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        ANDREIEN

      

      

      “Humans stink,” Constin growled as we exited yet another nightclub I'd found unsatisfactory. “Why are there so many of them?”

      I agreed, but to say so aloud would perhaps offend the High Lord, the reason for the influx of mortals in the last decade. As her Heir I must at least appear loyal.

      “You pout like a child, warrior,” I said.

      Because Constin was luudthen, he sneered at me with his brand of playful mockery and kept his life despite the disrespect.

      To anyone else he exuded death as if it were fine perfume. Verdant green molded leather armor announced him as Sworn to House Casakraine, and normally the pattern of gold piping proclaimed him as belonging specifically to myself, the Heir of the city.

      But tonight glamour altered my features because I didn’t intend to be recognized.

      I scanned the streets of Casakraine city's heart as we walked the cobbled stone, buildings of darkwood petrified with age until it shone like polished stone gleaming under graceful magic-and-steam powered lamps.

      No, this night wasn’t for politics or entertaining those who sought favor. This night was for. . .

      I cursed under my breath.

      For what? Prescience was an affinity of my bloodline, but it eluded me as always.

      “What's wrong?” Constin asked, his storm gray eyes watchful. “You've been restless all night.” He paused. “All week.”

      I shook my head, thinning my lips. “I don't know. There's tension in the air. A hint of possibility just beyond my reach.”

      I fisted my hand at my side, then forced the fingers to uncurl. A possibility that sparked every instinct in me to go to war, and House Casakraine had known peace for decades now.

      Perhaps that's what it was. “I need a fight, by the Dark. A challenge.”

      Constin snorted, a glimmer of mild contempt in his eyes. “If another mortal bumps into us, you'll get your wish. They behave as if we're not dangerous. What are they teaching them in the entrance orientations these days?”

      “Doubtless nothing useful. They keep crossing realms.”

      As if Constin was prescient, a squawking cluster of mortals spewed out of a club just as we passed, clipping my shoulder.

      I swiveled in their direction, a smile stretching over my teeth to expose fangs. I could have evaded them, but why waste a fine excuse?

      He grabbed my bicep. “Don’t. You know your mother doesn’t like when we spill tourist blood. Something about it being bad for business.”

      “But it’s actually not. I’ve seen the data.” Whenever there was a sensational death, applications for weekend tourist permits spiked.

      “Fine. But you’re the pretty public face of Casakraine city. If you’re involved in that kind of scandal, it will break mortal hearts. They believe you’re the civilized one.” His brow creased for a moment. “They’re so stupid. Have you seen the latest batch of merchandising?”

      I had. Which was another reason for the glamour. “I am the civilized one.”

      “That’s certainly one version of the truth. You even said it with a straight face.”

      I sighed. “I’m not going to shame myself spilling mortal blood.”

      He slapped me on the back. “Excellent. They have far more entertaining uses, if you’re so inclined. And in that case, many of them don’t mind bleeding. . .a little.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t insult me. A human? I would never. They're rude creatures, lacking grace and manners.”

      “Not all of them,” Constin said. “She's interesting.”

      I followed his gaze. “Please,” I began, then stopped, words dissipating.

      As I stared, my gaze locked and my heartbeat sped as if in preparation for attack. My glamour flickered, dissipated. Dimly aware of Constin tensing at my side and shifting closer, I honed in on her.

      Human. Female.

      Delectable.

      Mesmerizing, dancing on a busy street corner with the grace of a Fae, oblivious of the traffic around her—though that must be a crafted facade, for there was an open duffel bag at her feet.

      I grit my teeth against the desire to snatch her up, protect and punish her for putting herself at risk, and focused.

      Toned limbs, strength evident in the perceived effortlessness of her movements. She'd confined long black hair in a simple tail at her nape, smooth bistre skin bared by a neutral camisole and shorts.

      A dancer’s uniform that did nothing to hide the lush roundness of her breasts, or the curve of hips. My fingers flexed involuntarily, aching to clench around that flesh.

      Her dancing should have been provocative. There was innocence in her movements, as if she wasn't yet awake to the true potential of her body. The potential for pleasure, for joy. Though that could also be a crafted façade.

      It was. When she glanced at me, her gaze contained familiar, long-enduring pain—and no innocence. The need to destroy whatever had caused those shadows to lurk behind her eyes stirred my inner beast, the dark part of my core all Fae males courted, and skirted, carefully. None of us liked to be at the mercy of our own natures.

      She glanced at me again, a hesitant, lingering look. I hadn’t willed her to do so, had not extended even a tendril of persuasion in her direction. . .but a flash of light in her eyes, and with that flash. . .

      . . . staring at me. A House warrior? Green is House Casakraine. . .just stay on your side of the street, pretty boy. You look like the kind of trouble I promised myself I'd avoid.

      I shuddered, my blood on fire, my entire body straining against an onslaught of vicious hunger multiplying by the second.

      By the Dark, I recognized this; viscerally, instinctively.

      Fate hovered like phantom wings on my shoulders, offering me a choice in an eternity that was a mere three seconds.

      Move forward, or turn back.

      But her pain, wed to her grace, and the still gentle curve of her mouth as she smiled at a passerby then lost herself in the dance. . .I would never forgive myself if I walked away. Would always wonder what I had given up.

      No. She was mine.

      A lock clicked into place. . .I could have fought. I did not. Attempting to fight would leave me broken.

      My mind reached for her again, intent on yanking her to me, clamping mental jaws around the dainty morsel of that mortal consciousness. I felt complete.

      Known.

      Centered.

      The feeling evaporated. I wanted it again, would give anything to have it. If it meant keeping the mortal, so be it. She wouldn’t be difficult to claim and contain.

      I stepped forward, every instinct priming for a hunt.

      “Lord?” Con’s sharp inquiry.

      For the first time in my life, I offered my throat. Silently, willing the girl to take it because there was no path forward in which I did not take her in return. Though no stranger to lust, physical or emotional, it had never gripped me so completely.

      The moment I accepted the first mental lock, it had been irrevocable.

      I began to chuckle. “Perfect. The most perfect irony. A mortal.”

      “Andreien.” Constin hissed my name.

      I struggled for sanity from new instincts, beads of sweat at my temples, and took a moment to modulate my voice. Any loss of control now would only put us both at risk—and my guard, who would die to defend me. . .and her, once they understood. I hoped she was worthy of them.

      Not a moment ago I had been lamenting the lack of challenge in my life, the need for battle. Protecting this fragile mortal would be battle enough. There were enemies in my Court who would dance in glee if I handed them such a weapon against me.

      Only fools summoned the Dark. For the Dark would always answer.

      But the reward for my idiocy would be sinking into that sweet body, tasting her skin, inhaling her scent. Coming to learn the mind housed in flesh crafted for my pleasure.

      Soon. A mortal female should be simple enough to seduce. Which one would tell even the lowliest of Fae warriors no? It was laughable.

      “Put a quad on her,” I told Constin, resolve hardening as I controlled my body, willed my cock to settle the fuck down. Now was not the time.

      Constin stilled. “What?” Open shock in his voice.

      “The dancer. Put a quad on her, discreetly.”

      I paused, watching as she stepped gracefully onto her right toe and executed a full turn leading seamlessly into another series of spins.

      They had a name for it, I knew, but though I was peripherally interested in my mother's hobby, not interested enough to know the names they called the various moves. Other than entrancing, when performed by my dancer.

      Constin carried out the order, a telegem cupped in his palm, then turned back to me.

      “Are you going to tell me why we just put a detail on a Houseless human female?”

      I spoke three words with no direct translation into mortal language save soulbonded (that would be a delightful conversation, trying to explain the concept and why she could never return to her home again) and heard his inhalation of breath.

      The disbelief he felt shuddered through me a hundred-fold. This could not be, but yet it was. I was not a male to dance around truth when it was shoved in my face.

      “Are you certain?” he asked. “Or are you bored?”

      “You know better than that.”

      Certain? I was certain only that she was mine. Human or no. If only five minutes ago I would have said I didn't want her, the choice was made now.

      My mother was going to rampage. Realms.

      The telegem in my pocket flared with sudden, searing heat and began to emit a Dark tune about an enchantress in a forest who lured disobedient faelings into her home and stewed them in her giant cauldron.

      To this day, I was yet unclear about the moral of that particular story. Though I supposed the threat was the point, not the lesson.

      I retrieved it, cupping the emerald in my hand to focus on a telepathic connection with my mother.

      “Lord.”

      “Andreien,” she snapped. “What are you doing? Why have you divided your detail?”

      “There is no danger. I'll speak to you more later.” I released the link.

      I’d pay for that later.

      “She could be some kind of lure,” Constin said, his unease an echo of mine.

      How could I blame him? This was fantastical. Soulbonded to a human? The Dark, clearly, had a perverse sense of humor.

      “How could an enemy engineer a soulbond?” I asked. “And then know where to put her at the exact moment where I would stumble across her?”

      The mortal glanced at me, caution in the tension of her mouth, though she had enough self-control to keep it from reaching her body.

      A body that, as I stood, I continued to crave in a base, defiling way, helpless against the unraveling of obsession. I would have exhorted the Dark that this hunger not be the start of a spiraling rut, on top of a soulbond, but now I knew better.

      “An Ancient could do it,” Constin said. “Or at least mimic the effects well enough to fool the stupid.”

      We ignored that he’d just called me stupid—we were rattled.

      A mental lock so instinctive, so seamless, that it had taken me a split-second to understand I was seeing myself through her eyes?

      “No, no matter how improbable, this could not be engineered.” I shook my head, expelling a harsh breath. “If prescience is an affinity of my bloodline, we’re also plagued with another peculiarity.”

      Our bonded. For every three members of House Casakraine, two would be taken by soulbonds.

      My sister and I were under five centuries of age, so had not yet fallen victim. My mother had escaped hers only because she'd wed young and remained paranoid to the point of refusing to take a lover after my father was executed.

      It wasn’t a gift.

      It was a curse.

      A weakness.

      Now I understood the craving in my blood hadn’t been for war. . .at least not that kind of war. But now I must prepare for a battle on two fronts; winning her, and keeping her. The Court would try to take her from me, they would be unable to help themselves.

      Glancing at Constin, I slipped the telegem into my pocket. Enough stalling.

