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   Chapter One
 
    
 
      “Just when you think you're safe, I'll find you. I'll steal you from your Heaven and bring you to my Hell.” Rain sang his words to me like an inverted version of his name, sending them up instead of down. “And in my darkness I'll make you see me..... hear me..... feel me,” he looked up at me, where I was standing at the railing on the second floor of Moonshine, and stared hard. The slow, tribal beat of the music seemed to resonate in my chest as I swayed unconsciously with it, his voice hypnotic in my ears. “Till Heaven and Hell are one... till we are one. Till we are one.”
 
   The crowd on the first floor of Moonshine was full of panting, screaming women, reaching toward the stage as if both Heaven and Hell were indeed within reach and they didn't care which one they touched, as long as it had one of the Dark Horses in it. I smirked over at my friends who were leaning against the rail beside me and they smirked back. The Dark Horses were damn good for business.
 
   They were also a damn good distraction for me. I'd actually seen Heaven recently, a couple of them, but I'd literally gone through Hell to get there and I could use a good vacation. At least things had finally calmed down and a vacation was looking like a viable option for once. It's not like I didn't have a lot of destination choices either. I lived in Hawaii, so I didn't have to travel far to see paradise but if I decided to, one of my many god friends could simply trace me through the Aether and over to any place my heart desired.
 
   Yet, there I was, on the VIP level of the club I owned in part with my werewolf boyfriend, aka the Froekn Prince, aka Trevor. I automatically sought out his dark curls(finally growing back out from when he'd shaved his head recently), searching through the mass of bodies below. He wasn't too tough to spot, as tall and built as he was, and I found him easily, over by the bar talking to his younger brother, UnnúlfR. 
 
   Trevor looked up at me like he could feel my stare, which he probably could, what with our connection through the Froekn Binding. Well, he was bound to me, not vice versa. I did hold a part of his soul though, and the little she-wolf growled low in delight to feel his attention on us.
 
   I gave him a quick wink and let him get back to work, tonight wasn't his night to be with me. When I made my way home later, it would be with Kirill, my second lover and my only Ganza. 
 
   As the Lion Goddess of the Intare, I got a few magical perks. First of all, I was bound to almost eighty gorgeous werelions as their goddess. I'd also inherited a sweet piece of Safari-esque property in the God Realm. Last but not least, I had to take multiple lovers or I'd go crazy and try to screw anything that walked. Yeah that last bit doesn't sound so great and I used to look on it as a curse rather than a perk, but I've since changed my mind.
 
   Kirill helped ease me through the change. Well, him, Odin, and now, Azrael. Yeah, I have four lovers, don't hate. It's a dirty job but someone's gotta enjoy it, I mean do it, and it might as well be me. So I'd be enjoying Kirill later and Trevor would be staying at Moonshine to give us some alone time. He's been really great about it all ever since Azrael and I rescued him from Hel. Yes, Hel with one L, as in Trevor's Aunty Hel who rules Niflheim, which is a type of hell - two L's, but not in the torturous Christian sense of the word. More like they don't get to party in Valhalla and instead have to live in a gray city in the middle of an icy wasteland kind of hell. 
 
   Although there was this lone hall made out of snakes, where men had to spend eternity dodging dripping venom, and there was a hell hound named Garm, oh and a dragon named Nidhogg. Okay maybe it was kind of hellish. Who knew there were so many types of hells? 
 
   Kirill and I would be together later though, I glanced over at him and smiled. He was at his usual spot, at the top of the stairs for the VIP floor, watching the entire club and me all at the same time. It was kind of his job as my Ganza, so I let him do it. Plus, it was a girls night out. 
 
   I had two god friends and two of my human friends out with me in an attempt to blend both of my worlds together and so far, so good. Sommer and Krystal(the humans) were getting along well with Persephone and Samantha(goddess and werewolf respectively). The alcohol probably helped with that but I was hopeful that I'd soon be able to mix and match my friends like color coordinated clothing.
 
   Dark Horses finished their set and started to make their way through the crowd. This was much easier said than done since making their way included collecting phone numbers and other fan-based paraphernalia from insistent female hands... and some male ones too. I was turning back to our little stone table and “hill” couches that blended perfectly into Moonshine's forest atmosphere, when I noticed that Rain and the boys of Dark Horses were making their way to the stairs that led right up to us.
 
   I frowned.
 
   “What's up?” Krystal raised one brow and lowered the other at the same time, quite an interesting look and more difficult to accomplish than you would think. I've tried it in the mirror.
 
