway, their colors vibrant against the backdrop of the muted sunlight that filtered through the trees. The strange light painted her silhouette in shades of gold and copper and only enhanced the mysterious aura that seemed to surround her at all times.


  Despite everything happening around me, I couldn't help but be captivated by her every movement, every gesture.


  As we walked, the crunch of fallen leaves under our boots echoed in the quiet courtyard.


  The air was filled with a cool breeze that carried the scent of impending rain, but I hadn’t noticed any clouds in the sky...


  "Do you think we're doing the right thing?" I blurted out, breaking the silence between us.


  Branthae’s pace didn’t slow.


  “Of course we are,” she said. “My brother deserves justice—and I deserve answers.”


  “Lurie’s just a maid,” I said. “Do you really think she could do something like this?”


  “I cannot pretend to know what the common folk think,” she retorted. “Why else would she get so close to Cristar? She has designs on the throne for herself—”


  “That— Is that even possible?”


  Branthae let out a furious huff, but she didn’t stop walking or turn around to look at me.


  The servant’s quarters was on the other side of the palace, and we crossed the grounds quickly without exchanging many words as we did so. When we reached the opposite side of the palace, we were met by uniformed guards who scrambled to get out of our path as Branthae gestured to the ones who were positioned at the gate before she snapped orders at the woman in charge of the maids.


  “Where is she?” Branthae demanded. “Lurie—”


  The woman she spoke to was dressed in dark indigo that covered her from neck to ankle as all of the maids were. Her hair was covered by a deep indigo veil that gave no hint to color or style.


  She looked like a nun to me—a really, really, stern nun.


  A ring of bronze and copper keys hung at her ample waist and they clinked musically as she turned to face Branthae and offered a deep curtsey.


  “She has only just been moved back into her quarters, Majesty.”


  Branthae recoiled slightly. “Moved back—”


  “Yes, Princess, after the death of the Crown Prince—”


  Branthae held up her hand to cut off the woman’s explanation. It was becoming clearer to me what Lurie’s closeness to the Prince actually meant. Shacking up with royalty wasn’t something that happened in secret. Someone always knew something.


  “Where is she,” Branthae snarled.


  “Th— This way, Highness,” the woman replied. “Up the stairs— the third room—”


  She pointed to an open door and Branthae charged ahead. I followed close behind her, unwilling to be left behind. I wanted to reason with her, but it didn’t seem as though I was going to get a chance.


  We found Lurie in a modest room adorned with little more than a bed draped in russet linens and a wooden chest pushed against one wall. She stood by the window, fingers absentmindedly twirling a strand of her auburn hair, her back to us as we entered.


  She wasn’t dressed like the other maids—in fact, her gown was made of soft material that was almost as fine and beautiful as what Branthae wore, and I wondered how much special treatment she’d been getting. From the twisted expression on Branthae’s face, it was clear that she had the same question on her mind.


  "Lurie," Branthae said in a strange tone, and her voice cut through the silence like a blade.


  The maid turned, her gaze flickered between surprise and something darker. "Your Highness," she stammered before she dropped into a deep curtsy. "How may I serve?"


  "By telling us the truth about my brother's death," Branthae snapped.


  "Princess, I—"


  "Did you think you could hide your treachery forever?" Branthae advanced, her presence engulfing the small room. "That you could kill the Crown Prince and simply resume your duties as though nothing had happened?"


  "Please, I don't understand," Lurie's voice trembled and her tawny eyes were wide with fear—or was it something else?


  "Stop your lies!" Branthae shouted, her magic flexed and the air around her shimmered menacingly. "You will confess to what you've done."


  "Confess?" I echoed, stepping forward. "Branthae, we need evidence, not just—"


  "Silence!" she snapped without looking at me. "This viper has confessed enough with her silence and her schemes!"


  Lurie's gaze flickered to mine, pleading for an ally, but I was frozen in place by Branthae’s sudden fury.


  I watched the maid closely, the way she drew in shuddering breaths, her hands clasped tightly at her waist. Branthae loomed over her like a storm cloud ready to burst, her violet eyes full of unshed fury.


  But as she moved around the room, her expression changed.


  "Tell us," Branthae’s voice was deceptively calm, "why did you kill my brother?"


  Tears spilled down Lurie's cheeks, carving clear paths down her smooth skin. Her lips parted, and a strained whisper escaped. "I loved him," she said, her voice laced with despair. "But he could never marry me... I knew that. He said there would always be a place for me—but I couldn't bear it."


  "Love?" Branthae spat the word as if it were poison. "You call this love? To take his life because he could not belong to you?!"


  "Princess, please," I interjected, my hand reaching out instinctively to hold her back. "We need her testimony—before the Court. She must confess publicly."


  Branthae halted, inches from Lurie, her fists clenched at her sides. The violet glow around her hands flickered with dark undertones, she was struggling to keep her magic under control. At least, that’s what I hoped was happening.


  "To think I pitied you," she hissed, but she stepped back, allowing space between them once more. "Take her," Branthae commanded the guards who had followed us in. "She'll stand before the Court and face justice for her crimes."


  As they led a shocked Lurie away, I couldn't shake the disquiet that settled over me. The certainty in Branthae's voice clashed with the unease that twisted in my gut.


  Nothing about this felt right.


  But Branthae’s expression was triumphant.


  “Finally,” she muttered.


  I followed Branthae back to her chambers and struggled just a little to keep up with her purposeful and swift strides.


  She threw the door open with a forceful push and entered the room like a conquering hero. The flickering candles cast eerie shadows across her face, enhancing the sharp angles of her features. I couldn't help but notice the tension in her frame, the way her hands trembled slightly as she paced the stone floor.


  "Now justice will be served,” she said, more to herself than to me. “Cristar's spirit will rest easy knowing his killer will pay for her crimes."


  Despite her elation, skepticism gnawed at me, an itch I couldn’t quite scratch. "Do you truly believe she acted alone? Was it really just a crime of passion?" I asked, watching her closely.


  "Of course," Branthae replied without hesitation, her gaze locked onto the trees outside her chambers. "Who else would have the motive to end Cristar's life so cruelly?"


  I folded my arms over my chest, unconvinced.


  "It just seems too convenient. What about Perron?"


  "Stop," she said sharply and her eyes met mine for the first time. "We have our answer. The servant told us of Lurie’s presence in the North Tower, and Lurie has confessed to the crime. My brother can now be avenged."


  There was something in her tone, a finality that suggested further questioning was unwelcome.


  But questions continued to whirl in my mind, and refused to be silenced.


  I watched her move and noticed the way her body language exuded a satisfaction that felt premature.


  Was it possible that she was too eager to close the chapter on this tragedy?


  She was certainly too ready to accept a simple answer… but I’d seen too many late night reruns of Murder She Wrote to believe that it could be so… easy.


  “Branthae—”


  “What?” she laughed lightly as she spun around to face me. “What does my Champion have to say to this victory?”


  She placed her long-fingered hands on my shoulders and stared into my eyes. I swallowed hard as she stepped close and pressed herself against me. “I— I just don’t think you should be so hasty.”


  “Hasty,” she purred. “What would give you that idea?”


  “It’s just— doesn’t it seem too easy?”


  “She’s already admitted it—my brother would have set her aside in a moment for a proper royal marriage. It’s the way of things, and she couldn’t accept it. So she killed him in a fit of jealous rage…” She paused for just a moment and her violet eyes held mine. “Any woman would do that for her lover—”


  “I—”


  “Wouldn’t you?” she pressed. “If you knew that I would throw you aside in an instant to marry a prince who would guarantee my throne, would you do anything—questionable? Dishonorable?”


  “No—” I choked out.


  She pouted in mock disappointment, but her eyes flickered with something dangerous as she dragged her hand down my chest.


  "But you would fight for me, wouldn't you?" she pressed, her violet eyes dancing with an inner flame. "As my Champion, you would do anything to keep me safe. You would do as I command—"


  "I promised to protect you," I responded, keeping my voice steady despite the electricity coursing through my veins. Branthae's touch held a magic of its own, a pull that was hard to resist.


  "And I am grateful for your loyalty, Giselle." She stepped back and placed her hands on her hips, but I could still feel her touch burning through my chainmail and into my skin. "I just want justice for my brother."


  "And we will get it," I assured her. "But we have to be sure we have the right person. It's not just about revenge—”


  Branthae's gaze softened for a moment before hardening again. But the strangeness in her eyes lasted only a moment.


  "Maybe," she conceded with a sigh. Her eyes met mine, their violet depths radiating an array of emotions I couldn't begin to decode. "But for tonight...I need simplicity. I need my Champion—"


  She came closer and tugged at the swordbelt at my hips.


  I didn’t move as she unbuckled it and pulled the enchanted sword away from my body. She laid in gently on a table and returned to me to unfasten and untie the laces that held my chainmail in place.


  I closed my eyes as the gentle weight of the fae-fashioned armor slipped down my body and fell to the stone floor.


  Branthae’s hands worked quickly to pull my tunic up over my head and she threw it aside easily, leaving me almost naked in front of her.


  When I opened my eyes, her gaze burned into mine and I stood up a little straighter as her fingertips traced a path over the hardened planes of my stomach and the curve of my muscled hips.


  “May I command my Champion?” she asked softly.


  “As you wish,” I replied evenly.


  Her smile widened at my response, and she pulled me back toward a wooden chair upholstered with deep violet velvet cushions. Without breaking eye contact, she took hold of my hands and drew them to her lips to press gentle kisses against my knuckles and fingers.


  "Are you frightened?" she asked suddenly.


  “Of what?”


  “Of being here?”


  I thought about lying, but I decided against it. She could hear my thoughts anyway—she would know if I hesitated.


  She could know everything if she wanted to.


  "A little," I admitted.


  "Why?" Her brow furrowed slightly in concern.


  "I don't want you to use me," I confessed. "I don't want to be your distraction from this...situation."


  She seemed taken aback by my words. "Giselle..." She released her hold on my hands and brushed her fingers over my cheek softly, her touch as light as a feather. "You are not a distraction. You are a comfort...a solace. You are my Champion, after all."


  With a deft movement, she pulled the pin from the brooch that held her gown in place at her shoulder and the whisper fine silk slithered down her curves and puddled at her feet.


  The smile on her face was sly and teasing—and more than a little wicked and my mouth watered at how much I wanted to taste her skin.


  She backed toward the chair and eased herself down on it. She sat there for a moment, a princess on a throne—a queen. Her chin lifted slightly as she looked at me, and her smile didn’t falter as she opened a hidden lid on the arm of the chair and drew out a long, slender object that fit comfortably in her palm.


  Something deep inside me clenched. I knew what that was.


  Polished smooth, the stone appendage glowed in the soft light.


  A dildo.


  With a small sigh, Branthae shifted in the chair and draped one of her long legs over the arm, opening herself to my hungry gaze.


  “Will you be commanded, Champion?” she asked.


  Her voice was smooth and sultry as she dragged the tip of the dildo down her body.


  “Yes,” I choked out.


  “Come here.”


  My legs were unsteady as I walked toward her.


  “On your knees.”


  I felt the lightest touch of her power, but I didn’t need any encouragement to drop to the stone floor in front of her throne.


  The glow emanating from the stone appendage in her hand cast flickering shadows across her naked form, highlighting the stark contrasts of her body–-the swell of her breasts, the slimness of her waist, the curve of her thigh draped over the armrest.


  “Good girl,” she breathed out, her eyes gleaming against the flickering candlelight. The room was awash with an intoxicating aroma of jasmine and something I couldn’t identify, but it was a scent Branthae always seemed to carry with her.


  Her violet eyes held a hunger that matched my own and her fingers moved in a languid rhythm as she toyed with the stone implement and dragged it closer to the glistening folds of her pussy.


  A shiver of anticipation ran through me as she teased herself with the dildo. The cold stone floor beneath my knees but a fleeting discomfort compared to the intense desire coiling within me. I reached for her and she swatted my hands away.


  “No,” she scolded gently, before she held the dildo out to me. I took it tentatively, but my eyes were on Branthae’s fingers as they slid over her pussy lips, spreading the slick flesh and teasing against her swollen clit.


  I bit down hard on my cheek to focus and took a moment to study the polished stone in my hand.


  It was unlike anything I'd ever seen in my life, but it was familiar as well—it was impeccably sculpted to resemble the real thing but it was imbued with soft glows of Fae magic that shifted in the dim light of the room.


  Branthae’s tongue darted out to lick her lips. “Now,” she breathed. “Serve your princess.”


  Her words were a command that sent a thrill coursing through me.


  The look in her eyes was full of dark lust and I found myself swallowing hard in response.


  Taking a deep breath, I moved closer. My heart pounded, echoing loudly in my ears as I guided the tool under her scrutiny. She gasped softly when I made contact, her body arching slightly on the soft velvet chair as I pressed my face against her thigh and inhaled the sweet scent of her.


  Her fingers swirled rhythmically over her clit and I pushed them away with a growl as I spread her folds with my own fingers and pushed my mouth against her sweet cleft.


  Branthae let out a shuddering gasp as I thrust my tongue inside her entrance and then licked deftly at her pussy and teased the swollen bud of her clit with deft strokes.


  I reveled in each and every gasp and whimper, and the way her soft cries echoed off the chamber walls, filled me with an arousal like nothing I’d ever known. I dared a glance up at her, her head thrown back against the chair, her dark hair cascading over her bare breasts and a sheen of sweat coated her skin as she writhed under my ministrations.


  She clung to the arms of the chair, and to her thigh, gripping so tightly that her nails dug into her flesh.


  I pushed two fingers into her velvet entrance, plunging deep and slow while I sucked hard on her clit.


  She moaned, and the sound rang in my ears—I knew what she wanted, and her panting breaths begged for it with every passing second. I could feel the tug of her power on the hand that held the stone toy. She wanted to be fucked, but I wanted her to beg.


  I worked my fingers inside her, teasing and stretching her tender flesh.


  “Giselle— Please—” Her words were breathless, and I could feel the flutter of her pussy against my fingers, drawing me deeper, wanting more.


  Leaving my fingers inside her, I slipped the toy along my palm and teased the thick head of it against her entrance—slow and sure. Each inch I pushed inside had her arching further off the chair, crying out my name.


  A sense of wonder filled me at the sight of such a powerful fae princess undone by my touch.


  Her foot found purchase on my shoulder as I began to move the plaything with a slow rhythm that increased with every urging moan that escaped from her lips.


  I alternated strokes, pushing my fingers in while I withdrew the toy. I was fascinated by the way her slick flesh welcomed the thick girth of the toy and how it stretched her and made her cry out with every steady thrust.


  My own arousal was building to an unbearable peak, but this was about Branthae.


  She was close; I could sense it in the way her body tensed and how rapid her breath had become.


  One hand fisted in my hair, holding on as if for dear life while her other hand worked frantically to rub at her clit.


  With a growl I pushed my face against her pussy once more, licking at her slick folds and adding my saliva to the sweetness of her juices that lubricated the toy. I nudged her fingers away from her clit and sucked it into my mouth as I pushed the toy into her cunt with quick strokes.


  Her fingers pushed into my hair and she let out a keening cry as I felt her body tightening, pulling my fingers and the toy deeper within her. I maintained the steady rhythm, licking and sucking as she thrashed and moaned beneath me.


  Each breathless cry of my name was a sweet note of satisfaction, a declaration of victory.


  And then, with a final shattering scream, Branthae’s body convulsed and she came around my fingers and the stone dildo, her hot fluids drenched my face and chest. I kept up the rhythm until she slumped back in the chair, panting and sated.


  Gently, I withdrew the toy from her sensitive flesh. Her body twitched with aftershocks as I set it aside, and my gaze returned to her flushed face.


  Her violet eyes flickered open and met mine, all their earlier frostiness melted away into warmth.


  A soft smile graced her lips as she reached out a trembling hand to stroke my cheek.


  “Come here,” she whispered hoarsely. With effort, she sat up straighter and pulled me up her body until our breasts rubbed against each other. My nipples were as hard as hers, and my pussy throbbed with need.


  She reached between us and she bit down on her lip and smiled as her fingers brushed against the slickness of my arousal.


  “The Champion needs her own reward for such service,” she murmured.


  In response, I pushed the leg that Branthae had so casually thrown over the arm of her throne back toward her chest and tilted my hips forward so the heat of my cleft rubbed against her slick flesh.


  Branthae’s eyes widened with surprise and her breath caught as my clit pressed against hers. “What—”


  I pinned her to the chair, my hand against her throat. “You have commanded me enough tonight, Princess.”


  I squeezed gently, stealing her breath, and Branthae’s lips parted as she arched against me. I moved purposefully, grinding my pussy against hers, seeking the slick friction I needed to satisfy the throb between my thighs.


  She gasped, her eyes fluttering closed as the unexpected sensation sent a current of pleasure coursing through her. "Giselle," she gasped, her hands clenched my shoulders and I couldn't help the shudder of arousal that ran down my spine.


  "Say it again," I demanded, my voice raspy with need.


  I relaxed my grip on her throat, allowing her to take a shuddering breath. "Giselle," she panted again, louder this time. The sound of my name on her lips made me feel like I was the one in control, not her.


  I quickened my pace, grinding harder against her clit and I bent my head to capture her lips in a fierce kiss. Our tongues explored each other's mouths in rhythm with our movements and soon the room filled with our combined pants and gasps for breath.


  My heart pounded loudly in my ears as pleasure coursed through me with every rub of my sensitive flesh against hers. I felt heat gathering in my lower belly and knew I was on the verge of coming.


  As though she could hear my thoughts, Branthae slid a hand between our writhing bodies and cupped my pussy. Her fingers slid inside me and the heel of her palm pressed against my clit. I let out a choked cry as her magic rippled through my body and lit my veins on fire.


  I kissed her hard as a powerful orgasm made my back arch and Branthae chuckled against my mouth as my pussy clenched around her fingers.


  The afterglow of pleasure left us both breathless and satiated. I collapsed against Branthae, and our hearts pounded in sync as we caught our breaths.


  Her hands ran through my sweat-drenched hair, softly caressing my scalp.


  "You flatter me, knight," she murmured against my ear, her voice husky from exertion.


  “I do as I am commanded,” I replied.


  She snaked a hand between us once more and her fingers ghosted over my still sensitive clit.


  A tremor passed through me and I let out a soft moan.


  "You were...very thorough," she said.


  I lifted my mouth to capture her lips in a sweet kiss.


  Branthae sighed into my mouth and deepened the kiss, her tongue teasing mine with languid strokes. When we broke apart for air, she gazed at me with heavy-lidded eyes filled with warmth.


  “Come to bed,” she said.


  “Is that command, princess?”


  A mischievous smile tugged at her lips. “Does it have to be?”
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  The predawn cacophony of shouts and the clamor of boots against stone yanked me from sleep.


  My eyes snapped open, straining against the murky half-light that seeped through the heavy drapery.


  Next to me, Branthae's form was a serene landscape of smooth bare skin beneath tangled sheets, her chest rose and fell with the steady rhythm of undisturbed slumber.


  "Damn it," I muttered, throwing back the covers as I disentangled myself from the warmth of the bed and her unconscious embrace.


  The urgency in the air was suffocating and chased away any remnants of drowsiness as I hastily tugged my leather breeches up over my hips and pulled a clean tunic emblazoned with Branthae’s crest over my head.


  With one last glance at the princess, whose dreams appeared untouched by the turmoil outside, I grabbed my sword and sword belt from the table where she had placed it the night before and slipped out into the corridor, my heart pounding in time with my swift steps.


  The sound of shouts drew me away from the princess’ apartments toward a side of the palace I hadn’t seen before, but it wasn’t hard to figure out what it was.


  Manacles were attached to the stone walls at measured intervals, and the planks of a wooden platform set near one wall were stained with a dark substance that I didn’t have to guess was blood.


  I swallowed hard and grabbed hold of a guard who ran past me.


  “What’s happening?” I choked out.


  The man shook off my grip on his shoulder and glared at me. “Take your hands off me,” he growled before his gaze fell upon the crest on my tunic. “I— Forgive me,” he stuttered. “I— didn’t—”


  “Tell me what happened,” I demanded but dread was already curling in my gut. “Did something happen to a prisoner here?”


  His eyes darted to a door in the stone wall.


  I grabbed the front of his tunic and jerked him off balance. “What happened?”


  “I don’t know,” he managed.


  “Where is the princess’ prisoner?”


  He gestured toward the door and then pushed my hand away. “The princess will want to know.”


  His sneer felt pointed and he turned away from me. I gritted my teeth and moved toward the doorway with long strides. The doorway hid a set of stone stairs that twisted up to the second floor, and I climbed them with unsteady legs that threatened to betray me and tumble me unceremoniously down to the main level.


  The door to one of the cells stood ajar, revealing the guard slumped against the wall, his face ashen.


  He looked at me as I approached, his pale eyes hollow pools of shock, and shook his head slowly.


  "Too late," he murmured in a hoarse whisper.


  "Move," I commanded, pushing past him.


  The scene inside was a tragic still-life scene. Lurie lay crumpled on the floor, her once vibrant eyes stared blankly at the high ceiling. Her auburn hair was spread out around her like a halo and a makeshift noose fashioned from torn bedding was looped around her neck. The other end was tied securely to the iron bars of the small window above the narrow cot that had been stripped of its linens.


  On the floor beside her, a small wooden stool lay on its side.


  It was obvious enough what had happened.


  “Who cut her down?”


  “I did,” the guard I’d passed at the door choked out. “I couldn’t just leave her there—”


  Lurie’s full lips were blue, and a vivid bruise stood out against her pale flesh where the noose had cut into her. Tears stained her pallid cheeks and I wondered what her last thoughts might have been—


  She was beyond Branthae’s reach now, and her confession was sealed forever on silent lips.


  My hand trembled as I closed her eyes, a gesture of respect for the dead and a silent apology that justice would remain unserved.


  "Shit," I breathed. Horror mixed with a surge of frustration as I looked down at her.


  We had been so close, so damn close to dragging the truth into the light.


  "Who found her?" I asked without looking up.


  "Jerrick," the guard replied, gesturing toward the doorway where another figure lingered, his youthful face haunted by what he'd witnessed.


  "Did anyone else enter?" I pressed, my mind already sifting through the possibilities, seeking answers in the bleak puzzle before me.


  "None but us," Jerrick said, swallowing hard. "I... I didn't think she'd..." His voice trailed off, choked by emotion or perhaps fear.


  "Nobody thought this would happen," I finished for him as I stood up and stepped back from the body.


  "Seal the room," I ordered, my thoughts racing ahead. "Allow no one entry until the princess has been told." I pointed at the body. “Cover her. We’ll send for the healer—”


  I wasn’t sure if that’s what was required, but it sounded close enough to be logical.


  "Understood," the guard nodded, regaining some semblance of discipline.


  As I walked back through the now hushed corridor, I tried not to think about the color of Lurie’s skin, or the eerie scent in the room—I’d never seen a dead body before. My stomach churned and I swallowed the taste of acid that lingered on my tongue.


  Knights don’t puke.


  Don’t even think about it.


  I braced myself against the wall as I came down the spiral stairs, but as I reached the ground floor a wail tore through the silence.


  Its echo was raw and haunted, and it seemed to claw at my own heart.


  As I stepped out into the strange light of the morning I recognized Branthae’s silhouette. She wore a gown as translucent as a dragonfly's wings, and throat tightened as my eyes fixed on her body.


  "Is it true?" she gasped, violet eyes wide with horror.


  Someone had told her.


  Her voice cracked, "Is Lurie—"


  "Dead? Yes."


  The words were like lead on my tongue.


  "She took her own life."


  Branthae's knees buckled and I rushed forward to catch her in my arms. Her body trembled against mine as I held her. The guards shuffled, uneasy witnesses to the princess’s vulnerability.


  She cried out, not with the delicate tears of a damsel, but with the gut-wrenching sobs that sounded more like rage than misery.


  "M-my brother," she wept, "we'll never... how can we—"


  I held her gently as my thoughts raced.


  "We'll find another way," I found myself saying, but I didn’ t know if that was true—or what was left to us now. Branthae had pinned all of her hopes for finding justice upon Lurie’s confession.


  "Another way?" Branthae pulled back, wiping her tears on the sleeve of her gown. Her face, usually so composed, was streaked with grief and a rising fury kindled in her violet eyes. "How, Giselle? She should have faced justice—she should have faced the ax for her crimes."


  "Let's return to your chambers," I urged, guiding her away from prying eyes. This was no place for a princess to unravel—or for conspiracies to be discussed.


  She leaned against me and relied on my strength to lead her back through the palace to her apartments.


  She was silent, but her teeth chattered as though she had been caught in a snowstorm.


  As we passed some servants, I called for hot water and wine—there had to be something I could do to calm her.


  The door to her chambers swung open as we approached, but even as they closed behind us, I didn’t feel as though I could relax.


  Within the confines of her opulent room, Branthae pulled away from me and paced the stone floor like a caged animal, and the transparent fabric of her gown caught the glow of the morning light and almost disappeared—she may as well have been naked, her curves outlines only by a soft pearly glow as she strode past the windows.


  When I could drag my eyes away from her body, I watched her carefully and noted the rapid shift from devastation to a cold resolve that iced over her features.


  "Something isn't right," she muttered, more to herself than to me. "Lurie wouldn't... Why would she..."


  "End her life?"


  "And so conveniently timed before she could confess her crime to the Court."


  "You can’t be serious."


  What Branthae was suggesting was chilling, and implied a plot far darker than I had imagined.


  Branthae stopped pacing and her gaze pierced me. "It has to be the work of the Countess."


  "Countess Mardove?" I frowned, recalling the silver-haired diplomat with the sharp eyes. "Do you think she's involved?"


  "Think? No." Branthae's eyes glowed with a strange fire, the kindle of her fae magic simmering just beneath the surface. "I know it. She has always coveted influence over the Court, and with Cristar gone…"


  "Lurie's death is just too opportune—Lurie’s presence in my brother’s chambers would not have gone unnoticed. Royalty does not sneak around without someone knowing something. He would have to confide in someone—and if I know my brother, he would not have been able to help himself." She shook her head, but her mouth was grim.


  I nodded, though unease coiled in my gut. "We’ll need proof, Branthae. Accusations alone won’t bring justice."


  "Then we shall find it," she declared.


  The door to Branthae’s chamber opened and servants flooded into the room carrying jars of washing water, a cask of wine, and trays of food.


  My stomach growled. I was starving, but the memory of Lurie’s sightless eyes chased all thought of food from my mind.


  As the hot water was poured into her bath, another servant unfastened Branathae’s gossamer gown and pulled it away from her lithe form.


  The princess let out a satisfied sigh as she stepped into the water without waiting for it to cool.


  She held out a hand for a goblet of wine, and then sank down into the water.


  I didn’t know what to think, or how to feel—but nothing about this was right.


  Something was very wrong, and I wasn’t sure what I could trust anymore.


  “You should get in,” Branthae said. She looked at me over her shoulder and smiled.


  "I—I—" I stammered, looking at the undulating surface of the water that just barely covered her breasts.


  "Get in," she repeated, her voice softer this time. "It will do you good."


  The hot water would do me good—but every time I closed my eyes, I saw Lurie’s face—the paleness of her tear-stained cheeks, and the way her dead eyes had stared up at the ceiling of her cell.


  I felt a sudden distance between my mind and my body, as if I was watching myself standing awkwardly beside the bath while the princess beckoned me toward her.


  “I can’t,” I choked out.


  “Why not?”


  She was so different now—only a short time ago I had almost carried her back to these chambers.


  Had it all been for show?


  “What is on your mind, Champion,” she asked in a tone that held more command than it should have. “Tell me.”


  “Lurie’s death,” I said. “It— something about it wasn’t right.”


  Branthae’s eyebrow rose and she turned in the bath to face me, resting her forearms on the edge of the carved tub. The goblet of wine dangled lazily from her fingers, the rich liquid lapping at the rim, threatening to splash on the stone floor.


  “She took her own life,” Branthae said. “Clearly she was wracked by guilt—”


  "No—she didn’t… it wasn’t suicide." The word tasted like ash on my tongue, but I stood up a little straighter and rested my hand on the hilt of my sword. "She was murdered. And I intend to find out who's behind it."


  Branthae's brows furrowed, her lips thinning into a severe line. The princess let out a soft sigh, her fingers drumming lightly against the rim of the goblet she still held. "And who do you propose the culprit is?"


