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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The Faerie King was right where I'd left him.
 
   I smiled at Arach and he smiled back indolently at me from where he slouched against the pillows on our massive bed. The black linens were stilled rumpled from the last time I'd been there, which was all of two minutes for him though it was more like two months for me. He was covered only by a sheet, the edge curling at his abdomen like it was beckoning me closer.
 
   “Miss me?” I joked as I walked across the expanse of thick carpet that stood between the bed and me.
 
   I breathed in the ridiculously clean air of Faerie as it flowed into the room through the open window. Sunlight streamed in as well, shimmering over the crystal decanter and goblets set out on the table near the window. The light filtered through the faerie wine inside the decanter, sending a length of red across my path. I walked through it and felt a shiver course down my spine when I noticed how it made my legs look as if they were covered in blood.
 
   “It was virtually unbearable,” Arach's grin grew and he crooked a finger at me. I shook off the strange feeling and crawled over the expanse of the bed toward my fey husband. He pulled me against him urgently, like he was the one who'd gone so long without me. “What took you so long?”
 
   “What, was I a minute late?” I lifted my face for a kiss and he didn't disappoint, clutching me tighter as his mouth covered mine with serious intent. When he finally pulled away, I was left shaken, my breath coming fast and my gaze fastened to his bright, yellow dragon eyes. There were flecks of gold and green in them that I'd never noticed before. His pupils were expanding over the colors, becoming more oval than slitted.
 
   “You were seconds late,” he growled and started pulling at my red dress. “Don't keep me waiting again.”
 
   I let him remove the dress but I stopped his roving hands before he could get to my underwear. I slid in beneath the sheet and pressed up against him, sliding my arms around his waist and dropping my cheek the wide expanse of his muscled chest, so I could listen to his heart. I sighed, loving the feel of his skin against mine and the glassy slickness of the scales that appeared down the sides of his waist when I touched him. I trailed a finger over those ruby scales and they spread down his legs, so fascinating.
 
   “Something's amiss,” he stated as if it were fact, which of course it was, completely disregarding his own arousal. I was both touched and a little annoyed by that.
 
   “I just found out that the Froekn are suffering because of a decision that was influenced by me.”
 
   “The werewolves?” He frowned. “What kind of decision was this?”
 
   “One to switch professions,” I sighed. “The wolves used to kill for a living, they were the assassins of the gods but that didn't really sit well with me, so Trevor opened a nightclub and hired a lot of Froekn in an effort to make me more comfortable with my new family.”
 
   “Why were you uncomfortable?”
 
   “How did I know you were going to ask that?” I shook my head and sat back up to look at him, the sheet sliding up around my hips and giving me a tantalizing view of scale-adorned skin. “Think about how I might view it, killing people for money.”
 
   “Ah,” his expression cleared, “indeed. Continue.”
 
   “The Froekn took to the idea with gusto,” I smiled at the memory of first opening Moonshine. “They love the club Trevor made and even Fenrir was supportive.” 
 
   “And the problem is?”
 
   “The Froekn aren't technically gods,” I stretched my neck to try to ease some of the tension that had been steadily accumulating. “It's why they were so good as assassins. Gods have trouble killing each other, something to do with the magic but since Froekn aren't really gods, they don't have a problem with it. They are magic though and immortal, both of which is inherited through Fenrir. What Trevor and I hadn't known was that Fenrir's magic is what sustains the Froekn, and the magic requires energy to keep going.”
 
   “Energy previously received from the assassinations,” Arach nodded.
 
   “Yes, very good,” I huffed a laugh. Of course he would understand, he was more magical than any god could ever be. “So when they stopped killing...”
 
   “The magic lost potency,” he frowned. “Are the wolves dying?”
 
   “I...” my mouth dropped open. “Oh fuck, I hadn't thought of that. I wonder if they'll lose their immortality.”
 
   “Possibly,” Arach had a thoughtful look on his face, “but if they haven't started dying yet, it's unlikely. I believe a withdrawal that extreme would have immediate results. Magic wants to live, as all living things do, it would sooner conserve resources than cut off hosts in such a way.”
 
   “Conserve resources,” I grimaced, “as in preventing the birth of more Froekn who would create a greater draw on the power?”
 
   “Yes, precisely,” his brows came down over his slightly upward tilted eyes, making it look as if his face had lengthened and stretched down the center. “Is this what's happened?” 
 
   “It looks very possible,” I worried at my lip with my teeth. “My friend Samantha is married to Fallon, one of my lions.”
 
   “Yes, I've met them both.”
 
   “Right, I forgot,” I gave him a sad smile. “They've been trying to have a baby and she just found out she's sterile.”
 
   “Ah,” he nodded, “I grieve for her. I know the pain of empty arms, a home denied of your child's laughter.”
 
   “Arach,” my heart clenched. 
 
   He wanted a child badly, had in fact thought to never have one, since our race had been killed off by humans. My appearance had sparked hope for both him and his Kingdom. There was now the possibility of an heir to the Throne of Fire and a new line of dragon-sidhe. He'd only recently won me over as a lover, even though we were married(long story), so I wasn't sure I was ready for children yet.
 
   The Ring of Remembrance, which I'd inherited from my father, allowed me to travel in time and made it possible for me to be with Arach practically continually without spending any time apart from my other lovers in the God Realm. So it also made children with Arach a possibility. I could actually have children in Faerie and my other men wouldn't ever even see me pregnant. 
 
   It was a bit of a shock for me, who'd thought to never have children. I'd been happy with Vidar and Vali, my sons from another life. I had memories of raising them which fulfilled any urge I might have had to have a child. I wasn't sure if I wanted any in this life but I felt like I was being incredibly selfish if I didn't give Arach the child he'd been desiring for so long. In fact, I didn't actually know what my real feelings were regarding the child, I was too conflicted over whether or not to have one. 
 
   “We have time,” he said as if in answer to my internal turmoil. “Don't fret about our possible children now. It's your Froekn friend you're concerned with at the moment.”
 
   “Right,” I gave a relieved huff. The talk of dragon babies could wait for another day. “I was hoping there might be something in Faerie to help, some spell or fertility fey, or something like that?”
 
   I could tell by his grim expression that the news would be bad.
 
   “A Thaisce, I thought you knew about our own issues with fertility. Don't you think we would have healed ourselves if we had anything like that available to us?”
 
   “Oh, right,” I recalled suddenly a conversation I'd had with the High King, in which he'd told me how the fey had been reproducing less and less. It had been one of the reasons the way between Faerie and the Human Realm was opened once more. He'd thought that the fey might have better luck reproducing with humans.
 
   “Even if we possessed the magic to help you,” Arach touched my face with long, elegant fingers, and turned it toward his gently, “I would advise against the use of it in such a circumstance.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “What do you think will happen if you force the magic to create another life it cannot sustain?”
 
   “It would have to...”
 
   “Yes,” his face was soft with sympathy. “It would have to take a life, possibly that of your Wolf Prince himself. Would you sacrifice Trevor's life for that of a hypothetical child?”
 
   “No, of course not,” I slumped back against him.
 
   “It's best to leave the magic alone,” his hand was stroking over my long dark hair, I'd left it to hang loose down my back for him. I knew he liked to play with it. “Tampering with the natural order of things always has a price.”
 
   “We were going to try to find a fertility goddess to help her,” I thought of my determination to kill Demeter and take her power so I could help Sam. Demeter needed to die anyway so it seemed like a perfect solution.
 
   “Please don't do this,” his forehead came down to touch mine. “As royalty we have to make hard decisions. Sometimes the hardest is when you decide to do nothing. It's one of the prices we pay to rule. Leave this alone, let the magic work itself out.”
 
   “I can't give up on her so easily,” I pulled back to look at him, his deep red hair tousled, framing an angular face accented by red scales at the temples, and those bright dragon eyes staring at me in concern. “I'm going to keep looking for another way.”
 
   “Well,” he smiled, “if you do find a way to bring back fertility, Faerie would benefit too. The few births we've had have mostly been to lesser fey. The last sidhe birth was over two thousand years ago, it was actually that cat-sidhe you're friends with.”
 
   “What?” I pulled back even further, to stare at him in shock. “I thought you only started having problems since the way was closed, that's only been about five-hundred years.”
 
   “Five-hundred human years,” Arach chided me as if I, above all other humans, should have known the difference between time in Faerie and time in the Human Realm. He was right of course. “That's around fifteen-thousand fey years, give or take a few hundred,” he shrugged. “Time here is so flexible.”
 
   “So you've been waiting for a mate for-”
 
   “I've been waiting for you for over fifteen-thousand years,” he nodded. “Now do you see why I was such an asshole?”
 
   “Looks like your friends with the cat-sidhe too. You're picking up Roarke's affection for human colloquialisms,” I shook my head and smiled to hide my shock. I'd thought Odin had waited a long time for me. “You weren't so much of an asshole as a supreme egotistical bastard.”
 
   “Well, I feel so much better now,” he laughed and pulled me back against his side.
 
   “Why have there been so few sidhe births in so long?” I whispered, like I thought the land could hear me and I didn't want to offend her. Probably because Faerie really could hear me.
 
   “We don't know,” I felt him shrug beneath my cheek. “Now that you've given us back the power to speak to Faerie, we've all asked her but she doesn't respond. Or if she does, it's in riddles.”
 
   “Riddles?” I remembered the way she spoke to me and almost as if the memory called her, I felt her presence in my mind and her voice filled my head.
 
   Welcome home, daughter of the gods, man, and fey.
 
   “Thank you,” I said softly to her.
 
   “For what?” Arach looked down at me in surprise.
 
   “Oh, no,” I waved away his question, “I'm talking to Faerie.”
 
   “By all means,” he grimaced, pulling the sheet around us and snuggling in closer with me. “Maybe she'll give you a straight answer.”
 
   The Dragon King is of bad humor today
 
   “Not so bad,” I chuckled a bit and looked once more at the length of scales down his side that announced his arousal.
 
   His bad humor is a result of your sadness. You come home with a heavy heart.
 
   “I hoped to find an answer to a problem but have only found a greater problem here.”
 
   Yes, the children aren't being born.
 
   “Why won't you tell them how to bring back the children?”
 
   This is of their own doing and the answer lies within them. I've done all I can for them by bringing you here. You are the catalyst. If they want things to change, then they must first change themselves.
 
   “Ah, there's the riddle,” I smiled but it faded when I realized what she said. “Brought me here? You brought me here? I thought it was an accident. I asked the Aether to take me home and it took me here instead.”
 
   How do you think you got past the High King's magic? She was laughing at me, I couldn't hear it but I could feel it. Of course I brought you. I've been waiting years for you to enter the Aether alone and without a chant to direct you. When you finally did, I pulled you here immediately.
 
   “What is she saying?” Arach was staring intensely at my slack expression.
 
   “She says she brought me here, that she opened the tear in King Cian's wards to allow me through.”
 
   “I suspected as much,” he nodded and leaned down to kiss me again. I ran my hands over the hard angles of his chest, then slid them under the sheet. Nope, no bad humor there.
 
   Is he a good lover? I hope he doesn't disappoint you after all I've done to bring you together. 
 
   “Oh, you're still here,” I jerked back from Arach and he gave a long suffering sigh before he leaned back so I could finish my conversation with Faerie. 
 
   I am ever here.
 
   “But if you're still speaking to me it must be for a reason,” I cast a glance at my waiting dragon and wasn't surprised to see smoke drifting out of one of his nostrils.
 
   I feel strange of late. There are fey I can't find.
 
   “King Cian has opened the way to the Human Realm now,” I reassured her. “They're probably there.”
 
   Yes, perhaps. And then she was blessedly gone.
 
   “I always feel like I've missed something and I won't figure it out until later, whenever I talk to her,” I shook my head.
 
   “Hmph,” he nodded, “riddles. She loves riddles.”
 
   “Not exactly a riddle,” I thought over her words. “She's told me a few times that she wants me here to bring change to the fey. Now she's told me that it's the reason she brought me here in the first place, and she implied that the change will bring back the fertility.”
 
   “She did? So what's this change you're supposed to bring about?”
 
   “That's just it, I haven't the foggiest.”
 
   “Well great,” he huffed, “I'm glad that's all settled.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   We made love until we couldn't move and then just laid there panting happily. The bed was still intact thankfully, not a single scorch mark to be found. So we could go straight to sleep without calling for someone to bring us a new mattress. It was nice.
 
   Arach, in the way of most males, fell asleep rather quickly, clutching me tightly to his chest in a way that made me smile yet at the same time gave me concern over being smothered in my sleep. Then I remembered I was immortal and couldn't be killed quite so easily. I fell off pretty quickly after that.
 
   My dreams were strange though. I wandered through a dark forest in the Human Realm, a forest so dark, the darkness was its own entity. Though I couldn't see anything in the inky black, I knew there were eyes within it because I could feel them watching me. They wanted something from me, something that I couldn't live without.
 
   A jolt of fear sent me running and I stumbled over fallen logs, bushes, and assorted other foliage obstacles, as the dark impeded my vision. It shouldn't have, impeded my vision that is. I had the enhanced vision of a lioness and a dragoness. Running through the forest at night shouldn't have been a problem.
 
   I kept tripping, reaching through the black for something to steady myself, until finally the dark receded and I saw the path. I pushed my way through clinging weeds to get to it and stood on the hard packed dirt with relief. Then I noticed the light up ahead.
 
   I wandered closer carefully, a feeling of dread sinking into my skin. The forest was quiet, no sounds of wind through the trees, no scurrying of tiny creatures or careful stepping of larger ones. Not even a bird cooed or cricket chirped to ease the deafening silence. It was like walking through one of those haunted house experiences they set up at Halloween, I just knew something bad was coming. Then I stepped out into a brightly lit clearing and my hand flew to my chest in horror.
 
   The ground was covered in a thick carpet of grass, it spread out to either side, where it met a fringe of trees and undergrowth at its edges. The trees hovered around the clearing like sentinels, their branches dangling inward as if trying to protect or hide whoever stood within. It was all lush and beautiful, colors crisp and welcoming. Which made what laid inside it all the more horrifying.
 
   In the center of the clearing was a pile of bodies. At first I thought they were mummified, they were so emaciated, but then I saw that their skin was shriveled not preserved and their eyes were still solid, staring at me with brilliant colors as if they were still alive. I couldn't tell what they'd been in life but I knew they weren't human. The appendages were strange, the bone structure not quite right, and the shriveled skins were in colors no human had ever been born with. These were fey bodies.
 
   “You must stop this!” A woman appeared beside them suddenly, pointing down at them in anger. “I can't see the path, it's shrouded in darkness,” her arm shifted, to point instead at the path I'd come down and it was indeed dark once more. “You must pierce the darkness for me, become my eyes to see where I cannot, my hands to reach where I cannot go. You must bring justice to those who have done this!” Back to pointing at the bodies again. 
 
   She was magnificent, her hair every color at once, her eyes shifting through the spectrum as she spoke. Even her features altered, taking on different aspects of all the fey while maintaining a basic sidhe foundation. Her skin was very pale one minute, glowing like a pearl, and then grew darker until she practically blended into her surroundings. She had horns, then wings, then cloven hooves. Fish scales and then dragon scales, eyes like the sky and then like fire. It was dizzying and awe inspiring.
 
   “Faerie?” I asked carefully.
 
   “Yes, yes,” she frowned impatiently. “Have you learned nothing? Pay attention! You wanted me to be clearer, well how clear can I get if you won't look?” She jabbed her finger at the pile again. “Magic comes with a price and I demand its payment. I've given you back your fey magic, now give me this fey murderer! Find them for me, Vervain,” her voice softened. “Help me.”
 
   I woke up, eyes jerking open, and searched the silent room with a racing heart. Arach slept on beside me, oblivious to my distress but at least he was whole, not shriveled like those bodies. I rubbed my hands over my face as my heart slowed and I realized it had just been a dream. It had felt so real.
 
   Because it was real.
 
   I bolted up into a sitting position, disrupting Arach enough to wake him. He sat up beside me, eyes immediately scanning the room for possible threats as his hands turned to claws. I waved him back down with an apologetic look.
 
   “Did you send me that dream?” I asked Faerie as Arach frowned and laid back down.
 
   You said you wanted clarity. Those missing fey, I've felt their deaths. They have been murdered.
 
   “You could have just said that,” I grumbled.
 
   You had to be shown.
 
   “And she's gone again,” I groaned and fell back against the pillows.
 
   “Faerie is sending you dreams now?” Arach asked as he pulled me against his chest, his hands back to normal.
 
   “It would seem so,” I swallowed hard. “She says there's been some murders.”
 
   “Murders?” He had an almost excited tone to his voice and I looked up with an admonishing glare. “What? The Host gets to hunt murderers, can't I be a little excited for another hunt?”
 
   “Not when it means innocent fey are dying.”
 
   “Oh, sweet darling girl,” he smiled down at me, “the fey are never innocent.” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   I had wanted to mirror the High King immediately but Arach said the only death you should wake the High King of Faerie for was his own. Dead fey couldn't get more dead, as he put it, and they could wait till the dawn to disrupt King Cian. So we'd gone back to sleep, I with a little more difficulty than he, and left the problem for morning.
 
   Now we sat in front of the mirror on my dressing table, talking to King Cian, Arach calm and collected and I with tapping feet and fidgeting hands, my stomach gurgling around the contents of my breakfast. I let Arach speak because the last time I'd mentioned something Faerie had said to me to King Cian, I'd almost started a fey war.
 
   “I've had no reports of missing fey,” King Cian frowned, “but if Faerie says it's so, then it must be. I'll send word to the other three kingdoms, asking if any of their own have gone missing. Have you taken stock of your fey?”
 
   “Yes,” Arach nodded confidently. “This morning I had Fearghal make the rounds and mirror all of the villages. All are accounted for.”
 
   “King Cian,” I couldn't contain myself any longer. “It may be a good idea to have the kingdoms verify that even those who have ventured forth into the Human Realm are still alive and well. Faerie had only thought them missing until last night, then she felt their deaths.”
 
   “A good idea,” Cian nodded. “I'll consult with Faerie also and see if she can tell me anything more. Despite the bad news, we are pleased to have you here with us, Queen Vervain.”
 
   “Thank you,” I nodded, “it looks like I may be staying for awhile this time, though I guess it really doesn't make a difference to you guys since I'll return immediately, with the help of my father's ring.”
 
   “Well then there's one light in the darkness,” the High King smiled but I frowned, remembering the darkness in the dream. “Queen Vervain, are you alright?”
 
   “A Thaisce?” Arach's hand came around my waist.
 
   “I'm fine,” I waved their concern away, “merely remembering another detail of the dream. There was darkness, such that I couldn't see through it, and Faerie said she couldn't see past it either.”
 
   “Could be a metaphor,” King Cian scrunched up his perfect face, turning the gold skin to bronze in places, “but often Faerie can be quite literal. We'll have to remember it and see where it leads us.”
 
   “And be sure to take a flashlight,” I grimaced as they both laughed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   There had been no word from the King and I got tired of waiting. I'd already done some quick hellos to my fire fey but I wanted to spend some quality time with a few in particular, so I wandered the corridors with a book under my arm, listening for the sound of dogs.
 
   “There you are!” I declared triumphantly as I rounded a corner.
 
   Sure enough, there were a bunch of dogs in, well, a dog pile. They were young dogs, still a little awkward and gangly, though I guess you couldn't call them puppies. They yipped excitedly when they saw me and stumbled over each other in their haste to get to me. I laughed as I knelt near them and they came scrambling up and over me, tongues wet on my face and red eyes brightly glowing.
 
   “I'm going to go see the Hidden Ones and read them a story,” I held up the book. “Do you want to come with me?”
 
   In a shivering rush of magic, they all transformed and I got smothered by a bunch of toddlers. All naked and all screeching happily. I toppled under the onslaught and for a few minutes all I could see was laughing faces and fleshy limbs.
 
   “Here now,” a woman stood over us, clothed in a simple brown sheath. She had wild dark hair and glowing red eyes. “Get off the Queen and show some manners, you rapid pack of dogs!” She smiled at me and offered me a hand up. “It's good to see you, Queen Vervain.”
 
   “Neala?” I studied her lean face, so serious and yet so sweet. It was the first time I'd seen the phooka female in human form. Her eyes were large, with a black rim around them, and her ears went up in a little point that was tipped in brown fur. She had a sharp chin and fair skin.
 
   “Yes,” she smiled wider and then was attacked by her children. “Och now, stop that or no story time with the Queen!” They settled immediately, plopping down on their butts with doggy whines. “Better,” she nodded. “You'd best change back to pups, it'll be easier to follow.” They all did as they were told and sat up waiting expectantly with rapidly wagging tails. “Right then, Queen Vervain, where are we headed?”
 
   “Down to see the Hidden Ones,” I laughed at her shocked expression. “You don't have to come if you don't want to.”
 
   The Hidden Ones were called such for a reason. They hid themselves until they were needed. They lived below the castle, in caverns with rivers of lava flowing through them. I'd brought them up, out of hiding as it were, and the House of Fire had become more at ease with them but they still had an affect that was hard to ignore. Even I, who knew their hearts, had trouble looking on them sometimes.
 
   They were made to be terrifying, an integral part of the Host, and they did their jobs well. I almost passed out the first time I saw them. Their shapes were strange conglomerations of bodies that shouldn't go together, hooves on a chitinous carapace, scorpion tails attached to matted fur. They dripped foul things, and laughed at inappropriate times, kind of like frat boys really, but inside those horrible exteriors were beings of magic who wanted love and laughter just like anyone else.
 
   “No,” Neala shook her head determinedly, “we'll go. It'll be good for the children to see there's nothing to fear of the Hidden Ones. As long as they behave,” she gave them a narrow-eyed look and the pups went silent.
 
   “Thank you,” I leaned over and gave her a hug, since it was the first time I'd been able to hug her, and she'd done so much deserving of a hug, for so long. “It's good to speak with you as a person.”
 
   “Yes,” she laughed as we headed to the tunnels that would take us below the castle. “During the first stages of their growth,” she waved a hand toward the dogs, “it's best for me to be in my dog shape with them. Then I can show them the way to transform later, when they've accepted that we are multi-bodied beings.”
 
   “Oooh, I like that,” I nodded, “multi-bodied beings. It sounds more fascinating than shifters.”
 
   “Well, we don't just shift, we have multiple forms and we choose which one to inhabit.”
 
   We continued to talk about her children and the problems with fey fertility as we descended. The luxurious castle corridors changed to rougher versions of themselves, torches stuck into the walls instead of floating faerie lights, walls of chiseled stone instead of polished, and carpeting disappearing completely. 
 
   Neala told me how excited she'd been when she found out she was pregnant and why she'd reacted so strongly when I'd accidentally fallen into her den and onto her pups. She had attacked me then, and I'd understood, even kept Arach from exacting punishment on her, because I knew she was defending her children but now I really understood. This wasn't just a litter of phooka pups, this was a miracle, the first litter of phookas whelped in three thousand years. 
 
   I looked them over with new eyes. No wonder everyone had been so shocked when I'd picked one of them up and put it on my lap at the feast that time. I'd thought it was because they knew the phooka mother was so defensive of her young but it was so much more than that. They'd feared the pup would hurt me, or even that the mother might, and that Arach would be forced to hurt them in return. These children weren't just their mother's pride and joy, they were the greatest treasures of the House of Fire. A source of pride for us all.
 
   We made it to the cavern the Hidden Ones lived in and I shot a surreptitious look at Neala. She watched her pups intently but the mere fact that she'd trusted me enough to follow me there with her precious children was humbling. I shouldn't have been surprised though, she had fought beside me against one of the most terrifying gods there was. This was a woman of courage.
 
   “Hey guys,” I called out brightly as we stepped into the warm chamber. 
 
   Heat rose from the rivers of lava that dissected the vast space, creating the perfect atmosphere for fire fey. The lava itself cast a warm glow around the room and gave enough light to see but I'd had some fey lights brought down into the central cavern so it wouldn't feel so gloomy. Not a lot of them, just a few scattered around to help the Hidden Ones adjust to being in the light. 
 
   They seemed to like it and one of the globes had been placed directly above a stalagmite that had been cut to form shelves. It illuminated the few belongings the Hidden Ones shared. There were bits of stone and feathers, odds and ends, and then amidst it all was a large mirror set in a gilded stand. I'd given it to them on my last visit, so they could admire themselves. Judging by its prominent display, they used it often.
 
   In my opinion, the shelf of shared items said a lot about the Hidden Ones. We're taught when we're young to share, most of us aren't born with a generous nature. Our instincts tell us to keep things for ourselves, it's all about survival. But we've evolved and most parents teach their children the virtues of kindness, generosity, and sharing. That the Hidden Ones had so little and yet shared it all with each other as if it were the most natural thing in the world to them, showed me clearly the quality of their hearts.
 
   This central stalagmite wasn't the only one in the room. Far from it, stalagmites and stalactites were scattered about the cavern and gave dramatic details to the otherwise open space. The glow of lava and the light from fey globes overhead showcased the geological formations like they were art pieces in a gallery, bringing out colors and minerals in the rocks that had been previously hidden in the shadows, much like the Hidden Ones themselves. It was a whole new world down in the cavern now and it made me both happy over the change and sad that it had taken so long to happen.
 
   The combined illumination reached some of the upper areas of the cavern too, and I could just make out the bodies of some of the more insect-like Hidden Ones perched in crevices or hanging on gigantic webs that glimmered in the low light. They'd heard me though, and were slowly descending on threads or scurrying down the walls, coming eagerly to greet their visitors.
 
   The phooka pups yipped and danced about excitedly as the Hidden Ones emerged from the connected tunnels and gathered to greet us. They looked over the dogs with surprise, the expression still managing to look terrifying on their twisted faces, but I found it endearing. One of the young dogs raced over to a Hidden One with leathery skin and legs like a rhinoceros. It barked and jumped up on those thick legs, demanding attention. Neala tensed next to me but I held a hand out to her.
 
   “It'll be okay.”
 
   She swallowed hard but held back, and I loved her for it. What a leap of faith, trust not just in me but in fey who were often viewed as monsters, even by their own Kingdom.
 
   “Helloooo,” the Hidden One reached down with bird-like talons to lift up the dog. “Who are youuuu?”
 
   The dog changed into a little girl with hair like her mother's. She blinked large, red eyes up at the Hidden One and beamed. “Gráinne,” she said carefully and then clapped her hands in delight of her own accomplishment.
 
   “Oh noooow,” he laughed, a wheezing sound that made the rest of the Hidden Ones start twittering in amusement. “That'ssss a big name for such a wee little lasssss. It means she who inspiressss terror. Can I have it inssstead? I think it'ssss better ssssuited to me.”
 
   “No, no, no,” Gráinne waved a finger in the face of the Hidden One. “My name!”
 
   “Oh yessss,” he laughed again and I smiled as the rest of the phookas clambered about the remaining Hidden Ones, expecting as much attention as their sister was getting. “You're right, I already have a name anywaysssss. It's Taog.”
 
   “Toook,” Gráinne sounded out the name slowly, then, “Taog, Taog, Taog!”
 
   Neala shot me an amused look. “They may not like them so much after the pups keep that up for awhile.”
 
   “They are beautiful children, missusssss,” Taog grinned, baring a mouth full of pointed teeth dripping yellow fluid. “You are blesssed and we are blesssssed that you share them with us.”
 
   “Och now,” she waved a hand and blushed a bit. “You're welcome to play with them anytime you like. I'd be happy for the break.”
 
   “Truly?” Another Hidden One stepped forward, two little boys climbing over the tusks that grew out of her wide, flat face at strange angles. “We like children,” she tossed her head a little and the boys swung around, squealing in delight.
 
   “Sure, sure,” Neala nodded and the children all shouted with glee.
 
   “Well, I guess no one wants to say hi to me,” I shrugged and started for the door, “or hear me read the book I brought.”
 
   “Waaaaaiiiit,” someone slithered across my path, effectively blocking the door I was heading for. Claws clicked against its ridged hide in dismay. “Don't leave, Queen Vervain, we want to hear your story.” 
 
   “You're sure now?”
 
   “Oh yes,” they all said together, even the phooka pups.
 
   “Alright then,” I smiled to myself as I walked further into the room and found a flat rock to sit on. “Gather around but behave or the story stops.”
 
   “We promisssssse,” Taog flopped down next to me and Gráinne climbed up on what I assume was his lap.
 
   “This is the story of Urashima Taro,” I said as I held up the book for them to see the illustration of a Japanese boy riding on the back of a turtle. They all quieted and mouths dropped open as they stared fixedly at the book. “It was my favorite story when I was a little girl.”
 
   I began to read, telling them about how Urashima Taro saved a turtle's life and then discovered that the turtle was the Sea Princess in disguise. They loved this, asking if she was like Queen Dubheasa, who had ruled over the Kingdom of Water until I killed her(she tried to kill me first). I told them she was kinda like her except the Sea Princess was nice. They laughed at that.
 
   I went on to tell them how Urashima Taro had married the princess and how she kept him with her in her palace for many years. I showed them the pictures to which they ooohed and ahhhed appropriately. When I told them how he finally asked to leave and go home because of his duties to his parents, they asked why the Princess couldn't go with him and I had to explain that she wasn't a water sidhe who could live on land if she wanted to. She had to stay in her underwater palace. They didn't like that so much.
 
   They did like it when the princess gave Urashima Taro a gift, a black lacquered box to take with him back to land, which he was warned to never open. The fey seemed to like gifts you weren't meant to open and they all nodded sagely when he opened it anyway. They knew the human wouldn't be able to resist and I got the feeling that this was a favorite trick amongst the fey.
 
   They had a lot of fun shouting out what they thought would happen when Urashima opened the box. I was shocked by the amount of possibilities they came up with, and a little disturbed by the detailed descriptions, but when I told them he merely aged, that the three-hundred years he'd been away were suddenly brought back to him, they gasped, horrified.
 
   “After all those terrible things you thought would happen to him when he opened the box,” I laughed, “you think aging is the worst?”
 
   “It'ssss terrible,” Taog shuddered. “Thisss amussssed you when you were little? You truly are a terrifying Queen. We are honored to have you lead usssss.”
 
   I shook my head and smiled. I'd have to be more careful in choosing books for them in the future. The fears of men and fey are very different.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “Vervain, where have you been?” Arach caught up with me as I was heading back from the cavern with Neala and her children.
 
   “Reading to the children,” I held up the book.
 
   “My King,” Neala nodded and quickly led the pups away.
 
   “Neala,” he nodded back and then returned his attention to me. “I've been looking everywhere for you.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “King Cian has received word of the missing fey. The Earth Kingdom has reported signs of a struggle and there are fey unaccounted for.”
 
   “How many?” I thought back to the bodies I'd seen.
 
   “Four missing, one site of conflict,” he said grimly. “It doesn't look good. All of the royals are gathering to review the evidence. We're expected to join them as soon as possible.”
 
   “Okay,” I nodded and waved my hand outward, “lead the way.”
 
   He grabbed my hand and hurried us out of the castle, his long legs striding easily as I hurried to keep up, my book still gripped tightly to my chest. He helped me into the royal coach and nodded to the waiting contingent of red caps, who I assumed were going along as our guards. Then he sat back next to me on the padded velvet seats and I felt the coach lurch forward, the sound of a large amount of big feet pounding along behind us.
 
   It took awhile to get to the Earth Kingdom. We traveled along the Road of Neutrality, which encircled the Forgetful Forest, at the center of which was the Castle of Eight, home of the High King and High Queen. It was a large forest but the kingdoms were much larger, four immense wedges spanning out from the round rim of the road, and although the Earth Kingdom was right next to Fire, it was a bit of a journey to get there. Not only did we have to travel a ways down the road, passing the massive tree that marked the only tracing point in all of Faerie(and also happened to mark the border between Earth and Fire), but we had to go deep into the Earth Kingdom to find the site of the possible abduction.
 
   I stared out the window in fascination. I'd expected the Earth Kingdom to be one large forest, similar, if not exactly the same to, the Forgetful Forest. Well, it was and it wasn't.
 
   Oh, it began as a forest, with some trees even bigger than the mammoths in the Forgetful, but it slowly morphed into more. The super sized trees had the look of guardians to me and I had the feeling that had we not been invited to enter the kingdom, those trees would have held some nasty surprises for us. They seemed to shiver as we passed, a rustling of leaves before they settled into stillness.
 
   After the Guardians, the forest thinned out and started looking more normal, well normal for Faerie. It was full of life, fey creatures running and flying amok through the breathing trees whose trunks expanded with each breath. Sun shone through the leaves, creating patches of gold along the trail we followed and every now and then something small and curious would fly up to the coach to investigate.
 
   One little creature with dappled pink and purple wings actually perched on the window for a bit. It had sleek violet fur and arms like a squirrel with legs that ended in tiny talons. A hairless tail swished behind it as it cocked its head horizontally and surveyed us with round blue eyes that took up almost half his face. I started to reach a hand out to touch it but Arach stopped me, pulling my hand back and leaning in to hiss at the creature. It squawked, revealing tiny sharp teeth, and flew off into the trees.
 
   “Best not to touch anything you're not sure about,” he grinned at me. “That one is carnivorous.”
 
   “Ah,” I should have known better. The cuter they were in Faerie, the greater the possibility that they were dangerous.
 
   Something I was surprised and a little enchanted to see, were the crystals. Scattered among the trees were huge crystal formations, half hidden by foliage, as if the earth had pushed them up so that everyone could enjoy their beauty. The sun sparkled off the gigantic points, casting multi-colored rays all over the forest. There were deep purple clusters of them with tiny points, like the inside of a geode, coating boulders that melded into trees, making it appear as if the trees had been birthed from crystal. Then there were deep red points, reaching up to the sky in long columns, some as much as half the height of the trees. Smaller clutches of golden citrine peeped out of the deep green grass and some spikes were the color of the grass itself, although their spires sparkled in the patches of sun. The colors of the crystals competed with that of the myriad of faerie flowers blooming everywhere, their petals caught in the breeze and dancing in the air.
 
   Then the patches of sun started to disappear and the humidity in the air went up. The plants became fuller and many had a waxy sheen to them. Vines grew around and off of the trees, hanging low over the path so that they sometimes brushed the roof of the carriage as we passed below them. Everything looked more lush and the smells of blossom and earth were more heady, almost palpable. I looked over to Arach with a question in my eyes.
 
   “We're near the border of Water,” he nodded to the mist flowing through the trees, causing moisture to condense on the emerald leaves. “We'll pass it soon, as the kingdom widens out.”
 
   “Where's the castle?”
 
   “Crith-Fuinn?” Arach asked with a raised brow.
 
   “Yeah, I expected it to be near the Road of Neutrality, like our castle and Water's.”
 
   “It was.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “We passed over it fifteen minutes ago,” he grinned, he just loved surprising me.
 
   “Over it?” I raised my brows. “It's underground?”
 
   “It is the Earth Kingdom after all,” he shrugged. “The earth fey like their burrows and dens. They're where the stories of faerie mounds came from.”
 
   “Huh,” I returned to watching the scenery.
 
   The scenery was changing again. The way got steeper, our path going uphill for a bit before going down in a winding angle. At the crest of the path, right before it started to fall, the trees stopped. They just stopped, crowding around the edge of the valley we were headed down into but going no further. It became evident why as soon as I got a glimpse into the rounded depression we were skimming the sides of.
 
   The entire thing was made of crystals. The rim of it was lined with trees, their roots trailing down through the rock a few feet, but that was the extent of the plant life. Amethyst, citrine, aquamarine, quartz, sapphire, you name it, it was there. Massive formations of glistening stones protruded and shone from every surface, including the path we were on. Beneath our horses hooves, crushed emeralds crunched and glittered in the bright sunlight. We were surrounded by jewels.
 
   I reached out the window and skimmed my hand across the surface of a gigantic red stone, wondering if it could possibly be a ruby. The deep red of it made it worth a lot to begin with but the size, at least as big as the coach we were in, made it priceless. I moved to the other side of the coach so I could look down, over the edge of the path and into the valley's floor.
 
   I heard Arach chuckle behind me but I didn't care, I'd never seen so many massive gems in all my life and I wasn't missing the sight of them from the vantage point I had at the moment. I hung my head out the window and sighed. Everything sparkled, rainbows shooting off rocks and back again as the light changed. The sides of the valley sloped down and leveled out to a smooth piece of quartz the size of a football field, which made up the valley floor. It was so clear, you could see several yards down into it, where it was backed by other stones, magnifying their color up to the surface. It was almost too beautiful to look at.
 
   Through the center of the valley ran a river, it came down the side of the cliff closest to the Kingdom of Water, creating a waterfall the likes of which I'd never even dreamed of. The water splashed over the jagged crystals, adding mist and even more rainbows to the already glittering display. It ended in a small pool which narrowed into a river, flowing toward the path we were headed down, where it ended in another pool, this one so deep, I couldn't see the bottom.
 
   “It continues underground,” Arach said, his face next to mine, “and runs behind Castle Crith-Fuinn.”
 
   “This is incredible,” I whispered.
 
   “It's pretty enough I guess,” Arach smiled at my shock. “You must admit it's a cold beauty and we fire fey prefer much hotter things.”
 
   Yes, there's that,” I smiled before looking back out towards the group of fey standing besides the river, waiting for us to reach them. “This is where they suspect foul play?”
 
   “Foul play?” Arach mulled the term over. “Yes, this is the place. I'm told it'll be quite obvious when we see it.”
 
   The carriage slid to a stop and Arach quickly got out and then helped me down. I was expecting the ground to be slick, like walking over glass, but it was more comparable to unfinished marble. It had a good amount of traction actually.
 
   We made our way over to where the large group was standing, staring at a spot in the middle of them. The red caps waited by the carriage but I could tell they were wary, their eyes skating from the assemblage to the rim of the valley and everything in between. Something had them unsettled.
 
   Then I felt it, something off, like a piece of meat lodged in my teeth. I wanted to pick at it and pull it out. I frowned as a couple split apart from the main group and I saw it was King Cian and Queen Meara. They met us right outside the edge of the circle of fey.
 
   “There's no trail but there are signs of-” Meara started but was cut off by her husband.
 
   “There's no preparing them,” King Cian waved people back so we could be led to the center of the group.
 
   We stood amongst the royalty of Faerie, surrounded by others I assumed were trusted companions and guards. King Cahal of the House of Earth held his Queen as his vines, which grew out of his dark green skin and wrapped around him, shivered, creating an unnerving rustling. Queen Aalish trembled along with the vines, her green eyes, almost the exact color of Cahal's leaves, focused on the ground before her. Strands of her bright yellow hair were stuck to her perspiring face but they were almost indistinguishable from the color of her skin, so that I could barely tell where hair began and skin ended.
 
   Next to them stood the King and Queen of Air. King Fionn's eyes were black, from rim to rim, so it was hard to tell if he was looking at the same spot as the Earth royalty were but I think it was safe to assume he was. His black hair was notable only because of the almost modern, human angle to its cut, it fell just past his ears in a sharp forward line. His tan skin made him look even more human but the magnificent monarch butterfly wings sprouting out of his back matched his inhuman eyes.
 
   His Queen, Breana, had the same type of wings as he, and it made me wonder if that was a common pattern or if they were only for the royalty. They were monarch wings after all. Her true black skin wasn't at all common though, I'd seen very few fey with skin of that color. It made her vibrant green eyes even more vivid and the white of her dress so shocking it seemed to glow.
 
   Lastly, there was the newest royal, King Guirmean, who'd been appointed King after I'd killed his Queen. Well technically the Ring of Remembrance, my father's ring, had killed her. Anyway, he didn't have a Queen yet, so he stood alone, his turquoise eyes focused, like all the others, on a spot on the ground before him. His dark blue skin looked moist, like it had been spritzed with water recently, and I wondered if the King of Water had to carry a spray bottle around with him. How inconvenient.
 
   Finally, we made it past them and were able to see what they were staring at. Arach gasped and pulled back a little and the other royals seemed to cringe with him. I was the only one who didn't show a reaction, merely staring at the scorched crystal with curiosity. The quartz was cracked deeply and gouged with furrows that seemed to flow out of a central spot, a curved depression wide enough to have cradled a small fey body. It was spotted with blood, not a lot of it but enough that it was evident that something vicious had been perpetrated.
 
   I stepped closer, the fey inhaling sharply when I dropped to my knees next to the spot and ran my hands over the gouges. There was some kind of residue in them and I lifted my finger to my nose to smell it. It was clear and odorless, with the consistency of gel. I knew it even as I went through the motions of lifting my hand, if it had a scent, my dragon would have picked up on it immediately.
 
   “Vervain,” Arach was standing beside me, talking in a low voice. “It's not always such a good idea to touch places where magic has gone wrong.”
 
   “How are we going to figure out what happened if I don't touch it?” I looked up at him. “I don't sense anything except that something bad went down, do you?”
 
   “No,” he glanced at the other royals, who all shook their heads, “nothing.”
 
   “Faerie charged me with finding the killer,” I sighed. “If that means touching a little bad magic, then so be it.”
 
   I pressed my hand back to the crack and felt it pulsing beneath me, hot and pounding like a wound. Whatever had been done there, it had hurt the earth. I frowned as I stared at the scorch marks. Were they moving? I reached out a finger and touched one, then heard the rushing of a multitude of wings as it flowed toward me. Arach cried out and pulled me back just as the dark mass shot through the spot I'd been in and flew straight up into the sky, with the screech of angry birds.
 
   “What the fuck was that?” I watched as it continued to speed away.
 
   “This is not fey magic,” King Cian was staring after the thing as well, fear tightening his features.
 
   “Do you know of any magic that could crack the quartz like this?” I sat up, giving Arach a grateful look before I went back to studying the damage.
 
   “A battle perhaps,” King Cahal was the one who answered. “This valley has stood firm for all the years I've ruled. My heart is as heavy with sadness over its injury as it is over the loss of my people.”
 
   “Who's missing?” I was going to collect as much information as possible and sift through it later.
 
   “Brownies,” he shook his head, “four of them. Gentle fey but they can be vicious opponents if you attack them. I can't imagine why anyone would want to take them.”
 
   “Is this about the size of one of them, do you think?” I waved my hand over the depression in the quartz.
 
   He looked startled by the question, then leaned over to look closely at the indentation. “No,” he said with surprise, “that's much too small to have been a brownie. Whatever was thrown into the quartz, it wasn't my missing fey.”
 
   “Okay, well here's the next obvious question,” I looked up at him and then gave a glance at the other royalty. “What would fit in there?”
 
   They all peered at the hole, looked at each other, and gave it some serious thought.
 
   “Too big for pixies,” Arach started.
 
   “Too small for a selkie,” King Guirmean added.
 
   “Possibly a fachan could fit,” Queen Breana looked to her husband, who nodded in agreement.
 
   “Okay, a fachan,” I looked at Arach. “I'm not familiar with those.”
 
   “They are about that big,” Arach pointed to the hole which was a bout two feet long and one foot across. “They have one leg, one arm, one toe, one finger, and one eye. Their body is covered in hair and feathers, including a mane of feathers that will ruffle up before they attack.”
 
   “They can attack with only one leg and one arm?” I blinked wide eyes at him.
 
   “They defend themselves quite well, actually,” King Fionn answered. “When you are so limited, you do what you must to survive. They also carry a big club.”
 
   “Hop softly and carry a big stick,” I nodded and huffed a laugh.
 
   “They are spiteful creatures,” Queen Breana said softly. “The only members of the House of Air unable to fly, a punishment leveled upon them years ago for some horror one of their ancestors did.”
 
   “Could they be angry enough to murder other fey?” I asked.
 
   “Are you sure they're dead?” Queen Aalish asked with large, sad eyes.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I said gently, “but Faerie has told me she felt them die.”
 
   “Oh,” she looked away as her husband put his arm around her.
 
   “Fachan are vicious enough to do this,” Breana got back to my question. “Though I can't imagine why they'd take out their anger on brownies.”
 
   “Are there any other fey around this size?” I pushed forward.
 
   “A trow maybe,” King Cahal stared at the hole as he continued to comfort his wife. “Or a fir darrig, and both are angry fellows usually. Boggarts wouldn't fit, they're the size of brownies but I'd sooner expect this kind of treachery from a boggart than any of the others.”
 
   “Cause they're brownies gone bad,” someone in the non-royal part of the crowd murmured but they quieted when King Cahal looked up angrily.
 
   “Okay,” I nodded, “that's a good start. Anyone else?”
 
   “I can't think of any water fey who would fit into that hole and be able to be this far from our sea for any length of time,” King Guirmean added. “I'm sorry.”
 
   “No, that's good,” I looked thoughtfully at the blood spotting the crystal, “we can rule out the water fey then. I need a handkerchief please.”
 
   Arach handed me one and I used it to wipe up a sample of the blood. I sniffed it but it was unfamiliar, I'd never smelled it before. I held it out to Arach.
 
   “Could you determine which type of fey this blood belongs to?” I asked him.
 
   “Not with blood, no,” he took the handkerchief and sniffed anyway. “Blood is too specific, I would only recognize it if I'd scented the blood before. I could tell you by scent of the body, which type of fey it was but not with blood. I'd have to taste it to discover more about the fey and I'm loathe to do that after what we've just witnessed here. There could be dark magic left in it.”
 
   “And there's no other scent here,” I said grimly. “It's as if it's been taken along with the fey.”
 
   “Quartz stores magic,” Queen Aalish lifted her head again. “I believe that's why the dark magic was still within it. I think the quartz pulled it down, trying to absorb it. It's why this place is so sacred to us earth fey, inside this crystal lies millenniums of fey magic. To stand here is to become a part of that magic, to feel connected with it, and now the heart of my kingdom has been wounded and the magic feels wrong.”
 
   “Wounds heal, my love,” King Cahal stroked his Queen's hair as she leaned into him once more. “The quartz will repair herself.”
 
   “The quartz stores magic,” I murmured, my brain trying to work something through. “Could that magic be tapped into? Could the brownies have called upon it to defend them only to have their opponents magic prove stronger?”
 
   “Stronger than the quartz?” King Cian inhaled sharply. “The brownies could have called on the magic, they are earth fey and so are already connected to it, but it would be up to the quartz itself to decide whether to give of its power.”
 
   “Let's say that the quartz decided to help the brownies,” I urged, “what would it take to defeat the stone, to crack it like this?”
 
   “Something beyond the capabilities of any fey I know of,” King Cian said firmly before dropping his voice to a whisper, “even I.”
 
   “What if multiple fey pooled their magic together?” I stood up finally. 
 
   “No, not possible,” the High King's words were certain but his tone wasn't.
 
   “Okay,” I shot Arach a look, deciding to let it slide. No sense in pushing someone to a conclusion that may be wrong in the first place. “So we have a hole the size of either a fachan, a trow, or a fir darrig. We have the blood of an unknown fey but most likely the assailant, and we have witnessed a strange magic depart the scene of the crime. This has been more helpful than I was expecting.”
 
   “You think this is helpful?” High Queen Meara raised a ruby red eyebrow.
 
   “Sure,” I shrugged. “All we have to do is get a blood sample from every fachan, trow, and fir darrig in Faerie and compare them to the one we have here,” I gestured to the hanky Arach still held.
 
   “That's not as simple as you make it sound,” Arach rolled his eyes.
 
   “Okay,” I shrugged. “I guess you could just see if any of those three types of fey are missing too. We can use the blood to verify the culprit once we narrow it down.”
 
   “Now that,” King Cian said with a grin, “is a much better plan.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   The Earth royalty politely invited us to return with them to Castle Crith Fuinn for dinner. Everyone accepted the offer and we all headed back the way we'd come, towards the castle entrance.
 
   Right before we reached the Guardian trees, we turned left down a side path and followed the Earth royalty's carriage up to a mountain into which a pair of massive doors were set. We were let off in front of the doors and then our horses were led to the side, where the coaches were lined up. The mountain soared above us, covered in thick foliage which twitched with animal life. The entrance was set back into it, vines and ferns hanging down around the edges.
 
   I stared up the immense length of the doors, admiring the detailed carvings of what I assumed were earth fey frolicking amid unusual plant life. Each door appeared to have been made from a single piece of wood, a feat only possible in Faerie where the trees were large enough to accommodate. The wood shone like glass around the carvings, smooth all the way to the edge, where it met the mountain. There were no visible hinges and I had no idea how they were attached or how we'd get them open.
 
   Giant fey with dark skin came forward out of the shadows of the mountain with an ambling gait. They had heavily muscled bodies and wide faces with large tusks curving out of their mouths. Their clothes looked plain but well made, their boots big enough to squish a phooka. They opened the heavy doors with ease but they squinted and hid from the sunlight as they did so. When the doors were fully open, they stood aside and the Earth royalty led the way into the castle. Arach took my arm as we followed them in, and our red caps tromped in behind us.
 
   We walked down a dark tunnel, roughly carved from the mountain and very similar to the cave entrances at Castle Aithinne. There were fey orbs every few feet but it still wasn't enough to relieve the gloom and my eyes couldn't help but be drawn to the shadows warily. The floor had a slight angle to it and I got the impression we were headed further underground. Side tunnels branched off from the main one and the huge doormen headed down one of them while we continued on.
 
   “What type of fey were those?” I whispered to Arach.
 
   “Trolls, they prefer the dark so they probably won't be joining the feast. Plus they like to eat children.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I'm joking,” he grinned. “Relax, Vervain.”
 
   “It looks pretty dark to me.”
 
   “We're not there yet,” he rubbed my hand comfortingly.
 
   I did notice the light begin to brighten the further we went in, until finally the tunnel opened up to a large dining hall. It was as bright as day in the room, due in part to the mass amount of fey orbs hovering around the high ceiling but also there were a large amount of flowering plants, which encrusted both walls and ceiling, that were glowing brightly. They didn't have much of a scent, which I guess was a good thing for a dining chamber, but they did seem to be releasing a fair amount of fresh air, keeping the underground room from feeling stuffy.
 
   The plants adorning the ceiling hung at different levels, some growing long enough to almost brush the top of Arach's head. It gave the room an overgrown look but also a feminine one, as most of the plants were flowering. I craned my neck, looking up to get the full effect of all those blossoms dangling over me. It was beautiful.
 
   The floor was polished citrine, adding a warmth to the white glow of the flowers, and making the place seem cozier. The tables were carved rock, so heavy looking that I was certain they had never been moved, but the seats were more lightweight. They were an assortment of several styles but all were plush and upholstered in green fabric. The tables were set in a row going across the room like a cafeteria, with one table set above the rest on a dais, facing out.
 
   Arach led me to the head table, where the rest of the royalty were sitting. The Earth royals sat in the center, the High King and Queen sitting to the right and left of them, Queens on one side, Kings on the other. Arach and I sat together a little down from the Queens. King Guirmean sat next to Arach on the end and the Air royals sat on the other side of the table with the Kings.
 
   There were openings on either side of the hall, which I'm sure were corridors leading to the rest of the castle, but there were also openings high up on the walls which I'd occasionally see a fey peep out of before either climbing down a vine into the hall or just climbing the wall over to another hole and disappearing back inside.
 
   “This is very pretty,” I watched a little pixie woman climb down one of the hanging vines, wave merrily to me(to which I waved back) and then climb back up the vine with a big grin. “What was that about?”
 
   “The pixies of all elements talk with one another,” Arach smiled up at the departing pixie. “Our Fire pixies must have told the Earth about you, about how you treat them with respect.”
 
   “Huh,” I searched the ceiling and saw other pixies hiding amongst the foliage, several waved when I caught their eye. I waved back with a big smile. “Cool.”
 
   “I don't know how cool Queen Aalish thinks it is,” Arach nodded over to the Earth Queen, who was staring at the pixies with a little irritated frown.
 
   “They're not hurting anyone,” I sat back as something drifted down from the ceiling to fall into my lap. “What's this then?”
 
   I heard a high-pitched giggling coming from above me and looked up to see a bunch of pixies staring down at me, evidently waiting to see my reaction. I picked up the gift, it was a small box made out of some large nut, attached to a piece of white fabric that had served as a sort of parachute. I opened the box and inhaled sharply.
 
   Nestled in a bit of moss was a pair of earrings. I picked one up by its gold hook, and held it before me. Dangling off the hook was a fire opal carved into the shape of a flame. It was about two inches long and had a sort of tear drop shape, wider and fuller at the bottom and then tapering up to several tendrils at the top. It glowed and sparked, brilliant reds and golds flashing from inside the stone.
 
   “It's gorgeous,” I whispered.
 
   “Lovely,” Queen Meara, beside me, leaned over and admired it before looking up at the pixies speculatively. “I never knew they had such talent.”
 
   “They probably stole it,” Queen Aalish frowned over at the gift and I heard an angry twittering above me.
 
   “I'm a guest here,” I said slowly as I glanced at the Earth Queen, “and these are your fey, so I'll not argue with your statement but I will say that if these pixies are anything like my own, they are not thieves, having more honor in them than you'd think such small bodies could contain.”
 
   The twittering around the ceiling stopped as soon as I had started speaking and when I looked up, I saw them all staring intently at me. I gave them a smile and a wink, then put the earring very deliberately into my ear.
 
   “Thank you,” I called up to them as I put the second one on, “for the beautiful gift. You are welcome in the Kingdom of Fire.”
 
   A hush fell over the assemblage and I heard Arach give a little chuckle. The fey stared first at me and then at the Earth royals, waiting for some kind of reaction. I had the distinct impression that I'd done something highly unusual. And maybe bad.
 
   “You give an invitation to pixies before you grant one to the ruling sidhe of Earth?” Queen Aalish shot at me.
 
   “Aalish,” her King put a hand on her arm but she shook it off.
 
   “You dare to insult the House of Earth while you accept our hospitality?” Aalish glared over at me.
 