   “The band's on their way up,” I looked over to Kirill and he shrugged. He wouldn't stop them, the boys posed no threat to me, they were just minor irritations. Or at least one of them was.
 
   “Hmm,” Krystal's gaze shifted over to the spot I was now staring at. “A bunch of gorgeous, talented men are coming our way. Oh no! What ever shall we do?”
 
   “Shut up, jackass,” I smirked at her. “Rain can be a little annoying.”
 
   “I think I can handle annoying,” she looked me over pointedly.
 
   “I'm going to cut you off,” I pointed to her spiked lemonade.
 
   “Wicked, wicked woman,” she hissed and stepped back, just as the band cleared the top step and started over to us.
 
   “Hey, horses,” Persephone waved them over, “come join us.”
 
   I sighed and sat back against my grassy seat heavily. Rain came over and squished in between me and Krystal with a delighted expression, much to Krystal's disappointment. She hated men with long hair and I think she'd hoped one of the other guys, all with different versions of short hair, would have sat next to her. Too bad, she could be a good friend and help keep Rain's attention as well as his weirdo predictions away from me.
 
   “Rouva,” Rain smiled over at me. Great, he was using my Froekn title, what did that mean? “You look all recovered.”
 
   “Yes, I'm great, thanks,” I grimaced at him. “Rain, this is my friend Krystal and over here, is Sommer. Ladies, this is Rainieri, Ilario, Adriano, and Constantin.”
 
   Everyone did the happy little nice to meet you dance and then we settled back. I started to relax, Rain was being charming, to Krystal not me, and hadn't said one prophetic word yet. The other three horses, and yes, they were all horse shifters, began conversations with the rest of my friends, proving to be as entertaining offstage as they were on. I felt my frown ease and I took a relieved sip of my drink.
 
   “Thought I was coming up here to bring doom and gloom?” Rain whispered over to me, his shoulder-length straight hair hanging between us for a second before he swept it back.
 
   “Maybe,” I slid my gaze suspiciously to him. “I need a break from the doom. Gloom I may be able to handle but definitely no doom.”
 
   “Alright,” he laughed, “no doom. Really, me and the guys just thought it was about time we got to know you better. If for no other reason than for a heads up on what kind of fall-out we may have to deal with in the future.”
 
   “Fall-out?”
 
   “Yeah,” he shrugged. “A lot of your issues wind up walking through those doors,” he gestured down to the entrance on the first floor. “And whether you make them take a binding oath before letting them in or not, some of those issues can cause serious damage.”
 
   “Point taken,” I sighed. “I'm hoping the issues will take a holiday and give me a breather.”
 
   “Yeah, well,” he made a face at me. “Gods aren't good at taking holidays. They generally like to do their worst damage on special occasions. Makes it more dramatic, the better to be retold later as a folk tale.” His face went even darker. “Then again, everyday is an opportunity to inflict some kind of suffering.”
 
   I followed his gaze and my stomach clenched. Thor had just walked in with a beautiful, long-legged goddess on his arm. I was done mourning my relationship with Thor, his mood swings and childish behavior had finally caused me to draw a line with him and I'd been pretty sure that line included Moonshine on my side of it. Evidently, I hadn't been clear enough when I told him to stay away from me. The fact that my legs were more of the shapely variety and could never be referred to as “long”, didn't help either.
 
   “Son of a sea serpent,” I swore, gaining the attention of everyone else in our group. I expected some questions about my alliterative cussing. What I didn't expect was someone upping the ante.
 
   “Damn donkey-dating dun mare,” Constantin growled and jumped to his feet. Ilario and Adriano jumped up too and instantly grabbed his arms.
 
   “Please don't do this here,” Rain put his face in Constantin's. “It was probably his idea. You know Thor is trying to get to Vervain. This has nothing to do with you.”
 
   “It has everything to do with me,” Constantin was straining against the hands holding him. “She's trying to torture me. Why does she have to be so damn mean?”
 
   “You know she's not,” Rain sighed. “Just take a breath, my brother, and think. This isn't the place to start trouble, you'd just be playing into Thor's hands because you know Vervain would have to jump in and stop the fight.”
 
   Constantin's eyes started to lose their fire and he sagged back against Ilario, who caught him and helped him back into a seat. I looked from horse to horse, struggling to find an explanation while I closed my unhinged jaw. What the hell? 
 
   “What the hell was that?” I repeated my inner confusion.
 
   “That,” Adriano smirked as he jerked his head in the direction of Thor's date, “is Epona, our goddess, and Constantin's ex-wife.”
 