  "Who would benefit most from her death?" I countered. "You were going to have her taken before the Court and accused of murder—she never would have confessed to it. If she was innocent, she would have named whoever was responsible— Now she's gone, conveniently silenced before she could spill any secrets."


  Branthae fell silent as she considered my words, swirling the wine in her goblet thoughtfully. "Very curious," she mused.


  “I called the healer to take Lurie’s body,” I said as I turned away. “I should speak to them—”


  “Stay with me,” Branthae crooned. “You would not deny me—”


  “I have to,” I said over my shoulder. “If you want me to protect you, I have to know the truth—”


  “Stay,” she said in a sharp tone. But it was the splash of water on the stones and the crash of the goblet that made me turn around.


  Branthae was standing up in the bath. Her eyes were dark pools—black in the strange light. Her dark hair was plastered to her shoulders, and water streamed from her naked body, splashing on the floor. The goblet of wine lay nearby, shattered into hundreds of pieces, the deep red wine pooled like blood around the shards.


  She was beautiful.


  Bewitching.


  Terrifying.


  I could feel the tug of her magic and the clench of my pussy in response to it—and at the thought of losing myself in her so that I could forget what I had seen at the prison.


  If I stayed, I had no doubt that she would dull my mind with lust—and I wouldn’t complain… I wasn’t an idiot.


  But I had to find out what had happened, even if it just confirmed everything I had already guessed.


  “I can’t,” I choked out. “Please forgive me, Princess— I’ll be back soon.”


  Branthae didn’t answer me—no forgiveness, no permission. But I couldn’t wait.


  I fled the room and hoped that the doors would open when my palms hit them, but Branthae didn’t try to stop me with her magic.


  She could have. But she didn’t.


  I glanced back for just a moment before the doors closed, and watched her sink back down into the bath.


  I would pay for my disobedience later—maybe she would make me grovel.


  Or punish me in some other way—


  Whatever I found out, it better be worth whatever she would do to me when I returned.


  My heart thudded as I tore my gaze away from her, the image of her presence in the bath still seared into my mind.


  The scent of the wine and autumn flowers from her bathwater clung to my clothes and danced in my nostrils as I bolted down the corridor, each breath I drew was filled with her intoxicating scent.


  But the reality of what had transpired pierced through my consciousness, and through Branthae’s magic.


  Lurie was dead, and Branthae’s intentions were unclear—perhaps even to herself—and I was at the center of all this chaos.


  It was overwhelming and threatened to swallow me whole, but I had to push onward.


  The healer's quarters were dimly lit and hushed when I arrived and the acolyte seemed reluctant to allow me to enter.


  I found the old fae examining Lurie's lifeless body with a grave expression on his face.


  The sight of her lying there sent a chill down my spine.


  “Champion—” he greeted me. “You were right to call for me. There were others who have come seeking answers—”


  Shit.


  “Like who?”


  The old fae glanced up at me, but didn’t answer.


  That wasn’t a good sign.


  “What can you tell me,” I asked. “She was cut down by one of the guards—”


  “She was dead before the noose tightened on her throat,” he replied absently.


  Revulsion gripped me. “What—”


  He draped a dark linen cloth over Lurie’s face and gestured to her throat.


  “She did not die by her own hand,” he confirmed to me. “These marks—these are not made by a knot…”


  Hearing those words made my heart plummet into my stomach and it took me a moment to regain composure.


  “Fingers,” I whispered. The old fae made no reply. “Who—who would want her dead?” My voice came out as a choked hiss that bounced off the stone walls of the healer’s quarters.


  “I can't say,” he replied, his voice was distant, as if he was lost in his own thoughts. “But whoever did this... knew what they were doing.”


  His words sent a shiver down my spine.


  I knew what he was implying—this was calculated… Deliberate. The work of someone who knew how to kill and leave no trace.


  "Thank you," I said hoarsely, turning away.


  “There is something more,” the healer said.


  “More?”


  The healer’s hand hovered over the body, and I swallowed hard.


  “You don’t have to say anything,” I said quickly. “She’s pregnant, isn’t she.”


  The healer inclined his head in response.


  The scent of the medicinal herbs and unguents threatened to choke me and I blinked hard as I strode from the room and out into the freshness of the courtyard.


  Fuck. Fuck Fuck.
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  Carrying a royal bastard.


  I paced through the trees near the healer’s apartments and I knew that I was walking in circles and probably would have looked insane to anyone who was watching me.


  I knew how that kind of thing worked in the mortal world—bastards can’t inherit.


  But if they were married secretly that would have been a whole other scandal and then there would be another fight for legitimacy. That child would have been a prince or princess in their own right. And they would have a claim to the throne that Branthae was trying to secure for herself.


  Ugh.


  Why did I have these kinds of details in my brain?


  It seemed like dating women who were really into royal drama had rubbed off in me whether I liked it or not.


  If things worked that way here—then that gave Branthae even more motive.


  But if she hadn’t known—


  Branthae’s focus on the Countess Mardove had to mean something—but what?


  I didn’t want to tell Branthae about Lurie’s pregnancy, but I wasn’t sure I would be able to keep it hidden from her for long.


  The soft rustle of leaves underfoot did little to distract me from my spiraling thoughts.


  There was a cool, crispness to the air which accompanied the strange endless autumn of this realm—it was my favorite time of year, and I’d wished more than once that the season would last forever—but this was too much.


  I paused in my paces and leaned against the gnarled trunk of an ancient oak tree. The earthy scent of autumnal decay mixed with the sweet aroma of ripe apples and delicate fall flowers filled my senses.


  It should have been comforting, peaceful even.


  But all I could feel was a knot of unease coiling tighter in my stomach.


  The prospect of confrontation looming on the horizon had always spurred me into action. Now though, it just seemed to muddle my thoughts further.


  The more I tried to piece together Lurie's tragic death and the role the Countess might have played in it—the more tangled it all became.


  Branthae.


  Beautiful, mysterious Branthae with her enchanting violet eyes and her secretive smile. Could she really be innocent in all of this?


  She was the only one with the most to lose—and the most to gain.


  A sudden breeze swept through the forest, sending a cascade of leaves swirling around me. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, hoping that some wisdom or clarity might be passed on by this eternal Autumn land.


  I finally came to one conclusion: I couldn't keep this secret from Branthae anymore. If she was truly innocent then, she needed to be made aware of the potential threat that lurked within her own Court.


  If she was guilty... well, how she reacted to the news could be revealing.


  I pushed away from the tree and headed back towards the grand, vine-draped palace.


  As I neared, my heart pounded harder with each step.


  Doubt curled around my thoughts like an invasive weed, but I couldn’t back down from this now.


  Even though I didn't want to see the hurt in Branthae's eyes when I told her of Lurie's pregnancy, I knew it was necessary.


  The palace bustled with activity as usual. Servants moved deftly about their tasks, courtiers whispered in hushed tones as I passed by, and guards stood on parapets, ever watchful.


  Finally reaching Branthae's quarters, I took a moment to compose myself before I laid my hands against the door.


  Branthae.


  The thought of her name was usually enough to make the doors open, but this time they didn’t move.


  "Branthae," I called out softly after a beat. “Princess— I must speak with you.”


  I don’t know how long I waited there, but I knew she was inside—I could feel that she was inside.


  Ignoring me.


  Finally, I leaned my shoulder against the doorframe and crossed my arms over my chest.


  As I waited, I thought about every filthy thing Branthae and I had done—and a few things I wanted to do to her—


  The back of my neck was hot and my throat was tight as I imagined those things… one after the other.


  The door creaked open and I eased away from the doorframe just enough so that I could see inside the crack of the door.


  Branthae stood in the space, her violet eyes glittering with lust. “You did that on purpose,” she hissed.


  I shrugged. “Maybe. But it worked—”


  It was difficult not to be smug as I noticed the flush on the princess’ cheeks and the way her pulse thrummed at her throat.


  “I have to talk to you.”


  “I don’t want to talk,” she retorted. “I want you to fuck me.”


  I pushed my way into the room and kicked the heavy wooden door closed as Branthae fell into my arms.


  Her mouth was hot on mine and she pressed her sweet curves against me and it took all of my will power not to give in.


  I took hold of her shoulders and held her tight—she let out a small gasp and I couldn’t tell if it was one of surprise, pain, or lust as my fingers dug into her skin.


  “Is this what you want,” she panted. “To make your princess beg—”


  “I want you to listen,” I hissed.


  She laughed. “No, no—that’s not what I want.”


  “You have to listen,” I insisted.


  Branthae struggled against my hold and I could feel the tug of her power—she would be frustrated with me soon enough and there was no way I could hold her then.


  “Lurie was pregnant,” I blurted out.


  Branthae’s violet eyes widened. “What—”


  “She was dead before— Her suicide was staged. It was a lie,” I said.


  “Who knows about this,” she whispered.


  I shook my head. “The healer confirmed it—he showed me the fingerprints on her throat. Bruises, Branthae. Someone strangled her before they—”


  I couldn’t bring myself to finish the sentence.


  “And the pregnancy—”


  “I guessed.”


  I released my hold on Branthae’s arms and she stepped out of my reach. She staggered just a little, and I reached out to steady her, but she slapped my hand away. “Stop it,” she hissed. “It’s not true.”


  “It is,” I said. “Lurie was carrying your brother’s child.”


  “Cristar would never—”


  “Branthae—”


  “Never!”


  Her shout echoed off the stones and my hands tightened into fists at my side.


  "And yet, he did," I said. It was hard to keep my voice steady. Despite everything Branthae and I had shared, I was still wary of her—and the magic that sparked at the tips of her fingers. "And now he’s dead. And so is Lurie."


  Branthae stood as if struck to the very core, her own eyes reflecting the pain and shock she felt. She staggered back, a hand rising to cover her mouth. "This... This cannot be."


  "But it is." I advanced on her, my heart pounding with a fierce beat against my ribs.


  "No..." Branthae shook her head, her beautiful black hair whipping about her face as she turned away from me. The sight of her vulnerability stirred an odd mixture of desire and pity within me.


  My chest tightened at the sight of her pain, but I also felt a sense of urgency nudging at me, warning me to get this over with sooner rather than later. "Branthae," I called softly after her retreating figure.


  She stopped but didn't turn around. “Countess Mardove can’t be trusted,” she choked out. “She’s the only one who could have done this.”


  "We need evidence," I said, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand. "Something solid enough to convince the Court." I hesitated for just a moment—the need to help Branthae sparked something in me that I couldn’t ignore. Solving this mystery was my key to escaping this realm and getting back to my life. "We could search her quarters,’ I said in a rush. “If there's evidence to be found, I'll uncover it."


  Branthae whirled around and strode toward me. She laid her hand on my chest and stared into my eyes. “You would do this for me?”


  I would do anything.


  “Yes.”


  Her smile was brief. "And while you engage in such direct methods, I shall employ a subtler approach. The Countess’s servants are loyal, yet even the smallest crack can lead to a fissure if applied with care."


  A shiver of anticipation trickled down my spine at her words. “Alright.”


  Branthae nodded, looking more composed now. For a fleeting moment, I was distracted by the way her black hair tumbled over her shoulders in soft waves that framed her strong and delicate features.


  “Giselle,” she said quietly, her gaze holding mine. There was a vulnerability in her eyes that almost made me forget our recent argument, and for a moment all I wanted was to reach out and brush my fingers through her hair, to hold her close and reassure her.


  But that wasn’t what she needed right now.


  I took a step back to put some distance between us. “I’ll go now,” I said, forcing my voice to sound firm. “The sooner we find proof, the better.”


  As I turned around to leave, Branthae’s voice stopped me in my tracks.


  “Be careful.”


  I smiled faintly at that but didn’t reply.


  The palace was a labyrinth of splendor, and as I ventured deeper into it each turn set me more off balance—I didn’t belong here, and it seemed as though even the stones set into the walls resented my presence. Each tapestry that adorned the walls depicted battles and scenes from unfamiliar history and mythology—weird beasts, triumphant royalty—bloody ends for the defeated… When I finally reached the section that housed the elite members of the Court I was well and truly unsettled.


  I had to stop three servants before I was able to get the directions I needed, and when I arrived at the gilded doors that concealed the rooms of Countess Mardove, I was certain that everyone in the palace knew what I was doing.


  I realized at that moment that I didn’t have a plan.


  "State your business," a voice demanded, and I turned to find myself met by the steely gaze of the Countess's personal guard. Their uniforms were immaculate and their hands rested near weapons that promised swift retribution.


  My shoulders straightened as they approached. "I seek an audience with the Countess on behalf of Princess Branthae," I lied smoothly, and hoped that my position as Branthae’s Champion might lend credibility to my words.


  "Her Ladyship receives no visitors at present," the guard replied, his stance unyielding. "Do you have a message for her that we might deliver?"


  My mind raced, searching for an angle, a diversion, anything that would grant me passage.


  "Actually, yes," I said, a plan rapidly forming, "I have a personal message from the princess. It's of utmost importance that it reaches the Countess directly."


  His sharp eyes studied me for a moment longer, then with a begrudging nod he moved aside. "Very well," he said, although I could hear the doubt in his voice. But protocol was clear, and as the Champion of the Princess, I seemed that I had certain privileges even I wasn’t aware of.


  I walked past him and approached the ornate doors with what I hoped was a confident stride. I glanced back at him one final time before pushing open the double doors and stepping into Countess Mardove's private sanctum.


  The room was lush and opulent in a way that managed to be tasteful. The furniture was dark mahogany with rich velvet cushions, and copper accents were tastefully scattered throughout the room. The walls were draped with heavy silk curtains of plum and silver, complementing the Countess’s silver hair. Expensive-looking artifacts I couldn’t identify adorned every available surface in the room. At first glance, everything seemed in order—nothing out of place, and definitely nothing suspicious.


  Idiot.


  You’re not going to find anything obvious here.


  I took another step into the room and the door closed behind me with an almost ominous thud.


  An unfamiliar scent filled my nostrils—a sweet perfume laced with the faintest hint of decay.


  It smelled like power.


  Looking around, I noticed that though well-kept, this room bore signs of frequent use: cushion indentations on the chaise lounge; books stacked haphazardly on an antique table; and an unsealed jug of wine on a nearby countertop next to a goblet that still held some dark liquid—remnants of a recent guest’s visit?


  A small desk in the corner caught my eye. Upon it, were bundles of letters tied in string. It could just be simple correspondence. But the Countess was a powerful member of the Court, and each one of those innocuous-seeming letters could be a weapon.


  I moved to the desk and began unfolding the topmost pile of letters and immediately felt like a moron.


  They were ordinary correspondences—requests for audiences or invitations to courtly events.


  A gasp echoed through the room as Countess Mardove entered, halting in mid-stride at the sight of me perusing her personal communications. "What is this?" she demanded sharply.


  I straightened up and moved away from the desk. “Countess—” I said firmly. “I have been sent by the princess—”


  The Countess’ expression hardened. “You should not have been admitted.”


  I could see the rigid set of her jaw, the blue chill in her eyes. She was furious, and rightly so.


  "My apologies, Countess," I said, trying to sound as respectful as possible. "I mean no disrespect."


  She was silent for a moment, then waved a hand dismissively before she sank down upon a velvet upholstered chaise. “No matter,” she said coolly. “What business does the Princess have with me that she sends her Champion in her stead?”


  I hesitated, not quite prepared for this moment. I had to be careful now—tell an intricate enough lie to keep her from being suspicious but simple enough that I wouldn’t get caught up in it when she pressed me for details.


  “I...uh...she asked me to... tell you that she is willing to meet with Perron Quinal. She said that you would be able to arrange it.”


  The Countess’ eyes narrowed. “Did she?”


  "Yes," I said, opting to hold her gaze with a steady determination. "It's a delicate matter, she thought it best to go through you."


  The Countess steepled her fingers and assessed me with measured curiosity. "Fascinating."


  A chill ran down my spine as she looked me up and down. It seemed as if she'd already decided something about me—only I had no idea what that was. "I've delivered the message as it was given to me, Countess."


  Her lips twisted into a knowing smile—dangerous and beguiling at once, like a snake poised to strike. She rose slowly from her chaise, every movement graceful and catlike. Her eyes never left mine as she stalked toward a beautifully ornate cupboard. Its copper detailing glowed subtly in the soft light of the room—a reminder of the magic that permeated every aspect of this strange land.


  "There is always more beneath the surface when it comes to our dear princess," she mused, pulling out a small crystal decanter filled with shimmering amber liquid—a fae delicacy, I assumed. She poured herself a glass, then gestured with the bottle in my direction. “Drink?”


  "Thank—" I began but then paused, reconsidering. "No thank you.”


  Countess Mardove shrugged elegantly and set the decanter down after pouring herself a glass. She took a sip without breaking eye contact—another show of power.


  "Very well,” she said casually, “you may tell the Princess her message has been received and that I will arrange the meeting with Perron Quinal.” She watched me for a moment longer before she added, “You may leave now.”


  I nodded, expressing my gratitude as I turned to leave. But just as my hand touched the door, a thought occurred to me and I turned back around to face her.


  "Countess," I began, catching her attention. "May I ask... how did you come to know Lurie?"


  Her gaze faltered only slightly before she masked it with disinterest. "I know nothing about her,” she replied dismissively. "She was a servant—what would I care about her?"


  A lie. It had to be.


  "Then you wouldn’t care to know that there are rumors circulating about her death…" I paused, studying her reaction carefully.


  The Countess’ chin lifted slightly.


  "Some say it was not by her own hand," I said. “A mystery to be sure. She was very close to the Crown Prince.”


  The older woman’s eyes didn't reveal any sign of fear or guilt, but something in them definitely shifted—like an echo being stifled at its source.


  "Was she? And what business is that of yours?" she asked calmly, though there was an edge in her voice that hadn't been there before.


  I shrugged. “It might be nothing. But I thought you might like to know—you seem like the sort of person who likes to know about everything that happens in the palace.”


  The Countess laughed lightly, though there was no mirth in it. She took another sip of her drink, her gaze thoughtful as she stared into the amber liquid.


  As I left the room, one thing became clear: The Countess knew more than she was letting on.


  I hoped that Branthae wouldn’t be angry with me for contriving a meeting between her and Perron—but I would deal with that later.


  I had a bigger problem on my hands—the question of Lurie's death and the Countess' potential involvement.


  As I closed the door behind me, I noticed an odd look in the Countess’ eye that I couldn't quite read. It was as if she was calculating something, but what?


  Shaking my head to clear it, I turned on my heel and walked down the hall, trying to piece together what just happened.


  My mind kept reeling back to the moment when I mentioned Lurie's death—the way Countess Mardove's eyes had shifted. It wasn’t fear or surprise, but more like… intrigue.


  And yet, she'd dismissed it so quickly.


  Maybe Lurie did kill herself out of despair after Cristar’s death… or maybe she'd known too much for her own good.
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  I paced my chambers, full of restless energy that I could only have one outlet—reading Giselle’s thoughts had been something I’d tried to avoid at first, but there were such delicious things buried there—thoughts that made my lips curl and my pussy throb with need.


  She was loyal—but only where it served her purpose. She would help me, but only because she couldn’t leave on her own. Without fulfilling her task, the spell couldn’t be broken.


  Or, perhaps it could—but I was in no hurry to break it.


  She had been gone for far too long.


  She had taken a chance by going directly to the Countess’ chambers. What if she’d been discovered? What if she’d been challenged?


  She was my Champion, there wasn’t much that anyone could do to her that I could not undo.


  However—I didn’t trust the Countess.


  I heard the clink of Giselle’s armor and the sound of her footsteps on the flagstones and rushed toward the door. I raised a hand to pull the door open with my magic, and my Champion slipped inside.


  She didn’t look triumphant. She looked troubled.


  "Tell me you've found something," I urged, stepping closer.


  Giselle took a breath as she approached me.


  “The Countess is… hiding something,” she said.


  “Did you find something in her chambers?” I pressed. “What happened?”


  She shook her head and pushed her hand through her fair hair. “She was there—I spoke to her.”


  “About what?”


  “I— I had to think of a lie,” she said haltingly as she began to pace the room in front of the windows.


  The copper light stained her hair and accentuated the strong angles of her face… she was worried and her thoughts were troubled, but I couldn’t read them.


  “What kind of lie?” I pressed.


  “I— I told her that you agreed to meet with your cousin,” she choked out.


  I stared at her in disbelief. “What?”


  “Perron has been asking for an audience since you brought me here,” I said. “Isn’t that— shouldn’t you speak with him? Maybe he knows something?”


  "Perhaps," I conceded, my voice strained. "But I still don't trust Perron. He's been too insistent, too eager to meet with me. It's a suspicious move, and with Arol supporting him... I can't shake off the feeling that this is a trap."


  Giselle sighed and rubbed her temples. "I know... but we're running out of time. If we don't do something soon, things could get out of hand."


  "And what if that 'something' ends up getting us killed?" I snapped, my patience thinning. "If this is a trap, then we're just walking into it."


  "But what other choice do you have?" Giselle argued back, her voice rising to meet mine. "We take precautions. We plan ahead—but if you continue avoiding him, the Court might take it as your weakness. You need to show them you aren't afraid—and that you're ready to take Cristar’s place. That’s what you want, isn’t it?"


  I stared at her, my breath hitching in my throat. As much as I hated admitting it, she was right.


  "Fine," I conceded reluctantly, letting my shoulders sag in defeat. "I'll meet with Perron.”


  “Do you really think the Countess was involved with Lurie’s death?”


  I shook my head, but not to dismiss her question. “The Countess has positioned herself very carefully within the Court,” I said. “She favored my brother—doted on him. Treated him like her own son. Perron, too. She has advanced them for her own gain.”


  Giselle regarded me carefully and I could tell that she wondered if I had been jealous.


  Of course I was.


  How could I not be?


  “I want to confront her,” I blurted out.


  Giselle’s eyes widened. “What?”


  “She is in her chambers, yes?”


  Giselle nodded.


  “Then I want answers.”


  I walked quickly to the enormous carved armoire that stood against the far wall of my chamber and opened the doors wide to reveal the collection of gowns within.


  I pulled out a rich gown that seemed woven from the very essence of autumn—deep reds, burnished golds, and the unmistakable insignia of my lineage embroidered across the bodice.


  I draped the gown carefully over the back of a nearby chair and unpinned the shoulders of the shimmering pale copper gown I wore. I could feel Giselle’s eyes on my body as the delicate fabric fell to the floor. I could hear her thoughts, too.


  Delicious.


  She had already teased me with her desire to make me open the door—I’d have to find a way to punish her for it later.


  Giselle said nothing as I stepped into the gown I had chosen. I hadn’t worn it yet—only during fittings. It was to be the gown I would wear when Cristar took our father’s crown. But it had been put aside for too long.


  The weight of the gown was considerable, and I wasn’t accustomed to being so covered up—I should speak to one of the seamstresses about lowering the neckline and adding some sheer panels—there was no one left to tell me that I wasn’t ‘properly dressed.’


  "Come," I said once she was fully garbed. The sweep of the skirts over the stone floor made every movement a statement of power, and it was difficult not to relish it. It wondered if the weight of it had changed the way I walked. My shoulders were forced back by the tightness of the bodice and the snug fit of the sleeves, and I could see awe reflected in Giselle’s eyes.


  Good.


  "It's time we face the Countess. She will not be prepared to see me."


  I did not really know if I was prepared to see her—but the news that Giselle had brought me about Lurie’s pregnancy had been almost too much to bear. I had said that I would speak to the Countess’ servants, but in truth such a thing was beneath me—I had spent the entirety of her absence pacing my chamber consumed with rage and disbelief at my brother’s foolishness.


  He had risked everything—the peace of the Kingdom—everything our father had fought for—for the warmth of a common servant girl in his bed?


  Impossible.


  I walked quickly through the labyrinthine passages of the Palace with Giselle following close behind.


  The guards outside the Countess's quarters straightened up at our approach, their eyes lingered on the crest embroidered upon my bodice for longer than they should have, but it was with a respect that bordered on reverence—they deserved no rebuke for that.


  Giselle’s gaze was cold as she addressed the guards. "We're here to speak to the Countess. It is an urgent matter and cannot be delayed."


  One of the guards nodded, uncertainty flickering in his eyes. But he did not hesitate long. "Yes, Majesty," he stuttered before he reached across to open the door for us.


  We entered the opulent chambers of the Countess, adorned with rich tapestries depicting stories of Autumn Court's history. Stories I remembered from my childhood. Lies my father had told me about the ascent of our kind picked out in metallic thread with exquisite precision.


  A scent of aged parchment and lavender filled the air—a familiar smell I associated with the Countess.


  Countess Mardove sat at her desk, a quill poised in her hand as she wrote upon a piece of parchment. Her sharp eyes rose to meet mine, and surprise washed over her face as she registered my presence.


  "My dear," she greeted me as she set down her quill and stood to offer me a formal curtsy.


  She hasn’t completely forgotten the protocols.


  "Countess," I said, my voice echoing off the high stone walls of her chamber. A sense of dread gnawed at my stomach as I scanned her once friendly face for any signs of deceit.


  "Your Champion visited me earlier—I did not anticipate this visit," she said cautiously, eyeing Giselle with apprehension. "To what do I owe the pleasure?"


  I stood tall and met her gaze defiantly. "I have questions... questions that only you can answer."


  Countess Mardove appeared unfazed. She gestured to a pair of lavishly upholstered chairs beside a table laden with a decanter of wine and glasses. "Please, sit," she offered.


  I refused her gesture with a curt shake of my head. "No need for pleasantries, Countess," I said tersely. “We aren’t here for a social visit.”


  A hint of a smile danced at the corners of her lips. "Very well,” she replied, her composure unbroken. “Ask your questions then."


  "I know about Lurie," I said abruptly. Her eyes widened slightly but she quickly masked it behind her stoic expression. "I know about my brother's... indiscretion."


  She regarded me carefully, her eyes flickering between Giselle and me as if trying to read our intentions.


  "And?" she prompted coolly, sitting back down in her chair and folding her hands neatly on the desk.


  "And," I continued, clenching my fists tightly at my sides as I recalled Giselle’s revelation, "how would you feel if that indiscretion led to more than just Lurie abandoning her duties?"


  Her face paled slightly under the candlelight and I could see a hint of fear flicker behind her aged eyes.


  "You're speaking in riddles, child," she said, but her elegant demeanor faltered just a bit. "If you have something to say—"


  "Lurie was pregnant," I cut her off sharply, unwilling to dance around the topic any longer.


  The room was filled with deafening silence as the words echoed off the stone walls. She looked at me, shock etched on her face before her expression hardened. “Why should I care what some kitchen slut has been doing? What would I know of a servant’s life—”


  “You’re lying,” I snapped. “Giselle told me that you denied knowing who she was. But how could you not know what was going on? You knew who she was!” I stepped closer to her desk and my fingernails bit into the palms of my hands. “You were close to my brother—closer than I would have liked. You would have known everyone who came and went from his chambers… especially if they did not leave.”


  Countess Mardove's gaze shifted to Giselle, and then back to me. Her pale eyes narrowed slightly. "Does your Champion question my conduct?" she asked coolly.


  "No,” I said. “I do.”


  The Countess laughed, a strange sound in such a situation.


  “You must forgive me, Highness, but you are foolish to believe that I care about a servant— if she was spreading her legs for the Crown Prince, she would not have been the first, or the only one to do so.”


  She was baiting me.


  “Lurie stood to be accused of Cristar’s murder,” I said. “She was to be brought before the Court to confess her crimes—or to name those who had done the deed if she were innocent.”


  “Very just,” the Countess said smoothly. “Very noble— If I had discovered such evidence, I would have taken her head myself.”


  “She was murdered in her cell,” Giselle said flatly. “But you knew that already.”


  “Only because you came into these chambers unannounced, and uninvited, to tell me,” the Countess retorted. She glared at Giselle over my shoulder. “If this is your idea of a joke, I must remind you that you are beyond an age where such activities are considered amusing.”


  A wry smile twisted my lips. "Would that I were. But there is evidence of foul play—am I wrong to come to you first? Or should I have taken this to the Council, instead?”


  "Preposterous!" The Countess's laugh rang out, clear and melodious, yet there was no humor in it. "What is it that you accuse me of, Princess? Of plotting against our very throne? And what evidence do you claim to possess?"


  "Then let us lay all cards upon the table," I declared. "If innocence is your banner, Countess, dispel these shadows with truth."


  The Countess's smile thinned, her demeanor cool as the frosted leaves outside her windows. "Truth," she repeated softly, almost to herself, as though weighing the word's power. "Very well, let us speak of truth, then."


  Her calm facade was impeccable, a masterclass of control.