   “I meant no offense,” I looked over to Arach but he just shrugged, seeming to enjoy himself. I don't think he cared if I started a war with Earth or not. In fact, he may actually enjoy it. “I was only trying to show appreciation for the gift.”
 
   “They are pixies, they don't deserve your appreciation!” Her delicate beauty shifted with her anger, her yellow skin starting to turn the color of pus, her eyes like poison.
 
   “Oh? And why is that?” I stayed calm in the face of her hysterics, which seemed to anger her more. Little did she know that beneath the calm, I was seething over what I viewed as racism. If there was one thing I hated, it was a racist. “You realize I'm new to Faerie, why don't you explain it to me?”
 
   “Because they have so little magic,” she waved a hand toward the ceiling, where more pixies seemed to have manifested. “They are nothing, more pest than populace.”
 
   “Pests? Huh,” I took a deep breath so I wouldn't jump across the table and throttle the Queen. “If you care so little for them,” I glanced at Arach and he lifted a brow at me, then nodded, obviously wondering where I was going with this but seeming to support me either way. “Then you wouldn't mind if they came home with us.”
 
   Gasps filled the room and when I looked over at my King, he was barely concealing his mirth.
 
   “Is that okay with you?” I whispered to him.
 
   “Well since you just declared it,” he let out a quick bark of laughter, “I guess it's okay.”
 
   “Are you out of your mind?” The Earth Queen stood and glared at me, while her husband just sat gaping. “You can't steal my fey.”
 
   “You just said they're pests and where I come from, pests are things you get rid of,” I argued. “If they're nothing more than a nuisance to you, I want them. I think the pixies at Castle Aithinne would enjoy having their cousins with them, don't you, Arach?”
 
   “I'm sure they would,” he coughed to hide his laughter.
 
   “Cahal,” Aalish looked down at her husband, “do something.”
 
   “What would you have me do?” He looked at her like she was the insane one. “You just proclaimed that the pixies are unwanted. Queen Vervain is within her rights to claim them. I cannot undo what you've done.”
 
   “High King,” Aalish ignored Cahal and looked over to Cian. “Tell her she can't take my fey. It must be against our laws?”
 
   “I'm sorry, Queen Aalish,” King Cian looked like he wasn't really sure what was going on. “It's assumed that each fey will stay with the kingdom of their element but it's not required of them by fey law. They're not prisoners, no matter what level of magic they hold. If they choose to leave with the Fire royals, I'm afraid there's nothing you can do about it.”
 
   A hush rolled over the fey, like the tide coming in, deceptively peaceful but hiding an undercurrent of violence. I could see our red caps reaching for their weapons with a hopeful air about them, as tall, thin men seemed to step out of the walls, hair like twigs trailing behind them and root-like legs bringing them forward in a sort of slither. Small, ugly creatures jumped from the shoulders of the tree-men and as they jumped they seemed to swell, becoming huge even uglier creatures with misshapen faces and knobby bodies that looked like they didn't know whether they wanted to be fat or skinny. They eyed the red caps with fierce, gleeful stares, and the red caps in turn looked even more excited at their appearance.
 
   “What the hell are those things?” I hissed at Arach.
 
   “The things with roots or the things with fat knees?”
 
   “Fat knees?” I raised a brow at him, then looked back at the fey and nodded, yeah they had fat knees. “Yeah okay, start with the knees.”
 
   “Spriggans,” he said in a hushed tone, his eyes focused on them with a dangerous glint in their depths. “Those things are as ugly inside as out, don't try to do your they only need some love and understanding routine with them. They'll rob you blind and then take your heart for good measure... and not in a romantic way. The others are dryads, much less evil but very loyal to their Queen. Speaking of which,” Arach cast a glance down the table.
 
   Queen Aalish looked like she was about to explode, which would spray all kinds of disgusting fluids all over the dinner table, while simultaneously starting an epic battle.
 
   “Queen Aalish,” I decided for one more try at diplomacy, though it obviously wasn't my strong suit. “You've had a horrible day, lost four fey, and had your kingdom injured. This is not the time to war with each other. If you want to prevent the loss of even more fey, I suggest you change your attitude toward them.”
 
   Change.
 
   “Wanna give me a little help me with this?” I whispered to Faerie.
 
   I've done all I can. You're doing fine.
 
   “You suggest I change my attitude?” Aalish screeched. “Have you no respect at all? Has your human blood poisoned you so much that you think you can speak like this to me, a Faerie Queen?”
 
   Arach started to stand up, an evil look on his face, but I grabbed his arm and pulled him back down. It said a lot for his love of me that he both stood in my defense and sat at my request. He was so going to get some when we got home.
 
   “Do you have any children, Queen Aalish?” I asked and if possible, the room got even more quiet.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Have you ever born a child? Does your kingdom have an heir?”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?” She looked like she wanted to stab me repeatedly but I was used to that expression.
 
   “You call them pests,” I gestured to the pixies whose numbers had grown and were now distinctly on my side of the room. “You say they have little magic, and yet I see among them, children.”
 
   Gasps, shouts, yelling, and then the High King himself stood and silence ruled once more.
 
   “Explain that comment please, Queen Vervain,” King Cian said with dangerous calm.
 
   “Just an observation,” I shrugged. “Have you never wondered why the fey you term lesser, have an easier time conceiving than you do?”
 
   “It is not spoken of,” King Cian gave me a warning look.
 
   “And that's why you remain childless,” I shook my head. “Silence will not fix the problem.”
 
   “Get this horrible woman out of my castle!” Aalish screeched.
 
   “Sit down, Aalish!” King Cahal stood and Aalish sat with a shocked gasp. “My Queen is reacting out of grief for our lost subjects. Please do not hold her words against her, Queen Vervain. We want no war with Fire, especially now when it's so important that we come together.”
 
   “Noted,” Arach nodded. “Peace between us then,” he waved down the red caps with just a little disappointment. “For now.”
 
   “Pixies,” King Cahal ignored Arach's insinuation. “If you wish to join the House of Fire, you have my blessing, but I hope that someday you will remember your true home and return to the Kingdom of Earth where you will be missed, despite what your Queen has said in anger.”
 
   The pixies gathered and started speaking in hushed tones, while everyone else waited quietly for their response. Finally, a pixie man slid down a long vine and jumped onto the table before King Cahal. He was dressed in brown leather and looked a little like Robin Hood. He bowed, just as I imagined Robin would bow,  before speaking.
 
   “My King, it's been long since we were even acknowledged here in the Earth Kingdom, to be the source of such conversation both saddens and encourages us. We are of Earth and here is where we want to be but Queen Vervain shines with the light of change and the land whispers to us to follow her. We must turn to the light.”
 
   Shocked muttering spread but I wasn't surprised that Faerie was speaking to them.
 
   They're the only ones who never stopped listening. Ironic that no one listened to them, isn't it? That is the correct word, is it not? Irony?
 
   “Yep,” I said under my breath. “This is all kinds of ironic.”
 
   “We will go to the Fire Kingdom,” the little man continued, “and we will wait for that change. When it comes to the Kingdom of Earth, maybe we will return.”
 
   “I guess we're going to have to teach them to Hunt,” Arach smirked.
 
   “Shut up,” I hissed at him, “is that all you can think about, more warriors?”
 
   He shrugged since I had told him to shut up and I grimaced at him.
 
   “Traitors,” Queen Aalish hissed.
 
   “My love,” King Cahal looked down at her. “Cease, it's over. You will anger Faerie herself.”
 
   “But Cahal,” she gaped at him.
 
   “Enough, Aalish,” he shook his head. “I am weary of this, let it be. You've cost us too much already,” he turned back to the pixies. “Go with our blessing.”
 
   The little man bowed and suddenly there were pixies raining from the sky around me. I laughed softly, trying not to be a bad winner, and gestured for them to have a seat behind us. They swarmed over the table and gathered on the floor behind our chairs but the pixie who had addressed the Earth King came over to me first.
 
   “Thank you, Queen Vervain,” he bowed deeply to me. “King Arach, for your generous offer.”
 
   “What's your name?” I could feel the room watching us avidly.
 
   The pixie man straightened from his bow and blinked bright green eyes at me in shock. “It's Artair, my Queen.”
 
   Those words seemed to seal the deal, for the large group of pixies behind my chair started cheering. I gave them a quick smile before holding my pointer finger out to him. His eyes got even wider until I moved my finger under his hand and lifted it. He shook my finger excitedly.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Artair,” I laughed. “Welcome to the House of Fire. May blood flow and fire burn.”
 
   “May blood flow and fire burn,” he repeated, as if testing the taste of the words. Then he nodded and shouted with a raised fist, “May blood flow and fire burn!”
 
   This time, the red caps joined in the cheering and Arach leaned over to shake Artair's hand too.
 
   “Gather your belongings and your children if you're blessed enough to have any,” Arach smiled, “the House of Fire is happy to have you with us.”
 
   I glanced down the table and saw Aalish casting an evil look my way. Great, someone else who wanted me dead.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   The dinner was a slightly awkward affair, with low conversations and poor Queen Meara serving as a type of boundary between Aalish and I. The High Queen was originally from Fire though, so she tended to ignore Aalish, choosing instead to speak to me, no matter how hard the Earth Queen tried to draw away her attention away. I would have been content to speak to Arach all night but the more Aalish interrupted Meara, the more Meara seemed disinclined to tolerate her.
 
   So there was one more reason for Aalish to hate me.
 
   The pixies had packed quickly and returned to the hall with the speed of the desperate. There were lots of little bags and even a few tiny carts filled with belongings. There were a few children too, more than I'd seen at first, one was still a babe in arms. It reminded me of the scene in Fiddler on the Roof, when the Jews are driven out of town and they pull their little carts sadly away. Except this exodus was happy or at least hopeful.
 
   When the excruciatingly long meal was finally over, I called Fearghal over and instructed him to gather the carts carefully and help the pixies to our carriage. The pixies had gaped at me then. They'd evidently expected to have to walk the entire way to the Fire Kingdom. That they not only expected to have to walk but were more than willing to, showed me just how badly they'd been treated. I can't even imagine how long it would have taken them, or what kind of obstacles they would have been up against, like carnivorous animals and plants. I doubt that they all would have made it, and yet they hadn't asked for help or further consideration. 
 
   In that moment, I became theirs, lost to the courage, perseverance, and strength of the pixies. My heart claimed them and I vowed to myself that their life would become better by leaps and bounds among the fire fey.
 
   We'd piled into the carriage, Arach and I on one side and all the pixies on the other. Their belongings were on the floor of the carriage, carefully stowed by the red caps, and the pixies themselves were huddled together, looking both excited and scared.
 
   “It's going to be alright,” I assured them. “No one in Fire will harm you, you are fire fey now.”
 
   “Thank you, my Queen,” Artair was still the spokesman. “We will make do, my people are just concerned over what the Fire Kingdom itself will hold for us.”
 
   “Your cousins, the fire pixies,” Arach took over for me, “do well in the Fire Kingdom even though, as you know, they are not completely immune to fire. We will take the proper measures to ensure your safety. The fire pixies live in the forest in front of Castle Aithinne but they also roam freely in the castle. You can either settle in with them or you can have your own quarters within the castle. Castle Aithinne is made from the mountain and you may feel more at home inside its walls.”
 
   “I think you're right, my King,” Artair glanced at the others and they all nodded to him. “A room within the castle would suit us nicely and then we wouldn't have to impose on our cousins. I think we can make do with one chamber.”
 
   “I'll give you a large one,” Arach nodded, “but if you require more space, simply ask. We have numerous empty rooms and giving you a few is no hardship.”
 
   “My King,” Artair bowed, “my Queen. We cannot thank you enough. We have felt separate from the fey for so long. To be given such a welcome is too much to hope for.”
 
   “I think the House of Earth will come to regret their treatment of you,” I observed. “Every fey is important and has something to offer their House. If you weren't, Faerie wouldn't have created you. For example, our pixies train with the red caps and goblins now. They've been on two Hunts already.”
 
   “The Wild Hunt?” Artair paled. “They're allowed to go? What use can they possibly be to the Host?”
 
   “I don't know if you know this but three of our pixies were killed recently.” I frowned, thinking back to the sight of the tiny corpses.
 
   “No, we didn't.”
 
   “The fire pixies asked to help us hunt the murderer,” Arach continued for me with pride in his voice. I think the little ones had impressed him even more than they had me. “They deserved their vengeance as much as I did, and so I let them come. The red caps carried them in their pockets,” he grinned, remembering it fondly, gauging by the look on his face. “They were fierce when they were finally let loose. The House of Fire is proud to have our pixies as part of the Host.”
 
   “I'm not sure if we'd be able to do that,” Artair's shoulders began to slump. “It seems a little too far from our natures.”
 
   “No one expects you to do anything you don't want to do,” I gave Arach a look when he sighed. “I'm sure you have other skills to offer Fire.”
 
   “Well, we are fine craftsmen,” he looked at me hopefully and gestured to the earrings I was still wearing. “We really did make those.”
 
   “Well then,” I beamed, realizing that these fey had talents better suited to my tastes than Arach's, “you've made me a very happy woman.”
 
   “I thought I did that,” Arach grumbled.
 
   “A woman needs more than sex alone,” I teased. “We need clothes, shoes, handbags, and jewelry. And I think we just hit the jewelry jackpot.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The earth pixies were welcomed by their cousins, the fire pixies, with open arms. I guess when you're abused as a group, you learn to stick together despite your differences. The earth pixies were offered a place among the fire pixies in the village of hollowed out trees and burrows in front of Castle Aithinne, but the earth pixies chose instead to inhabit the large room Arach had provided for them.
 
   It was like a refugee camp at first but every time I checked on them, they'd made themselves a little bit more at home. Until finally I ventured in and found a mini wonderland.
 
   The bed had been removed to give them more space and the only pieces of furniture they'd requested had been tables of differing heights, so Arach had let them have as many as they liked. The room was full of them, placed neatly side by side against three of the walls and coming out into the room in a tiered manner so that the tallest were at the back. This created two levels for them, the tiered top level and then the floor beneath the tables.
 
   They'd built themselves little houses on the top level and had somehow managed to import enough soil to cover the tables and grow a nice layer of grass around the homes. There were little flowering plants all over as well and they must have brought some seeds of those glowing, hanging plants we'd seen in Castle Crith-Fuinn because they were growing off the walls, lighting the room brightly. When I'd asked how they slept at night with the light from the flowers, they'd giggled at me and reminded me that flowers close at night.
 
   There were bridges and rope ladders connecting the different tables and also vines from the glowing plants on the wall, which they used to navigate the two levels. Beneath the tables were workshops, always busy with the sound of clinks and clanks coming from them. There were also gathering places and distributing halls which handed out the food we gave them as their share of the House of Fire's provisions. This was another shock to them and some of the pixie women actually started crying the first time they were brought food. I wanted to confront Aalish all over again when I heard about that. There were only two reasons to cry over food, either it's so wonderful that you are moved to tears, or you've been starved. As much as I liked the food made by the chefs of Fire, I didn't think it warranted tears, so that left only the latter. What kind of monster starved their own people?
 
   Their bathroom had been converted into a sort of hot house, with lush flowers growing around the sink and mini trees filling the useless tub. They got their water from the faucet in the sink, treating it like a natural water source they could simply turn off and on at will. The women gathered there a lot, they'd worked out a schedule for washing times and water gathering times, so they could fill the sink and do all their laundry at once. The room had become a village unto itself.
 
   I was impressed by their ingenuity. Arach, however, was impressed by their efficiency. They'd made hundreds of pieces of jewelry for us in the two weeks they'd been there, including setting stones into weapons, belts, baldrics, and even boots. We had become a sparkly household. Arach had sent some of the pieces to the High King and Queen as gifts and now fey were flocking to the Kingdom of Fire wanting to trade for more jewelry.
 
   The Dragon King had become a businessman.
 
   I was told that Queen Aalish was green with envy, probably not the best color for her with that yellow skin as a foundation. Part of me wanted to stick my tongue out at her and say neener neener neener but the other half of me was too refined. Or maybe too concerned over her possibly plotting my downfall. So I just secretly giggled and gossiped about her with the pixie women.
 
   King Cahal had actually mirrored us, asking after the pixies and how they were getting settled. I liked him for that and had hopes that he'd make the change Faerie said was needed but I was doubtful over his wife. He didn't speak of her during our short conversation but the lack seemed to be even more telling. The Queen of Earth was not pleased.
 
   We'd had invitations from the other two kingdoms to come for a visit but I wasn't sure about the rulers of Air. They were hard to read, especially King Fionn with those totally black eyes. Kinda creepy. Arach assured me they were a perfectly normal fey couple and that he'd spent many enjoyable evenings in the Kingdom of Air but I was still a little hesitant. What he found normal was definitely not my definition of the word.
 
   I should have been jumping at the chance to interact with the other fey, Faerie was insisting more and more regularly that they needed to change, but something about the Air Kingdom made me uneasy. So we accepted King Giurmean's invitation first. Seeing as I was deathly afraid of the water, and having been drowned by a killer kelpie already, my insistence that we visit King Giurmean first kind of threw Arach for a loop but finally he just shrugged, chucking it up to one of my human eccentricities.
 
   There had been no further abductions and no more missing fey to report. The peace had an edge to it though, like the center of the storm, nice and quiet right before all hell broke lose. So tensions had been high, everyone waiting to see what would happen next while hoping it wouldn't happen to them. Faerie, although quite vocal about the fertility issues of the fey, had no more to say about the abductions either, just some cryptic line about the darkness.
 
   Who knew an entire realm could be afraid of the dark?
 
   I sighed and smoothed my dress nervously. A visit to another kingdom required faerie finery to reflect your status, so I couldn't just show up in any old dress. I had a couple of magical choices that Arach had given to me for the Faerie-God Ball but Arach said they were too ostensibly fire in their design and it was thought to be rude to go into another element's kingdom proclaiming your affiliation so vibrantly. I couldn't walk into Water waving my Fire flag. One must be subtle, he said.
 
   I was totally confused by all the nuances of faerie etiquette and I told him so in no uncertain terms. I believe I used the words crazy faeries and stupid rules, so Arach promised to have something appropriate made for me. I didn't usually like men picking out my clothing but I had to admit, Arach had good taste and he hadn't failed me yet.
 
   This newest dress was no exception. It was magnificent and kind of miraculous. As a gesture of peace and goodwill, Arach had commissioned a dress made out of both of our elements, fire and water. How do you make a dress of fire and water? Hell if I know but some sidhe seamstress had done herself and her magical abilities proud. I was wearing a dress made of steam.
 
   No, not steam punk, there were no wires or pumps or gadgets attached and I didn't have a corset on of any kind. I was enveloped in a gown of warm mist. It was opaque, like fog, but glistened like clouds in bright sunlight. It was a brilliant white but had an opalescent shimmer to it that shifted constantly from pearly pinks to cerulean blue.
 
   You probably think it was a full, fluffy affair, something from Cinderella or some other old Disney cartoon, but actually it was the most slinky dress I'd worn in Faerie, even counting the black number I had been wearing the first time I'd popped in by accident. The steam dress was meant to be steamy and create a steamy atmosphere.
 
   It clung to every curve I had, stretched thin as silk but much more fluid, starting at one shoulder and skimming down over my chest like I was emerging from a hot bath with the steam clinging to my body. It continued down all the way to my feet, where it pooled out, quite literally, to form a sort of liquid train that slunk behind me, clinging to the floor and probably cleaning the carpet as I walked. At the one shoulder where it started, it swirled up and around my face, becoming almost transparent, like a shifting, sparkling veil which trailed off into nothing.
 
   The fabric rippled every time I moved, releasing a froth of steam that made me look like I was constantly walking through a sauna. It had warmth but although there was obviously water involved, the dress was dry to the touch, very silky but dry. I ran a hand over it, yet again, watching the steam lift off of me and the material ripple out like I'd skimmed the surface of one of the hot springs in the Fire Kingdom.
 
   “You look smokin' hot,” Arach's reflection smiled at me in the mirror.
 
   “Smokin'?” I laughed. “Very cute but seriously, this dress is amazing.”
 
   “Well, thanks to our new pixies, you can have as many amazing dresses as you want.”
 
   “So, no regrets over my stealing the earth fey?” I lifted a brow and stood up to face him.
 
   “Regrets?” He laughed, “I haven't had so much fun in millennia. You've insulted the Earth Queen while somehow looking not only innocent but righteous, and brought us master craftsmen in the process. Why do you think I want to visit Air so badly? I was hoping we could find something else to steal there.”
 
   “You know living with you is like living with a psychotic five-year-old sometimes. Now you've added kleptomaniac to the list. A psychotic, klepto toddler, that's what you act like.”
 
   “What is psychotic?” He narrowed his eyes on me.
 
   “Crazy, bonkers, lulu, mad, nutty, unhinged, flown the coop-”
 
   “Yes, I think I understand,” he grimaced. “Are you sure you want to go into the Kingdom of Water with a lunatic?”
 
   “Well maybe it's a lunatic I'm looking for,” I sang á la Billy Joel, and threw my arms around his neck when he only raised an eyebrow in response. “I wouldn't want you any other way.”
 
   “And you call me psychotic. Wait... what's a klepto?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   I've been to the Kingdom of Water only once before and it hadn't been a happy occasion. We'd been chasing a rogue Queen who'd tried to kill me and then to add insult to injury, she'd stolen my ring! It was okay though because she was dead now. At least I hoped she was dead because the place the ring had taken her to was a tad bit inhospitable for her kind.
 
   We'd taken our coach again, drawn by sleek black horses with red eyes. I wondered about them, I'd never seen a stables in or around the castle. I'd seen where the carriage was stored, inside the entrance cave to the right, but never the horses themselves. It was odd, now that I thought about it.
 
   “Where do we keep the horses?” I glanced out the window at them and saw one of them fling its red-tipped mane, sparks flying off the ends of it.
 
   “The what?” Arach looked confused.
 
   “The horses,” I said slowly, “the animals pulling the carriage.”
 
   “You mean the phookas?” He said just as slowly.
 
   “Phookas are dogs,” I gave him my what the fuck face. “Those are not dogs, they're horses.”
 
   “They're phookas,” he sighed and shook his head. “How can you have lived here this long and not know phookas can be dogs or horses?”
 
   “Wait, what?” I was aghast. “You're telling me those are fey out there? Neala isn't pulling us, is she?”
 
   “Of course not,” he scoffed, “she's got the babes to look after. Her husband is though.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “It's one of their jobs,” he laughed at me. “They don't mind. In fact I'm told they view it as an honor. Only four are chosen at a time after all. They have the stamina of regular horses when they're in that form, and this gives them some exercise.”
 
   “I just feel odd being lugged around by my friends,” I grimaced.
 
   “I understand but, A Thaisce, they're not just friends, they're your subjects. Didn't the Romans do something similar with humans? They'd have men carry other men about in big chairs. I'd think that was much worse than this, at least horses find the job comfortable.”
 
   “Alright, alright, I concede your point.”
 
   “Good,” he smirked, “cause I'd hate to have to walk everywhere just because you didn't want phookas pulling us.”
 
   “We could have just stayed home,” I made a face at him.
 
   “You're the one who didn't want to visit Air,” he reminded me again.
 
   “I have a bad feeling about the Air kingdom,” I frowned, “plus I'm afraid of heights.”
 
   “You're a dragon-sidhe,” he gaped at me, “you cannot be afraid of heights. It's not possible.”
 
   “Not when I'm a dragon, no,” I shrugged, “but I was only able to shift that once because Faerie shifted me. I'll probably never fly again, therefore heights still scare me.”
 
   “Preposterous,” he declared, sounding oddly British for a second.
 
   “There's the falls,” I said as the sound of rushing water filled the carriage.
 
   Castle Deuraich stood at the top of a cliff which served as a sort of boundary/dam for the Kingdom of Water. It was more of a basin really, since the cliff rose up all around the kingdom, holding the massive ocean like a bowl of seafood chowder. Probably not the best analogy.
 
   The bowl was super full though and was constantly spilling over, in the form of a massive waterfall that flowed through the center of the castle itself before taking the plunge over the cliff. It fell into a large pool at the base of the cliffs which actually fed an underground river that spanned the entire realm, going directly beneath the Castle of Eight and the Kingdom of Fire. It surfaced at the end of our kingdom, where it became a body of water we called the Tine. Each kingdom was bordered by all elements, so at the end of the Water Kingdom was a giant volcano which connected to our magma moat by an underground river, at the end of the Earth Kingdom was a wall of mist, and the Air Kingdom ended in mountains.
 
   The Water Kingdom didn't just have the one waterfall either. There were waterfalls on either side of the kingdom as well, going over the cliffs that bordered Earth and Air. The waterfall in Earth went straight through the crystal valley, which I'd seen already, but the one that fell into Air became mist, with the help of the heat of our kingdom. It was a great example of how the kingdoms were separate yet intimately connected, depending upon each other for their existence.
 
   I was told that the water changed from salt to fresh as soon as it passed the borders of the Water Kingdom. Not possible, you say? Ah, well, welcome to Faerie. I watched the massive amount of water tumble down the cliffs and wondered how the ocean remained so full. It was probably magic but I decided to ask Arach anyway.
 
   “What do you mean, how does it stay full?” Arach cocked his head at me. 
 
   “How does it lose that much water and remain at the same level,” I gestured to the waterfall. “I know, I know, it's magic.”
 
   “Yes and no,” he shrugged. “I thought I told you about the underground river connecting Water to Fire.”
 
   “Yeah but that's even more confusing. Shouldn't the Tine be overflowing as well?”
 
   “It is,” He frowned. “It flows back underground and returns to Water, refilling the ocean. It's a circle, which is a type of magic.”
 
   “You never told me there was a second river,” I rolled my eyes.
 
   “I assumed you'd figure that out for yourself,” he looked at me like I was an idiot. “How else would it replenish itself?”
 
   “That's why I asked,” I groaned.
 
   “There's another river of lava which flows back to us as well, replenishing our fire.”
 
   “You suck as a teacher,” I grimaced at him.
 
   “I'm an excellent teacher, I just made the mistake of assuming that my pupil could think on her own.”
 
   “Watch it, snake breath,” I growled, “or I'll be thinking up ways of making you pay for that comment.”
 
   “I'll wait with bated snake breath,” he laughed and I punched him in the arm. Hard. Which I think he enjoyed.
 
   We traveled up the path carved into the side of the cliff, and up to the castle, where it sat on an outcropping of stone. There were two ways in, one on each side of the outcropping, as there was a river of water flowing through the center. A bridge connected the two sides, at both the front and the back of the castle but hopefully we wouldn't be seeing the back. That was where the tubes leading underwater were and I was fervently hoping we wouldn't be going to the other castle, the one in the center of the sea.
 
   “Welcome,” King Guirmean himself came out of the door on our side of the castle. “It's an honor to have you here, you're my first guests as King.”
 
   “Thank you,” I glanced past him to the bright interior. “Will we be dining here or further into the kingdom?”
 
   “Oh,” he lifted his brows, “here of course. We do all of our entertaining in the main castle. It's the whole reason we have it.”
 
   “Really?” I shot Arach an annoyed look. “I'd been led to believe that you sometimes brought guests further in.”
 
   “Not usually but if you'd prefer-” King Guirmean looked worried.
 
   “No!” I interrupted him and then lowered my voice. “No, I ah, this is so much better. I didn't really get a chance to see the castle last time.”
 
   “Oh wonderful,” Guirmean sighed in relief. “Please, follow me.”
 
   I slapped Arach's arm before taking it properly and he laughed, then shrugged. A psychotic five-year-old, I swear. I couldn't believe he let me think I'd have to go underwater again. We walked into a open entryway, bisected by the river which rushed past us on the left. The ceiling was vaulted to the level of the second floor but all we could see of the second floor was an open walkway going across from one side of the room to the other. 
 
   There was no furniture in the room, only stairs to either side of the river. The ceiling did drop beneath the walkway but the room continued on beyond it, straight to the back of the castle, where it opened to another promontory which led to the sea. We didn't head that way though. Instead, Guirmean led us to the right and up some stairs along the wall. I glanced at the shimmering color it was painted and then realized that it wasn't paint, the walls were coated with mother-of-pearl. We went into a doorway to the right, at the top of the stairs, which opened up into a large dining room. 
 
   It looked like a successful pirate had added his own touches to a Victorian formal dining room. Successful in that he'd had a lot of available treasure to throw around. The room wasn't as large as I'd been expecting, with only a single table running its length, though it was a long one. The walls were papered in a gilded and hand-painted wallpaper with pictures of shells on it. A large mirror with a gold frame hung in the center of the wall across from us and a long side table sat beneath it with a beautiful coffee service displayed on top of it.
 
   The table linens were white, the silverware was actually gold(did that make it goldware?), and the chairs were gilded and upholstered in a blue tapestry material. Three chandeliers hung in a row down the center of the room and large floral arrangements dominated the table, the flowers thickly petaled with a wet look to them.
 
   Now here's where the piracy came in, there were strands of pearls draped on the chandeliers and seashells full of faceted stones were clustered around the vases of the moist blooms. There were ship instruments on the walls, including a captain's wheel, and there were kegs of liquor next to the shiny coffee service. I half expected Johnny Depp to come walking in wearing his Captain Jack costume and shouting for the rum. It was awesome!
 
   “I have another room prepared for your subjects to dine with mine,” King Guirmean led us further in and waved to the table, “please, sit wherever you'd like. I thought we could have a more informal visit, no pressure to behave,” he winked at me.
 
   “Oh thank goodness,” I sat down with a relieved flourish. “I don't want to have to steal your pixies too.”
 
   “Ah yes,” Guirmean laughed. “I think there's a few waiting to see you,” he waved a hand toward an open door and I saw a few tiny heads jerk out of sight. “I agree with you that the pixies should be treated fairly. It's not their fault that they were given less elemental power than us. They are still fey and as such, still my blood. I don't abuse my family.”
 
   “You're going to make a wonderful King,” I beamed at him.
 
   “Well,” he cleared his throat, pulling a little at his cravat(can you believe it? A freaking cravat). “I'm trying my best. The Water Kingdom has been very supportive and we're muddling through it together.”
 
   “It was time for a change,” Arach nodded.
 
   There was that damn word again. I hoped that it meant Guirmean was changed enough for his fertility to return. Of course, he needed to get himself a wife to test that with but hey, one thing at a time. Besides, the fey probably had children out of wedlock all the time, he could have some babies without getting married if he wanted to. What good was it to be King without some perks?
 
   “Some wine?” Giurmean gestured and a beautiful blue woman sashayed in carrying a carafe.
 
   Now when I say she was blue, I mean completely blue. Her skin was a blue seafoam color, and against Guirmean's much darker tone, she looked almost white. Her hair was deep sapphire, and her eyes even darker than that, so they appeared almost black. In her neck were delicate gills but other than that and her coloring, she looked pretty normal. Pearl combs held her thick hair back and pearl broaches held up her slinky blue dress.
 
   She sauntered up to Arach first and when she leaned over, her hair swirled forward and curled over Arach's arm like it had a life of its own. I rose my brows at that but Arach just slowly pulled his arm away and didn't say anything. The tendrils pursued him though and he had to lean back in his chair to get away from them. Guirmean cleared his throat and the woman looked up with her huge dark eyes blinking innocently.
 
   “My apologies,” she purred with a voice of a seductress, as she brushed her hair back over her shoulder. “My hair has never been able to behave around the Fire King.” Her skin glowed white for a second and the men looked on her with dreamy little smiles. I, on the other hand, just got angry.
 
   “What the fuck?” I growled and broke the spell.
 
   “Dearbhail!” King Guirmean snapped and the woman flinched, holding the wine to her chest defensively. I noticed then that her hands were webbed. “Leave the wine and leave us. Now!”
 
   She carefully placed the crystal carafe down in front of Guirmean and beat a hasty retreat. I could hear a chorus of high pitched laughter coming from the room she'd disappeared into.
 
   “I am so sorry,” Guirmean sighed. “I should have known better than to allow an asrai to serve us but she promised to behave and she can be quite persuasive. It's one of their gifts, you know.”
 
   “I'll bet,” I snorted.
 
   “It's quite alright,” Arach gave me a look and I stopped chuckling. He was right, Guirmean was new to ruling, we should cut him some slack.
 
   “What's an asrai?” I asked.
 
   “They're a type of water sidhe,” Guirmean explained. They're usually quite shy and stay in the deeper ocean. The sun can turn them into a pool of water, so usually they choose not to chance it.”
 
   “Yeah, that would suck,” I glanced quickly at Arach, wondering if that was an inappropriate comment, but he just rolled his eyes at me.
 
   “They're all very attractive and they have the magic of persuasion over the opposite sex,” Guirmean cleared his throat, “but as I said, they're usually more elusive than Dearbhail. I'm not really sure why she wanted to serve us today.”
 
   Arach cleared his throat and gave Guirmean a look I couldn't decipher.
 
   “Oh yes, I apologize. Here,” Guirmean held out a hand, “let me fill your glass.”
 
   I passed him my glass as three men entered holding serving platters. These guys were all dark haired, with large liquid eyes and sweet faces. They had a similar look about them, so I assumed they were the same type of fey. Each one went to one of us, so we all had someone at our elbow at the same time. Guirmean handed me my full glass before turning to his server and taking a portion of food. I looked to my right and saw the platter held out to me at the perfect height. I took the serving fork, which was placed neatly beside the food, and took a piece of delicate white fish in some kind of creamy sauce.
 
   “Thank you,” I said to my server and he smiled serenely, nodding his head before moving to Arach. The three waiters shifted as one, moving around the table gracefully, so that once more, we each had someone serving us at the same time. It was beautiful and perfectly executed. I wanted to applaud but when I glanced over at Arach with a gleeful expression, he just shook his head, albeit with the hint of a smile about his lips.
 
   When the men finished their maneuvers, they headed out just as silently as they'd come in and we set to work on the first course. The food was amazing and unsurprisingly seafood dominated. Besides the fish, which turned out to be in a beurre blanc sauce, there was a fey version of lobster thermidor, and a puff pastry stuffed with a buttery crab filling. The wine was light and sparkly, the perfect accompaniment.
 
   “This is wonderful,” I groaned happily as I put another bite of lobster in my mouth. “Thank you for not making me eat anything slimy.”
 
   “Vervain,” Arach huffed, an undertone of laughter in his voice.
 
   “No, it's fine,” Guirmean laughed. “I love your wife's honesty. I've never enjoyed the fey court style of conversing. All this grandstanding and posturing and then sweet compliments that actually hide insults. I never got the hang of it, much to Dubheasa's disappointment, and so would often remain behind when she went to High Court. I'm relieved I don't have to do that with you two.”
 
   “See,” I shot Arach a sassy look. “He's cool.”
 
   “Cool,” Guirmean grinned, “ yes, I guess I am but I'd never thought to hear that as a compliment from a Fire Queen. Thank you, Queen Vervain.”
 
   “It's her human vernacular,” Arach explained. “I'm slowly beginning to understand it myself. Evidently both hot and cool are complimentary terms, along with sweet, sick, and groovy, although I admit sick completely confounds me.”
 
   “Sick?” Guirmean gave me the wide blink. “Thank you for not using that term to describe me.”
 
   “You'll both learn,” I waved away their teasing. “Someday I'll have all of Faerie talking like me.”
 
   “Oh no, please,” Guirmean held up a hand and I thought he was going to say something funny but slightly insulting. Instead he said, “You'll lose your unique charm then. I'd hate to have to label you common.”
 
   “Thank you,” I smiled in delight.
 
   “That reminds me,” Guirmean nodded his acceptance of my gratitude. “Your god friend that you introduced me to is quite amusing. I invited him back and he's already visited again.”
 
   “My god friend?”
 
   “Kanaloa.”
 
   “Oh right,” I laughed, remembering how Kanaloa had helped me and Trevor catch Kael when he went on the lamb into the Human Realm. All he wanted in return was to be brought to Faerie. “I'm glad you've enjoyed his company.”
 
   “Oh yes, he's got some interesting ideas about underwater life,” Guirmean continued on but his voice faded out for me as I started to make connections in my head.
 
   Kanaloa was the Hawaiian God of the Sea but he was also a god of Squid, Death, and... Darkness. Darkness, exactly what Faerie had warned me about. King Cian had said that the magic at the abduction scene wasn't fey. Well if it wasn't fey, what was it? There were only two other options; human and god. Human magic stemmed from the fey so I'd think it would have at least partially registered as fey on the King's magic radar. Also, it was virtually impossible for a human witch to have traced the Aether into Faerie. Gods could do it but they couldn't enter the Faerie Realm without and invitation, which Kanaloa clearly had. He'd been in Faerie recently, was a god of darkness, and held magic the King wouldn't recognize.
 
   “Oh shit,” I whispered.
 
   “What was that, Queen Vervain?” Guirmean had obviously been continuing our conversation without me.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I glanced at Arach and found him staring at me in concern. “I just had a disturbing thought. The magic at the crime scene wasn't fey and Faerie mentioned darkness to me. Now you tell me that Kanaloa has been coming to visit, Kanaloa who is the God of the Sea, Squid, Death, and-”
 
   “Darkness,” Arach finished for me. “Oh, that doesn't look good.”
 
   “No,” Guirmean shook his head. “I don't believe it. Kanaloa is a good man and when he visits Faerie, he stays in Water city with me. He doesn't leave the water until he returns to the God Realm.”
 
   “When I was hunting Kael,” I frowned as I remembered nuances of the conversation I'd had with Kanaloa that day, “Trevor and I tracked him to the ocean, where Kanaloa conveniently appeared and offered assistance. He wanted something in return though, a visit to Faerie. It seems a little suspicious now.”
 
   “Why would Kael want to come here just to kill brownies?” Guirmean scoffed. “It's ridiculous.”
 
   “Why would any god come here to kill faeries?” I shrugged. “Who knows. Maybe he has a vendetta against the fey, maybe he's just evil. It could be anything.”
 
   “I have to admit,” Arach grimaced, “he's a valid suspect.”
 
   “I'll be sorely disappointed if it's him,” Guirmean sighed, “but I see your point. I won't invite him through until you prove either his guilt or innocence.”
 
   “I think that's for the best,” Arach nodded.
 
   “If it makes a difference,” I added, “I hope it's not him.”
 
   “Enough of this depressing topic,” Guirmean waved it away with a sad smile. “Let's get back to enjoying the food.”
 
   I nodded, not wanting to spoil the meal either, but when I looked over at Arach he gave me a grim stare and I knew he was as convinced as I over the possibility of Kanaloa's guilt. The look he gave me said clearly that he wanted action but the King in him would not insult another ruler by dashing out in the middle of a meal. The conversation, and any action we decided to take, would have to wait.
 
   Two more courses came out but they were spaced apart enough that I didn't feel like I was going to explode. The conversation became lively and entertaining, the wait-staff congenial and fascinating. Turns out the first three men were selkies, then we were served by undines, a sort of water spirit that seemed to be made of water. It was fascinating to watch them slosh about without spilling a single drop of themselves.
 
   Dessert was served by kelpies and I had a moment of panic when I first saw their seaweed hair. Kael, the killer kelpie, had stabbed me with a stake and then when that hadn't worked, he drowned me, neither of which took, as it were. He hadn't known that my goddess immortality saved me from the types of death that would have killed me had I been pure fey.
 
   Fey could be killed by a weapon fashioned of an element not their own. It was what had led to the myth that vampires could be killed with a wooden stake. Fey vampires, leanan-sidhe, were of the House of Fire, and could therefore be killed with a stake, wood being of the element of Earth, though a stake fashioned from ice, or even condensed air, would work just as well. Anyway, he tried to kill me, twice, and now I had a little paranoia when dealing with kelpies.
 
   I controlled my panic. These kelpies had nothing to do with Kael or his sister, and I wouldn't hold the actions of two fey against a whole race. So I smiled when the kelpie woman laid a plate in front of me and she bared horsey teeth in her own version of a grin. The memory of drowning, attached firmly to Kael's back as he dove beneath the murky water of a lake, played out in my head but I pushed it back. I focused instead on the dessert.
 
   Dessert was berry cordial and a fruit cake with a cream sauce. I thought it was peach but I was told that it was lanier, a type fruit that grew underwater. It was yummo and I lingered over every bite. The coffee service also came into play but it wasn't coffee that was served, it was chocolate. I'd forgotten that I'd had to bring coffee with me to Faerie, of course Guirmean wouldn't be serving it. The chocolate was delicious though, made with a little spice that kept it from being too sweet.
 
   “Well,” Guirmean stood up after we'd all finished our dessert. “Would you like to tour the castle?”
 
   “Oh, sure,” I stood up and Arach came over and gave me his arm.
 
   “We'd love to,” Arach nodded and Guirmean led us out of the dining room.
 
   We went out the door the servers had been using, and found ourselves in a long hallway. To the right was a door to the kitchen and I paused to watch a large woman with tentacles washing five pots at once. She glanced over her shoulder and smiled at me, her teeth like needles. I smiled back nervously.
 
   She wasn't the only thing with tentacles in the kitchen. To her right were fish tanks set into the wall and filled with sea life. The creatures were all familiar looking but not quite right. There were types of crustaceans but their pincers were too oddly shaped to be lobsters, or their bodies were too flat to be crabs. I realized that what I assumed I'd been eating probably wasn't what I'd thought it to be.
 
   There were large shiny fish with whiskers, which at first glance I'd thought to be catfish but upon closer inspection proved to be quite different. The whiskers moved like limbs, grabbing food from the bottom of the tank and shoving it into a hinged mouth full of sharp teeth. Then there were the tentacled things. Not really octopus or squid, they had more than eight legs, maybe twenty, and didn't seem to have a head at all. They kind of just tumbled about the tank like magical mops.
 
   As I watched, another woman stepped up to the tank. She had the soft eyes of the selkies, and a long lithe body. She dunked a hand into the tentacle tank and pulled out one of the critters. It let out a horrible squeal as she took it over to a cutting block. All of the tentacles wrapped around her hand and she had to do some maneuvering to get the thing stretched out. She lifted a cleaver and I turned away hurriedly.
 
   Guirmean and Arach were watching me with amused stares and I grimaced at them before gesturing to Guirmean to lead on. He smiled and continued down the hall as if nothing had happened. At the end of the hall we turned left and stepped out onto the open gallery that overlooked the bottom floor of the castle. The river flowed beneath us in a powerful rush and the smell of salt was strong. On the wall beside us hung a line of three portraits, or what should have been three portraits, the last in the line was only an empty frame. Guirmean waved a hand to the paintings.
 
   “These are the rulers of the House of Water,” Guirmean gestured at the first two, both were obviously a type of water sidhe. The men were regal looking, one had light green skin and one was pearly, like Dubheasa's had been. “My people wanted Dubheasa's portrait removed since she's now considered a traitor,” he sighed. “I haven't got around to sitting for mine yet. It seems a little trivial.”
 
   “Sometimes trivialities are important to the people you rule,” Arach stared at the empty frame with a considering look before directing his gaze to Guirmean. “Your people have been through a trauma, they need something good to focus on. Leaving this frame empty, a physical representation of the hole Dubheasa has left, is not helping them heal. A portrait of you would give them a sense of normalcy, a feeling that the kingdom is as it should be once more.”
 
   I stared at Arach, open-mouthed. Sometimes the psychotic five-year-old would morph into this inspiring, insightful king and it would leave me feeling kind of small and silly but seriously lucky.
 
   “I hadn't thought of it like that,” Guirmean was looking at Arach in a similar way, severely impressed. “I appreciate the advice. I, uh, would you mind...”
 
   “I've often thought it would be nice to be able to talk to another king about the running of a kingdom,” Arach smoothly saved Guirmean from having to ask for help. “Maybe we could get together occasionally or mirror each other and share ideas.”
 
   “That would be wonderful,” Guirmean looked like he was about to hug Arach, which I didn't think would go over well with my man, so I interrupted.
 
   “Alright, well save the man talk for later,” I teased, “I wanna see the rest of this place.”
 
   “Of course,” Guirmean gave Arach one more grateful look before turning and leading us out a doorway and into the other half of the castle.
 
   We passed by a large room filled with laughter, food, and red caps. Arach leaned in and nodded to Fearghal, who was seated at the head of a table, showing off his bloody hat. I peeped in and saw there were several water fey with them, all entranced by whatever it was that Fearghal was saying. Then I spotted the four phookas. One of them was Neala's husband, who waved jauntily at me. I gave him a quick wave back, glad the horses were being fed.
 
   Then we were stopped by a tide of tumbling pixies who came to a rolling stop right before us. One of them jumped up to stand before me and another leapt onto his shoulders. Another went on top of his shoulders and another on that one. This continued until there was a pixie tower swaying in front of me, with a smiling pixie woman at the top of it.
 
   “Queen Vervain,” she said in a sweet voice. “Tales of your nobility have traveled to us. Our cousins of Earth and Fire are content and treated well. We want to thank you for this and for opening our King's eyes to us. You have brought respect back to the pixies and we are grateful.”
 
   She handed me a gigantic pearl, easily twice the size of her head. It was bright white with pink and blue highlights shimmering all over its surface in waves. I felt a pulse of power emanate from it and I looked back at her with questioning eyes.
 
   “It's magic of course,” she shrugged and then climbed down the tower, which spread out before me again. “It will give you the ability to breathe underwater in case you wish to visit the sea. We each have a small one,” she held up a tiny version of the pearl she'd given me, “to use if we go in the water. We don't have the water-breathing capabilities of our kin but we do have of making up for it.”
 
   “Thank you,” I cradled the pearl to my chest. “It's a wonderful gift.”
 
   The pixies shouted in happiness and then ran away, tumbling and rolling like a bunch of acrobats. I felt like I should applaud or throw money at them.
 
   “They do love you,” Guirmean smiled, “you've done a lot for them.”
 
   “Merely what I thought was right,” I shrugged, still clutching the pearl in my hands.
 
   “Which is different than what we've believed to be right for all of our existence,” King Guirmean cocked his head considering me. “You have no idea how much you've altered the fey in such a short time, do you?”
 
   “No,” Arach answered for me, smiling proudly. “No idea.”
 
   I laughed off the compliment and Guirmean must have sensed my discomfort, because he started leading us around once more. There were numerous beautiful rooms, all done in a very dainty, Victorian influenced style with a lot of tapestries and gold details. Guirmean paused beside a few, like the music room and the library, but he obviously had another goal in mind and he steered us steadily toward a staircase and up several flights.
 
   “The décor isn't really my taste,” he spoke as we climbed. “But I haven't got around to changing it yet. After what you said about the painting though, I think maybe I should make the time.”
 
   “I think that would be wise,” Arach nodded.
 
   At the top of the stairs, a door led into a large room, empty except for a basin of water in its center. The basin was on a thick pedestal that seem attached to both it and the floor. The room was the same shape as the basin, perfectly round, and was completely open, with only five pillars supporting the roof and a simple railing uniting them. There was an unimpeded view of the realm and especially of the Water Kingdom.
 
   I wandered over to the railing nearest the sea and smiled. I may have a paranoia about the ocean but it didn't mean I didn't think it was beautiful. From several hundred feet up, without threat of drowning, I could enjoy its beauty without feeling my usual  panic. 
 
   Arach leaned beside me on my right and Guirmean came up on my left, all three of us enjoying the view together. Nothing needed to be said, it was a peaceful moment and I soaked it up, breathing in the salt-laced air that reminded me of home while I watched the waves flow over the faerie sea in strange circles.
 
   It was a deep, clear blue, even more perfect than the Hawaiian waters I was used to. There was no human taint to this sea, no toxic runoff or garbage dumped into this sacred water. Everything in the Water Kingdom was meant to be there, was created to be a part of it, and this resulted in the most magnificently beautiful ocean I'd ever seen.
 
   I knew how deep it was and I knew the vastness of it. I knew there were creatures in there that I found more terrifying than the Hidden Ones had been the first time I'd met them. Water had always scared me a little, funny thing is, I also had a fear of heights and of being buried alive. Three things associated with elements not my own. Suddenly the fears made sense. My humanity had been transforming my natural wariness of the other elements into human paranoia.
 
   But up there, I felt no fear, even when I saw the massive shapes moving through the depths. Yes, that's how clear the water was. I could see the path of the tubes, leading down to the twin cities of Under and Water, Water obviously the one which was more visible as Under was beneath it. It was fascinating, tracking the air shafts that popped out of the surface all over, down to where they joined the glass tubes that had been created with Fire's assistance. The High King had told me that every kingdom in Faerie had been fashioned with help from the other elements. I wondered how we'd helped Earth and Air.
 
   From up there I could clearly see the wedge that was the Water Kingdom, though I couldn't see its end. I was able to see the waterfalls leading into the Earth and Air Kingdoms and I thought about how the water from Guirmean's kingdom and the fire from ours created the Air Kingdom's perpetual mists. Each kingdom separate but connected, each element depending on the others for survival while also being vulnerable to them.
 
   Turning around, I could see a little of the Earth Kingdom far to the left and I could see the mist of Air on the right. Fire was just a glimmer on the horizon directly across from us, with the Forgetful Forest between us. In the center of the forest, the Castle of Eight rose up majestically, not as tall as we were since we had the benefit of being atop a cliff, but still it seemed to rise up above everything like an Emperor surveying his realm.
 
   “So what's with the basin?” I leaned back against the railing as I looked over the bowl of water in the center of the room.
 
   “It's a well,” Guirmean grinned and walked over to it. “This is a vein running directly to the heart of my kingdom. Through it I can see all that happens within my waters.”
 
   “Wow,” I walked over and peered onto the glassy surface. “You can see everything that goes on? Why don't we have anything like that?” I glanced over at Arach.
 
   “We do,” he grinned into my slack face. “There's a lake of lava in the caverns below the castle. The Hidden Ones guard it.”
 
   “That's a good place for it,” Guirmean nodded.
 
   “Why?” I frowned, “Does it need protection?”
 
   “Vervain,” Arach laughed and shared a look with Guirmean. “King Guirmean has done us a great honor by showing this to us. It was an act of trust which I don't believe has been extended in thousands of years.”
 
   “Oh,” I was totally confused. “Thanks.”
 
   Guirmean laughed and took over the explanation. “I can give aid to any of my subjects, just by touching them through this well.”
 
   “Conversely,” Arach continued grimly. “If someone wanted to hurt all of Water, they could use this well to do it.”
 
   “Pollute the entire kingdom through this one conduit?” I touched the rim of the well carefully. “Whoa.”
 
   “Yes, any magic done here will affect everything within the sea,” Arach gave Guirmean a serious smile. “I will return the trust, my friend,” Arach held a hand out to Guirmean. “Come and visit us at Castle Aithinne and I will show you our lake of fire.”
 
   “Thank you,” Guirmean shook Arach's hand. “I'd enjoy a visit to your castle, I'm not too sure about going below though.”
 
   “Nothing will harm you while your under cloak of hospitality,” Arach assured him.
 
   “Yes, I believe you,” Guirmean shrugged, “it's just a little hard to look upon the Hidden Ones.”
 
   “That's why they do such a good job guarding our lake,” Arach laughed and although I was a little offended for my people, I understood that this was the reaction they were meant to inspire and Arach didn't look at all offended. In fact, he looked rather proud.
 
   “Indeed,” Guirmean grimaced, “maybe I should think about guards at the base of this tower.”
 
   “A few asrai should do the trick,” I smirked when the men started laughing.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “So what do we do about Kanaloa?” Arach asked as soon as we were in our coach and on our way home.
 
   “I'm going to have to go back to the God Realm and investigate him,” I ran a hand through my hair wearily. I'd come back to Faerie for help with Samantha's infertility and instead of finding answers, I only found more questions.
 
   “I wish I could go with you,” he sounded frustrated and I didn't blame him. “But now that we've started using the Ring of Remembrance, we've crippled ourselves. I can't go back to the same time as you and if you travel back with me now, we have no way of knowing what you'll know of the situation. It's too risky.”
 
   “I know,” I dropped my hands to my lap, causing my dress to erupt into fog. “It would be nice to have you with me but it'll be okay. The Intare will help me investigate, there's enough of them that Kanaloa will have a harder time recognizing them if he catches one of them spying on him.”
 
   “That's a valid point,” he seemed to relax a bit.
 
   “Hey, by the way, that was really wonderful, what you did for Guirmean,” I decided to change the subject.
 
   “What did I do?”
 
   “About the portrait and how he could ask you for advice.” I nudged my foot against his. “That was slick and very thoughtful, saving him embarrassment.”
 
   “There was no one to help me,” he frowned and glanced out of the window, “when I became king. I was just a child and I had to grow up fast, learn fast, and do the best I could. King Guirmean's a good faerie and if I can save him some of what I went through, I'll happily do it.”
 
   “That's right,” I thought about the memory I'd once shared with him. It was him as a child, crawling through the wreckage of his home to find his parents murdered. “You were really young when your parents were killed.”
 
   “I was six years old.”
 
   “Arach,” I whispered and leaned across to take his hand. “I'm so sorry.”
 
   “There was so much sorrow then,” he gave my hand a squeeze and pulled me across the coach so I was sitting beside him. “All of the dragon-sidhe died and there was no one to raise me, no one to help me become a king. The Fire Kingdom was chaos for awhile, with a child ruler who mourned his parents and threw temper tantrums daily. I remember sitting in my father's throne, I never thought of it as mine back then, my feet hung off of the end of it and it seemed so large around me. I thought I'd never be able to replace him, never be able to rule as well as he had. I slammed my fists into the throne, so angry over being abandoned and forced to rule. I pounded and pounded until my hands bled and then I set the room on fire as I cried.”
 
   “Oh fuck,” I gaped at him, thinking about the poor fire fey terrorized by a six-year-old dragon. Utter mayhem. “So what happened?”
 