   “What?” I totally forgot Thor in light of the new information. Ex-wife trumps ex-lover every time.
 
   “Which part don't you understand?” Adriano looked genuinely curious.
 
   “The part where my ex is dating Constantin's ex,” okay, so maybe I hadn't forgotten about Thor completely.
 
   “Sounds like you pretty much got it,” Ilario patted Constantin's knee. “He was married to Epona for over two centuries.”
 
   “Then she put me out to pasture like a worn out stud,” Constantin was developing a twitch beneath his left eye.
 
   “Well,” I said brightly, “at least you're not bitter.” I got a thick silence for my efforts at levity. “Too soon?”
 
   “We all worked for her,” Ilario shot a glance at Constantin, “as spies and soldiers. We did horrible things in the name of her politics and causes but we never complained. She'd taken us from simple men and turned us into something extraordinary. We were, and are, ever grateful to her but her relationship with Constantin was different. They romanced each other for close to a thousand years before they got married.”
 
   “And then she just decided we were through,” Constantin added, his short, dark curls flicking about his head like they were separate entities. “That evil, heartless, long-toothed, broodmare, swished her tail at the first stallion to come by.”
 
   “Okay,” Sommer held up a hand, “can we stop with all the horse references? It's making me a little uneasy.”
 
   “Hey,” I snapped my fingers in front of Constantin's face when he started to stare hard at Sommer. “Why don't we order a round of shots, some more drinks, and get nice and loud as we ignore them both and ruin whatever plan either of them have to disrupt our night?”
 
   “That sounds excellent,” Ilario looked at me gratefully. “What do you say, brother?”
 
   “I say, make mine a Frangelico.”
 
   “You got it,” I waved down our waitress with an air of desperation. This was one confrontation I just didn't want to have. Part of me really wanted to throw Thor out on his tookis but that would mean I'd have to sink to his level, have to admit he was pissing me off, and have to go talk to him. Three things I didn't want to do. So I was going to be the bigger person and hide up in my VIP lounge as I tried my best to get drunk. See, I can be a grown-up.
 
   This is more difficult than you may think when you're a goddess. The getting drunk part not the behaving like an adult. Oh yeah, I'm technically a goddess now, ever since I had a drink from the Grayel. I heal fast, real fast, and unfortunately that includes any damage done to brain cells through imbibing alcohol. It takes a lot to get me drunk now. However, I've discovered that if I drink fast enough, I could get a good buzz. Since I wasn't paying for my drinks anyway, drinking fast seemed like a good idea to me.
 
   It seemed like much less of a good idea twenty minutes later, when I'd consumed more than half a bottle of tequila and was blinking at a couple of blurry shapes near the top of the stairs, both of them being blocked adamantly by Kirill. I blinked a few times and refocused, bringing Thor and his date into view. Then I groaned. Why couldn't he just stay downstairs with his little horsie floozy? No, he had to trot her ass up to my VIP floor and try to give us all a good look at her thin thighs.
 
   Constantin was stumbling to his feet, the other drunk members of the band trying to reach for him but failing, so I lurched forward, effectively slamming him backwards. I used the momentum to propel myself up and forward, over to my lion lover, who looked as if his patience was about to leave the building. Hopefully along with Thor and his My Little Pony.
 
   “Take voman and leave now,” Kirill's Russian accent was as thick as his long, black hair, which was hanging loose around his hips tonight. I stared at the sexy display of all that shiny, straight hair around his perfectly shaped ass and totally forgot why I was standing there.
 
   “Vervain,” Thor's voice reminded me.
 
   “Thor,” I jerked my gaze away from my lover's assets guiltily. Though why I should feel guilty about staring at my boyfriend was beyond me. I didn't owe Thor anything, I could stare at Kirill if I wanted to. So I gave Kirill's chest a thorough once over just to prove the point.
 
   “Is there a reason why we can't come upstairs?” Thor growled and I glanced back over at him in surprise.
 
   “Is there a...,” I stumbled forward and Kirill caught me in a slick maneuver that made it look like he'd reached out just to put an arm around me, not because I was about to fall flat on my face. “How about, I told you I didn't want you around?” I got back on track after shooting Kirill a grateful glance.
 
   “I didn't think it applied to public places,” Thor's eyes were starting to fill with lightning.
 
   “This is my fucking club, you ass!” I shouted at him and the muted conversations going on behind me stopped dead.
 
   “It's also the only club that caters to gods,” he ground out.
 