  But beneath it, I sensed a current, swift and dark, ready to pull us under at her command.


  "You see conspiracy where there is only duty,” the Countess snapped. “Yes, I have made difficult decisions—ones necessary for the greater good of our Court. Ones that, perhaps, you could not understand.”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Giselle take a step forward, her hand tightening on the hilt of the sword at her hip.


  My Champion.


  I wondered how far she would go to protect me… would she take the Countess’ head if I commanded it?


  "Conspiracy? Duty?" I echoed, mocking her tone. "Murder is not a matter of perspective, Countess. It is a fact. The healer has confirmed it."


  The Countess stared at me for a moment, her face a mask of calm. Then she sighed heavily, the sound filled with sadness and what sounded almost like regret. She rose from her chair and moved away from her desk.


  "And here I was starting to believe you were different from your brother," she said softly, without turning to look at me. "So quick to pass judgment."


  I bristled at her words. "My brother was a good man," I replied sharply. "He believed in justice. He would have been a good king."


  "And yet he kept a lover while promised to another," the Countess shot back with a bitter laugh. "Is that your idea of a 'good king'? His liaison with a maid could have threatened this Kingdom—"


  Her words cut deep, but I refused to let her see my hurt.


  "Enough," Giselle stepped forward, her voice steady but filled with an undercurrent of anger. "We're not here to discuss the prince’s virtues." She moved closer to me, placing herself subtly between me and the Countess.


  "Ah yes," the Countess turned to look at us, her gaze lingering on Giselle longer than necessary. "The Champion speaks... how dutifully you guard your Princess."


  Giselle's mouth tightened and her knuckles were white as she gripped the hilt of her sword, but she said nothing.


  "I did not know about Lurie's pregnancy," the Countess admitted after a moment of silence, her gaze shifting back towards me. "But I won't deny that I knew of their affair."


  She paused then frowned, as though remembering something she did not wish to.


  I yearned to read her thoughts, but the older woman’s mind was locked against any attempt I might have made to invade it—she knew how to counter my magic, and I dared not push too hard.


  "Cristar confided in me...” she continued. “He said that he was in love—truly in love for the first time. He wanted to end his engagement and marry Lurie." She let out a heavy sigh. "Foolish boy. I convinced him not to."


  My heart pounded in my chest and reverberated painfully against my ribcage.


  "Why?" I managed to ask in a choked voice.


  "Because it would have plunged our beloved Court into chaos," she replied evenly. "The Kingdom needs an alliance more than it needs another scandal."


  Her words rang true, even as they pierced me like arrows.


  Everything Countess Mardove did, she did for the good of the Court.


  Even if it meant sacrificing my brother's happiness... or his life?


  "And what about Lurie?" Giselle asked sharply, her gaze intense.


  The Countess shrugged elegantly. "I'm sure she would have been well cared for. Cristar always looked after those he loved."


  "But you didn't know about the baby," I said, my voice filled with accusation.


  "No," she admitted, without remorse or guilt. "I did not."


  I looked at Giselle then, her face was grave but there was determination in her eyes.


  What now?


  Did I trust the Countess? Could we believe that she had nothing to do with Cristar's murder?


  I didn’t know the answer to any of those questions.


  The Countess’ expression was unreadable. “Your Champion tells me that you are keen to speak with your cousin,” she said. “Is that true? Or was that a lie to give her access to my presence?”


  “No,” I said firmly as I met her calculating gaze. “I am, indeed, eager to speak with Perron. I’ve heard that he has been seeking an audience with me—”


  “For some time now,” she said in a tone that I did not like.


  “I have been mourning the death of the Crown Prince,” I snapped. “My own brother. He cannot expect me to allow anyone to come into my presence under such duress.”


  The Countess’ gaze flickered to Giselle. A pointed glance.


  “Indeed,” she said. “You must forgive his eagerness. Cristar was like a brother to him as well.”


  Insolent woman.


  “Perhaps.”


  “Well,” the Countess said with a bright smile. “It shall all be made right. I shall arrange for Perron to come and see you at once.”


  “I shall send word when I am ready to meet with him,” I replied.


  The Countess’ smile did not falter as she inclined her head. “Of course not, Princess.”


  As her eyes met mine again, I could not mistake the challenge in them. She was a sly creature, and she would not be easily defeated.


  I had hoped that surprising her like this would have gained me some advantage—or a confession… But she had only admitted to knowing of Cristar and Lurie’s affair… nothing more.


  In the end she had presented herself as a defender of the Kingdom who had advised the prince against his attachment to a servant—I wondered who she had told about this, but it was easy to assume that she would have told anyone who might listen with a favorable ear.


  “Is there— anything else I might do for you, Princess?” the Countess asked.


  She was all sweetness now, and I had nothing to retort.


  “No,” I said. “I thank you for your honesty,” I said. “You have given me a great deal to think about.”


  The Countess' eyes widened and her weathered hands clasped at her waist. “I do hope I have not said anything to cause you any grief—”


  “None at all,” I replied evenly.


  A lie. But an easy one.


  The Countess had, indeed, said a great deal that had wounded me deeply.


  But she would never know it.


  “You have been a gracious hostess,” I said. “But my Champion and I have taken too much of your solitude.”


  I turned on my heel as the Countess dropped into a low curtsey and Giselle followed close behind as I strode toward the door.


  Whatever I had been hoping to achieve here—I had not done it.


  I had failed.


  And that failure twisted in my gut like a knife.


  “Branthae—”


  Giselle’s hushed voice sounded too loud in the corridor, and I straightened my shoulders and walked faster. She kept pace with me easily, and wisely said nothing more.


  The Countess—I could do nothing about her for now, and a new danger loomed ahead of me.


  My cousin.


  I had been avoiding him for many reasons, and now I would have to face him.


  I wasn’t ready… but I would have to be.




  

    16


    BRANTHAE


  


  I didn’t want to meet with my cousin.


  The Countess’ promise to arrange our meeting felt more like a threat than a favor.


  It wasn’t Giselle’s fault—I hadn’t warned her to avoid mentioning his name. I had hoped that she would forget, and that Arol’s words would fade away into the trees where they belonged.


  But I had to face him now.


  Perron Quinal had been my adversary since we had been children—and I had hated him since those almost forgotten days.


  Almost forgotten.


  The happy memories had faded away, but the moments where he had been cruel to me, or hurt me—those remained so fresh in my mind that they might have happened only hours ago.


  Cristar had urged me to forgive our cousin.


  And I had tried.


  But I had failed there, too.


  How many days would the Countess give me to prepare?


  I stared up at the canopy above my bed and listened to Giselle’s even breathing.


  She was sprawled on the mattress beside me, lying on her stomach. The silken sheets were bunched around her waist and her leg was thrown over my hip, pinning me down.


  I turned onto my side and trailed my fingers down her spine.


  She muttered in her sleep, but didn’t stir.


  I envied her—how could anyone sleep so deeply?


  Was it a mortal quirk?


  Her fair hair fanned out on the pillow, tangled from sleep and from our lovemaking.


  She was a ferocious protector—and a powerful lover.


  Unlike anyone I had ever bedded before.


  It would be a pity to give her up when her task was complete.


  I brushed her hair away from her ear and marveled at the smooth roundness of it. She was so different—but not so difficult to understand. She was loyal. Brave. Strong. Everything I needed in a Champion.


  Why did I have to give her up?


  What if her task was never completed?


  What if she never left my side?


  I was the mistress here—the only member of the royal family who could give such a command—the only person in the Kingdom without enough power to do as I pleased.


  Even the Countess would cower in fear if she knew how much of the Dark Glow coursed through my veins.


  But Giselle—could I bind her to me in such a way without any guilt?


  She moved in her sleep, and the arm she had flung over my waist in the night tightened, drawing me closer to her.


  I leaned over and pressed my lips against her shoulder.


  “Will you wake?” I whispered.


  “No,” she grumbled without turning.


  Her grip tightened a little more and I couldn’t help my smile.


  This was an indulgence—one I had never allowed myself before.


  I had taken lovers in the past… but none like her.


  She was different, truly.


  Even in sleep her presence was a comforting strength at my side.


  I trailed my fingers along the curve of her shoulder, down her arm, and traced the hard muscles, honed by her practice with the sword—strength hidden under that soft skin.


  I thought about Perron and Arol again, their scheming and calculating ways.


  Did they understand what it meant to be true? To be honorable?


  Giselle did.


  She might have been a mortal, but she understood the concept better than most fae.


  Her honor wasn't born out of fear or a thirst for power like theirs.


  It was instinctual, natural as breathing.


  The door of my chamber creaked open and a servant peered into the room. The woman froze when she saw that I was awake.


  "My apologies, Princess," she said softly, keeping her eyes low.


  I shook my head and laid my hand on Giselle’s back, suddenly aware of our vulnerability in this intimate moment.


  I didn’t care that I was naked—my servants would be fools to think that I wouldn’t keep my Champion as close as I could.


  I needed her.


  I nodded at the servant and waved my hand to shoo her away.


  Leave us. Be always away.


  Once she was gone, I lay back down and buried my face in the crook of Giselle's neck.


  I breathed in deeply, allowing her unique scent—wildflowers and the metallic tang of her armor—to soothe me.


  The world outside these chambers was chaotic and dangerous with allies turning into enemies… My father’s throne hung in the balance. I didn’t need anyone to remind me of that.


  But here with her, none of that mattered.


  "D'ye ever think...?" Giselle mumbled sleepily.


  "Think what?" I murmured against her skin.


  "About...dunno," she murmured before sinking back into sleep.


  I smiled and nuzzled closer.


  Everything else could wait.


  I don’t know how long I slept.


  But when my eyes opened, the bed was empty beside me, devoid of the warmth and comfort that was Giselle.


  My heart skipped a beat and panic seized my chest.


  She often left me early in the morning to practice with her sword—but since Lurie’s death, she had stayed close.


  It felt strange not to have her there.


  "Giselle?" I called out into the dimly lit room.


  "Here," she answered, her golden hair was damp and her face flushed from bathing.


  A sigh of relief escaped me as I saw her, safe and unharmed. She was clad in nothing but a white linen tunic and her muscular thighs were visible below the hem.


  "Gods! You scared me," I admitted, causing Giselle’s eyebrows to furrow questioningly. "I thought you were gone."


  “I thought about it,” she admitted. “But then I scared a servant half out of her skin when I opened the door and she almost spilled all of the washing water—I didn’t want it to go to waste.”


  I rubbed a hand over my face and groaned softly.


  “Did I sleep through—”


  “You did,” she said with a smile. “With a most un-regal noise—”


  I let out a shocked gasp.


  She laughed softly and came toward the bed. The mattress dipped as she sank down on the edge. “It’s a joke. You weren’t snoring.”


  I fixed her with a mock glare. “Do not tease me.”


  "I wouldn't dare, Highness," she said seriously. "You should know that by now."


  Something in my stomach twisted as she looked at me.


  I didn't trust easily, but with Giselle... It was different, as if she was an exception to all my rules.


  “I think I should bathe,” I said quickly.


  Giselle rose and I let out a yelp as she scooped me out of the bed and held me against her chest.


  “What— what are you doing?”


  “Carrying the princess to her bath,” she replied without smiling.


  “What—” I struggled briefly. “Put me down?”


  “Is that a command?”


  This time I knew she was teasing me.


  I settled against Giselle’s chest and draped an arm over her shoulder as she carried me across the room.


  The washtub was filled with fragrant water and steam rose from the placid surface.


  Giselle stood at the edge of the tub and I held my breath as she lowered me into the water. She moved slowly, allowing me to adjust to the heat of it and I couldn’t help feeling a little shiver of pleasure at being treated in such a way.


  I was a princess—but no one had ever handled me like this.


  Once I was settled, she released me and stepped back, her cheeks flushed. She turned to leave but I called after her.


  "Stay."


  She paused, her body stiff with tension. "Princess—"


  "I command it," I interrupted, lifting my chin for emphasis.


  Slowly, she turned back to face me.


  I gestured to a chair beside the tub—the same one I had sat in when I had commanded her only a few nights ago.


  "Sit."


  Giselle hesitated for a moment before obeying.


  She seated herself in the chair and I finally allowed myself to relax.


  I tilted my head back and soaked my hair, and then leaned back against the carved wooden tub and allowed the heat of the water to soothe the tension from my muscles.


  Giselle watched me silently from her seat.


  I liked it when she watched me.


  I liked the chaos of her thoughts when she saw my naked body.


  "Do you ever bathe like this in your realm?" I asked casually.


  Giselle's lips curled up in a small smile. "Not often. Mostly we just use showers."


  I frowned. "Showers?"


  "Yeah… It's like a…” She paused for a moment as though she was choosing her words carefully. “Like rain… but hot water."


  "Hmm," I hummed in fascination as I closed my eyes and enjoyed the warmth of the water. "Hot rain. Like a waterfall that doesn’t freeze you to death before you’re clean—that sounds delightful."


  The scented oils and scrubs I used on my skin were usually applied by servants, but no one was in the room but us.


  Being alone was a luxury for royalty.


  I rose up to my knees and leaned over to select a stone jar of scented oil, but my eyes never left Giselle’s.


  As I dripped the oil onto my skin, Giselle shifted in her seat and a small smile tugged at my lips as her thoughts whispered to me in ways that sent a jolt of heat through my body.


  “I like it when you watch me,” I said.


  “Do you?”


  Her voice was steady but her thoughts were not. She wanted me almost as badly as I wanted her.


  I set down the jar and trailed my fingers over my body, moving slowly over my breasts, but pausing long enough to pinch and pluck at my nipples until they hardened and I let out a sharp breath as Giselle lifted one foot onto the chair and pulled her tunic up to expose her pussy.


  My hands moved lower, over my stomach and hips and then dipped below the edge of the water to push between my thighs.


  Giselle mirrored my movements and her lips parted slightly as her hand began to move, rubbing over her clit with deft strokes.


  Her eyes remained on me the entire time. The sight of her touch, her desire, her longing—it was intoxicating. My heart raced and my fingers toyed with the slickness of my arousal as I watched Giselle, watched the tension build within her, watched her fight to control herself.


  "Touch yourself for me," I commanded, my voice strained with the effort of keeping my own desire at bay.


  Giselle shivered, but didn’t argue. Her movements were steady and confident as her fingers slid through her wet folds in a way that made her shudder and gasp.


  My breath hitched at how beautiful she was in this moment—vulnerable and exposed yet fiercely defiant. She was a warrior, untamed and unapologetic, challenging me with her gaze.


  The water in the tub lapped gently at the carved wood as I matched her rhythm, our bodies in sync as we moved for one another's viewing pleasure.


  Giselle leaned forward so that she could see what I was doing, and I let out a soft sigh of pleasure as I leaned back against the tub and spread my legs wider so she could see the way I sank two fingers deep inside myself.


  The sensation sent tremors through my body as I continued to watch Giselle, who was now panting heavily and moving faster.


  I could feel my climax building—my body tightening with anticipation—but I forced myself to slow down. This was not about reaching a climax quickly; it was about savoring each sensation, and hers.


  A soft groan escaped Giselle's lips as she too began to slow her movements.


  Her eyes were locked on mine, the intensity within them causing a different kind of shiver to ripple through me. A low grunt slipped from her lips as she clenched her thighs around her hand, her pleasure escalating.


  "Let me see you," I whispered, my voice coming out huskier than I intended. "Come for me."


  Her nostrils flared and her breath hitched as she fought for control. Her gaze never left mine as she moved, the rhythm of her hand faltered just a little before picking up again—in time with the pulse between my own thighs.


  Giselle's chest heaved, sweat dotted her skin and made it shine in the dim light of the chamber. Her lidded eyes never left mine as she gritted her teeth and quickened her pace, pushing herself closer to the edge of release.


  The sight of her pleasuring herself, the sounds she was making—it was all too much.


  The coil inside me wound tighter and tighter until, with a gasp, I shuddered, my climax hitting me with all its powerful force.


  Giselle's gaze was dark with need and she groaned—a guttural sound that rippled through me—before releasing into her own climax. Her body jerked hard before she relaxed back into the chair. Her panting breaths filled the room and I relished the throb between my legs as she gazed back at me.


  Slowly, I withdrew my fingers from my pussy and held my hand out to her.


  Without hesitation, Giselle slid off the chair and fell to her knees beside the bath.


  She grabbed hold of my wrist and pushed my fingers into her mouth. She moaned as she sucked on them, her eyes never leaving mine.


  Lust surged inside me again and I pulled my fingers from her mouth and leaned over to kiss her hard.


  Giselle’s mouth opened against mine, but she took control instantly. Her hand was in my hair, holding me tight as she plunged her other hand into the bath and found the slickness between my legs.


  I cried out against her lips as she moved her fingers deftly over my swollen clit, pinching and plucking at it with quick movements before sliding back through my folds and teasing at my entrance.


  "Is this what you like, Princess?" Giselle's voice was a husky growl against my lips, her eyes dark with lust.


  I could only nod, the words lodged in my throat as I gasped for breath. Her fingers moved inside me, stroking against that tender spot within and making me writhe against them.


  Giselle’s moan vibrated through me as she kissed me again, her tongue dipping into my mouth to taste me.


  "I want to make you scream," she murmured, breaking the kiss and trailing her lips down my neck. She nipped at my collarbone, making me hiss in pleasure while she plunged two fingers deeper inside me.


  Giselle's thumb ground out a steady rhythm against my clit as she fucked me with her fingers. I gasped aloud as the pleasure surged within me. Her free hand tightened in my hair, pulling on the strands as she continued to pleasure me. Without warning, she pushed a third finger inside me and the unexpected fullness made me gasp and buck against her hand. Her name spilled from my lips like a mantra, bolstered by guttural moans and broken gasps that echoed within the chamber.


  Giselle was relentless; she set a merciless pace that left me writhing in the bath with a silent scream of ecstasy caught in my throat.


  I gripped the edge of the tub tightly as she began to move rhythmically, building up an intoxicating tempo that had me writhing beneath her touch. My body pulsed around her fingers as they delved into my slick cunt over and over again.


  Heat pooled in my lower stomach as the tension built within me stretched taut, like a bowstring pulled back to its limit awaiting release. My heart pounded in my chest; my body primed to unravel under Giselle's skilled touch.


  "Hold on," she ordered, her voice was rough with desire and my breath caught at the sound of it. Her thumb circled my clit while her fingers continued their assault inside of me—slow and deep—one moment, hard and fast—the next. Her rhythm was maddening and irresistible; it yanked at every nerve ending in my body sending waves of pleasure radiating from my core to the tips of my fingers and toes, making me squirm and arch against her touch as she added another finger and twisted them just so—


  I gripped her shoulder, and my nails dug into her skin as a plea, a warning. My breath hitched and I was teetering on the edge, the precipice of my climax looming closer and closer.


  Seeing my struggle, Giselle merely smirked, her eyes inky pools of desire. "Good girl," she murmured against my neck, the vibrations sent a thousand sparks through my veins. "Let go— Scream for me."


  With that command, the dam burst inside me—raw ecstasy rippling through every nerve in a cataclysmic wave. My back arched as I cried out, my voice echoed around us as pleasure wracked my body.


  Giselle didn't stop moving until every tremor ebbed away from my body and I lay spent and panting in the bath. When she finally pulled her fingers out of me, I whimpered at the loss.


  Her tunic was soaked, and she pulled it over her head with an easy motion before she climbed into the bath with me. Water sloshed onto the stone floor, but I didn’t care. She gently eased me against her and wrapped her arms around me as she nuzzled into my hair.


  I leaned into her touch, exhaustion seeping into my bones. The steaming water lapped around us—soothing and warm—as I rested against Giselle’s chest and listened to the thunder of her heart against her ribs.


  Neither of us spoke for a long while; we simply sat there in comfortable silence as we regained our strength and composure.


  After what seemed like an eternity, Giselle broke the silence with a low whisper. "What are you going to do about Perron?”


  “Do?” I murmured, irritated that she would ruin the moment with something so serious. “I’ll meet with him, I suppose.”


  “I’m sorry I told the Countess that was what you wanted,” she said after a moment. “I— I couldn’t think. She caught me off guard.”


  I smiled against her wet skin. “It is not your fault,” I said. “I have put it off for too long.”


  “What if he challenges you?” she asked.


  I sat up just a little to look at her. Giselle’s expression was one of concern, and perhaps a knowledge that if it did come to that, that she would have to fight.


  “Don’t answer that,” she said with a sigh. She rubbed her hand over her face before she pulled me closer. Her chin rested atop my head and I sighed contentedly at the feeling of her body against mine.


  "We'll figure this out," Giselle murmured gently as I pressed a kiss against her collarbone.


  I’ll figure this out, I thought.


  I have to.
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  I could have stayed in that tub with Branthae for hours.


  The creak of the chamber door opening made me sit up straighter and more water splashed onto the stone floor.


  Branthae sat up and glared in the direction of the doorway. Her wet hair clung to her shoulders and her violet eyes were dark with anger at the interruption. The hand that rested on my shoulder pulsed with magic and I touched her cheek briefly, hoping that she would calm down just a little.


  The speed that her emotions could change was unlike anything I’d seen before.


  And I thought mortal women were unpredictable…


  “It’s probably nothing,” I murmured.


  The servant’s eyes were wide, and I wondered briefly if she was afraid of her royal mistress.


  “Princess—” the servant ventured. “I am sorry to disturb you—”


  “You are disturbing me,” she snapped. “What do you want?”


  “A message came for you, Princess,” the woman stammered. “From—”


  Branthae rose to her feet and water streamed down her body as she turned toward the nervous looking servant. “I know who it’s from,” she said.


  She stepped out of the bath and pulled an ornately embroidered robe over her shoulders before she strode toward the servant who was frozen in place. She snatched the envelope from the woman’s hands and dismissed her with a sharp nod.


  “Fetch some wine and something to eat,” she said absently as she turned back toward the bath.


  “Yes, Highness,” the servant choked out before she scrambled out of the room.


  Branthae walked back toward me slowly as she broke the wax seal and opened the letter.


  Wax shards fell onto the floor, but she ignored them.


  The level of water in the tub had fallen so much that it seemed ridiculous to keep sitting in it, and I pushed myself to my feet with a reluctant sigh. I stepped out of the tub and grabbed a length of linen that had been folded and placed by the edge of the tub and used it to dry myself quickly while Branthae paced the floor.


  “Good news?” I asked.


  She didn’t answer.


  I was barely dry, but I snatched the tunic I’d been wearing off the floor and pulled it over my head. The hem was wet, and so were the sleeves, but I didn’t care. I pushed the sleeves up to my elbows and walked across the room to Branthae.


  “What is it?” I asked again.


  This time, Branthae’s violet eyes met mine.


  “A letter from my cousin,” she said stiffly. “He begs my indulgence for a meeting—an audience.”


  “Will he come here?”


  She shook her head. “The Council chamber. He wants witnesses to our conversation. I do not doubt that the Countess has advised him in this.”


  Branthae tossed the letter onto the vanity and glared at her reflection in the mirror. Her wet black hair hung around her face, and I noticed that her usually enchanting violet eyes were shadowed with anger.


  "I'll be there," I reassured her. "If he tries anything—”


  She let out a breathy laugh that held no amusement. "He wouldn’t dare—”


  But she didn’t sound convinced.


  She returned to pacing again, her robe trailing behind her with every step she took on the cold stone floor.


  "What are you going to do?" I asked.


  Branthae stopped abruptly and glanced at me. Her violet eyes searched my face, as if she were trying to read my thoughts or decipher my emotions, but I didn’t feel the tug of her magic as she did so. I wondered if she was considering how much to tell me.


  "I'm not sure," she admitted, "If I refuse, it will make me look bad in front of the Council. If I agree..." She trailed off and shook her head. "It's obvious what he's trying to do."


  "He’s trying to trap you," I said.


  "Yes." Branthae looked down at the letter again and sighed heavily. "It was a good move...for him."


  "Is there any chance you could turn this around? Use it to your advantage?"


  She blinked at me, considering my suggestion carefully.


  Branthae paced back to the vanity and plucked up the parchment with a sigh. "If I could undermine his credibility... perhaps," she mused. Her fingers idly traced the broken wax seal before she pinched it between her fingertips and broke it away from the page.


  The pieces fell to the floor as she rubbed her fingers together absently.


  "And you have a plan to do that?" I asked. I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the stone wall.


  Branthae's eyes flickered to me through the reflection in the vanity mirror, tracing the lines of my bare legs before meeting. Her gaze was uncertain, and a little wild. That was something I hadn't seen before—Branthae was always so composed, so impeccably put together. To see her like this, vulnerable and unsure, somehow made her seem more real. More human.


  "Perhaps," she repeated, placing the letter down and turning to me fully. The robe hung off her shoulders in swathes of rich fabric; she was almost naked, but she looked every inch a princess despite it.


  "I’ll be there with you," I ventured. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”


  "Yes," she agreed quietly. Her hand came up to twist a strand of damp hair around her finger. "But I don't want to put you in danger."


  A laugh bubbled up from my chest at her words. With a shake of my head I pushed myself away from the wall and sauntered over to her. "I’ve been in more dangerous situations than a council meeting."


  It was meant to make her laugh. I’d never really been in danger before. Every bout I’d taken part in at the Medieval faires had been strictly choreographed, except for a few mistakes and a few unplanned broken bones and bad faith opponents—this was different.


  I’d seen enough movies to know that being a Champion wasn’t exactly a ceremonial role. She might call on me to fight for her, and this place was nothing like the Faire.


  "I know," she said softly as I reached her side. My hand found its way onto the curve of her waist before I'd even realized what I was doing. But Branthae didn't shy away from the contact, instead she leaned into it, her eyes never leaving mine.


  I felt the heat of her skin through the embroidered robe, and my pulse quickened at the closeness. "Well, good," I managed to say, struggling to keep my voice steady.


  A knock on the door made Branthae’s eyes narrow, and when the door opened the servant she had only just chased away entered carrying a tray laden with food and a sealed jug of wine. She set it down on a table nearby and retreated quickly.


  Branthae turned her attention to the tray, but I could tell from the way she picked at the food that her mind was elsewhere. She filled two goblets with wine and offered one to me, which I gratefully accepted.


  "Tomorrow will be challenging," she said after a few moments of silence. "But I am ready."


  Her tone was firm, but there was something in her eyes that betrayed her uncertainty.


  I raised my goblet in a mock toast. "To challenging days," I said.


  She responded with a small smile and clinked her glass against mine.


  I drained my goblet quickly, relishing the strange taste of the fruit-scented wine, and set it down upon the table.


  “Where are you going?” she asked as I strode across the room to where my clothes had been folded neatly.


  “If you’re going to need your Champion, I’d better get some practice in,” I said as I shook out my leather breeches. “Can’t embarrass the Princess.”


  A soft smile tugged at her lips. “May I watch you?”


  I paused, surprised by her request. "Uh, sure. If you want." I wasn't used to having an audience when I practiced, but part of me was excited about impressing her.


  Another thought tugged at me—did she want to make sure that I didn’t speak to anyone else without her there? Maybe she didn’t trust me—


  Branthae merely nodded and took another sip of her wine as she sat back onto a plush armchair, setting her goblet onto the table beside her. Her violet eyes followed me as I dressed and it sent a delicious shiver down my spine.


  “I’ll meet you in the courtyard,” I said as I buckled my sword belt around my hips. The weight of my sword was comforting and I stood a little straighter as my body adjusted to it.


  Branthae inclined her head. “I won’t be long.”


  Leaving her to finish her meal, I ventured out into the winding corridors of the palace. There was an atmosphere of reverence that always sat heavily around these stones, a constant reminder that this world was older than anything I had ever known.


  The glow from copper lanterns bathed everything in warm hues, highlighting the rich tapestries and ornate sculptures that adorned the place. I had been lost when I first arrived, but the path I took to the courtyard where I practiced was becoming more familiar, and I congratulated myself on finding my bearings—it usually took me forever to figure out which route to take when I moved to a new city.


  When I reached the courtyard, I stood at the center and took deep breaths of crisp autumn air.


  I drew my sword, and its familiar but still strange weight against my palm grounded me.


  With a swift movement, I started my practice routine; parry, thrust, swing, dodge.


  My body moved with practiced ease and precision despite being in an alien environment.


  Minutes turned into half an hour before I noticed Branthae standing by a stone archway. Her body was wrapped in a dark cloak that accentuated her royal poise. She looked regal under the glow of scattered lanterns that hung from the branches above our heads.