   “Isleen,” he grinned fondly, his eyes far away. “She walked in with some fire-sidhe and put the flames out. Then she picked me up, sat down on the throne, turned me over her knee, and spanked me.”
 
   “What?” I gasped. “And you didn't kill her?”
 
   “It was the first bit of parenting I'd had in months,” he shrugged, “and it was exactly what needed to be done. I was turning into a monster. After she spanked me, she healed my hands and hugged me while I cried.”
 
   “So Isleen raised you?” No wonder he was so close with the leanan-sidhe. She could practically say anything to Arach and get away with it.
 
   “She did, though she had help from other fire-sidhe as well,” he grinned. “They did as best as they could but still, they knew nothing of ruling and so all I had to go on was the brief memories of my parents. My mother was kind, I remember her holding me and singing to me, but my father was a hard sidhe. I have no memories of him smiling or ever telling me he loved me. I knew he cared about me, I was his son and heir and he made it clear that I was important, but love? I'm not sure if he loved me.”
 
   “Arach, of course he did, he wasn't evil.”
 
   “Well,” he shrugged, “there's only six years of memories and it was a long time ago. It was all I had to help me though, my memories of my father as King. So I always believed that a king had to be strong, emotionless, and even a little cruel. From what I remember of my father, he believed in ruling with an iron fist, maintaining a strict control over his subjects.”
 
   “Well that explains a lot,” I teased.
 
   “It does actually,” he looked down at me with a serious expression. “I've had to learn a lot on my own and I think I did fairly well but you were the first person who ever taught me anything about being a king. Until you pointed out to me that I had other responsibilities as king, things that never even occurred to me, no one had ever once given me any direction or advice.”
 
   “Isleen didn't help you?” I was too overwhelmed to acknowledge the compliment yet.
 
   “She didn't know how to rule,” he shrugged. “She barely knew how to raise children.”
 
   “Right, the fertility issue,” I nodded. “You know, no one ever taught me anything about ruling either. I just go with my gut.”
 
   “Well your gut is very insightful,” his eyes softened and his hand came up to stroke my hair. “I love your guts.”
 
   “That's disgusting,” I laughed but I kissed him too. “But I love your guts too.”
 
   “Truly, Vervain,” Arach said after we necked awhile(had to be done, like I wasn't going to make out with him after he gave me a compliment like that). “I've become a better king because of you. I doubt that the man I was before I met you would have offered to help King Guirmean. In fact, I might have enjoyed his floundering, but now I see how we're all connected and how important every one of us is to Faerie. If Guirmean falls, it would hurt all of us, so it's in my best interests to support him. I never would have acknowledged that before. You helped me to see that even though I am the leader of the Wild Hunt, I can still show kindness and mercy without being weak. I can delight in both death and life.”
 
   “I think it was your willingness to change that made you a better king, not me.” I leaned into his side. “You didn't have to listen to me, you could have just made me forget the whole thing but you didn't. You listened and you changed. That was you. I could have talked till I was blue in the face and it wouldn't have made one whit of difference if you hadn't wanted to change, if you hadn't recognized the truth of my words on some deeper level. And now that I know how you were raised, how you became a king, I'm even more impressed by you. You have a king's heart, you truly want what's best for your kingdom and your fey. That's not something you can learn and yet it's the most important thing about being a ruler. The Fire Kingdom is lucky to have you.”
 
   “And I'm lucky to have you,” he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me against his chest, where I pressed my ear against him and listened to his king's heart.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   As soon as we returned to the castle, I changed into some less elemental clothing and said goodbye to Arach, even though he'd be seeing me again momentarily. Then I asked the ring to take me back to the God Realm and into the moment right after I'd left it this last time.
 
   “Is he guilty?” Arach asked as soon as I reappeared.
 
   “I'm not sure,” I laughed, leave it to Arach to not waste a moment. “It's looking bad though. He's been seeing a water-sidhe named Gruach and she's bringing him into Faerie without King Giurmean's approval. I saw her take him through.”
 
   “Well that's not good,” he frowned. “We'll have to mirror King Guirmean and tell him to find this water-sidhe and watch her.”
 
   “Can he prevent her from bringing Kanaloa into Faerie?”
 
   “That's a little more tricky,” he rubbed at his chin. “You've already seen them travel to Faerie, if we stop it from happening, you may experience some discomfort from your memories changing. Or it may not work at all. I think we should let it play out and just be aware of Gruach's movements. I don't want to see you hurt.”
 
   “I hadn't thought of that,” I took a seat beside him on the bed. “I agree, let's leave it be but alert the others.”
 
   “I think maybe just King Guirmean,” Arach shot me a look. “The High King may choose to act prematurely upon this information and if it turns out that Kanaloa is innocent, he will be persecuted for nothing.”
 
   “Ah, okay,” I nodded, “just Guirmean then. You wanna mirror him or shall I?”
 
   “I will,” he got up and went to take a seat in front of the mirror. “I told him I'd mirror him about kingly issues anyway.”
 
   “Ah yes, kingly issues,” I said in a snotty voice as I got up and headed for the door. “I'll just divorce myself from the situation then.”
 
   “Leave if you must,” he shot over his shoulder as he pulled out the eyebright to rub across the mirror. “But if you ever utter the word divorce in reference to me again, I will take you across my knee.”
 
   “Kinky,” I laughed as I closed the door on his shocked face.
 
   “My Queen?”
 
   “Aghhhh!” I jumped and looked over to find Isleen, Herald of the House of Fire and apparently Arach's adopted mother, standing in the shadows. “Sweet Baby Jesus, Isleen, you scared the hell out of me.”
 
   “Are you alright?” I heard Arach call through the door.
 
   “I'm fine,” I poked my head back in. “Just Isleen trying to kill me again.”
 
   “What?” He sounded even more concerned and she rolled her eyes at me(she got that from me so I only had myself to thank for it).
 
   “Joking,” I shut the door on him again. “What's going on, Iz?”
 
   “Did you just call me- never mind,” she waved it away. “You have a visitor waiting in the solar for you.
 
   “I have a what waiting in the what?”
 
   “You have a vi-sit-tor,” she sounded it out slowly, “waiting in the so-lar for you.”
 
   “Yeah saying it slower doesn't help,” I rolled my eyes at her. Payback's a bitch. “Who is it and what is a solar?”
 
   “I have no idea who she is, and the solar is a room for entertaining guests in, called thus because of the amount of windows usually involved in its creation.”
 
   “Really? Windows huh?”
 
   “I have no idea,” she cracked a smile at me, “but it sounded good, didn't it?”
 
   “You are hanging out with me way too much,” I laughed. “Okay, lead the way cause I have no idea where this sunny place is.”
 
   “Right this way, my Queen,” she smirked and led me down the hall for a long ways before we took a small staircase up and kind of out at an angle. Finally we reached a door at the top which she opened to reveal a large room which indeed had two walls devoted to windows. What was really impressive though, was the view through the left wall of windows.
 
   “Damn,” I walked in, gawking at the lava pouring down the mountain, mere feet from the windows. “Would you call that a lavafall?” I looked back at Isleen but she was just shaking her head at me. “Must be one of the two falls that feed our magma moat.”
 
   “You think?” Isleen gave me a duh look(another thing she picked up from me).
 
   “Shut up,” I wandered over and sighed as the heat hit me. “Man this is nice, why haven't I seen this before?”
 
   “Cause you've never had a guest,” Isleen continued on in her snarky voice. “Speaking of which... may I introduce you, my lady?”
 
   I turned around, embarrassed that I'd totally forgotten the reason I was there. Standing in the corner, furthest away from the lavafall, was a water-sidhe. She looked amazing against the backdrop of the fiery room. The chaise lounge and delicate settees were a vivid red and the walls that weren't windows were lined with vibrant tapestries of fire fey. To her left all of Faerie spread out and there she was, a bright shining pearl amidst it all.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing here?” I spurted before I could control myself because there, standing in my solar lavafall room, was Gruach, Kanaloa's lover.
 
   “My Queen?” I'd finally managed to shock Isleen.
 
   “Queen Vervain?” Gruach was just as shocked.
 
   “Oh!” I grasped for a reason to give them. “I, uh, I'm so sorry, you look just like someone I know back in the God Realm. Obviously I don't know you, we've never met before.” I gave a hysterical laugh which seemed to put Gruach at ease but didn't fool Isleen for one second. “Could you have someone bring us refreshments, Isleen?”
 
   “Sure,” Isleen narrowed her gaze on me. “But maybe I should introduce you first to lady....” she looked over at Gruach.
 
   “Gruach,” she supplied. Of course, it had to be her, couldn't be a nice twin or something.
 
   “Lady Gruach,” Isleen nodded, “and this is Queen Vervain of the House of Fire. I'll go send for those refreshments now.”
 
   “Thank you,” I looked over and saw Isleen give me a glance that clearly stated our conversation was not over. “Uh, Lady Gruach, is this room okay? We can move somewhere less warm if you like.”
 
   “Oh, no,” she smiled, completely at ease now. “This is fine, as long as I stay on this side of the room I won't dry out too much.”
 
   “Would you like to sit down?” I indicated a settee in front of me.
 
   “Thank you,” she slid onto the seat gracefully and I took a chaise lounge across from her.
 
   “So, I admit I'm curious over why a water-sidhe I've never met would come to see me,” I cocked my head at her and studied her. She looked so sweet but then looks were almost always deceiving in Faerie.
 
   “I didn't want to interrupt your visit to Water,” she smiled shyly, “but I really wanted to talk to you about something.” She looked up when a goblin woman walked in holding a tray of tea and little cakes.
 
   “Thank you, Mairte,” I nodded to the goblin when she put the tray down between us and she smiled, revealing stained teeth which were very pointy.
 
   “I bring the tray,” Mairte sang in the way the goblins spoke. “And go away, Your welcome is what I say.” She left with a big smile and I admit, I had one too. It's just so damn cute, now that I've gotten used to their faces.
 
   “Tea?” I asked Gruach as I poured me a cup.
 
   “Yes please,” she accepted one from me along with a plate of cake.
 
   “Go ahead,” I poured myself another cup. “What did you want to talk about?”
 
   “Oh yes,” she laughed and it was a sweet sound, like bird song echoing off waves. It kind of annoyed me. “I asked King Guirmean and he said that you were the type of person who wouldn't mind an unexpected visit and that I should just stop by.”
 
   “Oh, sure,” I smiled and then jolted back when Arach came running into the room. “Damn it, Arach, I spilled my tea.” I grabbed a napkin off the tray and started rubbing at the wet spot on my black knit dress.”
 
   “Sorry, I...” he looked over at Gruach and then back at me meaningfully. “I was just talking with King Guirmean and he mentioned that he'd sent a guest our way. I thought maybe I should come up and meet her.”
 
   Ah, so that was it. He told Guirmean about our suspects and Guirmean realized he may have just sent a murderer over to have tea with me... and my husband had rushed to my rescue. I got kind of warm and fuzzy over that one.
 
   “Ah, yes,” I put my cup down and waved a hand toward Gruach. “This is Lady Gruach, Lady Gruach this is my husband, King Arach of the House of Fire.” I was so glad Isleen had just made an introduction so I knew how to do it properly. “As you can see, he is loathe to leave me unattended and can sometimes behave oddly because of it,” I gave a little laugh and she joined me although hers sounded a little nervous. “Arach, I think Lady Gruach came on a personal matter and wished to speak with me alone. Maybe you could give us some privacy?” I hope he knew by my widened eyes that I meant he should wait right outside the door.
 
   “Oh, of course,” he gave a slight head bow to Gruach. “Pardon me, I have other matters to attend to.”
 
   “It was nice to meet you, King Arach,” Gruach said politely but I could tell she really wanted him out of the room. Maybe she was there to kill me.
 
   “So,” I started again when the door closed, guardedly watching her every movement. “You were saying?”
 
   “This seems really silly now,” she sighed. “I just wanted to ask you about your friend, Lord Kanaloa.”
 
   “Lord Kanaloa?” I blinked at her. Holy shit, they hadn't even started dating yet. How was this possible? Did she go into the Human Realm to find him? “You wanna ask about Kanaloa?”
 
   “I really find him enchanting,” she was blushing! WTF? “He's so different from the water fey I know and yet he is of the water. And he's very attractive, so dark and those eyes. I just wanted to know if he was a good man before I decided to take him up on his offer of a visit.”
 
   “He invited you to the Human Realm?”
 
   “Yes, on his last visit here,” she blushed again. “I know I look frail but I can take care of myself, I'm not worried that he may physically harm me or anything but I don't want to get my heart involved with a man who is unkind or unchivalrous. Can you tell me if he is a good god?”
 
   “Wow,” I cleared my throat. “Well, I don't really know him all that well but what I've seen from him so far would suggest that...” he may be a murdering bastard, “he is a pretty upstanding guy.” I couldn't disparage Kanaloa without knowing for sure, so I ended up telling Gruach the facts as I knew them. “I think you should accept the invitation.” I also knew I couldn't discourage her from going because it might fuck up the future. I obviously was meant to tell her to go for it, so I did. “He's been very nice to me.”
 
   “Oh, I'm so relieved,” she smiled widely. “Thank you so much for your patience. King Guirmean was right, you're a very kind Queen.”
 
   “Oh, I, uh,” kind? He said I was kind? Weird. “Thank you. Good luck on the romance.”
 
   “Thank you, Queen Vervain,” she beamed at me and I inwardly groaned because something momentous had occurred to me. If Gruach and Kanaloa hadn't started dating yet, she couldn't have been the one to let him into Faerie and since the murders hadn't been during his last visit, he either had another accomplice or was innocent.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   We finished our refreshments and when we left Arach wasn't lurking in the hallway. So he either didn't understand my hidden message, had taken off when he heard us coming, or had heard all of the conversation and determined his presence to be unnecessary. Whatever it was, I was glad we didn't catch him loitering.
 
   I walked her out to her carriage and then went looking for him. I needed to bounce these new possibilities off him. It was still possible that it was Kanaloa. We had found evidence that there was a small fey involved. A trow, a fir darrig, or a fachan. He could be in league with one of those and just started a romance with Gruach as a back up plan to get into Faerie. No, this new development didn't get him off the hook but I was pretty sure Gruach was innocent.
 
   “Of course, my King,” the conspiratorial voice carried around the corner to me and shocked me out of my thoughts. It sounded furtive, like a woman whispering to her lover. Her married lover.
 
   My stomach clenched and I called it a fool but I crept to the edge of the hallway nonetheless, sneaking a quick peep around the corner. I pulled back and held my hand to my mouth so I would start screaming. It couldn't be what I thought, Arach wouldn't cheat on me, if for no other reason than I was his only chance of ever having children.
 
   But he's a fire fey, that horrible self-destructive part of me whispered. He has great passions that one woman may not be able to fulfill. I should know, I had the lioness magic that forced me to find numerous men to satisfy it. What if Arach had similar urges? But he'd told me he'd waited fifteen-thousand years for me. Yet, he never said they were celibate years and it was ridiculous of me to think they were.
 
   I had a sudden memory of the asrai, her hair touching his arm and her voice teasing that she could never control it around the Fire King. What the fuck did that mean, anyway? I chanced one more look around the corner and blanched. It was pretty clear what she'd meant now.
 
   I turned and hurried back the way I'd come, my heart heavy and my eyes threatening to explode with the force of my sorrow. You'd think with five lovers, you wouldn't feel this kind of pain, that if one cheated on you, you'd have four more to console yourself with. Unfortunately for me, more men equaled the possibility of more heartache, because I loved each of my men completely, yet in different ways.
 
   Arach had his own place in my heart, a fiery beautiful place where lovemaking was presaged by shifting dragon scales, and laughter could spark a fire. That place had just grown colder, a sudden frost settling in because I'd just seen Arach holding another woman.
 
   I started to run, racing down the stairs and out of the cave that led to the Kingdom of Fire. The crunching of stones beneath my feet gave way to the feel of soft grass. I shot by a steam vent as it erupted hot air into the sky, almost a mirror to my emotions. I veered around the deep crevices, windows into the soul of my kingdom, they framed rivers of lava far beneath the surface. Heat rose from the depths and turned the mist drifting over from the Air Kingdom into steam, a perfect environment for the lush foliage of the Weeping Woods.
 
   It rose up before me, vibrantly green against the background of steam and red mountains. The trees were tall, though not as tall as those in the Forgetful Forest and not nearly so wide, although it appeared that they were due to the thick casing of vines that snaked all the way up their trunks. The vines sported wide, heart-shaped leaves, longer than my forearm. They dipped in the center, providing a perfect funnel for the collecting moisture. The woods were overrun with these vines as well as other strange plants, and it spread out far to the right where the mountains rose up to separate us from the Kingdom of Air.
 
   I pushed through the thick underbrush, batting aside vines and waxy-leafed plants that dripped continually, giving the forest its name. It was a perfect place for me, a sympathizing shelter that enveloped me like a moist cocoon. I'd thought to go to the hot springs that Arach had taken me to before but they were at the far edges of our kingdom, near the border of the Tine, and I could never go that far on foot. Yet, almost as if I summoned it, I heard the bubbling of warm water and changed course to head toward it.
 
   There, like a hidden sanctuary, was a large pool of simmering water. Plants with huge fan-shaped leaves crowded around its rim and the trees seemed to lean over it as if drawn to its warmth. Everything dripped even more there, almost to the point of becoming a shower, the surface of the pool was trembling with the bubbles rising from beneath and the water dripping from above.
 
   I pushed aside the fronds carefully and found a mossy bank to sink down onto. I was angry and tired but the earth seemed to welcome me and the trees baptized me with holy water. It was like the Fire Kingdom knew I needed comfort and had opened its arms to me. I closed my eyes and lifted my face to the soft, warm tears of the Weeping Woods, silently thanking them for giving my misery the company it needed.
 
   Then I looked down to the rippling surface of the pool and remembered how Arach had been when he'd taken me to the hot springs near the Tine. I saw his face again, all arrogant lines and cruel smiles. He'd changed so much since then. Or at least I thought he had.
 
   I laid back in the soft moss and stared up at the Faerie sky through the branches of the thick trees. Darkness had fallen during my flight and the stars were coming out in full force. A bright moon shone down on me, adding streaks of silver highlights to my misty kingdom and setting the water in the air to sparkling. My anxiety seemed silly under the moon's light and I frowned as I thought things over.
 
   What had I really seen? I'd seen a leanan-sidhe, Laise I think her name was, smiling up at Arach before she launched herself into his arms. The second glimpse had shown him hugging her back. Not kissing, not saying anything romantic or damning in any way, it was just a hug. I was being ridiculous. I should just get up and stop acting like such a baby.
 
   Why hadn't I confronted him then and there? I should have walked around that corner and demanded to know what was going on. That's what a Fire Queen would have done. Instead, I'd run away like a little girl, not wanting to know the truth in case it confirmed my suspicions. It's so much easier to hide and cry. I sat up and squared my shoulders. Then a rustling to my right caught my attention. I stared hard at the monstrous plants, their shaking leaves announcing an eminent visitor. I felt my claws form, extending from the tips of my fingers with a little shiver of magic, and the shaking leaves stilled as if the creature behind them had sensed the shift. Then a pair of fiery eyes stared out through the dripping leafage.
 
   A hand appeared, completely black and only visible in the shafts of moonlight that infiltrated the glade. A face came forward to follow it, framing the burning eyes which continued to stare at me intensely. It was a woman, supremely beautiful, her face like a piece of polished jet. Her eyes were huge with thick lashes lit by their glow, and her mouth was very full. Her nose was thin and long, and her entire face seemed a little elongated.
 
   She crept forward, another hand revealed, and then her shoulders, her hips, and finally her legs. She sat down at the edge of the pool across from me and continued to stare. She was entirely black except for those burning eyes, with long hair that fell in thick coils, like silky dreadlocks. This was not a created hairstyle though, it just seemed that her individual hairs were really thick, the width of my pinky. They shone like glass against the muted black of her skin, and she lifted a claw tipped hand to push them back over her shoulder.
 
   Then she spoke in the fey language.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I shook my head, “I don't know what you're saying.”
 
   “You speak a human tongue,” she gaped a little at me, showcasing sparkling white fangs. “You are... are you our Queen?”
 
   “Guilty as charged,” I shrugged. “I'm Vervain,” I waved to an open spot beside me. “Would you like to join me?”
 
   “Join you?” She looked at the patch of moss and then back to my face with wide eyes. “The Queen of Fire wants me to sit beside her?”
 
   “Oh wow,” I laughed. Sometimes I forgot about the whole Queen thing and sometimes it felt really awkward, like I was an impostor. “How about we ignore the fact that I'm the Queen of Fire for now? Come cop a squat with me.”
 
   “Cop a..?” She gaped again.
 
   “Come take a seat,” I patted the moss.
 
   “Oh,” she made a short, high-pitched sound that I think was a giggle. “I'd be honored.” Then she crawled over and sat next to me, extending her legs out into the water. “Thank you.”
 
   “Sure, no problem,” I shrugged. “What's your name?”
 
   “Oh,” again the strange laughter. “I am called Caitir.”
 
   “It's nice to meet you,” I smiled over at her. “Do you live nearby?”
 
   “Oh yes,” she pointed back the way she'd come. “My village is just through the woods there. I come here when I want to be alone.”
 
   “Ah,” I gave a grim laugh. “I'm here for the same reason. I guess this place called to us. Shall we be alone together?”
 
   “Alone together,” she smiled and gave me a little nod. “Yes, I'd like that.”
 
   We sat in companionable silence for a few minutes, the sound of water dripping and bubbling was soothing and I followed Caitir's example and pulled off my boots so I could slip my feet into the water.
 
   “You've done great things for us,” Caitir finally said. “Thank you for that.”
 
   “I have?” I gave her a dubious look.
 
   “The council you inspired the King to create,” she settled her bright eyes on me again. “We all feel like we have a voice now, when before we didn't. We could petition the King, of course, but it's often difficult for all of us to make the time to travel to the castle and then wait to be seen. You've given us representatives... is that the correct word?” I nodded and she continued. “We all have a faerie to speak on our behalf now and we've been encouraged to request anything we may need, to bring up issues we may have. You've changed our lives and I hope you know that.”
 
   I admit that I didn't know what to say immediately, quite an unusual occurrence for me. I stared at her, the weight of her words sinking into me and of all things, I thought about that Christmas movie, It's a Wonderful Life. How the guy thought he was unimportant, that the world didn't need him, until an angel showed him what life would have been like if he'd never existed. I felt like I'd just met my angel and she'd snapped me out of my melancholy to show me that I had made a difference. That there were things more important than wounded pride or heartache.
 
   Silly really, considering I had an angel for a lover and he had just recently shown me the good I could do for people with my love magic. He had even called me heroic and I had balked at the idea. I didn't consider anything I'd done to be heroic and I felt almost like an impostor when he'd said the word. I didn't even want to be heroic, I just wanted to live my life and let others live theirs. Well, sometimes life makes reluctant heroes out of us I guess.
 
   To my great horror, I started to cry. Caitir gasped, looking me over with trepidation before hesitantly putting an arm around me. I took the comfort and wrapped an arm around her waist, feeling like an idiot. Her slick hair fell around me, radiating warmth through its thick strands. I sighed, settling into it like a favorite blanket, and having the strangest urge to wrap her around me. Then I finally sniffed up my tears and wiped my face.
 
   “I'm so sorry,” I leaned away. “You have no idea how much that means to me right now.”
 
   “My Queen,” she slipped her warm hand onto my shoulder. “Why did that make you cry?”
 
   “I came here today because I saw something that made me doubt the King. I felt deceived and used and maybe a bit silly, especially now when I look back at how I just ran away instead of talking to him.” I took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “To hear that I've helped the fire fey, made a difference, gives me a better perspective. I'm not just here to be Arach's wife, I'm here to help my people.” A shiver of magic crept through me, Faerie letting me know she approved.
 
   “What was that?” Caitir looked around, wide-eyed.
 
   “That was Faerie,” I whispered, realizing I could repay this dark angel for her kindness. “Would you like to speak with her?”
 
   “Speak to Faerie?” She gaped. “I'd heard the rumors but none of us believed them. Faerie hasn't spoken to us in...”
 
   “Millennia,” I laughed, “yes, I know but she's talking now and she'd like to speak to you.”
 
   “She would?”
 
   “If you'll listen,” I turned to her and held out my hands.
 
   She slowly put her hands in mine and then I called upon Faerie. I felt her happiness, it filled me like champagne, bubbly and sweet, and then the golden glow of her magic filtered through my palms and into Caitir. The fire-sidhe's eyes filled with tears, which overflowed onto her cheeks, leaving shiny black lines in their wake. She closed her eyes and spoke in the fey language, to Faerie I presume.
 
   Then she sighed and let go of my hands to pull me into a hug. She was so warm, her skin smooth and soft, and her heat radiated from her center like she was filled with fire. I rubbed up against it, like a cat in a warm lap. She pulled back and kissed both of my cheeks.
 
   “You are a treasure to the Kingdom of Fire,” she whispered. “Don't ever let the King forget that.”
 
   “Oh,” I sniffled and gave her a smile. “Thank you, I guess I needed someone to remind me that I was worth more than my uterus.”
 
   “You are worth more than all the wombs in the kingdom,” she laughed. “Thank you for giving me the gift of Faerie.”
 
   “Oh,” I waved a finger at her as I remembered. “You can give this gift to others. Spread it around, all you have to do is touch someone while Faerie speaks to you and they should be able to hear her too.”
 
   “Truly?”
 
   “Yep, we want everyone to be able to connect with Faerie again. So be sure everyone knows how to pass it along. It was supposed to get passed along already but I guess it hasn't made it to your village yet.”
 
   “Faerie speaks to us again,” Caitir beamed at me. “I can't wait to tell the others.”
 
   “Well go on then,” I gave her a little push and she got to her feet with a grin.
 
   “It was an honor to meet you, Queen Vervain.”
 
   “Right back atcha,” I laughed. She turned away but I called out. “Caitir?” When she turned back to face me I asked, “Maybe I could come back sometime and meet the rest of your village?”
 
   “I'd be happy to see you again,” she smiled and it was soft, the smile of new friendship. “My village is just to the right at the beginning of the Weeping Woods. You'll always be welcome.”
 
   “Thanks,” I waved, “I'll see you later then. Oh and if you make it up to the castle sometime, I'd love to see you, just tell anyone you meet that Queen Vervain asked for you to visit and they'll find me for you.”
 
   “I will. I've never been to the castle before and I admit, I'd like to see it,” she beamed a toothy grin. “May blood flow and fire burn for you, my Queen.”
 
   “May blood flow and fire burn for you too, Caitir.”
 
   The way back was much longer than I'd thought. Evidently, I'd run quite a ways in my haste to be an idiotic chickenshit. I groaned as I shoved foliage out of the way and worked up a bit of a sweat on my way home. I was already dripping from the woods so I actually didn't know what was sweat and what was water but it all just felt kind of miserable now that I'd left the tree-line.
 
   When I saw the outline of Castle Aithinne against the night sky, I felt a surge of panic. It seemed to claw at the air like a dragon, lifting its face in defiance of my opinion on fidelity. It was spotted with light shining through its numerous windows and when I stared too long, they turned into eyes, burning with accusation.
 
   I swallowed hard and called myself a fool again before tromping inside. I remembered what Caitir had said, that I was a treasure and I needed to make sure Arach remembered that. He always called me A Thaisce, his treasure, so maybe he did remember. I was being so stupid, I just needed to go find Arach and-
 
   There he was, coming down the hallway with that woman beside him. They started a little when they saw me(out of guilt?) and Laise gave me a swift nod before excusing herself and making a hasty retreat. I glowered after her.
 
   “What was that about?” I finally found the nerve to ask.
 
   “What?” Arach looked baffled.
 
   “You and her,” I gestured after the woman. “What were you talking about?”
 
   His face filled with alarm for just a second before it was smothered in a smooth look of assurance.
 
   “We were talking about the visit to the Water Kingdom,” he shrugged. “She was asking about a water-sidhe she's been feeding from but we didn't see him there.”
 
   “Is that all?” 
 
   “What else could there be?”
 
   “I don't know,” I pushed aside my hurt and told myself not to act upon it until I was certain. I wouldn't mention the hug, that would only tip him off and if there was something going on, I wanted to catch him in it so I could be sure. “I guess nothing.”
 
   My heart hurt from the need for subterfuge. What happened to being honest with each other, huh Vervain? I told myself to shut up, that finding out the truth was more important and from the way Arach had just stumbled about his explanation, it didn't look like I'd get it from him. He'd just make up a plausible excuse and I'd be forced to believe him or call him a god damned liar.
 
   And I happened to know a few gods who could help me with the damning part if he really was lying to me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The Darkness is coming.
 
   “Okay, that's enough. You give me one-liners about the Darkness for over a month and then all of a sudden this is what you say to me? Just that it's coming?” I stood up off the rock I was sitting on. “I appreciate that you want me to stop these murders and that you want to be helpful but please stop with the cryptic bullshit!”
 
   Faerie was silent for awhile before she spoke again. I am as clear as I can be. I had no information for you before. The threat seemed to disappear but now I can feel its approach. The Darkness is coming and you must stop it.
 
   “Why does it have to be me that stops it?” I sat back down heavily and stared at the unfinished sketch in my sketchbook. “Why can't one of the other royals do it, you know, the ones that actually know about the fey?”
 
   Because they can't see things the way you do. You were the only one who thought to take the blood. You think like a human and that's what I need now. They fey are too complacent, I've told you this before. They have remained unchanged for so long that they've started to petrify. You can change that, change them, and not only stop these murders but bring life back to the fey.
 
   “Petrify?” I considered what she was trying to tell me. “You're saying that remaining the same for thousands of years has caused their bodies to go into a kind of stasis?”
 
   Stasis. She seemed to mull the word over. Yes, this word is perfect for what I mean. They are in stasis.
 
   “But I don't know how to change them.” I was starting to sound whiny, even to myself.
 
   Vervain, you have already changed them. You've seen the changes, the way you speak alone has been a jolt to them. Look what you've done with the pixies, the way you've championed them has made a lot of fey start to view them differently. Your King is one of these who has changed, he's already out of stasis, and even as we speak, there is life beginning in the depths of your castle.
 
   “Depths of my castle better not be code for me being pregnant,” I growled. “I'm on birth control. I brought the pills with me.”
 
   Why would you want to control conception? She sounded confused. Life is magic. I must admit, you humans confound even I sometimes.
 
   “I don't know if I want children right now, okay?” I sighed. I couldn't believe I was having this conversation with the sentient magic of an entire realm. “I'm not ready and I have four other lovers to consider. If I got pregnant, I wouldn't even know who the father was.” 
 
   So have a child with each of them.
 
   “Oh sure,” I laughed hysterically. “That would solve everything. I'll have one angel baby, one lion baby, one werewolf-” No, I guess I couldn't have a werewolf baby, even had I wanted to. Not with the magic of the Froekn conserving itself.
 
   I feel an entirely different emotion from you than the words you are saying.
 
   “Yes, it's called sarcasm,” I grimaced. I guess my job was going to include updating Faerie on my way of speaking too. “But you haven't answered me. Did you mean that I'm pregnant?”
 
   No. Look to those that hide for the new life.
 
   “Those that hide? The Hidden Ones? Are you saying one of the Hidden Ones is pregnant?” I don't know why my eyes started to water, must have been the smoke blowing out of a nearby crevice in the ground. I was behind the castle, enjoying the scenery of the lands of Fire and there were several steam vents nearby. It was great for the complexion.
 
   You have changed them. Drastically. Already you have done more than I expected.
 
   “Great Gods of Fire,” I breathed. “One of the Hidden Ones is going to have a baby.”
 
   More than one baby, actually.
 
   “Oh,” I huffed out a laugh and then reduced it to a smile when I remembered how much they'd enjoyed playing with the phooka pups. They were going to be so excited. “Wait, you said Arach is already out of stasis? So we could have a baby if we wanted to?”
 
   Why is it so difficult for you to understand me? Yes, you may give Fire the heir it needs. I don't know why you hesitate.
 
   “Great,” I frowned.
 
   This is sarcasm again?
 
   “Yes, indeed,” I smirked. “Okay, okay, back to the Darkness. We saw a dark magic at the scene of the abductions. It was trapped in the crystal and when I released it, it flew away, sounding a lot like a flock of birds.”
 
   Yes, I saw this.
 
   “Wait, you saw it?” I frowned as a thought occurred to me. “You see everything that happens here, don't you? Why can't you just tell me who's doing this?”
 
   Why do you not listen to me? I have told you, it's the Darkness.
 
   “Right, the Darkness, capital D,” I rubbed a hand over my face, probably smudging graphite all over the place. “So you don't know if it's Kanaloa. He's a god of darkness but I don't get where the birds fit in. Can you at least see if he's working with a faerie? Gruach, the water-sidhe or a smaller fey, a fachan, a trow, or a fir darrig?”
 
   The Darkness hides that from me. I told you this too. I cannot see past it.
 
   “Oh, right,” I slumped. “I forgot. Well you've been a huge help.”
 
   I stared out at the beautiful, misty landscape of the Kingdom of Fire, trying to work it all out, as Faerie went silent.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   I sat, dejected, watching the unusual birds of the Fire Kingdom hunt their prey while I pondered what darkness could have to do with birds. Nothing came to mind besides that Edgar Allan Poe poem, The Raven. Everyone knew the line, Quoth the Raven, Nevermore, but there was another line in that poem that my mind kept going back to, over and over, like a sore tooth.
 
   “Darkness there, and nothing more,” I whispered and the land seemed to shiver beneath me. “But what does it have to do with Kanaloa?”
 
   “Are you talking to yourself or to Faerie?” Isleen was standing near the cave entrance of the castle, a red garment draped across her arm. I swear she enjoyed sneaking up on me.
 
   “Oh, this time, it was to myself,” I laughed a little and got up to walk over to her. “If you had come just a few minutes earlier, it would have been to Faerie.”
 
   “You speak with her a lot, then?” She cocked her head to the side, her long, black hair falling in a straight line over her shoulder.
 
   “More and more lately,” I sighed, “sometimes it seems like she won't shut up.” Isleen's eyes widened as she straightened. “Did I scandalize you?” I laughed. “Faerie and I have a unique relationship. Don't worry, the ground won't open up and swallow me whole or anything.”
 
   “Oh,” she blinked her big, dark eyes. “Um, I came to fetch you for King Arach.”
 
   “What's up?”
 
   “There are more missing fey,” she glanced up(probably wondering why I'd be asking what was up there) and frowned. “He's awaiting you in the royal carriage.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” I followed her back in, rushing through the cave and turning through the tunnels that would take me across the castle and out front to where the carriage was kept. “And it's a figure of speech, by the way. What's up, is a way of asking what's going on.”
 
   “Oh yes, of course,” she nodded as she ran beside me. “Here you might need this,” she handed me a fur-lined, red velvet cloak. “The Kingdom of Air gets chilly and although we fire fey don't mind the cold, we don't particularly enjoy it either.” She flashed me a sharp-toothed grin.
 
   “Thank you, Isleen. Could you have this sent up to our bedroom please?” I took the cloak and handed her my sketchbook before rushing out into the fey sunlight once more.
 
   Sure enough, there was our royal carriage, door propped open, waiting for me. Behind it was a larger group of red caps than had gone with us into the Water Kingdom. It looked like Arach was starting to get serious about security. I jumped in the carriage and looked over Arach's grim countenance. He shut the door and rapped at the wall behind him. Then we were moving.
 
   “That bad, huh?” I settled the cloak over my shoulders.
 
   Below it, I was wearing a red velvet dress, so the cloak matched perfectly. I wondered if Isleen had taken that into consideration when she brought it to me. Probably, she was kind of like the castle steward as well as the herald and she liked to pay attention to detail. Though now that I knew her history with Arach, I wondered if that stemmed from some maternal feelings she had for him.
 
   “They haven't told me anything of the circumstances,” he kept frowning, “but I was told that a bean-sidhe and an air-sidhe have disappeared.”
 
   “They've upped their game,” I murmured.
 
   “It appears so.”
 
   I told him about my recent conversation with Faerie. He was as frustrated as I that Faerie couldn't confirm Kanaloa's guilt but when I told him about the Hidden Ones and himself, his expression changed completely. He leaned forward and took my upper arms in hand.
 
   “Truly? Another birth in the House of Fire?”
 
   “Looks like it,” I smiled.
 
   “And she said it's because you changed them?”
 
   “And I changed you, evidently,” I smirked.
 
   “Well, you already knew about me,” his hands slid down my arms to take my hands. “I'm not surprised to hear we can conceive if we decided to. I've felt it inside myself, like my body has awakened from slumber.”
 
   “Stasis,” I repeated the term.
 
   “Indeed,” he nodded and lost some of his excitement. “So the rest of the fey are in stasis?”
 
   “It would make sense,” I shrugged. “You said most of the births have been among the lesser fey. Well, seems to me like the sidhe are the most unyielding of all of you. The lesser fey have had to adjust to suit your whims for as long as they've lived, change is probably not such a foreign concept to them.”
 
   “You may be correct,” he let my hands go gently and sat back into his seat. “And you're supposed to change them.” He gave a sort of huffing laugh. “May the fire burn for you.”
 
   “Was that your way of saying good luck with that?” I laughed as he nodded. “I like it. I think I'll use it.”
 
   “That would be appropriate, since it's a blessing of the House of Fire.”
 
   “May blood flow and fire burn,” I quoted dutifully.
 
   “Ah, you remember,” he nodded with approval.
 
   “How could I forget,” I made a face at him. “Oh right, because you made me forget.”
 
   “Are you still going on about that?” He gave me a suffering expression and sighed dramatically. “You humans are so sensitive.”
 
   “Don't you mean, you triple beings are so sensitive?” I teased.
 
   “Then I might as well have just said you are so sensitive, since you're the only triple being in existence,” he leaned forward and gave me a quick kiss.
 
   “It's so lonely at the top,” I sighed and fanned myself like a diva.
 
   “I can knock you down if you like,” he leered.
 
   “Try me, anytime, anyplace,” I cooed.
 
   He glanced out the window before pulling the curtains shut and pulling me into his lap. I made a sort of squeak which he interpreted as an Oh please, baby, and delved into my bodice face first. I had a fleeting thought of him and Laise, which was a bit of a cold shower on his hot ministrations.
 
   “Arach,” I laughed nervously and tried to push him back, which was like trying to push the Statue of Liberty off its island. “We're on our way to investigate a possible murder.”
 
   “We have time,” he looked up at me as his hands lifted my skirt and settled me more comfortably on his lap. “I know exactly where we are.”
 
   I bit my lip and decided what the hell. If he was a cheating bastard, I wanted to enjoy my blissful ignorance as long as possible. If you think that's self-delusional and weak, well, you're probably right but at least I knew I was deluding myself and frankly, when it came to my men, I could get kinda wimpy. Don't judge, you should see his abs.
 
   My hands shot between us, to undo his trousers. His face lit up with a brilliant grin and then his mouth was on mine, biting at me till he nicked my lip and was rewarded with a drop of blood. He licked it up, shivering for a second as he connected with me, my emotions no doubt hitting him with a heavy punch. I wondered if he could feel my doubt in him but if he did, he showed no sign of it. He bit into his own lip and I watched the blood bead upon his silky skin a second before slowly licking it from him.
 
   I leaned back under the wave of feeling that was all Arach and he filled my head and body at the same time. I gripped his shoulders as he bucked and lifted myself to help him. The crescendo of pleasure began, spiraling out from where we were joined, as the blood revealed him to me on a deeper level than even my Froekn bond with Trevor went.
 
   I saw clearly the changes I'd made in him, felt the strength of his passion and love for me, as well as his concern for this latest threat to Faerie. The initial excitement over the possibility of another Hunt had passed and the reality of the situation was sinking in. He was worried this wouldn't stop and scared that the Darkness would come for his fey as well. I searched and searched his soul, going deeper than I normally would have, in an effort to find his betrayal but there was none. I sighed as I realized that he was faithful. I didn't know what he was doing with Laise but it wasn't sexual. I was such an idiot.
 
   I brought my face up to kiss him, using our connection to comfort him and maybe make up for my distrust just a little. He took the comfort and gave me back determination, he wasn't going to stop until whoever was doing this to the fey was dead. I pushed away those thoughts, from both of our minds, with my own determination. I wanted some time for ourselves before we arrived at the latest calamity and had to focus on evil again. Especially now that I knew he was all mine.
 
   “This,” I whispered, “you and I in this moment, is all I want to focus on right now.”
 
   “Forgive me,” he whispered, “for letting something other than love join us here. There is nothing else more important to me than you.”
 
   “You can't help being concerned for the fey,” I slid against him, bringing him deeper inside me. “There's nothing to forgive. I just want us to let go of that for a little while.”
 
   “As long as I can hold onto you while I do this letting go,” he grinned and tightened his grip as the carriage bounced us.
 
   I smiled as I let the carriage do the work for me, lifting and lowering me with soft jolts as I gripped his shoulders. My lust magic started to gather, pulsing in my stomach before heading to lower territories. I knew the moment it hit Arach, he jerked against me like he'd been struck by lightning.
 
   “What was that?” He whispered.
 
   “Lust,” I growled and lowered my lips to his. “Just go with it, I promise you'll enjoy it.”
 
   “Do your worst,” he teased and kissed me.
 
   Lust liked that, it liked that a lot. It shot up through him and burst through his skin and back into mine. I barely stifled my scream and his groan sounded equally labored. Then he was tearing at the laces on my bodice, freeing me from the dress and then lowering his face to suck me into his mouth.
 
   I felt the magic gather beneath his lips, glowing red and pooling in that sensitive flesh, making it even more sensitive. He moaned around me, his tongue working faster and wherever it touched, I felt the lust rise to meet it, licking him back through my skin. It was a strange feeling but incredibly erotic and he started laving at me like he was kissing my mouth instead of my breast. My eyes rolled back just a little.
 
   Then he was on to the other side, bucking beneath me and reminding me that I was on top, maybe I should help a little. I giggled, feeling a little drunk from the magic, and started moving against him in a maneuver I'd learned when I used to bellydance. His head shot up, his cry loud enough that I was sure the red caps had heard us but at the moment I didn't care.
 
   I moved faster against him, his hands at my hips urging me along. Lust rode us both as surely as I rode him, filling me with a tingling effervescent feeling that started in my chest and spread down to where we were joined together, building in power, more and more, until it exploded within us, shooting through our bodies and flying free of our skin, to fill the carriage with sparkling lights that then exploded once more into tiny specks of magic that went right through the walls.
 
   The carriage lurched and I heard a choking kind of growl come from behind us. Shit, I forgot about that little side effect. I paused, listening, hoping the red caps wouldn't start copulating in the road. With my intent, I felt the magic pull back and the tension around the carriage eased. I called it more firmly then, inhaling it back into myself until it was firmly back where it belonged.
 
   Arach was still shaking through the aftershocks and I suddenly realized that we were on the floor of the carriage. When had that happened?
 
   “That was fantastic,” he growled.
 
   “Not bad,” I shrugged and moved to slide off of him but he grabbed my hips and held me firmly in place.
 
   “I've been waiting for the right time but it never seems perfect enough,” he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small pouch. “Will you wear these again? At least while you're in Faerie?”
 
   I opened the pouch and out tumbled two rings, one a thin gold band, and the other a thicker gold band with a glittering round ruby the size of a thumbnail set into it. My wedding rings.
 
   “Wow,” I breathed and held them up. “I can't believe I forgot about these.”
 
   “I never did,” he sat up, finally withdrawing from me with a sigh and a shudder. He discretely slipped himself back in his pants and smoothed my skirts around us. “May I?” He made a motion to the rings and I nodded, handing them back over. He slid the ruby on first, placing it on the ring finger of my right hand, and then the thin band went on next, like a guard. “Like the two of us,” he tapped the rings, “sitting side by side, both made of the same material, but one so obviously more beautiful than the other.”
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered and he leaned forward to kiss me gently before scooping me up and putting me back on my own seat.
 
   “I was referring to myself as the beautiful one, of course,” he sniffed arrogantly and then laughed at my horrified expression. “I apologize but I had to say something to get that bewildered look off your face.”
 
   “The one time I try to take a compliment well,” I grumbled, “and you go and ruin it.”
 
   “Now, love,” he started to say, then suddenly looked towards the window. The sounds of travel had quieted and the carriage was coming to a stop. “I'd enjoy discussing the details of your lust magic some more but it seems that we've arrived. We will talk more on it later though.”
 
   He grinned ear to ear and I laughed, letting him help me out onto the dirt road. He led me to a strip of grass, in front of which a wall of mist hung, obscuring the entire Kingdom of Air from sight. It sparkled in places and shifted in disturbing ways but was an opaque white and impossible to see through. I frowned and tried to peer through the mist anyway, there had to be something in there, isn't that where we were going?
 
   “Not so close,” Arach pulled me back when I tried to step forward. “You never know what they've put in the mist today.”
 
   “Oh great,” I grimaced, “now I'm in a Stephen King novel.”
 
   “It's the Kingdom's form of protection,” Arach frowned at the mist like it was a living entity. “I hate to admit it but I envy it a bit.”
 
   “No,” I scoffed, “not you? The great Fire King is jealous of another kingdom's defenses?”
 
   “Cease,” he groaned. “Why do I tell you these things?”
 
   “Because you know I love you and would never say anything to wound you impressive ego.”
 
   “Well, at least half of that statement is true.”
 
   “I'm only a third fey,” I grinned, “so only a third of me has to tell the truth.”
 
   “What does that mean?” He stopped looking at the mist to look back at me.
 
   “Some myths say that the fey can't lie,” I shrugged, “they can twist the truth like crazy but can't lie.”
 
   “That's absurd,” he scoffed. “What precisely would stop us?”
 
   “I dunno,” I laughed. It's not like I actually believed everything the fairy tales said. I mean, come on, I've seen the real thing now, but sometimes they got it right. “Magic, I guess.”
 
   “Magic that makes us tell the truth,” he laughed. “Humans and their silly notions.
 
   “actually, humans have drugs that will make people tell the truth,” I smirked at him.
 
   “They do?” A dark red eyebrow shot up. “Wait, what are drugs?”
 
   “Medications,” I shrugged, “Made from chemistry, plants and stuff.”
 
   “Medicinal potions that make people tell the truth,” he nodded. “Interesting.”
 
   “I know a truth spell too, actually,” I blinked as I realized I could have used it on him but no, that wasn't something you did to your husband. Well, not if you loved him.
 
   “Humans,” he shook his head. “Drugs and magic. Sometimes a lie is kinder.”
 
   “Yeah but you gotta admit we're fun,” I grinned to hide my apprehension over his statement but his eyes shot up over my shoulder, so I turned to see what had caught his attention.
 
   Descending slowly before us was a long, delicate looking boat. Well maybe ship would be a better term. It was open like a Viking longship but made entirely of gold, with intricate carvings all over it. Both ends tapered off and swirled up into exaggerated curls. These curls had chains attached to them, which were in turn attached to a thick belt encircling the waist of a massive beast.
 
   I stepped back but Arach steadied me with a hand on my waist, and I noticed that the beast looked quite gentle. It was covered in sleek fur but the wings protruding from its back were membranous and opalescent like a dragonfly's. They buzzed rapidly, so fast that I could barely make out that they had thin veins of purple going through them.
 
   It was a streamlined creature, having the look of speed to it, with a long, thin neck and a tapered head that trailed a mane of hair any horse would have been proud of. Its snout came to a point with little slits for a nose and a jaw that unhinged like an alligator's. It opened its mouth then and a screech like that of a bird of prey came from its throat right before the ship was deposited in front of us and the creature came to rest behind it proudly.
 
   The sun shimmered off its silvery-gray fur, bringing out colors in the neutral tone. It's long tail twisted and curled like the ends of the boat, sliding possessively around the hull and opening a door that flipped down to reveal stairs. Bright cerulean eyes fastened on us and it screeched again.
 
   “It's ready for us,” Arach led me forward and up the stairs as I continued to gawk at it.
 
   “What is it?” I craned my neck until it seemed to take pity on me and curled its long neck down so that its face was level with mine. “Oh, hello.” Arach laughed at me when it sniffed me and then gave my face a quick nuzzle. “You're pretty sweet,” I gave its cheek a pat and it opened it jaws to pant happily. Jaws with an impressive amount of sharp teeth in them.
 
   “Come along now,” Arach led me to a cushioned bench, upholstered in cream tapestry. The ship was filled with them but he chose one at the prow, or maybe the stern, it was hard to tell which end was front and which was back since they looked the same and the ship appeared to be made to only go up and down.
 
   “But what is it?” I whispered as the creature lifted its head to survey the rest of our party's boarding.
 
   “A leriewoag,” he said as he put an arm around me. “Hold on, here we go.”
 
   The leriewoag rose gently into the air and we with it, the ground dropping away at an alarming rate. I watched as the Realm of Faerie was revealed to me, our Kingdom of Fire to the right and the vast ocean of Water to the left. I could see Castle Deuraich perched on its rock amid the rush of the waterfall that flowed through it and down the high cliffs that bordered the kingdom.
 
   Across the Forgetful Forest from us was the Kingdom of Earth, and I could see the glint of the crystal valley sparkling in the sun. Behind it, the kingdom continued in various geological formations. Canyons sat amidst lush jungle, mountains rising and falling, dotted with the sparkle of gems. Desserts flowed into grasslands and then into swamps. It was as if every possible version of land there was, existed in the Kingdom of Earth.
 
   Our own kingdom was quite beautiful as well, stretching out beside us. The glow of lava was easier to see from above and I could trace the cracks through the kingdom and straight to the castle. The land was lushly green around these glowing crevices, and among the patches were faerie homes. The fire fey preferred homes made from rock and metal, so most of the houses had walls of smooth stone adorned with metalwork. They glimmered in the sunlight, only the mist was able to block their brilliance once we got far enough into it.
 
   The leriewoag screeched again and Arach wrapped his arm tighter around me as the ship lurched and then came to a stop. I stared up the length of chain to see the creature undo the belt with a nimble gray hand, looping it over a long gold bar attached to a thick post in the ground. It perched on the bar and its tail came down to flip open a door on the other side of the hull. Then it buzzed away, zipping past the ship to take one last look at us before disappearing into mist with swirling acrobatics.
 
   Arach helped me down the stairs and onto a marble landing. Before us, across a grassy field, a shining green castle soared up into the mist, a bright beacon against the pristine backdrop of white. Its flat-topped turrets were adorned with open balconies that obviously doubled as landing pads. The main body of the palace had a steep roof like a cathedral, the sides of which were cut with designs in so many places that it looked more like lattice than wall. Pixies flew in and out of these openings, chasing each other with glee.
 
   The winged sidhe seemed to ignore the little fey, lounging in windows with their feet dangling into the air, vibrant wings stretched out behind them, adding splotches of color to the rich emerald walls. Strange creatures soared around them and through the castle, making it hard for me to focus on any one place.
 
   There were birds with excessively long tail feathers, swooping and twirling about, looking like Chinese ribbon dancers. Among them were smaller versions of the leriewoag, and other furred creatures with leathery wings who kind of resembled monkeys. Flying monkeys and an emerald castle. Holy shit, I was in Oz.
 
   In front of the Emerald City, er.. castle, were wide steps leading up to massive doors that would have looked at home on any of the Lord of the Rings movie sets, white carved wood pieces that tapered up to a point. A white path snaked out from it, across the lawn, and over to the landing we stood on. Too bad it wasn't yellow brick.
 
   Placed in random groupings across the lawn were unusual trees whose roots were not only exposed but were completely in the air. In fact, the trunks of the trees were all secured with golden collars which were attached to the ground by golden chains, keeping the trees from floating away. Plants hovered in the air around them, bobbing in the breeze, and occasionally getting stuck in the branches of the thick trees. A delicate flower drifted by me and I watched its progress over the edge.
 
   The edge. We were standing on a floating parcel of land and wouldn't you know it, there wasn't a single railing to be found. Just a sheer drop into the mist, where if you were lucky, you might hit a leriewoag on the way down. Or maybe that wouldn't be lucky at all.
 
   Then the mist cleared a little and I was able to see other floating islands. It was like pieces of land had been cut away and simply drifted up into the sky. There were mountains, forests, even a river becoming a waterfall when it flowed over the edge. On every island there were tall structures with open balconies like the castle had. I could barely make out the forms of fey fluttering in and out of them.
 
   Running between the floating islands were golden cables and as I watched, a little golden basket traveled along one. Beneath this were larger golden chains, giving the distinct impression that they were holding the islands together. I had a sudden image of the islands breaking their chains and floating away. Where would an emancipated island go once freed? Jamaica?
 
   “What do you think of the Air Kingdom?” Arach interrupted my crazy thoughts as he herded me down the path toward the castle. I felt like bursting into a round of We're off to see the wizard but I didn't think Arach would skip with me and that song requires skipping.
 
   “It's very pretty,” I eyed a bunch of low-flying sidhe as they swept by us and came in for a landing on our right.
 
   “Sure, if you don't mind clouds in your face,” grumbled a red cap behind me. I turned around to see him swatting at a curious cloud that had drifted to close.
 
   Before I could say anything to the red cap, a little pixie girl flew up to me and hovered before my face hesitantly. I smiled at her and she dropped into a curtsy, then rose up and held out a flower to me.
 
   “Thank you,” I accepted the blossom carefully. “You pixies always give me the best presents.”
 
   It looked so delicate, its white petals practically translucent, fanning out from its bright orange center in layers like a peony. Then I realized it wasn't a flower at all, well not a natural one. It seemed to be some kind of crystal.
 