   “Look,” Epona apparently decided she needed to add something to the debacle. “We're not here to cause any trouble, let's just go have a drink downstairs, Thor.”
 
   “Not here to cause trouble?” Constantin growled from the back of the hill he was flung over, and held down on, by Ilario and Adriano. “Go bray your lies elsewhere. You're here just to whip me to a frenzy and you know it.”
 
   “Great, more horse references,” Sommer drawled. “I'm never going to get these images out of my head.”
 
   “I am not, Constantin,” Epona lifted her long face in the air. “I didn't even know you were going to be here tonight.”
 
   “Alright, that's it,” I waved a hand in a cutting motion and was surprised to find that it was steady. Sober already. Well yippee, just in time to come up with some good insults. “I don't know you, horse-face and I don't care if you're here under good intentions or not. You're upsetting my employee and you being in the company of Undesirable No. 1 over here, doesn't help your case.”
 
   “You mean Public Enemy No. 1,” Epona raised a sassy eyebrow at me. “If you're going to be rude, you should at least get your insults straight.”
 
   “No, I don't and don't fucking correct me,” I snarled. “Go watch a Harry Potter movie and learn something important... like knowing when to shut the hell up.”
 
   “Vervain,” Thor growled.
 
   “Watch it, Sparky,” I shot back. “I'm not in the god damned mood for your bullshit. Take your little friend and gallop away before I call in the wolves.”
 
   “My bullshit?” His eyes started to flash lightning. “I simply wanted a nice evening out with a woman who actually enjoys my company.”
 
   “No problem,” I nodded very reasonably. “Take said woman and go enjoy your evening together... elsewhere. May I recommend the Polo Field? She might enjoy that but really, I don't care where you go and I don't care that I own the only club that caters to gods. Just because this is a god specific club, doesn't mean you can't go anywhere else. Hell go to fucking Timbuktu, it'll only take a few seconds, just go away from here.”
 
   “All that time I watched you,” Thor shook his head, “I never saw you behave with such avarice.”
 
   “Really?” I blinked at him, wide-eyed, “you're going to bring up your previous stalking of me while currently stalking me and  trying to insult me? Weak, very weak. In fact, you're kinda making my point for me.”
 
   “Fine,” Thor narrowed his glowing eyes on me. “We'll leave but I'm going to remember this, Vervain.”
 
   “Oh please do because I am so fucking tired of repeating myself to you.”
 
   He snarled, turned, and tromped back down the stairs, leaving Epona to trot down after him(I know, I know, there's just too many horse jokes). Behind me, a concert worthy round of applause had begun and Kirill leaned in to kiss my cheek.
 
   “Vell done, Tima,” he whispered. “So sexy with the spank talking.”
 
   “It's smack talk,” I laughed. “We can do spank talking later, as long as your kissing improves.”
 
   “Oh,” he chuckled, a low rumbling in his chest, “it vill improve and relocate.”
 
   “I'll look forward to that,” I slapped his ass, a little spanking preview, before I went back to my appreciative audience.
 
   “Thank you,” Constantin was on his feet, free of restraining hands now that Epona was gone. “That made my entire year.”
 
   “Hey,” I pointed at him, “nobody fucks with my people but me.”
 
   He laughed and gave me a quick hug. “Still, I appreciate it. It was a hell of a show.”
 
   “Yes, bravo,” slurred Krystal, poor thing was trying to keep up with gods and that was virtually impossible when it came to drinking. “Send that horse-bitch packing!” A shocked silence sobered her up enough to look around. “What I say?”
 
   “Nothing,” I laughed and shook my head, “werewolves get a little sensitive about the “b” word.”
 
   “Oh,” her eyes got round, “sorry, Sam, never even occurred to me.”
 
   “No prob,” Sam shrugged. “I'm not as sensitive as some of the others. I think it was more of the combination horse and bitch insult. Kind of silly sounding to us shifters.”
 
   “I like a woman with spark,” Rain leaned in closer to Krystal.
 
   “And I like a man with less hair,” she stared at the shiny fall of his tresses like they were personally offending her.
 
   “What?” Rain looked shocked and confused, so very confused. 
 
   I smothered my laugh.
 
   “I don't like men with long hair,” Krystal said slowly, like he was mentally challenged.
 
   “But women love my hair,” he sounded like a three-year-old. “It's rock star hair and I'm a rock star.”
 
   “I don't think I like rock stars then,” Krystal looked thoughtfully into her empty lemonade glass. “I would like some more lemonade though. Can you get me some?”
 
   “Can I... what?” Rain looked at me like I might be able to explain the insanity of my friend.
 