      “Have Mathen find out who the girl is. Everything about her. She has formal dance training, or I'm a twit. Start with the local dance academies that accept humans.”

      One of my mother's pet Fine Arts projects, a mixed species contemporary ballet company, hosted a competitive showcase audition every four years to select fresh dancers.

      “This is too much of a coincidence,” my luudthen muttered, and I agreed.

      Unable to halt my fate, I crossed the cobbled street like a male walking to his execution.
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      Constin walked at my back, the remainder of my guard effectively invisible in the crowd.

      I stopped a safe distance away. Safe for me, not for her. I could close those paltry few feet in a second and take her off the streets. But that second would remind me of my duty.

      She was mine. I would have her. But with the claiming of that right also came responsibility, and before I brought her publicly into my world, I would have to ensure she was protected, and prepared.

      Which meant exerting patience. For now.

      “You dance like the wind,” I said, reminding myself to be gentle. This wasn't her fault, though she would suffer the consequences of it, whether it was her fault or not. We both would.

      The human slowed her movements, turned her head with obvious reluctance to meet my gaze.

      My eyes traced the sweet fullness of her lips, the curve of her cheek. Her lashes fluttered as she looked down, then forced herself to raise her chin and square her shoulders.

      I gave her my sweetest smile, the one that had softened many of my mother’s more dangerous moods, tilting my head to look at her under my lashes. Some instinct told her I was dangerous, but she refused to show weakness.

      That was good. I would kill anything that hurt her, but she would still require some spine to survive at Court.

      But I didn’t want her to know I was dangerous, not yet.

      “I'm a bit heavier than wind,” she said, words slow and soft.

      The hesitance was not shyness—no, I recognized calculation. Canny intelligence slid behind her gaze as she glanced between myself and Constin.

      “I can’t lie to you,” I said. More than one meaning in the statement, but let her make of it what she would.

      She shrugged a single shoulder, the movement stiff. “I train very hard to make it look easy.”

      “Where do you study?” I unleashed a tendril of persuasion, just enough to urge her to answer my question.

      “I'm not a student here,” she said. “I'm in the city to audition for the High Lord's company.”

      “An honorable endeavor. I'm certain you'll have your pick of patrons among the Houses who support human artists.”

      “I work to be worthy of it.”

      Her quiet dignity softened some of my anger at this twist of fate. If I must claim a human bonded, I could have been given far, far worse than a soft-spoken female with enough self-possession to hold her own among Fae. To be here she must also claim her share of strength and ambition, qualities she’d require in abundance.

      “And your name, little mortal?” This time, when I reached out for her mind, it was deliberate.

      . . .such a supposedly innocent question. His eyes are patient, but that feels like a polite facade. What does he want with me? Classically sculpted features—too bad he's not a dancer. Beauty doesn't mean goodness, though. Dark hair, stern mouth—why do I feel so at ease? I know better. Too much authority. Too much strength. There's no way he's human. Why is he staring⁠—

      The pulse fluttering in her throat increased. I forced myself to look away and retreat from her mind, saliva flooding my mouth as if my body was preparing itself for a feast.

      Because it was, and I wasn’t inclined to deny it any longer.

      She staggered back a step and I closed the distance, my hands around her upper arms to hold her steady. She looked up at me, striking a blow with luminous dark eyes.

      “Hasannah,” she said after a long pause. She lifted her hands as if to push me away, then lowered them slowly, her posture going pliant.

      I understood the silent plea. Reluctant, I released her, for now, and stepped back. Her breathing slowed—a touch.

      “An almost Fae name. Lovely.”

      She moved away to dance. A few Fae paused to watch her, and I stiffened.

      Males.

      I wouldn't tolerate them near her, looking at her. They would show proper respect or they would die, and though I was considered one of the more mild tempered among my family, I looked forward to causing another creature pain.

      Constin shifted, placing a restraining hand on my shoulder and pitched his voice low.

      “Easy, luudthen. Take a breath. If you shed blood here, you'll announce her existence in the worst way possible. She's safe. I would give my life before she came to any harm.”

      Fae were not possessive with anyone but their bonded mates, and the anger rushing up through me now was nothing but possessiveness.

      On the heels of my Housesworn’s promise, calm reasserted itself. He’d always had a beguiling voice, and I didn't fight it.

      But I turned my head and pinned a male who had stepped too close to Hasannah with my gaze. Curled my upper lip and allowed my power to rise enough for threat. He jerked, bowed his head, and hurried away.

      It was late when my mortal finished, bending to lift the bag in which coins and banknotes rested.

      My mother and sister had made support of dancers and artists part of the fashion among the High Fae in Casakraine, but anything Hasannah needed or desired would come from my hand going forward.

      The consort of the city Heir would not dance for food and shelter—for anyone but me. There would be no patron other than me.

      “It's late,” I said as she shouldered her bag and gave me a sidelong look. “You shouldn’t be out unescorted at this time of night.”

      She widened her eyes at me, a flash of amused dismissal across her features. “I don't have much choice. Anyway. . .goodbye.”

      Goodbye? Oh, you foolish mortal girl. You should know better than to issue challenge.

      I exerted a brief flash of will, halting her, and stepped close enough to lower my mouth to her ear, but not close enough to touch her again without permission. She was human—permission would take no more than a whispered request.

      “Allow me to escort you home,” I murmured, listening to the increase in the flow of her blood, the thrumming pace of her heart as she tensed, her breath hitching. “You’ve caught my interest, little mortal.”

      I inhaled her scent and locked my jaw against the clench, the dizziness, of desire. And desire was a weak word.

      “I want you. Take me to your bed and before I have my fill, you’ll scream my name on my tongue, my fingers, and only then on my cock. I won’t allow you to sleep until you break from pleasure. Then in the morning I’ll break you again.”

      My dancer froze, staring up at me with wide, startled eyes beginning to glaze with confused lust.

      I smiled, lifting my hand in anticipation of her acquiescence, when she shook her head and jerked away.

      “No.”

      . . .what.

      I stilled. Lowered my hand. “I beg your pardon?” I was certain I still spoke English fluently.

      She shook her head again, taking another step back and a deep breath as if to force my scent out of her lungs.

      Really.

      Indignation faded under a sharp pang of concern. She wasn’t. . .addled, was she? The Dark wouldn’t fate me a dimwitted bonded. There was no other explanation for refusing me.

      The desire in her eyes faded and was replaced by weary, pain limned cynicism before she suppressed that too, pulling out a polite expression.

      She cleared her throat. “I’m. . .appreciative of the offer, but no, thank you. Good night.”

      With a last wide-eyed look, she darted away.

      She ran from me.

      “Oh, I don’t think so.”

      I made to follow, but Constin growled. “Andreien. She said no.” His expression sharpened. “Leash it, luudthen. You wanted to be different from the others. You wanted a lover’s no to mean something.”

      . . .yes. Yes. I. . .didn’t want to be one of the reasons the weak and vulnerable were warned to offer submission to a High Lord if wanting to survive. I knew what the Low Fae said about us. They called us monsters—but they were right.

      Then Constin howled. “A mortal told you no! By the Dark, I wish I had a memory gem.” He sobered as I continued to stare after her, stunned. “You’ll have to actually exert yourself.” He took one look at my face and convulsed. “Dismissed by a mortal!”

      Surprise faded as interest sharpened.

      I’d let her go for now. If a hunt was what she wanted then I’d give her one, by the Dark.

      I glanced briefly at Constin, annoyed but more settled. “Pull yourself together, warrior. We follow.”

      We remained in the shadows as she waited at a public stop. Once she boarded the triple decker conveyance we followed in our private coach. The decker pulled away in a puff of magic laced steam, traveling south.

      “This situation continues to improve,” Constin muttered. “Of course she's in the Coal District. The least defensible portion of the city.”

      It was as close to a slum as we allowed in Casakraine. Where we shoved Houseless humans and our own troublesome people until they inevitably caused offense and were either killed or deported. The Lord who oversaw the District was, perhaps, not as rigorous in executing his duty as I wished. No matter, Hasannah wouldn't be living there much longer.

      I dug my fingers into my tensed thigh. “No, you're right. This will not stand.”

      Constin glanced at me, gaze keen. He’d finally stopped giggling like a faeling.

      “May I offer counsel?” he asked in his smooth Court baritone.

      “. . .carefully.”

      “Forget you're a High Lord. She must have only recently come through the realm gate. She won't understand your right to her, and I assume you want her to like you.”

      I stilled my fingers, forcing the hand to relax. “I hadn't planned on coercing her. That particular sport never interested me. But if I must make concessions, so will she. I won't jeopardize her safety for the sake of fragile mortal feelings.”

      He sighed. “I hope the girl's at least a quarterling. Lord Issahelle is going to throw a fit. Halfling babes are always a mixed bag.” He grimaced. “Sahakian halflings. She’s really going to throw a fit if they’re born powerless.”

      Yes. My mother might be a problem. Unfortunately, she would probably be the least of them.

      “You do know, my Lord, that when it becomes known you've begun a bond, the Court will challenge you.” Constin's quiet warning both chilled and inflamed the heat running through my blood. “They'll consider it a rite of passage, and your response either a demonstration of your fitness to remain Heir or a revelation of weakness. The humans have a word for it. Hazing.”

      Which meant it was time to rally my forces both internal and external, and prepare for battle.

      Be careful what you ask the Dark for.

      It never responds the way you intend.
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        HASANNAH

      

      

      Two Fae warriors were eye stalking me. One of the first warnings we'd been given in orientation was to never catch the eye of a warrior, especially not a Lord. A High Lord?

      The city washed its hands of you.

      No one was willing to die trying to protect some stupid mortal from a High Lord.

      I hadn't thought I'd have to worry about that. . .I kept my head down and focused on training while awaiting the start of the final audition. Why would a warrior, especially a Lord, ever be interested in a small-town human pushing thirty-one with a passion for dance, and more determination than sense? I'd assumed I'd be safe, even if my family assumed the exact opposite.

      The Fae warriors stared.

      Not both—and if the pointy ears and faintly glowing, uptilted eyes didn't give their immortality away, their posture and watchfulness would have. Humans couldn't achieve that motionlessness, not if they weren't trained in poise and control. I mean, I could, but I was a ballerina.

      My muscles tensed with energy that had nothing to do with dance and everything to do with discovering what it felt like to be stalked. Fear was a foreign emotion, but I understood it now.