  Halting my movements, I acknowledged her with a nod as she glided towards me.


  "Your technique is impressive," she complimented as her violet gaze held mine. "You move with grace and precision as a Champion should."


  I wasn’t good with compliments, and all I could do was incline my head.


  For a moment, we stood there silent.


  "I've been thinking about what you said earlier," Branthae broke the silence, "About turning Perron's appeal into an advantage."


  "Oh?" I asked, sensing her discomfort.


  "Yes," she admitted, her gaze fixed on the ground. "I've been...hesitant. Perron has always been—”


  “An asshole?”


  She smiled just a little. “Your turns of phrase are so… fascinating. But yes. He has always hated me. But the idea of family turning against family..." She shook her head ruefully. "It's difficult for me."


  "I can imagine," I told her, and meant it. Betrayal was one of the harshest pains to bear, especially from those we cared about the most.


  "But," she continued with newfound determination in her voice, "I have to do what's best for the Court. And this Kingdom.”


  "What do you need me to do?"


  “Just— be prepared,” she said softly, “that is all we can do.”
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  Branthae walked ahead of me, and I tightened my grip on the hilt of my sword as she swept through the stone corridors. The deep wine color of her heavy velvet gown looked black in the light from the copper lanterns, and the embroidery that twisted over her sleeves shone strangely. Her servants had set a twisting copper crown upon her black hair—I had never seen her look so regal—or so untouchable as she did in that moment.


  Cold, beautiful, powerful.


  Every inch a queen.


  But she teetered on the brink of oblivion—that’s why she needed me.


  “Princess Branthae Fallon—” a herald called out. Her name echoed in the Council chamber as she stepped through the stone archway and into the room. “And her Champion, Sir Raynor!”


  My shoulders were back, my chin high, and my gaze swept around the room, alert for any threat that might present itself.


  If Perron, or the Countess for that matter, planned to do anything to Branthae, I would be there to make sure he didn’t succeed.


  As we walked into the hall, I found myself taking in the grandeur of the chamber. High ceilings with gilded decorations, numerous portraits of past rulers adorning the walls, and a magnificent chandelier hanging overhead.


  The Countess Mardove, her sharp blue eyes staring me down, stood beside a tall man with hair that was the same shade as Branthae’s, but it shone with dark red highlights in the strange light of the chamber. His gaze was dark, almost bored as he watched us enter, but when his eyes met mine there was a flicker of curiosity that quickly vanished.


  Branthae led me to our place at the long table, just across from Perron and Mardove. Her posture was straight and regal as she stepped in front of the higher seat reserved for her status. I took my place just slightly behind her, my hand resting on the hilt of my sword as I surveyed those gathered.


  The ever-present low hum of conversation slowly died down as Branthae folded her hands at her waist and looked out over the room.


  "Members of the Autumn Court," she began. “It is my cousin who has called you all here today. But he has not told me the reason for this summons.”


  "I think you know the reason, cousin," Perron Quinal's voice cut through the murmur of the chamber like the sharp edge of a blade. I didn’t like the emphasis he put on the word cousin.


  “Do we?” she replied as she seated herself gracefully.


  "Your claim to the throne is as frail as the last leaf clinging desperately to an oak."


  "And your dramatic musings are misplaced," she retorted.


  "Is it not true that you were complicit in the events leading to Prince Cristar's demise?" Perron pressed.


  A gasp rippled through the chamber.


  What was he implying?


  "And who told you this, Perron? You've always had an ear for rumors." Branthae's voice was light, but I could see the tension in her shoulders. "I had nothing to do with my brother's death.”


  Perron merely shrugged, his face a mask of calm indifference. "And yet you stood by and did nothing while he was betrayed."


  “Perhaps you should be asking yourself that question," she said. “Does your guilt prick you so deeply?”


  "Me?" Perron looked taken aback, but quickly composed himself. "You're desperate to shift the blame."


  "No," she responded firmly. "I don't have to shift the blame where it already lies. And it lies on those with ambitions so great they forget their place in this Court."


  "You accuse me?!" Perron's uproarious laugh chilled me to the bone. "You were always the favorite, Branthae. What lengths would you not go to keep your position?"


  "Words are as slippery as step stones during a rainfall," Arol Keybella chimed in, his gray eyes cold and calculating. "We seek only the truth, Princess."


  "Then seek it, myLord Keybella. You will find no deceit here." she spread her hands wide, an offering of transparency. "My loyalty to my brother was steadfast, as you well know."


  “Then why has his killer not been brought to justice?” he asked.


  “His killer is dead,” Branthae said simply as gasps and shocked cries filled the silence. “Wracked by guilt over the death of her lover, she took her own life.”


  My grip tightened on the hilt of my sword.


  Did she really believe that? She knew what the healer had said—


  "That is not what I’ve heard," Perron said, stepping closer, the challenge unmistakable.


  "Enough," Countess Mardove intervened, her calm voice echoing throughout the chamber. "This bickering is getting us nowhere."


  "Agreed." Branthae’s head tilted slightly. “I had hoped that this meeting would be a chance to discuss what has happened—and how we might move forward to the benefit of the Kingdom.”


  "Benefit?” Perron shouted. “Whose benefit? Your own? My claim to this throne is—”


  “Nothing to mine,” Branthae interrupted sharply. “My brother’s murder is still fresh in the minds of the people—his tomb has only just been sealed—”


  “I challenge your claim,” Perron said grimly. “I propose a trial by combat."


  Fuck.


  Branthae sat up a little straighter at his words.


  The room was silent as they all waited for her response.


  A cruel smile crept onto his lips as he stared at her, and despite myself, I shivered under his harsh gaze.


  "Very well," Branthae said smoothly. "But who will fight for you, cousin? Would you take up arms?"


  A collective murmur rippled through the gathered courtiers like wind through the oak trees that surrounded the palace.


  Arol Keybella, merely smiled – a cold, calculating crescent that didn't reach his gray eyes.


  “I will stand for you, my lord,” he said.


  Perron looked surprised for a moment before his face melted back into that cocky smirk of his. "A most generous offer, my Lord Keybella."


  He turned back to Branthae and his smile widened. "What say you, cousin?"


  I tensed.


  If he won this fight, it wouldn't just be Perron's victory... It would be his too.


  Branthae didn’t seem worried. I expected her to look at me, but she kept her gaze straight ahead. "Very well."


  Her voice rang out clearly in the room, and everyone hung on her words.


  "But know this,” she paused, looking directly at Arol Keybella. "Should your champion lose... it will be your loss too. Your claim will be void, and you will be judged as a traitor to this Court."


  I watched as Perron swallowed thickly before nodding in agreement.


  The room was silent again as everyone processed what Branthae had said.


  "Who will fight for you?" Perron sneered, looking around the room. “Your pet mortal?” His voice rang out loud and clear and I could hear the surprise and mockery in his tone.


  Without missing a beat, Branthae answered, "yes."


  My breath hitched as all eyes turned towards me. I had been preparing myself for this possibility since entering this chamber, but hearing my name announced still made my heart stutter.


  Perron’s derisive laughter echoed off the stones. "This should be entertaining."


  Ignoring his jibe, I locked eyes with Arol Keybella. His pale gaze was far too calm for a man about to enter into a potentially deadly duel. Perhaps he'd underestimated me. It was a mistake many had made before, and one that often cost them dearly.


  "Very well," Countess Mardove declared after a tense pause. "The trial by combat will commence at dawn tomorrow."


  A collective gasp rippled through the Council chamber once again, and hushed whispers filled the room as the legs of Branthae’s heavy chair scraped over the flagstones. She stood and walked swiftly toward the arched doorway.


  I followed closely behind her and kept my chin up and my eyes on her even though I could feel the weight of the stares of everyone else in the chamber.


  As we exited the Council chamber and the imposing doors closed behind us, a wave of silence washed over us.


  The knot of tension in my belly was tight and my heart pounded against my ribcage like a wild thing.


  Branthae finally turned to face me and her violet eyes shimmered with an emotion I couldn’t quite place.


  “Giselle,” she began, “I wouldn’t have agreed to this if I didn’t have complete faith in you.”


  “I know,” I replied firmly. “And I won’t let you down.”


  A hint of a smile tugged at the corners of her lips. She reached up toward my face, and her fingers brushed lightly against my jaw.


  “I know you won’t.”




  

    18


    GISELLE


  


  Dawn.


  I was supposed to face off against a hardened fae warrior at dawn.


  A duel— But it wouldn’t be like anything I’d ever experienced before.


  I knew nothing about my opponent.


  “What are you thinking?” Branthae asked absently.


  “Don’t you know?”


  She set aside the letter she was reading and looked up at me. “Your thoughts are chaotic—”


  I couldn’t help but laugh.


  “Obviously.”


  Her expression softened. “Are you worried?


  The sword she had given me lay on the stone window ledge, bathed in the pale orange light of the forest beyond the palace, and I laid my hand on it.


  “What can you tell me about Arol Keybella? What’s he like? Is he a warrior?”


  Branthae stilled, and a shadow seemed to pass over her enchanting violet eyes. "Arol is... formidable," she confessed after a moment. "He is not a warrior in the way you are— He fights with guile and cunning. He is ruthless in his pursuit of power."


  I frowned and looked down at my calloused palms as if they held some kind of answer. “But there must be something he can't resist—or a weakness I can exploit...”


  Branthae rose elegantly from her chair and crossed the room to stand beside me at the window. She looked out at the endless forest of fall, painted in shades of copper and gold that reflected off her raven tresses. "His pride," she said after a long pause. "Arol is as proud as any fae could be. He would not refuse a challenge to his honor."


  Pride—an all too familiar adversary in the tournament ring back home.


  "I may not understand… any of this," I confessed, "but I do understand pride."


  “You will defeat him,” she said as she laid a hand on my arm. “No trickery or cunning will be able to prevent that—”


  But what if it could? I was vulnerable here.


  "But it could still get me killed," I replied, the words bitter on my tongue. “I’m not like you—”


  "I won't let that happen," Branthae said firmly. “You will prevail because my claim is true, and Perron’s is— not.”


  There was a hesitance in her voice that I didn’t like.


  “I know how this works,” I said. “If I lose, you lose. If I’m killed, then your cause dies with me and Perron will take the throne.”


  Branthae’s lips pressed together.


  “No pressure,” I muttered.


  She turned to me, her violet eyes intense. "Giselle." Her voice was fervent. "You won't lose."


  The conviction in her voice sent a whisper of warmth through me, but I couldn't shake off the dread entirely.


  "It's my job to protect you," I reminded her.


  Just because she was a princess didn't mean she wasn't vulnerable.


  “You should get some rest,” she said gently. “Dawn will come sooner than either of us might wish for.” The hand she had placed so gently on my arm moved up to my shoulder and her fingertip traced across the side of my neck. “You should come to bed—I will give you good dreams and wake you before dawn.”


  A wry smile twisted my mouth and I moved quickly to bury my hand in Branthae’s black hair and pulled her toward me with a sharp motion.


  She let out a surprised breath as she crashed against my chest. Her eyes were wide as she stared up at me.


  I bent my head and kissed her hard, forcing my tongue between her lips.


  She responded instantly, her body molding to mine as her fingers threaded through my hair. The taste of wine and honey flavored her lips, sending a shiver of pleasure down my spine. We kissed until our breaths were ragged and our hearts pounded in unison against the harsh silence that marked the passing night.


  “Is that a yes?” she whispered.


  “No, Princess,” I replied, but it took every ounce of willpower to deny her. “I only fuck after I’ve won the tournament.”


  A wicked smile curved across her full lips.


  “Bold words, Sir Raynor,” she teased, but her eyes told me everything I needed to know.


  She admired my audacity and respected my focus on the fight ahead.


  I stepped away from her warmth and picked up my sword belt. The magical sword she had given me was to be my savior or my executioner, depending on how tomorrow unfolded.


  I pressed the flat of my hand against the scabbard and felt the hum of its magic under my fingertips.


  Branthae turned to the bed and unclasped her cloak as she walked across the room. The heavy velvet fell to the floor, followed by the pale gray gown she wore beneath it.


  My mouth went dry as the soft light from the lanterns and candles scattered through the room caressed her curves as she walked naked toward the bed.


  I wanted her badly.


  I wanted to make her moan and beg for release as I held her down on the softness of the mattress. I wanted to push her face into the pillows as I fucked her from behind with my fingers and tongue until she couldn’t take it anymore.


  But not yet.


  Tomorrow.


  When I had proved myself against Perron’s Champion.
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  The darkest part of the night was the only time I felt alive.


  I paced the length of the room on silent feet while Branthae slept.


  I hadn’t wanted to say anything to her—but there was something about how the Council meeting had progressed that hadn’t seemed right. The challenge had been too easy, Perron had seemed too confident.


  I was worried about Branthae. The perfect time to send an assassin was when she was most vulnerable—the challenge had been made. If she didn’t survive the night, then there would be no need for the Champions to fight and Perron would take the throne.


  Simple.


  The modern world had turned royal intrigue into a spectator sport, and I’d seen this exact scenario played out dozens of times on my TV screen on a ‘period dramas and chill’ night— I was supposed to be chilling, but I’d always get sucked into the movie or TV show and that would be the end of it.


  Probably for the best.


  There were always strange sounds in the forest outside Branthae’s windows, and I’d learned to ignore them—or I’d been too distracted by her smooth flesh to care—but tonight I was on high alert.


  Every sound drew my attention, every crackle in the underbrush made me glare into the darkness to find the source of it.


  The copper lanterns glowed gently as they swung from the branches, but every shadow could have been something it wasn't.


  It was impossible to tell.


  Except one shadow that moved differently from the rest.


  Hugging the pale trunk of a tree, it moved more smoothly than the wavering shadows.


  Fuck.


  I squinted into the darkness and wished desperately that flashlights could have been a thing.


  Calling out would do no good. If someone was going to try to sneak into Branthae’s chambers—I wanted to catch them in the act of it.


  She was heinously poorly guarded, and there had been nothing I could say to change her mind about that.


  She needed more guards.


  I am safe here, my Champion. This is my home. No one could think of harming me.


  Bullshit. I could name at least three people who seemed to want to hurt Branthae in all kinds of ways.


  And now whoever this shadow might be—four.


  I pressed myself against the stone wall as the shadow lunged forward and disappeared beneath the branches of a tree that was set closer to the outside wall of the palace.


  The rustle of movement in the tree forced me to approach the window ledge. Then the scrape of something against the stones—the metallic sound of climbing claws.


  There was no time for fear, only action.


  I moved swiftly to where I had left my sword belt and pulled the dagger from its hilt. The weight of it against my palm grounded me instantly. My gaze flicked back to the window as I prepared for what was to come.


  A hand appeared over the edge of the stones and the lamplight shone off the metallic claws fixed to their gloved fingers.


  The intruder eased themselves up onto the ledge and perched there for just a moment. They hadn’t seen me yet—their gaze was trained on Branathe’s sleeping form.


  It moved with calculated precision, like a predator stalking its prey.


  The shadows played tricks on my eyes; one moment the figure was there, and in another, it vanished. But I knew better than to let my guard down. A soft footstep echoed across the room, near Branthae’s bed.


  The figure materialized again, looming over her placid form as she slept.


  “Branthae!” I sprang forward without a second's thought, closing the distance between us faster than I had ever managed before.


  The princess’ violet eyes flew open at my warning, wide with surprise and alarm.


  The intruder turned at the sound of my voice, but not quickly enough.


  I lunged quickly and our bodies collided with a thud.


  We tumbled to the floor in a mess of limbs and cloth. The intruder’s hand reached out for something concealed beneath his cloak but I blocked his attempt with a sharp punch.


  He grunted in pain but retaliated with a swift kick that sent me sprawling. He scrambled to his feet and pulled out a slim dagger that glinted ominously under the copper lantern light.


  But I too was on my feet, my own long dagger held steady in hand. He struck first, quick and sharp like a snake, but I moved deftly out of the way and took hold of his wrist to pull him off balance. As he stumbled forward, I drove my dagger into his side and the intruder let out a yelp of pain.


  His grip on his dagger loosened and I snatched it away from him to throw it across the room.


  I shoved him backward and he fell onto the floor with a thud. He tried to crawl away but I was on him in an instant, my own blade pressed into his throat.


  “Who sent you?” I demanded, but the intruder just glared back at me with black eyes, gasping for breath.


  With adrenaline still coursing through my veins, I looked back towards the bed. Branthae had quickly moved against the headboard, her violet eyes wide as she watched us both. Her hand was outstretched, palm facing down, fingers spread wide.


  Pale violet light shimmered around her fingers as her magic took hold.


  Suddenly, tendrils of smoke crept across the flagstones and wrapped around the intruder's wrist. He let out a yelp of surprise and pain as another curl of violet vapor twisted around his other hand. More smoke snaked across the stones and wrapped itself around his chest and throat until he gasped for breath.


  “Stop!” He choked out in desperation. “I yield!”


  Ignoring his pleas, I kept my dagger pressed against his throat. "Answer me! Who sent you?"


  Branthae rose from the bed then, her naked form covered by a thin sheet that had been hastily thrown over her shoulders. She moved with grace as she walked over to us, her bare feet making no noise against the stone.


  “I think it’s quite clear who sent him,” she said coolly before crouching down next to me.


  His gaze darted between Branthae and me, fear evident in his eyes.


  "Branthae..." I began, worried about how close she was to him, but she silenced me with a single look.


  "The question isn't who sent him," she said, her gaze now fixed on the man, "or why." Her voice was calm and collected, but the icy tone made me shiver.


  The assassin squirmed beneath my grip, his eyes darting nervously between both of us. He opened his mouth to speak but no words came out. Instead, he just stared at Branthae, his eyes wide in fear. She dragged a long finger down his cheek and studied the man carefully as if trying to read something in his expressions.


  When he didn't speak, her hand moved away from his face.


  With a quick movement, she closed her fingers into a fist, and the smoke tightened around his throat cutting off his airway.


  His mouth opened and closed soundlessly, like a fish that had been tossed on the dock at a derby.


  “Branthae—”


  Her gaze darkened and a muted crack echoed in my ears as the tendrils of smoke closed around the intruder’s throat and broke his neck.


  The blackness that had filled the man’s eyes faded to reveal pale green irises. With a soft cry, I scrambled away from the body and stood on unsteady legs as Branthae peered into his face.


  “He was under an enchantment,” She said casually. “He did not even know what he was doing.”


  Without ceremony, she stood and brushed off her hands. The violet smoke she had conjured dissipated as quickly as it had formed.


  “Call the guard,” she said. “Tell them to take this to the Countess’ door with my compliments.”


  “I—”


  “Do it now,” she commanded.


  I nodded dumbly and turned toward the heavy doors that led out to the corridor where the guards waited.


  They would have heard nothing of the altercation and I swallowed hard and took a deep breath before I leaned against the door and pushed it open.


  “Guard,” I called out. “Get in here—”


  The guards straightened up immediately, alarm painted across their features with broad strokes. “What is it— The Princess—”


  “She’s fine,” I snapped. “No thanks to you.”


  The two guards exchanged a look.


  “An intruder tried to assassinate the princess,” I barked. “Take the corpse to Countess Mardove—with her Majesty’s compliments.”


  The guards were frozen in place.


  “Move!” I shouted.


  My voice echoed through the corridor and the guards scrambled to obey my command.


  They entered the room, their eyes immediately falling on the prone body lying on the stone floor. As they began to lift him, I saw one of them flinch at the sight of his broken neck.


  They lifted the body easily and departed the room with quick strides.


  There was no telling what the fallout from this action would be.


  Branthae would be striking a blow in delivering the corpse to the Countess—but it was a defensive blow.


  Nothing more.


  Meanwhile, Branthae had moved to her wardrobe and had dressed herself in a silken robe. The fabric fell around her like a cascade of autumn leaves, the copper color complimented her dark hair and made her eyes glow in the dim light. She looked every inch a princess—no, not just a princess. Something more.


  I wondered if every member of the Court possessed the same powers as she did—but that thought was swept away in an instant.


  If they did, there would be no need for assassins, or Champions.


  As the door closed behind them, I straightened my shoulders and set my dagger back into its scabbard. “Did you recognize his face?” I asked.


  “No,” Branthae replied softly. “But I recognized the spell that bound him.”


  A shiver ran up my spine.


  “An enchantment?”


  She shook her head and a look of disdain passed over her hauntingly beautiful features. “No. A potion—a poison—that opens the mind to coercion and control. A simple concoction that might be purchased from any apothecary in the market.”


  “Ah—”


  That wasn’t a good sign.


  “It is only a few hours before dawn, Giselle,” Branthae said. “Will you sleep?”


  I shook my head. “Not now.”


  She inclined her head and seated herself in one of the ornately carved chairs that had been set around her chambers. “Then I shall sit with you until it is time.”


  Without a word, I chose a chair for myself and sat near her. Close enough to touch her if I wanted.


  But we sat in silence, our eyes on the windows that looked out over the forest that surrounded the palace.


  She didn’t ask me what I was thinking about, and I didn’t dare ask her.
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    BRANTHAE


  


  The heralds came to fetch us the dark hour before dawn, but Giselle was ready.


  I’d made certain of that.


  The Countess had sent no word that she had received my gift, that had surprised me—but it shouldn’t have. The Countess was sly—cunning—it was how she had survived life at Court for so long. I would pay for the threat I had delivered to her door, but she should have known better to send an assassin from the marketplace.


  Giselle was calm, and her expression betrayed none of her fears—fears that I knew were there, but she was able to keep them hidden from me as well. She was right to be afraid, but I knew that she would do everything in her power to prevail over Perron’s Champion. And I, for one, was looking forward to watching Arol Keybella’s blood seep into the dark earth of the eternal forest.


  The forest was unusually silent as we walked through the crisp autumn leaves.


  The impending duel seemed to have silenced the realm itself.


  Giselle, in her knight's armor and sword at her hip, looked every bit the formidable warrior one would expect. Something stirred in my chest to see her wear my crest on her tunic.


  She was mine.


  Fighting to protect my claim to the crown I had been born to.


  Yet, there was something more to her, a fierceness that I rarely saw in the fae who populated the Autumn Court.


  The arrogance that I was so used to seeing was absent from her gait, and from the way she held herself. She was formidable and unpredictable—she would not fail me.


  As the heralds led us through the trees, I tried to look ahead to see what awaited us.


  Copper lanterns hung from the branches of the trees as always, but lengths of black velvet had been draped between them to mark out the area where the Champions would cross swords.


  It had been done this way for uncounted centuries—and tradition must be upheld.


  Countess Mardove stood with Arol Keybella at his side, his slicked-back white hair glowed under the early sunlight and the Countess's sharp blue eyes regarded us with cool detachment. It was clear she had no expectation for Giselle to win.


  There was no hint in her demeanor that she had received the corpse of the assassin as I had directed—but that meant nothing. She knew better than to reveal her hand. I had struck the first blow in this battle. Not her.


  Perron Quinal arrived shortly after us and he walked close enough for me to smell the sour wine on his breath and the perfume of the brothel quarter on his skin.


  As he took his place beside the Countess, his gaze lingered on Giselle for just a moment before he laid a hand on Arol’s shoulder and leaned forward to whisper something into his ear that caused the latter to smirk.


  I hated them with the heat of a thousand funeral pyres.


  "Let us begin," Countess Mardove declared. Her voice echoed through the silence of the forest and the gathered courtiers nodded their assent. They were, all of them, dressed in black—oppressive and judgemental.


  Whatever happened here—someone was going to die.


  I stepped in front of Giselle and laid my hands on her shoulders. I looked into her eyes and saw no fear in them. Only a tense readiness—I could feel it in her stance and the quiver of her muscles.


  Good.


  “Remember what I told you about Lord Keybella,” I murmured.


  She nodded. “Pride. I know his type.” Giselle took a step back and dropped to one knee. “Princess, may I wear your favor for the match?”


  Her voice echoed in the silence and I smiled. I pulled a handkerchief from my cloak and bent to tie it to the clasp of her breastplate and tucked it inside. “You have more than my favor, Sir Knight,” I murmured.


  Giselle tilted her chin up and kissed me.


  The action sent a ripple of murmurs through the crowd, but it was Perron’s guttural laugh that made my stomach tighten. Our kiss broke, but our eye contact did not as Giselle stood.


  “I fight for your honor, Princess,” she said loudly. “Long may you reign.”


  I hadn’t expected her to carry out her role with such pageantry, but I couldn’t hide the pleasure it gave me and a flush crept up my cheeks as she strode forward into the arena that had been marked out by the black velvet that hung from the trees.


  Arol Keybella charged after her and when Giselle turned, he was standing toe to toe with her.


  They were of similar height, but while Arol seemed to vibrate with tension and anger, Giselle was calm and a small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.


  Use his pride against him, I thought.


  As the crowd of courtiers held their breath in anticipation, Giselle took a step back, her hand rested lightly on the hilt of the sword I’d given her. It needed a name. Perhaps I would find one for it after her victory.


  "I hope you're not expecting me to go easy on you because you're a woman," Arol sneered. "And a mortal."


  Giselle’s answering smile was serene. "Oh, I wouldn't dream of it, Lord Keybella," she replied, her voice ringing out clearly in the otherwise silent clearing. "I assure you, I have no intention of going easy on you either."


  Before Arol could respond, she drew her sword.


  I could not help the flare of victory as Arol’s eyes widened to see a mortal wield a fae blade with such ease.


  Giselle had bonded well with the weapon, better than I had expected.


  She lifted her weapon and lunged toward him, quick as a striking snake.


  Arol barely had time to bring up his own weapon for a hasty block which sent sparks flying between them.


  The crowd gasped collectively at Giselle’s audacity and as they circled each other I watched as Arol's gaze hardened, the gray of his eyes like steel under a winter sky.


  With a roar that echoed off the copper leaves, he charged, his sword raised high, aiming for domination through sheer force.


  Giselle was ready for him. She braced herself, and her boots dug into the soft earth to give her stability, but I could see that the collision rattled through her, and she stumbled back amidst the rustle of fallen leaves.


  She caught her balance just shy of an ancient oak, its bark etched with the scars of many past duels.


  Her sword became a whirlwind of silver as she launched into him with renewed vigor.


  The air sang with the ring of metal, and Giselle’s blade cut arcs through the whispers of magic that hung in the air of the grove. My brother always teased me with the possibility that this part of the forest was haunted—and how could it not be? How many brave Champions had met their fate here?


  Arol's face twisted with frustration; his once calculated movements were a scramble of desperation.


  His defenses were slipping, his breaths coming in short gasps that fogged in the chill of the perpetual autumn.


  "Your heart isn't in this fight, Sir Reynor," he spat. "You can't protect her forever. And if you do prevail—” His words hung in the air as he stayed just out of reach of Giselle’s blade. “What will you do next? Do you really think our fair princess will return you to your mortal world and your mundane existence?"


  His words aimed to cut deeper than any blade could, but Giselle didn’t seem to notice.


  "If you’re trying to psych me out, you’ll have to try harder,” Giselle shot back. “Your distractions are as weak as your guard.”


  She was right.


  Each insult he hurled was a tell—a sign of his faltering confidence.


  With every lunge and riposte, Giselle proved that Arol might have been an effective courtier, he was a terrible Champion.


  The circle of courtiers tightened. Their whispers were like the rustling leaves, bearing witness to a duel that was more than entertainment—it was the epitome of the Autumn Court’s justice.


  Greater bloodlines than mine had been toppled in this place.


  I glanced across the arena to where the Countess Mardove and Perron stood. Perron paced restlessly as he watched Arol and Giselle move through the duel. His cheeks were red with anger, but the Countess was cool and pale as ever. Unmoved by everything.


  “First blood,” Perron shouted suddenly. “Make your move, Keybella!”


  Arol's sword weaved a pattern of desperation, his movements erratic like the flight of a butterfly caught in a storm.


  He had underestimated her—


  But Perron’s shout seemed to only fortify Giselle. She strode across the ring toward Arol, batting aside every stroke, and her sword moved like a streak of silver light through the air. The crowd of courtiers drew in a collective breath, their gazes glued to the spectacle before them.


  Arol just managed to bring his blade up in time to block her powerful attacks, but the clash reverberated violently through his bones, leaving him rattled.


  "You're not half bad," he grunted begrudgingly as he backed away. "For a mortal."


  Giselle didn't respond verbally. Instead, she swung again with renewed vigor, her blonde braid swung as she moved with grace and agility that left me breathless. Her eyes never left Arol's face, watching for even the slightest hint of an opening.