   “I'm glad you like the air blossom, Queen Vervain,” the girl beamed at me. “We wanted to welcome you to the Kingdom of Air and ask you if you would intercede for us as you have for our cousins.”
 
   I looked past her and saw a flock of flying pixies, hovering anxiously, waiting for my answer.
 
   “Of course,” I nodded and there seemed to be a wave of relief that spread through their ranks. “I'll do what I can and if you still feel mistreated after I've spoken to your royals, you're welcome to join your cousins in Fire.”
 
   A cheer rose up and Arach laughed. “Adding to your collection, Queen of Pixies?” He joked and looked down at the flower cradled in my hands. “An air flower, those are rare.”
 
   “I thought it was crystal.”
 
   “No but it is crafted,” he blew gently on it and the petals made a light chiming sound as they hit each other. “It's condensed air, held together by magic. The bright center is the eye of a storm, that's the power harnessed to create it, a violent storm which can be released if you crush the flower.”
 
   “Let's not crush it then,” I held it even more carefully.
 
   “Queen of Fire?” A pixie man held a glass box out to me. “For the flower.”
 
   “Oh, thank you again,” he opened the lid and I carefully laid the flower carefully within. It looked like Snow White in her casket. The thought made me frown, how morbid.
 
   “Your welcome,” the man bowed and handed me the casket, er box.
 
   “King Arach, Queen Vervain,” a man in a light blue uniform led the group of air sidhe that had swept by us earlier, over to us, scattering the pixies, which again made me frown. He had pale green hair that fell around his shoulders in loose waves, and blue eyes that matched his outfit. His wings were dark, like a moth's, with iridescent colors shifting over them and big “eyes” high up on their crests.
 
   “Taraghlan,” Arach nodded to the fey. “Do you know where the other royals are gathered?”
 
   “Yes, Fire King,” he nodded, I was sent to guide you, if you'll permit.”
 
   “By all means,” Arach waved his hand and Taraghlan moved ahead to show us the way. 
 
   His group moved up beside us, casting glances at us out of the corner of their eyes. One fey in particular couldn't seem to stop staring. She was super thin and very tall, like a runway model. Her baby pink hair fell down to her ankles in shimmering waves, creating the look of a cloak. She had giant butterfly wings in a vibrant blue, rising from her shoulders, and her skin was pure white, just tinged pink at cheeks and lips. Her bright blue eyes met mine with what seemed to be anger or possibly hatred, definitely hostility.
 
   “What the hell?” I stopped walking to stare her down and she blanched, looking around at the rest of the group, who had stopped when I did.
 
   “What is it?” Arach was searching for the source of my ire.
 
   “Her,” I pointed at the sidhe as I walked over to her. “You. What's your problem?”
 
   “I'm not sure what you mean,” she stammered, looking over my shoulder at Arach timidly. I glanced over and saw his glower, it must have matched mine.
 
   “You're staring me down like I'm the six-fingered man or something,” I cleared my throat when I remembered I was in Faerie and it was doubtful anyone there had ever seen The Princess Bride. “Uh, like I killed your daddy. Now I know I've never met you, so the only reason for you to be so upset with my presence is that you don't want me here investigating the disappearances!” I shoved an accusing finger in her face for emphasis.
 
   “Um, A Thaisce,” Arach cleared his throat as the fey woman turned the color of curdled milk.
 
   “Why would I not want you to investigate?” She looked around at the other air-sidhe but they didn't appear to be willing to help her.
 
   “Because maybe you're the culprit,” I looked her over like I could find some evidence on her if I just focused hard enough.
 
   “What?” One delicate hand flew to her throat in a classic damsel in distress pose.
 
   “Vervain,” Arach growled.
 
   “What?” I finally looked back at him.
 
   “I don't think Lady Aoife had anything to do with the missing fey.”
 
   “Arach,” I turned around fully and gave him a look. “If there's one thing fighting gods has taught me, it's to trust my instincts and my instincts are yelling at me that this bitch is bad news.”
 
   Gasps from the crowd of air-sidhe, chuckles from the red caps and phookas, and a long groan from Arach.
 
   “Did you just call me a bitch?” She asked in a horrified voice. “I'm an air-sidhe, not a phooka.”
 
   “Where were you when the bean-sidhe and air-sidhe disappeared?” I countered.
 
   “I was collecting fering flowers for my room,” she said haughtily.
 
   “What the hell are fering flowers?” I eyed her like I thought she had made them up.
 
   “There's one right there,” she pointed to a delicate blue flower as it drifted by. It was shaped like a star and had a brilliant white center.
 
   “Let me guess, you were alone when you were gathering flowers?” I scoffed. “So no one can corroborate your story?”
 
   “What is corroborate,” she frowned. “Arach are you going to let her talk to me like this?”
 
   Everything went quiet. It didn't even sink in for a few seconds and then I suddenly realized why they were all so stunned. She'd just called a Faerie King by his first name. As if she had a right to.
 
   My eyes narrowed as hers widened and I slowly turned to face Arach's angry expression. It spoke volumes and all of them were sharp, evil works of non-fiction. Pain lanced my heart as I shut my face down, unwilling to share my sorrow with strangers, but Arach had caught a glimpse and his expression hardened further, flashing over to the woman behind me.
 
   “You have mere moments to flee, Lady,” he growled. “If you value your life, you'd do well to make the most of them.”
 
   I heard her gasp and felt a whoosh of air that I assume announced her literal flight away from us. I closed my eyes for a moment and pushed down the pain, I'd be damned if I let them all witness what his infidelity was doing to me. I'd cry later, probably in the shower.
 
   Then I saw flashes of the asrai, Laise, and finally that airy bitch, Aoife. How many women was he doing behind my back? Did he have one in every kingdom or was it more than one? Was I married to the playboy of the Faerie Realm?
 
   This probably sounds ridiculous. I mean please, like I had any room to talk. I'd not only been with others, I still was with other men. Maybe that was what justified his actions, maybe I hadn't been able to find any betrayal in his soul because he honestly believed there was no betrayal. What was good for the goose and all that. Maybe I should allow his affairs, it would be only fair. Fair affairs, there was a joke in there somewhere but I was too hurt to laugh at it. So we all know that means I was pretty damn hurt.
 
   I had believed I was the only one, had stupidly assumed that marriage meant that he'd be faithful to me. My other men understood that we were faithful to each other and I wasn't even married to them. At least I think they understood. Was I going to have to go home and have a talk with them too? As horribly unfair as it sounds, I was not a woman who shared. I needed fidelity and if Arach felt that the situation was unjust and he deserved to have other women since I had other men, then he was entitled to that opinion. He'd just have to have it instead of me.
 
   Sometimes life isn't fair.
 
   “Vervain?” Arach's angry glare had changed to one of panic.
 
   “Sometimes I really hate being right,” I whispered.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Not now and not here,” I hissed in a low voice and waved to the waiting Taraghlan to move us along.
 
   “Vervain,” Arach said more sharply and I glanced at him with a raised brow.
 
   “Just tell me now if there's anymore women in there,” I pointed inside the castle, as the doors had just been opened to us, “that I need to know about. I'd appreciate a heads up before I start yelling at another lover of yours thinking she's a murderer because she's giving me the evil eye.”
 
   “Vervain, she's not-” but I glared at him and his jaw clenched down on the words. “There's no one else in there,” he finally growled.
 
   “No one else in there?” I broke eye contact angrily. “So there's more in other kingdoms then?”
 
   “This was all before we met,” he groaned. “Did you actually think I was celibate for fifteen millennia?”
 
   More chuckling erupted from the red cap peanut gallery until Arach glared at them over his shoulder.
 
   “How fucking stupid do you think I am?” I growled, watching Taraghlan's wings twitch. “Enough! We're not having this conversation now. Save it.”
 
   “Fine,” he growled back at me, making our guide's wings shiver.
 
   “This way,” Taraghlan said with forced gaiety as he led us up a staircase.
 
   We followed in grim silence, entering a room filled with more grim and silent people, although I was sure they were grim for another reason entirely. It was a collection of the noble fey again, gathered around a table this time, each holding a glass of amber liquid and staring at it instead of each other.
 
   “Queen Vervain,” High King Cian jumped to his feet as soon as he saw us enter the entirely too bright room. Everything was white, it reminded me a little of Blue's dining room but Blue had some accents to alleviate the starkness, this room didn't, just white and more white. “King Arach, please join us.”
 
   Queen Aalish glared at me from her seat next to her husband. Of course, her again.
 
   “What do you have there?” King Cian had noticed the air flower.
 
   “Oh, it's a present from the air pixies,” I tried to smile but it was hard to do when my face felt frozen.
 
   “The pixies have taken to giving Vervain presents,” Arach clarified with no small amount of glee.
 
   Queen Aalish glared harder.
 
   “The pixies?” King Fionn looked over the box in my hands. “Our pixies gave you this?”
 
   “That's right,” I swallowed hard, not wanting another fight but knowing I had to keep my word to the pixies. “They want to be treated with respect, like the Water and Fire pixies are.” I paused to give King Guirmean a little head nod, to which he smiled back. “I know this is hard to understand, that you've always treated them this way, but it has to stop. You can't continue to abuse your own people. If you do, they will cease to be yours.”
 
   “Are you threatening to take our pixies away like you did the Earth?” King Fionn stared steadily at me.
 
   “Would that bother you?” I asked instead of answering.
 
   “Yes, it would.”
 
   “Alright then,” I shrugged. “Show that to them. Treat them better and they won't leave, simple as that. I won't take them from you but if they come looking for sanctuary, I will provide it for them. Everyone should have a place in which to feel safe and loved.” I cast an irate glance at my cheating husband.
 
   “So be it,” King Fionn growled, his wings twitching angrily.
 
   “Let's all sit down and have a glass of mead, shall we?” King Cian asked nervously.
 
   “Isn't there a crime scene you'd like us to see first?” I got right to business, now that I'd said my piece for the pixies.
 
   I wanted out of this kingdom fast, then I wanted to slap Arach, tell him to fuck off and die, and go home to the God Realm where I could hopefully find a quiet corner to cry in before my other lovers came looking for me. Fuck my life. And yes, I know I'm being an asshole but love makes assholes of us all. I think I'm going to embroider that on a pillow.
 
   “I'm not sure if you would label it a crime scene exactly,” King Cian frowned. “There was some kind of kerfuffle, the results of which are not nearly as impressive as the last scene we witnessed, but which do indicate some level of violence.”
 
   “Can we see it please?” I was trying my best to keep my voice level. The last thing I wanted to do was take out my anger on the High King of Faerie... and kerfuffle? Wow, I really wished I was in the mood to enjoy that word.
 
   “Of course,” King Cian gestured to King Fionn and Queen Breana, rulers of the House of Air. “Will you take us to the room again?”
 
   “Yes, High King,” King Fionn stood from his backless stool and helped his Queen to her feet. Her butterfly wings rustled in a distinctly distraught manner as she let her husband lead her out of the room and down the hall toward the left.
 
   We walked through silken white marble corridors, rounded to look more like tunnels than hallways. Everything was smooth, floors, walls, and ceiling, and I wondered if it was to prevent accidental damage to delicate wings. Light was everywhere, probably due to the mass amounts of windows allowing it to enter unimpeded. The white stone seemed to magnify it though and I felt my eyes start to water. If I didn't start crying over Arach, I was going to start due to light sensitivity. I wasn't enjoying Castle Blàthaich at all.
 
   Finally we entered a room and it was blessedly lined in beautiful tapestries, giving my eyes some much needed relief. Unfortunately, the tapestries had seen better days. It looked as if a tornado had hit the room, tearing the fabric and breaking several items in the process. I took it all in from the doorway; the flipped bed, strewn clothing, and the curtains that were half out of the open window.
 
   A tornado. That almost got a chuckle from me. There was a whole Wizard of Oz theme going on.
 
   I winced when I realized everyone was watching me, waiting for me to do something unusual. I frowned and tried to ignore them. Sometimes I felt like a pet monkey when I was in Faerie, all the fey waiting for me to dance for them. Then I saw it, a smudge of dirt on the windowsill. I made a beeline for it, sinking to my knees to bring my eyes to its level. The royals closed in behind me.
 
   “Arach, you got another handkerchief?” I asked without looking back at him. A piece of white fabric was waved in my face, like a flag of surrender. I grimaced at it before I snatched it up.
 
   The smudge was long and thin, like a tiny finger had been drug over the edge, or a tiny hand had rested there while it's counterpart had been used to push someone out the window. I glared at the mark before I wiped it up with the cloth. Standing, I lifted it to my nose, closing my eyes as I inhaled deep. I didn't recognize the scent but there definitely was one this time. I finally looked at Arach and his eyes were surprisingly gentle when they met mine. That look made me feel like such an ass, which in turn pissed me off again. I held the hanky out to him.
 
   “Do you recognize this scent?”
 
   He took the cloth and did as I'd done with it. His eyes widened and he looked over to King Cahal. “It's a fir darrig.”
 
   “Our suspicions are confirmed then,” King Cian shook his head as King Cahal cursed.
 
   “I take it you're missing a fir darrig in the Earth Kingdom?” I asked.
 
   “Ualraig,” King Cahal nodded. “He went missing shortly after the last site was found.”
 
   “Well, I'd say that's some pretty damning evidence,” I sighed, at least we knew who one of the villains were. “You should have told us sooner.”
 
   “But how would a fir darrig get into Castle Blàthaich unnoticed and overcome a bean-sidhe and an air sidhe? It's just not possible,” Queen Breana finally showed some spirit. “Also, it appears that they were tossed from this window. That would barely injure either sidhe, much less kill them. In fact, it would allow for their escape.”
 
   “Huh,” I leaned over the window ledge and looked out at the far drop to the courtyard below. “What if they were unconscious?”
 
   “I think someone would have noticed two fey falling to their deaths,” King Fionn said. “At the very least, we would have seen the blood.”
 
   “And there are no signs of any kind of struggle below?” I asked him.
 
   “None at all?” He shook his head. “It's as if they simply vanished into thin air.”
 
   “Or into dark air,” I frowned, a thought skirting the edges of my mind.
 
   “What's that, Queen Vervain?” Queen Meara scooted over to me, her sparkling red hair blazing to life in the stream of sunshine coming in the window.
 
   “Faerie has announced that the Darkness is coming,” I spoke softly but everyone in the room heard me loud and clear, judging by their gasps. “You guys know what she's talking about?” I looked around in sudden hope.
 
   “No,” Queen Meara answered for everyone, “but it sounds horribly ominous and we fey know there is power to a name.”
 
   “There are tales of a time before the fey,” King Cian spoke and everyone gave him their full attention. “When magic roamed through the wind, the earth, the water, and the flame but had no fey to hold it and give it life. It felt loneliness and that loneliness became the dark, gave form to the places the light could not reach, and it grew, became powerful. Magic created bodies of the elements it rode, birthing the first fey with the purpose of battling back the darkness and bringing forth the light.”
 
   My skin shivered and I looked around to see that I wasn't the only one disturbed by the imagery the story created. Loneliness becoming a force of evil, it felt true, plausible. It felt terrible. I shook my head in denial.
 
   “We heard the cry of birds the last time,” I suddenly remembered the poem, “of ravens I think. That doesn't fit with your story.”
 
   “I can think of no raven magic involving darkness,” the High King frowned.
 
   “No fey magic,” I clarified.
 
   “What's that?” Queen Meara asked.
 
   “Last time it was noted that the magic wasn't fey,” I glanced at King Guirmean and he gave me a worried look. He really believed it wasn't Kanaloa. “That leaves god or human, and I somehow doubt it's human.”
 
   “So, you believe it's a god abducting the fey,” Meara's eyes were focused intently on me.
 
   “A god who's in league with a fir darrig,” and possibly a water-sidhe but I'd keep that thought to myself for the moment. “Has there been any visitors to the Air Kingdom that you know of?” I directed the question to the Air royals.
 
   “No, definitely no gods if that's what you're implying,” King Fionn answered.
 
   “You think Ualraig brought this god into Faerie?” King Cian looked shocked. “To murder another faerie is one thing but to betray your entire race by aligning yourself with a god to murder us is another.”
 
   “Alright,” I held up a hand, “don't get upset just yet, this is all conjecture, we really don't know anything beyond Ualraig being involved. So let's circle the wagons,” blank faces stared at me. “I mean let's gather our guards and pull in our people to the castles, up our security. We need everyone close and protected for the time being. And I swear to god, er, to a god, uh, I swear to Faerie herself, that if you don't protect everyone, including the pixies, I will personally call the Hunt down upon your heads!”
 
   “Vervain!” Arach snapped. “That is not the way to speak to royalty.”
 
   “Oh fuck you, Arach,” I'd had enough and my patience was wearing thin, so yeah, I was being bitchy. “This is not the time to coddle them either. Every life is precious and you yourself told me how none of the other sidhe view the pixies as anything but useless garbage.”
 
   “I...” Queen Breana looked to her husband with wide eyes. “I never, I don't... garbage?”
 
   “I think it's about time someone said that to us,” King Guirmean was smiling at me. “Some may view this pixie crusade of yours with disdain but I know this has less to do with the fact that they're pixies and more to do with equality and justice. Thank you, Queen Vervain, for reminding us that we swore to lead and protect all of our people.”
 
   “Hey, anytime,” I smiled back at him, a weight lifting from my heart.
 
   I knew he already treated his pixies well, so I wasn't surprised that he was on my side in the pixie crusade, as he called it, but I was surprised to find that he understood the motivations behind my actions. It was easier for him though, he was probably the only one who could actually still remember taking the oath of kingship.
 
   “I guess sometimes it takes tragedy to clear the cobwebs from thine eyes,” Queen Aalish said quietly, then looked over at her husband with a serious expression.
 
   Well holy shit, miracles do happen.
 
   “You have our word, Queen Vervain,” King Fionn said as he took his Queen's hand. “All of our fey shall be looked after equally well.”
 
   “We love all of Faerie and all its inhabitants,” vowed King Cian.
 
   “If ever they decide to return to us,” King Cahal said lastly, “we would protect the little ones to the best of our abilities.”
 
   “I'll let them know you said that,” I promised.
 
   See, I told you, you could change them.
 
   I smiled and nodded but restrained myself from answering Faerie in front of the others. It felt too much like rubbing salt in a wound if I did. I felt her touch in my heart and her laughter in my head.
 
   This is only the beginning. It will not be so easy as that.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   No, it's never easy.
 
   I thought over Faerie's words on the ride back to Castle Aithinne. Arach sat silent and brooding across from me until, at last, he could handle the silence no longer.
 
   “Are we going to discuss this?”
 
   “What, you mean your infidelity?” I raised a brow at him. “You can start by telling me how many of them you're fucking.”
 
   “Fuck you, Vervain!” He shouted, startling me into silence. “You have the nerve of the fucking Christians, you know that? I can't believe you would ask me that after taking my blood no more than two hours ago, right here!” He pounded a fist on the seat beside him. “You know me, you know me better than anyone ever has, including that vapid air-sidhe. I'm a man and a King. I've been without a mate all of my life, without the hope of ever having one. I took lovers, so what? Hundreds of them, if you must know, and none could ever come close to being as precious to me as you are! I would never jeopardize what we have for a bit of sex with such as her.”
 
   “I saw you with Laise,” I said softly.
 
   “What do you mean, you saw me with her?” He lost a little of his steam but not much.
 
   “In the hallway, that day I ran into you both,” I sighed and looked away from his piercing eyes. I didn't want to see the lies in them. “I ran into you earlier and saw you hugging her. Then there was that asrai with her groping hair, and now this air-sidhe. It's too much of a coincidence, Arach.”
 
   “Vervain,” he huffed a disbelieving and grim laugh. “Laise hugged me. She can be a little exuberant, especially when it comes to children.”
 
   “Children?” Oh fuck, don't tell me I brought Arach out of stasis so that he could father a damn vampire baby. “Laise is pregnant?”
 
   “No,” he sighed and ran a hand over his face. “I didn't want to tell you about this because I didn't want you to think I was pressuring you but then Laise volunteered and I thought I might as well be prepared, so I agreed.”
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?” I was a little relieved that Laise wasn't carrying their vampire-dragon love child but not much.
 
   “Laise is putting together a nursery,” he settled his gaze on mine a little apologetically. “For us. In the hope that we'll fill it soon.”
 
   “For us?” I stared at him as he nodded. “So she's not sleeping with you?”
 
   “She doesn't even like me like that,” Arach grimaced. “I've actually never been with a leanan-sidhe, I don't like the idea of giving them so much blood. Blood is important to us dragons.”
 
   “Yes it is,” I said slowly. “You're building a nursery? For our possible future children?”
 
   “Yes, Vervain,” he rolled his eyes.
 
   “Well then,” I huffed a laugh, “I guess that settles that then.”
 
   “What settles what?” He watched me warily.
 
   “It settles it,” I nodded. “I'm the bigger asshole.”
 
   His face went slack with shock, which I must admit I took great pleasure in, since he'd just shocked the hell out of me. Turn about is fair play and all. His mouth hung open for a second before he started laughing so hard, I feared for his sanity. His hands covered his face as he leaned back against the carriage and continued to laugh. I continued to stare at him, one eyebrow lifted and arms crossed.
 
   “Are you done yet?” I asked in a snarky way. “No? Alright then, keep smiling, scaly face. Just chuck it up Mr. Chuckles. Giggle away, Puff. Slap your knee, Heehaw Hornhead. Jest away...”
 
   “By the flame, woman,” Arach was still laughing, “will you stop?”
 
   “Sure thing, Happy Pants,” I grinned at him. “Wanna go home and have make-up sex?”
 
   “What is make-up sex?” He raised an interested brow.
 
   “Oh,” my grin got bigger, “just you wait, my laughing lizard of love, this is gonna rock your world.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   “Hundreds?” I asked as I leaned across Arach's belly after the best session of make-up sex ever. Even better than the one I had with Thor. We'd hung from the bedposts at one point. Yes, it can be done.
 
   “What?” Arach asked sleepily.
 
   “You said you've been with hundreds of women,” I tapped his nose and he raised one eyelid to peer at me.
 
   “Are you messing with me again?” When I only grimaced at him, he opened the other eye. “I'm a dragon, we're a passionate fey.”
 
   “Uh huh,” I snorted, “whatever. You couldn't settle on one woman for any length of time?”
 
   “Well,” he sighed. “Aoife lasted a few years, and they were recent ones, so that may be why she was so confident today.”
 
   “Ah, so now the dirt comes out,” I grimaced. “Dish. What happened?”
 
   “You happened, of course,” he gave me the look he always reserved for moments when my idiocy became apparent to him.
 
   “Son of a leriewoag!” I swore and he groaned. He knew how I loved to use new fey words as expletives. “Why's it always got to be some ex-girlfriend giving me grief.” I sat up and stared out at the room morosely.
 
   “All she did was stare at you,” he rubbed his hand over his face. He was doing that a lot lately. “Hardly what I would consider persecution.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I griped. “It always starts like this, something fairly benign, but then it grows, morphing into a huge, gluttonous, mass of hatred, until it culminates with me chained up- to wall, table, or floor- being tortured to death.”
 
   “Vervain,” he sighed, “you're not dead.”
 
   “Well, I got bett'a,” I said in an English accent.
 
   “Well, burning brimstone,” he laughed and sat up. “I actually got your reference!”
 
   “No you did not,” I scoffed.
 
   “Monty Python and the Holy Grail!”
 
   “Aw,” I grinned and slapped him on the shoulder, “you've been watching the movies I gave you.”
 
   “Yes and it appears to have paid off,” he chuckled, “that was funny. You got better,” he laughed some more. “I got bett'a,” he repeated in his own English accent which was scads better than mine. “Brilliant!”
 
   “Alright, alright,” I pushed him back down into the bed. “Don't wear out the joke.”
 
   “I'm going to watch more of your movies,” he declared. “Now I know why Roarke spends so much time listening to your lions. Human humor is lively.”
 
   “Indeed,” I imitated his snarky tone.
 
   “Hah,” he laughed. “Now I can annoy you. I'm going to start quoting these movies too.”
 
   “Oh no, no, no, no,” I waved a finger in his face. “Movie quotes are my thing and you've obviously got a long way to go since you failed to recognize my Princess Bride quote earlier.”
 
   “About the six-fingered man?” He blinked. “Ah yes, My name is Inigo Montoya, you killed-”
 
   “Stop!” I sat up straight and waved my hands in a slashing motion. “Did I or did I not just say that movie quotes were my thing?”
 
   “Yes, A Thaisce,” he chuckled and then whispered, “you killed my father, prepare to die.”
 
   “Aggh, I created a monster!”
 
   The laughter died out and left us staring at each other with soft smiles.
 
   “You know,” he laid back against the pillows, “I used to think Aoife's cruelty was attractive. Now it looks weak, petty. You've shown me how much more strength it takes to be kind and to stand up for those who can't defend themselves. Can you believe she once turned a bunch of kids into swans because she was sleeping with their father and she thought he loved them more than her?”
 
   “What did you just say?” My mouth hung open. That story was really familiar.
 
   “Aoife,” he frowned at me. “She was having an affair with this King, wait no,” he frowned harder, “I think he was a god. Yes, his name was Lir and he was married to this sweet woman but she died and Aoife seduced him. She wanted him to run away with her or something like that. I think she may have wanted to bring him here, to Faerie, but he refused because of his children, so she changed them into swans and turned them against their father. It's quite horrible now that I think about it. To turn someone's children against them. Now that the possibility of children is in my future, I sympathize more with this man.”
 
   “God,” I whispered. “He's a god.”
 
   “Do you know him?” Arach was fascinated.
 
   “I've met him,” I thought back to meeting Lir at Blue's place, he'd been a gruff guy who'd just tried to have his son murdered, my friend Finn. “I'm friends with one of his sons, Finn. You met Finn at the Ball, remember? The guy with the black hair and green eyes.”
 
   “The one who stares at you a lot with a pathetically painful expression,” Arach nodded. “I recall him, yes.”
 
   “He doesn't stare at me.”
 
   “Yes he does.”
 
   “Whatever,” I growled. “I think he's going to want to know that the woman who cursed him is here in Faerie.”
 
   “You think he'll want to hurt her?”
 
   “Why? Would it bother you?”
 
   “Well, I did have relations with her,” he thought about it. “No, I guess not.”
 
   “I don't know if I should be happy you don't care about her or shocked that you wouldn't care if an ex-lover was killed.”
 
   “You are the most contrary, beautiful, sexy,” he pulled me against him.
 
   A knock interrupted his seduction and he scowled at the door.
 
   “The world had better be ending!” He yelled.
 
   There was a thump and then silence.
 
   “Dammit!” I growled at him. “What did you do now?”
 
   I jumped out of bed and pulled on a robe before opening the door to find Lissa the pixie, fainted on the floor.
 
   “Lissa!” I knelt down and tapped the little woman on the cheek with my fingertip lightly. She opened her eyes slowly and blinked up at me.
 
   “Oh!” She got to her feet. “I'm so sorry to disturb you, Queen Vervain.”
 
   “It's okay, Lissa,” I smiled in an effort to put her at ease. “Arach was just joking. Weren't you, Arach?”
 
   “Sorry, Lissa,” his face was suddenly over my shoulder. “Are you alright?”
 
   “Yes, my King,” she blushed and looked away.
 
   “What did you need?” I prompted, when it became clear that she'd forgotten her whole reason for being there.
 
   “Oh!” She blushed more. “I came to tell you that we've all been settled into our old room. Fearghal helped move us and all of our things.”
 
   “Ah, he's a good fey,” Arach nodded. “I'm relieved to know you're all safe.”
 
   “Thank you,” she nodded.
 
   “I was thinking, Lissa,” Arach continued. “Maybe after this is all settled, the fire pixies could move into the kingdom proper, instead of being out in the Forgetful Forest.”
 
   “Would we be safe?” She twisted her little hands together.
 
   “The fire fey wouldn't hurt you and as far as the land, if you stay away from the steam vents, you'll be fine,” he shrugged. “I can get some of the red caps to help you with the move. I'd feel safer with all of you within the kingdom from now on.”
 
   “I think that sounds wonderful,” she nodded. “I'll talk to the rest of the pixies. Oh and the other red caps have set up a watch at the castle entrance and Fearghal said there's to be roaming guards as well.”
 
   “Yes,” Arach nodded, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I thought that would be best. Please let everyone know that the Hidden Ones will be helping with guard duty.”
 
   “Oh, yes, I will,” she nodded. “Thank you again, King Arach.” She bobbed a curtsy and ran off toward the stairs, where she waved her hand and a sparkling cloud appeared. She jumped onto it and it carried her down the long staircase.
 
   “Huh,” I stared after her. “I've always wondered how she got up and down the stairs so fast.”
 
   “A little pixie magic,” Arach grinned as he stood up and pushed the door closed. “They may not have as much as we do but what they have works well for them.”
 
   “That's helpful,” I stood as well.
 
   “It doesn't work on long drops or open air,” he shrugged. “It's just a minor levitation spell.”
 
   “Still pretty cool,” I grinned and then gave an excited shout. “We still haven't discovered which of the Hidden Ones is pregnant!”
 
   “Right,” he grinned like a little boy and threw off his robe to pull on some pants and a tunic. “Hurry up,” he motioned to me.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” I laughed and exchanged my robe for a long blue satin dress with fitted sleeves and an annoying but beautiful train. There were flames embroidered up the train in gold and I have to admit, it was my favorite part of the dress.
 
   We held hands as we hurried down the stairs, making it to the bottom faster than we should have, as usual. Then we were in the tunnels that led underground, and then in the cavern of the Hidden Ones. They were milling about excitedly and I wondered if they knew about the pregnancy already.
 
   “King Arach,” a ball of fur rolled over to us and then opened to reveal several appendages and a scaled face. “Queen Vervain! Welcome. I'm surprised you've returned so soon.”
 
   “You all look like you've had some good news,” I smiled knowingly at him.
 
   “Yes,” he clapped three pairs of arms together. “We've heard about the guard duty you've assigned us. We're thrilled to have been chosen.”
 
   “Oh,” I bit my lip and glanced at Arach. “There's no other reason you're so happy?”
 
   “What other reason could there be?” A female with the body of a massive beetle, lumbered forward on thick cloven legs. Her eyes were on stalks coming out of her shoulders and her mouth was at the top of her head. It was a little difficult to decide what to focus on when speaking to her.
 
   “Uh,” I glanced at Arach and he nodded. “Faerie has spoken to me. She's given me some great news and it has to do with one of you.”
 
   “Faerie spoke to you of usss?” Taog came forward, his voice full of surprise and awe.
 
   “Doesn't she talk with you?” I looked at them, they were shaking their heads, or things I assumed were heads, and then I looked over to Arach.
 
   “I've helped several fire fey hear her,” Arach frowned. “I gave instructions that the gift be passed along but maybe there hasn't been enough time.”
 
   “It's okay,” I gave him a sad smile. We both knew there had been plenty of time to pass on the gift but the Hidden Ones were still overcoming years of stigma, even within their own House. It was hard to make people let go of their fears. “Come here,” I said as I walked into their midst and held my arms out to them. I smiled when I saw Arach do the same, opening his arms to his fey without hesitation. “We'll give her back to you.”
 
   They surrounded me eagerly, touching me as they had that first day I'd met them and given them the blessing of Love. I called to Faerie and felt her presence settle on me and spread out to them in a warm rush of magic.
 
   Thank you, Daughter.
 
   “Don't thank me,” I smiled to ease the sting of my words, “just speak to them.”
 
   I will. I am.
 
   There were cries of joy mixed with the sound of happy tears as the gift spread through the Hidden Ones like wildfire. They fell back so more could approach me but it was unnecessary. The gift spread by touch and as soon as one touched me, they became a conduit, passing it to those behind them. Soon the cavern was filled with howling, excited fey.
 
   “It's me!” A voice broke over the rush of sound. A voice filled with more happiness than I'd ever heard expressed by any of them. “It's me she speaks of. I'm pregnant! We're going to have babies of our own!”
 
   The group shifted with excited shouts, a path opening and a female ushered forward along it. She had a long, slender snout and a ruff of horns around her face. Her bright yellow eyes glowed with happiness and her lipless mouth stretched out in a smile full of sharp teeth. Her eight legs propelled her forward quickly, the greenish-gray flesh quivering as she came flying into my arms. I hugged her with all my might, my magic acknowledging the magic growing inside her.
 
   I finally pulled away, smiling as I wiped tears from her cheeks. I placed my hands over her scaled stomach and felt the Love magic rise inside me.
 
   “I give you the blessing of Love, little ones,” I said reverently to the three babies I felt inside her, “that you may feel treasured for all of your lives. That you may walk freely wherever you will, with confidence and grace. That all who meet you shall know you for the miracles you are.” The magic flew down my arms and into her belly, glowing a soft pink before fading.
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered and I hugged her again.
 
   “My Queen,” Taog came up and put an arm around the female. “Faerie has told ussssss that it'ssss because of the changes you've brought about in ussss that life ssssstirs within ussss again. Thank you, Queen of Fire. Thank you for Fionnaghal,” he patted the female beside him, “and thank you for bringing Faerie back to usssss.”
 
   My fierce children. I have missed you the most.
 
   Everyone heard her, judging by the reverent quiet that blanketed the room, broken only by the occasional sniffle. Then they all dropped to their knees and Arach came to stand beside me, his eyes shiny with unshed tears.
 
   I wanted to tell them to get up, that I didn't want or deserve their obeisance, but I had to remind myself that these were fey and in Faerie I was a Queen. It was one thing to fight for equal protection for fey subjects but I didn't think the fey were ready for my American views on respect. So I kept my mouth shut as Arach took my hand and kissed it, giving me a knowing look and a smile of gratitude. We turned together and looked out over the gathered mass of fey, who the rest of Faerie called monsters but who we called family. A family that was about to get even larger.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “So the nursery,” I looked over to where Arach was reading a book in our bed and saw that he'd froze, a page half turned, to stare at me. “Is it done yet?”
 
   “Almost,” he barely whispered the word, like he was afraid I'd bolt if he spoke too loudly.
 
   “Did it never occur to you that I might like to have a hand in decorating the place where our children, if we have any,” I held up a hand when he started to look excited, “may possibly sleep? That it's a bit highhanded of you to go ahead without me?”
 
   “You want to decorate the nursery?” He sounded like he wasn't sure if he was horrified or delighted.
 
   “Well, I think I should have been consulted at the very least.”
 
   “A Thaisce,” he tossed his book aside and came over to stand in front of me. “I'm sorry about the nursery, we've already been over this, Laise thought she was helping.”
 
   “No, I know,” I waved away his apology. “It's fine, I just think she should have asked me what kind of things I'd want for my children.”
 
   “I'll get whatever you want for the babes,” he huffed a disbelieving laugh. “Just tell me and I'll get it for you.”
 
   “How about drugs?” I smirked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “If I'm going to seriously consider this, I think we need to talk about all of my concerns,” I pointed to the chair across from mine and he sat down with a stunned expression. “In the Human Realm, children are usually born in hospitals. Hospitals are places where our healers work and they help the babies be born, making the mothers as comfortable as possible. There are medicines that can be given to the mothers to help with pain and there are things that can be done if the labor goes badly. I'm not sure if I like the idea of giving birth without those modern conveniences. It could be more painful and more dangerous.”
 
   “My love,” Arach smiled at me, “you're immortal, how dangerous could it be?”
 
   “For the child, you nitwit.”
 
   “Our child will be immortal too.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?” I watched as his face went slack, his mind working out the possibilities.
 
   “Yes,” he finally concluded, “I'm certain. The baby will be full dragon-sidhe and therefore immortal.”
 
   “I concede that the child will most likely be immortal,” I paused, not knowing how to explain my fears to him. I'd been thinking about this for awhile and I'd come up with more questions than answers. “But how can you be so certain that it will be dragon-sidhe? You said it yourself, there's no one like me in all the realms. I'm a triple being. So what will that make my child?”
 
   “Amazing,” he said on a reverent breath, “blessed, loved, treasured. Who cares what race it is? We need a full dragon-sidhe to be our heir but that doesn't mean I wouldn't love a child with a different heritage. Yes, I want to continue our race but if our child is part dragon-sidhe, part human, and part god, I would love it just the same.”
 
   “But we don't know what it will be,” I frowned. “Magic can do strange things. What if the child is born mortal and there are complications?”
 
   “We have healers, Vervain,” Arach took my hand and rubbed it gently. “You live at the source of magic, how could you think we'd be unprepared for childbirth? A fey birth is much easier than a human. There's no need for medicines or human hospitals. We have magic to ease the pain, magic to help the child into the world.”
 
   “Oh,” I don't know why I hadn't thought of that. I guess the thought of children freaked me out a bit. “So what would happen?”
 
   “Well, here in Fire,” he kept rubbing my hand like he knew I needed the comfort, “we have leanan-sidhe who will aid in the birth.”
 
   “The vampires are going to help me give birth... bloody, messy birth?” I was horrified.
 
   “Have you completely forgotten how Ciaran healed little Lissa when you burned her by accident?”
 
   “Oh, right,” I thought back, “he used his own blood.”
 
   “Right,” Arach gave a little laugh. “Vervain, there's nothing to worry about. If you decide you're ready to have children with me, it will be safe and virtually painless.”
 
   “What does virtually mean?” I narrowed my eyes on him.
 
   “The first few contractions may not be caught in time to be subdued,” he shrugged, “but the rest of the labor pains can be transferred into amulets. It's a simple thing and if there is a complication, as you put it, the leanan-sidhe will be handy with their healing blood.”
 
   “Healing vampire blood,” I sighed, “yeah that's what they say about vamps in the Human Realm too, now that I think about it. They can close the wound they make from feeding with a little of their blood. I don't think it's true though. I don't remember Blue's blood healing me when he bit my lip.”
 
   “Who bit your lip?” He growled.
 
   “Oh, it was a long time ago,” I waved my hand and then gave in to the need for a little payback. “It was before I even got together with Trevor. I actually had sex with Blue on top of his pyramid... on an altar.”
 
   “Excuse me?” His eyes were starting to slant up his face, giving him the dragon look he got when he was riled up.
 
   “It was in a dream but it was still pretty real,” I shrugged. “I actually woke up with bite marks and I had the scars for quite awhile. Thor covered them with his lightning bolt but then Jesus made me immortal and they both went away.”
 
   “Vervain,” smoke was coming out of one of his nostrils, “how many men were you with before me?”
 
   “Oh, I don't know,” I gave him a wicked grin, “hundreds probably.”
 
   There was a deadly silence before he finally figured out that I was messing with him.
 
   “You haven't even been alive for half a century yet,” he huffed. “That was not a fair comparison.”
 
   “Ah but it got my point across, didn't it?”
 
   “Agreed,” he sighed. “So you really didn't do all that with all those men?”
 
   “Of course I did,” I laughed as he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “But like I said, that was way before you and I. It shouldn't matter, right?”
 
   “Right,” he finally acceded.
 
   “So are you going to show me the nursery, or what?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen 
 
    
 
   The nursery was right next door to our suite. I have no idea how I'd remained ignorant of its existence for so long. You'd think I would have noticed all the stuff Laise had lugged in there but no, I was oblivious unless she was hugging my man.
 
   She hugged me too when we entered the room, she really was overjoyed at the possibility of a dragon-sidhe baby. Arach smirked at me over her head while I tried to extract myself from her enthusiastic grip. I'd never met such a bubbly leanan-sidhe.
 
   “The earth pixies made the cradle,” Laise waved toward the center of the room. “I hope you like everything, Queen Vervain.”
 
   “It's beautiful, Laise,” I stared around me. “Thank you.”
 
   “I'll leave you to take it all in,” she smiled her way out of the room.
 
   I heard Arach say something to her but I was too busy gawking to focus on the words. The room was nothing close to what I'd been expecting. I had thought a faerie nursery would have lots of flowers and frilly things, maybe little baby fey globes to cast sparkling light about. The cradle would be hand carved wood and would rock beneath a bower of vines and flowers and there would be birds everywhere, like in Snow White. I know, ridiculous, but that's what I had in mind. The reality was way different.
 
   “Laise did a lot of research using the laptop you brought me,” Arach laid a hand on my shoulder. “She wanted it to have everything a human mother would want as well as a fey. Do you truly like it?”
 
   “I think it's amazing,” I went to the center of the room, where the cradle was the obvious attraction. It was constructed of two pieces of- “Are these diamonds?” I turned back to Arach with wide eyes.
 
   “The baby's cradle needs to be fireproof,” he shrugged, “Laise suggested diamonds because they're also the most durable jewel.”
 
   “What about metal?”
 
   “Metal melts, A Thaisce.”
 
   “You're saying our child might be born with the ability to melt metal?”
 
   “I would hope so,” he frowned. “It's only natural.”
 
   “Only natural,” I took a deep breath as I stroked my hand over the sparkling cradle.
 
   It had a red marble base that flowed up from the floor in the shape of flames. Within those flames a diamond bowl was held, the outside of it faceted but the inside smooth. Nestled perfectly within the outer bowl was another diamond bowl, lined with a little mattress and silky white linens. The diamonds caught the light and sent rainbows dancing across the room. I touched the inner basin and it shifted smoothly back and forth.
 
   “Touch it here,” Arach came up beside me and lightly pushed the rim of the bowl. “And it will move in circles too.” The inner bowl glided in a circular, rocking motion. “It's very calming to fey babies, simulating the shifting movement of the womb.”
 
   “It's ingenious,” I pushed it again.
 
   “Once it has the weight of a child in it, it will move continuously without intervention. You stop it by pushing this,” and he flicked a piece of the outer bowl so that it shifted in, locking the inner one in place.
 
   “Wow,” I shot him an impressed look.
 
   Above the cradle, hanging from a golden chain attached to the ceiling, was a type of mobile. An assortment of fey creatures had been carved from different jewels and hung on a ring of gold. They sparkled and cast their own rainbows about, adding to the diamond's brilliance. I tapped an especially fierce looking creature and it knocked into its neighbors, causing a cascade of tinkling noises.
 
   “The earth pixies made those too,” Arach nodded to the mobile. “Laise said every human cradle she saw had something like this hanging above it.”
 
   “It's called a mobile. It gives the child something to focus on when he's lying in the crib,” I walked past it to the sturdy dressing table placed against one wall. It was actually made of wood, I guess it wasn't as big a deal if the table got burned. The wood was a deep red color and polished to a glassy finish. It had two drawers near the top and then an open shelf on the bottom. Half of the top was padded to use as a place to change the baby's diapers, the other half was crowded with bottles and jars of who knows what. The shelf on the bottom had stacks of white cloths, I'm assuming diapers, and a large pan of what looked to be some kind of moss.
 
   “What's all this?” I pointed at the pan.
 
   “For the swaddling,” Arach frowned. “You put the cloth down first, then a layer of moss, and lay the baby on the top. Pin the sides and you're done.”
 
   “Moss?”
 
   “It's very absorbent and keeps down the odors,” he shrugged. “When the child has soiled the moss, you remove the swaddling and empty the moss down the chute,” he waved at a panel in the wall. “It leads to one of the lava streams. The waste will be burned away and help to heat the castle.”
 
   “Waste not, want not,” I laughed.
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “It sounds very efficient,” I looked around the table. “What do you wipe them off with?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “When you change the diapers, I mean swaddling, what do you clean them with before you put a new one on?”
 
   “The moss keeps them clean,” Arach shook his head. “There's no need to bathe them after each changing.”
 
   “Damn,” I eyed the tray, “that's some awesome moss.”
 
   “It grows fast as well, so one tray is usually enough. In fact, Laise shouldn't have brought it in yet, it'll overflow that pan soon.”
 
   “What's that?” I pointed to a post set up in a corner. It went from floor to ceiling and was wrapped with thick rope. “It looks like my cat's scratching post.”
 
   “Well,” Arach made a face, “if you mean your cat likes to scratch poles to keep his claws sharp, then it's exactly what it looks like.”
 
   “Our children are going to need a scratching post?” I shot him a horrified glance.
 
   “Either that or they'll ruin all the furniture.”
 
   “Great,” I sighed and went to sit in the thickly padded chair set near the window. It slid when I sat and glided in a rocking motion similar to the cradle. “Whoa, it's a glider.”
 
   “Yes,” Arach pulled a lever on the side of the chair and it stopped. “Or not, it's up to you.”
 
   There was a thick rug right in front of the chair and a big chest in front of that, for toys, I'm assuming. Then, near the door was an armoire, in the same red wood as the dressing table, painted with scenes of the Fire Kingdom on its doors. It was a wonderful room, I just didn't know if I was ready to produce its occupant yet.
 
   “You feel pressured,” Arach sighed and rubbed a hand through his hair. “This is why I didn't want you to know about the nursery.”
 
   “You could have just told her no.”
 
   “You did meet her, right?” He huffed a laugh. “It was so much easier to just let her have her way.”
 
   “Yes, but she's not the one who can truly make life miserable for you.”
 
   “Maybe,” he smirked at me, “but you're much more reasonable.”
 
   “Afraid of a leanan-sidhe, are we?” I laughed at him. “You're supposed to be the King of Fire. What kind of example would you be to our children?”
 
   “A great one. I'd teach them the importance of knowing which battles to fight and which aren't worth your time,” he pulled me out of the chair and kissed me till my toes curled. “I'd much rather be fighting with you than wasting my time with her.”
 
   “Oh, well played.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Hours later, we laid in bed recovering from our latest bout of lust magic enhanced sex. I guess thinking about making babies had inspired Arach to start practicing. Or it could be that he was just a hot-blooded dragon. Whatever the case, I was pleasantly exhausted.
 
   “You've never tried to mark me,” I noted lethargically.
 
   “Excuse me?” He looked down on me, where I laid nestled into his side, with a shocked expression.
 
   “I just realized you never really try to leave a mark on me,” I gave a one sided shrug. “It's just a little surprising with the whole dragon thing. I mean, we can get carried away with the biting and all but you've never given me a magical nip on the neck or anything. With the Froekn it's a sign that you're pleasing your mate in bed but Blue bit me once to send me a message, which led to Thor putting a thunderbolt on my neck to cover it up. Even Anubis cut me and left a scar so that he could get revenge, but you've never tried to do anything like that.”
 
   “Because it's stupid and barbaric,” he growled.
 
   “Whoa,” I pulled away to look him over. “You're growling at me while you call something barbaric, that's rich.”
 
   “You don't actually like it, do you?” He looked horrified.
 
   “It took me awhile to get used to,” I shrugged, “but it's in their nature. I even bit Trevor once, and left a mark on his neck. He was pleased as punch.”
 
   “It's a human desire to own those you love,” Arach sighed. “The fey don't do that.”
 
   “Why don't you try saying that again but this time without the arrogance.”
 
   “I'm not trying to be arrogant,” he gave me wide-eyes. “Humans, and gods it seems, have this need to display ownership. They mark their land with fences, their cattle with brands, and then each other with evidence of sexual prowess.”
 
   “The fey mark their land as well,” I lifted a brow at him. “There are clear borders between the kingdoms.”
 
   “It's not about ownership but safety. We need our lands to be clearly defined so that the fey of each element know whether they are safe or need to be wary. Also, we attack each other from time to time, and defenses are important. Humans on the other hand, will leave a land completely defenseless and yet stick a flag in the ground to proclaim that it's theirs. Ridiculous.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” I waved at him. “Go on then.”
 
   “From what I've seen in your Inter Realm, it's only gotten worse. Humans today get their lover's name tattooed upon their skin as if it's a declaration of love. To me, that's not love, that's possession, similar to the branding they do on their livestock. I don't want to own you, you're not a cow or a piece of property,” his eyes went intense. “Love is not about ownership, it's about freedom.”
 
   “I've never felt like Trevor was trying to show ownership,” I defended my wolf while simultaneously feeling the pull of Arach's words. Something of what he was saying resounded inside me. “It felt more like passion. After I drank from the Grayel, his marks wouldn't stay, so now he has to satisfy himself with scent marking alone but sometimes I get the feeling that he misses seeing the bites.”
 
   “I can't speak for Trevor,” Arach shrugged. “I can only tell you how I feel on the matter and I don't need to put a mark on your skin to show the world that you're mine. I know you love me and for me, that's everything. Love is brand enough, the scent of you on my skin enough of a banner of our passion for each other. I don't need to mar your beauty to make sure other men know you're taken. I know you love me and would make sure any potential rival knew you were already committed. I trust you.”
 
   “You're kind of amazing,” I smiled and he beamed at me before puffing out his chest. “Ah, now you ruined it,” I sat up and caught a glimpse of my wedding rings. “What about these?” I held up my finger. “Aren't these a form of marking?”
 
   “Wedding rings are a tradition we adopted from humans,” he laughed. “They're a symbol of love and commitment, which we both wear,” he held up his hand to show off his band. “A circle, which is a form of magic, as you know, so we liked that as well but honestly, I think a female fey started it all as an excuse to wear more jewelry.”
 
   “You have no idea how human you just sounded right then,” I laughed and snuggled back into his side.
 
   “Watch it,” he growled, “I'll take them back.”
 
   “Over my dead body,” I growled, curling my hand around my rings protectively.
 
   “Never,” he whispered and kissed my forehead. “You can have all the rings you want. Just refrain from speaking about your own death.”
 
   “You spoke of dying in our wedding vows,” I mumbled into his chest. 
 
   “And you released me from my vow and bid me to instead, live for you,” his voice was soft and serious. “I vowed that I would live forever for your love, that there was nothing else for me to live for anymore. How could you ever have doubted my commitment to you, A Thaisce?”
 
   “I don't know,” I whispered. “Sometimes it all seems too amazing to be true. I can't possibly be lucky enough to be loved the way you love me.”
 
   “I vowed to live for you but you never made me the same vow,” he sat up and pulled me with him, his hand going to my neck to make me look up at him. “Promise me, that you will live for me as well, that you won't lay your life down for another, even if that person is me. That instead of dying for me, you shall live.”
 
   “I...” I felt the weight of the words hovering over me.
 
   This was a complicated promise and I knew why he was being so insistent. I'd nearly got myself killed with Iktomi and it had pissed Arach off royally. I told him then that I wasn't going to stop fighting just because I had people who loved me. He wasn't asking me to give up on the god war but it was a type of restriction. A restriction that I'd placed on him, I realized. I'd basically made him promise to not try to save me if it meant he could die in the process. That had to be hard on him, he was the type of man that would lay down his life for those he loved and I had taken that away from him.
 
   “Vervain,” he gave me a little shake and I refocused on his face. “Promise me!”
 
   “I promise,” I whispered.
 
   “Say the words,” he pushed.
 
   “I promise to live from now until the end of time for you and your love,” I repeated the vow he'd once made to me.
 
   “Fair enough,” he sighed, knowing I hadn't exactly promised all he wanted but then he'd never really said the words either, merely agreed when I'd asked him. There was some wiggle room there and we both knew it. “I'll take it and I'll hold you to your vow of eternity.”
 
   “Well, at least you didn't mark me.” I laughed, “Eternity is so much easier.”
 
   “When you're living it with me, it is,” he smirked.
 
   “Ah, there's my arrogant dragon,” I kissed him. “I've been wondering where you went.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   I was chopping faerie tomatoes.
 
   King Guirmean was coming over for dinner and I'd decided to cook us pizzas. I'd invaded the kitchen and enlisted the help of the fire fey working there, to create an entire table's worth of pizza dough. The dough was rising so I was on to making the sauce.
 
   The fey gathered around me, watching avidly as I tossed the tomatoes into a large pot and started adding the spices. Faerie spices were similar but had different names so I had to kind of wing it, smelling and tasting each before adding it to the pot. One female fey, with restless hair that kept spontaneously combusting, was taking detailed notes as she watched and I kinda felt like I was on the Fey Food Network.
 
   “What's this?” I picked up a bottle of sparkling red powder.
 
   “Oh no, my Queen!” Borgach, a fey with platinum blonde hair and red eyes, grabbed the bottle back. “That's Fire essence, we can't put it in food being served to water fey.”
 
   “Fire essence?” I looked over the shimmering crystals. “Would it kill them?” My TV detective skills perked up.
 
   “Oh no,” she laughed, “but t'would make them very ill.”
 
   “Did you just say t'would?” I teased her and she blushed. “Well forsooth, fire maiden, we musn't make our guests ill.” The rest of the cooks started giggling. “What does it taste like?”
 
   “It's just to add a little heat,” she winked at me and everyone giggled some more.
 
   “Well maybe I should take some of this with me then,” I waggled my brows at her. “Methinks the King might enjoy some in his wine tonight... before we go to bed.”
 
   “Queen Vervain,” Caoimhe, the one with the fire hair, gave me a smirk, “if you add any more heat to your bedsport, the whole castle is liable to explode.”
 
   That caused a round of laughter that made some of the fire-sidhe cooks snort fire out of their noses. I swear, fire out of the nose. It was hilarious but we finally left my spicy love life alone and got back to the cooking.
 
   Once the pot of pizza sauce was properly seasoned and simmering, I left it to go to another table where I'd already set some fey to work on grating a thick, white faerie cheese that had a similar flavor to mozzarella and I was told melted nicely. I nodded happily at the huge piles of cheese filling three bowls already.
 
   I checked on the sausage table next, where large amounts of hard sausage were being sliced to resemble pepperoni. I gave my approval to the kitchen help and then went to the last table, where vegetables were being sliced. It all looked good and I had a fleeting thought that I was actually going to pull this off. I was going to serve pizza to faeries.
 
   “Okay, it's all ready. That sauce just needs to simmer for about an hour and then we can assemble the pizzas. For now, just finish the prep and then you can get back to the rest of the meal.”
 