      The lean man in jade green leather armor glanced at me occasionally, but mostly his gaze focused on everything else. Piercing, restless, the posture of his tall, muscled body placing him in the supporting role to the man at his side.

      The dark-haired one standing in shadows definitely being the principal of the pair, but unlike the blond next to him, all of his focus was on me.

      Not. . .good.

      The principal stood with trained poise and deceptive ease, his posture saturated with enough authority he didn't have to flaunt it, and the offhand arrogance to match.

      Principal dancers were usually a pain in the ass. Touchy, hyper-focused, standoffish and balancing on their own last nerve, all at the same time. If you were smart you observed from a distance.

      Though of course with all that power came the downside. . .everyone from the corp to the first soloist would be plotting your downfall. Waiting for you to pull a hamstring or succumb to a stress fracture. Anything to take you out of the game.

      The principal wore the Cassanian version of casual club wear; a fitted black sleeveless deep v tunic over fitted black pants and low heeled boots, a slight sheen to the fabrics. The tunic revealed the sort of deceptively lean, natural musculature of dancers and athletes who conditioned their bodies without supplements. He wore a drape of silver chain at neck and wrists, and silver rings on one hand.

      He stole my attention away from my dance, not that I was putting my all into it anyway. Street corner busking brought in extra coin and provided another opportunity to train while waiting for the showcase, but I conserved my energy.

      He inhaled abruptly, eyes and nostrils widening, then moved towards me, his guard at his side.

      That wasn't ideal. He strode with a gait I recognized, since one of the main jobs of any ballerina was to make our dancing look effortless while remaining flawless. The easier it looked, the longer and harder the training. He controlled his body, his pacing, used it as both a tool and weapon.

      Like recognized like, after all.

      I stilled when he stopped under the light of a street lamp that revealed black hair to be a deep emerald framing cool winter skin over sculpted bone structure.

      Suppressing the urge to snatch up my bag and run, I glanced at the silvery fair blond at his side who met my gaze and grimaced, then continued ignoring me. No help would be coming from that quarter. Clearly, he’d understood my silent request.

      “You dance like the wind,” the emerald haired man murmured, bright eyes intent.

      A low, coaxing voice used on small children and feral kittens. A thread of unexpected warmth in it. . .but I couldn't tell if it was the warmth of pleasure or the heat of anger. Maybe both. I wasn't a singer; I was a dancer.

      He was waiting for me to respond so I shrugged. “I'm a bit heavier than the wind.”

      He stepped closer, lips curving in a smile I was certain he thought made him look charming and harmless. His lashes lowered over his eyes, veiling the bright color, a sly seductiveness a little too toothy to be innocent. But he wanted me to think so. I almost turned tail and ran but an older instinct took over; I didn’t move.

      Don't catch the attention of a Lord, and if you caught the attention of a High Lord—not to be confused with the High Lord—there was absolutely nothing anyone could do for you but notify your next of kin.

      The subtext being that you would soon be dead, or at least wish you were.

      “Droit de seigneur?” I’d asked the Fae instructor, not really expecting her to understand the term.

      But she’d stopped, and looked at me. “Droit de seigneur is shallow in comparison.”

      Saturated teal eyes fixed on my face and reminded me of a costume the prima ballerina had worn in my former company's rendition of Swan Lake. Warm summery blue that under the right lighting could diffuse to something softer, nearly sweet.

      “I can’t lie to you,” he said, voice still too gentle, too coaxing, speaking English with an accent I’d find swoonworthy if fear wasn’t growing. No man without an agenda bothered to use that kind of coaxing tone.

      I didn’t trust men with agendas. They always tried to break me on them, and got mad when I walked away instead.

      Uneasy, I tried to look away, which was more difficult than it should have been, especially since he looked like a past mistake, times one hundred, waiting to happen again.

      An internal tug drew me to him despite common sense screaming to get away.

      “I train very hard to make it look easy.”

      Emerald-onyx hair slithered across his shoulders as he tilted his head. It was shorter than his companion's, coming below his shoulder blades. The Legolas template wore his in a long tail to his waist.

      “Where do you study?”

      The question didn't seem idle, more like a subtle fish for information.

      “I'm not a student here. I'm in the city to audition for the High Lord's company.”

      There. A not so subtle warning that I was informally under Lord Issahelle’s protection. We'd been told the High Lord punished those who interfered with her dancers, including the prospectives. . .but that, again, she wouldn’t intervene if a Lord showed an interest.

      The curve of his lips turned pained, as if he carried on an internal struggle as he talked to me.

      “An honorable endeavor. I'm certain you'll have your pick of patrons among the Houses who support human artists.”

      Fae couldn't lie. I caught my breath, hope stirring in my chest. “I work to be worthy of it.”

      “And your name, little mortal?”

      The inner tug pulled, sucking me inward like a whirlpool in a summer sea.

      Such a supposedly innocent question. He wasn't trying to be subtle. His eyes were patient, but that patience felt like a polite lie. What did he want with me? Classically sculpted features—too bad he wasn't a dancer. Beauty didn't mean goodness, though, I couldn't fall into the trap of letting down my guard for a pretty face, especially not a Fae pretty face. Why was he staring?

      A litany of Cassanian words filled my mind, their cadence holding the weight of want, of need, of oath. Coaxing words, words like the drumbeat of hundreds of heels on a stage, a voice I recognized though internally it was deeper, more commanding, demanding everything I was and had to give and if I didn’t give, he would take⁠—

      I staggered back a step, my knees almost buckling and the man was suddenly in front of me, grabbing my upper arms with the certain strength of someone who felt they had a right to touch.

      Fingers seared my skin and I lifted my hands defensively to push him away, meeting a focused gaze burning with emotions that made no sense.

      No, I wouldn’t repeat this cycle again. I’d promised myself last time would be it.

      But everything I feared, everything I used to allow myself to want before my body proved too much for every single man I tried to have a relationship with, I saw in his eyes.

      “Hasannah,” I said, forcing my body to relax. Hoping the lack of resistance would defuse whatever was currently blowing up in my face.

      Slowly, he released me and stepped back. I breathed a little easier.

      “An almost Fae name. Lovely.”

      The purr of his voice wrapped around me, and my heart rate skyrocketed, my thighs pressing together. Was this instalust? I wasn't a virgin, but I'd never enjoyed sex.

      Not when it always ended in pain for me, in disappointment and resentment for me and my partner. Endometriosis didn’t care about anyone’s feelings, least of all mine, and in the end, the men never cared either.

      This one will be no different, I reminded myself. Don’t let his eyes tell tales.

      He inhaled, taking a tiny quarter step forward when the man at his side placed a hand on his shoulder and glanced at him once, a warning slash of gray eyes as he murmured a few words.

      The dark-haired man stilled again, then retreated, saying nothing else.

      I couldn't dance for much longer after that, not with him watching me. I finished, satisfied at what I'd earned for the evening because it was enough for two days' worth of groceries, and picked the bag up, shouldering it.

      “It's late,” the dark man murmured, looking at me from underneath thick lashes. “You shouldn’t be out unescorted at this time of night.” His mouth, thin upper lip and full bottom, flattened before he caught himself and smoothed his expression.

      I almost laughed. Did he think I was a Lord with a retinue? “I don't have much choice. Anyway. . .goodbye.” It never hurt to be polite.

      But his eyes cut into me, pulsing with light, and I froze, understanding the deer in headlights feeling.

      He prowled forward, any warmth in the expression obliterated by the heat in his eyes.

      Heat too blatant, too possessive, to be in the gaze of a man I met only minutes ago. The blond tensed a little, but didn’t halt his principal again.

      He lowered his mouth, not quite brushing the rim of my ear, and breathed a gentle wash of warm, lust laced breath. I almost whimpered, my body igniting, the strange intense tug trying to lure me into him.

      “Allow me to escort you home,” he whispered, his voice a beguiling croon that tried to sound nonthreatening. “You’ve caught my interest, little mortal.”

      He inhaled, his chest and shoulders rising, almost brushing against me. His voice roughened.

      “I want you. Take me to your bed and before I have my fill, you’ll scream my name on my tongue, my fingers, and only then on my cock. I won’t allow you to sleep until you break from pleasure. And in the morning I’ll break you again.”

      Giời ơi. He almost had me with a few words despite the arrogance of conquest that leaked out of him. He expected to have me. He probably thought he could walk me into the nearest alley, and then leave me in a puddle of his come with a pretty smile.

      What terrified me was that while he spoke I saw it all in my mind. And I wanted it.

      But reality slapped me in the face. Even when my libido was sufficient, there were other issues. There would never be quick, hard, spontaneous romance novel sex for me. He didn’t seem like the type who’d listen if I told him to go gently, to wait, to adjust the angle, to to to. All the “tos” I needed to get through the act without hurting.

      I wanted something more than to be broken on a Fae warrior’s desire.

      “No.” I stepped back.
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      His eyes widened, his expression sharpening to reveal a bit more of the truth beneath the lie of sweetness. The hand that had been about to cup my face froze, then lowered. “I beg your pardon?”

      I would have laughed at the shock in his voice, at how it slid from a low croon to crisp and commanding, the Cassanian accent thickened. But there was nothing funny about the expression on his face.

      I glanced quickly over his shoulder. The blond gave me wide eyes and shook his head slowly, as if in amazement. Then smirked, his chest beginning to shake silently.

      Glad one of us thought this was entertaining.

      I shook my head, taking another step back and a deep breath, then cleared my throat.

      “I’m. . .appreciative of the offer, but no, thank you. Good night.”

      His lip curled up over his teeth as I turned away from him and walked fast enough to make a point, but not fast enough to invite him to chase. We'd also been told the Fae considered running an invitation to play.

      My breathing didn't return to normal until I was at the bus stop—no, they didn't call them buses here. Double and triple decker monstrosities powered by steam and magic. Working poor people took public ground transport no matter what dimension you lived in.

      After the public coach dropped me off three blocks from my building, I walked fast and kept my eyes open.

      Downtown the streets and buildings were old but in perfect repair. In Coal District, not so much. The wood was younger, for one thing, and there was less magic used to preserve the condition of the buildings. Less magic use period. We relied on a combination of steam, solar power, and coal to fuel the lights and plumbing and what passed as HVAC. I was glad it wasn't winter.