  Arol was panting now, and sweat beaded on his forehead and trickled down into his eyes. He squinted against the sting of it and Giselle took advantage of his momentary distraction. In a blur of movement, she danced around him and with a deft flick of her wrist, she scored her first hit.


  The gasps from the crowd were almost deafening as blood bloomed on the front of Arol’s pale blue tunic—a crimson stain against the soft fabric.


  “First blood!” I cried out before I could stop myself.


  Arol glanced down at the evidence of his wound, but waved away the medic who attempted to come to his aid.


  His next attack was predictable, and Giselle parried it easily, a flash of silver light against the forest backdrop.


  "Yield," she said and her voice resonated with calm authority.


  But Arol, ever the proud courtier, spat at her feet and lunged once more.


  Giselle sidestepped his desperate attack and with a quick flick of her wrist, she disarmed him. His blade spiraled through the air, and embedded itself into an ancient oak with a resounding thud.


  The court fell deathly silent as Arol stood there, defenseless, his chest heaving with exertion. The faded leaves rustled overhead as if whispering their approval.


  "Yield," Giselle repeated.


  Her voice echoed in the silence, a command befitting royalty.


  But Arol’s pride wouldn't let him accept defeat. With a wild cry, he pulled a long knife from his belt and charged at her. Giselle drew back her sword and struck—not a fatal blow but one that would incapacitate him.


  He crumpled onto his knees before her, clutching his bleeding side. His gray eyes looked up at Giselle in disbelief.


  In the hush that followed, I stepped forward to stand beside Giselle who was panting heavily but triumphant.


  "Well fought, Sir Knight," I said softly so only she could hear.


  “The fight between Champions is to the death,” Countess Mardove called out. “One does not leave a wounded beast to hide away and return for revenge. The defeat must be final!”


  Silence fell heavily upon the grove.


  “I’ve never killed anyone—” Giselle said in a choked whisper.


  The Countess’ eyes were cold as she glared at me. “Princess— Your Champion’s work is not done!”


  “Do what you must,” I whispered back. I squeezed her hand gently, hoping to reassure her of my belief in her skills. I had seen many a Champion fall in the seconds after first blood was struck.


  The wounded beast could be the most dangerous.


  “Bring Lord Keybella a sword,” the Countess continued.


  Giselle backed up and took her position once more.


  A page boy scurried to where Arol's sword was lodged in the oak, pulling it free with visible effort. He handed the hilt to Arol with a trembling hand and dashed back to the sidelines. Arol took the weapon, clutching it weakly as he struggled to rise.


  "Get up, Keybella," Perron snarled from the side, his hands clenched at his sides as he watched. “Shaming your house and mine—this is a mortal! The Princess’ pet! Do not fail me!”


  But when Arol did manage to get to his feet, he was unsteady, his face a mask of pain that he couldn't quite hide. The court collectively leant forward in anticipation as Giselle braced herself for his retaliation.


  As he raised his blade, shaking slightly from the effort, I couldn’t help but admire his final display of defiance.


  Giselle watched Arol with guarded eyes. Her stance was strong and steady as she prepared herself for the final exchange. The court watched in tense anticipation as Arol charged one last time.


  Their swords met with an explosive noise that rang across the grove. It was a dance as old as time—two warriors locked in a battle to the death. But as their duel raged on, it was clear that Giselle had the upper hand.


  Giselle shoved him back before spinning on her heel and lashing out with her blade. Quick as a deer evading its predator, Arol sidestepped and swung at her exposed side. But Giselle was quicker still, parrying his stroke so that she could step aside and thrust with her sword.


  Her blade struck true this time, penetrating Arol’s defenses to sink into his flesh.


  His grip on his sword faltered and it fell from his trembling hands. He crumbled to the ground with a gasp, clutching at his wound.


  Arol's eyes, once cold and calculating, widened with shock—and then dulled as the life fled from them. Blood blossomed like a gruesome flower upon his chest, and he crumpled to the ground with a thud that echoed through the grove. A collective gasp rose from the crowd, the reality of death silencing even the whispering leaves.


  As Arol lay motionless, the coppery scent of blood mingled with the earthy fragrance of autumn, and soaked into the ground at my feet. My gaze flew to Giselle who stood motionless, staring down at her fallen opponent. The weight of her actions—and her sword—seemed suddenly heavy in her hand.


  Perron Quinal's face, once the epitome of confidence and entitlement, crumbled into an expression of angry desolation. His eyes flickered to the lifeless form of Arol Keybella, then to the sword in Giselle’s grip, still wet with his Champion’s blood.


  The silence of the Court was deafening—he should have known that this was coming.


  "Arol Keybella, you have been found guilty of treason against the Autumn Court and your Princess,” Giselle said suddenly. “For that, there can be only one punishment."


  Giselle bent to clean her blade on Arol’s tunic and sheathed her sword.


  Her victory was complete—but there was one thing yet to do.


  The eyes of the gathered courtiers turned to me, and even the Countess seemed resigned to what was about to happen.


  "Your schemes end here, cousin," I proclaimed. My voice carried through the crisp air like the chime of a bell. "You shall seek serenity in the solitude of the Winterlands. Without escort, and without the warmth of our kind. This is your penance. Banishment."


  Our kind had no love for the Winterlands far to the south. It was a place where the fae magic grew thin and the chill winds whispered secrets meant only for the ears of the exiled.


  "Go now," I continued, "and let the frost remind you daily of the throne that was never yours to claim. If you are found in the city after nightfall, you shall face the same fate as your Champion."


  I watched as Perron's tall frame, which had always seemed to tower over the rest of us in arrogance, now appeared diminished. His shoulders slumped in resignation, but anger burned in his eyes. I couldn’t be sure if he recognized his own folly—but without a word or backward glance, he pushed through the courtiers and strode back toward the path.


  I gestured for the guards to follow him. “See that he leaves the palace without delay,” I said.


  strode from the court, each step heavy with the weight of his disgrace.


  As Perron's figure disappeared between the trees, the tension in the air began to dissipate, replaced by a sense of collective relief.


  My own heart, which had been pounding a frenetic rhythm against my ribcage, started to slow.


  Victory.


  The crown.


  It was mine.


  And then, almost as if they had been holding their breath along with me, the crowd erupted. Their applause was thunderous, washing over me in waves of sound, carrying with it a mixture of admiration and awe. But the applause was not only for me—it was for Giselle, too.


  She was drenched in sweat and her fair hair stuck to her forehead.


  I felt it before I heard it—a rumble in the earth beneath our feet.


  Giselle gasped and jumped back as thick, black vines erupted from the earth around Arol Keybella's crumpled body.


  They writhed and snaked through the air, their sharp thorns glistening. The vines coiled tightly around Arol's limbs and torso, creaking and groaning as they pulled him down into the dirt. With a final, gut-wrenching snap, he disappeared beneath the surface.


  “So perish all traitors to the crown,” I said. My gaze flickered to the Countess, but she seemed unmoved by it all.


  Did she take sides?


  What was she feeling at this moment?


  Could she see her own downfall in these proceedings?


  Giselle’s gaze was fixed on the disturbed ground in front of her—where Arol’s corpse had been swallowed by the forest—and I rushed to her side.


  "You were remarkable," I breathed. “You’ve saved the crown and this kingdom—”


  Gasping for air, Giselle could only nod, her gaze locked with mine.


  “Let us return to the palace,” I said. “You have earned your rest.”


  I took hold of her hand and felt the tremor in her fingers.


  We took a step together, but Giselle hesitated and her expression twisted just a little.


  “Branthae—” she murmured.


  She stumbled and fell to one knee and I dropped to my knees beside her in the dirt. “What is it?”


  I wrapped my arm around her to help her stand, but Giselle groaned in pain as I touched her side.


  “I need help here,” I called out. I drew my hand away and didn’t need to look down to know that it was covered in blood. Wounded.


  What did that mean?


  Arol had been bested—but if Giselle died—what would that mean for me?


  Guards rushed forward to help, but Giselle groaned again and toppled forward before I could catch her.


  “Take her to the healer!” I cried.


  With a flurry of movement, two guards swooped in and hoisted Giselle's limp body off the cold ground.


  They ran as fast as they could toward the palace, their steps echoing through the suddenly quietened crowd.


  I watched them go as my heart pounded hard against my ribs.


  The victory I had felt only moments ago had evaporated, replaced with a dreadful anxiety.


  Giselle was strong, resilient—she had to survive.


  The alternative...it was unthinkable.


  My eyes met those of Countess Mardove who regarded me from across the arena. If Giselle died, she would see that I was toppled from my position. The Autumn Court did not ignore signs like this.


  If Giselle lived, it would strengthen my cause.


  But if she died—


  Turning back to the crowd, I found myself to be the focus of their attention once again. But this time, it wasn't applause that met me—it was silence. An uneasy tension hung in the air, and when I spoke, my voice sounded strangely hollow.


  "Let us not forget what has happened today," I began, with every attempt to sound steady and assured. "Justice has been served upon the enemies of the crown.”


  My words fell like stones into the stillness, met with a few tentative claps. I nodded at them and turned away from the crowd.


  The journey back to the palace was a blur of anxious thoughts and whispered prayers.


  There was nothing I could do but wait, and the knowledge that my fate rested upon something I could not control clawed at me with vicious force.


  Live. Please.


  Do not abandon me.
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  I woke to a world softened by plush pillows and the gentle hum of whispered incantations.


  The room was drenched in the warmth and copper lights danced across the walls like the embers of a fading fire. But my vision was blurred and my mouth tasted like grit and sand.


  The pain.


  Holy fuck, the pain.


  I’d broken bones during a sparring set and taken hits at the tournaments that had left me feeling wonky and bruised for days—but this? This was different.


  This pain gnawed at my side with teeth sharper than any sword I'd ever wielded.


  Each breath was a battle, each flutter of my heart a drumbeat to the rhythm of aching discomfort.


  As memories seeped back into my consciousness I recalled the whirlwind clash of steel, the piercing pale eyes of Arol Keybella filled with a cold fury that matched the chill of his blade.


  And how quickly that fury had faded when I’d taken his life.


  "Easy now," one healer murmured as I shifted on the bed.


  The movement sent a jolt of pain through my side, and I winced sharply, as I barely bit back a curse.


  As my body contested every slight motion, my mind wandered restlessly, grappling with a heavier torment—I had taken a life.


  But that wasn’t the only sin that weighed on my thoughts.


  Amid the soothing scents of healing salves and the muted sounds of the healers' conversation, another realization crept over me: we had never looked into Lurie's death.


  The thought struck me, sudden and sharp. How could we have overlooked her? Prince Cristar's death held the court's attention, yet Lurie's demise remained a shadow, cast aside and all but forgotten.


  I was certain there were some, like Branthae, who believed that justice had been served. She believed Lurie had murdered her brother—so it was right that she should die.


  I couldn’t believe it—it didn’t feel right to have everything solved so easily.


  Had Lurie really acted out of passion and despair and murdered her royal lover before taking her own life?


  Lurie deserved justice as much as any royal, but as much as I knew Branthae would never want me to mention it again, I felt responsible—


  This was no time for rest or recuperation when deceit festered within these walls.


  Too many had died since I had come here…


  Cristar’s death had forced Branthae to seek out a Champion. Lurie’s death had brought Perron’s challenge. The challenge had led to the death of the unknown assassin, and now I was responsible for Arol’s death—and Perron had been sent to a certain death in the south.


  Questions circled in my mind like carrion birds over a field of corpses.


  Had Lurie known too much? And who among these fae courtiers had motive enough to silence her? And why? What might they have to gain?


  There were other questions, too. Ones that filled me with dread.


  Who had sent the assassin? What would happen if the Countess knew of Branthae’s magic—she seemed determined to keep it a secret. Why was Branthae so certain that Countess Mardove was to blame? Could she be the mastermind behind all of these tragedies? And why? Did she want the crown for herself?


  Doubt clouded my thoughts as I considered my alliance with Branthae.


  She was alluring and being with her was addictive—but her motives were impossible to determine. Had I been hasty to trust her? Had I been given a choice? The uncertainty scratched at my insides, but I was helpless to fight against it.


  “How long have I been here?” I choked out.


  "Rest, Champion," one of the healers chided gently as she noticed my tensed posture, her hand warm upon my arm. "The body heals not by will alone."


  “How long?”


  “Four days—but you must rest—”


  “Four days!”


  Fuck!


  Ignoring the healer's counsel, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and braced for the jolt of pain. It came as a sharp lance to my side, and I stifled a gasp. The room spun slightly, but I grabbed hold of the stone window ledge to steady myself.


  "Sir Raynor," the healer protested, moving swiftly to my side, her brows knitted in concern. "Please, you mustn't. Your wounds are still fresh."


  I met her gaze, my own eyes steeling against the waves of discomfort. "I can’t just lie here—stitch me up and wrap it and let me go,” I rasped out, clenching my jaw against another throb of pain.


  "Your body needs time to heal," she insisted, her hands gently pressing against my shoulders to coax me back to the pillows. "The coronation can proceed without your vigilance for one more day."


  “Coronation?” I choked out.


  “Of course,” the healer replied. “The Princess will take the throne as it was always meant to be.”


  The mention of Branthae’s coronation sent a fresh wave of dread through me.


  Why was it happening so soon?


  I had vowed to protect her, but did I truly know what I was protecting her from?


  How could I ensure her safety if I didn’t understand the true nature of the threats she faced?


  The assassin—whoever had sent him could send another… And if I wasn’t there to protect her—


  "No," I muttered. "I must speak with her… before…” My words were cut off by a groan as another jolt of pain pierced through me.


  The healer sighed. "I understand your loyalty to the Princess, Sir Raynor, and your need to be at her side. But you must also understand that your body needs rest." Her voice was soft but stern, like a schoolteacher’s.


  "Then bring her here,” I insisted stubbornly. “I need to speak with her—”


  The healer nodded sympathetically. "I will pass your message onto her. But now, rest." She pressed a small vial into my hand. "Drink this. It will help with the pain."


  I closed my eyes briefly against the sharpness of the pain as I allowed the healer to ease me back onto the bed—


  No.


  I didn’t want to take any drugs.


  I pushed her hand away and sat up again.


  "Stubborn warrior," she sighed, resignation lining her features. "If you must rise, at least let me aid you."


  "Thank you," I murmured, accepting her arm. Together, we navigated the first few steps, but my legs were unsteady and I was furious at myself for being so affected by such a small wound.


  "Keep the elixir,” the healer said. “It will help you sleep tonight. But promise me you'll return if the pain becomes unbearable." Her tone was firm, but not judgemental.


  "I promise," I replied, but I was sure that we both knew I wouldn’t be coming back unless something really bad happened. It was a simple cut—clean and easily stitched—I would recover in time. But that was one thing I didn’t have.


  Leaving the sanctuary of the healing room, I stepped into the grand corridors of the palace. The scent of autumn flowers and polished wood filled my senses and cleared my mind.


  Servants bustled by me with armfuls of garlands and silken banners, the entire court seemed to be teeming with preparations for Branthae's ascent.


  The grandeur of the Autumn Court was on full display, and I couldn't help but marvel at the opulence despite the ache in my side. Gilded leaves hung from the archways, fluttering ever so slightly as if caught in a perpetual gentle wind. Rust colored velvet drapes embroidered in gold thread with Branthae’s undulating crest cascaded down the stone walls, and chandeliers crafted from amber crystals cast a warm glow that mimicked the setting sun.


  "Make way," a servant called, brushing past me with an armful of iridescent fabric.


  Curious, I followed another knot of servants to an open courtyard where artisans were arranging bouquets of autumn flowers around statues that seemed to watch the proceedings with stony interest.


  I leaned against a carved oak pillar to catch my breath, when snippets of hushed conversation floated over to me from behind a screen of braided willow branches.


  "Surely you don't believe...," murmured one voice.


  "Believe? It's known. Mardove had her hand in this, and Lurie paid the price," replied another. The certainty in his tone sent shivers down my spine.


  "Shush! Not here. If anyone knew we were even thinking it..."


  Their words trailed off as they moved away, but it was clear that someone had talked—I wasn’t even certain that anyone else would have known Lurie’s name. Branthae certainly seemed surprised to discover that her brother was so involved with her.


  Had she been lying to me?


  I straightened up and tried to ignore the protesting throb in my side, and slipped through the courtiers like a shadow.


  Each step was measured, my path deliberate as I made my way towards the Countess’ chambers.


  I didn’t know why I was driven to speak to her—but I had to.


  She had stood at the edge of the arena during the duel, and her loyalty had been clearly set on Perron.


  Branthae had cursed her for it, publicly and privately.


  Servants glanced at me curiously, as I moved through the palace corridors, noting my determined stride. No one tried to stop me or asked me where I was going—and somehow my feet knew the way without having to pause for directions.


  As I approached the ornate doors of the Countess's chambers, her guards stepped forward to challenge me.


  "I'm here to see the Countess," I stated, keeping my voice steady despite the pain searing through my side.


  One of the guards, a large fae with eyes like frosted glass, narrowed his gaze at me. "Her Ladyship is not expecting visitors."


  "I don't need an invitation," I retorted, summoning what little strength I had left to stand tall. "Tell her Giselle Raynor, the Princess’ Champion, wishes to speak with her."


  The guard glanced at his companion before giving me a pointed look. "Wait here," he instructed before turning around and entering the chambers.


  I leaned against the wall, struggling to keep my breath steady. Images of Branthae's coronation filtered through my thoughts—the thought of her standing alone, surrounded by courtiers who could be friend or foe... It was a risk I couldn't let her take.


  A few minutes dragged on in tense silence before the door opened once more and the guard emerged. "Countess Mardove will see you," he intoned, stepping aside.


  Nodding at him in gratitude, I strode into the room.


  The Countess's chamber looked much the same as I remembered—but there were a few ornaments missing… A set of golden candlesticks from the fireplace mantel, a carved silver box inlaid with precious stones—had she given them to Perron for his journey? Or had he stolen them?


  The Countess Mardova, poised like a statue of marble and silver, looked up from her desk as I stepped into the room. Her eyes, sharp as icicles, fixed on me. "Sir Reynor," she said, with a practiced smile that did not reach her eyes. "We wondered when you would wake—"


  “Or if I would?” I countered.


  A smile ghosted across the Countess’ lips. “Perhaps.” She looked back at the letter she was writing. “What might I do for you, Champion?”


  "I need to talk to you about Lurie,” I said.


  The Countess let out a sigh. "Again with the maid.” She set down her quill and looked up at me. "It was tragic, of course, what happened to her. Taking one’s own life is not—common among our kind.” Her eyebrow rose slightly. “But I fail to see how this concerns you. Or me."


  "She knew something, didn’t she?” I couldn’t keep the bitterness from my voice, and the pain in my side wasn’t helping my patience. “That was why she was killed— She knew about your involvement in the Prince’s death."


  "Accusations without proof are dangerous games, Sir Reynor." The Countess rose, the whisper of her silk gown a soft warning. "You may be the Princess’ Champion, but even you should tread carefully." Her expression remained impassive, but her eyes narrowed ever so slightly. "You overstep your role here. I had no hand in Lurie's unfortunate demise."


  "Unfortunate?" I pressed. "Or inconvenient? She was pregnant with the Prince’s child— She threatened everything you had hoped would become Perron’s.”


  The Countess’ mouth twisted, but only for a moment.


  "Again, baseless accusations," she said coolly as she fixed me with a frosty gaze. "You're wading into dangerous territory, mortal. It is not your place to seek justice for affairs of this Court. You're here to serve the Princess—but I would remind you that your task is almost complete."


  I tried not to show any surprise at her words.


  How could she know about the spell that bound me to Branthae—


  But the Countess had noticed my flicker of discomfort. I could see it in her smile. “She will have no need of a Champion when she is queen,” the Countess continued. “And when your usefulness is at an end, you will be cast aside like so many others before you.”


  Her words were pointed and purposeful—and, in truth, I had almost forgotten that the spell would soon be fulfilled.


  I would be free to return to my own realm.


  She was also trying to bait me and cast doubt on my connection to the princess.


  I was under no illusions as to the nature of our relationship. She was using me, but I was using her, too.


  Are you really?


  I pushed the whispered thought aside.


  "I will let the Princess decide when my duty to her is complete," I said through gritted teeth, forcing myself to remain stoic under the Countess' calculating gaze.


  "I wouldn't expect anything less," she replied smoothly. "You've proven yourself to be quite... dedicated."


  The air in the room seemed to thicken, and I had to remind myself to breathe. She was an expert at mind games, a skill that had probably allowed her to navigate the dangerous tides of Court politics for decades.


  "I came for answers," I said tartly.


  "And have you found them?" She asked, her lips curling into a smile that didn't reach her eyes.


  "Not yet, but I will," I shot back. Her unsettling confidence notwithstanding, I reminded myself of my purpose. "You knew about Lurie and the Prince. Do you deny it?”


  “And if I do not?”


  “And Perron— you favored him over the princess to succeed the throne. Do you deny that?”


  “No,” she replied curtly.


  “Were you willing to kill to secure Perron's claim to the throne?"


  "You tread dangerous ground with your assumptions…" she warned.


  "Maybe," I conceded. "But I think it’s more dangerous not to question."


  The Countess' expression shifted then, a flicker of real emotion beneath her icy facade. But it was hard to pinpoint—fear? Anger? Or perhaps annoyance at this mortal who dared to challenge her?


  "Your loyalty to the Princess is commendable," she said slowly, choosing each word with care. "But caution will serve you better than recklessness."


  With a weary sigh, I stood up straighter despite my protesting wounds.


  "Maybe so," I agreed, meeting her frosty gaze with my own steely one. "But I think recklessness might be what's needed to prevent another unnecessary tragedy."


  The Countess chuckled softly and her controlled laughter sent chills down my spine. "You are either braver than I thought, Sir Raynor, or significantly more foolish," she said and the hint of a smirk played on her lips.


  "I've been called both," I retorted dryly. "But the question remains: did you have something to do with Prince Cristar's death?"


  Her eyes flashed dangerously. "You have no right—"


  "But I do," I interrupted, keeping my voice steady despite the threat hanging in the air. "As the Princess' Champion, it is not only my right but my duty to uncover the truth."


  She scrutinized me for a long moment before her chin lifted. "I am not responsible for the Prince's untimely demise," she stated with a finality that could only be the truth.


  "Then who is?" I couldn't keep the frustration from creeping into my voice. The pieces were there, but I just couldn't fit them together. The Countess was certainly capable of orchestrating such a plot, but she also seemed genuinely surprised by my accusations and—dare I say it—hurt by them as well.


  The Countess' icy facade softened slightly for a moment as she took a deep breath. She glanced at me through narrowed eyes, considering her next words carefully.


  "I do not know who killed the Prince," she admitted quietly. "But I can assure you, if I did, they would not go unpunished.” She paused for just a moment. “There are many who would benefit from his death, and even more who would not hesitate to stain their hands with blood for power." She paused, her gaze focused on something far beyond the room we stood in. "This Court is a treacherous place. Betrayals happen as often as the leaves fall."


  My mind whirred with the implications of her words.


  She didn't know.


  She really didn't know, and somehow, that was even more terrifying than if she had been the one behind Cristar's death.


  "And what about Lurie?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. "You knew about her and Prince Cristar. You were aware she was pregnant."


  "I was," Countess Mardove confessed without hesitation. Her expression turned carefully neutral, but there was a hardness in her eyes that hadn't been there before. "Before you ask— I did not give the order for her death. Lurie… she was unwittingly caught up in a game she didn't fully comprehend.”


  A surge of anger bubbled within me over the casual dismissal of Lurie's life.


  "Do you think that absolves you?" My voice echoed harshly in the silent room.


  She met my anger with an icy calmness. “It’s supposed to make you understand.” She offered no apology nor condolence for what happened to Lurie.


  "Understand what?" I snapped at her, leaning against the table for support. The pain in my side flared up threateningly, but I refused to give the Countess the satisfaction of witnessing my distress.


  "Understand the dynamics of this Court," she said, her voice low. "Deceit, alliances, betrayals... all of it is a part of this world. As are the tragedies that result from them."


  "But using it as an excuse for murder—"


  "I am not excusing anything," she cut in, fixing me with a steely gaze. "I am merely helping you see things as they are."


  I bit back a retort and gritted my teeth as a wave of pain washed over me.


  Suddenly, I felt very weary.


  The Countess studied me for a moment before her features softened slightly. "Perhaps we are more alike than we thought, Sir Raynor."


  My eyes narrowed at her words. "How so?"


  "We both seek justice," she replied calmly. "Though our methods may differ greatly."


  For a moment, I just stared at her, taking in her serene face and icy blue eyes. Was it possible that she was telling the truth? Could we really be on the same side?


  "No," I said slowly, shaking my head as the truth dawned on me. “There’s a difference between seeking justice and carelessly wielding power."


  A flicker of surprise passed through her eyes before being replaced by irritation. "You're still thinking like a mortal, Sir Raynor. I believe you may leave me now."


  I turned on my heel and strode across the room toward the door. I leaned against it and the guards that waited outside jumped to attention and pulled the door wide to allow me to leave.


  The door closed behind me with a resolute thud, sealing away the Countess and her chilling words. I stepped back into the grandeur of the palace's corridors, and the frenzied preparation for the approaching coronation.


  I had to speak to Branthae—but even with the information I had pried from the Countess, I felt more lost than ever.
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  The palace was a whirl of activity as servants and courtiers moved with relentless efficiency to prepare for the impending coronation. The walls echoed with whispered gossip that shrank back into silence whenever I passed. I heard Arol’s name mentioned more than once, and felt the weight of accusation in the glances that followed me.


  I hadn’t killed him in cold blood.


  I had done my duty as Branthae’s Champion.


  And I had barely escaped with my life.


  The fact that I was a mortal only made their curiosity—and their animosity—keener.


  What did they think about me—a mortal who had killed one of their own?


  As I navigated through the chaotic labyrinth of the palace, my mind felt as disheveled as my surroundings. Countess Mardove's words had added more layers to an already complicated situation. Yet, they also hinted at a depth of intrigue far greater than any I had anticipated.


  When I finally arrived at the end of the corridor that led to Branthae's chambers, I hesitated as I realized that the guards outside her chambers had changed. There were four of them now. Heavily armed and clad in tunics that bore the winding gold snake of the princess’ sigil.


  Of course they had changed—Branthae was going to be queen soon.


  But why did this realization cause knots to form in my stomach?


  The guards, both fair and imposing, peered down at me with barely concealed curiosity. I swallowed hard then lifted my chin as I approached them.


  "Announce me," I commanded and hoped that my voice held a hint of authority that would change their hardened expressions.


  I knew they recognized me, but I also wondered if Branthae could sense my presence in the corridor


  Lances mounted with wicked looking blades were crossed in front of me to bar my path.


  “Wait here,” one of them replied as he turned toward the carved wooden doors, but he didn’t even have a chance to lay his hand upon it when it swung inward.


  The guard jumped back as Branthae strode out. She was clad in a shimmering gown of golden leaves that caught the light and made her violet eyes glow. I was momentarily taken aback by her ethereal beauty, but did my best to regain my composure.


  “My Champion,” she murmured, “I had word of your… stubbornness with the healers.”


  Her smile made my throat tighten.


  “Stand aside,” she snapped. “Let my Champion through!”


  As we walked together into the room, ornate with the growing grandeur of her soon-to-be status, I marveled at the way things had changed in such a short time.


  A magnificent gown, constructed of black velvet and embroidered with hundreds of tiny copper and gold leaves, had been set out near one of the windows that looked over the forest.


  “My coronation gown,” Branthae said with pride. “What do you think?”


  “It’s… amazing.”


  I didn’t have the words to express what I thought of it. Or how I imagined she would look in it. Terrifying and intoxicating—power, beauty, and unpredictable chaos—


  I couldn’t push away the thought of what it would be like to peel that exquisite fabric from her long limbs when it was all over so I could claim her for my own.


  But she wasn’t mine.


  She could never be mine.


  “How are you feeling?” she asked. “When I came to see you— You were still… You hadn’t woken—”


  The compassion in her violet eyes was comforting. The healer hadn’t said that she had visited.


  “I’m fine,” I said, though the pain in my side flared once more and I bit back a grunt as the wound throbbed.


  “You are a liar, Sir Raynor,” Branthae said softly. “Will you let me look at it?”


  Her touch was delicate as she laid her hand on my arm. I hesitated, but then slowly nodded. After all, what choice did I have? The last thing I wanted to do was admit that I needed to go back to the healers.


  “They gave me some elixir,” I muttered.