   The chefs were intent on providing more than one course for dinner, even though I told them pizza is a meal unto itself. I had no idea what else they were serving but I wasn't going to worry about it and I didn't want to make them nervous by hanging over their shoulders while they worked. So I asked one of them to look after my sauce and then left them to it.
 
   I'd been inspired to make pizza after I'd seen the bread oven in the kitchen. It was perfect for cooking pizza in and I knew neither King Guirmean nor any of my fey had ever had pizza before. I was hoping they'd enjoy trying something new and who doesn't like pizza? The dinner would start as soon as King Guirmean and his attendants arrived, which would be in a couple of hours. Plenty of time for me to get ready. So I headed back upstairs to bathe and get dressed.
 
   I ran into Arach, who was headed down but swiftly changed his direction when he saw me.
 
   “How went the cooking?” He looked over my flour mottled dress.
 
   “Good,” I brushed away the flour absently. “I've got to go shower and change.”
 
   “I'll join you,” he grinned.
 
   “I don't have time for shower sex,” I wagged a finger at him.
 
   “Not even just a little shower sex?” He rose his brows. “With steaming hot water?”
 
   “You are such a bad influence on me,” I sighed as we entered our room and he firmly latched the door behind him. “There is never anything little about your sex.”
 
   “I'm so glad you think so,” he leered, “and it's very accurate. I can feel it growing even now.”
 
   “Ugh, living with you is like living in a bad romance novel,” I yanked off my dress and tossed it in a basket near the door.
 
   The basket was my suggestion. Previously Arach would just toss his clothes wherever he felt like it, expecting someone else to come in and pick them up. Which of course was exactly what would happen but I thought it would be nicer to leave a basket near the door so the poor laundress didn't have to roam the room for discarded dragon clothes before washing the damn things. Arach had thought it a little silly but when the fey who cleans our room came up and thanked him later, he totally took all the credit. The ass.
 
   “I don't even know what that means,” he threw his clothes in after mine and shooed me into the bathroom. “Why am I a bad romance novel?”
 
   All your innuendos and cheesy lines,” I turned on the hot water(we never seemed to use the cold) and it poured out of the gold shower head, immediately creating the desired steam.
 
   “You have more cheese in your lines than I do,” he leaned against the door frame, looking way too relaxed for a man with an erection that big.
 
   “Maybe,” I pulled my eyes away from the prize, as it were, and got into the water, “but I'm allowed, I'm part human.”
 
   “So I have to be stoic and boring because I'm fey?” He got into the tub and slid the stained glass door of the shower closed. The stained glass dragon, flying through fire, seemed to be leering over Arach's shoulder at me.
 
   “No, you go ahead and be as cheesy as you like, hot stuff,” I slid my hands to his hips and pulled him against me.
 
   “She says I can be cheesy as she calls me hot stuff,” he rolled his eyes and then adjusted the shower head a little higher.
 
   “I'm so glad you have plumbing,” I sighed as the hot water soaked into me.
 
   “Why wouldn't we?”
 
   “I don't know,” I started soaping up a cloth. “I guess it seems like a modern convenience to me and Faerie is as far from modern as you can get.”
 
   “A modern convenience?” He laughed. “The Romans had plumbing. It's a bunch of pipes and water pressure, hardly the work of geniuses. It didn't take much thought to divert the water over our natural heat source either, so I fail to see why you'd be so impressed with it.”
 
   “Alright already,” I laughed and started to soap him up, just so he'd stop talking about plumbing.
 
   It worked like a gem. He lost all words, succumbing to my hands with a series of growls and moans that was starting to work its own magic on me. Just to make sure he wouldn't say anything further, I pulled his head down and put his mouth to better use. His lips were hot against mine, his tongue even hotter, and the heat called to my dragon. I felt her rise inside me, filling me till it was like there were scales right beneath my skin, just waiting to be released.
 
   Arach picked me up, water spraying everywhere, and put my back against the stone wall. It was warm, but then the walls were always warm in Castle Aithinne, either from the sun or the fires below, there was never cold stone to shock my skin. I relaxed back into the wall, letting it take some of my weight so Arach could angle himself between my legs.
 
   His face had lengthened, the scales at his temples spreading down his neck. I felt them cover his stomach, their glassy surface feeling cool on my skin as he slid inside me. My legs were around his waist, my arms over his shoulders, and I was pulling him against me like I couldn't get him close enough, his soapy skin slick against mine. My dragon roared inside me and I felt the vibration through my bones.
 
   “What the hell?” I whispered.
 
   “She wants out,” he chuckled, “or wants satisfaction. Shall we give it to her?”
 
   “I'm sure she'd appreciate it,” I grinned but quickly lost my smile when he lifted me up, sliding me up the wall and hooking my legs over his shoulders. “Whoa, wait, I'm gonna fall.”
 
   “Put your hands on the ceiling and lean back,” he grinned up at me, the pieces of his wet red hair looking like claw marks down his back.
 
   I reached up and placed my palms firmly against the ceiling as he set his mouth to me. His tongue moved against me, slow and heavy, then it filled me, working in way further than it should have been able to. I gasped in surprise, jerking back against the wall as I looked down my body at him.
 
   “What's with your tongue?”
 
   He drew it out slowly, then ran it over me in circles, making me scream and drop one of my hands to his head. He pulled back but I could still feel the tip of his tongue flicking at me. When I chanced another glance down, I saw why. His tongue was over two inches longer than normal, tapered to a point at the end, which he used to great advantage.
 
   I was partially horrified but then another round of orgasms hit and the horror disappeared into the sound of my screaming. In one swift movement he pulled my legs from his shoulders and let me slide down to his waist, impaling me in an acrobatic maneuver that I would have thought impossible had it not been done to me.
 
   Then his mouth was on mine, his tongue back to normal, and his hips were slamming me into the wall with enough force to stretch my inner thighs nearly flat. All I could do was hold on and ride out the storm as the water continued to beat on us, the steam thick around us and our skin shimmering with moisture.
 
   My dragon shuddered inside me, a burst of fey magic shooting through my body and sending me spiraling into another orgasm. I pulled him closer and sank my teeth into his neck, his blood coating my tongue with his own magic. It was sweet and warm, and shivering pleasure filled me from below, swirling up to meet the delight flowing over my tongue. The two merged into one explosion of ecstasy that rolled over my bloody lips.
 
   Then Arach shouted and gave one last thrust before leaning into me. He gently lowered my legs and I laughed as I tried to stand. His arm shot out to hold me up until I was able to. Then he picked up a washcloth, soaped it up, and rubbed it against my sensitive flesh, setting my legs to shaking again, especially when he dropped the cloth and began to use his fingers to rub the soap in.
 
   “Are you trying to drive me crazy?” I groaned, watching as the tiny bite I'd given him closed up slowly.
 
   “I just want to make sure you're clean,” he nuzzled my neck and nipped me playfully.
 
   “We can't do another round,” I leaned away from him when I felt him starting to stir. “We've got a guest coming.”
 
   “Me first,” he purred.
 
   “Agh,” I laughed, “there you go again. I'm done, I don't have time for you,” I wagged my finger in his face with a serious look which quickly fell under waves of giggling. “I gotta go make some pizza.”
 
   “Your husband requires sustenance first,” he growled and turned me around roughly, pressing me face first against the warm stone.
 
   “Arach,” I barely was able to get out the protest.
 
   “I need more,” he pressed his body into mine, holding me there, and bit into my shoulder.
 
   Pain and pleasure blended together as I felt him suck on the wound, the pressure of it pulling on places much lower. I sighed and pushed back into him, knowing it was the blood he needed even more than our physical connection. Although he was clearly intent on having that as well. He spread my legs further and angled up into me while laving the remaining blood from my shoulder as my wound closed.
 
   I healed faster than he did, thanks to my recent drink from the Grayel, so his bite was gone almost as soon as he made it. It hardly bothered him though, in fact I think he liked it. He could bite me as much as he wanted and never have to worry about leaving me enough time to heal. Then he was sliding rapidly inside me and I lost all thoughts of healing, focusing instead on the pleasures of the flesh.
 
   His hands found mine and placed them flat against the stone wall. He held them there, so I was completely pinned by him, no chance of slipping away. He drove into me wildly and I was nearing another crest when he suddenly turned me around to face him.
 
   “Give me your fire,” he took my face in his hand and angled his open mouth over mine as he lifted my hips and settled me back onto him.
 
   I didn't hesitate, I was too far gone into our passion. I pulled the fire from inside me and sent it into him, warming him as only I could. He collected my flame and increased it with his own before sending the white fire back into me. I climaxed immediately, the delicious heat of it stroking all my pleasure points from the inside out. I screamed with satisfaction and watched a wisp of smoke drift from my mouth.
 
   “You are a very naughty dragon,” I whispered to him as he let me down.
 
   “And I've only begun,” he grinned.
 
   “Oh no,” I rinsed off quickly while he was still distracted with satiation. “No more, you're going to have to wait.”
 
   I climbed out of the shower, and fled the bathroom, grabbing a towel to dry off before he could grab me again. I laughed as the sound of disgruntled dragon flowed out to me. He appeared in the doorway, just as I was lacing the front of my dress, his eyes narrowing on my clothing.
 
   “I told you I didn't have time to fool around,” I scolded. “It's your own damn fault if you're not satisfied.”
 
   “Just one more time,” he cajoled.
 
   “No,” I backed away as he started forward. “I gotta get back to the kitchen or they'll start to worry.” I pushed my feet into some soft, leather slippers and made a run for it.
 
   Bad idea. Never run from a dragon.
 
   He caught me in two seconds flat and had me laid out on our bed beneath him even faster. I slapped at him in frustration before finally giving in and kissing him. He pressed fully into me, a satisfied sound stirring in his chest as he got the entire front of my dress wet. Then I pushed him over, straddling his waist and grinding myself against him. His eyes shut on a moan and he shuddered beneath me, giving me enough time to leap off of him and sprint out the door.
 
   “Vervain!” He shouted after me but I just laughed and flew down the flights of stairs. Let the dragon simmer awhile.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   The pizzas came out beautiful. Crispy chewy crust and the most ooey gooey cheese on top, golden brown in places. The sausage had been sliced thin like pepperoni and made a good substitute, slightly salty and crisp. We made assorted pies, from all meat to all cheese and everything in between. There were almost forty done already.
 
   The chefs had already had a few slices, enough to fortify them for the rest of the dinner service, and they knew how to cook them properly, so I could finally leave and see if our guests had arrived yet. I could hear fey out in the dining hall but I wasn't sure if that included Arach and Guirmean.
 
   I removed the apron I'd been wearing to protect my dress and brushed a few persistent crumbs away. One of the chefs gave me a happy wink as I smoothed my hair and patted the sweat from my brow with the edge of my sleeve. They loved the new recipe and I had a feeling there were going to be many more pizza dinners in my future. Just wait till I showed them hamburgers.
 
   I headed out the doorway that led to the dining hall and smiled when I spotted Arach and Guirmean at the head table, talking avidly. Arach looked up when I approached, giving me a secret smile that said things better suited to the bedroom. I blushed and then blushed hotter when I saw that Guirmean had caught the exchange and had a grin of his own.
 
   The hall had been decorated for the occasion, thousands of candles had been placed in little nooks going up the angled walls and they cast their flickering glows over the stone, sparkling off the mineral deposits within it. There were large tubs of water placed along the walls of the hall and as I watched, a water fey wandered over and took a handful of water from the basin to splash over his face. He sighed and went back to his table with a relieved smile.
 
   The tables were full of both water and fire fey, intermingling with great excitement and lots of loud conversations. I was glad to see the camaraderie, I really wanted our kingdoms to be on good terms. Especially since I'd almost started a war with Earth already.
 
   There were large floral decorations on the tables as center pieces, vibrant flowers I knew were from our kingdom, and the tablecloths were mixed, some red and some blue. Delicate porcelain dishes sat beside golden flatware and crystal glasses were filled with the potent faerie wine that I was coming to love more than the wine from Duat.
 
   The pizzas came out, held aloft by proud servers as they were distributed among the waiting fey. I took my seat just as three assorted pizzas were placed on the high table. Guirmean and Arach both made interested sounds as the smell hit us.
 
   “Hey, King Guirmean,” I called over to him, he was seated on Arach's left and I on Arach's right. “How was the trip over?”
 
   “It was smooth, thank you,” he nodded but could barely take his eyes from the food. In his defense, the aroma of hot cheese and bread was a tad overwhelming.
 
   “These are called pizzas,” I waved my hand to them. “It's a human recipe that I thought you might enjoy. A layer of dough is covered with tomato sauce, cheese and different toppings, then cooked in our wood-fired oven. Here we have sausage and mushrooms, sausage and peppers, and then a veggie pizza. Please help yourself, they can be eaten with your hands.”
 
   I took a piece and demonstrated. That was all the encouragement the men needed, they both grabbed for a piece, not bothering to stop by their plates but going straight to their mouths with it. I smiled as the groaning commenced.
 
   “This,” Guirmean said around another bite, “is the most amazing thing I've ever tasted.”
 
   “Thank you,” I beamed.
 
   “Vervain has been in the kitchen all day,” Arach said proudly, “I think she shocked the flame out of my cooks.”
 
   “They're fine,” I scoffed, “they have a new recipe so they're thrilled. In fact, Fiona asked me if I could teach her more human recipes.”
 
   “Would you be able to teach one of my cooks how to do this?” Guirmean asked with hopeful eyes.
 
   “Send one of your fey into the kitchen after the meal,” Arach offered. “I'm sure one of the cooks can teach them the technique.”
 
   “It's not that difficult,” I shrugged. “The most important thing is the wood-fired oven and I'm sure you have one of those.”
 
   “Oh yes,” Guirmean grinned. “And it's going to be full of pizza.”
 
   “Excellent,” I nodded, thinking of how I'd spread some humanity all over the Faerie Realm, even if it was just in the form of food.
 
   Then I reached behind me to the stereo equipment I'd brought over from the Human Realm awhile back. I had the goblins help me set up speakers throughout the room and I couldn't wait to see the expression on everyone's faces when the music started. I pressed play and watched.
 
   I wasn't disappointed. The fire fey all knew about human music and the machines that could play them, but the water fey bolted upright and stared about them, trying to find the source of the sound. They kept looking up, expecting me to have flying musicians. King Guirmean even dropped his slice of pizza and searched the room frantically.
 
   “At ease, everyone,” Arach stood and addressed the room as I turned down the music a little. “This is another treat brought to us by my wife from the Human Realm. These machines,” he gestured behind us, “play music that has been captured onto thin discs. They can be played over and over, and produce the exact same sound every time.”
 
   There were murmurs and gasps of astonishment, interjected with more detailed explanations, made by the fire fey.
 
   “There are things called speakers,” Arach gestured to where the speakers were hung, “around the hall. They look like black boxes. This is where the music is coming from. So please, relax, and enjoy some human culture with us. Queen Vervain has chosen a collection of songs pertaining to both fire and water, in honor of our guests from the Water Kingdom. I hope you like them and please, if you feel like dancing, make use of the open space in the middle of the hall.”
 
   There were some excited cheers and then I turned the music back up. Fire Woman by The Cult came on, Ian Astbury's sexy voice raging about how he can't sleep, can't do anything right since he set his eyes on her. Arach turned to me and smiled.
 
   “I know just how he feels,” he kissed my cheek and I laughed.
 
   The fey around the hall were wearing shocked expressions. The music was a little wild, a huge change from their more medieval version, but after a few minutes the expressions changed. I could see the beat sinking in, getting under their skin and into their bones. Soon fingers were tapping, heads nodding, and mouths moving with the words. I knew the fey would love modern rock.
 
   An hour later, the room was loud with revelry. All the pizzas were gone and the chefs had come out to receive a round of applause from everyone that went on for five minutes straight. But despite the full bellies, the space in between the tables was full of dancing faeries, rocking out to things like Underwater by Jewel, Fire and Rain by James Taylor, Rain by Madonna, and Light my Fire by The Doors.
 
   I was immensely pleased even though my Hidden Ones were absent. Arach hadn't wanted to scare the water fey with their presence and after awhile of arguing, I finally saw his side and agreed. I'd made sure there were plenty of pizzas sent down to them though and Arach was intending on taking Guirmean below to visit the lava lake anyway.
 
   Then a remake of Fever sung by Beyonce came on and Arach stood. I looked up at him in surprise and he held a hand out to me. I laughed a little but let him lead me out to the middle of the floor. All humor fled when he pulled me against him though. He started moving, his hips directing mine in an effortless slide that had me swallowing hard past my sudden nervousness.
 
   His eyes were starting to slant, his hands running down my sides, and then one slid up my back, holding me securely as he leaned me back in a slow dip. He brought me gently upright and then pushed me out in a swirl of fabric. At the last second, he caught my hand and pulled me in. I hit his chest and he lifted me up above him, then brought me sliding down his front as he spun us in a circle. When my face was level with his, he kissed me, his growl rumbling through his chest and into mine while Beyonce crooned: What a lovely way to burn, what a lovely way to burn.
 
   The music stopped and the fey exploded into applause. I blushed all the way back to my seat, nodding at the smiling fey who complimented us as we passed. Inside my head I could still hear those lyrics, they pulsed inside me, echoing a promise that I knew would be fulfilled later that night. I couldn't wait to burn.
 
   Arach helped me into my seat and Guirmean gave us both approving nods. “King Arach, you need to teach me how to do that.”
 
   “You just have to listen to the music,” Arach shrugged and then winked at me.
 
   “Or watch a whole bunch of movies,” I whispered to him.
 
   “Has everything been well in your kingdom?” Arach turned toward Guirmean, changing the subject before I could give away his secrets.
 
   “Yes,” Guirmean rubbed absently at his rounded stomach as he answered. “We've added more guards to both Castle Deuraich and the underwater barracks. I've withdrawn all of my fey who are not soldiers, to the cities and nothing is going to get into those without approval from my guards.”
 
   “Good,” I was relieved. “We haven't had any disappearances either. We've brought the pixies inside the castle and fortified the main defenses. The villages in the kingdom have been notified as well and have taken their own security measures. We offered rooms to any who wished to come and stay within the castle but most chose to remain in their villages. So we have the Hidden Ones taking shifts at the lava lake to watch over the villages, that way one fey can watch over an entire kingdom. Everyone's on high alert but it's been pretty quiet.”
 
   “There's been no sign of Ualraig,” Arach said, then lowered his voice, “or Kanaloa but if Ualraig's escaped into the Human Realm, it may be weeks before he strikes again, if for no other reason than the time difference.”
 
   “Well, it's already been a month since the last attack,” Guirmean frowned. “Gruach went into the Human Realm and hasn't been spotted returning to Faerie but if she's sneaking Kanaloa in, they may have been smart enough to get in undetected. I've set guards to watch for them but honestly, I still don't believe it's Kanaloa. I think Ualraig is working with another god and maybe he knows we're on to him and has decided he's done enough damage. Maybe there won't be anymore abductions.”
 
   “I don't think we're that lucky,” I sighed. “There has to be more to this than just killing for the sake of killing. I think there's a method to this madness.”
 
   “What kind of method would include the death of brownies and air-sidhe?” Guirmean sat back heavily.
 
   “I think you're looking too closely,” I spared a quick smile for the phooka pups as they ran by in naked toddler form, a slice of pizza in Gràinne's hand and sauce all over her face. Her brothers and sisters looked about the same “Step back a little and what do we have?”
 
   “Missing fey,” Arach cocked his head at me.
 
   “From two kingdoms,” I finished. “Why would a fir darrig abduct brownies from his own kingdom and then traipse halfway around Faerie, steal his way up into the Air Kingdom, and throw two air sidhe out a window?”
 
   “He's collecting them,” Arach whispered.
 
   “I think so,” I said to Guirmean's sharp inhale. “I think he'll come after either water or fire fey next. I think he has to, in order to complete whatever ritual he's doing. Or rather, the god he's in league with is doing.”
 
   “You think this is a spell?” Guirmean pressed forward, looking down the table toward me.
 
   “Maybe,” I grimaced. “I don't see why else he'd go through so much trouble. Can either of you think of a spell that would involve killing fey from each elemental house?”
 
   “No,” Guirmean said immediately.
 
   “I don't think so,” Arach took longer to answer. “It would be a twisted magic, something dark.”
 
   “Well, duh, the Darkness is coming,” I sighed. “It has to be a god with dark magic. There are several deities that humans view as dark, they probably have access to all kinds of dark spells. I don't know of any besides Kanaloa who are actual gods of darkness but there must be more of them and it's possible that one of them is behind this. I just can't see why some other god who's never been to Faerie would suddenly start stealing fey. I want Kanaloa to be innocent but if he is, I've got not clue who the killer is.”
 
   “I see your point,” Guirmean looked over at the fey in front of us, mingling happily. “I just hope we can find this killer god before he comes for us.”
 
   “On that happy note,” Arach grinned, “How about a tour of the castle?”
 
   “You're going to take me below, aren't you?” Guirmean asked with such trepidation, Arach and I laughed.
 
   “You don't have to go if you don't want to,” I waved it away. “Right, Arach?”
 
   “Of course not,” Arach shrugged. “I merely wanted to return the gesture of good faith.”
 
   “Oh good,” Guirmean sighed. “I'm fine without knowing where your lava lake is. Frankly, I wouldn't go there even if I did have bad intentions toward the House of Fire. The idea of a lake made of fire kind of chills me to the bone and yes, I see the irony in that.”
 
   “Why don't we just have some coffee and dessert?” I smiled.
 
   “Coffee?” Guirmean piped up. “Like the Arabs used to make?”
 
   “Yes,” Arach waved at one of the fire fey and they went to fetch the French press I'd brought from home. “Vervain brought boxes of the stuff, she's addicted. I find it quite enjoyable too, especially in the morning.”
 
   “I like it with breakfast and dessert,” I looked happily over the plate laid before me. The cooks had made little blue cakes, the frosting whipped to resemble water, in honor of our guests. I love cake.
 
   “Here it is,” Arach took the french press and poured a cup for everyone.
 
   I instructed Guirmean on the possibility of cream and sugar and he fixed his to his liking, sipping at it in delight. I smiled to myself, taking a warming sip. I was gonna get the fey addicted to caffeine. That was probably very wrong of me but who cares, even though they live forever, they still only live once.
 
   We drank our coffee as The Talking Heads sang about burning down the house and the fey danced with abandon, working off all the pizza they'd ate.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   “I think I need to return to the God Realm,” I said to Arach that night as we walked back to our bedroom. “Our conversation tonight has got me thinking that waiting here for Kanaloa to make his move is not the best course of action. We now know the identity of the fey working with the Darkness and we know he's in the Human Realm. I think I should go and look for him. I can get the wolves to help if I have to.”
 
   “That sounds wise,” Arach nodded. “Did you want to leave immediately?”
 
   “I'll go from the bedroom,” I nodded. “I wanna grab that handkerchief with the fir darrig scent on it.”
 
   With the magic in my father's Ring of Remembrance, I didn't need to go to The End of the Road, the only tracing point in and out of Faerie. The ring would take me anyplace in any time, from anywhere that I was. So I waited till we were safely ensconced in our bedroom before I turned and gave Arach a kiss goodbye.
 
   “I'll only be a few minutes,” I waved the handkerchief at him.
 
   “Don't be late this time,” he settled into a chair near the window to wait for me.
 
   “I won't,” I looked down at the ring. “Please take me back to the God Realm, Pride Palace, a few moments after my last departure.”
 
   And then I was elsewhere.
 
   And back again.
 
   “How's that for timing?” I asked Arach, who looked like he had just finished lowering the hand that he'd begin to lower to the table when I left.
 
   “Excellent,” he grinned. “Anything helpful to tell me?”
 
   “How about the name of the goddess who's killing fey?” I put down the bag I was carrying.
 
   “What?” He sat bolt upright in his chair. “A goddess? Not Kanaloa?”
 
   “Yes and no it wasn't him,” I took the seat across from him. “Her name is Andrasta, she's an ex-lover of UnnúlfR's and she killed some Froekn in a way that made me suspect a connection between her and the missing fey. Then we found the fir-darrig and he confirmed it, she's been taking fey to feed to the Darkness. Oh and she's the Goddess of Darkness if you still have any doubts.”
 
   “No, no doubts,” he frowned. “So you think she's taking the fey as some kind of sacrifice?”
 
   “I think she's taking the fey for their elements,” I sighed. “Her magic was different to begin with, it wasn't taken from the sacrifices given to her by humans. It was an old magic, already lurking in the land when Andrasta arrived from Atlantis. I believe it offered her powers in exchange for her hosting it and she agreed. It's like she's possessed. She's never needed sacrifices before but I believe that with the opening of the Faerie Realm, she saw a chance to grab what her magic really does need, or maybe just wants, elements.”
 
   “Elements?” Arach's dragon eyes narrowed on mine. “Why would it want elements?”
 
   “I have a theory but I'd really like to run it by the High King,” I sighed. “It was something the fir darrig said. He said the Darkness was nothing, that it was loneliness, that it had no breath, blood, brine, or stone.”
 
   “Those are the representations of the Elemental Houses of Faerie,” Arach said in a deadly soft voice.
 
   “Exactly,” I swallowed hard. “The Darkness has no elements.”
 
   “It's loneliness?” Arach focused on me intently. “That was the word he used?”
 
   “Ah, see,” I smiled, “this is why I love you. You're so smart. It took me awhile to make that connection. It's the story, isn't it? The one the High King told about the origins of the fey. It's that Darkness but how did it get to the Human Realm?”
 
   “I don't know,” Arach shook his head. “That was before I was born. The first time I'd ever heard that story was when King Cian told it.”
 
   “There was a time before you?” I gasped.
 
   “Very amusing,” his lips flattened into an aggrieved line. “We need to speak to the High King about this.”
 
   “Should we mirror him now?”
 
   “Later,” he pulled me out of my chair and into his lap. “I've missed you horribly and the thought of killing something has aroused me.”
 
   “I've been gone all of five seconds.”
 
   “Are you seriously going to complain about me wanting to take you to bed?”
 
   “No but you might have come up with something more romantic than the idea of killing something turning you on.”
 
   “The sight of you has softened my hard heart,” he crooned as he lifted me and carried me to the bed, “and hardened my soft cock. Better?”
 
   “Ahhh, you're such an ass,” I laughed as I yanked my dress off.
 
   “And you love me anyway,” he prompted as he crawled up my body.
 
   “And I love you anyway.”
 
   “Oh, thank Faerie,” he groaned and rolled over beside me, a hand over his head. “I'd thought surely you hated me when you didn't immediately jump into my arms at the suggestion of sex.”
 
   “Arach!”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   We were sprawled naked across the bed when the sound of chimes filled the room, so we both shot up and grabbed robes. At least I had thought we were grabbing robes. I went for mine and so did Arach, evidently he was more concerned with covering me up than himself. I didn't know whether to be flattered or not so I just laughed and pushed him in the direction of his own robe.
 
   We covered up just as the mirror misted over and then King Cian's face was filling it. I sat down in the chair in front of the vanity table and Arach stayed standing behind me.
 
   “King Arach,” the High King nodded, “Queen Vervain. We have more missing fey.”
 
   “What, is it water fey this time?” I huffed.
 
   “Yes, actually,” he frowned. “How did you know that?”
 
   “I guessed,” I said softly as my suspicions were confirmed. “So now there are missing earth, air, and water fey?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “High King,” Arach interrupted while I gathered my thoughts. “My Queen has journeyed to the God Realm and returned with news. She believes she knows the identity of the culprit.”
 
   “She does?” King Cian's eyes lit up. “Who is it?”
 
   “A goddess named Andrasta,” Arach answered. “She's the Goddess of Darkness.”
 
   “And ravens,” I added in a little voice.
 
   “Ravens?” Cian frowned. “That black fog we saw in the crystal valley, it sounded like birds when it escaped.”
 
   “Yes, exactly,” I nodded. “We found the fir darrig and he confirmed it's her. I'm just not sure how to stop her. There was an attack while I was in the other realms and when I pursued the trail I found, I was confronted with a very powerful magic. One much more powerful than what we've already seen traces of. I believe she's taking these fey to steal their elements and give the Darkness what it needs.”
 
   “The time difference,” King Cian nodded. “Of course but wait. How would a goddess gain access to the Faerie Realm?”
 
   “With the help of a fey,” Arach growled. “The fir darrig we thought was responsible for the murders. He's just an accomplice.”
 
   “Aligning himself with a goddess?” King Cian inhaled sharply. “Betraying his race? I know fir darrigs can be mean, even cruel, but this? That is too horrible to contemplate.”
 
   “It's true, he said it himself. He's also paid the price for his treachery, Fenrir killed him.” I said grimly.
 
   “Fenrir?” Arach raised a brow at me.
 
   “He needed some kind of satisfaction for his dead family since I told him he couldn't have Andrasta.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Arach sighed. “I guess you can't kill them all.”
 
   “The saying is you can't win them all,” I grimaced.
 
   “Not for me it isn't,” Arach grinned viciously.
 
   “Look, King Cian,” I tried to get us back on course. “There's a lot more I have to tell you but I'd like to do this in person, with the other royals in attendance. Why don't you tell us where the site of the water fey abduction is and we'll meet you there?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Cian stammered, “Of course. It's Castle Deuraich, someone will direct you when you arrive.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   “Vervain,” Guirmean took my hand, “oh damn, I'm so sorry. Queen Vervain. I've just... I can't think right-”
 
   “It's okay,” I gave him a hug and he kind of crumpled into me. “I'm sorry for your loss.”
 
   “King Guirmean,” Arach put a hand on his shoulder sympathetically. “It speaks well of you, that you're so distraught.”
 
   “Where is everyone?” I pulled away and looked around the entry room of Castle Deuraich. There were a few water fey wandering about, looking a little shell-shocked, but that was it.
 
   “They're at the location of...” he ran a shaky hand through his green hair. “They took Dearbhail.”
 
   “The asrai?” Arach's face went slack.
 
   “Another ex-girlfriend?” I eyeballed him.
 
   “Yes,” his voice was a little sad, “and one I actually cared for. I'm sorry, A Thaisce.”
 
   “No, it's fine,” I stammered, “I'm sorry too.”
 
   “She was a lovely fey,” Arach sighed.
 
   “Yes, she was,” Guirmean nodded.
 
   “Oh no,” I gave Guirmean a sympathetic face, “you too, huh?”
 
   “She was hard to resist,” he shrugged, “and I was the reason she was here. She would have been safe in the sea if not for my lusts.”
 
   “Stop that, right now,” I took his hand and eased some of my love magic into him.
 
   Just a little, because I knew that loss needed to be felt first before it was relieved. Loss. Shit, I hadn't even told Arach about my loss but that would have to wait. A lot had happened in the God Realm, a lot more than I had the time to tell him about right now. I focused instead on Guirmean and sent a few butterflies in to take his horrible guilt away.
 
   “What was that?” Guirmean's face had lost its haunted look.
 
   “Just a little Love,” I shrugged, “I didn't take away your grief, you're entitled to that, but I healed your guilt. You need to be able to focus on helping us find Dearbhail's killer.”
 
   “Thank you,” he laid a hand on my shoulder, much as Arach had done to him and took a deep breath. “That's an amazing magic you have.”
 
   “Yes, I like it too,” Arach eyed Guirmean's hand.
 
   “Of course,” Guirmean cleared his throat and pulled his hand away. “Please, follow me, I'll show you to the scene.”
 
   He led us up a shining stairway of polished, white, seamless stone. It echoed hollowly with our footsteps, like walking inside a conch shell. The acoustics returned to normal as we came out into a gleaming hallway. One side of it was open to the air, with only a delicate glass railing to define it. The railing melded into the view, showcasing the Water Kingdom without impediment. Salt-laced air blew in, fresher than any breeze on any beach in the Human Realm. This water was untainted by filth or decay and so the scent of it was cleaner, uplifting even. I took a deep breath of it and felt refreshed but I walked as close to the solid wall of stone as was possible.
 
   At the end of the hallway was a huge door, its opening bordered by carvings of sea-life and studded with pearls. The door itself was mother-of-pearl, shining in the sunlight, and it was ajar. We went through it and into the massive bedroom beyond, a circular room that was extended out from the main body of the castle, over the sea. I knew this because there were thick glass panels set into the floor, giving an unsettling view of the ocean below.
 
   I stepped around the panels, trying not to look at the dizzying sight, and walked right into a pale blue silk curtain. The windows, which adorned sections of the wall to both the right and left of the door, were open and the pieces of silk were flowing in that wonderful breeze like rippling water. The pieces of floor that weren't glass were made of white marble but they were also covered by silk carpets designed to look like a top view of underwater life. So it appeared that we were walking over glass panels in a submarine. I actually stopped to stand over one of the carpets and stare at the fish below me. They were moving.
 
   “It's magic,” Guirmean was beside me, waving a hand to the carpet. “I was fascinated as well, the first time I beheld it. It helps keep me from missing the sea when I have to spend long periods of time out of the water.”
 
   “This is your bedroom?” I gaped at him. “Oh hell, of course it is. I'm so sorry. It's very beautiful and kind of disconcerting for me.”
 
   “Yes, it would be a little uncomfortable for a fire fey but thank you for the compliment,” he smiled sadly. “I hope I'll be able to sleep in it again sometime soon.”
 
   “Oh, crap,” I groaned. “This is so awful.”
 
   “You have spoken true,” King Cian came around the massive, four-poster bed and I didn't know what to focus on, the High King's shiny skin or the magnificent bed. I chose the bed because I'd seen the skin before.
 
   It was on a raised platform of white stone and its posters were huge pieces of red coral. The branches extended out to frame the bed, draped with strings of pearls and lengths of pale blue silk. The mattress was covered in shimmering blue fabric with shifting hues and there was a mobile of shells and driftwood hung above it at the center crest of the coral. I may have sighed a little. Now that, I could get used to.
 
   “Queen Vervain?” King Cian was in front of me, peering at me strangely.
 
   “Oh yes, sorry,” I shook myself free of the bed's pull. “Where was she taken?”
 
   “We think it was here,” King Cian pointed to a corner where the other royals were congregated. They spread out so we could see the destruction.
 
   It looked so out of place in the pristine room and it took a moment to process. The furniture that had been there, I'm not even sure what it once was, had been smashed to pieces. Shards of broken stone, glass, and shells littered the ground. The curtains were torn, one of them stained with blood, and there was a large pool of blood near the window.
 
   I walked over, carefully stepping around the blood, and everyone backed away from me. I spared a glance for the other royals but really I was focused on the evidence. The blood trailed over the windowsill, like Dearbhail had been dragged, and the scent of it, of her, assailed my nostrils with the acrid tang of fear. Fear. I sniffed further and there, underneath it all, was a hint of the nothing. It was faint and I wondered if being in Faerie somehow weakened it. Things started to fit together in my head.
 
   Then I pulled out the goggles.
 
   “What are those?” King Guirmean asked from right behind me, startling me a bit.
 
   “They're god magic,” I put them on over my head and pulled them into position. “They'll help me see further.”
 
   “Why didn't you bring those to the earlier sites?” King Cian came up beside Guirmean.
 
   “I didn't think about it,” I shrugged. “What's done is done, I have them now.”
 
   Then I looked upon Faerie.
 
   “Whoa,” I breathed out the barest hint of the word.
 
   Under the true-seeing glass of Tlaloc's goggles, the Realm of Faerie was even more magnificent. Everything pulsed, shimmered, glittered with life and magic. There were trails of it through the sky, misty collections of it in the forest, and when I focused on the water, I could see streamers of it swirling happily. There wasn't a single thing in all of Faerie that didn't glow or sparkle with power. It really was the heart of magic, the birthplace of it all.
 
   Now you finally see, Faerie spoke into my head.
 
   “Fuck,” I jumped, totally unprepared for her.
 
   “What is it?” Arach was beside me, holding my hand.
 
   “Sorry,” I gave a short laugh, “just Faerie talking to me. It's been awhile since I've heard her and I've forgotten how she can sneak up on me.”
 
   I hardly sneak. I am simply always here.
 
   “Ah,” he smiled and then it turned intense. “How long were you gone to the God Realm exactly?”
 
   “Exactly?” I shrugged and gave my attention back to the mystical view of Faerie. “I dunno, I had some issues there.” I swallowed hard. Not yet, I couldn't talk about it now. “A few months.”
 
   “Months?” Arach lifted a brow at me.
 
   “Don't look at me like that,” I huffed, “I spent just as long here before I went back to the God Realm. You don't actually have to do without me at all, remember?”
 
   “I guess,” he sighed. “It just feels a little insulting that you could do so long without me.”
 
   “Really? You're gonna do this now?” I turned to face him and stopped short.
 
   Under the view of the goggles he was breathtaking. I'd seen him before with the goggles but that had been in the God Realm. He'd looked fairly normal there, except for the gigantic dragon form that hovered over him. In Faerie, he was magnified. He was made of fire, a bright torch shaped into the form of a man. His heart was the pure white center of him, pulsing with every beat and sending waves of heat out into his extremities. His skin was a golden crust to the flames, a thin barrier between the element that fueled him and the rest of the world. I understood then why another element thrust into that heart could stop it. I mean I'd understood before but now I saw the reality of it and really knew what the fey were made of. Arach was fire, he was his element, every cell of his body was held together by magic.
 
   Layered upon that was the dragon and although he played second fiddle to the fire, the beast still thought himself dominant. He rose above Arach larger than he had in the God Realm. This was the true size of Arach's dragon and he filled the room, pushing into and sometimes through the other auras of the royals. It explained a lot about why other fey usually gave Arach such a wide berth.
 
   “Vervain?” He looked me over in concern. “What is it?”
 
   “It's you,” I whispered and held a hand out to his face. I pulled it back quickly though, when I saw the fire underneath my own skin. I held my hand up to my face and watched the flames race along beneath my skin. Why hadn't I ever thought to look at myself through the goggles? Maybe I'd been scared of what I'd see.
 
   My fire was just as bright as Arach's but it wasn't the only thing I was made of and beneath it, no, within it, ran other magic. My hand began to shake as I examined myself. Was I ready for this? I'd just recently become a triple triple being, collecting my third type of magic and therefore making my third collection of three. It had done something to me, made me feel complete and melded all of what I was together. So the question was, what had I become?
 
   Within the fire was blood, a throbbing, red, DNA-loaded river of human cells. It had magic of its own, sparkling through the flames. Then among those was a different color, a bright blue haze that swirled through the other two, my Goddess magic. I had an epiphany, looking at the three of them together. They were like an evolution, the fey creating the human magic and then the human magic fueling the Atlantean. They melded so well because they were already a part of each other.
 
   “I need a mirror,” I said to Arach's dragon and he lowered his head to mine, sniffing at me happily before jerking his head to the right. I walked off before realizing that I hadn't even addressed Arach himself and he was standing behind me, looking perplexed.
 
   There was a large mirror hanging on the wall near the door. It was set into a monstrous nautilus shell that had been sliced in half. It was beautiful but I hardly had time to admire it, I was too busy looking at myself.
 
   “Holy cannolis,” I whispered as I touched the glass.
 
   I was completely formed of that glistening combination of magics; cerulean mist swirling with the flames of my element while bright red blood vessels shot through me and connected them all together. At my center, over my pulsing red heart, was a glowing nine-pointed star but that wasn't what amazed me, I'd been prepared for that. What really shocked me was my true self which stood over this sparkling core like Arach's dragon stood over his.
 
   She was massive, an amazon aura encasing and surmounting my body, and she glowed, a halo of light shone around her. Her face held traces of my own but it was angled into sharp lines, her cheeks and forehead covered in gold scales which merged into lion eyes, set deep under the crown of the dragon. Those eyes cut at me, piercing me straight to the heart. They held all of my pain; all the anger, frustration, and heartache that I'd thought were gone or at least lessened. My love magic had muted them, had given me enough relief to be able to function again but that had only been on the surface.
 
   The pain had been so bad this time, it scarred me. Even though I had worked through a lot of things, healed myself, the trauma had burrowed deep into my soul and I knew that those eyes, my true eyes, would have that look in them forever. They blinked slowly at me, acknowledging my acceptance, and I took a deep breath before I looked further.
 
   The lower half of her face was elongated slightly, her nose lengthened and her cheeks shifted down along with it into a wolf snout, the nose a startling black against the white fur. Her mouth opened to reveal a set of glistening fangs and I could have sworn she was smiling at me.
 
   Along her head was a ridge crest of horns falling back amid her dark human hair like a mutant mohawk. Down below the wolf jaw, the fur became sleeker and more gold scales appeared in clusters upon it, golden spots on creamy leopard fur. I'd almost forgotten how my Nahual had merged with my dragon. The leopard look continued to the crest of her breasts where the scales took over and covered her to her waist. There they blended into golden lion fur. Her legs, ghosting over mine, were all lioness, with huge paws for feet. Her arms were wolf but they ended in dragon talons and around her legs, around me, swished a tail that was slick and leathery but ended in a golden tuft of fur. Behind us, a pair of leathery wings spanned out, shifting once in impatience.
 
   “What do you see?” Arach was next to me suddenly and my eyes widened as his dragon immediately leaned in to nuzzle the strange chimera woman above me. She in turn, reached out an arm and stroked her talons down the dragon's face. Arach smiled at me, like the actions had happened between our corporeal bodies and not just our auric.
 
   He is pulled to you even at his deepest self, Faerie had a smirking tone.
 
   “I see what I am,” I smiled at him, “The mixture I've become.”
 
   “Could you maybe stop admiring yourself long enough to help us find the murderer?” Queen Aalish interrupted us.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” I shook my head and went back to the window. “This is why I don't use these often,” I tapped the goggles. “They can be distracting.” Then I gaped at her.
 
   She was made of earth and that may sound boring but it wasn't at all. She was green, not the brown you'd expect, and the green was moving, writhing in the way that growing things writhe in time lapse video. Her veins were more like vines, pulsing with a white magic core.
 
   You are all white at the center, all pure magic.
 
   “What?” Aalish cocked her head at me. “What do you see?”
 
   “You,” I smiled at her. “You're bright and green on the inside, like growing things.”
 
   “Oh,” she smiled a little. “I'd always thought the Earth energy would be brown.”
 
   “I know, right?” I laughed.
 
   “Vervain,” Arach pushed me along.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” I shrugged to Aalish and focused my attention ahead of me.
 
   Then I finally saw it, the residue of black sludge along the edges of the wall. It was definitely weaker than when I'd seen it in the Human Realm and I decided that Cian was right. It must have completed whatever scheme it had started by the time I'd touched it in Andrasta's home. That must have been the Darkness at full power and if that was the case, we couldn't let it succeed because it would become unstoppable.
 
   I saw it coalesce and take human form, just as I'd seen it do at the site of the Froekn murders but this time instead of tracing away, it flew through the window and out toward the Forgetful Forest. I tried to track it but it dispersed before I could get an exact location. At least I had a general idea though.
 
   I pulled the goggles off.
 
   I know where she is.
 
   “Well shit,” I growled. “you couldn't have told me that in the first place?”
 
   I wanted to see what that god tool could do. Boy she sounded smug.
 
   “You mean you wanted to make sure you were better,” I snapped.
 
   Precisely. Besides, you can't pursue her yet, you must find a way to kill her first.
 
   “Who is she talking to?” Queen Breana asked King Fionn.
 
   “Faerie,” Arach answered for him.
 
   “She speaks to Faerie like that?” Breana gasped.
 
   “She speaks to everyone like that,” Arach chuckled.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   “Ok, here's the deal,” I faced the gathered royals in King Guirmean's dining room, the intimate pirate one we'd dined in before. “The Darkness King Cian told us about, the one who the fey were created to battle, is what we're facing now.”
 
   There was an instant roar of voices and I refused to be bombarded like that, so I just sat back in my chair and waited for everyone to settle down.
 
   Their reaction is to be expected but I told you this is what you're facing, you could have warned them sooner.
 
   “You told me Darkness,” I hissed at her quietly as the others continued to argue. “You never told me it was the Darkness the King was talking about.”
 
   Well how many Darknesses are there wandering about?
 
   “You'd be surprised,” I grumbled, thinking about how I mistakenly believed Kanaloa was guilty.
 
   Doubtful, very doubtful.
 
   “You know what? I am a bad influence on you,” I snapped. “Don't start talking like me, the other fey are gonna be pissed.”
 
   Let them be pissed. It's time to shake things up.
 
   “See, right there,” I growled. “The consciousness of a magical realm should not say stuff like shake things up, it sounds too much like an earthquake threat.”
 
   Maybe it is, she said with a sassy tone.
 
   “You are becoming decidedly unpleasant.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Queen Meara, seated on my right, asked with raised brows.
 
   “Sorry,” I gave her my oh shit that was stupid face. “I was talking to Faerie again.”
 
   “I think the fey royalty are trying to catch your attention,” she smirked and waved at the others.
 
   I looked across the table to see that indeed, everyone was staring at me like I'd gone a little loony, everyone except Arach of course. Which was silly since they all knew that the voice in my head was actually real. They heard it too and they knew how annoying she could be so they could have given me a little slack.
 
   “So you're all done arguing then?” I tried to act like they were the ones acting inappropriately. When in doubt, act like you know what you're doing.
 
   “Queen Vervain,” King Cian sighed. “Could you please elaborate for everyone.”
 
   “Oh, sure,” I nodded. “The story you told, King Cian, about how magic rode with the elements and then the Darkness was formed of its emptiness and loneliness. How magic decided to create the first fey from the elements so that it could battle its own dark emotions. That dark is what's killing the fey.”
 
   “And...” King Cian prompted.
 
   “And I believe that somehow, maybe the fey chased it there, the Darkness ended up in the Human Realm.”
 
   “According to the stories, that's correct,” King Cian nodded. “They fey chased the Darkness out of the Faerie Realm for good, banishing it to the world of men forever.”
 
   “Not forever,” I grimaced. “The Darkness waited and planned, and when it saw the Atlanteans fleeing their home, it saw an opportunity. It offered great power to any of them who would give it a body to reside in. It probably thought it could end its loneliness by simply finding itself a host.”
 
   “But it didn't work,” Meara surmised.
 
   “I don't think so,” I agreed. “It may have worked if the host had been fey but the host was a goddess and she had no elements to offer it, nothing to ease the loneliness. The fir darrig, Ualraig, told me that the Darkness has no breath, no blood, no brine, or stone. It needs the elements, it needs the energy of each of them to be complete.”
 
   Something clenched inside me at the words. Complete. I'd finally been made complete myself. It was hard to fault this Darkness for wanting what I had and I felt a brief moment of sympathy for it. Unfortunately, it was trying to find completeness through murder, so my sympathy was very brief indeed.
 
   “Do the stories tell of how the fey banished this Darkness the first time, High King?” King Cahal asked, his vines shifting through his hair in what looked like nervous agitation.
 
   “Just that they banded together to do so,” Cian shrugged.
 
   “Ualraig said that no weapon made of man or god could kill the dark,” I mused. “Is there anyway we could make a weapon of all the elements?”
 
   “An arrow,” Arach's voice rang out strong in the silence. “A hollow wood shaft filled with water, feather fletchings, and a steel head, released by the hand of Spirit.”
 
   “Wood of the Earth with Water within,” Cian nodded, “Feather of Air and steel forged by Fire. An arrow that I must shoot into the heart of Darkness. Yes, that feels right.”
 
   Because it is right. Duh.
 
   King Cian's eyes went round and I groaned.
 
   “You heard that, huh?” I gave him a pained expression.
 
   “She...” King Cian blinked. “What is duh?”
 
   “Um,” I faltered as Faerie laughed at me. “It's a sarcastic way of saying that something was obvious. Duh is the sound of stupidity.”
 
   “Ah,” King Cian nodded, “duh.”
 
   “So the weapon...” I tried to focus everyone again and tried very hard not to start laughing at the King of the Faeries saying duh.
 
   “Yes,” King Cian nodded. “Everyone, go and gather the items we'll need and bring them to the Castle of Eight as quickly as you can. We've got an arrow to make.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   We'd rushed back to Castle Aithinne and sent red caps into the kingdom to warn everyone to stay indoors, to be on their highest guard for any kind of black fog or sludge, any kind of darkness that moved on its own. They were already on high alert but we wanted to make them aware that things had become worse, the Darkness would be coming for fire fey next.
 
   Then we double checked the defenses we'd added to on the Castle after the air fey had been taken. Windows had been covered with shutters and the bridge over the moat raised. Everything looked secure but I had Neala, her pups, and Fionnaghal(the pregnant Hidden One) ensconced in the cave that housed our lava lake, guarded by red caps and Hidden Ones. We couldn't lose the children, that would be a crushing blow to the House of Fire, and this way the guards could keep an eye on the lava lake as well.
 
   I wasn't sure what good any of it would do if the Darkness decided to come for our fey but it was better than doing nothing. I was comforted that at least the children were harder to get to and everyone else had promised to stay in large numbers so they wouldn't be easy pickings either.
 
   Steel was gathered to take with us, along with tools for the shaping of the arrow head, and then we were back in the carriage and heading into the Forgetful Forest to the Castle of Eight. I watched as the drawbridge was raised behind us and the Castle closed up tight once more. I hated leaving the fire fey at such a risky time but hopefully we could get to Andrasta before she came for my fey.
 
   The ride to the castle was eerie. The Forgetful Forest was quiet with hardly any movement to it beyond the breathing of the trees and even that seemed labored. The fey creatures who normally made their presence known in fabulous and frightening ways, were burrowed deep in the underbrush or perched high in the tree tops, surveying us with suspicious eyes as we rode by. Occasionally a screech or some other panicked sound would tear through the silence with shuddering glory, making me wince more than once, but other than that, the only sounds were of our own making.
 
   I caught the eye of a creature who was pressed far back into a thick growth of thorny bush. He never even blinked, just stared steadily at me, the scent of his fear on the stuttering breeze. Even the wind barely stirred, as if it couldn't stand the sound of rustling leaves.
 
   “Arach,” I whispered, not wanting to break the silence either.
 
   “I know,” he surveyed the dark recesses of the forest as if he expected an attack at any moment. “The Forgetful Forest is afraid.”
 
   When we finally reached the Castle of Eight, I gave a sigh of relief but it was short lived.
 
   The ramparts were lined with guards, their intent gazes scanning the fearful forest. As soon as we were through the gate, a portcullis was lowered behind us and more guards strode forward to stand watch through its bars. I was glad to see that they were taking the threat seriously but then it occurred to me that ours wasn't the only fey the Darkness needed. Andrasta would need a fey of the House of Spirit to complete the collection and that meant a royal because I doubt the magic would accept a fey who was considered a part of the House of Spirit merely because it had joined the High Court. The High Queen was fire at heart so that left only one fey. The High King of Faerie was in danger.
 
   No wonder the Castle of Eight was going crazy.
 
   Once out of the entry tunnel, I could see what appeared to be the entire armory laid out on an expanse of lawn on our right. Racks of spears, pikes, and swords were set in orderly rows, sunlight flashing off the metal edges. Tables groaned under the weight of daggers, bows, arrows, armor, and assorted other weaponry that I couldn't identify. Fey guards strode among the rows, inspecting and assigning weapons with an air of haste.
 
   Then, as we passed the arsenal, I caught a flash of light and looked back over my shoulder and out of the window to see a man on the rampart behind us, holding his hands up to the sky. I glanced left and right, to either side of us, and saw other men up on the battlements with hands raised as well. A few feet in front of them wavered a bright blue mist. It expanded out, down, and up, meeting above our heads in a glittering dome.
 
   “The Mages of the House of Spirit,” Arach's eyes were narrowed on one of the men. “King Cian's elite guard. Nothing should be able to get past that ward without their approval.”
 
   “Should?” I lifted a brow.
 
   “Honestly,” he looked back at me, “it's hard to be certain of any defense at the moment.”
 
   We stopped in front of the main steps of the castle and unloaded. Our red caps carried in the trunks that held the tools and supplies we needed to craft the arrowhead as Arach and I hurried inside where a nervous looking Danal was waiting to escort us to our rooms.
 
   “King Arach,” Danal nodded, “Queen Vervain. I'll see you settled and then the royals are meeting in the smithy. They believe everything needs to be prepared together.”
 
   “Yes, I concur,” Arach nodded and gestured for Danal to lead the way.
 
   We were led into the heart of the castle, the very center of the tree at ground level, and Arach shot me a surprised look when we went through some very impressive looking doors. They curved up to a point and were made of pale white wood banded in silver. There were intricate carvings on them, also inlaid with silver, of all the different types of fey. They swung open on their own at Danal's approach so I knew they held magic but I wasn't sure why. It had to be more than a mere spell to open doors if it managed to impress Arach.
 
   “Where are we going?” I gave Arach my own curious look.
 
   “The High King and Queen want all the royals kept close in case of an attack,” Danal answered. “You and the other royals will be the first non-Spirit fey allowed to stay inside the family quarters of the House of Spirit. Ever. This is the first time I've even been allowed inside.”
 
   “Sweet,” I nodded and then saw Arach's shocked expression. “Uh, very sweet?”
 
   “It's very generous of the High Royals,” Arach took over for me.
 
   “Yeah,” I smirked, “what he said.”
 
   Inside the family quarters there was a whole different castle. The walls of the hallway we were led into were lapis lazuli, a deep blue stone with veins of gold running through it like comets across the night sky. I ran a finger along it and got a jolt of energy for my trouble. It didn't really hurt, it was more shocking than anything, but I got the hint: Don't touch.
 
   “Lapis magnifies and protects the power of Spirit,” Danal said over his shoulder. “These walls have been collecting power for millennia, they're very strong.”
 
   “No kidding,” I huffed and shot the strong walls a strong glare. “You couldn't have mentioned that sooner?”
 