      This wasn't the best part of the city, and it wasn't the worst. For a Fae enclave, it was decently safe for humans. Not a Lord in sight.

      Only human predators.

      “Hey, Han, how's it going?”

      My teeth clenched. I kept walking.

      Larry’s shoes thudded across stone as he ran to catch up. The human manager of the building—barracks, really—where I lived, he maintained a first floor studio and made it his business to know the comings and goings of all the female tenants.

      He made my skin crawl. I walked a little faster.

      “Hey, wait up, I'm talking to you.”

      “Duh,” I muttered. “This is me ignoring you. Ngu vãi.”

      I could get in trouble if he suspected I was deliberately ignoring him. As part of my visa, I was required to allow the building manager to maintain a log of my movements. If he told the Lord in charge of this District that I was being uncooperative, I could get kicked out before the showcase.

      “Han!”

      I was really really tired of the way he deliberately mispronounced my Vietnamese nickname.

      “Didn't hear you,” I lied when he drew alongside me.

      All I needed was a spot in the company and I could apply for better accommodations.

      “Yeah, I think you did hear me,” he said, too close now.

      I turned to face him, caution skyrocketing when I took in his wide smile, overly relaxed shoulders and blown out pupils.

      He’d been smoking that stuff again, the new drug on the gray market. One dancer among the potentials had already been ousted for possession. We'd been warned that there would be no tolerance for drug use, especially Ixnie. Evidently it crept up on you.

      “You’ll get in trouble if you get caught with that stuff,” I warned him in a low voice. “Don’t you answer to the Vice Lord?”

      The Fae High Lord who ruled Coal District had made plain, only weeks ago, in the particular way High Fae liked to make a statement, that he wasn't pleased with the synthesis and distribution of this new drug in his domain.

      The bodies were still rotting in the District square. No one had had the nerve to collect them. Since there was a subtle dome of magic protecting the bodies from intervention, at least the smell was contained.

      “You should try it, Han. It’ll relax you.”

      It started out that way. Relaxation, imperviousness to physical pain—I understood the temptation for a dancer to smoke it.

      “It’s highly addictive,” I said in an even, unoffensive tone. “You aren’t worried about hallucinations and mental suggestion?”

      “Nah. I’m mostly worried about wenches who think they can’t speak when I talk to them.”

      All right.

      I smiled to defuse the situation and pretended like he hadn't called me a wench, then turned away, withdrawing my keys.

      “Cút mẹ mày đi.”

      “Huh?”

      “Oh, that just that means goodnight.” If goodnight meant go eff yourself.

      He grabbed my upper arm. “Wait.”

      “What are you doing?”

      The high register of my voice screamed victim—but he'd startled me. First threats, now actual touches.

      “I just want to talk, Han. Look, I know you don't have any friends or family in the city⁠—”

      “I have friends. And a boyfriend.” Battery powered and definitely non lethal. “Who should be here any minute, so get your hand off me.”

      Was I glad I was human. The Fae couldn't lie. Lies danced happily off my tongue.

      “A boyfriend?” He peered at me with playground sand eyes. “I've never seen you with a man. And I know you're smart enough not to fuck around with a Fae. Are you smart enough?”

      If I kicked him, would that get me ejected from the program? Probably. I wasn't useful to anyone important, so they'd get rid of me to avoid the paperwork. Another little tidbit we'd been told during orientation. Don't draw attention—trouble being attention—and your best bet for staying in the city was to figure out how to make yourself useful to someone in power.

      “But,” I'd asked. “Didn't you say not to draw the attention of any of the Lords?”

      The Low Fae female lecturing us had stopped, pinned me with a look that said I was close to making a nuisance of myself, but answered, “There are only a few dozen Lords of either Court in the city. Avoid them. There are other Fae with influence and if you make yourself useful to one of them, or to a House, then your position in the city is assured. We always have room for. . .industrious mortals.”

      “We recently met,” I told Larry finally.

      The fear I'd felt as the Fae male stared at me was more visceral now. Larry knew where I lived. He had keys and I was alone in Casakraine. No one would protect me but me.

      Larry's expression darkened with irritation. “You could be nicer. Smile a little more. I think maybe if I take you to my apartment, you'll learn how to loosen up a bit. I’m a nice guy when you get to know me. Not like those other lose⁠—”

      “Hasannah? Sorry I'm late, darling.”

      I turned, eyes widening at the soft, smooth, almost diffident voice. The Fae from downtown—the aristocratic man who'd tried to pretend he wasn't dangerous.

      What was he doing here? Had he followed me?

      I didn't believe in coincidences. Not in Casakraine.

      Belatedly, I registered the bone he'd thrown me,  and hoped I wasn't jumping out of a hot pan into a roaring fire.

      But. . .as I met his gaze, my fear was instinctive and due to him being Fae, a warrior, and male. Not because I felt he was nice. Larry was nice enough to knock me out and chop me into pieces.

      The Fae man’s eyes were gentle—at least when he looked at me. “Anah? Darling?”

      He lowered his attention to where Larry held my arm and a visceral shudder ran through me. Larry released me like a hot coal.

      I smiled shakily at the newcomer. “You’re not late. I just got home. It’s not a problem.”

      I stressed the last sentence, because the death staring at Larry was obvious to me, even if the human man was too nice to understand that particular lack of expression. Witness to murder was the last kind of drama I needed right now.

      The Fae held out a hand, fingers long and slender. I stepped forward, making my choice, and he slid an arm around me and tucked me against his side, clucking his tongue in a noise meant to be soothing.

      I stiffened, then forced myself to relax, pressing a hand against my stomach. What could he possibly want with me? I was attractive in an average way, but not worth hunting down.

      His hand rested in the curve of my waist, his touch light but proprietary.

      “I'm called Andrei,” he told Larry. “Is there a problem?” His cool tone was a warning; there had better not be a problem. I looked between him and the human toad.

      Larry's eyes narrowed. “You aren't on the approved visitors list.”

      My estimation of Larry's intelligence plummeted, but it had been too high anyway.

      Andrei smiled, teeth. . .sharp. “Surely, we can rectify that now. You strike me as a man who is conscientious of his duty.”

      A subtle hint of danger, like sharks churning beneath the surface of a lake, lurked in his eyes. If sharks swam in lakes. In the middle of winter, under thin ice, waiting for obliging lunch.

      Andrei drew me past Larry. “Come, Anah, I'll escort you.”

      “Don't matter,” Larry said, shoving his hands in his pockets. “I've got keys.”

      The warrior turned slowly, taking me with him. I struggled to breathe through air suddenly charged with heat and instinctively wanted to flee.

      Andrei's arm tightened around me, forestalling my involuntary retreat. “Do you now, mortal?”

      Larry's thin, smug smile sickened me. One moment Andrei's arm was around my waist.

      The next, a fist connected to Larry's face with a sound I hadn't heard before. Well, there was that time Hanalei’s husband fell while patching the roof, and broke his leg. Like the crunch of a giant spider under a boot. I would have cringed, but I was frozen. I didn't want to attract the attention of the predator at my side.

      Larry stumbled back, clutching his nose, and howled. “You busted my nose!”

      “I was hoping to deter you from threatening my Anah again. Good evening, sir.”

      Breathe, I told myself, trembling. Breathe.

      We entered the building, Andrei's footsteps silent as we walked down the hall, up a flight of stairs, and down another hall; thin walls, thinner carpet. Poor lighting. But there were no pests—other than Larry—and the plumbing all worked.

      “Why are you—why are you here . . .Andrei?” My voice trembled.

      He stopped us walking and turned to me, his arm still around my waist. I looked up at him.

      “You don't need to fear me. I won't hurt you.” He appeared to want to say more, but sighed, gesturing. “Come, Hasannah. Which door is yours?”

      “I don't want you to know where I live.”

      The Fae warrior looked at me for a long moment then smiled, the warmth of understanding in his eyes startling.

      “It's too late for that, little mortal. And evidently I need to ensure your dwelling is secure. You’ll have to remain here a day or two longer, and I apologize for that.”

      He reached out a hand, the backs of his fingers caressing my cheek briefly as I stared up at him in growing dread.

      “But—”

      “No one can protect you from me. But I promise I won't hurt you, or touch you—much—without your permission. Now show me to your apartment. We must have a discussion.”

      I didn't pretend not to understand it was a command I couldn't refuse.
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      “Who's in my hall?” a dry, strident voice asked as we approached my apartment. A lightly wrinkled face surrounded by wispy brown-grey curls poked out of a door, its owner’s honey eyes inquisitive.

      “It's me, Mrs. Carter.”

      “Girl, don't you have work?”

      I made a face. The elderly woman knew everyone's business and was as ready to tell everyone hers.

      “I just got off.”

      Mrs. Carter opened the door fully, wearing neatly pressed sweats and fluffy house shoes. She had yet to tell me how she'd earned her permanent residency. The real reason, because she'd claimed everything from being a High Lord's former concubine to being a secret assassin for House Casakraine. Whatever it was, I’d heard her speak their language as well as a native. Her gaze went immediately to Andrei, who waited silently at my side.

      “You bringing a Fae warrior home? Thought you was smarter than that, girl. No offense intended,” she added, eyeing Andrei, an odd weight to the latter term.

      “None taken,” he said with a bland, charming smile he aimed at Mrs. Carter. “It's normally wise advice.”

      “Normally, you say?”

      He shrugged, lowering his gaze before slanting it towards me. “Some of us aren't afforded the opportunity to follow wise advice.”

      She gave me a pointed look, thin brows rising, clearly communicating her skepticism of my sanity.

      “It's not like that,” I said, wondering if I was lying. It was probably exactly like that. Andrei hadn't followed me all the way from downtown for tea. Not that we would be having anything but tea. “He's a friend. He made Larry leave me alone.”

      “Huh. Did he now? That shit eater.”

      “Mrs. Carter.”

      “What? The Lords don't make humans overseers because the humans are nice. You keep your head screwed on your shoulders, you hear me? Won't be dancing nowhere but on a Fae cock if you get caught up with the likes of them Lords. Present company excluded, of course.”

      I smiled weakly. She allowed us to excuse ourselves and I opened my apartment door, gesturing Andrei inside because if I didn't, he would walk in anyway.

      Andrei entered, stopped in the middle of the room and turned to me, watching as I closed the door and dropped my duffel bag.