  “Show me,” Branthae said. She held out her hand and I placed the vial the healer had given me onto her palm.


  Her violet eyes narrowed. “You won’t be taking this,” she said firmly. As if you emphasize her point, she flung the vial at the fireplace, and I winced as the delicate glass shattered against the soot-stained stones.


  “But—”


  “It will dull your wits,” she said. “And the pain will return even worse when you finally wake from it—”


  “Ah—”


  Branthae took hold of my hand and led me toward the bed. She pulled the edge of my tunic up without hesitation, and I raised my arms so she could pull it up over my head.


  “Lie down,” she commanded.


  I did as I was told and tried not to wince as her cold fingers trailed over my skin and left goosebumps in their wake.


  She sucked in a breath as she untied my bandages.


  Her gaze was sharp, assessing the healing wound with a critical eye.


  "It's not as bad as it could have been," she murmured. The contact sent tingling shivers down my spine. “I did not even see him strike you—”


  “I barely felt it,” I replied.


  Her fingers delicately traced the outline of my wound, and although the touch was light, it was enough to send sparks of pain erupting through me. I clenched my jaw and shut my eyes tightly.


  “I’m fine, Branthae,” I said again, trying to convince myself as much as her. I felt her shift on the bed, and when I opened my eyes, she was gazing down at me with a worry that didn’t suit her royal dignity.


  “You don’t have to be strong all the time, Giselle,” she said softly. “Especially not with me.” She looked back at the wound. “This will take time to heal—you should not have left your bed. I’m surprised you’ve come this far—your bandages are soaked with blood.”


  That would explain why I felt so dizzy.


  “I couldn’t stay there,” I said. “Your coronation—”


  “I waited as long as I could,” she said. “I had to make sure you would survive—”


  I pushed myself up on my elbow to look at her, but she kept her gaze on my side and I eased down once more. “Well, I did— Now I can stand behind you and protect you. You’re still vulnerable—”


  “Am I?”


  She was teasing me now.


  At least… I thought she was.


  “You cannot stand beside me with an open wound like this—” she said firmly. Her fingertips were suddenly warm against my skin and I started and looked up at her.


  “Hold still,” she muttered.


  “What— what are you doing—” My words were cut off by a jolt of pain and I couldn’t stop myself from crying out at the shock of it.


  “Hold—still.”


  The pressure of her magic was light at first, and then it surged into my body. The heat was gentle at first, but the intensity of it grew with each passing moment until I was panting with the pain of it and my teeth chattered as I tried to control the urge to scream. My fingers tightened on the coverlet, holding on in the hope that the pain would pass.


  When Arol’s blade had pierced my side, I had barely felt it—only a flash of strangeness and the sensation that my tunic was wet against my skin.


  Agony ripped through my body like a thousand hot knives, searing every nerve and leaving me helpless and trembling.


  I couldn't form coherent thoughts as the pain consumed me, each breath more labored than the last.


  My vision swirled in a haze of colors and shapes, blurring into one another like a nightmare come to life.


  The room spun around me, adding to my disorientation and fear.


  Every muscle in my body screamed in protest, begging for relief from the unbearable torment. In that moment, I was convinced that death would be a welcome escape from this never-ending torture.


  And then it was over.


  I lay there, bathed in sweat, chest heaving—but the pain in my side was gone.


  Branthae stood over me, her black hair fell down her back in hypnotic waves and her violet eyes were dark as she looked down at me. “Much better, yes?”


  “What—” I struggled to sit up, “what did you do?”


  She pulled down the sleeves of her gown and stepped back from the bed just a little. “I healed you, of course,” she replied.


  “But—” I reached down with shaking fingers to touch the edge of the wound, but the skin was smooth and I couldn’t find the spot where Arol’s blade had pierced me so deeply.


  “I couldn’t do it with the Court watching,” she said. “If they knew—”


  “If they knew what— that you use magic—”


  She inclined her head. “If they knew, it would not be welcomed.”


  “Don’t all of your kind have magic?”


  She looked down at her hands and turned them palm up for just a moment. “Not like this. Our people draw power from this realm—but what I have— They would not understand.”


  A secret.


  I remembered the way the violet smoke she had conjured had broken the neck of the assassin who had been sent to kill her.


  A dangerous one.


  “But you are healed now, my Champion,” she said and a smile ghosted over her full lips. “You must be hungry—”


  “I am.”


  I needed a bath—my skin was still covered in the herbs the healer had smeared over my wounds and I could feel the prickle of sweat on my skin.


  “I will call for washing water,” she said. As she strode across the room I sat up, swung my legs over the edge of the bed, and rubbed a hand over my face.


  “You must not fear me, Giselle,” she said as she neared the door. “I would never harm you.”


  “I know,” I replied.


  And I did—I did know. I trusted her.


  But I also didn’t know how to feel about anything—the Countess’ words had unsettled me more than I wanted to admit, but I didn’t know whether to tell Branthae about my encounter with her or not.


  Behind me, the heavy wooden door closed with a thud and Branthae’s soft footsteps moved over the stone floor as she returned to the bed.


  “I was afraid that you wouldn’t wake before the coronation began,” Branthae said. “But I am very pleased that you are as stubborn as I expected you to be—mortals are so… unpredictable.”


  I stood up, expecting to feel stiffness and pain in my muscles—but there was none. She had not just healed the wound in my side, she had taken away every bit of discomfort that I had felt.


  Even my left shoulder—it had been stiff since I dislocated it at a tournament a few years ago and nothing I’d done had eased it.


  But now—


  I rotated my arm and marveled at its range of motion.


  Branthae’s smile was satisfied. “Well?”


  “Magic,” I said with no small amount of awe.


  Branthae laughed. “Are you hungry—” She gestured at the platters of jewel-toned fruit and cakes that dripped with sweet honeycomb. “I ordered all of this food, hoping that it would keep me distracted until the coronation—but I cannot seem to eat any of it.”


  I looked over at the extravagant spread and my stomach rumbled in response. "Well, no point in letting it go to waste," I said. I rose from the bed and walked over to the tables that had been laden with food. I grabbed what I hoped was a pear and bit into it, savoring the sweet juice that flooded my mouth.


  Branthae joined me and plucked a grape from a bunch and popped it into her mouth. Watching me eat, a thoughtful expression crossed her features. "You truly are remarkable," she said softly, her violet eyes meeting mine.


  "Why do you say that?" I asked around a mouthful of fruit.


  "I did not know how you would manage against Arol,” she said after a moment. “A mortal besting a fae in combat—I have never seen it before. And I will likely never see it again.”


  "I don’t know if I’m remarkable,” I scoffed. “He was arrogant—and my sword is magic, isn’t it?”


  She inclined her head thoughtfully. “It is fae-made, just as his was. It is why I feared so much for you when I knew you were injured… I do not know what effect that magic has on mortal flesh.”


  Shit.


  The room was filled with an easy silence as we both continued to eat. However, every so often, I would feel Branthae's curious gaze on me as she watched silently while I ate.


  Servants arrived with jugs of steaming bath water, and we watched as they filled Branthae’s ornately carved tub.


  When they had left the room, Branthae trailed her fingers across the surface of the water and dripped fragrant oil into it. “Will you bathe?”


  Without hesitation I pulled off the short under-tunic I wore and untied the linen breeches the healers had given me and kicked them aside.


  Branthae laughed as I stepped into the tub and winced at the heat of the water before I sank down into it.


  The scalding water enveloped me, washing away the sweat and grime that had stuck to me from the day of the duel—and everything that had happened since.


  I ducked under the water and stayed there for a moment before I emerged and wiped the water from my face. I let out a contented sigh and braced my feet on the edge of the bath as I stretched out. I closed my eyes and allowed myself to relax for the first time in days. But as soothing as the bath was, my mind was still a whirlwind of questions and uncertainties.


  “I had something made for you,” Branthae said suddenly. She rose from her seat beside the bath and walked quickly toward the wardrobe. I watched her with interest as she opened the carved wooden door and pulled out a folded length of black velvet.


  “I’m not wearing a dress,” I muttered.


  Branthae laughed. “Of course,” she said, “though I would still find you beautiful—”


  I frowned at her as she unfolded the black fabric and held it up.


  The tunic was exquisitely made, embroidered with a copper snake and a silver sword that looked like the one Branthae had given me. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen before.


  I leaned against the edge of the bath as she came closer. “For— me?”


  She nodded. “Of course. I have commissioned new chainmail— black and copper. It will look well on you. You will… you will wear it?”


  Branthae, Princess of the Autumn Court was… suddenly shy.


  I’d never wanted her so fiercely.


  “Are you asking me to stand beside you at your coronation?”


  She nodded, her lower lip caught between her teeth.


  “Then I will,” I said. I knew it would fit—the fae seamstresses were precise in their work.


  Branthae’s smile was radiant as she draped the tunic over the back of a chair. “Wonderful,” she breathed. “I would be lost without you there—”


  I was sure that she would have managed just fine on her own, but her words filled my chest with warmth.


  She came back toward the bath and sank to her knees beside it. “I really am happy,” she said. “I was worried that you would not survive the wound— I thought—”


  “But I did,” I interrupted her. “So you don’t have to think about it anymore.”


  I reached up to trace my fingertips along her jaw and her eyes drifted closed as she leaned her cheek into my palm. “There is something else I thought about,” she murmured as she trailed her fingers in the bath water. The edge of her sleeve floated on the surface, the golden embroidered leaves caught the soft light and gleamed dully as she moved her hand and then pushed it below the surface.


  Her fingers brushed over my breasts, and I sucked in a breath as she rubbed her thumb over my nipple until it hardened under her touch.


  “What?” I breathed.


  “I thought about what you said before the duel—how you don’t like to fuck until after you’ve won.”


  She pinched my nipple and my breath hissed between my teeth as the sharpness of the pain faded into pleasure.


  Her violet eyes met mine. “Well— You’ve won.”


  “What have I won?”


  Branthae pulled her wet hand from the bath, droplets falling from her fingers onto my exposed skin as she carefully traced a path up my chest and neck to cup my face. Her voice was low, a seductive purr that sent a shiver up my spine despite the heat of the bath water.


  "Me," she whispered.


  Her violet eyes were dark with desire and something more—something deeper, something that made my heart pound in my chest.


  I reached up to touch her face, letting my thumb trace the curve of her full lower lip as I studied her. "You're mine?" I asked, the words tasting strange but not unpleasant on my tongue.


  Branthae nodded, her gaze never leaving mine. "As much as you are mine," she said quietly. "If you'll have me."


  My breath hitched at her words and my gaze flickered down to her lips before meeting her gaze again with a newfound intensity.


  "I'll have you," I murmured before capturing her lips with mine.


  The kiss was slow and exploratory at first, our mouths moving against each other with a newfound sense of urgency as she opened her mouth against mine. Her taste flooded my senses—sweet like honey and intoxicating like wine.


  She moaned against my lips and a sudden flare of heat between my legs made me push her away.


  She stared at me, eyes wide. “What—”


  “You’re wearing too many clothes,” I growled. “Take them off.”


  Branthae rose to her feet slowly and without looking away, she unfastened the gold clasps that held her gown closed.


  The shimmering fabric trailed down her curves, catching on the swell of her breasts and then on the curve of her hip before it fell to the floor.


  “Go to the bed,” I commanded as I stood up in the bath.


  Water streamed off my skin as I stepped over the edge and onto the stone floor.


  Branthae walked serenely toward the bed, her steps were measured and purposeful, and her hips swayed intentionally, showing off the elegant curve of her ass and I longed to sink my teeth into her smooth flesh and drag my tongue across her quivering center.


  “On your hands and knees, Princess,” I said firmly. I grabbed some linen from beside the bath and dried myself quickly before I threw it down onto the stones with my discarded clothing. I paused for just a moment to snatch the stone jar of scented oil from the ledge beside the bath.


  Branthae climbed onto the bed without complaint and I swallowed a groan as she lowered her chest down toward the mattress.


  Her back arched, her hips high in the air. I took a moment to stand at the foot of the bed and drink in the sight, my fingers instinctively clenching. I trailed my gaze up her spine, along her shoulder blades to where her dark hair spilled over her shoulders onto the silk sheets.


  “Beautiful,” I murmured.


  She turned her head to look back at me over her shoulder as I approached. I met her gaze and offered a smirk in return, even as my pulse quickened.


  I took a moment to outline every curve with my eyes before I lifted a hand to smooth my hand over the curve of her ass. Her skin was smooth and warm under my hand. She shivered beneath my touch and I smiled as I squeezed gently and then dragged my fingers down to her thigh.


  Branthae let out a soft sigh that went straight through me and her eyes were wide as she watched me set the vial of oil down on the coverlet. Keeping my hand where it was, I leaned down to trail kisses along the curve of her back, and then let my free hand slide between her thighs.


  Her sharp intake of breath filled my ears as she gasped and pushed back against my hand. The slick warmth between her legs told me all I needed to know. With a rough groan, I slid my fingers through her folds and teased gently against her clit.


  Each stroke pulled a soft cry from Branthae's lips and she writhed against my hand, begging me without words for more.


  Chuckling, I obliged, and teased my fingers at the entrance to her wet heat.


  Branthae's moans grew louder, and she pushed desperately against my hand. My other hand slid up her spine to trace the delicate bones beneath her skin before it came to rest on the back of her neck. Holding her there, I delved deeper, pushing my fingers in as far as they would go.


  Her body pulsed around me, vibrating with pure need. The scent of her arousal filled my senses and a pang of desire shot through me, making me groan with the effort of resisting the urge to simply take her then and there. But no—I wanted to draw this out. I wanted to see how much pleasure she could take before she broke apart under my hands.


  My touch turned relentless as I pumped my fingers into her while my thumb found the hard nub of her clit and began to circle it in tight spirals. Her gasps and moans became louder and even more frantic, filling the room with raw carnal desire.


  Only when she was writhing beneath me in wild abandon did I finally pause. "Is this what you want, Princess?" I murmured, stroking deep inside of her one more time just to watch her shudder.


  "Yes," she gasped out and then whimpered when I pulled my hand away from her dripping core completely. She looked over her shoulder at me again, the desperation clear in her eyes.


  I grinned at her sudden neediness, loving the sight of this powerful fae Princess begging for my touch without a single word. "Well then," I told her teasingly as I scanned her trembling form, "you're going to have to beg."


  Her lips parted, undoubtedly prepared to retort, but when I trailed a finger slowly up her inner thigh, she lost all pretense of argument. She shivered under my touch and her gaze burned into mine. But pride restrained her, as I knew it would.


  "Please," she whispered after a long heated moment, her voice barely audible against the embroidered coverlet.


  "Say it louder, princess," I commanded, my heart pounding at the intoxicating sight of her submission.


  "Please," Branthae said again, stronger this time. "Giselle...please." The use of my name was unexpected, but hearing it from her lips sent an unfamiliar thrill rippling through me.


  I couldn't help the smile that tugged at my lips. The control was a potent fusion of excitement and power that surged through my veins like a wild torrent.


  "Good girl," I praised her before climbing onto the bed behind her. My bare skin brushed against hers as I settled between her spread legs. Her arousal dripped onto my thighs and I groaned at the sensation.


  “Are you ready for me?” I asked in a low voice as I began to trail my fingers down the valley between her cheeks.


  Branthae didn’t respond with words but rather with an impatient whimper as she pushed back against my hand. Knowing exactly what she craved, I slid two fingers back inside her slick channel.


  I pumped them in and out with long, slow motions as I grabbed the vial of oil and pulled the cork out with my teeth.


  She moaned as I lifted the jar over her ass and tipped it to spill oil over her smooth skin. It dripped down over the puckered flesh of her asshole and lubricated the motion of my fingers in her already dripping slit.


  I set the jar aside and pushed a third finger into her eager pussy. My stomach twisted as her breathing caught and she groaned as I slid the fingers of my other hand into the oil that coated her ass.


  “Yes—” she hissed as I teased a fingertip at her forbidden entrance. She pressed down against the coverlet and tilted her hips forward, changing the angle of my thrusting fingers and opening herself more to me.


  I bit down on my cheek to keep from groaning as I pushed the tip of my finger into her ass. Branthae gasped and then whined as I teased her again.


  Just the tip. Withdrawing as I pushed three fingers into her slick pussy, curving them to hit the spot inside her that would make her cry out.


  Her back arched in a graceful curve, begging for my touch.


  As I pulled my fingers back from her pussy, Branthae let out a low moan, and with a teasingly slow thrust, I breached that tight ring of muscle with my finger.


  She moaned at the intrusion, shifting against me. I murmured soothingly, urging her to relax even as I pumped my fingers deeper into her. Her body yielded to me. The tight pressure around my digits was intoxicating; but the sound of Branthae's breathy moans and sighs were utterly addictive.


  I waited until she relaxed again before slowly withdrawing and pushing back in. Over and over I did this, each time pushing a little deeper, until my finger was buried to the hilt. All the while I kept my other hand moving inside her pussy, curling my fingers against that soft spot that made her gasp and tremble.


  Her moans grew louder, and soon her hips were bucking against me. She clutched at the sheets, her knuckles white from strain. Sweat slicked her skin, making it glisten in the dim light.


  "You're doing so well," I breathed out against her skin as I pulled my finger out of her ass only to push it back inside with a firm thrust.


  Without warning, I slipped another finger into her tight channel, smiling at the whimper that ripped from her throat. “You can take it,” I murmured encouragingly.


  Branthae pushed back against me, causing my fingers to slide even deeper inside of both her holes. The feel of her tightness around me was intoxicating and I groaned as her hand snaked between her legs and her fingers rubbed furiously at her clit.


  Her body rocked in time with mine, movements growing more desperate as pleasure started to consume her.


  She was so close—I could feel it in the hitching of her breath, the tensing of her muscles. Yet I knew she was holding back, fighting the wave of the climax that threatened to crash over her.


  "Let go, Princess," I whispered, my voice rough with desire. "I've got you."


  Branthae's response was to gasp and then let out a ragged moan, her hips jerking violently. The velvet heat of her pussy and ass clamped down on my fingers, pulsating violently as her orgasm finally crashed over her. It was an exquisite sight—watching the Fae Princess arch her back in pure ecstasy while waves of pleasure wracked through her body.


  Riding out the tremors of her climax, I slowly pulled my fingers from both of her entrances. Once they were free, I pushed myself up onto my knees and looked down at her trembling form. Her hair was plastered to her forehead with sweat, and she was panting heavily for breath.


  A triumphant smile tugged at my lips as I watched Branthae come apart under my hands. It was a side of her I'd never seen before—the uncontrolled and unashamed display of lust and greedy satisfaction.


  She fell to her side, gasping, and grabbed for my hands.


  With wild abandon she pulled my fingers into her mouth and sucked hard, tasting her own climax and licking them clean. First one hand, then the other. Her violet eyes held me captive as she performed this act, and my pussy clenched as she moaned and bathed my fingers with her tongue.


  Finally, she released her hold on me, but it was the smile on her face that held me captive—soft yet satisfied, glowing from the aftermath of pleasure.


  “What about you, Champion?” she murmured. “Will you let me taste your pussy?”


  I let out a soft growl and pushed her onto her back. A soft cry of surprise came from her full lips as I climbed onto the bed and straddled her shoulders.


  “Taste me,” I commanded. “Make me come on your tongue.”


  Branthae didn’t argue, her fingers dug into my thighs as she pushed her face between them and lapped at my pussy. I was soaking wet, and Branthae wasted no time as she sucked and licked my already swollen clit.


  I held her hair tight, holding her in place as I rode her tongue and she moaned and panted as she devoured me. I reached back to rub her clit and she cried out against my slick flesh, but didn’t cease in the motion of her tongue and fingers as she sought my climax.


  Each stroke of her tongue was electric, every thrust of her fingers inside my depths brought me closer and closer to the edge. I ground down against her, desperate for the release that was just within my grasp.


  "Fuck!" I cried out, pressing harder into her mouth. My climax was building rapidly now, a tidal wave ready to crash.


  There was no holding back as my orgasm took hold; an all-consuming wave that slammed into me with a force that left me breathless. My body jerked violently above her as my climax tore through me. She didn't stop—her relentless assault on my pussy pushed me higher and higher until I cried out in ecstasy.


  My body quivered and shuddered until finally, breathless and boneless, I collapsed onto the bed next to her.


  The princess rolled toward me, her eyes alight with a mixture of satisfaction and mischief.


  We lay there in silence, catching our breaths as we basked in the afterglow of our lovemaking.


  She would be a queen soon.


  And I— what would I be?


  As soon as the crown was placed upon her head, the spell that bound me to her—that bound me to this realm—would be broken.


  But now I wasn’t sure if I wanted to leave…
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  I could have lain with her forever.


  My head fit against Giselle’s shoulder with a perfection that should have been impossible. It was as though we had been crafted from the same piece of wood. Sculpted together.


  When the crown was placed upon my head, the spell that bound her to me would be broken. I would have to return her to her own realm.


  If she wished it.


  But if she did not—what then?


  No matter how careful my advisors had been, I had heard their whispers.


  A princess with a human pet.


  An oddity.


  An abomination.


  They were afraid of her now.


  No one had expected that she would defeat Arol Keybella in the duel.


  My cousin least of all.


  But Arol was dead—the forest had taken his corpse—and my cousin’s footsteps led him toward the southern snows from which he would never return.


  There was something Giselle was holding back from me.


  The hour of my coronation was drawing closer, and it would all have to wait—


  When the servants came to prepare me for the ceremony, Giselle stayed by my side.


  We bathed together, ate, and dressed in a companionable silence that was sweet enough to make my heart ache.


  Her eyes followed me around the room and lingered on my body and my face as the servants helped me into the ornate coronation gown that had been created for me.


  “My brother had something similar made,” I said suddenly as the final amber buttons were fastened. “A doublet so richly embroidered that you could hardly see the velvet beneath it. He would have been a wonderful king—a ruler that this Kingdom deserves.”


  Giselle approached me cautiously. “You are the ruler the Kingdom deserves,” she said. “Once you are queen, you will be able to find the justice you seek for your brother’s murder. No one will stand against you or seek your silence.”


  “Only one person could do that,” I said flatly.


  Giselle’s eyes narrowed with an unspoken question.


  “The Countess Mardove,” I said. “Her presence in the Court—she is powerful. Perhaps even more powerful than the king.” I looked at her carefully, judging her reaction. “Have you seen her—” I asked.


  “I—”


  “You did not come to me directly after you let the healer,” I said.


  Giselle glanced at the servants who were still in the room and I clapped my hands sharply to dismiss them.


  When the door had closed and we were alone, I turned my gaze to Giselle expectantly.


  “Are you reading my thoughts?” she asked.


  There was no accusation in her tone, only the question.


  “No,” I replied honestly. “I want you to tell me.”


  She let out a long breath and met my gaze boldly. “I went to speak with the Countess,” she said. “She supported your cousin—and Arol—I couldn’t tell if she was upset that I’d killed him, or that Perron was banished.”


  A wry smile curled my lip. “She has always been difficult to read,” I said.


  “I asked her about Lurie,” Giselle continued. “I realized that we had been so caught up in the challenge that we hadn’t asked any other questions—her body was burned and no one knew the truth behind her death…”


  “Except us,” I murmured.


  “Do you believe me?” she asked. “Do you believe what I told you—that she was murdered?”


  I turned my eyes back to the polished mirror and admired the reflection I saw there—the gown was perfectly made and it fit my body snugly, accentuating my curves and the length of my neck. The servants had bound my hair in copper chains set with glowing stones that matched my eyes and my hands were heavy with rings that had belonged to my mother with one finger left bare for the king’s seal.


  The queen’s seal.


  “It does not make sense,” I said. “Who would wish to murder her—she was a servant.”


  “She was Prince Cristar’s lover,” Giselle insisted. “And the mother of his child—”


  “That does not make her anything,” I snapped. “Her death was regrettable, and I hope that the Countess has been sufficiently humbled by the crumbling of her plans.”


  Giselle stared at me in disbelief. “I don’t think she had any plans,” she said.


  That was a surprise.


  “Oh?”


  “I think she supported Perron, but I don’t think she had anything to do with Lurie’s death. She admitted that she knew about the Prince’s… affection for her… but she told me that she didn’t order Lurie’s death.”


  Anger flared in my chest. How had everyone known about their trysts but me? My brother was not cunning enough to hide such things—especially from me.


  “And you believed her?”


  Giselle stood firm. “I do.”


  “Why?”


  Giselle shrugged. “I don’t understand your politics— but I don’t think she had anything to gain. She’s not in line for the throne, and there would be no benefit to her.”


  I laughed. “No benefit? The Countess was close to my brother—closer than I would have liked. She was on my father’s private council—and I do not trust her motives. You will pardon me if I follow my own instincts here.”


  “Sure,” Giselle said. “But aren’t you curious? Who sent the assassin? No one has claimed him—”


  I hadn’t thought about him—I had done my best not to think about it, especially in the nights that Giselle had been away from my side and I had been alone in this chamber. Unprotected.


  “He could have been sent by any faction that opposes the crown,” I said casually. “He was a poor choice—whoever hired him did not pay much for his services.”


  Giselle did not look convinced. “Is that all you’ve found out?”


  “I haven’t asked,” I replied. “The duel—Arol’s death—you… I didn’t know if you were going to survive. It was hardly the time to be asking questions like that.”


  “Planning your coronation was more important,” she said smoothly. “I understand.”


  “That’s not what I meant,” I protested.


  Giselle turned away from me and lifted the black and copper chainmail I’d had made for her. It was feather light, but stronger than anything this world had seen—it pained me to see her with it. She should have been allowed to wear it for the duel. It might have spared her the wound that had almost taken her life.


  She pulled it over her head and arranged it carefully over her muscled torso. She couldn’t hide the smile of pride on her face as she saw how it fell across her body.


  “It fits you perfectly,” I said softly.


  She said nothing in reply as she shook out the black velvet tunic and pulled it over her head. I stepped forward to help her as she wrestled the garment into place. I worried that she would push away my hands, but she allowed me to tug it into place.


  “There,” I said. “The Queen’s Champion—”


  “You’re not queen yet,” she replied with a wry smile. “I’m not allowed to kiss the queen—”


  She tilted her head and captured my mouth in a searing kiss that caught me off guard, and I clung to her shoulders as she pulled me against her.


  I wound my arms around her neck and my mouth opened under hers, allowing her tongue to sweep into my mouth and tangle with mine.


  When she pulled away, I was breathless, and my pussy throbbed with need.


  “Who dares to say you’re not allowed to kiss the queen?” I choked out.


  “I suppose I’ll need royal permission,” she replied.


  She was teasing me.


  “I suppose that will depend on your behavior, Sir Reynor,” I said and then I frowned at her. “Let me braid your hair—you’re a mess. I won’t have you standing behind me looking like a haystack.”


  She chuckled and tipped her head back slightly as she studied me. "Is that a royal command?" she inquired.


  I raised an eyebrow. "Yes, it is."


  Giselle gave me a mock bow, her lips twitching. "As you wish, Your Highness."


  I pushed her toward the vanity and pushed her down into the seat.


  As I moved behind her and began to gather up her golden locks, the domestic intimacy of the moment took my breath away. Her hair was soft beneath my fingers; the strands were sun-kissed, warm and vibrant. Giselle sighed lightly at the pull of my hands, a sound that vibrated through me like a song played on an unstrung instrument.


  "You're awfully quiet," she commented after a moment.


  "Am I?" I replied, threading her hair through my fingers in practiced movements.


  Her voice softened as she spoke again. "I can feel you worrying," she murmured.


  "I am not worried."


  Giselle remained silent for a moment, but I could feel the weight of her gaze in the mirror’s reflection.


  A smile crept onto my face despite the tense thread of worry knotting itself in my chest. The mere fact that she knew me well enough to detect the slight shift in my mood was endearing and terrifying all at once.


  "Very well," I conceded after a moment. "I am... concerned. The coronation is sure to draw political vermin out from their hiding places. And I don't want anything to happen to you."


  A soft laugh echoed around us. "And here I thought you were worried about the Court's squabbling over your reign."


  "Well," I said as I finished off the braid and tied it neatly with a length of black velvet ribbon, "that too."


  A comfortable silence fell between us, only broken by the occasional shift of Giselle in the chair. She finally heaved a thoughtful sigh.


  "Will it be difficult? Your reign?"


  I paused, considering the question.


  Was it going to be difficult? Undoubtedly. But would I rise to meet it—to embrace it?