   It was the last straw on the back of my camel of laughter. I bent over double with the force of my merriment, delighting in both Krystal's frankness and Rain's discomfort. The rest of the group finally joined in, with Rain, Krystal, and Kirill being the only exceptions.
 
   “She just don't like you,” I finally got out. “It happens.”
 
   “No, it doesn't,” Rain looked Krystal over carefully, like she might have a warning label attached someplace.
 
   “I don't find you all that attractive either,” I shrugged.
 
   “Yeah but you have like five-hundred lovers,” he shook his head. “You're a little too distracted to notice my good looks.”
 
   “I still notice a good looking man, you narcissist,” I huffed. “And you're just not that hot. I'm sorry, someone had to tell you sometime.”
 
   “You could try cutting your hair,” Krystal mused when she realized he wasn't going to get her a new drink. “And you could try being a little more courteous to thirsty ladies.”
 
   “Cut my hair?” He lifted a hand to his hair.
 
   “It's not like you've never worn it short,” Ilario observed. “I actually think you look better that way too.”
 
   “Traitor,” Rain hissed.
 
   “Hey, you're the only one who thinks rock stars have to have long hair,” Adriano piped up. “It's not like it's the eighties. I think Krystal has a point.”
 
   “Well that's where we differ,” I shrugged and looked over at Kirill. “I like my men with long hair, gives me something to grab onto.”
 
   “I can grab onto short hair,” Krystal insisted, still lifting her empty glass in Rain's direction until he finally took it. 
 
   “Jessica,” I called for our waitress as I looked Krystal over. “We need some coffee and water up here please.”
 
   “And a pair of scissors,” Krystal added.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   I took the emerald off my neck, hanging it by its thick, gold chain on a dragon horn, part of an intricately carved panel that made up one of the four walls enclosing my Chinese wedding bed. The wall I'd chosen to hang it on was the one at the foot of the bed, the one with the two foot wide opening that granted the only access to the bed itself. I scurried through the opening and up the bed, climbing under the covers to await Kirill.
 
   As I waited, I thought back to the confrontation I'd had with Thor. I didn't want him as an enemy but his words had hinted at that result. I wondered what it would be like to have to fight Thor and I was surprised to find that I was too worn out with his bullshit to care. If he decided to attack me, he'd have to stand in line. I probably had much more enemies than I even knew about, who were probably plotting against me at that very moment. It was pretty much how my life had been going ever since I'd decided to hunt gods. Sometimes it felt like I couldn't seem to walk down the street without tripping over trouble.
 
   “Tima,” Kirill's voice brought me out of my musings.
 
   Oh but ask me if it was worth it. I looked over Kirill's beautifully naked body, his wide shoulders, thick arms, the cuts that formed a V just below his waist. I let my gaze wander over those muscled thighs and what stood proudly between. Then I looked back up, into eyes the kind of blue usually reserved for mixed drinks and fine china. So bright, if they were a drink, they'd stain your tongue. They were filled with something even brighter than their color though, undiluted love.
 
   That sounds corny, or even worse, way over done. Undiluted love. Oh please, right? How can you see undiluted love in someone's eyes and what does that even mean anyway? There's no simple phrase that can aptly describe what I was somehow lucky enough to be the recipient of. Of all my men, Kirill loved the purest. Probably because he'd been the one who was the most damaged before I came along. He'd been physically and mentally abused by his last Tima. Forced to do things that still haunt him and to have things done to him which were so horrible, I felt compelled to find vengeance for him. So horrible, that even though his tormentor is dead, I dream of raising her from the grave just so I could kill her again more slowly.
 
   By the time I'd come around, Kirill had retreated into insanity and his fellow Intare had begged me to simply end his life and his misery. I had refused. One look at him and I couldn't let him go. I brought him back through willpower and luck. I pulled him from his nightmare and gave him a safe haven. I even let him move in with me and Trevor to help him heal. Somewhere along the way, he had healed, taking my heart to replace his damaged one.
 
   The result of this cataclysmic reprogramming was surprising, especially to me. You'd think so much abuse could only hinder a man when it came to love but it was different with Kirill. Nyavirezi had completely destroyed him and I had to go in, clear away the rubble she left, and rebuild him with my own materials, from the foundation up. When I was done, Kirill was a brand new fortress, ready to be filled with whatever life would bring him. He feared nothing, not love or death, because he'd seen the worst of both. There was nothing that could be done to Kirill worse than what he'd already gone through. 
 