      He gave the studio a swift, all encompassing look, doubtless noting the sparse, worn furniture, pale plaster walls and lack of personal mementos other than a few clusters of inexpensive scented candles. I tried to see my temporary home through his eyes. The home of someone poor, but neat—mostly because of the lack of possessions.

      He fixed me with one of those intent stares. “I can't have you dancing on the streets anymore, Hasannah. It isn't safe for you.”

      “Who are you to give me orders?” I kept my voice quiet so he knew it was a question and not a challenge.

      “You know,” he drifted closer, “what I am, if not who. But if you don't know, I’d be happy to discuss that with you as well.”

      “I have to busk,” I said, evading his outstretched hand. “Or I don't eat.”

      He lowered it to his side, eyes glinting. “That’s no longer your responsibility.”

      “Eating is no longer my responsibility?” I shook my head and recalled my manners, heading towards the kitchenette. We'd also been given a fairly extensive brief on hospitality etiquette as well.

      “I wasn't expecting company. But I have—” I opened the half size ice box and peered in, as if its contents had magically sprouted something fit to serve a guest. “. . .hope, and plenty of thoughts and prayers.”

      Andrei moved behind me, sliding hands around my hips. I froze as he lowered his head, pressing a kiss on my temple. He touched me as if he owned me and was certain of his claim, but was reluctant to scare me with that possessiveness. As if he forced himself to remember that I met him two hours ago.

      “I appreciate the offer of hospitality,” he said, amusement in his tone, “but I'm more concerned with whether or not you've eaten today.”

      I opened my mouth to lie, shut it, considering the wisdom of that action.

      He sighed. “I see. Doesn't my—doesn't the High Lord provide the company applicants with a stipend?”

      Wasn't he sweet? Though what he wanted from me wasn’t so sweet. “It mostly goes towards bribes.”

      The tall body at my back stiffened. “What?” Once again his voice flashed from soft to steel.

      “We all pay into a pot and Larry uses it to bribe the Coal District warriors to leave us alone. Or else we'd be asked to. . .serve.”

      And wouldn’t that be hell in more ways than one.

      His fingers tightened as he pulled me more firmly against him, almost curving his body around mine.

      “That is not sanctioned.” His voice was the cold snap of breaking bone. “No one gave them authority to extract service from the mortals peripherally under Lord Issahelle's protection.”

      I shifted my feet, unconsciously seeking a more comfortable position since being wrapped in the arms of a strange Fae warrior who followed me home wasn't the definition of comfortable.

      “It is what it is.”

      I’d endure the discomfort because that's what dancers did. Sacrifice. Endure. Shrug off any pain that didn't rip you away from the dance floor.

      But he'd protected me from Larry, even if that would only worsen the situation, and so far he hadn't done more than hold me and criticize my eating habits—behavior I'd seen from my father and married brothers.

      And now he was angry on my behalf. No one had been angry for or protective of me since I'd left home.

      “Have you ever seen any of the District warriors harass the mortals in this building?” he asked.

      I thought about his question, blinking. I hadn't. “No.”

      Andrei turned me to face him, staring down at me with a lifted brow. “Then how do you know it's the truth? That this Larry isn't extracting money from you all for his own purposes?”

      I opened my mouth, shut it, feeling fresh off a farm. “I don't know. I guess I took his word for it. And everyone else said. . .”

      Andrei closed his eyes for a second, then muttered something in the Cassanian language. He opened those Swan Lake eyes and rolled them. “You’re too naive to be let outside of a House.”

      “I'm not really that naive, or I wouldn't have made it this far.”

      The bristling aggression softened, and he drew me back into the circle of his arms.

      “That's true, little mortal. You've done well, I won't deny you that. But let me take over from here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to? And nothing I want is denied me.”

      “Well, that’s not spoiled or anything.” I chewed on my bottom lip, shifting in his arms. “Who are you? You're a House Casakraine warrior?” If his former companion's green armor didn't give it away, his demeanor did.

      “Hmm. Yes, I belong to Casakraine.”

      “I see.”

      That was too bad. I couldn't get involved with a warrior. He was handsome, and kind enough so far. Maybe if he'd been an ordinary Low Fae. . .I pulled away from him. Even if he had been ordinary, it still wouldn’t have been worth all the other problems.

      His jaw ticced, but after a moment he sighed, releasing me. “You need food, and I need something strong and sweet to drink.”

      That struck me as funny. Or maybe it was the sour note in his tone.

      I laughed. “I don't drink. Sorry.”

      “Of course you don't. Is there a market that serves House warriors in the vicinity?”

      “There's a market-ish.” Didn't he realize what section of the city we were in?

      Andrei pulled a face. “Yes, stupid question. I forget what District this is. Another matter I'll have to see to.”

      “Andrei, you aren't my boyfriend. Where I shop or how I eat isn't any of your⁠—”

      The ambient glow behind his irises brightened, flashing. “We will procure food, then we will eat,” he said with slow, deliberate calm. “And I'll address the omissions in your orientation that weren't applicable until now.”

      A long beat of silence passed between us. “You're not a low rank House warrior, are you?”

      He said nothing, inclining his head as if inviting me to come to my own conclusions.

      I looked down at the worn wooden floor. “I don't want to know. I. . .I need to focus on the showcase.” Maybe if he became bored, he’d go away.

      A hand cupped my cheek, tilting my head back up as his fingertips caressed the line of my jaw as he held my gaze. The touch might be objectively innocent—but there was nothing innocent about the look in his eyes or the slow stroke of heat the caress aroused.

      “I understand. And because your art requires your full attention, you'll allow me to take care of these mundane matters, hmm?”

      Another long, slow caress, indulgent because there could be no doubt of his strength, of his absolute certainty I was his. He could afford indulgence. He didn’t need to prove with force what we both knew.

      I gave up. He was a gentle, but inexorable steamroll. I heard no wiggle room in his voice. I nodded, a little grim. It was easier.

      He’d have to learn the hard way the payout I could give wasn’t worth his effort.

      “Good girl. Now, we’ll go get food.”
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      I changed into a burgundy calf-length tunic, slit up the sides, and narrow dark gray pants. It was a comfortable outfit made of the wrinkle resistant linen like fabric of this realm, and reminded me almost of the ao dai that could be found at home.

      Andrei called a coach. I stopped in front of it, nearly unaware of his hand resting at the small of my back, my heels digging in.

      “Hasannah?” A question in the deep tenor of his voice.

      I shook myself and stepped up into the coach, pulling aside the curtains and scooting as close to the window as possible.

      “Is it coaches you don’t like,” he drawled, lounging on the bench opposite me, “or small spaces?”

      “Neither bother me. I don’t like cages.”

      “Hmm.” His voice warmed with amusement. “Not a docile bird to eat from her master’s hand then?”

      I turned to look at him. “No. I’m the bird that will peck out her jailer’s eyes.”

      He arched an emerald-black brow, lips quirking, but his eyes sharpened. “I’ll remember the warning, cygnet.”

      The coach took us to the nearest market he found acceptable, the Fae Harry Potter gaslamp version of Whole Foods. My heart sank the moment we pulled into the parking lot.

      “Andrei, this place is too. . .” I trailed off, stumped if pleading poverty would go against the rules of hospitality. Well, maybe he didn't expect me to feed him a full meal? Wine and cheese and a little fruit?

      . . .cheap wine and string cheese. I wasn't certain what the poor girl's version of fruit was in the Fae realm other than no fruit at all. Though meat here was more expensive than produce. Maybe he was a vegetarian. . .with fangs.

      He stopped walking and turned to me, his regard steady. “We had a bargain, Hasannah.”

      Oh, no he didn't. “We didn't make a bargain.”

      “We did. You’ll focus on your dance, and I’ll focus on provision. Everyone has a role suited to their abilities.”

      I crossed my arms, frowning at him. Never in a million years had I thought to meet a Fae male who sounded like my dad.

      “That makes absolutely no sense. What do you get out of me so-called focusing on my dance?”

      The smile he offered was tinged with something slightly wicked, and wholly masculine.

      “You'll find out, darling. But regardless, that is also one of the matters we’ll discuss. After dinner.”

      He wasn’t going to like how that conversation would go. Of course, he’d start out understanding and eager to prove he was different, as if my body cared. Then. . .things would devolve from there. Maybe I could hurry the Phases along this time. Phase One was always; He Shows Sympathy and Understanding.

      Except I didn’t want to see that false earnestness on this man’s face. Not yet.

      “Aren't I the one who's supposed to be providing the hospitality?” I asked. “That means we have to do this on my budget.”

      Andrei's expression darkened. “I will allow a poor, half starving human girl to buy my food when my body is fit for nothing except feeding my mother's swans.”

      We stared at each other. “But I spent an entire four hours on the hospitality module.”

      His eyes widened with unsubtle mockery. “An entire four hours? My.” He lifted a hand. “Forgive me. I don't mean to disparage your hospitality. If you like, you can place yourself in my debt.”

      I tip toed back a step. Those last few words were said in a silky, dangerous croon, saved only because his lips curled in a half smile and his eyes warmed with mirth—at my expense.

      “You know what?” I abandoned my quiet stubbornness, lowering back down to my heels. “You're an adult, and an expert in your own culture, I assume. I don't think I should tell you what to do.”

      He nodded, solemn. “Very wise. Shall we go in, or do you have any further objections? I don’t mind. It’s rather adorable.”

      In response, I walked past him, my steps a little heavier than normal. “I should spend all of your money,” I muttered.

      “There’s plenty of it to spend, darling.”

      I almost tripped. What billionaire romance had I fallen into?

      Oh, right. Not the kind where the heroine can actually have sex.

      I followed Andrei, who took the lead into the market, pausing as he snagged a large woven basket. I trailed him as he made his way around the store, silently tallying the cost of the groceries as he blithely tossed expensive meats, cheeses, produce and pastries into the basket without glancing at anything more than hand written labels.

      I cleared my throat, once, and he slanted me a cool look that dared me to protest. After that, I wandered behind him eating the samples.

      “You shop like a drunk housewife who won the lottery and couldn’t afford a full grocery budget before,” I observed.

      He looked down his nose at me. “I have no idea what you’re blathering about, Anah.”

      Bet he didn’t. “Uh-huh.”