   “They keep out even the most powerful of magic,” Danal glanced back at me. “You'll be glad for them if the Darkness attacks.”
 
   “I'm sure I will but if the Darkness gets past that ward the mages just set up, I doubt a little bit of lapis is going to make a difference.”
 
   I looked back and saw that even the door was lined with the stone. Floors and ceilings were covered too, lapis lazuli seemed to coat the perimeter of the living quarters. Fey globes hovered around the ceiling, brilliant against the deep blue backdrop. Their light glinted off the gold in the walls and brought out the bright, jewel tones of the silk carpets that lined the floor. The hallway curved in slightly, its beautiful and evidently powerful walls unmarred and unbroken. Then it ended in an open doorway.
 
   Danal headed through and we followed him into an octagonal room. There was a seating area in the center of it, graceful pale blue couches set in a circle around a round coffee table made of one giant piece of polished emerald. There was a fire burning in a basin carved out of the emerald table and it provided most of the light in the room. There were a couple of fey lights near the ceiling but they seemed to be on dim mode and gave only the barest glimmer.
 
   I went to stand in front of the table, drawn to the fire, and then slowly, I angled my head up to admire the ceiling. The room had murals painted on the walls, scenes from the different kingdoms of Faerie flowing seamlessly into each other, but its ceiling was the lapis lazuli once again. In the firelight it truly looked like the night sky and at the center of it was a single star, a nine-pointed star.
 
   I gasped and fell back onto one of the couches, my hand going immediately to my chest where I felt the pulse of my own star. Arach and Danal rushed over to me, Arach slipping onto the couch beside me to take my hand.
 
   “What is it?” He looked up at the ceiling and then at my face. “Are you ill?”
 
   “The star,” I lifted my hand to point at it. “What does it mean?”
 
   “It's the symbol of Faerie,” Arach glanced at it and then over to Danal.
 
   “I'll go get the High King,” Danal nodded at Arach's unspoken request.
 
   “No,” I stopped him, “really, I'm alright. I was just startled.” I got to my feet. Whatever it meant, I didn't want to make the mistake of involving the High King again. I needed to talk to Arach alone first.
 
   “Queen Vervain,” Danal frowned. “Does the symbol mean something to you?”
 
   “I've seen it before,” I waved away his questioning. “Could you just take us to our rooms, Danal? I think maybe all of this excitement has taken a toll on me.”
 
   “Of course,” he nodded brusquely and then gestured to another door. “Right through here.”
 
   He led us down another curving hallway, this one lined with amethyst and the stone seemed to calm me a little. I was able to enjoy the beauty around me. There was artwork on the walls, amazing paintings of fey people and landscapes as well as intricate tapestries. I studied them as we passed by, they all seemed to be done by different artists and the range of styles was fascinating.
 
   Finally, we came to the suites. We passed a few doors before we arrived at one which Danal opened and led us through. It was a silver room. The walls were hammered silver and they curved up to a central point from which a crystal chandelier hung. Oh but this was a faerie crystal chandelier, not at all like the chandeliers I was used to. This one was a fall of crystal shards, starting with a large grouping near the top and tapering down to just a single clear quartz point at the bottom. This bottom piece hung low into the room, coming to about mid-chest on little five-foot-three me, making the chandelier more of a central art piece than a form of lighting.
 
   Each crystal had a fey light inside it, so it glowed brilliantly and reflected off the silver walls, making me feel kind of like I was in the center of a light bulb. On top of that, all the furniture was made of polished silver, so everything was nice and shiny. From the central sitting area that enclosed the chandelier to the dining set off to the side, it was all too bright for me. Or maybe it just reminded me too much of Odin's silver Hall, either way, it was a little too much to take.
 
   “Um, can we turn down the lights a bit?” I squinted at the chandelier.
 
   “Of course,” Danal clapped briskly and the light lessened to a more comfortable level.
 
   “Fey lights respond to clapping?” I was barely holding back my laughter.
 
   “These do,” Danal frowned at me.
 
   “Clap on, clap off,” I laughed at Danal's expression. “Never mind, it's a human thing.”
 
   “Very well,” Danal sighed and headed for the door. “Your sleeping quarters are through there,” he gestured to a closed silver door to his right, and the bathing area is beyond that. As soon as you're ready, meet me back in the star room and I'll take you to the smithy.”
 
   “Thank you, Danal,” Arach nodded and followed him out.
 
   I went to look at the bedroom, wondering if it was as bright as the living room. Thankfully, it wasn't. The walls were stone, painted a deep blue, not lapis lazuli just blue. The bed was large and set into a black dais so that the top of the mattress was flush with the top of the dais. Sort of sunken and raised all at once. The linens were blue silk with silver stars embroidered on them and there were panels of the same star-embroidered silk hanging from the ceiling to enclose the bed.
 
   Other than the bed, there was an armoire for clothing and a dressing table made of the same black stone that the bed's platform was made from. In the wall across from the foot of the bed was a fireplace, the black stone once more, going up into the wall in a smooth tube. The fire was already lit and I went to stand in front of it, holding my hands out to its warmth.
 
   “Are you going to tell me what all that was about?” Arach came into the bedroom behind me and shut the door. Without the shine of the other room, the bedroom seemed much cozier, more like the star room. I parted the bed curtains and took a seat on the edge of the mattress, facing Arach.
 
   “A lot happened while I was gone,” I sighed. “I'm not ready to talk about everything yet but there's something I should have mentioned. I've just been so focused on Andrasta that I haven't really had the chance.”
 
   “Alright,” Arach took a seat beside me on the bed. “Go on.”
 
   “I have a new magic,” I shrugged. “I'm now the Goddess of Love, Lions, and the Land.”
 
   “A Triple Goddess?” Arach asked quietly and when I nodded he took a deep breath. “You have three triple aspects now? Has it changed you? Have you felt any shift or power surge? Anything to indicate that this third trinity has made a difference?”
 
   “Yes,” I frowned. “I didn't actually think it was that big a deal. I just felt more complete, like if I had to, I could gather all my different aspects together and use them as one entity.”
 
   “That alone is quite a skill,” Arach looked me over carefully. “But I have a feeling there's more to tell. Is this magic from the goddess you were talking about killing? The one whose magic you wanted to use to help Samantha?”
 
   “Yes, and actually that's something else I need to tell you about,” I grimaced. “I found a way to help Sam conceive. I changed her eggs into Intare, so that the child would be born full Intare.”
 
   “You changed her eggs? As in those inside her ovaries?” Arach looked equally horrified and fascinated. 
 
   “No, those in her refrigerator,” I rolled my eyes, “she wanted to make an Intare omelet.”
 
   “Vervain,” Arach growled.
 
   “Yes, those in her ovaries.”
 
   “You transformed a piece of her into something else entirely? Transmutation. Do you know how powerful that is? Do you realize the possibilities this has for the fey? Vervain, you should have mentioned this immediately. It could mean... I don't know, a...”
 
   “A change?” I smiled. “Maybe this is another way I can help change the fey. I don't know what it means either but this isn't the time to focus on the fertility magic. What I need to tell you about is what happened when I helped Samantha, when I used the magic for the first time.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Arach nodded. “You're right, tell me.”
 
   “I experienced a sort of rush of energy. It sent me to the floor in spasms but it felt good. I could see inside of myself and I saw my triple aspects coming together. Each trinity formed a symbol of light with three points and then they all merged together and thickened, forming a nine-pointed-”
 
   “Star,” Arach breathed. “By the flame, A Thaisce. What happened next?”
 
   “It sort of sank into my heart,” I shrugged. “That was it. I don't feel vastly different. Like I said, I just feel right, complete. But then I saw it on a book that Mimir gave Odin, and also when I looked on my true self in the mirror at Castle Deuraich I saw it laid over my heart, and then just now, on that ceiling. Why would that symbol be inside me, on some spellbook of Odin's, and on the ceiling of the ruling House of Faerie? This doesn't make any sense.”
 
   “I don't know,” Arach frowned. “I need some time to think this through but I'm glad you didn't mention this in front of Danal. I'm not sure how King Cian would react to hearing that the symbol for Faerie herself has been branded into your heart.”
 
   “I know, right?” I gave a grim laugh. “I figured after the last time, maybe I should be more careful.”
 
   “Suddenly you're being careful?” He laughed. “You're wrong, Vervain, you were changed significantly.”
 
   “Very funny, lizard lips,” I griped. “I figured that nine was the number of completion, so the nine-pointed star was merely a symbolic representation of my completion but now...”
 
   “Now there seems to be more to the story,” Arach stared into the fire, the angles of his face getting sharper. “Have you asked Faerie about it?”
 
   “Faerie?” I blinked. “No, I hadn't thought to. Normally she just pops into my head whenever she wants to answer a question but I haven't heard from her since Castle Deuraich.”
 
   “Try it now,” he looked back at me intently.
 
   “Okay,” I nodded and concentrated on contacting Faerie. I opened myself up to her, called her, and waited. Nothing happened. “Oh come on! You're not gonna talk to me now?”
 
   You'll only complain that I speak in riddles.
 
   “Why?” I smirked. “You're not planning on giving me a straight answer? Oh that's shocking.”
 
   Then why ask me? She was laughing at me again.
 
   “I have no idea,” I shrugged. “I guess I'm a glutton for punishment.”
 
   You want to know about the star that is now your heart.
 
   “Yes, I... what? It's become my heart? What does that mean?”
 
   See? You can't accept even my introduction to your answer.
 
   “Oh great googa mooga! Can you please just tell me what you're going to tell me already?”
 
   You're so impatient. The star is a symbol of completeness, you are correct in that assumption. It is also a symbol that represents myself, or rather the Nine Great Magics that comprise me.
 
   “Nine magics?” I looked over at Arach but he just shook his head, he didn't know either. “Like how I have three types of magic?”
 
   Yes, similar, but these are the great magics, the magic that all other magic descend from. This is the magic that made the fey. Together they form the nine-pointed star, the source of all magic. Me.
 
   “The source of all magic,” something warmed in my heart, an acknowledgment. “And my heart has become this symbol? Is this like how Arach's heart is a white core of fire?”
 
   “My heart is a core of fire?” Arach looked utterly pleased but I just rolled my eyes at him.
 
   Very good, she actually sounded impressed. Yes, you now have not only a heart like other fey but a heart of Faerie. In a way, you are more fey than any other faerie in the realm.
 
   “Oh good, cause that's not at all creepy or potentially life threatening for me,” I huffed. “What are they, by the way? What are the Nine Great Magics?”
 
   If you would but look inside yourself, you would find the answer. What is the first word that enters your mind?
 
   “Love,” I shrugged, “but I'm a little biased when it comes to that.”
 
   You're also correct, she was laughing again. Love is the first of the great magics. Now what would be the last thing you'd think of?
 
   “The last?” I frowned. “Hate, I guess. The opposite of Love.”
 
   Is it the opposite? Or is it just a reflection? Either way, you're correct again. Hate is the last great magic. Between them, Love and Hate, lie the seven magics that are connected to these two. Love and Hate are the purest, the oldest magics, the other seven can be twisted to lean more to either side, depending on how they're used.
 
   “I don't know about that,” I grimaced, “Aphrodite sure did a lot of twisting of the Love magic.”
 
   Ah, that was not Love. That was Love combined with another magic, Domination. The goddess tainted it, this doesn't change what it was originally, as I know you've discovered. Love always wants to be pure Love, it's not a magic that enjoys being twisted.
 
   “Okay then,” I nodded, it was actually making sense. Then something occurred to me. “Hey, I had Love already.”
 
   Did you now? More laughter, she was really getting on my nerves. What a coincidence.
 
   “Never mind,” I groaned. Faerie wouldn't give me anything she didn't want to. “What are the other six? We've got Love, Hate, and Domination, though I can't see how Domination can be influenced by Love.”
 
   Can't you? You of all should know the benefits of control.
 
   “Huh, yeah, you got me there.”
 
   What other lessons have you learned?
 
   “The only one that I can think of, the one that seems to be a reoccurring theme for me, is acceptance but I don't see how that could be a great magic.”
 
   Duh. Hello? You've gone through it again and again and you can't understand how it's magic? What can acceptance accomplish and what happens when there's a lack of it? This is why it's not only a magic but a great magic.
 
   “Okay, you need to stop saying duh,” I shook my head. “You sound silly.”
 
   I never sound silly, I am Faerie. I can say anything I want and the mere fact that I'm saying it makes it sound sublime.
 
   “Now you're being arrogant. You should try some humility.”
 
   Hello? I'm millions of years old. I am the greatest power that you shall ever know and I, in no way, have anything to be humble about.
 
   “Don't say hello either, especially not with the questioning tone. You sound like a Valley Girl,” I totally ignored her temper tantrum.
 
   I am not only a Valley Girl, I am the Valley. And the rivers, and the mountains, and the ocean-
 
   “Alright, alright,” I held up a hand. “I get it. Can we get back to the great magics please? What else is there?”
 
   Fine but you really could figure this out for yourself. The others are Protection, Health, Abundance, Transmutation, and Beauty.
 
   “Beauty? Really? It's magical to be beautiful?” That seemed a little superficial to me.
 
   You're thinking of beauty as a human. Remember Breck and how you started seeing Beauty differently because of her. That is the magic of Beauty, that it's different for everyone and that it's truly powerful when you learn to see it in everyone.
 
   “Well damn,” I laughed. “You sure told me.”
 
   Yes, I know, just now. I believe that was one of your magics as well but one you had no idea how to use.
 
   “I just thought it sort of enhanced my appearance,” I admitted.
 
   You would.
 
   “Does this mean I have all of the great magics inside me now?”
 
   Finally, a good question, she sighed. But also one you could have answered yourself. What do you think?
 
   “I...” I turned my focus inward but though I clearly saw the star, I didn't feel additional magic inside me. “No.”
 
   Ding, ding, ding, correct. Of course you don't have them in you, that would make you, me and you are definitely not me.
 
   “As long as I haven't become the fifth element,” I joked. “I don't want to have to save the world and kiss Bruce Willis. Mainly, I don't want to kiss Bruce Willis.”
 
   What nonsense are you speaking now? Haha I'd confused and annoyed her for once. The fifth element is Spirit, you know that, and who is this Bruce of the detestable kisses?
 
   “It's a movie, don't worry about it,” I giggled.
 
   You are not part of the House of Spirit, you are the Queen of Fire, she said slowly, like she was speaking to a child.
 
   “Ugh fine I'm an idiot but you still haven't told me why I had this star inside me.”
 
   I did. The star is the symbol of completion as well as my symbol, representing-
 
   “Yeah, I got that,” I groaned. “But what does it mean that I have it inside me?”
 
   You know, your next lesson should be silence.
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled.
 
   Thank you. Now, as I was saying, it represents the Nine Great Magics, the source of all magic. Why do you think that symbol emerged from the melding of your trinities? What do you think you've become?
 
   “Uh, I don't know,” I said slowly, like I was talking to an imbecile. “That's why I asked you.”
 
   Have you forgotten that you're a witch too? You must discover this on your own, I can't just tell you. Figure it out! And do it fast because you're wasting time on this when you should be making a magic arrow.
 
   “Oh shit,” I stood up, “you're right. This can wait. Do you know if Andrasta has killed Dearbhail yet?”
 
   I told you before, I can't see past the Darkness.
 
   “Then how do you know where they are?”
 
   I can see it, just not past it.
 
   “Oh, right,” I looked over to Arach. “We'll have to figure me out later. Let's get changed and go meet the others.”
 
   “I don't like not knowing about you,” Arach growled, “but I agree, there's more important issues at hand.”
 
   He's bootiliscious when he's upset, isn't he?
 
   “Okay, you so didn't hear that word from me. Who have... oh, Roarke!” I snarled.
 
   Yes, I love talking with the cat-sidhe. He's very amusing.
 
   “You know what?” I started to chuckle. “The fact that I'm not the only one being a bad influence on you actually makes me feel a whole lot better.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   We found Danal waiting for us in the star room and I cast one last glance at the ceiling before following him out the first door we'd come in through(there were several doors along the walls, the room seemed to be the hub of the royal quarters). He led us back to the entrance of the family quarters and out into the twisting hallways of the Castle of Eight.
 
   These hallways were polished wood, living wood though, and though they seemed more mundane after the beautiful crystal lined hallways of the royal quarters, they were not. They may have just looked like wood at first glance but this was a part of the great tree itself and it was alive. The walls expanded and retracted just barely, you'd miss it if you weren't looking for it, but they were definitely breathing. Breathing walls trumped crystal walls for me but not in a good way. It was actually a bit disturbing.
 
   So I tried to ignore the walls as Danal led us down a staircase into the depths of the tree. After awhile the wood encasing us turned to stone and I realized we must have gone past the main trunk and down into the earth. The stairs opened up into a stone hallway at the end of which was a massive iron door, flung open. Heat radiated out of the doorway and I took a delighted breath of the warm air. Arach looked decidedly more comfortable as well.
 
   The smell of fire hit me first, the sharp tang of burnt things, then the scent of earth, rich soil with a mineral bite. We walked into a vast space with packed earth for both floor and ceiling. The walls were gray stone, very dungeon chic, and were devoid of any decoration. In the center of the room was a massive fireplace, it went up into the ceiling, a stone tube with several openings around its base to house forges. In front of these forges were anvils, buckets of water, and tables strewn with smithing tools.
 
   Gigantic roots descended from the ceiling and dove straight into the floor, creating partitions between the forges and other areas of work. Tables lined the walls, all kinds of tools laid neatly upon them. It felt like it should be a dark place, a place lit only by the fire within the forge, but it wasn't. In addition to the firelight, there were several fey globes hovering amongst the roots and they cast a bright and all-consuming light. It made the room seem less like a torture chamber and more like a workroom.
 
   The fey royals were standing off to the side of one of the forges, waiting for us.
 
   “King Arach, Queen Vervain,” King Cian nodded, “your tools have been brought here for you,” he swept his hand to include a heavy wood table near the forge. “Are you ready to get started?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Arach nodded and I followed him forward.
 
   “We're going to forge the arrowhead? As in us, together?” I whispered to him. “I don't know how to work with metal.”
 
   “I do,” he grinned at me, pulling off his tunic so he stood in just his black pants. “Don't worry, A Thaisce, I'll let you know what to do.” He laid his tunic aside and tied his hair back with a piece of leather.
 
   “Oh, okay,” I grimaced and watched as he picked up a long rod of steel and put it into the fire. “I'm surprised you have this huge fire going down here,” I said to King Cian. “I would have thought you'd want them outdoors.”
 
   “The fire helps heat the castle and our water,” Cian grinned. “It rises from the river of lava that flows beneath the castle. Energy never goes to waste in Faerie.”
 
   “Of course not,” I laughed. “I should have known.”
 
   Arach pulled the rod out of the fire. The tip of it was glowing pale yellow and he put it on top of an anvil. Barehanded, he went to work on it with a hammer, pounding it into a fishtail shape. As he worked the metal his muscles bulged, his skin glowing gold in the firelight. I stared transfixed at his arms, his shoulders, the curve of muscles down his stomach. The rhythmic swing of his arm was hypnotizing, the clang of the hammer hitting metal sang in my blood, resounding with vibration as if he were striking a chord within me.
 
   “A Thaisce,” he gave me a knowing look, “your fire, if you please.”
 
   “Oh,” I walked over and blew a stream of fire onto the end of the rod until it was once more glowing hot. I wanted to lean in and give him my fire in a more personal way but I thought that would probably be inappropriate under the circumstances.
 
   “Thank you,” he grinned at me, “stay close, I'll need you again.”
 
   “Okay,” I watched as he pounded the flattened shape around the curved part of the anvil, forming a tube out of it.
 
   “Again,” he held out the roughly shaped tube and I blew fire over it once more, the act seeming more and more sensuous as we progressed.
 
   Then he slid it over a pointed rod of metal that was stuck into a clamp on a heavy wooden table and began to hammer it around the rod until it took that shape. He turned it around and with a swift motion, broke the rod, snapped it like a twig, a few inches down from the tube.
 
   “Right here, Vervain,” he pointed to the new end. I nodded, a little impressed by his careless show of strength, and heated the end for him. “Thank you, love.”
 
   “Sure, no problem,” I whispered breathlessly as I watched him begin to work the end first into a point and then into flat edges that tapered to the point.
 
   He stopped a couple of times for me to reheat the metal but other than that, he worked pretty fast and soon he had it clamped upright and was finishing it off with a file, putting sharp edges on the tapering sides. He held up the finished arrowhead and the assembled royals nodded their approval.
 
   “Thank you, King Arach and Queen Vervain,” King Cian took the offered arrowhead. “Now for the shaft,” he looked to King Cahal and the King of Earth nodded and gestured to a table a little further back in the room.
 
   We all followed him over, Arach coming up beside me with his tunic flung over his shoulder. It was a new look for him, at least new to me, and I admit it was a good one. He slid an arm around my waist as we walked and I leaned in. He was deliciously warm and when I looked up, he had an even hotter look in his eyes. So many raunchy jokes came to mind about heat and hammering but I wouldn't demean Arach by using them. Oh, who am I kidding? I couldn't wait to get fired up and pounded like that arrowhead now that I'd seen how he could handle a rod. Okay, I'm done.
 
   I pulled my eyes away from Arach's fine physique to see that King Cahal had a length of wood in his hands(get your mind out of the gutter, I'm such a bad influence). He strapped the wood into a contraption that scraped the outside away when he turned the handle on its end. He cut it into a long shaft and then he began to hollow it out with a long metal rod which had a spear shaped end. Once he had a hollow tube, Queen Aalish came forward and sanded it smooth. Then Cahal took it back and sealed the wood with some type of lacquer, I'm not sure what it was exactly, but it made it slick looking and probably waterproof since it was meant to hold liquid.
 
   “The shaft is finished,” Cahal presented it to Cian.
 
   “Thank you, King Cahal and Queen Aalish,” King Cian nodded. “King Guirmean, if you will?”
 
   King Guirmean removed a blue bottle from his inner jacket pocket and took out the stopper. He took the wooden shaft from King Cian and poured the liquid from the bottle into the shaft. The clean scent of salty air drifted over to me. Then he tucked the bottle away and King Cahal came forward with a wooden plug which he tucked into the end of the shaft, sealing in the water. He poured some more of the lacquer over it and then handed the shaft back to King Cian.
 
   “You got the easy part,” I whispered to King Guirmean.
 
   “I know,” he grinned, “but I didn't get the chance to show off my muscles either.”
 
   “Good point,” I laughed and looked over Arach again.
 
   King Cian ignored us and put the arrowhead on the end of the shaft before he handed it back to Arach. Arach took it back to the anvil and hammered it just barely, tightening the arrowhead to the shaft. He brought it back over to the High King.
 
   “King Fionn?” King Cian presented the shaft to the King of Air, who took it with a nod.
 
   We followed him over to yet another table, where fletchings had already been shaped from some pure white feathers. King Fionn made some cuts into the wood and slid the fletchings in. Queen Breana affixed the feathers with what I assume was some kind of glue. Then King Fionn held the arrow aloft and the royals came forward to inspect it.
 
   Was that it? Was that all it took to make a weapon of all elements?
 
   “Perfect,” King Cian took the arrow reverently. “It will be my honor to use this arrow to defend Faerie.”
 
   “Now we just have to hunt down the Darkness,” I whispered.
 
   “Yes,” King Cian agreed, “but first we rest.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   We were all over each other the second the door shut behind us. Something about watching Arach work that metal just did it for me and I guess the workout did something for him too because he lifted me off my feet and carried me the rest of the way to the bedroom. I was tearing at his clothes as we went and he was helping me as much as possible but I couldn't get anything fully off of either of us until he laid me out on the bed.
 
   Then it was mere moments before we were pressed together without the barrier of clothing to get in our way. We were both so hot but scales were spreading down his sides, giving me little cool shivers. The shivers tingled through me, like being tickled, and then lifted up inside my belly. Then a sensation similar to being stroked down my sides caught my attention and made me pull back.
 
   “What the hell?” I looked down as gold scales formed a shimmering border along the edges of my stomach.
 
   “A Thaisce,” Arach whispered as he trailed a hand over the shiny scales. Then he looked up into my face and gasped.
 
   “What?” I lifted a hand to my face and felt the smooth raised edges of scales at my temples and the more prominent bones of my cheeks. “Arach?”
 
   “It's alright,” he soothed, “just relax, this is probably a side effect of the triple trinities.”
 
   “Sweet dragon loving, do you think so?” I felt the blood rush through my veins and inside my chest like rivers of fire shooting straight to that nine-pointed star that was my heart. My dragon lifted her head and roared. It vibrated through me, triumph singing in my chest as my other beasts joined their voices to hers. “I think you're right. I think I can be a dragon now, without jeopardizing my other magic.”
 
   “Because your other magic is connected to it,” Arach smiled. “They are all bonded now.”
 
   “But my face wasn't like this before,” I touched his face, “like yours.”
 
   “You have control of it,” he ran a hand down my breasts and I was surprised to see a smattering of scales defining them as well. “I'm guessing that you can be as much dragon as you wish, or as little. But, let's wait till later to experiment, shall we?” He grinned lasciviously. “I have more pressing matters to attend to.”
 
   He pressed the most prominent matter against me and I grinned back, shifting my legs apart so he could slide closer. The shift in my appearance had made me feel sexy in a SciFi movie goddess kind of way. Faerie was right, the magic of Beauty had changed me and not in the way I'd originally thought. My whole perception was different now, the standards which I'd judged physical beauty by had changed. Monsters were no longer monstrous, werewolves no longer frightening, and dragons were  very sexy.
 
   I stretched out, luxuriating in the feeling of being sexy. It was a high that you'd probably think I'd experienced often. I mean, come on, after having five lovers tell you you're beautiful and after having your looks enhanced by magic, you shouldn't have self-confidence issues. Jeesh, get over it already, right? But being constantly surrounded by goddesses whose beauty is on an almost impossible level, can do things to your ego whether you realize it or not. I knew I couldn't compete with those ladies and I was fine with that. Who cares about being gorgeous when you have fabulous men who love you? So no, I didn't think of myself as a sexy woman. Attractive, maybe pretty, but not sexy and there's a difference between feeling pretty and feeling sexy.
 
   Feeling pretty is a sweet emotion, it's gentle and happy. Feeling sexy is exciting, it's hot and powerful. I'd felt sexy before, don't get me wrong, but never on this level. I'd felt the power of Lust and Love, felt need, passion, want, desire and other wonderful things that I'm very lucky to have in my life but never this supreme confidence in my appearance, in my ability to use my looks to satisfy my lover sexually. I had released the dragon, let her influence me in this most intimate of moments, and it had brought her confidence to the surface. I'd felt her ego once before so I shouldn't have been so surprised that she'd think so highly of herself in the bedroom as well but I was surprised I enjoyed it so much. As someone who appreciated humility more than arrogance, I should have been disgusted or at least ashamed but I guess she had overcome my dislike by showing me how very fun it could be to simply believe in yourself. It was an interesting lesson and one I'd probably spend a lot of time pondering over at a later date. For now, I would simply give in and let my dragon have her way.
 
   I felt my lips twist up into a knowing smile as I looked up into Arach's appreciative eyes. Then his mouth was on mine and his fire was searing its way down into me, heating me and turning my core molten. I gathered it and just before I sent it back into him, I pulled some of my lust magic into the fire. When I breathed it into his mouth he groaned, jerking his hips into mine and sliding into me till he could press no further.
 
   He vibrated against me, his body shaking as he pulled his mouth from mine and roared. The cords in his neck were standing out, accentuated by a line of red scales, and his teeth had grown sharper. The lust magic pulsed red inside his chest once before dispersing into his body. His shoulders tightened and I took them in hand and kneaded them, shocked when blood started dripping down his arms. That's when I noticed the claws tipping my hands. I hadn't even realized I'd extended them. Arach looked down on me, his lips curling up into a satisfied grin as his blood dripped over my hands. I pulled one back and lifted a bloody finger to my mouth. He groaned as I licked it clean.
 
   My eyes shut as he filled my head and started sliding into my body all at once. Every time we shared blood I learned more about Arach, saw things I hadn't known were there. It was beyond what any human relationship could be. I'd never be able to know a human man the way I knew Arach and with sudden clarity, I realized that I was relieved, grateful even, that I'd never have another human lover ever again.
 
   With the sharing of his blood, I experienced not only what Arach felt but sometimes I shared his memories. The sweet thing was, this time the memory I got to share was of me. It was a Wild Hunt and I know that doesn't sound romantic but the memory wasn't of the killing, it was of us flying together. I guess the possibility of me becoming a dragon again had reminded him of it and the memory was right there, practically tumbling into me as soon as I tasted his blood.
 
   Arach loved to fly, as I'm sure all dragons had, but he hadn't flown with another dragon since he was a little boy. Never as an adult and never with his mate. The experience had satisfied him on so many levels and his dragon self had rejoiced in it. I saw myself as he'd seen me, a beautiful gold dragon, my scales shimmering in the moonlight. I looked powerful and elegant to him, a dream that he'd dreamed for thousands of years, finally come to life.
 
   He'd been happy with me as I was, even if that meant I'd never fly again, but the possibility of us flying together was miraculous for him. His delight coursed through me, heightening my building pleasure, and then came the love he felt for me, lifting his joy even higher. I held it close, feeling my own delight in it, and then his fangs sank into my neck and my own love for him poured out with it. He shuddered under the onslaught of my emotions and pulled me closer. I wrapped my legs further up his hips and held on tight as we rode the flames higher.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   After the hot sex, Arach fell asleep but I was wide awake so I went in search of something to eat. I went through the wrong door in the star room and had to backtrack through shiny jet black hallways and then find the right door that led out into the castle proper. I was glad for the different colored walls then because without that color to tip me off, I wouldn't have even known I was headed in the wrong direction. I wondered if that was the reason for the multi-hued hallways.
 
   “Doubtful,” I chuckled to myself, “I'm sure the high royals can find their way around without color clues.”
 
   Then something hit the back of my head hard and I lost consciousness for a few minutes.
 
   I came to lying in someone's arms. There was material over my face so I couldn't see where I was but it didn't matter because we weren't staying put. Whoever was carrying me was moving at a brisk pace, probably bruising my legs with their firm grip. Not that the bruises would ever show, what with my rapid healing, but still, it hurt.
 
   I was bound securely with what felt like manacles at both wrists and feet, and try as I might, I couldn't break them. There was also a gag shoved deep into my mouth and tied around my head. Panic filled my stomach as I wondered if it was Andrasta who carried me, ferrying me off to her dark hideaway in the forest so the Darkness could consume my soul. Was this how the other fey had been abducted? Had I played into her hands by leaving the protection of the royal family chambers? I was going to die because I wanted a sandwich. How ironic that my search for food was going to result in me becoming food for the Darkness.
 
   Then I was tossed in a coach and I felt it start to move. Andrasta had a coach? What the hell? How had she got past the guards or the wards for that matter. Then I heard a sweet female voice and the sturdier reply of a masculine one and realized that Andrasta wasn't my abductor. Not that I knew what Andrasta's voice sounded like, it was the words being said that gave it away. I was pretty sure Andrasta didn't speak the fey language.
 
   Then again, maybe the Darkness had taught it to her. Did the Darkness speak Fey? My head spun with all the possibilities and absurd questions kept springing up, things like: how would my soul taste? It's funny what panic will do to your thought processes.
 
   The journey seemed to last awhile, giving me plenty of time to wonder who had abducted me and why exactly. When we finally came to a stop, I was nowhere closer to reaching a conclusion than when we'd started. I knew my abductor was a woman, that at least was definite, and it was female hands that pulled me roughly from the coach so I assumed she was alone. Then my thoughts were thrown all in a tizzy because not only did the woman lift me in her arms again, she lifted us both into the air. I could feel us moving upward.
 
   There was a jolt as we landed and then I tossed onto the ground. The material over my head was removed and as I blinked in the sudden light, the gag was loosened. A rush of magic flew over me and the manacles dropped away. I yanked out the gag and threw it aside as I took in my surroundings.
 
   I was sitting on soft grass, a brisk breeze cooled my skin and the scent of flowers filled my nose. A cloud drifted by me as I realized I was on one of the floating islands in the Air Kingdom. In front of me was a small strip of grass that ended abruptly in misty air, behind me was a grove of delicate trees that were actually rooted in the ground, unlike the last bunch I'd seen in the Air Kingdom. Floating flowers in a myriad of colors were caught in the branches of the trees and as I watched, one of them broke free and drifted away.
 
   “Lovely, isn't it?”
 
   I jerked around at the sound of the voice and saw Aoife sitting beneath a tree, looking as if she'd posed herself to best showcase her beauty. Her long pink hair was spread around her, her vampire pale skin glowing with a healthy blush, and her bright blue wings were shimmering in the dappled sunlight. I gaped at her. Not because she was so beautiful, which she was(hate her), but because she was dead. At least she was dead in the God Realm. I just barely stopped myself from telling her this, realizing in the nick of time that my announcement would no doubt result in a change of events. I'd just come from watching Finn kill Aoife back in the God Realm but that hadn't actually happened yet.
 
   It was the first time the time changes had truly thrown me for a loop and I ended up just staring at her while trying to come to terms with her being alive and completely disregarding the most important question: why was I there?
 
   “Have you gone daft?” Aoife frowned as she stood and approached me. “I didn't think I hit you that hard.”
 
   “What the hell do you want, Aoife?” I finally stumbled onto the correct thought process. Once I'd gotten over the shock of her appearance I felt a huge wave of relief that I wasn't about to be consumed by the Darkness and this whole abduction thing was now more of an irritation.
 
   “What do I want?” She smiled, “isn't that the most perfect question?”
 
   “Did you just answer my question with two questions?” I laughed when I realized that I just answered her two questions with one of my own.
 
   “I'm going to ignore your strange human quirks because I don't have the time for this,” she frowned at me. “I need to get back to the Castle of Eight before someone misses me. What I want is for you to be gone so Arach can forget about you and come back to me. You realize the only reason he wants you is that you can give him an heir.”
 
   “Oh why do I even bother asking anymore?” I sighed and got to my feet. “It's always about a man.”
 
   “How many men have you stolen?” She had the nerve to look aghast.
 
   “None, zero, zilch,” I growled. “It's just that there always seems to be some crazy bitch who thinks she has a relationship with my man when she doesn't. Exhibit A,” I waved my hand at her. “Look at yourself. You're pathetic. Pining away for a man who's married and has shown no interest in you since the nuptials. Arach told me about your little affair and he also said he could barely stand you. Move on and get over yourself because Arach has.”
 
   “That's only what he told you so you would stay and have his children,” she scoffed. “You're the pathetic one if you think he has any real love for you.”
 
   “Look, you airhead,” I growled, “I happen to know he loves me. In case you didn't get the memo, dragon-sidhe share blood. We can see straight into each other when we do and I just had a taste of Arach before you went fucking Fatal Attraction on me and knocked me out. Guess what? He's crazy about me and there were no feelings for you mixed up in that. You're a moron and a lunatic, and you've just attacked a Queen of Faerie. Did you even stop to think about the repercussions?”
 
   “Of course I did,” she snarled at me, “but I'll never be accused of anything because they're never going to find you.”
 
   “Oh really?” I smirked at her. “You know, people way more scary than you have tried to kill me and I'm still here. So what have you got? Tell me your evil plan of how you're going to make me disappear so you can go console poor Arach.”
 
   “It's very simple really,” she came toward me and I narrowed my eyes on her. “Do you know anything about the Air Kingdom, about the mist that surrounds us?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said in my duh voice. “It's created from the combination of Fire and Water, the two kingdoms bordering Air.”
 
   “And there is no earth beneath us,” she gave me an evil grin.
 
   “What are you talking about? Your kingdom ends in earth, there's a mountain bordering it.”
 
   “Yes, bordering it,” she edged a little closer, “but here, in Air itself, there is nothing below us. It just goes on and on forever. If something were to fall in it, something that couldn't fly, it would just keep falling for eternity.”
 
   “That's impossible, there's an end to everything.”
 
   “Says who?” She was surprised enough to stop for a second and gape at me. Like I had just told her the world was as flat as a pancake, riding through space on top of four elephants who in turn stood on top of a giant turtle.
 
   “Science,” I huffed at her, “The Laws of Physics.”
 
   “This is Faerie, you stupid human,” she shook her head like my idiocy never ceased to amaze.
 
   “Oh you're calling me stupid? That's rich. Wait... so it's just mist and more mist?” I glanced over the edge and felt my stomach clench.
 
   “That's right.” She got an evil twinkle in her eye.
 
   “They really should put a wall around the kingdom or something. A fence down at the border would be good or at least a sign to warn people. What about the animals?”
 
   “Fey creatures are much smarter than you,” she laughed.
 
   “Uh hello, Evil Aoife, it doesn't have anything to do with intelligence. Anyone could accidentally just fall in.”
 
   “Exactly,” her voice was smug as she pushed me over the edge.
 
   I screamed, force of habit I guess, as I plunged through the mist. That went on for about a minute before I stopped and realized it was getting me nowhere. Then I saw the edge of earth that formed the border to Air, shoot by me and I screamed again. Finally, I mentally shook myself and stopped screaming. I was going to give myself a headache.
 
   What are you doing, you silly girl?
 
   “Faerie!” I screamed, “You gotta help me. Do something!” 
 
   Do something?
 
   She was laughing again, the bitch was laughing at me as I fell to my death! Well, fell till I died. What was I going to do when I had to pee? Oh, this was a horrible way to go(the dying not the peeing, although that was awful too). At least Kael had tried to kill me quickly. Consigning a person to an endless free fall was truly reprehensible.
 
   Why don't you do something? You're the dragon-sidhe.
 
   “But I can't change because... oh shit, I am a silly girl. I forgot about the complete thing.”
 
   Yes, I see that you did. I thought about letting you fall for awhile and see if you remembered on your own but I decided that would have been mean and petty. It's not appropriate for Faerie to be mean or petty.
 
   “You think?” I rolled my eyes.
 
   Before she could say another word, I called on my dragon, hoping that we were right and I really could change without endangering my other magic. She came roaring to life, shooting from the constraints of my skin like a wire snake from a fake can of potato chips. One second I was falling and the next I was stretching out my golden wings and catching the currents.
 
   I roared, lifting myself into the air and pushing forward. I zipped past the lip of earth and out into open air, shooting through the mist. I saw a leriewoag on my left and couldn't resist having a little fun. I called out to it, a minor screech so as not to frighten the creature, and it cried back in an excited manner. It flew over to me, sleek gray body becoming silver in the shifting sunlight. We flew around each other in a sort of exultant dance before the leriewoag shot off and I chased it around the floating islands.
 
   Oh the rapturous freedom of it. Joy filled my body, my limbs singing with the delight of being airborne. I hadn't realized how caged my dragon had felt until that moment, how restrained she had been within the confines of my body. She needed to fly like a horse needed to run, without it life was torturous but she had accepted the shackles for love of my other beasts. It looked like there was more to my dragon than I'd given her credit for. She may be arrogant but she was also loyal and self-sacrificing. A lot like another dragon I knew.
 
   Having fun? Shouldn't you be heading back?
 
   Oh right, there was that. I huffed and called out mournfully to the leriewoag. She circled back around, I somehow knew it was a female from the tones of her cry, and she flew over to run her cheek along mine in fond farewell. I gave one last cry of goodbye and then flew out of the Air Kingdom, coming out high above the Forgetful Forest. Aoife was nowhere to be seen and I wondered if she'd made it back to the Castle of Eight already. She probably just flew since she didn't have a need to conceal a prisoner anymore.
 
   Will you kill her?
 
   I started to say yes but only a roar came out. Faerie understood me though and I realized that I could speak to her just with my mind. That thought seemed to settle my anger a bit and allow me to think more carefully. I realized that I couldn't kill Aoife. If I did, Finn would never have his revenge and I wanted that for him, especially now that I'd had my own run-in with the airhead.
 
   So you won't kill her?
 
   No, I wouldn't. It would be much more fun to fly into the Castle of Eight and see her sweat. I'd have to lie to the royals though, I doubt my flying in as a giant gold dragon would be ignored. I'd explain to Arach in private but the royals couldn't know or they'd call for Aoife's punishment. Arach might even press for it but I'd make him understand. Maybe I'd tell them I went scouting to find the Darkness.
 
   Then maybe you should find out where it is.
 
   Oh, right, that would be good. I asked Faerie to show me where Andrasta was hiding. She directed me to veer to the left and I swooped in low enough to see a darkened area of the forest. You wouldn't even notice it if you didn't know what you were looking for, it just looked as if the shadows were stronger there. I marked the spot mentally and swooped in a circle, to head back to the Castle of Eight.
 
   The guards manning the ramparts scurried into attack mode as I approached but then they realized what I was and who I must be. They waved frantically at me, gesturing wildly to the blue shimmer between us, and I realized that they'd have to alter the ward to let me in. I pulled up and hovered before them, waiting as a mage scurried up to the battlements. He raised his hands, muttering something I couldn't hear. Evidently the ward muted all sounds.
 
   Then a portion of the ward in front of me turned bright white and the mage waved me through. I darted in, giving the mage a nod of gratitude, and angled down to the central courtyard. I alighted in front of the castle and then was stuck there, wondering how I was going to get inside. I didn't want to go back into my human form since I would be very naked and lacking of any means to change that. Luckily, Danal came to my rescue.
 
   “Queen Vervain!” He shouted from the stairs in front of the castle. “The guards mirrored me that you were approaching. What are you doing outside of the castle? They said they didn't even see you leave, a circumstance that is very upsetting to them since everyone has to be given permission to pass through the wards. They are demanding that I discover how you tricked them. I shouldn't have to tell you what an inappropriate time this is for childish games,”
 
   I lowered my head and looked at him meaningfully before looking back at my dragon body.
 
   “Oh! Yes of course,” he ran back into the castle and I sat back on my haunches to wait for him. I was glad for the wait, it gave me time to come up with a better story.
 
   Fey walked by me, giving me a wide berth while simultaneously gawking at me. It wasn't everyday that they got to see a dragon-sidhe in her dragon form, so I let them gawk. Plus, as mentioned before, I was kind of arrogant when I was a dragon and I admit I enjoyed the attention.
 
   Then I heard the sounds of a scuffle and voices raised in anger. One of the voices was very familiar to me, though it was speaking the fey language. I followed the sound through the gardens that surrounded the main tree until I came to the Earth gardens. Massive obsidian gates guarded the entrance the gardens. They were carved into delicate swirls and soared high enough that I passed through easily. I walked by artfully arranged beds of flowers with sparkling crystals fencing them in, alcoves of tropical ferns forming arbors over amethyst benches, and spikes of quartz covered in climbing roses. Finally I came to an open space where five men were arguing.
 
   One man was standing before four, obviously defending himself verbally. That man was Roarke, his short black hair looking artfully disheveled as he gesticulated wildly. The men in front of him all had dark hair as well and oddly enough, they shared his bright green eyes...cat eyes. They were all cat-sidhe, I could smell it on them now that I was concentrating. One of them seemed to be in charge, he was standing directly in front of Roarke, yelling at him while the other three held back.
 
   I padded forward, coming to stand behind Roarke. The other men gaped at me, the words they were about to say dying on their lips but Roarke continued yelling, until their reactions finally registered and he turned to face me. He gave a little jump and then shook his head, laughing.
 
   “Queen Vervain, how ironic that you would show up now,” Roarke smirked.
 
   I wanted to ask him why and I almost managed it but all that came out was a whooshing hiss. Why couldn't I speak? I'd spoken to a dragon before. Had I spoke to Arach in his dragon form? I didn't think so but I'd definitely spoke to Nidhogg, the dragon who guarded the Viking Well of Souls. So why couldn't I manage it?
 
   Because you're trying to speak like a human. Faerie sounded rather smug.
 
   What the hell? What other way was there?
 
   Like a dragon of course, she sighed. Really, how did you manage to live past infancy? Speak with the magic not with your vocal chords.
 
   Oh. I inhaled and felt the magic come to my call but the conversation had progressed without me and before I could speak, one of the other four fey did.
 
   “This is no concern of yours, Fire Queen,” the man who appeared to be in charge stepped forward, eying me warily. “The Prince has betrayed an oath made to his family and he must be held accountable.”
 
   Without further ado, the other men surged forward and accosted Roarke, one holding his torso and one at each arm. The last man pulled a wicked looking dagger from a sheath at his waist. It was long, thin, and slightly curved. Roarke hissed and fought but they held him fast. One of the men who had been holding an arm, pulled Roarke's hand forward, placing it between him and the knife wielder. Roarke started to scream and I started to get really angry.
 
   I roared, grabbing the men at Roarke's arms and pulling them off him. The man holding the knife backed up and fell, to stare up at me from the ground in terror. I threw the two cat-sidhe I had in hand, into the bushes because two cat-sidhe in hand are worth four in the bush, or something like that. They came scrambling back, I have to give them credit for that, and the one around Roarke's waist maneuvered himself to face me as well.
 
   Claws formed on their hands, sharp teeth were bared, and short swords were pulled from their sheathes. I roared again, so angry I could feel the fire rising inside me. Coming on the heels of Aoife's assassination attempt, this was really bad timing. The cherry on my faerie sundae. The men cringed but the knife wielder got to his feet and faced me, maybe he thought I wouldn't kill him on the grounds of the Castle of Eight.
 
   “You will stand down, Queen Vervain!” He shouted at me with a distinct air of authority that only served to piss me off further. I was mad enough that I finally found my voice.
 
   “The fuck I will!” I put my face level with his and shouted. “You think I'll stand by why you hurt a friend of mine? Well you got another think coming, pussy cat,” I snapped my jaws and the man backed up a step. “In fact, I'm beginning to think that roasted cat-sidhe would make a lovely appetizer.”
 
   “Roarke,” he focused on my friend, “tell her to stand down and accept the consequences of your actions. She's only making this worse for you.”
 
   “I merely behaved as any other cat-sidhe would,” Roarke growled. “I wandered and made new allies.”
 
   “And you ignored the order of your King in the process,” the man hissed. “Your claws will grow back, accept your punishment.”
 
   “Fuck you, Father,” Roarke hissed back and I looked down on him in surprise.
 
   That must make this fey the King of the cat-sidhe. No wonder he sounded so presumptuous. Still the House of Cats was considered a sub-house to the House of Earth, it was the only group allowed to have their own royalty beneath that of their Kingdom's. I'm not sure why, sheer arrogance most likely, and possibly the ability to make a lot of annoying noises. I guess all cats thought highly of themselves but that didn't give the Cat King the right to speak to me like that.
 
   “You will come home at once, Roarke,” his father continued. “Unless you've changed your mind and have decided to do your duty to me and the Kingdom of Earth. Then I will forgo the punishment and this matter will be over.”
 
   “Again I say, fuck you,” Roarke glanced at me. “I'm not a traitor.”
 
   “So sayeth the fey who is currently betraying his family,” one of the other men shook his head in disbelief.
 
   “That's it,” I growled in a low, rumbly voice. “I don't much care what you're arguing about. I don't care what Roarke has done or why you think he's a traitor. I know my friend, he's no traitor and as far as I'm concerned, this conversation is over. He's coming with me and you'll leave him be or I'll roast the lot of you, family or not.”
 
   “Really?” Roarke's mouth hung open.
 
   “Really,” I smiled at him, at least I tried. Who knows what it looked like. “I got your back, buddy. What do you want to do?”
 
   “You would risk war with Earth over me?”
 
   “Roarke,” I laughed. “I risked war with Earth over the pixies, why wouldn't I do it for you?”
 
   “No matter what I've done?” He looked so serious that my laughter died out.
 
   “You have no idea what you're doing, Queen Vervain,” the cat-sidhe King snarled. “You don't want to make an enemy out of the House of Cats.”
 
   “No matter what,” I nodded to Roarke without bothering to even glance at his father. “Babe, you could show up with a body and I wouldn't ask questions, just grab the shovels. We'd talk about it later.”
 
   “And that's why I refused to do what you ordered me to do,” he said to the other cats. “Did you hear that? When have any of you ever shown me that kind of loyalty? That kind of trust?”
 
   “You're such a child,” one of the others scoffed. “Family comes above all else.”
 
   “Let me guess,” I leaned my head down beside Roarke's. “Older brother?”
 
   “Oh you're good,” Roarke smirked. “I'll be leaving now, dear Father, Brothers. You can take that blade and shove it where the sun don't shine.”
 
   “What did he just say?” One of Roarke's brothers asked his father.
 
   “He said,” I blew a thin line of fire between them and us, “to fuck off.”
 
   Roarke's father started jabbering to him in the fey language but he ignored him and looked up at me. I turned around and if my tail happened to swish through the flames and knock all of them over in the process, that was purely accidental. Roarke followed me from the garden, his sassy swagger in full force until we made it to the front of the castle, where he collapsed against me and sighed.
 
   “Thank you.” He looked up at me with earnest kitty eyes. Funny how I'd never noticed their slit pupils before, maybe they'd always been dilated.
 
   “No problem,” I looked back in the direction we'd come but there was no sign of Roarke's family. “Do you need to return to the God Realm?”
 
   “I can't,” he stood up and shook his head. “We're fighting the Darkness tomorrow, remember? I won't abandon Faerie or you.”
 
   “Thank you, and how could I forget?” I grumbled. “Fight beside us then and you can return to Pride Palace after we beat the Darkness. I don't trust your father.”
 
   “You and me both,” he stared at me a moment, looking a little sad and very serious. “You really have no idea what you've just done.”
 
   “I really don't care,” I shrugged my big dragon shoulders. “You're my friend, if defending you gets me into trouble, so be it. It's not like I haven't been there before. You've had my back, Roarke. You've been there for me more than you know right now.”
 
   “Right now?” He lifted a brow. “No, I'm not going to ask.”
 
   “And I won't tell,” I agreed, it probably wasn't wise to tell him what he did for me with Aoife. “But if you want to tell me what that was about back there, I'd listen.”
 
   “Queen Vervain!” Danal came running around the side of the tree. “Where did you go? I've been looking everywhere. How does a forty foot dragon just disappear?”
 
   “I was helping...” I looked down and Roarke was gone. “Never mind. Did you get the robe?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Danal sighed like he was used to dealing with idiotic royalty. “If you'll just follow me,” he waved me along to a garden to the right of the central tree, which provided enough space for me to maneuver and yet enough cover for me to change back in.
 
   “Thank you, Danal,” I took the robe from his outstretched hand, his head was turned away. “You can look now.”
 
   “Queen Vervain, what were you about? How did you fool the guards, the mages?”
 
   “I ran into Lady Aoife and she said she was headed back to the Air Kingdom. I asked if I could tag along so I could go scouting,” I shrugged like it wasn't a big deal.
 
   “Lady Aoife?” Danal gave me a disbelieving look. “I'll let the guards know but I'm surprised she allowed you to accompany her.”
 
   “Yeah, we had some issues to work out,” I grinned. “She wanted to talk about them, so it worked out well for us both.”
 
   “She wanted to talk about your issues?” Danal frowned, clearly he'd met Aoife before.
 
   “I'm not very good at just waiting around and Arach was sleeping so...”
 
   “Well he's not sleeping anymore,” Danal urged me back inside the castle through a side entrance. “He's up and scouring the castle for you, him and his red caps. They're barging into chambers and generally being quite terrifying. He's not going to be happy to hear that you've just been out flying around without him.”
 
   “I'll deal with Arach,” I frowned, “do you know where he is?”
 
   “He's right here,” Arach growled from the shadows near the doorway we'd just entered.
 
   “I'll leave you to it then,” Danal nodded to Arach and ran away, his bright wings shivering behind him in obvious agitation.
 
   “Vervain,” Arach stalked over to me.
 
   “Not here,” I gave him a look and he instantly reined in his anger, changing it to concern. “I'll explain everything but first let's find some privacy.”
 
   “The High King and Queen-”
 
   “Danal will tell them that I've been out scouting,” I started to walk off and then realized that I had no idea how to get back to our bedroom. “Do you mind? I don't know where I'm going,” I gestured ahead of me.
 
   He smirked, took my hand, and started to lead me back to where we were staying. Halfway there we ran into Aoife. She was coming up the hallway we were walking down, looking like the cat who ate not only the canary but the twelve-hundred dollar parrot as well. She was so focused on Arach that she didn't actually see me till we were right up on each other. Her smile disappeared as her skin flushed bright red and she stopped mid-step, her foot hovering above the ground.
 
   “Hello, Aoife,” I said sweetly. “You're looking awfully chipper. What could have put such a huge smile on your face?”
 
   Arach, who was going to keep walking by Aoife without even acknowledging her, stopped in surprise and looked back and forth between us. He frowned and gripped my hand tighter.
 
   “Queen Vervain,” Aoife choked out. “How did you.. I mean, how are you today?”
 
   “I'm great, thank you. Very refreshed. Thanks for giving me that ride out of the castle so I could go scouting,” I smirked. “It was very helpful, I know exactly where the Darkness is hiding now. The flight was so invigorating. You do know I'm dragon-sidhe, don't you? I can turn into a dragon... which means I can fly. Like in the air. With wings.” I flapped my hands in front of her horrified face.
 
   “I thought that power was suppressed in you,” she gaped at me.
 
   “It was,” I shrugged, “I changed. Things change you know. Relationships that you may have once thought were important become insignificant sometimes. Or at least not as important as other things, like say... breathing. Don't you agree?”
 
   “Ah,” she swallowed visibly, “yes, I see that now. Change is good.”
 
   “Yes it is, I'm so glad you see that,” I sighed dramatically. “I'd hate to have to rehash the issue with you again. Though our little talk was enlightening.”
 
   “No, it's over,” she glanced at Arach and then away. “I... have a nice evening, Queen Vervain,” her face flushed even redder, “King Arach.”
 