   So when I say that he looked on me with undiluted love, I'm not trying to be cheesy or romantic. I'm trying to describe the rare type of commitment Kirill blessed me with. He loved with everything he had, without any thought of holding back, because to him, I was safety, solace, freedom, and life. Even though he shared me, I was completely his because our love was a separate thing from the love I had for anyone else. Each love was different for me and I think it was the only reason I could make all of my relationships work.
 
   “Kirill,” I smiled at my black lion, “if you're not in this bed in ten seconds, I'm coming out to get you.”
 
   He grinned back and pounced.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “Millions of dollars are literally wilting away this week as drought hits our nation hard,” the newswoman reported gravely. 
 
   “Ugh,” I groaned and gestured at the TV. “This is why I don't watch the news. It's always so depressing.”
 
   “You should know vat goes on in vorld,” Kirill kissed me softly on the forehead before setting a cup of coffee down on the dining room table in front of me. “It may be important.”
 
   “Yes,” I sighed and sipped my coffee, “I'm sure it is. I just can't deal with it first thing in the morning.”
 
   “What can't you deal with first thing in the morning?” Trevor grinned widely as he walked in the front door.
 
   “A lack of kisses,” I grinned back. “Now get over here and give me some sugar.”
 
   “Yes, ma'am,” he laughed and hurried over to plant one on me.
 
   When he was done to both of our satisfactions, he slid into the seat next to me. “Kirill, is there any...” Kirill put a cup of coffee in front of Trevor, “coffee,” Trevor laughed. “I love you, man.”
 
   “Da,” Kirill sat down with his own mug and smirked at us both. “Zis I know. I am lovable man.”
 
   “Oh, and he's so modest too,” Trevor laughed and held up his mug in salute. “You guys have a nice night after kicking Thor out of the club?”
 
   “Yeah, that was fun,” I grimaced. “Why'd you even let him in?”
 
   “I didn't,” Trevor shrugged. “I just forgot to tell the bouncers he was persona non grata. Honestly, it never occurred to me that he might show up but everyone is now fully aware of the situation.”
 
   “Yeah everyone's aware,” I chuckled, “because I screamed at him to get the fuck out before I sicced you guys on him.”
 
   “That may have helped drive home the urgency of my request,” Trevor laughed. “I have to admit, that was one of the finest things I've ever seen you do. It was just beautiful.”
 
   “You should have seen from my view,” Kirill laughed. “Zor turn red all over face. Very pretty but not good color for him I zink.”
 
   “You're both idiots,” I grinned. “I probably shouldn't have been so mean to Epona, I don't know her and I at least like to get to know someone before I call them horse-face.”
 
   “Oh, Vervain, no,” Trevor groaned and laughed all at once. “She's actually very sweet.”
 
   “Yeah, when she's not crushing Constantin's heart. She knew exactly what she was doing parading through our club on Thor's arm. I thought Constantin was going to have a stroke. He's my employee, I'm responsible for him. She can take care of herself and she can do it somewhere other than our club.”
 
   “You don't know the whole situation though,” Trevor frowned at me. “All you know is Constantin's side of things.”
 
   “And that's enough for me,” I shrugged. “If you're one of mine, I take your side. Even if you're wrong. We'll sort it out later.”
 
   “Da, zat's my Tima,” Kirill nodded proudly while Trevor glowered.
 
   “That is not something to admire,” Trevor whacked Kirill on the arm. “This is how she gets into trouble. She sticks her nose into things she doesn't fully understand and then she has to deal with the fallout.”
 
   “Hey, I'm not just going to sit back and watch someone I care about get treated badly because I may not know the whole story,” I narrowed my eyes on my alpha. “If they're upset, it's enough for me. My loyalties are very clear.”
 
   “And so what if Constantin was abusive?” Trevor raised a brow and I frowned. That was a low blow, he knew how I felt about abuse in a relationship.
 
   “Constantin did not abuse her,” I growled. “First of all, he's not the type, his reaction to her visit said as much. Secondly, she's his goddess, she created him. He doesn't have enough power to abuse her.”
 
   “It's just an example,” Trevor shook his head. “There are probably lots of reasons they're not together anymore.”
 
   “Yes, and I'm not arguing with the fact that she had every right to break things off with him,” I sighed. I understood where Trevor was coming from, he didn't want me making anymore enemies than I already had, but I wasn't going to live my life in fear of pissing someone off. In fact, there are times I love pissing people off. I wasn't about to give that up just because I was dealing with gods. “What I don't agree with is her walking into our establishment on the arm of my ex-boyfriend, who had his own agenda to be a general jackass, knowing her ex-husband would be playing there with his band. She did it on purpose, just to irritate Constantin, knowing it would cause a scene in the middle of our business. So basically, she was messing with my friend and my money. She deserved what she got, she's lucky I didn't escort her out personally. Onto her face. Her big, long, horse-face.””
 