      I'd never purchased this amount of food in one trip before. My mouth watered at the thought of eating something other than noodles and preserved chopped mystery meat that the Coal District butcher was vague on identifying whenever I asked.

      I'd ask, she'd avoid my eyes and insist it was fit for consumption, then offer me a discount. We'd part, both vaguely satisfied by the transaction. Her, because I didn’t insist on pesky answers, me, because I saved a few bucks.

      I was still alive, so it couldn't be that bad. Besides, it mostly tasted like Spam and I was fine with that.

      “Do you prefer white or red? Dry or sweet?” he asked, soliciting my opinion for the first time.

      “Oh, I get to have a preference?”

      He paused, his long fingers caressing a dark bottle. “Of course. Wine is an intensely personal experience. What are we having for dinner tonight?”

      It was such a mundane, married person question that I answered automatically. “How about the steak and root veggies? And some of that grain boiled in the duck fat.”

      He pursed his lips. “A red, perhaps.”

      “Andrei, I don’t drink.”

      “May I ask why?”

      I frowned. “I don’t want to damage my body.”

      “Ah. I understand, though a single glass will do no damage. It’s your choice. Dessert?”

      Wine, dessert. I eyed his lean physique. Did he eat like this every day? “I’m not trying to carb load right now.”

      Andrei lifted his gaze from the wine rack and raked my body with a professional gaze. “Hasannah. You need to eat. Dessert won't impact your training.”

      “I'm human. Our metabolisms are different.”

      “It isn't that different, little mortal. How many hours a day do you train?”

      “I mean. . .eight hours? Five days a week, strength training once a week and then rest any injuries.”

      There was a touch of condescension in his gaze. “You can have dessert, darling. House warriors keep a similar schedule and I would hazard our nutritional requirements are similar.”

      “You say that, and I understand the point, but I'm not as naturally svelte as even most of the human ballerinas. I have to take care with my macros. Carbs go straight to my boobs and ass and hips. A partner has to be able to lift and fling me around.”

      The detached, professional gaze morphed instantly into something far more hot, and far more intimate. “Your body is perfect as it is.”

      We'd been talking about training and nutrition almost like two long time company members, so I'd forgotten for a moment what he was and that I didn't actually know him. That look reminded me what was at stake if we became involved. More than my body—my dance career.

      I pursed my lips, deciding not to argue when I saw the look on his face. “Well, if you insist. I don't want to be a poor host. The sponge cake?”

      “An excellent choice.”

      His approval befuddled me. There was no teasing in it, just the fuzzy affection of a man with a woman he adored, but who sometimes drove him crazy.

      It made absolutely no sense. We'd literally met two hours ago.

      “Andrei?” I asked as we emerged from the market, hesitant to break his relaxed mood. “What are we doing?”

      He walked us towards a coach, and the Legolas template from before jumped down from the bench in the front and opened the door, giving Andrei an inscrutable sidelong look as he began loading groceries into the back storage. When Andrei finished, he turned to me.

      “I told you we would discuss it after dinner, Hasannah.”

      The quiet authority that had been present all evening rose to the surface, demanding I back down. I looked at him, looked at the blond. I wasn't stupid.

      “It's just that—” I stopped, regrouped, chose my words carefully in the face of the restrained power lurking beneath that gaze. The warning. “In orientation, they told us not to court the attention of a Lord. I listened. I'd planned to heed the advice.”

      The men watched me, the blond with something close to pity, Andrei's expression neutral.

      “I said I wouldn't hurt you,” he said.

      He would, even if he didn’t intend to.

      A bit of the easy camaraderie of before was gone, replaced with implacable hardness. It wasn't an outright admission, but he hadn't denied it either.

      I stared up at the evening sky, weighing my options, the possible cost of each course of action. We'd been told, more than once, that there was nothing anyone could do in a situation like this. That it was best to submit, make the most of the. . .opportunity. . .until the Lord either tired of you, or granted you enough status that the status itself was protection.

      Fighting him would be like throwing myself repeatedly off the edge of a ten-foot-high stage. I'd survive as long as I didn't break my neck, but I'd eventually break everything else and in the end, the stage would still be there, staring at me. Wondering why I kept jumping off when it had already warned me it wouldn't move.

      When I looked back down, I blinked frustrated tears out of my eyes, and took a deep breath, clasping my hands in front of me. So close, I was so close to achieving the start of what I wanted.

      Endure the pain that didn't kill or maim you. Sacrifice any considerations that would take you away from the stage.

      Andrei wanted me. So far he'd behaved as if he wanted me willing. It gave me room to negotiate. . .a little.

      I focused on him. A gentle evening breeze stirred some of his hair into his face, but he didn’t move to brush it aside. The weight of his gaze slid around my body with the same restrained possessiveness as his touch earlier.

      My mouth curved in a slightly bitter smile. He didn’t have to speak, to touch, to mark me as his. He could simply stand there and look at me and there was no doubt.

      “You'll let me dance? You won't interfere with my training and rehearsal schedule?”

      The last thing I wanted was another external barrier. It had been difficult enough talking my Vietnamese mother out of engineering as a career, and my Native Hawaiian father had wanted me to follow in his footsteps and teach grade school—though he'd been fine with dancing, he'd just preferred something less. . .European. Neither had seen ballet as anything but an exercise hobby, like Zumba—my mother's words.

      Ballet. Zumba. To her they were the same thing.

      That had been an unproductive conversation. I circumvented strong-willed people by utilizing vague, placid agreement, waiting until they waddled off to do their own thing confident we had a deal, then discreetly going about my business.

      Andrei’s sharp, nearly hard regard softened again. He approached and slid a hand around the back of my neck, bending his head to kiss my forehead.

      “No, I won't interfere. Your life is still your own, darling. It will simply include me from now on.”

      “I spend a lot of my time and focus training, Andrei. I won't always have time for you.”

      “I am. . .a warrior. I understand what's required of your discipline. You have my word.” He took my hand. “Now come. The sound of your stomach rumbling disturbs me. . .mortals.”
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        ANDREIEN

      

      

      I braced myself against the sheen of tears in lustrous eyes braced for pain but hoping for joy.

      She did nothing to conceal the transparency of her emotions, and that soft, searing look nearly brought me to my knees, tugging on every instinct to protect her—and the darker need to confine and control.

      Resigned, I took her hand to help her into the coach.

      “You're too open,” I told her after the coach began moving.

      She was nothing like I’d expected. She didn’t respond as human women typically did, and I’d had to adjust my tactics—quickly. Overt seduction wouldn’t woo her. Attempting to sweet talk her downtown had almost backfired, if not for the opportunity that foul human presented me to recast myself in her favor. I’d scaled back the heat almost entirely, and turned up the. . .charm. Warmth and sweetness, offering comfort and companionship.

      “It's safe with me,” I said, trying not to brood, “but not with anyone else.” Why couldn’t we develop the bond in bed? That was the perfect venue for cementing intimacy.

      I suppressed a frown, staring at her, and curved my lips in a smile, looking at her under my lashes.

      My smile didn’t last long. Her brow creased with the same bemused, laying-in-wait skepticism she'd been aiming my way all evening—the girl was humoring me, as if she'd decided there was no point in arguing when time would take care of the problem for her.

      As she gazed at me with that humoring expression, three hundred years of denying myself the pleasure of strangling my beloved younger sister after one of her pranks allowed me to keep from teaching this girl an immediate lesson in humoring the Heir of Casakraine.

      “What do you mean?” she asked in her soft voice.

      “You're too willing to accede to my will.” Except in the one way I wanted, of course. Females.

      She folded her legs on the seat. I imagined them enfolding me. “Maybe I don't have energy to waste fighting a battle I'll lose. I have to dance.”

      I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose, and did not yell at her. “And there, again, you expose yourself too readily. Here you've handed me more power over you—I know what you want. I can use it against you.”

      Her eyes widened slightly, pools of endless onyx. But where I expected tension, suddenly she relaxed and shook her head. “I don't think you’d do that to me. I don't know why, but I don't feel you're that kind of man.”

      By the Dark, could she be any more naive? “Hasannah, I am not a man at all.”

      I quailed at the massive task of keeping her alive. My mother had warned me during one of our many screaming arguments over her methods of ruling the Court, that one day I’d understand the value of ruthlessness.

      That glimmer of understanding dawned now. There was nothing I wouldn't do to cut off the merest hint of threat towards this human female.

      She wrinkled her nose briefly. “You understand what I mean. Besides, if we're going to be in a relationship, clear communication is paramount. I'm not exposing my vulnerabilities, I'm negotiating. Setting boundaries.” Something flickered in her eyes. “As long as you don't interfere with my dance, we can. . .date.”

      She was so very mortal.

      Date.

      A date was a food, not what I was going to do to her once she accepted me into her bed.

      I reached across the coach, capturing her hand and lifting it to my lips.

      “Fine, Hasannah. Fine. I won't argue over it with you. I've never seen a happy coupling where one person tried to change the other.”

      “I hope you remember that,” was her quiet reply. “Because some things can’t be changed even if you pray they would.”

      My suspicion was that as long as she was allowed to dance and train at will, she wouldn't fight me on any other front.

      No, I’d take her vulnerability into consideration and ensure she was never left alone with any member of the Court. Not until she had another fifty years of age on her.

      She gave me another one of her reserved half smiles. “And I don't mind if you tell me things. Explain things I need to know about the city. I'm just so focused on dance that it might seem like I'm not paying attention.”

      I squeezed her hand gently, amusement and indulgence soothing some of my worry. “I watched you dance. It should consume you.”

      When I'd thought vaguely of who I might take as consort, I’d assumed it would be a polished, powerful, politically connected Lord of a High Fae Court. Fate had delivered me the exact opposite, but looking into eyes both knowing and guileless, gentle and ruthless, I couldn't be more pleased.

      This mortal girl possessed depths. I hadn’t lived five times a human's natural lifespan only to fail to recognize a soul that would one day be completely my equal. Perhaps not in the raw power of the Fae, but in the strength of her will, her intellect.

      Her passion.

      Perhaps the Dark wasn't laughing at me after all.

      As I caressed the back of Hasannah's hand with my thumb, the hunger I'd managed to bank in the market reared back to the surface.

      I stilled, counting her breaths, inhaling her scent, and began to think of all the things I could do to her during the coach ride home.