   “Thank you,” my voice sounded annoyingly gratified, even to myself, but I think I deserved a little gloating.
 
   “Yes, thank you,” Arach frowned at me and ushered me along even faster.
 
   He started to question me when we reached the lapis lazuli hallway but I shook my head no and waved him on. So we continued in silence until we ran into Queen Meara. Her expression was concerned until she saw us, then it turned into relief.
 
   “Oh, Queen Vervain,” she actually hugged me. “We were so worried. I thought maybe someone had tried to assassinate you again.”
 
   “Oh?” I laughed but it ended up sounding a little hysterical. “No, I just thought I'd go on a quick scouting flight while Arach was asleep. Faerie showed me where Andrasta is holed up so we can be better prepared. I'm so sorry to cause you concern, I really didn't think he'd wake up until after I'd returned.”
 
   “Oh, no, that's great news,” she frowned a little. “I'm glad you're alive and well and it's good to know where we'll need to go. Is she still within the Forgetful Forest?”
 
   “Yes,” I got serious, “not too far from here actually. It was a little hard to spot but I'll be able to find it again pretty easily.”
 
   “Good,” she nodded, “I'll let the others know. You'd best go and get some rest so you'll be refreshed come the morning, that's when we'll be heading out.”
 
   “That's a wonderful idea,” I smiled, “thank you.”
 
   “I'll see you both tomorrow,” she nodded and left us to go find her husband.
 
   Finally, we made it back to our rooms and Arach shut the door, locking it for good measure.
 
   “Tell me. Now,” he growled and took me by the arm, propelling me into one of the couches. He sat down beside me and glared.
 
   “Aoife knocked me over the head and then pushed me off one of the floating islands in the Air Kingdom.” I pushed at the stuffing of the couch experimentally. It was super comfortable.
 
   “What did you just say to me?” He started to get up. “And you let me just stand there while you two had a little chat?”
 
   “You can't kill her,” I pulled him back down.
 
   “No, I can't,” he agreed, “because I have to take her back to the Fire Kingdom so the Wild Hunt can have her.”
 
   “That's so sweet,” I smiled at him. “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too,” he said gruffly. “But right now I have to go find her before she flees.”
 
   “She's not going to flee,” I gave his knee a pat. “Didn't you listen to our conversation? I was telling her I was going to let it slide as long as she didn't try anything ever again.”
 
   “That's not what I heard.”
 
   “Yes, it was. She acknowledged that you were no longer hers and that she wouldn't try to kill me again.”
 
   “I definitely didn't hear that.”
 
   “Men,” I sighed, “you gotta read between the lines. Anyway, I'd love to kill her but I can't. She's already dead. Or rather... she will be.”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “While I was in the God Realm this last time,” I explained, “I told Finn about Aoife being the one who cursed him and his siblings, and they showed up at Pride Palace. They asked me to bring Aoife there so they could challenge her to a duel or whatever.”
 
   “You didn't,” he frowned at me.
 
   “No, I didn't,” I smiled when he started to relax, “Roarke did. He came back here and asked Aoife if she'd come and accept the challenge. She did and Finn killed her.”
 
   “She went of her own volition?”
 
   “Yeah and now I know why she looked so scared when she first saw me,” I frowned, thinking about what she'd said to me. “And why she said that line about understanding why you loved me. I was actually nice to her, I gave her reassurance that the fight would stay between her and the Children of Lir. It seemed to surprise her and now I know why.”
 
   “I doubt she would have expected kindness from you after this,” Arach nodded and then sighed. “Vervain, I want her death but I understand. Killing her now may have a horrible affect on your God Realm. Or I may not even be allowed to kill her. Something could go wrong. She's most likely meant to die at the hands of your friend.”
 
   “So we're cool?” I looked him over.
 
   “Cool?” He pulled me onto his lap and hugged me tight. “You and I shall never be cool. There is only heat between us and it shall only get hotter if I have anything to do with it.”
 
   “Yay,” I grinned.
 
   “I was scared,” he laid his cheek to the top of my head. “For the second time in my life I knew fear and once again it was over you. Don't you ever die, Vervain.”
 
   “I'll try my best not to.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   The next morning we all gathered in the courtyard before the main tree. Each House had brought an army with them and they were all more than ready to hunt the evil that had invaded Faerie. I watched as troops got into formation, preparing for the march into the forest.
 
   It was pretty impressive. Each House had their soldiers in matching uniforms and shiny armor. Water was all silver and blue, with pennants flying and tunics emblazoned with the House of Water's coat of arms; a melusine(a mermaid with two tails) brandishing a trident. There were selkies with dark eyes and silky hair, bean-nighes with long stringy hair and one large nostril at the end of their noses, all kinds of water-sidhe, and a whole company of kelpies with their seaweed hair. I had to look away from the kelpies, a shiver running down my spine.
 
   Earth wore muted green, their armor resembling bark although their weapons looked shiny enough. There were a lot of trolls, staying as much within the shade as the formation allowed. I also saw spriggans and dryads but the main force seemed to be earth-sidhe. They stood straight and proud, haughty expressions on their faces and long swords strapped to their belts. Across their tunics was the heraldic device of the House of Earth; a stylized Green Man, a man's face made of leaves, glaring menacingly.
 
   Air didn't have the bulk the other houses had but they needed just as much space for their wings. Not every soldier in the Air army was winged though, there were the bean-sidhes who hovered in the air looking somber but beautiful, and the sylphs who were also beautiful and also hovering but not so somber. Their armor was clear like glass and they wore bright yellow. Combined with the brightly colored wings, they were the most vibrant army there. On their chests they wore the device of the House of Air, a black butterfly. For a second I wondered at it, everyone else seemed to have something a little more intimidating, but then I chastised myself. I of all people, should know better. The butterfly was the symbol of the strongest magic I held after all and was also the symbol for transformation.
 
   Then there was the House of Spirit, standing rigid under the High King's watchful eye. There was fey from every kingdom in the High King's army but they all wore amethyst, the color of Spirit, and their armor was gold. On their tunics was the device of the House of Spirit; a gold crown set with a silver nine-pointed star.
 
   Our army looked like the villains the other armies should be fighting against. Our armor, which was worn only by the fire-sidhe, was black and our clothes were bright red. On the tunics of our soldiers was our heraldic device, a dragon breathing fire. There were some weapons to be found amongst the army but not a lot of them, the House of Fire was in itself a weapon.
 
   Then a contingent broke away from the Earth army and started stomping over to us. I grimaced when I saw Roarke's father at the head of the group. Before they made it over to us, Roarke was at my side, his armor that of Earth but his stance was all Fire. Arach looked over the two of us and was about to pose a question when the group reached us and came to a halt with a lot of noise.
 
   “King Arach,” Roarke's father nodded, “you seem to have acquired an extra cat-sidhe soldier.”
 
   “It seems that I have, King Liam,” Arach looked over at Roarke and then to me. I gave him my you know you love me grin and he sighed. “And it looks like he'll be staying.”
 
   “You have no right to my son,” Liam growled. “Just because your wife stole some pixies doesn't mean she can steal a Prince of Cats.”
 
   “He doesn't appear to be chained,” Arach observed drily.
 
   “Roarke is a Prince, he has obligations that can't be shirked just because he's made a friend of Fire,” Liam glared at me. “I'll be taking my son back now.”
 
   “You can have your son,” I interrupted before Arach could answer. “Just as soon as he wants to be had.”
 
   Roarke burst into laughter at that but quickly subdued it when Arach gave him a dry look. “I'm sorry but who ever wants to be had? Especially by their own father.” Roarke shuddered.
 
   “Depending on how you take that, it's kind of gross,” I looked over at him and shared a secret smile.
 
   “You dare dishonor the House of Cats?” Liam growled and the cat-sidhe behind him started to hiss.
 
   “What is going on here?” High King Cian strode up right between us.
 
   “They've stolen my son,” Liam pointed an accusatory finger directly at me.
 
   “He doesn't appear to be held against his will,” Cian unwittingly made the same observation Arach had, with perhaps less sarcasm.
 
   “Queen Vervain interfered with disciplinary measures that were being enacted against Prince Roarke last night,” Liam explained. “Of course he's reluctant to return home, he doesn't want to be declawed but he trespassed against his King and must be punished. She had no right to interfere with our justice.”
 
   “Declawed?” I gasped before the High King could say anything. “Do you know how horrible that is to do to a cat? It's like cutting a person's fingers off at the knuckles. They can't function after that and a lot of times they get arthritis, it's so inhumane.”
 
   “Um, Queen Vervain?” King Cian gave me a pained expression while Arach and Roarke tried to hold back their laughter and failed miserably.
 
   “Huh?” I looked from King Cian to King Liam. “Oh, right, I guess you would know. That makes it so much worse then!”
 
   “His claws would grow back,” Liam rolled his eyes like I was being a baby.
 
   “Are you kidding me?” I looked over to the High King. “See, this is the shit that needs to change. What the hell is wrong with you people? You don't discipline your children by cutting off their fingers. Who does that? I don't care if they grow back a thousand times, it's barbaric.”
 
   “The Fire Queen is calling me barbaric?” King Liam scoffed. “You ride with the Wild Hunt, how is your justice different than ours?”
 
   “Alright, good point,” I conceded, confusing him even further.
 
   “The Wild Hunt is punishment for murderers and those the High King deems worthy of death,” Arach took over, sparing me a glance that implied I was a horrible debater.
 
   “And Roarke's actions were traitorous to both his King and the House of Earth,” Liam narrowed his eyes on my husband. “Cutting the claws is a just punishment.”
 
   “You know what?” I interrupted again and Arach gave me a warning look which I ignored. “I don't care. You're not cutting anything on Roarke.”
 
   “Queen Vervain,” King Cian looked troubled. “King Liam is right, this is none of your affair and yet I feel Faerie's hand upon this and I'm urged to take your side in the matter.”
 
   “Thank you,” I grinned and neener, neener, neenered Liam in my head.
 
   “However,” King Cian kept going. “I can't in good conscious allow one monarch to interfere with another when it comes to punishing their own child. I find myself at a loss. Maybe it would help if you told us what Roarke's transgression was,” he looked to Liam and the King of Cats blanched.
 
   I heard Roarke huff snidely and looked over to see him smirking at his father. “Yes, Father. Why don't you tell them what order I disobeyed?”
 
   “Hold your tongue, boy,” Liam growled.
 
   “King Liam?” Cian's expression changed immediately to suspicion.
 
   “It's an Earth Kingdom matter, High King,” Liam reluctantly answered. “I'm not allowed to discuss it.”
 
   “King Liam,” the High King suddenly seemed to condense, becoming thicker and brighter. “We are on the brink of marching out to face the greatest threat Faerie has ever faced and you say to me that there are secrets kept from the High King? Is your Kingdom plotting treachery?”
 
   The crowd went deathly still and then the sound of footsteps could be heard approaching. King Cahal appeared beside us with Queen Aalish. Oh, this was getting interesting.
 
   “Would someone mind telling me why I just heard the High King accuse the Kingdom of Earth of treason?” King Cahal spoke into the quiet.
 
   “I did no accusing,” King Cian turned his shining gaze on the King of Earth. “But your King of Cats refuses to offer a simple explanation requested of him. Why does he call his son a traitor? He cites loyalty to Earth by way of reason for his silence. Would you care to elaborate?”
 
   King Cahal frowned, looking over to Liam with obvious confusion but Queen Aalish didn't seem in the least surprised, only a tad scared. I wasn't the only one to notice either, King Cahal looked to her next and let his gaze settle there.
 
   “My love?” He lifted a brow. “Is there anything you'd like to say?”
 
   “No,” she looked away.
 
   “I'm sorry but we don't have the time for this,” King Cian put a hand on Cahal's shoulder. “She must tell us or I'll be forced to treat all of you as traitors to Spirit. I can't have untrustworthy subjects at my back, not today.”
 
   “High King,” Cahal turned to him in horror, “the Kingdom of Earth is ever faithful to the High crown.”
 
   “It wasn't you we conspired against,” Queen Aalish said in a small voice.
 
   “What was that, Queen Aalish?” Cian pushed Cahal gently back so we could all get a good look at Aalish's face. The yellow of her skin had gone pale and her green eyes were wide with fright.
 
   “She took my pixies,” she finally declared. “I simply wanted to keep an eye on her, see what else she was up to.”
 
   “You tried to send a spy into the Kingdom of Fire?” King Cian looked shocked. The fey could be callous and barbaric with each other but I guess espionage was not a level they were willing to sink to.
 
   Then I realized what it meant. I turned to Roarke and he met my gaze with a sad smile.
 
   “You refused to spy on me,” a warm feeling spread through my chest. My trust hadn't been misplaced and I treasured every moment that I'd used to stand up for him.
 
   “You're my friend,” he shrugged. “That comes with a certain amount of loyalty. They say dogs are loyal but to who? Not to other dogs. So how can you trust them? No, a cat's loyalty is harder won but greater in the having.”
 
   “I agree,” I couldn't help myself, I gave him a hug.
 
   “What of the loyalty to your family?” Liam shot at Roarke. “You were already spending so much time with them, spying would have been easy.”
 
   “And wrong,” Roarke said simply.
 
   “You're a traitor,” Liam hissed.
 
   “And what of you?” King Cian interrupted. “You asked a Prince to betray friendship, friendship with a Queen who has been integral in helping us find the Darkness. Your actions could have jeopardized the well-being of the entire realm.”
 
   “I did only what my Queen bid,” Liam lifted his head as if blind loyalty was something to be proud of.
 
   “She took my pixies,” Aalish whined once again.
 
   “What are you, three?” I huffed, because I didn't know when to just keep my mouth shut.
 
   “I don't have time to judge this matter now,” King Cian growled. “You will bring your wife and King Liam to me for my decision later,” he instructed King Cahal, who bowed in acceptance. “Until then, you will all fight for Faerie as best as you can and stop fighting amongst yourselves.” He started to turn away but I stopped him.
 
   “King Cian?”
 
   “Queen Vervain?”
 
   “What about Roarke?” I gestured to my friend.
 
   “Oh,” Cian blinked. “Yes, well, what would you like to do about this, Prince Roarke?”
 
   “I'd like to be a part of Fire,” Roarke said flippantly, “but I don't think that's an option.”
 
   “Isn't it?” King Cian looked first to me and then to Arach. “As Queen Aalish has pointed out twice already, her pixies have chosen to be a part of Fire.”
 
   “Arach?” I looked at him with hopeful eyes.
 
   “The House of Fire welcomes such loyalty and honor as has been displayed by Roarke, Prince of Cats,” Arach said, winning a grin from me and a shocked expression from Roarke.
 
   “Truly?” Roarke came to stand in front of us.
 
   “You've been a friend to Vervain and so to me as well,” Arach nodded and held out his hand. Roarke took it but dropped to his knees.
 
   “I vow to give my loyalty and service to the House of Fire until the last breath leaves my body,” Roarke swore and the crowd gasped.
 
   “You are no Prince of cats!” Liam shouted. “I disown you, you are not my son!”
 
   Roarke paled a little but held his eyes firmly on mine. I stepped forward and placed my hand over theirs.
 
   “The House of Fire recognizes your royalty even if Earth does not,” I tried to be as regal as I could and I hoped the words would do but really, I was winging it. Thankfully, Arach saved me from floundering.
 
   “And we hereby grant you the title of King of Fire Cats,” Arach grinned a little before he could hide it.
 
   “There are no fire cat-sidhe,” it looked like King Liam was about to burst a blood vessel. “You are King of nothing!”
 
   “There is now,” I shot back at him. Yes, I was behaving like a five-year-old, sue me. “And who knows, maybe some of the other cat-sidhe will see the potential in being a part of Fire.”
 
   “King Cian?” Liam looked to the High King for help. “This is preposterous. Fey are born into an element and that is where they stay.”
 
   “The Kingdom of Fire can create whatever titles they wish and as far as the elements,” King Cian paused as if he knew his next words would be momentous. “We are not slaves to ourselves. Fey are free to live and align themselves with whichever kingdom they choose as long as that kingdom accepts them.”
 
   Shocked gasps and murmurings flowed through the armies of fey. It was one thing to allow low-magic pixies to leave their kingdom for another but to allow a sidhe to place his allegiance not where birth had determined it to be but where he willed it? It was a huge step, a breakthrough in thinking that I hadn't even hoped would come so soon, much less be instigated by the High King himself.
 
   “Silence! We have put ourselves into stasis through our unyielding ways. Faerie has told me that change is the only way to save our people and as your High King, I am bound to do what I think is best for all of you. You don't have to change kingdoms but you will respect each others right to. I recognize the new House of Fire Cats and any cat-sidhe who would like to join it will do so with my approval... after we fight the Darkness! I am done with this matter for now.” King Cian shook his head and smiled at me. “Fire cats, what else are you going to bring to Faerie?”
 
   “Victory, I hope,” I nodded to the High King as I helped the new King of Fire Cats to his feet.
 
   “Yes,” King Cian nodded crisply and then shouted. “Everyone back in formation! We move out immediately.” Then to Arach he said, “Prepare your army and then meet us at the carriages.”
 
   “Yes, High King,” Arach nodded.
 
   “Thank you,” Roarke said to Arach and me while the Earth royals and cat-sidhe slunk away, giving us nasty glances.
 
   “We're glad to have you with us,” Arach patted Roarke's shoulder.
 
   “We so are,” I hugged him. “Thank you for not turning spy on me.”
 
   “Ah,” he shrugged. “I never liked my family anyway. Now I can start a whole new race.”
 
   “Oh crap,” I looked at Arach. “He's going to make more like him.”
 
   “A castle full of cat-sidhe,” Arach sighed.
 
   “You love me,” Roarke scoffed and got back into line beside me.
 
   Then I had an aha moment. In the God Realm Roarke had called me his Queen, instead of just Queen. I had worried over what it meant, knowing the distinction had displayed his loyalty to me over the Kingdom of Earth. But that hadn't happened yet for Roarke and when it did, I would be his Queen. I huffed happily to myself, glad the reason had finally been revealed and glad to have Roarke on my side for good.
 
   “Shall we?” Arach held a hand out to me.
 
   “Sure,” I let him escort me to waiting carriages.
 
   We went to the first one, where the High King and Queen were waiting for us with King Guirmean. We all piled in and I saw that the Earth and Air royals would be taking the second coach. I admit I was relieved that I wouldn't have to travel with them after that big fiasco.
 
   Then a shiver filled the air and I looked out the window to see that the mages had dropped the warding around the castle. We began to move forward and the armies fell in behind us. It was a wondrous sight, the armies of Faerie heading to war. The beauty of the heraldry and costumes was tempered by the grim countenances of most of the fey. I say most because the goblins and red caps were grinning like they were going to a party.
 
   We were riding in the royal carriage of the House of Spirit, sumptuously appointed in purple velvet that was getting a beating from the armor worn by King Guirmean and the High Royals. I myself wore no armor and neither did Arach. I wore only a simple cotton sheath and he wore a pair of drawstring pants, nothing else, in preparation for our inevitable shift to dragons. We did have a couple of robes with us though for afterward.
 
   Our jobs, along with the rest of the fey, was to distract Andrasta long enough that the High King could get the perfect shot. He only had the one arrow so it needed to be released at close range and it had to be a sure hit. Cian needed to send that arrow straight through Andrasta's heart for it to work.
 
   And I hoped it would work. If it didn't, we were all up that river without a paddle because this was it, I didn't have anymore ideas on how to stop Andrasta and I was pretty sure no one else did either. I looked over at the other royals and their expressions were just as determined as I was. We couldn't fail, the entire fey race depended on it.
 
   Earlier that morning, I'd shown the High King and other royals the location of the Darkness on a map. The High King had sent scouts ahead and we'd be meeting them at a predetermined spot along the Road of Neutrality which bordered the Forgetful Forest. We had to ride out to the road and then down to the left, nearing the border of Earth.
 
   The forest wasn't just silent this time, it was empty. All of the life that could move, had. The only living things in the area were the ones rooted to the spot and they shivered continually in fear. I scented the air and got nothing, no scent of tree or earth even. I shot Arach a glance and saw that he'd sensed it too. The Darkness was close.
 
   We came to a halt and everyone got out of the carriage quietly, though it was doubtful that our presence had gone unnoticed. The scouts that we'd sent ahead were waiting for us and reported that there was a dense patch of Darkness just fifty paces or so ahead of us in the forest. The royals nodded and went to instruct their armies. Arach and I went over to our collection of fire-sidhe, red caps, goblins, phookas, and leanan-sidhe. We'd left the Hidden Ones at home to guard the pixies and the rest of the Fire Kingdom. These were just our soldiers, we needed to protect the civilians too.
 
   Arach instructed our forces to fan out and form a circle with the other Houses, trapping Andrasta inside while the royals attacked her. If Andrasta made a run for it, our armies would do their best to rein her in or kill her. I hoped it wouldn't come to that because honestly, if Andrasta was strong enough to make it past the royals of Faerie, then the armies wouldn't stand a chance. Our strongest warriors would be defeated in one fell swoop and all of Faerie would be doomed.
 
   “Stop that,” Arach whispered to me as he led me back to the other royals. “We will prevail.”
 
   “I hope so,” I sighed.
 
   We headed deeper into the forest, the feeling of nothing becoming stronger though the forest remained surprisingly bright. The trees creaked around us, sounding almost as if they cried, and I shivered with dread. Memories of my last encounter with the Darkness, when it had been at full strength, entered my head. If we failed, one touch would be enough for it to paralyze and kill. It would be more powerful than anything in Faerie.
 
   We finally came out into a clearing, the sun shining brightly as if it didn't know what evil it shone upon. Andrasta was sitting on a large mossy rock at the base of a shivering tree, regarding her nails as if they were the most interesting thing in all of Faerie. She looked up as we circled her and then she smiled.
 
   “I was wondering when you'd finally come on in,” she sighed. “You've made enough noise to wake the dead,” she gestured to the side and there, in a discarded heap, were the bodies of the missing fey. 
 
   They were as I saw them in my dream, only there was more of them. They were shriveled and emptied of all life, with odd shaped limbs bent at even odder angles, like a pile of strange sticks. Vibrant eyes stared out at us in accusation. I heard Guirmean gasp and I realized that the body on top of the pile had blue skin and hair.
 
   “You trespass here, murderess,” King Cian stated clearly as he lifted his bow. “You are not welcome in Faerie and as High King, I find you guilty of crimes against the fey. I sentence you to death.”
 
   It looked like it might be over before it began because King Cian did indeed have a clear shot at Andrasta and she wasn't moving to stop him in any way. But when he released the arrow, a wall of Darkness rose and batted it aside. Hollow laughter rang out from within it and the cloud grew, tendrils reaching out toward the royals.
 
   “Don't let it touch you,” I screamed as I pulled Arach back. “Shift!”
 
   I released the Kraken... er... dragon and she came roaring out of my skin in a shivering rush of magic. In seconds I was flying through the treetops, soaring above the spreading cloud of black below. Arach joined me in moments, his red scales shimmering bright in the Faerie sunlight. We hovered, our huge wings cracking through the air like thunder, and stared down at the scrambling fey royalty. Then Arach dived and I followed his lead. He swooped over the dark, lighting it up with a stream of fire as I hit it with a second blast for good measure.
 
   The Darkness swallowed the fire without lightening at all. It remained as opaque as tar, withholding its secrets and protecting its host. In fact, it seemed to suck in the energy of the flame and feed on it. It expanded within moments of our attack.
 
   Below us the land shook and I saw King Cahal raise a hand as the trees themselves twisted, lowering branches to swing at the Darkness. A horrible shrieking commenced and then a cracking sound as limbs were torn away and the trees of Faerie started to bleed. King Cahal backed away, terror clearly lining his face.
 
   Queen Breana had enough presence of mind to use the wind to collect our magic arrow. She called it to her and ran it over to the High King but he had no shot. He stood aghast, staring into the Darkness with both bow and arrow hanging limp from his hands. Breana shook him and shouted at him but he just continued to stare at the dark like a toddler without his teddy bear.
 
   Guirmean blasted it with water, a tidal wave lifting from out of the soil and rolling over the dark cloud. It crashed with a great roar but when it flowed away, the Darkness remained. The royals fell back when they saw this and they all began attacking the dark together, Arach and I sweeping in to apply our heat to the mix.
 
   It did seem to shudder then, especially when King Cian sent a blast of rolling white light into it, and I felt a moment's encouragement. Then it gathered itself and appeared to harden, the black of it becoming shiny, like a beetle's back. It condensed into a conical shape and shot out through the trees, directly toward my fire fey.
 
   I screeched and angled down to intersect its course, Arach flying beside me. We landed in front of our army and let loose a stream of fire that was so strong, it created a wall before us. A wall the Darkness didn't even seem to feel. It just went straight through it like a blade through water. Then it was upon us, over us, and my world turned black.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   It was so cold. My breath was freezing inside my lungs, my limbs paralyzed with the shock of it. It was like all of my heat was being sucked from me, all that made me fey, and the rest of me was paralyzed by it.
 
   I was lying on something soft, grass maybe, but all I could see was black, the kind of true black that makes you wonder if your eyes are open or not. You just keep blinking, not knowing whether you've gone blind or if the world has just gone dark. Well, I knew which it was and I might have preferred the blindness.
 
   It was eerily quiet inside the dark. The sounds of battle had faded completely and I wondered if we were all dead. Maybe I was in the void that the gods talked about, the place the souls were supposed to go if the gods hadn't stopped them from going. Was this it? Was I dead?
 
   Not yet.
 
   “Faerie?” My voice was swallowed by the dark as well. I was slowly becoming nothing.
 
   I'm here and I need you, daughter.
 
   “Need me?” I thought, since my voice would make no sound. “What can I possibly do now? It's over, she's won.”
 
   No, she hasn't. I need you to acknowledge what the star inside you means. I need you to allow it to shine.
 
   “Can't you just this once, plain out say what you mean?”
 
   The star is my symbol and when you were made complete, it was branded into you. Do you understand?
 
   “No, I don't under-”
 
   Think!
 
   “Jeesh,” I huffed. “Okay, it's your symbol and I'm complete now. I don't know. You want to borrow my body or something?”
 
   In a manner of speaking, yes. Andrasta is host to the darkness of the elements, the evil pieces that were removed from them before the fey were created to hold them. I am the source of the elements, the purest energy that remained at the end, the Keeper of the Nine Great Magics.
 
   “And you want me to be your host, so you can kick the Darkness' butt?”
 
   Exactly.
 
   “Well why didn't you just say so? Come on in.”
 
   It's not as simple as that. You must focus on your triple trinities. Let go of your fear and collect your power into your heart. Make the star shine so that I can follow the light in.
 
   “Oh sure, no problem,” I grimaced and tried to focus.
 
   The Darkness was making it almost impossible to gather my power. How do you gather something as it's being taken from you? Like sand beneath my feet being pulled away by the tide, I could curl my toes into it but it wouldn't make a difference. Fear started to overwhelm me as I realized how impossible the task was but then I thought about Arach and my heart warmed just a bit. Love is the strongest magic.
 
   Instead of trying to focus on gathering my power, I focused on how much I loved my men. Not just Arach but all of them. I saw their faces, recalled their scents and the way they felt. Love rushed hot through my veins and straight to my heart, lighting up the star that waited there. So simple, as great magic often is.
 
   Thank you.
 
   There was a feeling of laughter inside me then. Every negative emotion I had was suddenly obliterated under this overwhelming surge of brightness. I felt light, I was light, and it was me. I smiled, my heart-star flared, and the Darkness fell away.
 
   I was standing in an open grove, the same place I'd stood with Arach before my army. Protecting my army, wasn't that silly? I laughed, the sound of it carrying through the trees, through the four kingdoms, through the earth, and through the firmament of Faerie. Everything came to a stop.
 
   Around me, the fey were in various states of duress. Blood flowed, bones were broken, and weapons were lying in twisted heaps, all except for the magic arrow which King Cian clutched to his chest as he stared at me. Everyone was staring at me and I briefly wondered if I was naked. I should be, I'd just changed back from a dragon.
 
   But then I laughed again, or was it Faerie laughing? Maybe we just laughed together because she made it clear to me that something as simple as clothing was a non-issue for us, for her, whatever. I was clothed in light and when I looked down at myself I delighted in the beauty of the dress.
 
   It flowed from my neck to my feet in wispy layers of pure white. It glowed yellow at the edges, curling in like holiday ribbons, and the wide panels of the skirt flowed in the air like they were alive. I trailed my hand through it and watched as it disappeared into the fabric. I had the sudden urge to twirl.
 
   “Vervain?” Arach was struggling to his feet, still in dragon form, his words a roar on the wind, but I could easily understand him. He looked emaciated, like he'd been starved for months, and his bones were showing through his scaled skin.
 
   I frowned at his state and waved a hand to lift him up and heal his wounds. My mate deserved better than that. One of the spokes in my heart-star glowed as the great magic was accessed. Health poured into me and through me, into him. His flesh filled in, his scales shining once again, and he lifted his head and roared. There, that was better.
 
   I waved another hand and the rest of the fey were healed, the harsh reality of war erased. Even the trees grew new limbs to replace those which had been lost, and I smiled in satisfaction. It was all as it should be once again. The nine-pointed star in my chest burned bright, emitting waves of happiness through me. I'd never known such complete joy as in that moment, standing in the sunlight, my fey surrounding me, all of them whole and healthy, my mate roaring at my side.
 
   Having a body was nice, you felt things like heat and pleasure. I held my hand out to a shaft of sunlight and waved my fingers through it, there was warmth in the light. The ground was soft beneath my feet and I curled my toes into the moss, my muscles clenched and stretched, delighting in the sensation. Sounds were different, more precise and much harder to ignore. Everything was brighter, sharper, and louder in a body but I guess that was what happened when you forced so much into such a small space. I shrugged.
 
   Then I saw her.
 
   Andrasta stepped forward, her dark cover completely dispersed, and stared on me with hatred. I cocked my head at her, wondering what should be done about her after it all was over. While I contemplated, she had the nerve to send a spear of Darkness shooting towards me.
 
   I batted it away, like she had done to the arrow earlier, and strode forward with a peeved expression. She cringed back, terror showing for the first time as she realized just what she was facing. I stopped directly in front of her and looked her over. I could see the Darkness in every cell of her body, it had infested her like termites in an old wood house. If I squeezed her, it would probably ooze out of her pores. The thought both disgusted and amused me, and I ended up grinning.
 
   “Faerie?” She gasped. “Is that you?”
 
   With her words, the rest of the fey went wide-eyed with shock. I smiled and gave them all a little wave. I was kind of surprised that they hadn't realized who I was sooner but then they'd always been a bit slow when it came to me. They gaped at me and I laughed, good for them, they could use the shock. I looked back at Andrasta.
 
   “That's right, it's me,” I said with a voice that vibrated through the air like a separate entity. I saw the exact moment when it touched her, she winced as if she'd been struck. “I let the fey handle you last time. Remember? Oh, have you forgotten? No? Cat got your tongue?” I laughed, thinking of Roarke, one of my most favorite faeries. He would probably write that onto a piece of clothing. A T-shirt, I corrected myself. Cat-Sidhe got your tongue? Oh yes, he'd like that, I must remember to tell him. I was certain he'd find a way to make the statement lascivious.
 
   “You deny me life,” Andrasta hissed, only it wasn't her voice. This was something darker, older, and colder than she. The words crept over my skin like insects and I shook them off with a little irritation. “You take everything while I am cast out.”
 
   “It's hard to be the Darkness,” I sighed, feeling sympathy for the part of the elements that had been severed from the rest. Just like the elements, this too had come from me. In a way, it was my child and I cared for it but I also knew it as only a mother could. “But only if you are the light. Magic has no notions of right or wrong, it simply is what it is. You are the darkest of emotions and as such, the dark is where you belong. Loneliness can only exist in solitude, anger can only flourish by encouraging the evil in men. There is no shame in this, Hate is one of the great magics and it is necessary. You have your place, just as I have mine, but you refuse to be content in it.”
 
   “Content?” She crept forward a hairsbreadth. “I am hatred and anger and loneliness. My very nature is to not be content. I need to consume, I need to feed this emptiness, and as you say, we are what we are. Yet you scorn me for it. I do what is in my nature to do.”
 
   “It is also in your nature to keep the balance,” I looked over her passionate anger with calm acceptance. “Magic holds one law above all others, Equilibrium must be maintained. I know this and I've restrained myself from simply pushing what I want onto the fey. I guide and help as is my nature to do but I don't force or impose. It can be frustrating, especially when you know what you want is best, but equilibrium is more important. You were free to delight in all of those things as long as the balance was kept but you sought to change the balance. You stole elements from my faeries and took them for yourself. You disrupted the balance and if you had succeeded, you would have unmade this realm.”
 
   Gasps and murmured shock from the fey. The threat had been even bigger than they thought. They drew closer, attracted to both my light and the drama unfolding.
 
   “You can't destroy me then,” she smirked at me. “If you do, you'll upset the balance. Wouldn't that unmake the realm too?”
 
   “You are not the only source of darkness,” I smiled sadly. “When you were banished to the Human Realm, you spread yourself over it and infested it with pieces of you. Even here, I hold the Nine Great Magics. Hate and Domination will always exist. Balance will be maintained, even after you're gone.”
 
   “Fuck your balance,” the Darkness growled, “and fuck your realm.”
 
   “Well now,” I sighed, “that wasn't the response I was hoping for.”
 
   I reached out a hand and then fisted it in the air. Andrasta's limbs pulled in tight as if I'd closed it around her. Her eyes went wide and panicked, the pulse beating in her throat so fast that her skin appeared to be vibrating.
 
   “High King,” I turned and looked to King Cian, “come forward and take back the elements that have been stolen.”
 
   King Cian nodded respectfully to me and came to stand beside me. He notched the arrow and aimed carefully at Andrasta's heart. An inhale and then with his exhale, he let loose the arrow which flew true and lodged itself deep inside Andrasta's chest.
 
   Andrasta screeched, the sound drawing itself out into a piercing wail. Inside her chest the arrow glowed, changing colors from blue to yellow and then to green before it finally pushed free and dropped to the ground. It glowed against the bright grass and then the elements it had collected sank into me, returning to where they belonged.
 
   I yanked my fist forward and out of Andrasta's screaming mouth poured the Darkness. I pulled and pulled until it was completely removed from its host and stood before me in a vaguely human shape. Andrasta crumpled away into a faint.
 
   “Here before you stands the Darkness,” I said to the fey. “That which you were made to battle. Your ancestors failed me once and the Darkness escaped. It grew smarter and stronger, and then it came for you. Now you must finish what they could not and do the deed you were created for. Stand together and defeat the Darkness.”
 
   King Cian held out his hand for his wife and she came to stand beside him. The other royals joined them, encircling the Darkness with grim but determined expressions. Arach came to stand beside me in his human form, dressed in a black robe, and took my hand. I looked at him and he searched my face with a wary awe.
 
   “Don't worry, Dragon King,” I smiled at him, “I'm still your wife, I'm just Faerie too.”
 
   Then the Darkness screamed, a sound of pure pain, of emptiness and loneliness. A sound that struck a chord within my heart. I knew that sound, my throat had formed it, my mind was still filled with it. It paralyzed me for a second but then I reminded myself that this wasn't a grieving spouse, this was a murderer.
 
   “Proceed,” I said to the royalty of Faerie.
 
   King Cahal and Queen Aalish went first, calling up great slabs of earth to surround the Darkness. The soil clung to the black shape, layering upon itself until it was a pillar sparking with green energy. King Guirmean sent out a wave then, it swirled around the pillar and sank into it, turning the soil to mud while adding sparks of blue magic to the green. King Fionn and Queen Breana were next and a mini tornado began to swirl around the pillar. It condensed the mud and added its strength in the form of yellow glimmers.
 
   Then it was time for Arach. I nodded to him, unable to help him while I was filled with Faerie. He didn't hesitate, simply sent out a stream of flame to roast the pillar. It cooked the condensed, wet earth and hardened it, the resulting shape becoming smooth and shiny with shimmers of green, blue, yellow, and red inside it.
 
   Finally, King Cian held up his hand and sent a blast of purple light into the column. It swirled around it and then shot into it from above, spearing into the heart of the thing. Purple glimmers added to the mix of colors.
 
   Then the colors blurred together, brightening and pulsing until they became one entity. They burned with every color and then coalesced into a shape. A nine-pointed star. It sparkled like a true star plucked from the sky and then it burst into thousands of glittering lights. When the lights faded, there was nothing left.
 
   The Darkness was gone.
 
   Faerie left me in the same moment that the Darkness was destroyed, sending me to my knees, naked and shaking. My long hair fell forward around me and I held it against myself like a cloak until Arach laid a robe over my shoulders.
 
   “Here, A Thaisce,” he wrapped me in it and helped me to my feet.
 
   “Thank you,” I smiled at him, remembering the way Faerie had seen him, as a dynamic, exciting, dangerous, and alluring dragon-sidhe with a heart full of love for me and his people. She really liked Arach and so did I.
 
   Then a gasping sound reminded me that there was still one more detail to handle and Faerie clearly wanted me to handle it on my own.
 
   I've interfered enough, you must finish this.
 
   “Equilibrium must be maintained, right?”
 
   You're finally getting it. Took you long enough.
 
   I just chuckled and kissed Arach on the cheek before striding forward to face Andrasta. I shifted my hand into my dragon talons as I went, clicking them together ominously. Her eyes fixed on the shiny black claws, her chest heaving with her breaths, and she got to her feet unsteadily.
 
   “The Darkness has paid for its crime,” I said grimly to her. “It murdered the fey in the hopes of taking their elements and becoming whole again. You however, murdered my family without cause, just on a whim. The Darkness couldn't use their magic, so there was no point in killing the wolves or my lion. You did it simply for the joy of killing and for that, I find you guilty and I will exact punishment.”
 
   Without the Darkness filling her, Andrasta was smaller, fragile looking. She knew she had no chance against me, I could see it in her eyes, but I also saw something that surprised me. Regret. She inhaled deep and stepped forward. Then she met my gaze bravely and gave me a nod.
 
   “Tell UnnúlfR that I'm sorry,” she said in a strong voice. “Tell him, please, that I tried to love him. I wanted to love him. I just couldn't. I sacrificed too much to become what I was and there was no love in me to give. I'm sorry I killed the Froekn and Intare, I'm sorry for your pain.”
 
   “I'll tell him,” I promised and stared into those dark eyes, accepting the repentance I saw in them. “And I forgive you.” Her eyes widened in shock and then settled into gratitude. Her face was peaceful when I struck out, slicing her head from her shoulders with one swift move.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   In a way, the aftermath of the battle with the Darkness was more chaotic than the battle itself. The fey armies started shouting, cheering, and doing the equivalent of a fey fist-pump, while I just stood and stared down at Andrasta's corpse. Tell UnnúlfR that I'm sorry. Should I have shown mercy? Let her live because she was different without the Darkness inside her? Was offering her my forgiveness enough?
 
   I looked around at all the celebrating fey and thought that letting Andrasta live probably would have started a riot. No, she had to die. She had made her own choices and went to meet death with her eyes wide open. So why did I feel so horrible about it? Why did I feel like I'd done the wrong thing?
 
   “A Thaisce?” Arach slid his hand around the back of my neck and rubbed lightly. “Are you unhappy?”
 
   “I don't know,” I whispered and looked away from Andrasta to focus on Arach. “She was truly sorry for what had happened. I think her evil stemmed purely from the Darkness and if that was the case, I may have just killed an innocent woman.”
 
   “Andrasta was not innocent,” he pulled me against his chest. “You overwhelm me sometimes,” he swallowed hard. “That you can find compassion for that woman after all she's done to you and yours, is both baffling to me and enthralling. Your capacity for kindness must be a human thing because it's a foreign concept to us fey.”
 
   “No it's not,” I stepped back and smiled gently. “You all have it, you've just forgotten how to use it. Just as you've forgotten how to speak to Faerie.”
 
   “Then maybe that's why you're here,” King Cian had walked up and we hadn't heard his approach. Probably because the fey were still celebrating. “To teach us things we've forgotten. Queen Vervain, I don't know how you did it and I'm not sure I want to know, but I'm grateful that you were able to host Faerie. To have her here, physically among us, was a gift none of us ever expected to receive.”
 
   The fey had begun to quiet, word had spread that the High King was speaking to me, and a crowd started to gather around us. I glanced over my shoulder and saw the fire fey standing proud, wide smiles on their faces. That worried me a little, I didn't want too much recognition or the High King might think I was after his throne again.
 
   “I still have no interest in your throne,” I looked at him earnestly.
 
   “Fire Queen,” he laughed and it was a tension relieving laugh. “I think there can be no doubt about your good intentions to both myself and the entire fey race. You have more than proven yourself. Even if I did have concerns over you wanting my throne, I would never plot against a woman Faerie herself has chosen to join with. You are safe in my presence forever and are ever welcome at my court.”
 
   Then he hugged me and gave me a kiss on the cheek. The fey around us cheered again and I breathed a sigh of relief. I'd been though enough lately, both here and in the God Realm, the last I needed was another person after my blood.
 
   “Thank you,” I nodded to the King, “you're safe with me too.” That brought on another round of laughter. “I think it's time to go home though. All I want right now is a hot meal and a warm bed.”
 
   “Of course,” the High King nodded. “Go home, Queen Vervain, you've earned that at least.”
 
   “Maybe I'll finally be able to get a good night's rest, now that the Darkness is dead,” I smiled over to Arach as we headed back to the High King's carriage. We still had to go back to the Castle of Eight and pack before we could head home but at least the fighting was finished.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   The ride home was a victory march, the fire fey shouting and singing the whole way. I was happy for them, happy that Roarke was among their ranks, and overjoyed that the Darkness was finally defeated. I could go back to the God Realm and tell Fenrir that Andrasta was dead, he had vengeance for the Froekn and I had vengeance for my lion. I could tell everyone how we'd made it through another nightmare, everyone but Odin.
 
   “What is it?” Arach was staring at me with concern. “This is more than the Darkness. Tell me.”
 
   “Odin's dead,” I let out a shaky breath. Even after healing myself with my love magic, it was still hard to say it but after seeing my true self with the goggles, I now at least knew why.
 
   “What?” His slanted eyes got round. “No, I would have felt it. I would have known. The magic of the Hunt would have told me.”
 
   “Arach,” I huffed a slightly hysterical laugh. “Technically, it hasn't happened yet.”
 
   “Oh, the ring,” he whispered. “Of course. You came back here to an earlier time.”
 
   “It's why we were able to defeat the Darkness,” I nodded. “Andrasta thought she was leading me back here when she would be at her most powerful. She had no idea I'd be returning to a time before she'd taken all of her sacrifices.”
 
   “I'm so sorry, Vervain,” he took my hand. “I know you loved him. How did it happen?”
 
   “Demeter,” I shook my head. “I'm not ready to say more than that. I just thought I should tell you, so you know why I'm not myself.”
 
   “You should have told me as soon as you returned.”
 
   “We had important things I needed to focus on,” I shrugged. “Sadness can always wait.”
 
   “Sadness never waits,” he pulled me into his side. “You merely experienced it alone when you could have had me to share the burden with. Don't hold back from me again, Vervain. I'm your husband, I'm supposed to comfort you.”
 
   “Right,” I swallowed hard. Odin had been my husband too. “Okay.”
 
   “Thank you for telling me,” he continued. “At least now I can prepare myself for the magical shock.”
 
   “I didn't realize you were so connected.”
 
   “It's a sympathetic binding,” Arach shrugged. “When we withdrew from the Human Realm, the humans kept believing in the Wild Hunt but we weren't there to fulfill those beliefs. So they found a god to project the myth upon.”
 
   “But god magic is different than fey.”
 
   “Oh yes, absolutely,” he looked very superior, leaving no doubt as to which he thought to be the better magic. “But a strange overlap occurred with the Wild Hunt. Human belief powered Odin's Hunt and that belief stemmed from our Fey Hunt. The residual energy merged with Odin and formed a connection. It's very light. We weren't hindered by it in any way but there was an awareness of each other. We knew when the other was hunting.”
 
   “Yes, it's why Odin was able to rescue me that day you hunted me.”
 
   “Rescue is hardly the appropriate word, A Thaisce,” he admonished. “I wouldn't have hurt you.”
 
   “You fully intended to hurt me,” I scoffed.
 
   “That was before I discovered who you were. Then I simply wanted to claim you as mate, hardly a fear inducing proposition.”
 
   “Back then it was,” I laughed at his horrified expression. “Don't act, you know you're scary and you like it.”
 
   “Maybe a little,” he grinned and squeezed me closer. “You know, you've become a little scary yourself.”
 
   “Yeah okay,” I laughed.
 
   “Vervain,” his face went slack. “Do you really not know how powerful you've become?”
 
   “Arach, if there's one thing I've learned through my interactions with the gods, it's that there's always someone bigger and badder than you are. I've got enough juice to hold my own now and I'm thankful that I don't have to constantly fear for my life, but scary? I don't think so.”
 
   His response was to burst into laughter.
 
   “Shut up, you retarded reptile,” I glared at him.
 
   “I'm sorry, I... did you just call me retarded? What does that even mean? I'm a fully grown fey. Nothing about me has been retarded.”
 
   “Wow, it really sucks when I have to explain my insults to you,” I sighed dramatically. “Retarded as in mentally retarded, it's when someone has a mental issue that prevents them from thinking as a normal person does.”
 
   “So you just called me an idiot?”
 
   “No, I just called you a mentally challenged reptile,” I rolled my eyes. “There's a huge difference. Huge.”
 
   “I've got a your huge difference right here,” he growled sexily. 
 
   “You don't understand retarded but you know the I got your -whatever- right here line. You're unbelievable.”
 
   “And incorrigible,” he grinned widely. “But you're welcome to try and whip me into shape.”
 
   “Why do I have a feeling that you mean that literally?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   There was a party roaring downstairs but I was happy to have a quiet dinner alone with Arach in our bedroom. He intimated that we should make an appearance down in the dining hall, that our fey would be happier with us there, but I felt that I'd done enough to make others happy. I deserved to do something for myself. He agreed, which was very smart of him, maybe the reptile wasn't so retarded after all.
 
   There was a beautiful table laid out. A red tablecloth covered the silver table near our bedroom window. There were gold plates, flatware, and serving dishes, with cut crystal wineglasses. Fire roses were set in a crystal vase in the center, their glowing petals occasionally bursting into flames as they fell off the flower. The smell of my favorite fey dishes teased my nose and I almost served myself, which would have upset Arach to no end.
 
   I controlled myself by admiring the view out the window while he went through the motions of picking the best bits of food for me. It was sweet but sometimes annoying, like when I was really hungry. The view was fantastic though, Faerie was dark and content under a full moon which sent light sparkling through my wineglass. The trees had stopped shivering and the fey creatures had come out of hiding, making the Forgetful Forest a lively place once more. Across the forest from us, I could see the reflection of the moon upon the Water Kingdom and it reminded me of home. But then, I guess I was home.
 
   We ate slowly, savoring both the food and the quiet moment together. Arach talked about trivial things; the success Guirmean's cook had with the pizza recipe, the new pieces of jewelry the earth pixies had made, and the possibility of redecorating our bedroom. It felt so normal, so mundane, that I wanted to cry with relief.
 
   After the meal, Arach carried me into the bathroom where he drew a hot bath in the black basalt tub, and laced it with scented oil. He placed me in and then climbed in himself, sitting across from me. The tub was big enough for us both to stretch out, our legs touching but still having enough room to be comfortable. He closed the stained glass panel and the light filtering in made it seem magical. I sighed and sank into the hot water, letting it soak away the tension I'd been carrying. 
 
   Arach looked sexy and completely unattainable through the steam, like a man I used to dream of having. There were times that I had wished I'd never killed Ku, never started hunting gods, that my life was safe and normal. Staring across the steamy water at my dragon-sidhe husband made me think that every obstacle, every heartache, wound, and trauma had been worth it. Yes, I'd lost a lot and my life was often in danger but what a life it was.
 
   Odin was gone but my life was so much more than him. It felt traitorous to think that but actually it would have been a betrayal of my other men to not think it. I think Odin would even agree with me, in fact I was sure of it. He would never have left me to suffer as he did, alone and broken. He knew I had others to love, more to live for than just him. Funny that it was there, in a bath with Arach, that I finally forgave Odin for saving my life.
 
   I took a deep breath of the warm wet air and released it. Arach smiled gently at me and stroked my leg under the water. I knew he could sense it, that I'd let go of something I'd been holding on to. He started rubbing my foot and I laid back against the slick stone to enjoy it.
 
   “He saved your life, didn't he?” Arach whispered, his eyes glowing through the steam.
 
   “Yes,” I wasn't surprised that he figured it out.
 
   “And you were angry with him,” it was a statement, not a question.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Everyone thinks that love is such a generous thing,” he glanced away, giving me a reprieve from his intense stare as he started to rub my other foot. “That it's pure and beautiful, and it is but it's also selfish, greedy, and sometimes very ugly.”
 
   “Yes,” I gave a little laugh. “You know, you're the first man to say that to me.”
 
   “We fey like to see things as they are, no delusions, and in that acceptance we find that all things are as they should be. Love causes us to behave in ways that are selfish or ugly sometimes but at its core, love will always be love and every action taken on its behalf cannot help but be honorable.”
 
   “Wow,” I laughed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I just never pegged you for a romantic.”
 
   “What do you mean?” He looked wounded. “I'm very romantic.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “I flew you out to the hot springs.”
 
   “Wasn't that when you had me under that amnesia spell?”
 
   “I fail to see how that changes the romance,” he scoffed.
 
   “Just taking me to sit in a pool of hot water is not romantic,” I laughed at him. “It's what you do once you get there.”
 
   “I believe we had sex,” he said as if that made his point.
 
   “I take it back, you're not romantic.”
 
   “Hey,” he growled and pulled me closer. “I'll show you some romance.”
 
   “Still not romantic,” I giggled.
 
   “Alright,” he got up, pushed the door open, and climbed out of the tub.
 
   “Hey, I didn't mean you should leave,” I pouted.
 
   “You're coming with me,” he helped me up.
 
   “Where are we going?” I started drying myself off.
 
   “How would you like to see the lava lake?” He asked me with a wry smile. “It's the perfect time, the Hidden Ones will all be at the party.”
 
   “I think that sounds fantastic and depending on how you play it, it might even be romantic.”
 
   “Oh, it will be.”
 
   We strolled down to the caverns beneath Castle Aithinne, content with taking out time since it felt like we'd been rushing everywhere for ages. We passed several fey, on their way from or to the dining hall, and we paused to speak with each briefly but we resisted their attempts to get us to attend the festivities.
 
   Arach was right, the caverns seemed to be deserted and he led me back into the depths of them, further than I'd ever been before. The cavern narrowed down into tunnels, very dark tunnels until Arach sent a stream of flame shooting toward an unlit torch secured to the wall. The torch caught and flared, sending bright yellow light up the smooth walls.
 
   I'd expected the stone to be rough, like in the main cavern, but the sides of the tunnels seemed to have been polished until they shone like glass. I thought about it and realized that some of the Hidden Ones were quite large. They probably came close to filling the tunnel and had softened the walls with their very hides. I ran my hands along the stone and smiled. They had put their mark upon the castle and I thought it very appropriate.
 
   We went down a few different tunnels, enough so that I doubted my ability to find my way back without Arach, but finally the passage widened and then opened out into a cave. It was warm but not as hot as I'd expected. The floor was covered with glowing lichen and the high ceiling was curved and smooth. In the center of the cave was a round pool of bubbling lava without a crust to it at all. I don't know why Arach had called it a lake, it was nothing of the sort, only about fifteen feet across. It was definitely a pool and the energy I felt rolling off of it was shocking.
 
   “My King, my Queen,” Taog stepped out into the light of our torch. There was light from the lava and the lichen but it was soft and low, and he'd easily hidden in the shadows it provided.
 
   “Taog,” I smiled at him, “why aren't you at the celebration?”
 
   “Ssssomeone hassss to guard the pool,” see, even Taog knew it wasn't a lake.
 
   “We'll take over for awhile,” Arach patted Taog on the shoulder. At least I think it was his shoulder. “Go and enjoy yourself.”
 
   “Yessss, my King!” He padded away on his thick rhino legs. We didn't have to tell him twice.
 
   “Now I'm really glad we came,” I laughed as I watched Taog hurry off. “He deserves to have a little fun.”
 
   “And so do we,” Arach pulled me forward. “I intend on making you even more happy that you came.”
 
   “Oh you nasty dragon,” I laughed and toed the soft lichen. “Are we having sex on the ground?”
 
   “Hardly,” he scoffed and shrugged out of his jacket. “I thought I'd show you the fire fey version of a hot tub, even better than the springs.”
 
   “How do you even know what a hot tub is?”
 
   “Movies, remember?” He sighed and continued to disrobe. “Are you going to get undressed or do I have to help you?”
 
   “Hmmmm,” I grinned mischievously. “One of those options sounds like a lot more fun. Wait... are we getting into the lava?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But it's lava,” I gaped at the bubbling pit. Yes the pool becomes a pit when it's scary.
 
   “Vervain, you're fireproof, remember?”
 
   “Right but that's a little more than fire,” I know, I know, I've walked into an inferno before, hot magma shouldn't faze me, but somehow it did.
 
   “I'll go first,” he held out his arms, showcasing his naked hot body that was about to get much hotter.
 
   “Okay,” I frowned.
 