   “Well, to use one of your lines,” Trevor smirked at me, “at least you're not bitter.”
 
   “Shut up and go cook me breakfast,” I stuck out my tongue.
 
   “I worked all night,” Trevor snarled without any real heat as he got up to cook. “You should be making me breakfast.”
 
   “I'm still sleepy,” I laughed. “I just got up.”
 
   As Trevor chuckled, the TV caught my attention again. A Maile Amber alert(Hawaii's version of a missing child notice, named after a little girl killed back in '85) was being announced. A picture of a cute little brown-haired girl took up most of the screen. A chill went down my spine as her dark eyes seemed to stare at me in accusation. I blinked and the sensation disappeared but I was still a little unsettled. A missing child is never a good thing but this felt ominous. 
 
   I clicked off the TV.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   The night air was bracing but sweet and my fur cloak kept the chill away. The braziers strewn about helped as well but the hottest thing on board the Viking longboat was Odin and his one-eyed gaze could've kept me warm all by itself.
 
   “This is pretty amazing,” I looked over the beautiful table spread between us. 
 
   He'd brought us out there, to the middle of Asgard's lake, to have dinner, and although the water is not my favorite place, I'd never been on an honest to God – literally - Viking longboat before. So I went without complaint and I was glad I had. Odin had it turned into our own private dining room. Fine china, crystal, candles, flowers, and the open Asgard sky, were all framed by the sweeping lines of the dragon shaped boat. It was the most fascinating place I'd ever dined. Since our waiters were heading back to shore after serving dessert, I was hoping to make it the most fascinating place I'd ever made love too.
 
   “Well, I have to compete with an angel now,” Odin's grin looked a little pained.
 
   Right. Azrael. I guess making love on the longboat would be one of the most fascinating places, not the most. Not too many people could say they'd made love in the Garden of Eden after all. That and mid-air, flying sex is pretty fantastic, even when you're afraid of heights. Damn, Odin was right, he had some serious competition in that department. But he was also wrong.
 
   “No man can ever be what you are to me,” I took his hand. “You know that, right?”
 
   “We have history,” he squeezed my hand. “That's true but it's practically ancient history and it's hard sometimes to remember that you're mine.”
 
   “But I am and you've had more time with me, all to yourself, than any other man in my life.”
 
   “I know,” he pulled his hand away gently. “I know and I'm not complaining, I'm concerned. I just don't want to be pushed aside.”
 
   “I'm here, aren't I?” I frowned. This was a little unexpected, coming from Odin. “I'm trying to make time for you, for all of you.”
 
   “Yes,” he frowned. “Everyone's trying to make more time.”
 
   “Another reference to Azrael, I assume.” Now it was more clear. “It's not that there's one more man, it's that the new man is Az, isn't it? I was going to talk to you about this later but now is as good a time as any. I remember him. I remember dying, my family praying and begging Azrael to take me to Heaven, even though I didn't believe in their god. I remember him coming for me and I remember you asking him to take me to Hvergelmir instead of his Heaven.”
 
   “You do?” Odin stared at me with an unreadable expression. 
 
   “I remember him putting me in the well,” I shivered and pulled my cloak in tighter. “His was the last face I saw before oblivion started to claim me. For some reason, I clung to that memory. The well tried to pull it from me but I held fast. I think that's why I was still Sabine when you came for me, why my memories hadn't been completely washed away. I was holding on without even realizing it and that must have been why I hadn't been sent back yet.”
 
   “That makes sense,” he sighed. “So you clung to the memory of an angel instead of me?”
 
   “The angel was the last thing I could remember of my life,” I shook my head. “You have to admit it was a bit unusual, my death. When you dove into the well for me, I knew I wasn't ready yet. I still remembered you, so I couldn't be ready to begin a new life. I tried to fight you but then I saw your face. You were so sad and it tore at me. I didn't just come back because of you, because of what you did, I came back for you. I love you, Odin. Centuries apart didn't change that and neither will an angel.”
 
   “Vervain,” he swallowed hard and pushed his way to his feet, coming around the table in a rush to lift me out of my chair. “I love you so much.”
 