      Beginning with licking her between her thighs and ending with licking her opening after I filled her with my seed. First her lush mouth. Second, her glistening lips. Third, the tight entrance I knew from looking at her no male had ever touched.

      Would she allow me to touch her so soon? Or did she require courting, promises of love and fidelity and protection?

      “In the interest of clear communication,” I said, “I would like to know your requirements to fuck me. Preferably sooner rather than later. I'm not interested in drawing out the anticipation. I'm too young for that sort of game.”

      The older Fae enjoyed savoring their food before they devoured it. I didn't blame them when little in life offered anything new, anything exciting. But I was barely five hundred. Life was still fresh for me.

      “What?” She jerked, then stilled with the automatic muscle control of a trained dancer. “No, you don't have to repeat that, I understood you the first time.”

      Nothing could disguise that betraying flutter in her neck, or the rapid inhalation of her breath.

      She cleared her throat. “I've never had a man say something quite like that outright. Usually they try to get you drunk first.”

      “So you require wine?” She’d insisted she didn’t drink. “Provisions?” I frowned, wanting to be fair to her. “All of that I'll provide you as a matter of course for being mine—you have no House, so you must come under my covering. What else do you want?”

      Anah stared at me. Abruptly, sorrow laced amusement bubbled into her eyes, and she laughed.

      “I don't know, Andrei, how about some time getting to know each other? It's a radical concept.”

      I resumed caressing the back of her hand. Her gaze flickered to where our flesh joined.

      “The bed is an excellent place to learn each other.” I tried out my earnest voice, but it wasn't my best Court mask.

      “I can't just. . .” she trailed off and sighed, glancing away, then straightened her shoulders. “You're flustering me a little, and I'm too old to be feeling like a schoolgirl.”

      “Too old? Is that a human joke?”

      She scowled, and even that expression lacked true harshness. “Maybe not old for a Fae. But I'm thirty. An adult by human reckoning.”

      “Thirty. A veritable Ancient.”

      “And how old are you?”

      “Don't humans consider it rude to ask a man his age?”

      “Only if the man is also a lady, and I don't think you are. Of course I could be wrong.”

      I smiled, enjoying the game, and her acerbic tone. “I'm also considered not old, but an adult by the reckoning of my people. I'm not yet five hundred.” Would my youth dismay her?

      “I'm strong enough to protect you,” I clarified, repressing the urge to bristle.

      “That never crossed my mind, Andrei.”

      She paused, lowering her gaze to the floor in the way I was learning she did when thinking. Or avoiding thinking. Bits of her dark hair had escaped the tail she'd scraped it back into, the flyaways framing her face.

      “Time,” she said. “That's all I want. I need more than physical attraction, which is complicated for me. It's always been about the mental connection.”

      Was that so? Then I was about to deliver her the mental connection of her dreams.

      “And if it turns out we don't like each other,” she added, “then⁠—”

      “I'm not letting you go.”

      She glared at me. “That's not a healthy attitude. What if we're not compatible at all?” Her eyes flickered again.

      What was she hiding?

      “Oh, we're compatible.”

      I decided to reward my good behavior, and using the leverage of her hand clasped in mine, yanked her onto my lap.

      She squeaked, then cut the sound off as if she realized it made her sound like an indignant kitten.

      “You could say our souls were made for each other.”

      Hasannah wriggled on my lap in a show of temper. I leaned my head back, closing my eyes and biting back a groan.

      I clenched my teeth, reminding myself that her ass grinding against my cock probably wasn't a subtle flirtation. If she didn't take me to her bed soon. . .well. We would see what I was truly made of.

      “Can I go back to my seat?”

      “No.”

      “Andrei—”

      “I can find something else to do with those lips if they insist on saying things that displease me.”

      As Heir to the High Lord of Casakraine, and a High Lord in my own right, I could claim anything or anyone I pleased as long as I was willing to bear the consequences.

      “Droit de seigneur,” she muttered, and I didn’t tell her she was already partially reading my mind. It would only scare her.

      Before now I'd never understood why some males succumbed to the rutting spiral and took what should be freely offered. I still didn't understand, but I was beginning to fear the day I might. I was too young to surrender my honor to cruelty.

      “And what are you going to do with me when you get me home?” she demanded. “Are you going to force me?”

      I stiffened. “Is that what you think I am? A man so weak he has to destroy a woman to bind her?”

      “No,” she said after too long a pause.

      “Then stop saying things that displease me,” I said through gritted teeth.

      I bent my head and sank my teeth into the side of her neck, not hard enough to break skin, but hard enough to make my point.

      I flexed my fingers, wanting to cup her breasts, learn their shape and heft, twist her nipples until she cried out, but if I touched her like that I wouldn’t stop until I had her naked on my lap, wet pussy squeezing my cock.

      She wasn’t ready.

      She needed to take more care in how she handled me. I didn't want to savage her because my restraint snapped.

      “It’s too soon,” she said, voice pitched a little higher.

      “What does that even mean? Too soon?”

      She huffed. “You are such a Fae. You want, you take.”

      Fair enough. “Not just a Fae, little mortal.”

      I licked the mark I’d made then yanked her head back to look in her eyes, to make sure she understood.

      “A High Fae Lord.”

      My Anah’s eyes sharpened with fear. She must have been taught enough to understand the difference—and she'd clearly demonstrated she was no fool—because at the admission she stilled, lowering her lashes, and remained silent the rest of the trip to her former home.

      She didn’t try to pull away from me, but she didn’t look at me again either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        HASANNAH

      

      

      Since leaving home I'd had to be strategic with food, balancing medium quality protein and fat with inexpensive carbohydrates. I needed fuel and nutrients, and plenty of both, but I also needed to eat more than once every other day, so there was that.

      As Andrei helped me put away the bounty of groceries he'd purchased, I couldn't help but cradle each item in my hand, examining its shape and weight and color before reluctantly setting it aside.

      A brilliant red pepper, it's scent drifting off unbruised skin. A bright green apple. The deep, stately magenta of a fat eggplant. Bleeding cuts of red meat wrapped lovingly in brown paper. Plus the various purple and orange grains that passed as rice in this realm, round brown eggs, a jug of thick cream. Pats of hand churned butter⁠—

      “Hasannah.”

      I jerked, abandoning the attempt to forget what he'd said in the coach, and looked up at him.

      “I feel your distress.”

      Not a Low Fae. Not a simple—or a higher ranked—House warrior.

      Sweet Jesus, not a Lord.

      A High Lord.

      This wasn’t going to end well.

      Andrei stared at me, his hip propped against the counter, his turquoise eyes both amused and. . .almost angry.

      Staring into them, I realized there were flecks of warm amber around the pupils, like embers of condensed sunlight. I didn't think he would hurt me, but I also wasn't stupid enough to want to test that theory.

      “I see,” I said.

      Was I supposed to use his title? Bow? Perversely, that was part of the etiquette I hadn't paid much attention to because I'd not only fully intended to avoid any High Fae Lords, but had assumed I would in any case. The only time I'd expected to come close was if I was accepted to Sahakian Arts company. Even then, we could only expect to be in the same building with High Lords during performances.

      He uncoiled from his slouch and I tensed.

      “How long has it been since you've had a decent meal?” he asked.

      The pitch of his voice warned me to take care with the answer to that question. Heads would roll, probably at my feet. When I'd mentioned the bribes earlier, his eyes had darkened with an executioner's purpose.

      “Do I look like I'm missing any meals?” I deflected, joking. Or making the attempt, at least. It was difficult, when the bruise on my neck still throbbed.

      When I throbbed between my legs because evidently my normally low libido had decided to come awake around him. It just figured. I doubted it would last, though.

      He studied my face, then set the question aside as if he understood my unease. “Do you want to take the vegetables or the meat?”

      How could he make such soft, bland words sound so obscene? Was it because his gaze trailed up and down my body, pausing at my neck, at my lips, at my breasts. . .flaring with heat when I pressed my thighs together?

      “My father always grilled the steaks.”

      “Another gender-based custom among humans?”

      I shrugged. “I suppose so. I never questioned most of them.”

      There were always more important things to worry about, like mastering my en pointe or pirouette. Or vomiting through a bad period before I’d finally been diagnosed and put on meds.

      He dipped his chin slightly, emerald dark hair falling onto his forehead as he lowered his lashes in time to the not quite smile curving his lips.

      “And are you very obedient, my Anah?”

      I'd have to be a complete moron not to understand the sexual purr in his voice.

      I kept my tone light because stammering would make me look like prey. “I suppose it depends on the circumstances. And the man. So far I haven't been tempted towards obedience much.”

      Andrei stilled, eyes snapping wide. I almost stepped back, uncertain what I’d said that was so provocative.

      “Then I will have to be worthy of your obedience,” he said.

      The tension now was thicker than that jar of heavy cream lounging with full fat complacency in the ice box.

      I tried to use humor to break the tension again. “What could be worth that? Evidently you cook, but do you also clean up after yourself?”

      “Are those your only standards?” His eyes brightened with anger once more. “A male who can prepare food and clean up his own messes? I wonder at the quality of human males.”

      “You aren't the only one.”

      I began to turn away and pick up a pepper, my fingers trembling a little because this conversation was going completely off the rails, when he stepped towards me. Not touching, but so close he might as well be.

      Andrei lowered his head, the tip of his nose moving up and down my temple as if in slow caress as he inhaled deeply, then exhaled warm breath scented with desire. The beat of his forcibly restrained lust flit through my veins, and for a moment I saw myself clearly through his eyes.

      Shimmering satin skin, head lowered, neck he wanted to sink his teeth into draped in shining hair. He wanted to shove her against the counter and sink to his knees, burying his mouth between her thighs and licking her into submission. He would teach her the pleasures of obedience on his fingers and tongue and cock until she⁠—

      I jerked, startled, pressing a hand to my hot cheek. What in the world?

      “I'm somewhat impatient to be forced to say this because it's so basic,” he said in a deep, silky tone as I mentally reeled, “but with me you will never go hungry. Never want for the proper fuel to feed your discipline. And I can offer you more, Hasannah. So much more beyond the paltry basics.”

      My heart stuttered in my chest as I relearned how to breathe. How to feel something other than this sudden, all-encompassing lust. A shocking need that went so much deeper than mere physical desire.

      For the first time I didn’t feel alone in my own mind. Bereft of warmth.