  "I think," I began, choosing my words carefully, "this will be difficult— My father was more concerned with preparing Cristar for rule—not me.”


  “What were you prepared for?”


  I made a face. “Marriage, of course. A political alliance that would secure the prosperity of the Kingdom and the bonds between the other fae courts—”


  “You sound bitter.”


  “How could I be anything else?” I snapped and then instantly regretted my tone. “But… that is not what is happening now.”


  Giselle turned around to face me, her piercing dark searching mine. I held my breath under her scrutiny.


  "And are you prepared for it all?" she asked.


  Again, I was silent for a moment before replying. "I— I do not know. There are things even the most thorough planning cannot predict." My gaze dropped to our hands, Giselle's resting atop mine on the back of the chair. Her warmth seeped into me through her calloused palms.


  “But I have you,” I said, lifting her hand to my lips and placing a gentle kiss on the knuckles. “And that makes me feel more prepared than anything else could.”


  But as the hours passed, I found myself being pulled back into the reality of our situation.


  The spell that bound Giselle to this realm would soon be fulfilled—and when its magic faded, her regard for me would fade, too.


  Would she think that I had been using her?


  Manipulating her?


  Had I done so?


  I paced by the windows, unable to eat or drink—nerves fueled my steps. Who else might challenge me when it came time for the coronation?


  Before the crown could be placed upon my head, there would be a call for challenges to my rule.


  But Perron was gone.


  Lurie with her royal bastard in her belly was gone.


  Arol Keybella who could have had a claim if his uncle had not been a traitor—he was gone.


  There was only me.


  But then…


  Countess Mardove.


  What of her?


  The worry was a whisper in my mind. But it was a cold wind that nipped at my tremulous courage.


  "Giselle," I began, my voice betraying the knot of unease that twisted in my stomach. She looked up from where she sat by the fire, her eyes questioning.


  "What's wrong?" Her voice was steady and comforting and the tightness of my worry eased just a little.


  "I've been thinking... about the Countess Mardove." I confessed.


  "Thinking? Or worrying?" Giselle stood, her figure imposing in her Champion’s regalia though she wore a soft smile.


  "Both."


  "What if she contests my crowning?" I asked. Fear greased each syllable as it left my lips and I watched concern twist Giselle’s strong features.


  The room grew silent save for the echo of my heartbeat in my ears.


  "Why would she?" Giselle asked finally. "You said that she was your father's trusted advisor. And I’m sure she mourned your brother’s death—”


  "She did,” I replied. “Quite convincingly. But was that mourning genuine or was it simply an act to cover her real intentions?"


  Giselle didn't reply immediately and that silence was more unnerving than any possible answer could have been. She joined me by the window, her fingers were warm against mine as she laced our hands together.


  "Does she have a claim?" she said softly. My gaze was fixed on the spectacle of autumn leaves falling outside and the gentle sway of the copper lanterns in their branches.


  I opened my mouth to reply, but a sharp thud echoed through the chamber—the herald had come for us. The ceremonial strike of his staff against the wooden door echoed again.


  Summoning me to my fate.


  “It is time,” I said with a faint smile.


  Giselle’s grip on my fingers tightened and she leaned forward to press a soft kiss to my lips. “You’ll be amazing,” she murmured.


  The doors opened and the herald strode into the room.


  “Princess Branthae,” he called out and his voice echoed off the stones. “You are called to your destiny—”


  I released Giselle’s hand reluctantly and turned to face him.


  “I will answer the call,” I replied as firmly as I dared.


  The herald and his entourage bowed deeply and I strode forward to meet them.


  The walk to the throne room felt like a march to the gallows.


  The air felt denser, the copper scent of our realm and the mustiness of old stone pressed in on me.


  The herald led me through the winding stone corridors, his staff sounding against the floor with a rhythmic beat that matched my pulse.


  Giselle followed closely behind in a place of honor as my Champion. No one would challenge her, not after what she had achieved.


  As we walked, I compulsively smoothed my hands over my ceremonial attire—the black velvet was heavy and warm.


  It was beautiful, fit for a queen, but it felt like an illusion—as if I were pretending to be something I wasn't.


  The throne room doors loomed ahead.


  They were grand affairs of polished wood and brilliant bronze inlays that depicted scenes from our realm's history. My father had commissioned them in honor of his coronation and it occurred to me that I hadn’t even thought of what I would do for my own… My father had been eager to celebrate his magnificence, Cristar had been the same… but what would I do? What kind of ruler would I be?


  Two guards flanked the entrance, their eyes were focused straight ahead and their expressions were carved from impassive stone.


  I stopped before them and inhaled deeply, taking one last moment of solitude before facing what awaited me on the other side.


  What would my father say if he could see me here now? My handsome, infuriating father.


  And Cristar? I was taking the throne that had been meant for him—what might he say?


  But what do you care what the dead have to say?


  The whisper was loud in my ears and I spun around to see who had spoken, but there was only Giselle behind me, and expressionless guards around me.


  “Branthae— are you alright?” Giselle hissed.


  I snapped my focus back to the doors in front of me and nodded sharply to the herald.


  The herald’s staff crashed against the doors three times and the heavy doors swung open to reveal the throne room.


  Flickering candlelight bounced off the rich gleam of the copper lanterns that swayed from the high ceiling to casting dancing shadows along the thick stone walls. The Autumn Court was out in full force tonight; they sat in clusters, their hushed whispers filling the air, punctuated by the occasional bout of giggly laughter or raised voices heatedly discussing some matter of import.


  As soon as I stepped into the chamber, the noise ceased abruptly and a deafening silence descended upon the hall as eyes turned to me.


  I walked forward, trying not to wince under their prying gaze, and climbed the velvet draped steps to take my place in front of the throne.


  The throne itself was a monstrous thing carved out of ancient oak, burnished to a rich dark brown with age. It was inset with jagged pieces of colorful stone that sparkled in the candlelight—autumn hues of deep orange and maroon, offset by shocks of fierce gold and copper. My father had sat here—and his father before him—it was a symbol of their power and their ego.


  Cristar would have relished this moment.


  But Cristar was dead.


  Now it stood empty, waiting for me.


  The room was heavy with anticipation and tension as I stood there, feeling both scrutinized and ignored at the same time. Giselle climbed the stairs, her hand on the hilt of her sword, and took her place at my elbow just behind the throne. My focus fell on Countess Mardove as she approached me with the ancient crown that had been passed down through generations.


  The crown itself was crafted from delicate bronze vines wound together into an intricate mesh that reached outwards in delicate tendrils. A single, dazzling fire diamond—a rarity found only in the heart of darkest mines in the southern mountain ranges—was set in its center, and it glowed with the same ethereal light as the lanterns above our heads.


  The Countess looked up at me, her eyes reflecting the flickering glow from a thousand dancing candle flames and I wondered if she knew that I suspected her above all others—


  Lord Jexa, one of the elders of the Court stepped forward and raised his hands to call for silence.


  I took a deep breath as he turned and bowed to me, and then addressed the crowd.


  "Lords and Ladies of the Autumn Court, guardians of the ancient realm of Nidea, we gather here today under the canopy of golden leaves and whispering winds to witness the rise of a new sovereign. The winds carry the scent of change, the trees sway in eager anticipation, and the very earth hums with the magic of this sacred moment.”


  He paused for effect, and his ancient eyes roved over the crowd. Lord Jexa had presided over my grandfather’s coronation—and he had been an old man when the Fallon rebellion had bathed the Autumn Court in blood.


  He might have been the last one left who remembered it.


  “Today, we honor the cycle of life and death, of harvest and hearth, as we crown a new Queen who shall guide us through the fading light of autumn. She who stands before us has been chosen by fate and by the ancient laws that bind us all, to rule over this realm with wisdom, grace, and a spirit as untamed as the wild woods.”


  He stumbled over a few of his words, and I could tell that the ancient words had been altered to reflect the fact that I was not the eldest son of our previous king… I was the second child. The first daughter of a traitor of a mother.


  “Our new Queen embodies the essence of the Autumn Court—the fierce beauty of a withering leaf, the quiet strength of roots deep in the earth, and the untamed fire that dances in the cooling breeze. She carries within her the wisdom of the old ways and the courage to blaze a path forward, uniting the power of the past with the promise of the future. It is she who will lead us through the twilight. She will be the keeper of the sacred flame, the protector of our realm, and the voice of the land itself.”


  He paused for just a moment to extend his hand to the Countess who climbed the stairs of the dais with the crown that would be placed upon my head.


  Lord Jexa took the crown in his hands and closed his eyes. “With this crown, we will bestow upon Branthae Fallon, Princess of this realm, the mantle of the Autumn Queen— But— if there is a challenge to her reign— let it be spoken now!”


  A hush fell over the room.


  There had only ever been one challenge to a coronation—my grandfather had made a challenge, and his rebel army had swept through the palace and taken everything for our bloodline.


  My fingers trailed over the sigil embroidered on the bodice of my gown.


  Snakes hidden in plain sight.


  There was utter silence for a moment, the candle flames seemed to hold their breath as eyes darted across the room seeking any hint of movement, any sign of dissent. But no voice was raised in challenge. The echo of Lord Jexa's command hung ominously in the air before vanishing into the ether, leaving a sense of palpable relief that washed over the room.


  Countess Mardove had a strange glow in her eyes as Lord Jexa turned back to face me, the bronze crown held aloft between his gnarled hands. The Countess then passed him a small copper vial etched with ancient symbols. The court elder handled it reverently, insistently reciting another traditional incantation.


  "The blood of the old marks the way for the new," he intoned solemnly, and slowly poured a thin stream of shimmering copper liquid over the crown. It fell through the air as if in slow motion before contact was made.


  The crown glowed with this anointing and I bit down on the inside of my cheek. It was not done until the crown was placed upon my head.


  There was a murmur in the crowd and I noticed a flicker of movement behind me as Giselle lunged forward.


  A scream split the air and Lord Jexa stumbled. I reached forward to catch him as Giselle leapt down the stairs, her dagger drawn.


  The old man fell into my arms and the crown toppled from his hands and struck the stones with a sound that I will remember to my dying day.


  Borne to the stones by his weight, I fell heavily to my knees as he sagged against me.


  “My lord,” I choked out.


  But the old man’s eyes were blank, and his mouth was slack—but then he choked and spluttered as blood poured from his mouth.


  The tip of a crossbow bolt protruded from his throat and his mouth jittered as his body shook. I screamed as guards rushed to surround us, but the damage was done. He was dead—


  “Giselle!”


  I screamed her name again, but I could see nothing through the guards, and all I could smell was blood as it covered my hands, spilled onto the stones, and soaked into the heavy velvet of my gown.
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  There was too much to look at.


  Too many faces. Too many colors. Too many shadows and places to hide.


  The throne room was filled with guards, but I had a feeling that some of them had already been celebrating their new queen’s coronation before it had occurred.


  The ancient fae who stood in front of Branthae on the dais seemed to have endless things to say—none of them meant anything to me. Pretty words like the bullshit the heralds at the RenFaire liked to spout into the megaphones before the tournament began.


  The faire crowds always ate it up, and those guys always managed to get laid, and it didn’t seem like anything was different here.


  Except that the fae lord was really old—I didn’t suspect he’d be chasing any tavern wenches when it was all over.


  But the crowd was fixated on him and seemed to be really focused on what he was saying.


  Except for one man.


  A stranger.


  His hair was hidden under an odd hat, and his mustard colored cloak and rust doublet didn’t seem to fit him quite right.


  His iron gray eyes were focused on Branthae, and they burned with anger.


  The man's eyes never wavered. They were eyes that unnerved me, and I could taste the bitterness sizzling off of him from where I stood. His hands clasped tightly around something hidden beneath his cloak, drumming restless fingers against what looked to be the hilt of a weapon. No one else seemed to notice the stranger or what he was doing.


  Unless they were ignoring him on purpose.


  They were too engrossed in the ceremony, too intoxicated by the copper glow of the room, the seriousness of the ceremony, and the music that thrummed like an ancient heartbeat through the stone chamber.


  I subtly adjusted the grip on the dagger at my hip and continued to watch him, even as everyone else in the room turned their attention to the ancient lord upon the dais.


  The old fae lord paused for just a moment to extend his hand to the Countess who climbed the stairs of the dais with the crown that would be placed upon my head.


  He took the crown in his hands and turned toward the crowd. “With this crown, we will bestow upon Branthae Fallon, Princess of this realm, the mantle of the Autumn Queen— But— if there is a challenge to her reign— let it be spoken now!”


  A hush fell over the room.


  I scanned the crowd, but my eyes kept returning to the stranger in the mustard cloak.


  Would he say something—did he want to challenge Branthae’s claim?


  But no voice was raised in challenge.


  The echo of the old lord’s command hung ominously in the air but then it faded and I dared to take a breath.


  The old lord held Branthae’s crown aloft between his gnarled hands.


  "The blood of the old marks the way for the new," he intoned solemnly.


  In the crowd, the man in the cloak moved.


  It was subtle, but I heard a small cry of surprise as he pushed someone aside and moved closer to the dais.


  Shit.


  Without a second thought, I bolted forward, shoving past stunned guards. Every instinct screamed at me to stop him as I pulled my dagger from its hilt and jumped down from the dais.


  But I was too late.


  A scream ripped through the silence as the man pulled a crossbow from his cloak and took aim at Branthae.


  His finger squeezed the trigger as my boots hit the stone floor, and I was too late to knock the weapon aside.


  The bolt was in the air before I reached him.


  With a roar, I leapt through the crowd at him. His iron gray eyes widened as he stared at me, but there was no fear in them... just surprise as I crashed into him and drove him into the floor.


  He landed hard and the breath whooshed from his lungs with a painful grunt.


  The crossbow skittered away across the cold stone floor and I leveled my dagger at the stranger’s throat.


  He wasn’t a member of the Court. I could see that right away. His pointed ears were notched with purposeful cuts, and a scar twisted across his throat and disappeared into the loose collar of his doublet.


  A commoner.


  Like the assassin who had been sent to kill Branthae on the night before the duel.


  His iron gaze met mine in defiance even as he panted for breath beneath me.


  “Get your hands off me you filth,” he spat.


  “Why did you do it?” I shouted into his face.


  A low, painful chuckle rumbled from his chest. “Why not? I missed, didn’t I? No harm done.”


  A tense silence had fallen over the room. The music that had only moments ago filled the chamber with laughter and chatter was now replaced with a quiet that hung heavy in the air like a suffocating fog. Everyone looked on in stunned silence as I threw a quick glance to Branthae, but she was surrounded by guards and I couldn’t see her.


  Was he lying?


  “Who are you?” I demanded.


  “Does it matter?” he choked out. “I failed.”


  “Failed at what?” I pressed the edge of my blade against his throat. “Speak—”


  But his words were cut off by a sudden gasp of pain, his eyes rolling back as he spasmed beneath my hand. I jerked back, watching in horror as his body convulsed.


  A thin trickle of black liquid seeped from the corner of his mouth, pooling on the cold stone beneath him. His skin took on a sickly pallor as his body finally went still.


  Poison.


  He had taken poison to avoid being interrogated.


  "No. NO!" I yelled.


  But it was too late.


  The stranger was dead in my hands.


  The silence in the room was replaced by loud outcries as the guards rushed around, closing ranks around the high dais where Branthae stood, trying to usher her away from the frustrating chaos. The spectators whispered in hushed tones, eyes wide with shock and terror.


  "Clear the room!" Countess Mardove's voice rang out above the pandemonium. "Secure the premises! Protect the Queen!"


  Words became no more than a blur as I remained frozen on the floor, my mind racing to process what had just happened.


  “Giselle!”


  Branthae’s voice cut through the noise, but as I struggled to my feet, I saw that the guards had already pulled her back and were moving her toward an exit at the back of the dais.


  I ran across the hall and pushed my dagger back into its scabbard. I glanced at the dais and noticed the Countess crouched over the still form of the elder courtier who had begun the ceremony. Dark red blood dripped down the stairs and pooled on the stones.


  I swallowed hard and focused on the princess.


  My princess.


  “Let me through,” I shouted. “Branthae—”


  She reached through the protective ring of guards toward me. “Giselle!”


  I grabbed hold of her hand and the guards moved aside to allow me into their ranks.


  We were hustled through a secret corridor, dark and filled with spiderwebs, but Branthae’s grip on my hand was like iron and I refused to let anything separate us.


  As we navigated through the dimly-lit passage, the echo of our rushed footfalls bounced off the cold stone walls. There was nothing to be said, and the captain of Branthae’s guard gave short commands to the others. Nothing more was needed.


  We stopped suddenly, and the scrape of stone on stone echoed through the passage as a secret door was opened and we were led out into a secluded chamber shrouded in shadows.


  The guards secured the door, their faces grim and eyes alert. It was only then did I realize how tightly I was holding Branthae’s hand.


  I started to release her but she tightened her grip, pulling me closer.


  “Giselle…” There was something in the way she said my name: fear, desperation, gratitude; it was impossible to discern. She took a deep breath, composing herself before looking into my eyes. “Thank you for protecting me,” she whispered.


  I gave her a weak smile, straightening my stance. “I did what any Champion would do,” I replied simply.


  She shook her head, and the copper chains in her hair tinkled softly. “No… you’ve proven it time and again that it’s more than just duty for you.”


  Her words hung heavily between us. She was right—I knew she was—but acknowledging it meant confronting feelings I wasn’t ready to delve into.


  One of the guards struck a flint to light one of the torches on the wall and Branthae shank against me as it flared to life.


  The room was sparse—an emergency hideaway for royalty. A bed with a dust covered sheet thrown over it stood against one wall and a wooden chest had been pushed against it. It didn’t look like anyone had used this chamber in decades.


  “You’ll be safe here, Majesty,” the guard captain said firmly. “There will be two guards at the door, and your Champion—” he fixed me with a pointed look— “will be here to protect you.”


  “Thank you,” Branthae said. Her voice wavered only a little and I felt a flare of pride in her toughness. She would need it. “I put my trust in you, Captain.”


  He bowed low, a fist held to his chest as he backed away toward the entrance. "We live to serve, Majesty."


  His feet echoed across the stone floor as he took his leave with the other guards and closed the door behind him. Branthae finally released her hold on me and walked quickly toward the chest at the end of the bed.


  I strode toward the door and set the bolt in place before I leaned against it.


  Branthae and I were left in near darkness with only the torch's flickering light giving any reprieve. We were finally alone, and it felt wonderfully isolating after the chaos of the grand hall. Yet, our momentary peace couldn't push back the crushing reality of what had just happened. The palpable aura of danger seemed to hang heavily in the room.


  "I'm sorry," I spoke up meekly, breaking the pressing silence between us. "I should— I should have acted sooner."


  Branthae's violet eyes widened as she turned to me, her face illuminated with an odd mix of shock and amusement. "Giselle," she let out a soft laugh—somewhat brittle but not entirely devoid of genuine mirth—”You did everything you could. More than anyone else. You’re the bravest person I know—certainly the bravest mortal.”


  Surprised by her words, my mouth opened and closed on its own accord as I grappled for a response worthy enough for her praise. "I was just doing—"


  "My Champion," she interrupted me gently and then smiled. She turned back to the chest. “I hope there's wine in here. I am desperate for a drink.”


  She bent to tug at the hasp that held the chest closed and I pushed away from the door and drew my dagger.


  “Watch out,” I muttered.


  “You’re going to— unlock it?” she asked, incredulous.


  I frowned at the rusted hasp and then pushed the point of the dagger into the ancient lock. “Not really,” I said. With a grunt, I rammed the heel of my hand against the hilt of the dagger and grinned as the lock gave way and popped open.


  With a delighted cry, Branthae pushed the lid of the best back and rifled through the contents of the chest.


  “Wine!” she exclaimed and then frowned. “But no cups.”


  “Do you need a cup?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.


  Branthae shook her head. “Not today.”


  She drew out a sealed stone jug and frowned at the seal. After a moment’s scrutiny, she brought it close to the torch so she could see it better in the flickering light.


  “My grandfather’s seal,” she breathed.


  “I guess they haven’t had to use this room very often,” I remarked wryly.


  Branthae laughed, but the sound was hollow. “I guess not.”


  I noticed at that moment how unsteady her steps were, and the splatters of darkness on the embroidery on her bodice.


  I strode to the bed and pulled the dust-covered sheet off the bed to reveal a simple woolen coverlet and two flat pillows.


  Luxury.


  “Come and sit down,” I said gently. “Let me open that—we have to make sure the seal doesn’t get into the wine and ruin it.”


  “Of course,” she murmured. I took the jar from her hands as gently as I could and helped her to sit down on the edge of the bed. Branthae’s hands trembled, and there was a dark smear on her cheek—blood.


  But not hers.


  “Are you all right?”


  “It— It happened so fast,” she whispered.


  "I know," I nodded, trying to soothe her with my calmness.


  I stabbed the seal with the hilt of my knife and peeled the wax away. I’d done this a thousand times in attempts to impress girls who would never sleep with me. I was a pro.


  I sniffed the contents experimentally.


  “Seems okay,” I said. I held the jar out to her and Branthae accepted it with a weak laugh. She tilted the jar up to her lips and took a tentative sip before her expression relaxed and then coughed. "It's terrible!”


  “Is it really?!”


  Branthae nodded and held her hand to her lips. “My grandfather wasn’t born a king— He was a commoner… and he obviously had a taste for cheap wine. It has not gotten better with age.”


  I laughed as she passed me the jug and I tilted it up to my lips to take a drink.


  The liquid flowed into my mouth and I almost smiled as I swallowed it.


  Branthae looked at me expectantly. “Well?”


  “Your grandfather and I share a taste in wine,” I said. “Are you sure you’re not part mortal?”


  Branthae let out a shocked gasp and snatched the jar back.


  “Do not say such things!” she cried. She frowned at the jar momentarily before she took another sip. “Ugh— it really is awful.”


  It was good to see her smile.


  “Are you kidding me? That’s the kind of wine I’d buy you on our first date back home,” I said with a grin. “I bet it pairs perfectly with pepperoni pizza.”


  Branthae stared at me. “What?”


  I struggled to think of something I’d eaten since I’d been here that reminded me of anything I’d eaten back home—but it was… difficult.


  “Nevermind,” I said with a smile.


  It seemed like such an impossible thing—a date with a fae princess—


  No. She was a queen now.


  I definitely wouldn’t be taking her to Dimitri’s for pizza and a carafe of terrible wine before we went bowling.


  Had that even been my life?


  I looked down at my embroidered tunic, the sword at my hip, and the fae princess sitting on the bed with a jug of supermarket quality wine in her lap—


  It seemed impossible now.


  “Everything’s going to be okay,” I said.


  It sounded hollow, even to me, but Branthae smiled and tipped the jug against her lips again. “If I’m drunk, it won’t matter, right?”


  “True,” I replied.


  She patted the bed beside her. “Will you sit with me?”


  She didn’t have to ask me twice. I took the jar of wine out of her hands and took a long drink before I sank down beside her. Even the bed was uncomfortable. “Your grandfather must have been quite the character.”


  Branthae’s nose wrinkled. “I never met him. But this bed, and this wine, seem like they belong in a city brothel—not a palace.”


  “Maybe he was more comfortable in a place like that,” I said.


  “Maybe,” she said in a small voice as she leaned against my shoulder.


  Branthae’s hands were stained with blood, and even though she’d tried to wipe it away, it had dried under her nails and in the lines of her palms. This coronation had not gone to plan—we needed answers, and I had no idea if we were ever going to get any.
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  Suddenly there was movement from outside the door—hurried footsteps echoing ominously through the corridor. We exchanged a quick glance and I reached for my sword. Any moment of peace and comfort seemed to be short-lived in this palace.


  An unseen fist hammered against the door, and I rushed to open it.


  As the door swung wide Countess Mardove swept into the room, revealing a corridor filled with guards behind her.


  Her golden skirts were spattered with blood, and the dark liquid had soaked into the hem of her gown—she had been at the forefront of the horror, but it did not seem to have touched her familiar calm.


  "Majesty—" she cried out before she sank into a deep curtsey that must have made her knees creak. “I am relieved to see that you are safe—” Her pale eyes narrowed as she noticed the jug of wine in Branthae’s lap. “What are you doing?”


  “Drinking," I replied nonchalantly. Branthae lifted the jug of wine to emphasize my point.


  The Countess’ imperious nose wrinkled just a little, but she recovered quickly. “You must be taken back to your chambers,” she said.


  Branthae straightened her back and lifted her chin high, every inch a queen even in these dank surroundings. “What happened? I demand an answer.”


  “An assassin,” she said firmly. “Lord Jexa has been… most heinously slain. But you must not fear, Majesty—your Champion could have told you that the rebel is dead.”


  “Rebel—” Branthae choked out. “How do you know?”


  The Countess’ shoulders straightened. “He carried one of their coins—a marker to show his allegiance.”


  “Allegiance to who?” I countered.


  The Countess’ eyes narrowed. “Does it matter?”


  “It does,” Branthae spat. “An assassin almost took my life on the night before the challenge that Perron brought against me. The criminal’s corpse was brought to your door so you would know that he failed.”


  “I recall that a corpse was found outside my chambers,” she replied smoothly. “But I rejoice in your Majesty’s continued health and safety. I had nothing to do with the attack—nor this one.”


  “But—” Branthae pressed.


  “But I know him,” the Countess admitted. “I had hoped that he would see his way to departing the Kingdom as he had been told—but it seems that he had other ideas.”


  Branthae’s jaw tightened. “Explain—”


  “Lurie’s brother,” the Countess replied. “He came looking for her, but she was under Cristar’s protection—”


  “The Crown Prince,” Branthae corrected her sharply.


  “Of course,” she murmured. “Under the Crown Prince’s protection, he would not have been given permission to see her. He came to the gates several times, but each time he was turned away. I brought the message he sent to Lurie—and she seemed quite upset and begged for me to let her see him and speak to him so that she might send him away—” The Countess paused to collect herself.


  “But he didn’t go away,” Branthae pressed.


  “No,” the Countess conceded. “Whatever she said to him, it was not enough.”


  “What led him to this?” I asked. “Lurie is dead—”


  “By his hand,” the Countess said quickly. “He murdered his own sister—and I have reason to believe that he had a hand in the Prince’s murder as well—”


  Beside me, Branthae gasped, but tried to hide her shock by taking a drink of wine. She choked on her mouthful and pressed the back of her hand against her lips.


  “You know I loved your brother,” the Countess choked out. “This news breaks my heart as much as yours—”


  “Silence!” Branthae shouted. “You— You are to blame. You allowed this poison to seep into this Court which you claim to love so much. You are the one who allowed this to happen. You knew my brother was bedding a common girl—and you knew that she had connections to rebels from the city—” She rose slowly to her feet, her gaze fixed on the Countess. “How dare you stand before me with the blood of a loyal member of the Court on your gown— When you are as guilty as the man who spilled it!" Branthae's voice, usually so melodious, was now a raw and guttural roar that echoed off the stone walls of the secret chamber.


  Countess Mardove withered under her scathing gaze. "Majesty," she started to protest, but the emotion in Branthae's eyes silenced her.


  A tense silence fell over the small room, and I could feel Branthae vibrating with anger beside me. "How much did you know, Countess?" I asked calmly.


  The noblewoman looked at me, taken aback that I had spoken. "I beg your pardon?"


  "You heard me," I said. "Did you know they were planning to kill the Princess?"


  "Of course not!" Countess Mardove protested. She clutched at the front of her blood-spattered gown in a rare show of distress that I distrusted immediately. "Had I known such a heinous plot was being hatched, I would have put an end to it immediately!"


  "Yet you stood by while she was in danger," I pointed out icily. "You didn't think it might be pertinent to mention that Lurie’s brother had been coming to see her—and that he was a known rebel?"


  "I... I thought Lurie had convinced him to leave, as she had promised," Mardove stammered. "She... She swore she would handle it."


  "And look how well that turned out!" I barked. "The Crown Prince of this realm is dead because of your negligence!"


  The Countess seemed on the verge of tears now. "I am no murderer!"


  "But you are an accomplice," I retorted.


  The Countess turned her eyes to Branthae. "Majesty,” please—”


  But Branthae gave her no reprieve.


  "I trusted you, Countess. With my life. With my brother's life." Her sharp eyes narrowed. "You betrayed us. You have betrayed my house and my father’s memory."


  The Countess paled, her eyes widening. "Princess—" she began, but Branthae cut her off with a swift gesture.


  "No. You do not get to plead your case," she said as she rose from the bed, her violet eyes ablaze with fury and accusation. She took a step forward, nostrils flaring slightly.