   He walked across the spongy lichen and stepped into the pool of lava. I couldn't help cringing a bit but he only sighed and settled in. As soon as his skin touched the surface, scales sprang up to cover him. They flowed up over his skin until his was completely covered in shiny red scales. I walked closer and he smiled at me, crooking a finger before scooping some lava and pouring it over his chest. It ran over his scales like water.
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” I gaped at him. “Your posing like a stripper in boiling magma. This is surreal... and so strange that I'm not even sure how it rates on the romance scale.”
 
   “It's lovely, come in and see for yourself.”
 
   “But I thought this was like a sacred pool or something. I thought we could use this to connect with the entire kingdom.”
 
   “It is and we can,” his eyes were starting to slant more and the angles of his face were getting sharper.
 
   It was a surprisingly sexy version of himself that I'd never seen before. You hear scales and you think snake or even alien but he looked like neither. His shape was still human, no wings or tail, but he was exotically different. His hair had been replaced by scales and a crest of small horns that went back over his head in a line. He blinked glowing yellow eyes at me slowly and smiled, revealing lengthening canines. I eyed the muscles in his arms and the curves of his chest, all enhanced by the scales, and then I started to undress.
 
   He grinned and held out a hand to help me in the pool. My first step was like being tasered except with pleasure instead of pain. A jolt of energy sizzled up into me and caused a chain reaction. Scales replaced my skin in a rolling wave until I was as covered as Arach. My long hair was simply gone and I don't know if it was covered with the scales or simply magicked away. I reached up and felt my own mohawk of horns going down my head and ending just above my shoulders. I ran a hand over my arm, the talons on my hand sliding over the gold scales with a clicking sound. I felt like I was in someone else's body, an exotic and sexy creature, and I was excited to experience the sensations it had to offer me.
 
   Arach was excited too. He inhaled sharply, his eyes sliding over me greedily, and tugged on my hand. I obliged him, stepping fully into the pool and sliding down into his arms.
 
   It was the most exquisite heat I've ever felt and it was full of power, no not power, magic. If I closed my eyes, I could feel the life-force of every fey in the kingdom, pulsing and shining just beneath the surface of the lava. I sighed, running my hand through it and feeling as though I were touching the very heart of my people.
 
   “Arach,” I whispered, “this is amazing.”
 
   “I know,” he turned me around, laying me back against the smooth side of the pool, and started kissing his way down my cheek.
 
   “Will they be able to feel us too?” My eyes shot open. The last thing I wanted to share with the kingdom was our sex.
 
   “Not like that,” he chuckled, “we're only touching their magic.”
 
   “Oh,” I relaxed and started to enjoy his ministrations.
 
   His hands slid down my sides and I was surprised to find that the scales were just as sensitive as my flesh. Well it wasn't really the scales that were sensitive, more like they amplified and conducted sensation to the flesh below. Scales or flesh, it didn't matter, my body was singing with pleasure and I was moaning along to the song.
 
   I trailed my hand down Arach's chest, over the flat plane of his stomach and between his legs. I drew back with a gasp and looked up at him with wide eyes. His own eyes were laughing at me and he pushed himself between my legs so I could feel what he was packing again.
 
   “What the hell?” I flinched at the feeling of something way too hard to be flesh. “Is your dick scaled?”
 
   “No,” he laughed outright, bracing himself against the rim of the pool so he wouldn't fall in. “It's shielded.”
 
   “Shielded? You have a cock shield?” I raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Well you didn't think such sensitive flesh could be immersed in magma did you?”
 
   “You seemed to imply it could.”
 
   “It's a flexible casing,” he took my hand and pressed it against the shell that surrounded him. “When I enter you, it will slide back. You have something similar protecting your sex.”
 
   “What? Shut up!” My hand plunged down to find that he was right, there were two flaps of rigid flesh guarding my inner sanctum. “Well damn.”
 
   “Would you like to see how dragons mate in fire?” His grin turned lascivious.
 
   “Your damn right I would,” I pulled him closer, caressing his ridge crest of horns, and felt him press up against me intimately.
 
   He pushed me back, arching my back over the rim of the pool, so that my breasts lifted free of the lava. I could feel streams of thick magma roll off me like hot fudge, and then his mouth was at the tip of a breast, pulling my scaled nipple into a different type of heat. I sighed, my hands going immediately to his head, to pull him closer.
 
   As my sigh left my lips, he pressed more firmly against me and I felt myself part as a softer, yet still firm, part of him slid inside me. I could feel his casing slide back, forming a roll that came to a point at the top. Every time he sank deep, that point rubbed right where I needed it to. I screamed and rolled upright to claw at his shoulders and wrap my legs around his waist.
 
   His back was slippery but I finally got a handhold on his horns and found his mouth with my own. His tongue was longer, more tapered, and so was mine. It was easier to snake them about each other and more pleasurable too. The flesh beneath my scales felt more alive, every stroke of ecstasy enhanced by the slick covering, and it was almost like my whole body was an erogenous zone.
 
   Arach started picking up the tempo, at one point lifting me out of the lava in a volcanic splash, only to fall back with me on top. I took advantage of the moment to set my own pace and roll my hips into his. That protected flesh of his seemed longer, just like his tongue, and it went deeper, especially when I was on top. I would have thought it was too deep, that all that flesh would be too much for me to take, but it wasn't just the outside of my body that had changed. He fit me perfectly, filling the new version of myself as if he'd been made to.
 
   By the time he rolled me over again, my magic was rising and I smiled, looking forward to the addition of the lust magic. But it wasn't lust that rose to the surface. Oh, it was there, pulsing red in response to our passion, but the magic that burst up into my chest was the magic of the Land, Demeter's magic.
 
   I had a sudden sense that this was right, that I was connected to my kingdom, so the land magic should be the magic to come forth. I welcomed it and it blossomed upward, sending shivering sensations through me and into Arach. He shuddered with it, then started pounding into me violently as if it were urging him on. I looked up and found his lips pulled back to reveal his fangs, as he threw his head back in rapture. It was the sexiest I'd ever seen him and my own pleasure started to fill me in response. I screamed and let the magic go, released it into the lava and into my kingdom as my blessing for my fey.
 
   The pool shivered around us as we roared in ecstasy, then it bubbled up and up, finally erupting into a spray of lava that coated us and sent a rush of magic tingling over our skin. It settled as we did and by the time I laid resting in Arach's arms, it was calm, barely simmering.
 
   “What was that?” Arach whispered against my throat.
 
   “My new magic,” I smiled. “It's a magic connected to the land, so I think it wanted to connect with our kingdom.”
 
   “I don't know,” Arach trailed his hand through the lava, like he was feeling out the magic. “I think it did more than connect.”
 
   “Like what?” I pulled back a little so I could see his face.
 
   “Like change,” he shrugged. “You just put a part of yourself into our kingdom, Vervain,” he had those impressed eyes again. “You joined your magic to our kingdom and our people. That doesn't happen without effects.”
 
   “I'm sure it will be fine,” I shrugged. “How much damage could I possibly do?”
 
   “I'm not worried about damage,” he grinned at me. “Why do you always jump to the negative conclusion? I think you may have helped the land, recharged it at the very least, and so helped our fey. It's amazing.”
 
   “You're amazing,” I grinned and slid onto his lap. “Especially that little ridge that forms when you slide inside.”
 
   “My crest?” He smirked and pulled my thighs wider apart. “Care to feel it again?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   I woke up in a panic. My arms flinging out to either side and grasping for weapons. I had something to fight, something to kill. Didn't I?
 
   “Vervain?” Arach blinked sleepily at me, one of my hands was on his chest, clawing at his nipple.
 
   “Oh,” my heart rate slowed and I realized that for the first time in a long while, I had nothing to prepare for, no one to worry about killing or finding. “I'm sorry, I'm fine.”
 
   “Nothing to kill?” He smiled wryly at me and I grimaced. “That's the dragon in you. We're happiest when in pursuit.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” I laughed, the panic finally fading away. “Maybe I should give you something to chase. I knew I made it too easy on you.”
 
   “Too easy,” his eyes went wide. “I've never pursued a woman for so long in all of my life.”
 
   “You barely pursued me at all, you just put the whammo on me and married me before I came to,” I teased.
 
   “That doesn't count,” he waved his hand . “It's after that I'm talking about.”
 
   “We were married after that,” I kept going with it because it was just too damn fun. “You hardly have to pursue your wife.”
 
   “You'd think so,” he huffed and climbed out of bed, giving me a delightful view of his sculpted ass. When he turned back around, I was grinning from ear to ear. He shook his head at me. “I wish someone had told you that. You are the hardest won wife in the history of the world.”
 
   “That can't possibly be accurate,” I laughed and jumped out of bed to get dressed too. “There's Helen of Troy.”
 
   “That war had nothing to do with that bimbo,” he scoffed. “It was about Troy.”
 
   “Bimbo? Really?”
 
   “She was, from all reports, a vacuous woman,” he lifted a brow at me. “Did I not use the correct word?”
 
   “No, that's perfect,” I shook my head and pulled a black velvet dress on.
 
   I had just started brushing out my hair when a knock sounded at the door. I groaned and looked at the door as if it had failed miserably in its job of protecting me from everyone else.
 
   “Enter,” Arach called out, while all I wanted to do was run and hide.
 
   Isleen opened the door and came in with a concerned expression.
 
   “No,” I held up a hand and stopped her before she could speak. “Whatever it is, no. I need a few days off. I'm tired of solving problems, get someone else to handle it.”
 
   Isleen looked helplessly to Arach.
 
   “It's fine, Isleen,” he shook his head at me. “The Queen has just awoke and is in a foul temper. What do you need?”
 
   “There's some fire fey awaiting an audience, my King,” she frowned. “They've come a long way to report some incidents in the kingdom.”
 
   “Have you seen to their comfort?” Arach was already pulling on his boots.
 
   “Of course,” Isleen gave him a look that he never would have tolerated when I'd first met him. Now however, he just laughed. Then again, it was Isleen, the woman who'd practically raised him. If anyone could have gotten away with it, it would have been her.
 
   “Good work,” he got up and held a hand out to me. “My Queen.”
 
   “Aw man,” I grumbled. “Do I have to?”
 
   “Vervain!”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I slipped on some soft shoes and took his arm begrudgingly. “Damn demanding faeries.”
 
   “This is the price of queenhood,” he led me out after Isleen.
 
   “If you recall,” I pointed out as we descended the stairs. “I never asked for queenhood, I'm not even sure what queenhood is. Is it a piece of clothing? Does it come in red? Does it attract wolves or does it have to be a riding hood for that?”
 
   “Why do I put up with you?” He rolled his eyes and then glanced at me. “Oh, yes, I remember now, you're a most excellent sexual partner.”
 
   “He calls Helen of Troy a bimbo,” I griped as Isleen gasped, “and yet he doesn't know how to say I'm good in the sack.”
 
   “What sack?” Arach frowned at me, confusion rampant on his face.
 
   “Please,” Isleen was starting to look panicked. “Some of these fey have traveled through the night to reach you. Can your talk of coitus not wait?”
 
   “I'm sorry, Isleen,” I picked up my pace and she started to relax. “My husband can be inconsiderate sometimes.” She groaned while Arach growled. “Oh, and we're here,” I cut off Arach's reply.
 
   The throne room was full of fey, anxious looking fey all staring at us. In the midst of a group of strangers stood one woman I knew, a fey who had been there for me when I needed someone to talk to. Her black skin shone in the light of the fey globes and her thick strands of black hair shifted restlessly as she met my dark eyes with her fiery ones. She smiled carefully, as if unsure of her welcome.
 
   “Caitir,” I went straight to her and gave her a hug. “How are you?”
 
   “Well, my Queen,” she smiled wide as murmurs swept the room. “How fare you?”
 
   “I'm good, we just defeated the Darkness,” I shrugged. “So it's nice to not have anything to worry about.”
 
   “Vervain,” Arach was behind me. “Would you like to introduce me to your friend?” He sounded annoyed and I wasn't sure if he was irritated that I'd gone ahead without him or that I'd made a friend he knew nothing about.
 
   “This is Caitir,” I waved a hand out to the fire fey. “I met her in the Weeping Woods. Caitir, this is King Arach.”
 
   “My King,” Caitir nodded her head.
 
   “It's a pleasure to meet you, Caitir,” Arach nodded back. “I was unaware that the Queen had friends outside of the castle.”
 
   “Yeah well, you were busy at the time,” I gave him a smirk, “with Laise.”
 
   “Ah, yes,” he cleared his throat.
 
   “So what's up, Caitir?” I glanced around the room. “Why is everyone here?”
 
   “Vervain,” Arach groaned. “There is protocol. You don't just walk up to one of our fey and randomly question her. We need to do this in an orderly manner.”
 
   “Seriously?” I lifted a brow. “This is a friend of mine, I'm not going to go sit on the throne and make her come up and bow to me before she can speak. Go ahead, Caitir.”
 
   “I, uh,” she glanced nervously at Arach and I shot him a nasty look.
 
   “Let's at least move this to the dais so everyone can hear,” Arach finally conceded. “It's not just about bowing, Vervain.”
 
   “Oh, right,” I moved to the front of the room, bringing Caitir along with us. I saw Roarke standing along one of the walls, laughing at me. I stuck my tongue out at him quickly and he laughed harder.
 
   “Alright, Caitir,” Arach went to sit in his throne but I remained standing with her. “Go ahead.”
 
   “I'm not really the chosen representative,” she stammered. “I just came along as an escort.”
 
   “Okay, who is then?” I didn't want to make her uncomfortable.
 
   “I've come with ten from my village,” she waved her hand to the throng and ten fey stepped forward, a couple of them with her rare coloring, the others with skin tones that varied from different shades of red to pale white. “Armadal is the leader of our village.”
 
   A man with dark red skin like cinnabar, stepped forward and bowed. He had amber colored hair hanging down to his waist but it was braided back neatly. He wore black leather pants and a brown cotton shirt with a simple black leather jacket over it. He didn't look as if he'd traveled far but then Caitir's village was just outside the Weeping Woods, which weren't too far from the castle. Some of the other fey in the crowd looked much more travel weary, a few of them holding mugs of ale that I assume Isleen had distributed.
 
   “I'm Armadal,” the man said and Caitir stepped back respectfully. “there have been strange occurrences, my King, my Queen.”
 
   “Yes, we've gathered such,” Arach waved his hand impatiently and I shot him another grimace.
 
   “What's happened?” I claimed his attention.
 
   “Last evening,” Armadal shot a glance back at the assembled fey, “there was a rush of magic that pulsed through the kingdom. I don't know if it hit all of Faerie but we were hit quite hard.”
 
   “I think I may know of what you speak,” Arach gave me a secret smile before looking back at Armadal. “What happened exactly?”
 
   “Well,” Armadal frowned. “the earth seemed to shiver, the trees and plants shook, and it was as if the kingdom held its breath for a moment, condensing inward. Then a burst of energy blasted from the ground and into every living thing in my village. I'm told it was the same everywhere in the kingdom,” he waved a hand back at the other fey and there were murmurs of assent. “Then, this morning, we found this,” he stepped forward and handed me a delicate orchid blossom, its petals were a vibrant red, deep red at its center and lightening to an orange-red at the tips. Two long petals curled around the outside of the main bloom like tongues of fire, bright yellow fading to white.
 
   “Oh,” I smiled as I took it and went over to show Arach. “It's beautiful.” My words were met with silence though and I looked up to find Arach staring at the flower with horrified fascination.
 
   “Where did you find this?” He shot at Armadal.
 
   “Inside my village, my King,” Armadal nodded sagely, this was apparently more of the type of reaction he'd been expecting. “It in fact grew off of a tree beside Caitir's home.”
 
   “What's the big deal?” I shrugged and went to sit in my throne, happily admiring the orchid. “It's just an orchid.”
 
   “You know what kind of flower this is?” Arach was staring at me with more shock.
 
   “Yes, of course,” I smiled and held it up. The room gasped and even stepped back a little. “There's nothing to be afraid of.” I shook my head and smiled, wondering how faeries could be afraid of a flower. “My grandfather used to grow these, though none of this coloring. This is gorgeous, it's like fire was made into an orchid.”
 
   “Fire made into a human flower,” Arach frowned, his thinking face on. “Vervain, this is serious, deathly serious.”
 
   “It's just a flower,” I rolled my eyes.
 
   “Yes but it's not a faerie flower,” Arach stared at me until I finally understood.
 
   “So what's it doing in Faerie?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “I think I know,” I whispered. “We, uh, in the fire pool, you know.”
 
   “Yes, I know what we did in the lava lake,” Arach chuckled and shook his head.
 
   “And then my magic rose, remember?”
 
   “I remember that too, yes,” he smirked. “It was quite enjoyable.”
 
   “But it was my new magic, the land magic,” I lifted my brows and nodded my head like I expected him to figure it out. “God magic.”
 
   “Oh,” he finally said thoughtfully. “I see.”
 
   “There's nothing to worry about,” I said to the gathering. “The King and I sent some magic through the lava pool last night and it seems to have affected the kingdom.”
 
   “But this, my Queen?” Armadal gestured to the flower. “How can a human flower come to Faerie?”
 
   “Through me,” I shrugged. “The magic I sent into the land was God magic.” The fey gasped. “It wasn't on purpose but my magic felt the need to connect with the kingdom as it is an earth magic, a magic of the seasons and fertility. It felt right, and I try to listen to my instincts. I think this could be good for our kingdom.”
 
   “An earth magic?” Caitir came forward again. “A seasonal magic? We don't have seasons in Faerie.”
 
   “Well, Faerie told me to bring you change,” I shrugged, “here it is.”
 
   “This flower,” Caitir waved a hand toward the orchid I still held. “You said you've never seen its coloring. Do you think it's a new flower? A blossom of both fey and god magic?”
 
   “Huh,” I looked over to Arach.
 
   “Not just fey and god,” he answered. “This is the fey element of fire mixed with the god magic of fertility and placed inside the shape of a human flower. This is the Queen's triple aspect coming to life.”
 
   “Oh, right,” I huffed a laugh. “That makes sense.”
 
   “There was a rite in Rome once,” Arach said thoughtfully. “They would have sex in the fields to help with a bountiful harvest. I think we may have created our own rite last night.”
 
   “Did you really have to tell them all what we did?” I whispered over to him as the fey stared at us with wide eyes.
 
   “It's not a secret that we have sex, A Thaisce,” he laughed at me.
 
   “No but the location was,” I rolled my eyes.
 
   “What we did had ramifications for our fey,” he waved a hand out to the fascinated faeries. “They deserve to know why.”
 
   “Fine,” I groaned.
 
   “It grows on the trunks of trees?” Caitir seemed to be more interested in the flower than our sexual habits. I wanted to hug her for that.
 
   “Yes, in the human world orchids can root anywhere,” I went with the change of subject. “They're very strong flowers despite the look of them. They can survive with very little water and can send their roots into both rocky soil and into bark.”
 
   “A strong flower,” Caitir grinned. “A human flower that can live in Faerie, in the Kingdom of Fire, no less. I think your magic chose well.”
 
   “And I think it knew who I wanted to receive it,” I stood and gave the flower back to Caitir. “I think this was meant to be yours. I'm not at all surprised that my magic manifested first to you.”
 
   “My Queen,” she bowed her head and took the flower back reverently. “Thank you.”
 
   “Yes but the question remains,” Arach was staring at me pensively. “What other changes has it wrought?”
 
   “I don't know,” I shrugged.
 
   Don't you?
 
   “Oh, there you are,” I laughed. “I was wondering when you were going to talk to me again.”
 
   “Is it Faerie?” Arach focused intently on me, as did everyone else in the room.
 
   “Yep, she says hi,” I grinned.
 
   I did not say hi, but whatever.
 
   “Did you just whatever me?” I grimaced.
 
   You know it, I felt her laughter. I needed time to recuperate after killing the Darkness.
 
   “Yeah, about that,” I smiled. “Thanks. I'm glad to not be dead.”
 
   I'm also glad you live.
 
   “Vervain...” Arach gave me an impatient look.
 
   “Oh, right,” I trudged back up to my throne and sat down. “So what about these changes now?”
 
   You made them, not I. Do you not know your own magic?
 
   “No, okay?” I huffed, here we go again. “It's new, I just got it, remember?”
 
   Yes, but when you receive a new magic, it reveals itself to you. What are its attributes?
 
   “It's growth, seasonal shifts,” I tried to think of what it had showed me. “I can create or destroy, make things grow or freeze. It's both cold and hot, a magic of extremes I guess.”
 
   Oh just get on with it. Hot and cold, create and destroy, blah, blah, blah. What does it do, Vervain?
 
   “You know, you're really getting sassy,” I growled.
 
   Yeah, yeah. What have you done with it so far?
 
   “You mean besides the whole becoming complete thing and the merging with you briefly?” I sighed when she stayed silent. “I helped Samantha conceive, and I... holy shit! That's what you mean, isn't it? Did I just give the Kingdom of Fire a shot of fertility?”
 
   Well that took you long enough to figure out, she was so not impressed with me.
 
   “Arach,” I gaped at him and he gaped back before bursting into laughter. “Really? You're laughing?”
 
   “You've just saved the fire fey from extinction,” he shook his head and laughed some more. “You're damn right I'm laughing. Isleen!”
 
   “Yes, my King?” She stepped forward, looking a little shell-shocked herself.
 
   “Tell the cooks to prepare a feast. We're celebrating again.” He looked out over the crowd. “And you're all welcome to stay.”
 
   “Celebrating?” It hadn't really sunk in for Isleen yet.
 
   “The fire fey are fertile again!” Arach stood up and extended his arms. “Your Queen has brought back your fertility! There will be more children of Fire!”
 
   The room shouted, finally realizing what had happened. Caitir was staring at me open-mouthed and I smiled at her, hoping she was as excited as the rest of them. Then she lifted the orchid into the air and shouted.
 
   “To the Queen of Fire and Fertility!” Caitir's voice lifted above the others and the fire orchid, as I was already calling it in my head, seemed to be the only spot of color in the room for a moment. “May blood flow and fire burn for her!”
 
   “May blood flow and fire burn!” The room cheered.
 
   I knew you'd be good for us.
 
   “Yes, yes,” I smiled and nodded at the shouting faeries. “Go ahead and take the credit.”
 
   Well, I deserve it.
 
   “Maybe you do, at that,” I looked around the room at the people who were now mine and felt a wave of gratitude for being there, for being a part of them, and for having the ability to give them what they so badly needed.
 
   May blood flow and fire burn for you, Queen Vervain. But before you get too carried away with the excitement, how would you like to shock them all again?
 
   “What exactly do you mean?” The sound of cheering seemed to fade back as her voice became more prominent.
 
   Care to host me once more? Just for a little while. It'll be worth it, I promise.
 
   “I guess...” I had just barely got the words out, just barely lit my heart-star for her to follow in, when she took over. My body shimmered, filling with that unmistakable joy that was Faerie. I stood and the shouting died down. “Hello, my darlings,” I purred. “Congratulations.”
 
   The fey stared at me with fascinated delight. They pressed forward a little, drawn to me but not yet understanding why.
 
   “Faerie?” Arach was staring at me with shocked eyes.
 
   “Yes, me again,” I giggled. “I won't be but a minute. I just need to see Roarke.”
 
   “Roarke?” Arach blinked and then looked out to the crowd.
 
   “I'm here, my lady,” Roarke hadn't needed further prompting, he knew to come when Faerie called. He reached the edge of the dais and knelt.
 
   “He calls me his lady,” I whispered over to Arach. “Isn't that sweet? Now that's romance, not some fire pool.”
 
   “It was the lava lake,” Arach's indignation brought him right out of his shock, “and it was very romantic.”
 
   “Whatever,” I shrugged and went down the steps to where Roarke was waiting. “Hey, you.”
 
   “My lady,” Roarke repeated with a grin. “What do you require of me?”
 
   “Just a quick question,” I grinned back. “You have aligned yourself with Fire now. How would you like to truly be a part of it, to truly be a fire cat-sidhe?”
 
   “I... how?” He blinked his beautiful green eyes.
 
   “Don't worry about how,” I waved it away. “Would you allow me to change you, down to your very heart? Would you give all of yourself to me and let me transform you into something new?”
 
   “Yes,” he said without hesitation and my heart sang with love for him. “If it's what you want, it must be good. I trust you.”
 
   “Ah, the loyalty of a cat,” I smiled softly and placed a hand upon his head.
 
   I called upon the Great Magic of Transmutation and one of the spikes on my star started to glow. The light filled me to overflowing and then spilled down my hand and into Roarke. I bid it change him, make him what he truly desired to be, a part of Fire. Give him a heart to match his passionate ways, an element to warm him as he warmed others.
 
   It sank into the core of him, into that white heart that looked the same in all faeries and yet was so very different. Once there, it flared and exploded, sending Roarke tumbling back onto the ground. I would have worried if I hadn't remained in contact with the magic but as I was still connected, I knew that Roarke felt no pain. Transmutation is a difficult process and it creates a vibration that can't be suppressed. Roarke just had to ride it out.
 
   When it was finally over, Roarke curled over onto his side and the magic came pouring back into me, feeling very satisfied with itself. I tamped it down into place and stepped forward, holding out a hand to Roarke.
 
   “Rise, King Roarke, first of the fire cat-sidhe,” I said solemnly, the words shivering through my body with their weight.
 
   He turned and took my hand, allowing me to help him to his feet. There was a wide grin on his face and the fey surrounding him gasped. I was prepared for the sight and so only smiled and stroked a finger down his soft cheek. His green eyes were gone, changed to red with cores of bright yellow, and the fire in them suddenly seemed to spread, breaking free to run down his arms and set his clothes on fire. A moment more and the flames exploded, shooting up in a column and then dying out to reveal an exultant and very naked Roarke.
 
   “That was fantastic!” He shouted, hands stretched out to his sides. “Is this how you guys feel all the time? This is so much better than Earth.”
 
   “Because this is the element you were meant to be,” I leaned over and gave him a kiss on his cheek. “I have been waiting a long time for this day, the day when my faeries realize that nothing is ever unalterable, not even that which makes you who you are. You will call others to you and I will change them too. Soon you shall truly start your own race of sidhe.”
 
   “Thank you,” he dropped to his knees and I ran a hand over his careless hair one more time.
 
   “You're welcome, Fire Cat,” I stepped back and returned to my throne. When I looked up, Roarke had regained his feet and Faerie had left me.
 
   Not completely. Look after that hot kitty.
 
   “Oh, please don't go where I think you're going to go with that joke,” I groaned.
 
   “Vervain?” Arach looked over me anxiously.
 
   “Yeah, baby, I'm back.”
 
   “Oh thank the flame,” he sighed and ran a hand over his face.
 
   He can't handle me, she giggled.
 
   “Not just him,” I looked over the room of shocked faces. “I think you almost gave all these fire fey heart attacks.”
 
   Please, she scoffed, they're made of tougher stuff than that.
 
   “Maybe but next time let's give them a little time between life altering occurrences,” I huffed.
 
   Whatever.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   We were sitting at the head table, which had been placed on the dais where our thrones sat, enjoying the impromptu feast. As a new King, Roarke was sitting with us(clothed again), enjoying the massive amount of attention he was garnering. The mood was even brighter than when we'd defeated the Darkness. I had never seen the fey so happy. There was laughter and sudden shouts of joy mixed with relieved sobbing. It was a momentous occasion and everyone knew it.
 
   Even the cooks hadn't complained but had instead done their best to serve the most decadent dishes in honor of the visiting villagers who wouldn't experience such a level of cuisine normally. I had gone back into the kitchens earlier to thank the chefs for working so hard and to admonish them to make some time to eat as well and to join us when they could. They seemed happy to be where they were though and sent me scuttling out of the kitchens with little pushes and smiles after thanking me for my magic.
 
   The atmosphere in the room was one of exuberance. Phookas were jumping about excitedly, leanan-sidhe slinking about sexily, red caps and goblins were delighting in multiple scuffles, and two types of pixies were leaping about the tables. Even the Hidden Ones were out of their cave, strutting through the gathering, knowing that they were the first to receive the new bounty and feeling inordinately proud about it. The fire-sidhe from the villages gave them a wide berth but the castle fey seemed to have become comfortable around them enough to not jump or cringe when approached.
 
   I can't describe to you how happy it made me. To have fought so many battles lately and then to finally win one without any loss of life, to instead gain the possibility of new life, was such a gift. I thought of Odin and how the fey could be added to the long list of people he'd saved the day that he gave his life for mine. If he hadn't saved me, I never would have been able to become a host to Faerie and Faerie would have never saved us all from the Darkness. I never would have taken Demeter's magic, never would have helped Samantha conceive, and never would have given the fire fey back their ability to procreate. There would be a lot of children born because of Odin's sacrifice. A lot of lives that would have otherwise never been given a chance.
 
   “Vervain?” Arach's hand was on mine.
 
   “I'm okay,” I smiled at him. “Just thinking about how none of this would have been possible if Odin hadn't saved me.”
 
   “We all owe him a great debt,” he agreed. “But if you think about it, think of all of this that has come to pass because of you, it feels to me like Odin's death was predestined. He was meant to take your place.”
 
   “I don't like to think like that,” I frowned. “I don't like the thought of destiny or of him being meant to die for me. It feels like I have no control over my own life.”
 
   “That's not what destiny is about,” Arach shook his head. “Destiny is a path for magic. As magical beings, we must travel the path, like we travel the Aether between realms. The Aether will take you where you want to go but if you try to travel it without thought, without purpose, it will take you where it wants to and you may never get anywhere at all.”
 
   “I don't get it,” I grimaced.
 
   “Okay, let's look on it another way,” he sighed. “You work with magic, you know that intent is everything.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So you intended to kill Demeter,” he looked at me for affirmation and I nodded. “You intended to come back here and defeat the Darkness.”
 
   “Yeah but Demeter intended to live and I'm sure the Darkness did as well.”
 
   “Yes, and here's where destiny comes into play,” he grinned. “Destiny is like a magical mediator. She is the magic's intent and magic wants what every other living thing wants.”
 
   “To live?”
 
   “Yes, to live and to thrive,” he smiled and glanced around the hall. “Magic wants there to be more magic. So destiny helps those who further the goals of the magic. You intended to kill Demeter, which would lead you to helping your friend conceive a child... more magic. Which would lead you to returning to Faerie and helping to save the fey... more magic. Which would lead to your empowering the kingdom of fire with fertility... more magic.”
 
   “Oh, I forgot to tell you,” I laughed. “I found a way to empower the Froekn and Intare with fire.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “While I was last in the Human Realm, there was a huge forest fire,” I couldn't believe I'd forgotten all about telling Arach. “I went to help the humans put it out and ended up pulling all of the fire energy into me. I was full to bursting with it and it sort of just automatically sought paths to flow down. At first it went to my lions but then even that wasn't enough and since I share a connection with Fenrir, I was able to send the energy to the Froekn.”
 
   “You solved their fertility issues too, didn't you?” His dragon eyes were intense on mine, his hair looking like rivulets of blood beside them.
 
   “Yes, I believe I did,” I swallowed hard. “Why does that seem to upset you?”
 
   “The fire magic is fey magic,” Arach glanced around the hall at the rejoicing faeries and then back at me. “You shouldn't have been able to use its energy to power gods. It's impossible, like using water to fuel a fire.”
 
   “Like growing a human flower in the Faerie Realm with god magic?” I smiled softly at him. “I think I finally know what being a triple being is all about.”
 
   “What's that?”
 
   “Acceptance, as always,” I laughed. “I'm here to show the gods, humans, and fey that your differences can be overcome, that if you accept each other, there can be harmony.”
 
   “Yet another reason for destiny to promote your cause,” Arach whispered. “At a time when the the three realms have become open to each other once more, when the possibility for war hovers on the horizon, you are here to show us the way to peace. Your existence could potentially prevent the loss of life, the loss of magic.”
 
   “So you're saying that destiny chose a side?”
 
   “I don't know,” he shrugged. “I don't know if there really is destiny or if magic just has a way of preserving itself but I do know that I've had moments when I've felt that my choices have been encouraged by something other than myself. That I've been urged into one direction or another. Not forced, not pushed, but persuaded, led to believe that other choices would be wrong.”
 
   “I call that intuition,” I grinned.
 
   “Call it what you will,” he nodded as if I'd made his point. “I think Odin's intent was to save you at all costs, even the cost of his own life, and I believe that he too must have felt this intuition, the touch of destiny telling him that his choice was right, that it was for the good of all.”
 
   “I still want him back,” I gave Arach a guilty look. Out of all my men, he was the least into sharing.
 
   “Of course you do,” he smiled gently, “how could you not want back that kind of love?”
 
   “Thank you,” I kissed his cheek.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For understanding.”
 
   “Vervain,” he chuckled. “There are things I've given up for you but really, I rarely have to experience the sacrifice of it. You're here with me constantly as far as I'm concerned and although you have other lovers, I don't really have to share you with them. It's just the knowledge that you are with them that I have to deal with and granted, it is hard for the dragon in me to accept, but what I get in return is so much more than anything I've had to give up.”
 
   “Even if I never have your dragon babies?” I grinned.
 
   “There will be children aplenty in the Fire Kingdom now,” he stroked the hair back from my face. “I am content to wait and hope.”
 
   “To destiny,” I held up my glass to him and he clinked his against it.
 
   “To destiny.”
 
   “To destiny,” Roarke added, shoving his glass into the mix.
 
   “That better be the last intimate moment you interrupt, Fire Cat,” Arach growled.
 
   “It's King Fire Cat now,” Roarke sat back and winked at me.
 
   “Watch it,” I warned him before Arach could continue. “He gave you that title and he can take it away.”
 
   “Can he?” Roarke sat up in dismay.
 
   “I'd find a way,” Arach smiled evilly.
 
   “Oh, I've just thought of something,” I looked over Roarke's new eyes. “You'll have to get some green contacts or something because when you go back to the God Realm, I won't know of this change yet and your eyes will give it away.”
 
   “Contacts” Arach lifted a brow.
 
   “She means contact lenses,” Roarke explained. “They are clear discs that humans wear over their eyes to help with vision. Some of them come in colors, so they can change the color of your eyes.”
 
   “Humans put things on their eyes?” Arach was horrified. “As in directly on their eyeballs? Willingly?”
 
   “It doesn't hurt,” I laughed at him. “They're very thin and flexible.”
 
   “And totally unnecessary for me,” Roarke smirked. “Have you forgotten about glamor? I can simply magic my eyes to look any way I'd like them to.”
 
   “Oh damn,” I huffed. “I hadn't thought about that. Hey can I do that? Change my eyes to blue or something?”
 
   “Don't threaten me like that,” Arach looked even more horrified. “I love your eyes just as they are.”
 
   “Boring brown?” I lifted a brow at him.
 
   “Deep walnut with streaks of chestnut and golden highlights,” Arach was leaning toward me as he spoke. “They glow when we make love.”
 
   Then I was kissing him and it was fabulous until an annoying fire cat-sidhe interrupted with a loud throat-clearing noise.
 
   “I wonder what color my eyes will be when I make love,” Roarke mused.
 
   Arach lifted his face slowly from mine, his eyes filled with murder.
 
   “Why don't you go fuck yourself and find out,” he growled at the cat.
 
   I've never been more proud of him.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   “So should we mirror the High King?” I asked when we finally stumbled back to our room later that night.
 
   “About what?” Arach was already half naked, sitting on the bed so he could remove his boots.
 
   “About the fertility magic,” I pulled off my dress and kicked off my shoes so I could climb into bed beside him. “And Roarke.”
 
   “What about them?” Arach slid under the covers with me. “I hardly think it's appropriate to rub it in their faces.”
 
   “I need to share it with the other kingdoms, Arach.”
 
   “Vervain, how exactly do you plan on doing that?”
 
   “Well, I... we...” I gaped at him. “Oh.”
 
   “Exactly,” he sighed. “We can't go copulating in every sacred source.”
 
   “I could try simply placing my magic within it,” I suggested.
 
   “And what do you think land magic would do to the ocean?” He gave me a sad smile when my face fell. “I want to help them too, Vervain. I just don't want to risk hurting them in the process. We don't know what would happen in any other situation.”
 
   “I could ask Faerie.”
 
   “How could Faerie possibly know what the magic will do?” Arach shook his head. “She didn't know what it would do to Fire. This is a new road we're walking down. What you've done has never been done before and there is no way of predicting how it will react.”
 
   “Yeah alright,” I sighed. “So what, we just don't tell anyone?”
 
   “No, we'll have to tell them,” he frowned. “You're right, we should probably mirror the High King but I don't relish the thought of telling him what I just told you when he inevitably asks for your help with the other fey.”
 
   “Well, Faerie did say they needed to change to come out of stasis,” I snuggled in to him. “The High King said it himself and has helped with the change. Maybe this is the way it needs to be. If I just handed them their fertility, they'd never become the fey they could.”
 
   “Destiny,” he whispered.
 
   “Or karma,” I smiled and drifted off to sleep in the arms of my dragon.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   “Well that went better than expected,” I said to Arach after we ended our call with the High King.
 
   “It's not like you're unwilling to help,” Arach shrugged. “The risks are just too great. I knew he'd agree with us.”
 
   “Either that or Faerie spoke to him,” I smirked at him as he walked to the door. “Where are you going?”
 
   “I'm going to check on the earth pixies,” he grinned, “They said they'd have another batch of jewelry ready today.”
 
   “You know they may be going back to the Earth Kingdom,” I warned him.
 
   “You told them what King Cahal said, right?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “And I haven't noticed any packing, have you?”
 
   “No, but-”
 
   “Vervain, would you return to people who treated you so horribly just because they said sorry?”
 
   “No,” I huffed, “you're probably right.”
 
   “I believe they've also heard what Queen Aalish had tried to accomplish with Roarke,” he nodded, like of course he was right. The ass.
 
   “I really thought she'd changed,” I sighed. “She had made that comment, remember? Something about clearing away the cobwebs from her eyes.”
 
   “Yes, I recall it,” he shook his head. “Fey are complicated creatures and we can also be very focused on our grudges.”
 
   “You think?” I laughed. “Go on then, go to the pixies and make sure to check if they need anything.”
 
   “A Thaisce,” he winked at me, “I, unlike King Cahal, know how to treat my fey right.”
 
   “That you do,” I gave him a more sensuous smile and he left with a promise to return shortly.
 
   I did speak to Cian on your behalf.
 
   “Ah, I thought so,” I wasn't even startled by Faerie this time. In fact, I'd kind of been expecting her. “Thank you, I wasn't looking forward to telling him we'd solved the fertility issue but only for the fire fey.”
 
   The fire fey have all shown an inclination to change and they also have you to guide them. They would have been the first to come out of stasis anyway.
 
   “Nicely put but I didn't think King Cian would have seen it that way.”
 
   He's fey but not entirely unreasonable. Look at how he helped Roarke.
 
   “You planned that. Didn't you?” I remembered how she had said she'd been waiting a long time for it. “How long have you known that I'd help you change Roarke?”
 
   Not known, wanted. Your husband is partially right about his theories on destiny. Magic does have a will of its own, here I am that will. I knew Roarke was unhappy with his lot and changing him gave me the opportunity I needed to really shake things up.
 
   “You like him, don't you?”
 
   I admit he is one of my favorite fey. I look forward to seeing his children.
 
   “Won't he need a female fire cat-sidhe for that?” I cringed to think of what a bunch of little Roarke's roaming the halls would be like.
 
   He will have his female. I can change more, remember?
 
   “Great,” I snorted. “Uh, by the way, there's something I've been meaning to ask you.”
 
   What happens to faeries when they die?
 
   “Yes,” I frowned. “You know not everything in my head is meant for your perusal.”
 
   Relax, she huffed. I only see what you mean for me to see or are currently thinking about.
 
   “Oh, okay then,” I took a seat at the table near our bedroom window. “So, do you know what happens when a fey dies?”
 
   Of course I do, I'm Faerie.
 
   “Could you maybe tell me?” I rolled my eyes. It was like pulling teeth sometimes.
 
   You saw what happens yourself. I hardly think you need me to tell you.
 
   “What? When did I see this?”
 
   At the battle with the Darkness. Don't you ever pay attention to anything you see or do you just expect someone to tell you what happened afterward?
 
   “Just tell me, you obnoxious entity,” I grimaced out the window at the land as if it were her.
 
   So touchy. Why do you want to know?
 
   “I want to know if it's the same place the gods go to,” I shrugged.
 
   This is about Odin not faeries.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Gods don't go where the fey go.
 
   “Where do we go?”
 
   Well I'm not really sure where you would go, you're a rather special case, but normal fey are pure elements and as such, their energy cannot be destroyed, it simply transmutes. That's when the Great Magic comes into play, like with Roarke.
 
   “I have no idea what you just said,” I cracked my neck, she was already giving me tension.
 
   Hello? What happened when we freed the fey souls from Andrasta?
 
   “The arrow fell to the ground and glowed a bit,” I frowned. “The elements flowed back into you.”
 
   Yes. Now you understand.
 
   “They all become a part of you when they die? No wonder you're so irritating.”
 
   I have a very sweet disposition but no, they don't exactly become a part of me. They go back into the elements which also reside here. I am not composed of elements, I am pure magic. The elements came from me.
 
   “Okay Mother of Elements, what happens next? They just remain elements forever? And what do you mean by here? Where are they exactly?”
 
   Here as in here, all around us. They are in the fire in the hearth, in the breeze coming through your window, everywhere the elements take form. Now that there are fertile fey again, they will be reshaped into new fey, transmuted again.
 
   “Reshaped not reborn,” I thought about it. “So they're not the same souls as they were before, they're new fey with the same energy.”
 
   Yes but the fey have no souls and that is why they don't go where the gods go.
 
   “What do you mean they have no souls?” I gasped. “Everyone has a soul, you can't live without a soul.”
 
   Says who? There she went, laughing at me again. Fey were made from different magic than the gods and humans. They're powered by elements, I have no idea what type of magic made humans and gods.
 
   “You don't know?” I scoffed. “You're telling me there's something you don't know?”
 
   How could I possibly know? I am the magic of this realm, I am Faerie. I have no place in the other realms, I've never even seen them before.
 
   “Oh, right,” I winced, she sounded kind of upset about it. “I guess it would be hard for a realm to travel to another realm.”
 
   Duh.
 
   “Alright, fine, I deserved that but come on, one of the Houses of Faerie is Spirit. How can the fey be soulless?”
 
   First of all, don't say it like that, you make it sound like they're monsters. Second, spirit is not the same thing as soul. Spirit is an element, it is the connection that holds all of the other elements together and that's why it rules them. It's like willpower, don't you humans say something has spirit when they show significant ambition?
 
   “Yeah, okay, I think I get it.”
 
   It is a life-force element. It empowers the others, without spirit they would not live but it is not a soul. The proper term is essence, the fey have an essence.
 
   “So similar but different, okay.” I sighed. “But King Cian once told me that my soul could be fey. Why did he say that if the fey have no souls?”
 
   King Cian was using the word because you did, because it was easier to call fey essence a soul rather than have to explain the difference to you. Essentially, they are the same type of thing, just empowered differently. You've seen the hearts of the fey, you should know this. It's why the fey return to their elements and gods go elsewhere. It's all magic but they are different types and each must return to their own source.
 
   “What was that?” I sat up straighter.
 
   I said the fey return to-
 
   “No, the bit about the source,” something had just clicked in my mind but I wasn't sure what it meant yet.
 
   Everything must return to the source of its energy when it dies. Fey to the elements and humans to wherever they came from.
 
   “And gods to their source of energy,” I whispered. “That means there has to be a source and therefore, there has to be a place for gods to go when they die.”
 
   Of course there is, why wouldn't there be?
 
   “Well none of the gods seem know about it,” I chewed at my lip. “Lucifer wrote some books where he mentioned an afterlife but most gods just call it the void and even then, they don't know where it is or what it's all about.”
 
   So go ask this Lucifer guy.
 
   “I think I will,” I laughed, “but you've just given me another clue and something to search for. Thank you for that.”
 
   What are you going to search for?
 
   “Duh,” I laughed at her. “The source of the soul.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   I've settled into life as the Queen of Fire and finally find myself able to enjoy it. I spend time with my fey now, even travel through the kingdom to see the villages and meet more of the fire fey. No one besides Fionnaghal is pregnant yet but I'm not worried. I know the magic healed them and it's only a matter of time.
 
   Fionnaghal has started to show her pregnancy and the Hidden Ones are delighted. They've been talking to the children through her belly, as if they were already born. Laise set up a nursery in one of the caves off the main cavern, filled with things I have never seen before and have no idea what purpose they are meant to serve but it's warm and cozy and Fionnaghal loves it, so I do as well. I think it says a lot about how far the fire fey have come that Laise took as much joy in setting up Fionnaghal's nursery as she had with mine and Arach's.
 
   The earth pixies have decided to remain with us for the time being. Although they were encouraged by King Cahal's message, one sidhe does not a kingdom make and they don't believe that the rest of the earth-fey will treat them as well as the King implied. I don't blame them, from what I've seen, a lot of the earth fey seem to have a stick up their ass. Sorry, couldn't resist.
 
   Speaking of which, Queen Aalish and King Liam were imprisoned for their attempts at espionage. They were held for nine weeks in metal cells, cut off entirely from the earth element. I'm told it's a very uncomfortable experience. King Cian wanted to impress upon them the severity of the damage they could have wrought. He said that I'm integral to the welfare of the realm now and any actions against me were seen as actions against all of Faerie. Especially now that I've proven to be an avatar for Faerie and Faerie has proven what she can do with the elements. Pretty cool huh?
 
   I'm not so sure how cool their vengeance is going to be though. Cause you know that woman is going to hold a grudge and cats are notorious for it. Go ahead and piss a cat off and see how long it takes before he stops pooping in your shoes. So I've got that to look forward to.
 
   I haven't decided yet on the dragon baby thing but Arach insists that we have all the time in the world, which I guess we do. It's a good thing too because I don't think I'm ready to be a mother, it's hard enough to be a Queen.
 
   Roarke has found five more cat-sidhe who chose to defect to Fire. Three men and two women. I was happy to host Faerie so she could change them all and we welcomed them into the House of Fire with open arms. Roarke's arms may have been just a tad more open to the ladies but hey, he's in charge of making a new race now, he has responsibilities... his words, not mine.
 
   There have been some rumors about the other kingdoms feeling upset over the fire fey's returned fertility and my inability to help them. I actually offered King Guirmean the choice of helping him but he decided that it wasn't worth the risk. He didn't seem too concerned over it either but then again, if most of the water-fey are like him, they won't be in stasis for long. If only the other kingdoms were more open to change.
 
   I did hear that the air pixies are much happier though so maybe I'm wrong about Air and Earth. Maybe all of them can change and all that was needed was a little nudge in the right direction. I don't have a good feeling about it though.
 
   What I do have a good feeling about is Odin. I'm excited to return to my research in the God Realm with the new clue Faerie gave me. It's not going to be easy but at least now I have a direction and the assurance that Odin is not simply gone. I'm going to find him, even if I have to make a deal with the Devil to do it.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “It's alright,” Odin's voice was a cut across my heart. “You can let go now.”
 
   And then he was there, standing before me, whole and healthy. He even had both of his amazing peacock blue eyes. His skin glowed softly and his smile was radiant. He was dressed in one of his old tunics, sleeveless to show off his muscular arms. He looked powerful and vibrant. Behind him was only murky darkness, a black mist that I couldn't see beyond.
 
   “Let go of what?” I reached a hand out to him but he stepped back away from it.
 
   “Me, Vervain, let go of me,” he waved a hand behind him to indicate the dark. “It feels good here, I'm content, and I want you to stop chasing me. You'll waste your life on research and your mind on thoughts of possibilities that aren't in fact possible.”
 
   “No, you didn't give up on me,” I grit my teeth. “I won't give up on you. I'm going to find you.”
 
   “No you're not,” his smile turned sad, “and I want you to know it's okay. I didn't die so you could mourn me, I died so you could live. Live, Vervain. It's okay to go on without me, I give you my blessing.”
 
   “Mom,” another voice cut through the dark, pulling me away from Odin.
 
   “No,” I lunged for my dead husband but he dispersed like smoke, his beautiful eyes the last to fade away.
 
   “Mom, wake up.”
 
   I blinked away the dream and looked up into the deep blue eyes of my son, mine and Odin's son from a past life, Vidar. He smiled anxiously and helped me into a seated position. I looked around with a little confusion, I was on a couch in the sitting room within the library of Pride Palace. There were no dark shadows in the corners and no Odin.
 
   “Mom, are you alright?” Vidar's long dark hair swung forward as he moved to sit beside me. It hit me in the face and I batted it away fondly.
 
   “Yes, I'm fine,” I rolled my neck, trying to relax the muscles tightened by my dream. “I guess I must have dozed off.”
 
   “I found the book,” he opened a leather satchel on the floor and pulled out a large book bound in blue leather.
 
   On its cover was a silver nine-pointed star. The same symbol that I held in my heart now. Or, if you listened to Faerie(which I only did because she got really annoying when I didn't), the symbol that had replaced my heart. Vidar put the book on my lap and smiled proudly. He'd been searching for it for awhile now, ever since Munin had showed me a memory of Odin receiving it from Mimir. This was the book that held the spells that Odin had used to bring me back from Hvergelmir, the Viking Well of Souls, after I had died as Sabine.
 
   “Thank you,” I gave his hand a quick squeeze and then opened the book. “What the hell?” I gaped at the pages. “What language is this?”
 
   “Old Norse,” Vidar laughed as he peered over my shoulder. “You didn't expect it to be in English, did you?”
 
   “Yes, damn it,” I huffed. “I'm an American, I expect everything to be automatically translated into English for my benefit. And if someone doesn't understand English, all you have to do is shout it at them.”
 
   “I can read it for you,” Vidar laughed and pulled the book into his lap. “What should I look for?”
 
   “Anything to do with souls and the void,” I sighed in relief.
 
   “Well that's easy,” he chuckled. “The book is on soul magic, everything in it has to do with souls.”
 
   “Soul magic?” I frowned. “What else can you do with the soul besides put it back in a body?”
 
   “Really? You're asking me that after that whole Andrasta thing?”
 
   I shivered. Andrasta had been host to a hungry, lonely magic called the Darkness. It had needed fey elements to gain power, basically it needed to eat fey life-force(not souls, mind you but they were similar). Withered husks were all that were left when it was finished, no elemental spark to return to the source, nothing. They were consumed like food.
 
   “I don't think I want to know,” I whispered. “Just see if you can find something about how to bring a soul back from the void.”
 
   “Okay,” he nodded and started skimming the pages. “This might take awhile. What about the book Lucifer wrote? Did you find out anything useful yet?”
 
   “Treatise of Territories,” I pulled it out from where I'd hidden it beneath a cushion.
 
   “Mom, have you told Trevor and the others about this yet?” He eyed the cushion it had been hiding under.
 
   “No,” I sighed, “I know I should tell them.”
 
   “It's going to get difficult to explain when you start looking for Lucifer,” Vidar agreed. “Just tell them, they'll understand.”
 
   “Who's looking for Lucifer?” Roarke laughed as he struck a pose in the doorway to the sitting room. “That would be a great movie title, wouldn't it? Looking for Lucifer.”
 
   I smiled at him and shook my head fondly. The cat-sidhe had recently done me a great service and the end result of it had left him a changed man, quite literally. Faerie transmuted his basic makeup and turned him from an earth cat-sidhe to the first fire cat-sidhe in existence. He'd had to hide the changes from me for awhile because it would have interfered with time.
 
   The Ring of Remembrance, left to me by my fey father, Finninan (fey father Finnian, doesn't that sound like a good-looking Irish priest? The fey Father Finninan. Actually he was a dragon-sidhe) allowed me to travel between the realms, returning to the exact time and place I'd left them from. To put it simply, I could be in both the God/Human Realms and the Faerie Realm continuously. Every time I left one realm, I would ask the ring to return me to the exact time I'd left the previous one but I couldn't take anyone along for the ride, couldn't use the ring to save a life, and couldn't return to a realm during a time I'd already experienced. Well I could, it was kind of what the ring was created for, but if I did travel back to a time and realm I'd already experienced, I'd simply merge with my past self and experience things all over again, without the option to change them. This, like I mentioned, was the reason for the ring's creation. The fey lived a long time and it could get hard to remember the past. The ring allowed them to go back and re-experience it.
 
   Roarke however, traveled normally between the realms but Faerie's time always moves faster than time in the Human or God Realms. A day in the God Realm equals about a month in Faerie, so Roarke had actually been a fire cat-sidhe long before I went back and experienced those events for myself. Confusing? Try living it. Anyway, he had to hide his eyes behind a glamor because his once brilliant green cat eyes were now a fiery red, and if I'd seen that, it would have blown my mind, possibly literally, we didn't really know for sure.
 
   But I knew now and so his eyes were out in full force, burning with the heat of the new element that gave him life.
 
   “I'm looking for Lucifer,” I answered him. “He may be able to help in my quest to bring Odin back from the void.”
 
   “You're going to bring him back to life?” Roarke perked up. “Fascinating. Can I come to meet the devil?”
 
   “I don't think so,” I laughed. “I still haven't told Trevor, Kirill, or Azrael yet. I didn't want them thinking I'd lost my mind, or worse, thinking that I loved Odin more than them.”
 
   “Well, I'd recommend you tell them with all haste,” Roarke was back to leaning against the wall. He started to casually inspect his pointed fingernails.
 
   “Why is that?” I shot a suspicious glance at Vidar but he just narrowed his gaze on the cat-sidhe.
 
   “Well, I'd think it would be obvious,” Roarke rolled his eyes. “If you're looking for Lucifer, shouldn't you just ask his son to introduce you?”
 
   “His son?” I frowned.
 
   “Azrael,” Roarke gave me a look that clearly said I was an idiot. “The Angel of Death. Your boyfriend.”
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