      I closed my eyes to defend myself against him, and attempted to dance the choreography for my audition in my head, though of course that was useless. About as useless as telling him he couldn't come into my place.

      “Really, you don't need to do anything for me. I have everything I need.” What I didn't need was to be in any way in his debt, or otherwise more entangled.

      He turned me in his arms. It took me a few moments to realize the silence had changed, that some of that anger was now focused.

      On me.

      I opened my eyes and flinched.

      “What you mean,” he said with the softness of a man restraining his temper—a man who normally wasn't required to stoop to temper because everything and everyone in his vicinity, he ruled, “is that you don't want anything from me. That you don't trust me.”

      I looked away. No, I didn't want to anger him, but I also wasn't going to let him bully me into completely placating him. There was a difference between strategically avoiding unnecessary conflict and laying down to be his doormat.

      “If you were in my position, would you trust you?” I asked.

      His fingers caught my chin, turning my head so I was forced to meet his gaze again. “No, but that's only because I know you lack key information.”

      “Are you going to share?”

      Andrei paused. “I was under the impression you didn't want to know anything that would detract you from your current focus.”

      “And not knowing is safe for me?”

      “Little can harm you while you’re mine.” He released me.

      I frowned and stretched on my tip toes, restless. I needed to move, but he wasn't letting me put physical space between us.

      “That's one of the problems, Andrei. You've admitted you're a High Lord. What happens when—” I faltered, not able to voice the words though that was silly. I mentally smacked myself. “What happens when I don't interest you anymore? Can you guarantee me it will be a safe, amicable split?”

      “No.” His faint smile matched his conversational tone, and did nothing to soften the frigid, impenetrable steel of that one word. “Forgive me. I've given you the wrong impression. There will be no end to us, Hasannah, other than my death.”

      Skeletal fingers tapped along my spine. “Mine seems more likely.”

      He shook his head. “The only circumstance under which I intend you die is if my body is already at your feet. If I cannot protect one mortal woman, I am not worth my lineage.”

      I stared up at him, second guessing the decision that every second now was becoming more and more foolish. The decision to keep my head in the sand because I couldn't sacrifice an iota of concentration on my goal.

      “I think you'd better tell me, Andrei. Tell me what this is for you.”

      His gaze weighed me a moment. “You won't try to run from me?”

      I covered my eyes with my hand. “Well, this isn't exactly inspiring confidence.”

      He laughed, and tugged my hand down. “No. Fine, I warned you.” A faint grimace on his face. Then it smoothed with his sigh. “We are bound. Soulbound. The binding isn't complete, but it's there and unmistakable. It's a defect of my bloodline.”

      The word soulbound was chased by defect as my human mind tried to rifle through the very inhuman implications of his statement. I'd read a little about the Cassanian culture and the surrounding territories of this realm. The great city of Ninephe that rested near the equator of this planet, several weeks travel.

      “You mean like soulmates? Like we were meant for each other?”

      He actually rolled his eyes. “It's a binding, and an anchor, and a chain.” He said the last word as if it was a curse. “A gift and a threat.”

      “It doesn't sound fun for either of us.”

      “At times it won't be.”

      My heart sank a little more with each word. He didn't sound happy.

      “I'm sorry,” I said. “Is there anything I can do to make this easier for you? If I'm not accepted into the company, I'll be returning to Earth realm anyway.”

      “You will be returning to Earth realm,” he agreed with another one of his easy-concealing-hard smiles, “over my dead body.”

      “So we're establishing a theme here. You're going to have to choose how you allocate your dead body. You only get one.”

      “If you say so.”

      I had no idea what to do. What he'd revealed was too large, too complex for me to begin to unravel right now. I had the knowledge, I understood a little better what this was. . .not dating, a date was a food. . .and now I could better set my expectations.

      “Should I think of this as kind of like an arranged living apart long term relationship?” I asked.

      That might not be so disruptive. He seemed fairly well-adjusted, not all ragy alpha predator Fae like we'd been warned.

      Andrei—Lord Andrei, I supposed—opened his mouth, closed it, giving me an indecipherable look. “You're attempting to wrap me into a neat little parcel you can set aside and forget about until I'm convenient. I will not be ignored, Hasannah.”

      “You said you wouldn't interfere in my dance.” My back stiffened, and I heard stone creep into my tone.

      “And I won't, but I can't make promises for others. I'll try to keep your presence unknown for as long as possible. Unless you wish to be known.”

      I shook my head. “No. Not at all. I don't want to be known for anything other than my dance. Certainly not as the. . .situationship of a local Lord.”

      “Situationship?” He spoke softly. So much threat in so quiet, restrained, a voice. “I’m annoyed, darling. I am. . .trying to remember that you know no better. You don't mean to insult me.”

      I grabbed the pepper and a knife, slicing to give my shaking hands something to do. He watched for a moment then took the knife away.

      I swallowed, wetting my dry bottom lip. Andrei moved, pouring a glass of water and handing it to me. After draining the glass, I eyed the wine, though I normally didn't drink. He obliged, and in the back of my mind I noted that the small caregiving tasks seemed to soothe the edge of his anger.

      “Are there other human soulbound among your caste?” I asked after half draining the wineglass too. Definitely an acquired taste. Recalling I hadn't had wineglasses an hour ago.

      “There are always a few, but rarely more than that for. . .reasons.”

      Not touching that one.

      Watching his careful lack of expression, the careful lack of inflection in his tone and coupling it with the strange internal awareness I'd had of him since we met, I realized he was lying to me. No, not lying. Fae couldn't outright lie.

      But they could omit like a— “There's something else you're not telling me.”

      Andrei laughed sharply. “There’s a palace full of things I’m not telling you.”

      I wondered if the word palace was a deliberate choice.

      By silent agreement, we set the subject of what we were aside and began to prep dinner, falling into a companionable domestic rhythm as if we'd been doing this for years. It eased some of my concerns. No pampered or overly powerful Lord was comfortable in a kitchen making his own food, scrubbing out pots, moving his body around another in the graceful dance required in a small space.

      As we served dinner and sat down to eat, I relaxed.

      This didn't feel like it was going to be a disaster. At least not tonight.

      “I do appreciate this, Andrei,” I said when we were done eating. He ate almost as viciously as I did. Which made sense. I was an elite athlete, he was a warrior. Food was part of our job. “You didn't have to⁠—”

      The Cassanian Lord placed a fingertip on my lips. “Don't anger me by telling me what I don't have to do.” He paused. “Your father was a good man?”

      “He is a good man.”

      “He provides for your mother? For his young?”

      “Of course.” I dampened the heat in my tone because Andrei was trying to make a point, not be insulting.

      “Then why do you assume I wouldn't do the same for mine?”

      “I don't assume. . .” I stopped, because of course he was right.

      He'd just told me we were soulbound and more or less indicated this was a lifetime commitment he wasn't, grudgingly, going to fight. Which meant he now had responsibilities to me, in theory. We hadn't hashed out said theory, and I wouldn't make assumptions. I didn't know enough.

      I wasn't exactly raised to be a proverbial independent woman but during the last several years I'd gotten used to being alone, to feeling unprotected. Which was better than the string of terrible relationships I’d attempted before I threw in the towel.

      His eyes widened slightly. “Why do you cry, little mortal?”

      “I'm not crying,” I lied. My eyes were a little wet. So? I was stressed. “I'm a grown woman.”

      “And?” He flicked his fingers, his wariness fading. “My sister is almost three hundred, and she cries at least once a week. Though her tears generally signify someone is about to die or at least experience great pain.”

      I jerked my head up, staring at him.

      Andrei ran his tongue over his teeth, eyeing me as if he realized he should have kept that revelation to himself for now.

      “She's the more vicious of the two of us. She does come by it honestly, however. We Fae don't have the same. . .idiosyncrasies. . .humans do when it comes to gender, but there are issues unique to females that they must deal with. As she tells me, vocally, on a regular basis.”

      There was something I didn't quite understand. “If there aren't gender-based norms in your society similar to human gender roles, why do you talk about providing for me?”

      “You misunderstand. It isn't because of your gender. It's because you’re weaker than I, less powerful, lacking resources. You have no protection, are hedged by no House. In so unequal a relationship, the onus falls on me to remedy what you lack. If we were equals in all ways, the point would be moot.”

      Interesting. I filed that cultural subtlety away to consider later. It wasn't necessarily better than the human system, if the Fae predicated their relationship dynamics on power imbalances, or the lack thereof. A society where might made right combined with magic and immortality. . .those implications were terrifying. But it did give women an avenue to achieve power without the barrier of misogyny. It also hinted at why their political nouns—Lord, High Lord—didn't have gendered variations.

      So either you were powerful, or you weren't, but your sex was irrelevant?

      I lowered my gaze. “I have to get up early for training tomorrow.”

      The silence stretched, tension humming in the air. Andrei stood slowly.

      “I have some business to see to,” he said, and I noticed what was missing were words indicating he wouldn’t return when he was done. “And I'll need to arrange a telegem for you. You'll be safe here for tonight.”

      I peered up. “I've been living here for weeks now.”

      His lip rose over a slightly sharpened incisor. “But now you're mine, and I suspect at least one person knows, unfortunately. For him. We’ll see how foolishly he’s handled that information.”

      “How could anybody know? We just found out ourselves.” Wait. . .him.

      Andrei bent, pressing a kiss on my forehead, hesitated as if he wished to do more—the craving for more clenched my abdomen—then pulled away.

      “Keep your door locked and let no one inside. You have a quad, so you'll be under watch at all times.”

      “A quad?” I didn't think I liked the sound of that.

      “Guards. Four of them. They're mine, but as soon as I can arrange it, you'll have your own. Mine will serve you for now, however. If you require anything, you may open your door to summon one, and your request will be attended.”

      I had. . .warrior fairies? Warrior fairies. Or fairy warriors?

      Andrei paused and glanced over at the remaining mess generated by our cooking and eating. We'd mostly kept tidy, but there was still a bit to clean up. “I can send someone in to⁠—”

      I stood, shaking my head. “No. I'll take care of all of this, you go take care of your business. From your tone of voice, it's important.”

      His expression chilled, and I almost stepped back, the taste of his anticipation in the back of my throat. He almost hoped Larry had mishandled the information. It would give him an honorable excuse to⁠—

      “Yes,” he said, “it is.”
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