  "Get out of my sight,” she commanded coldly, “you may join my cousin in exile— Perhaps he will have you as a companion in the Winterlands.” Her voice resonated in the confined space of the room and the Countess shrank away from them.


  “Majesty— I have given my life to this Court—”


  Before I could move, Branthae snatched my knife from its scabbard on my hip and strode forward with the blade held out in front of her. The Countess let out a thin shriek as she threw up her hands to protect herself.


  “You have given nothing to this Court that did not benefit you in return,” Branthae said with icy calm. “Get out of my sight.”


  "Yes, Majesty," she murmured before turning and leaving as swiftly as she had entered. The door slammed closed behind her, but did not latch.


  The room fell into a chilling silence after her departure—I could hear the soft sound of my own breath against the stillness. I turned to look at Branthae whose gaze was fixed on the door that Countess Mardove had exited through.


  "Are you okay?" I asked softly, laying a hand on her arm.


  She didn’t answer immediately—and she looked down at the weapon in her hand with a kind of muted surprise.


  “I’ll survive,” she replied.


  She allowed me to take the dagger and I slid it back into its scabbard in a smooth motion.


  “I guess that answers our questions,” I said.


  “I suppose it does,” she replied. “Does it seem too simple?”


  I shrugged and lifted the jug of wine to my lips to take a sip. “Maybe— but isn’t the simple answer usually the right one?”


  “Is that how it is in your realm?” she countered.


  I laughed. “Only sometimes. But usually? Yeah.”


  Branthae pressed her palm against her flushed cheeks. “She knew all along,” she breathed. “That arrogant—”


  “Bitch?” I held out the jug of wine.


  “Mmm,” Branthae hummed in agreement. She took a sip and grimaced. “Lurie’s brother was behind Cristar’s death— I don’t understand it. he was a great warrior—”


  “Even great warrior’s have to sleep,” I said.


  Branthae shook her head. “And Lurie— her own brother murdered her to— to what?”


  I shrugged. “Save their family from the shame of her bearing a bastard child to a prince?”


  The princess let out a groan. “That would do it.”


  I shifted closer and reached out to place a comforting hand on her arm. She didn't pull away, instead she leaned in to the touch, and her eyes flitted closed for a moment. When she opened them again, they were filled with a tenacity that was impossible to mistake. "This can't continue," she said softly.


  "What do you plan to do?" I asked, tightening my grip on her arm slightly.


  "I need to take control," she stated simply. "The Court is in chaos—there's no order, no sense of security. It's time things changed. These rebels—they must be put down. I need to secure the Kingdom."


  I studied her profile as she stared at the flickering torch, her violet eyes hardening. The Princess I'd once known was transforming into something else entirely before my very eyes.


  She took hold of my hand and pulled me toward the door. “But there is one thing that must be done—”


  I laughed and pulled my fingers from her grasp. “What’s that?”


  She stopped and whirled around to face me. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were bright as she looked back at me. “My crown is not where it should be,” she said firmly. “We need to correct that.”
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  The guard captain didn’t seem convinced that Branthae’s plan was a good one, but she was insistent.


  “You have established that the rebels have been cleared from the palace?” she asked.


  The guard captain shifted uneasily on his feet as she glared at him. “Yes, Majesty. But there is no way to know if they have infiltrated the Court—”


  “Then you will have to be watchful,” she said. “It is fortunate that my Champion was here to stop the assassin before any more harm could be done.”


  “Yes, Majesty,” the man replied as he looked down at his boots. “Will you ask for my sigil to be returned?”


  He was worried about being fired?


  I bit back an incredulous snort and a smile flickered over Branthae’s lips.


  “No, Captain, I will not require it. I just expect that you will be more vigilant in the future.”


  The man fell to his knees. “I swear it, Majesty,” he choked out.


  “Good,” Branthae said sharply. “Now get up—the nobles and the rest of the Court must be brought back to the throne room. The coronation will not be marred by this act—We shall not let the rebels know that they have won.”


  “As you say.” The guard captain scrambled to his feet and rushed down the corridor to do as he had been commanded.


  We weren’t alone, but that didn’t matter.


  Branthae turned to me with a triumphant smile upon her ethereal face. “It will all be done—soon enough.”


  Servants rushed into the small stone chamber armed with lanterns and small pieces of furniture, as well as a tray of sweet cakes and some more substantial dishes to help dull the effects of the wine we’d drunk… but all I wanted was pizza.


  “We’ve brought you a new gown, Majesty,” one of the servants said in a soothing tone, “will you bathe—”


  “No,” Branthae said sharply. “I want the Court to see me in this gown. It is stained with the blood of Lord Jexa, and I will not dishonor the sacrifice he made for me.”


  “As you wish,” the servant murmured, and as she backed away I saw something like reverence in her eyes.


  Had Lord Jexa really stepped in front of the assassins’ bolt to save his queen?


  I hadn’t seen it—everything had happened so fast.


  The silence was broken by the sound of a chime, and a voice announcing, "Time to prepare for the coronation, your majesty."


  Branthae’s back straightened and she glanced in my direction before holding out her hand.


  I took it briefly and squeezed her fingers as a servant rushed forward to fuss with Branthae’s hair and smooth down any curls that had been disturbed by the activity of the previous attempt at crowning her. The copper chains that had been set into her braids swung down her back and tinkled softly as she moved.


  "I am ready," she declared finally.


  The procession to the throne room was a convoluted one, and the guards who led us there seemed more on edge than before and we walked in a hushed silence with nothing but the creak of leather and the clink of armor to mark our passage.


  As we approached the throne room, the murmur of the gathered nobles reached our ears and everything faded to silence as Branthae’s approach was announced.


  We entered the throne room without any further ceremony, and my gaze swept over the crowd and noticed how their eyes darted nervously around the room as they quietly murmured among themselves.


  Branthae climbed the stairs to the throne, which had been hastily cleaned and the velvet covering removed—but remnants of Lord Jexa’s blood still clung to the crevices in the rough-hewn stone.


  As she turned to face the crowd, Branthae’s gown, stiff and stained with Lord Jexa's blood, rustled hypnotically and drew all eyes to her.


  I climbed the dais and stood behind Branthae, just at her elbow, so that I could protect her if anything happened.


  The guards stood closer this time, too—they had come too close to tragedy already.


  A new lord, one almost as old as the late Lord Jexa stepped forward from the crowd and climbed the dais with measured steps.


  His silver hair was held back with copper bands and his dark eyes were kind as he smiled at Branthae and took the crown from the guard captain.


  "Lords and Ladies of the Autumn Court, guardians of the ancient realm of Nidea, we gather here today under the canopy of golden leaves and whispering winds to witness the rise of a new sovereign.”


  He paused for just a moment, and I heard Branthae’s sharp intake of breath. Was she nervous?


  My hand itched to hold hers, but I couldn’t—


  “There will be no challengers to this crowning,” the lord continued. “With this crown, we will bestow upon Branthae Fallon, Princess of this realm, the mantle of the Autumn Queen.”


  He turned to Branthae and set the crown upon her head.


  “With the blood of the old—we mark the way for the new,” he said in a softer voice so that only Branthae and I could hear it.


  He took a step back and bowed deep and low. “Hail our Queen—” he called out.


  The gathered nobles answered with an affirmative shout and then dropped to their knees. I did the same, and I saw out of the corner of my eye how Branthae’s skirts moved as she turned slightly toward me and I smiled as her fingers brushed over my hair.


  She was the Autumn Queen now—and our bond had been severed.


  But I didn’t feel any different.


  The sword on my hip still pulsed with magic, and my fingers still itched to touch her—


  Maybe there was more that had to be done—magic words or something that had to be said to free me from this oath.


  “In my first act as your Queen,” Branthae said. “I vow that I shall cleanse this realm of the rebel forces that seek to interrupt our way of life. Lord Andere—” The old fae who had set the crown upon her head bowed once more as she addressed him. “I give this sacred duty into your hands. Your loyalty is without question and I know you will not fail me.”


  “I shall see it done, Majesty. Your grandfather would be proud.”


  Branthae’s chin rose just a little.


  “I shall also raise up my Champion—”


  Shit.


  I struggled to my feet.


  “Sir Reynor— For your acts of valor and sacrifice without hesitation I create you a Knight of Autumn!”


  I had no idea what that meant, but I heard some gasps from the crowd of nobles.


  A mortal—named a Knight of the realm. Impossible.


  Ridiculous.


  I wanted to laugh.


  “Are you sure?” I whispered.


  Her smile was brief.


  “Do you accept?” she called out.


  I fell to one knee and bowed my head. “I shall serve you as best I can, Majesty,” was all I could manage to say.


  A russet cloak made of heavily embroidered velvet was fastened to my shoulders and the applause that broke out was deafening, filled with the rustle of silk and the clinking of jewelry. In the midst of it all, Branthae's voice rang out with clarity.


  "Rise, Knight of Autumn, to stand at my right hand."


  I did as she commanded, and felt a flush crawl up my cheeks at the mass of eyes fixed upon me. As I rose, I saw amusement dancing in Branthae's violet eyes before she turned to address her court once more.


  "Your service begins immediately," she said.


  A murmur passed through the room. Some were shocked, others scandalized. A few stared at me with outright hostility. Among the fae, change did not come easily or without resistance.


  Panic shivered up my spine. “What— what’s happening—”


  The aged lord who had crowned Branthae stepped forward again, bearing a gleaming dagger in his hands.


  "For your service, Sir Reynor," he began solemnly, "and your courage in the face of danger, you shall be marked as one of us."


  Before I could pull away, he took hold of my wrist—his grip was stronger than I had expected and his fingers dug into my wrist to hold my hand steady as he turned it palm up.


  With a smooth and practiced hand, he drew the blade across my palm.


  “Hey!”


  The pain was sharp but fleeting as he pressed my bleeding hand against a smooth piece of parchment that was held by a servant. When he pulled it away, it bore a vivid imprint in coppery-red. He plucked the parchment from the servant’s hands and held it up to the crowd.


  "Here for all to see— The mark of an Autumn Knight," he intoned and his voice echoed through the stone chamber.


  The servant who had held the parchment tied a length of cloth around my hand, but didn’t meet my eyes as I thanked them.


  Once my wound had been bound, Branthae took my hand and squeezed it gently, her gaze holding mine captive as she raised our clasped hands high above our heads for all to see.


  She released her grip on my hand and stepped forward to address the room once more.


  "Though it’s beginning was dark—today is a day of new beginnings," she started, her voice echoing through the resplendent hall. "When dawn breaks tomorrow, we shall set this realm on the path to prosperity and cleanse it of treachery.”


  At the Queen's words a cheer rose from the gathered nobles.


  “Let the festivities begin!” she cried.
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  The hall erupted into cheers and applause once more as fae lords and ladies began to mingle and made their way back into the corridor before heading to the banquet hall and adjoining courtyard. The celebrations would continue for days—but there would also have to be a pause in the revelry for Lord Jexa’s funeral rites.


  I couldn’t bring myself to sit on my father’s throne—that would take some time.


  Maybe that would be the first change I would make.


  A new throne for a new era of the Autumn Court.


  Giselle followed me out of the throne room, always staying just behind me. I longed to take her hand in mine and have her walk beside me, but I couldn’t do that—not yet.


  I could feel the countless eyes on us, their gazes filled with curiosity, surprise, and more than a smidgen of incredulity.


  A mortal, walking at the right hand of the Queen? It was unheard of.


  As we entered the banquet hall, Giselle's eyes darted around, trying to take in the breathtaking sights while maintaining the stoic demeanor expected of her new role.


  But I felt that something between us had changed—the spell that I had used to bring her to this realm was fading. Her mission was complete—her promise kept. She had almost died for it.


  It should have been easy to let her go—but the thought of leading her back through the forest to the sacred lake to let her go turned my stomach into a tight knot of anxiety.


  Giselle offered me her elbow—a gallant gesture that I couldn’t resist—and I laid my hand upon it as we moved through the noble merrymakers and accepted their congratulations and compliments.


  I plucked a goblet of wine from a passing servant and took a careful sip.


  “Much better than what we had earlier,” I murmured.


  Giselle’s eyebrow rose and she took the goblet out of my hand and took a sip.


  I smiled at her boldness and ignored the stares of the people near us.


  Giselle savored the wine for a long moment and then frowned. “I prefer the jug,” she said.


  I laughed as we continued on our way and Giselle led me away from the crowd, and through a stone archway draped in vines bearing copper leaves, and into the courtyard. The scent of flowers, dew-kissed and heavy in the early evening air, wafted around us.


  I released my grip on her arm and spun around to face her.


  "Giselle," I began, my voice somber now. "I know this is all...overwhelming. And that you might be feeling lost or confused."


  A bitter smile twisted Giselle’s lips.


  An understatement, to be sure.


  In the span of a few days, Giselle had thwarted an assassin, fought for her life, killed a fae warrior, witnessed two coronations and defeated another assassin—and now she was a Knight of Autumn.


  "Yes," she admitted with a shrug. "I am confused."


  “I’m— I’m sorry— I didn’t know what would happen when I brought you here—”


  "You don't have to apologize," Giselle said. "This is... a lot to take in, yes. But it's also—"


  She broke off, and her eyes widened as a glowing butterfly fluttered past us.


  "It's also... beautiful," she murmured, her gaze tracking the butterfly as it dipped and danced on a light breeze, eventually disappearing behind a golden-leaved tree.


  I watched her, the flickering light of the lanterns cast dappled shadows across her face. She'd never seen anything like this—a world where autumn was eternal, and was so different from the one she knew.


  "And you're here," Giselle continued, turning back to me with a soft smile playing on her lips.


  My own lips curved into an echoing smile. Would that be enough to keep her here? Was what we had enough?


  Giselle seemed to sense my unasked question. Her eyes softened as she reached out and cupped my cheek, her calloused thumb brushed over the curve of my lower lip.


  My breath hitched in my throat as Giselle leaned in closer, the warmth radiating from her body and her scent—a mix of earth, steel and something uniquely Giselle—coaxed a shiver of delight out of me. "Giselle…" My whisper was swallowed by the sound of rustling leaves and distant laughter from the revelers from my court.


  "Ssh," she hushed me gently before she pressed her lips to mine in a tender but possessive kiss.


  In her arms, the world around me melted away. At that moment, only Giselle mattered—only we mattered. Our connection had grown from a magical compulsion into something more profound, intimate and meaningful in the short span of time we had known each other. Something I'd never felt before, something I didn't quite understand, yet it felt right.


  Terrifyingly right.


  Giselle pulled back slightly, her breath warm against my cheeks. Her eyes glowed with a new intensity under the soft copper gleam of the lanterns. "O can’t stay here," she murmured against my ear, and my heart stuttered in my chest.


  I swallowed the lump in my throat, fighting back the sting of tears that threatened to betray my composure.


  "To the sacred lake then," I murmured, the weight of her request settled like the fall of autumn leaves upon my shoulders.


  Giselle's dark eyes held mine and I could see a storm of emotions churning within the depths of her piercing eyes. There was conflict in her thoughts, too, the longing to stay warred against the need to be free.


  My heart ached with the understanding that love was both a binding force and a liberating one.


  "Thank you," she whispered.


  “Tomorrow—” I said, desperate to extend our time together for as long as I could. If I could bind her to me with another spell—


  “No,” she said. “Now.”


  The word punched the air out of my lungs.


  I blinked at her in surprise before my gaze dropped to the leaf-strewn ground beneath our feet. Slowly, I looked back up at Giselle, and even though I hoped that she would change her mind—I knew that it was impossible.


  "Alright," I sighed, yielding to her insistence. "Now."


  She offered me a small, grateful smile and held out her hand—an invitation I took without hesitation. As I slid my fingers between hers, a rush of raw emotions surged through me. Fear, anticipation, regret and… love—I hadn’t expected that.


  We walked silently through the courtyard and into the open forest beyond the palace grounds.


  The hushed whispers of the wind playing with the orange and red leaves were our only companions as we made our way toward the sacred lake.


  It seemed like an eternity since I had run through these woods in fear of my life and in search of a Champion.


  And now…


  Now I was queen.


  Magic pulled me toward the lake—and I closed my eyes and let it guide my steps.


  Giselle didn’t question the path we took, but I heard her sharp intake of breath as we drew closer.


  When I opened my eyes, my heart squeezed tight. It would all end between us—right now.


  Here.


  The lake was a beautiful sight, and the still waters reflected the full moon above like a mirror.


  My hand tightened around Giselle’s as we stopped near the water’s edge. The ethereal glow from the lake illuminated her face, turning her blonde hair into a halo around her head. It was here where she had first entered my world, blinking in surprise and bewilderment at what she’d found on the other side of reality.


  “I’ll… need to perform a spell,” I said quietly, keeping my eyes fixed on the lake.


  "Will you come with me?" Her voice was hesitant, almost hopeful.


  "To the edge of the lake, yes." I took a deep breath, the decision carving itself into my heart. "But I cannot go beyond. This is your path now”


  Giselle nodded and stepped toward the lake. She paused at the edge and looked back at me.


  “Your sword—” I said. “It is a fae artifact— you cannot bring it with you to the mortal world.”


  Giselle hesitated and then unbuckled her sword belt and laid it down at the edge of the water. I had almost hoped that she would refuse.


  “Do I need to undress?” she asked with a twist of her lips.


  “No,” I replied and did my best not to smile. “Wade in. You will have to repeat the words after me—”


  She did as I commanded and walked out into the water until it lapped at the top of her thighs.


  I raised my hands and willed my magic forward.


  The surge of it was familiar, but the reason I needed it choked me.


  “By nightshade's touch and obsidian's edge—” I forced the words out.


  Giselle made a face. “Really?”


  I fixed her with a meaningful glance.


  Giselle let out a snort and repeated the words.


  “By dark water's whisper and raven's pledge.”


  “This is ridiculous,” she muttered, but then she spoke the words.


  “I call the shadows to align, to open the way, through space and time.”


  Giselle looked down at the surface of the water and then back at me. She didn’t say anything.


  “Giselle—”


  "How long has it been since you brought me here?" she blurted out.


  I didn’t know how to answer that—interrupting the spell could be dangerous. I could see the shimmer of magic on the surface of the pool, the spell was almost complete. "Time in this realm—in the Autumn Court... does not flow as you know it. It's been but a moment and an eternity."


  "That’s… bullshit,” she said incredulously. “You have to give me something, Branthae,” she pleaded. “Days? Weeks?" Her voice was full of confusion, but I knew that she feared my answer, too.


  "Here, time is like the leaves," I said, unsure of how to answer. "It changes, falls, and regenerates anew."


  I knew she wouldn’t be satisfied with that, but I didn’t know what else to say.


  “That’s not an answer,” she said.


  The magic in my fingers pulsed—an itch that would soon begin to burn. “We must continue.”


  Giselle frowned.


  “With bloodstone's power and intent so deep, unveil the path for me to leap.”


  “I’m not saying it,” Giselle choked out.


  I stared at her in surprise. “What?”


  “If I finish the spell—I’ll go back to my world, right?”


  I nodded. “This is what you wanted—”


  She frowned at the water and crossed her arms over her chest. “What if I change my mind?”


  “What?”


  “What if I want to come back? What if I get back and everything has changed— I’m sure my boss fired me for not coming in to work— My car— I abandoned my car in that field—”


  "Giselle," I interrupted gently. "Once you leave this realm, the path back will be sealed. This spell is—limited. For a reason."


  Her face fell at my words and I felt a sudden surge of hope.


  Maybe she would stay.


  Giselle's expression changed from fear to confusion, then slowly morphed into grim determination.


  "You should have told me before I agreed to this. You lied to get me here—"


  “I did, Giselle— And I am sorry—”


  Anticipation welled within me as I watched her take a deep breath and square her shoulders.


  "I'm ready," she declared, her eyes finding mine again. They were hard now, and cold.


  With a heavy heart, I raised my hands once more.


  “By shadow’s fall and moonlight’s kiss...” I began again, but my voice was choked.


  "By shadow's fall and moonlight's kiss..." Giselle echoed reluctantly.


  The surface of the water shimmered with an otherworldly glow as Giselle spoke the final line of the incantation. "Guide me home through time's abyss."


  As soon as the last syllable left her lips, the lake shimmered with a pale copper light—a beacon signaling both an end and a beginning.


  "No!" The word tore from my throat as a thrum of magic filled the air and the rush of water filled my ears.


  I wrapped my arms around myself and closed my eyes so I wouldn’t have to watch her disappear below the surface of the water.


  Tears burned behind my lashes and I did not try to stop them from falling down my cheeks.


  I was a coward.


  I should have refused to let her leave.


  But it was too late now. Her world had claimed her back, leaving me here alone in a realm that suddenly felt far too vast and empty.


  I forced my eyes open and rubbed my hands over my hot cheeks. The tingle of magic remained and sparked over my skin.


  The lake was still once more, its surface smooth as if untouched by the recent disturbance.


  I turned my back to it and fell to my knees on the dewy grass, my fingers closing around the sword belt Giselle had left behind.


  I pulled the sword from its scabbard and stared at it in surprise. The blade still glowed with a strange pearly light. The magic should have faded when the spell that bound Giselle to me—and to this realm—had been broken.


  “What—”


  A splash in the water behind me made me turn around in shock and I fell back in the grass and leaves as I watched a pale hand rise from the water.


  Then Giselle’s blond head broke the surface—coughing and spluttering she scrambled for the shore and crawled up onto it, gasping for air.


  She lay there for a moment as I stared at her in shock.


  “Giselle—”


  She held up a hand to stop me. Her chest heaved as she took in deep gulping breaths, her eyes were squeezed shut against the moonlight that filtered through the overhead canopy of leaves. I watched in stunned silence as she rolled onto her back and stared up at the treetops.


  "I thought I was ready," she gasped out after a long moment. "I wasn't."


  I scrambled over to her side, churning up leaves and dirt in my frantic attempt to reach her.


  I looked down into her dark eyes and grabbed onto her shoulder. There was no mistaking the fear in her eyes, but there was also something else—something that sparked a wild hope within me.


  "When the water pulled me under… Everything felt wrong—everything but you."


  I blinked back tears as my heart pounded wildly in my chest.


  “I thought I would wake up in my world, but something pulled me back—” She held up her hand and her smile was crooked. The cut that Lord Andere had made across her palm when she was named a Knight of the realm had been filled with a vein of shining copper that flexed with the movement of her hand. “Looks like I’m stuck here—”


  The magic of the spell had bound her to this realm—to me.


  And she had accepted it.


  That was the proof of it.


  "Then stay," I said in a rush. "Stay with me."


  Her lips curled up into a small smile. "That’s what I’m doing, isn't it?"


  "Are you sure you won’t miss your world? Won’t you miss that life?"


  It was a question that I hadn’t wanted to ask.


  Giselle's smile faded and she sat up. I felt a pang of regret for voicing my thoughts. But, I needed to know.


  Her gaze held mine as she considered my words. I held my breath and the seconds of silence stretched on painfully.


  "No," she finally admitted. "That life that wasn't truly mine—the only time I felt alive was when I was at the faire. That was the real me," Giselle continued, "I was hiding in a dull office job, pretending to be someone else because—what else was I going to do?"


  A warmth spread inside me at her confession. There was an openness about her that had been missing before—an honesty that brought us closer.


  "But now..." She reached up to touch my face lightly with her hand and traced a line down my cheek with her wet fingers. "Here and with you... I feel like I can finally be myself."


  "Oh, Giselle," I choked out as tears pricked at my eyes again, only this time they were tears of joy.


  Giselle's words washed over me like a soothing potion, healing the raw wounds I had carved into my soul as her departure had drawn closer.


  She was here now, with me, and as I looked into her dark eyes, I saw reflected there not only my own relief but something deeper...a sense of home.


  "Then let's make this your home," I murmured, reaching out to tangle my fingers in hers.


  The smile that stretched across her face was radiant, brighter than any fae glow. "I like the sound of that."


  The fear and pain of her leaving slowly drifted away, replaced by a comforting certainty.


  “Will you still have me as your Champion?” she asked.


  I pulled her close and captured her mouth with a possessive kiss.


  "Always," I breathed against her mouth, wrapping my arms tightly around her. "You’re mine."


  Her arms coiled around me, pulling me closer. I could feel her heartbeat against my chest, matching mine.


  “Don’t you have a celebration to attend,” Giselle whispered. “The guards will be frantic—”


  "Let them be frantic." I replied with a wicked grin, my hands sliding up her back to pull her tighter against me. "I have my Champion—I’m perfectly safe.”


  Giselle chuckled softly and rested her forehead against mine. Her breath fanned across my skin as she murmured, "Well, when you put it like that—"


  "We can have our own celebration," I interrupted, capturing her lips once more in a heated kiss.


  With one swift movement Giselle rolled me beneath her, her body a warm and solid presence atop mine. She broke away from our kiss only to trail a path of soft kisses down the line of my jaw and onto the column of my throat.


  The touch ignited a blaze that radiated from within me, spreading like molten fire through every inch of my being. It was an intensity that left me breathless while simultaneously begging for more.


  The world around us seemed to shrink until it was just Giselle and I under the vast canopy of leaves and the moonlit sky above—two souls intertwined in mind, body, and spirit.


  "My queen," Giselle whispered against my skin as she nuzzled into the crook of my neck and dragged her hand down my bodice. Her fingers traced along the hem of my gown before gently pushing it upward.


  I shivered at the contact as her fingers explored my flesh and anticipation unfurled within me.


  Her hands slipped beneath the fabric of my gown and I couldn’t help but gasp at her touch. The desire that flared between us was both insatiable and intoxicating.


  As we lost ourselves in each other once again, I couldn’t help but think that this—that us being together—was the miracle I hadn’t even dared hope for. As Giselle’s touch ignited an intense yearning within me, I knew without question that there was no one else I could ever wish to have by my side.


  Being here with Giselle felt right, natural even. It was as if she were a missing part of myself that had been found again. I abandoned myself to our shared passion and let it consume me completely.


  I traced my fingers down her arm, feeling the strength in her muscles as she held herself above me with an ease that only came from years of dedicated training.


  Her touch was sweet and powerful—and all the yearning that I had tried to push away could finally be released. I turned my head to capture her lips with mine, drinking in the sweet taste of her—a mixture of honeyed wine and wildflowers, so indelibly her own.


  I pushed my hand into her breeches and moaned as my fingers brushed against her heated core. Giselle let out a groan against my lips as she ground against my hand, and the motion of her fingers on my clit became steadier, the pressure more intense.


  With each caress, each sigh that escaped from our lips, we surrendered our entire selves to each other, our souls intertwining with every beat of our hearts.


  A soft breeze rustled through the leaves overhead, showering us with a cascade of golden autumn leaves, as though the very trees themselves were celebrating our union. The air between us shimmered with fae magic, casting a spectral glow around us that mingled beautifully with the moonlight.


  I lost myself in the rhythm of Giselle’s movements, my fingers tracing patterns across her back while she moved above me.


  We lavished each other with kisses and touches until our climaxes washed over us—leaving us panting and sated.


  Giselle collapsed onto me, her cheeks flushed with exertion as she pressed soft kisses to my neck. The autumn leaves continued to trickle down, falling endlessly.


  We laid there for what felt like eternity, our hearts beating in unison as we basked in the afterglow of our passion. Her body was a comforting weight on mine, and I found myself tracing the curve of her shoulder, mesmerized by the play of moonlight on her flushed features.


  We were at peace, the only sounds being that of our own breaths and the gentle rustling of leaves above us.


  On our bed of fallen leaves, under the protective canopy of ancient oaks and bathed in moonlight, we fell asleep wrapped around each other—safe and warm in each other's arms.


  I was a queen—but I was nothing without her.


  My mortal Champion.


  And now she was truly mine.
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  The End




  

    ALSO BY LUNA LAWSON


  


  FAE CHAMPIONS


  Her Mortal Champion (F/F Fantasy Romance)
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  EVERMORE ETERNALS : VAMPIRE ROMANCE


  Eternally Bound (F/F Romance)


  Eternally Claimed (F/F/M Menage Romance)


  Eternally Ruined (F/F Romance)


  Eternally Haunted (F/F Romance)


  Eternally Desired (F/F Erotic Romance)
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  LIGHTCREST PACK: OMEGAVERSE SHIFTER ROMANCE


  The Lightcrest Contract (F/F Romance)


  The Lightcrest Outcast (F/F Romance)


  The Lightcrest Bargain (F/F Romance)


  The Lightcrest Legacy (F/F Romance)
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