   His kiss was clarity and strength, a crisp wind through my soul that reminded me of who I'd been and who I was. The emerald necklace he'd given me when I was Sabine, warmed against my chest and added its own tune to the spell. Then I was being lifted and carried back to the prow of the ship, laid carefully down on my cloak and kissed everywhere. 
 
   Odin's lovemaking had always been, quite literally, magical. It was even better on that ship. The cool night air chilled my skin for only a moment before he rushed against it with both his physical body and his magic arsenal of invisible hands and lips. He was kissing me in multiple places while never actually moving away from my mouth. It was mind-blowing pleasure. 
 
   “I knew from the moment I saw him look at you,” Odin pulled back and looked down on me intensely, “that damn angel would fall. I just never thought you might actually fall with him. But then magic always has a price. I asked him to go against the rules for you, knowing that there'd be hell to pay, but I didn't know you'd be the one to pay it.”
 
   “Odin,” I pushed aside his silky, shoulder-length, brown hair. “This is our night together and if you mention Azrael one more time, I'm going to strangle you.”
 
   He laughed, his beautiful peacock-colored eye finally losing its intensity. Then he bent back over me, intent on other things and in more pleasurable ways. I sighed, happy at last, as I pushed his shirt up and over his head and ran my hands over the massive width of his shoulders. Talk about fantasy come to life, I was making love to a Viking god on a Viking longship in the middle of the lake of Asgard. He may not be an angel but he was a god and I loved him.
 
   My passionate cries had just finished echoing off into the dark when a huge crack of thunder sounded above us. Odin's head jerked around to glare at the gathering storm clouds before he waved a hand in a sharp gesture and pulled a canvas topped shelter over us. Just in time too because the next second brought a sheet of rain plummeting down around us.
 
   I shivered and Odin wrapped his body around me and the cloak around us both. It was kind of nice actually, pressed up against each other, warm in the fur, as we watched the rain attack the ship like an angry thunder god.
 
   “That lightning loving lummox!” I sat up and glared over at Bilskinir, Thor's hall, which happened to be located on the cliff that overlooked the lake we were on.
 
   “Leave be, Vervain,” Odin laughed. “It's not like he planned to have sex right after us.”
 
   I blinked and looked back at Odin. That's right, I'd forgotten how Thor would call storms whenever we made love. I used to get so embarrassed that all of Asgard knew every time we had sex. I don't know why I'd automatically assumed he was trying to literally rain on my parade but knowing he was sleeping with that horse woman was kind of worse. I was over Thor and I absolutely did not want him back but being over a man and being forced to lie there listening to evidence of his lovemaking were two different things entirely. Especially when I'd just made love to his father. Can you say awkward?
 
   I laid back down beside Odin, letting him wrap me up in the cloak again, and tried to get that happy feeling back in the midst of Thor's thunderstorm of love. I hoped he electrocuted her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   I traced into my living room and was greeted by the whining complaint of an angry cat. Nicholas, my eight-year-old gray tabby, came trudging around the corner of the hallway to sit in front of me accusingly. I frowned and picked him up, scratching behind his ears and finally getting a nice purr out of him.
 
   “What's up with you?” I looked around the empty house. “And where is everyone?”
 
   I headed back toward my bedroom, poking my head into Kirill's room along the way and finding it to be as neat as a pin, the last bastion of cleanliness in my unkempt house. Everything was in its place except Kirill, who wasn't there at all. I frowned and glanced into my altar room, just in case, but no one was there either. Finally, I went back to my bedroom, where I deposited Nick on the bed, and found it to be empty. Both bathrooms were empty as well.
 
   “Curiouser and curiouser,” I dug in my purse for my cell phone and dialed Trevor's number. It rang and then went to voicemail. Kirill's was the same. “What the hell?” I glared at my phone like it was all its fault. Then I called Moonshine.
 
   “Moonshine, all moon, all the time. How may I help you?”
 
   “Yeah, this is Vervain, is Trevor there?”
 
   “Rouva!” I heard the phone shifting. “This is Max. I'm glad you called. We've had a stabbing. Everyone is fine, well except for the victim, who is on the way to the hospital, but everyone who matters to you is fine. Trevor and Kirill are dealing with the police right now.”
 
   “Whoa,” I sat down on the edge of the bed. “Wait, what? A stabbing? Who stabbed who and how? The moon would have picked up on any ill intent. How did security not know about the problem before it escalated into a stabbing?”
 
   “They weren't even in the club yet,” Max sounded a little winded and confused. “It was a human couple and this man, who I'm told was the young lady's ex-boyfriend. The ex stabbed the new and it all happened in the entryway. They were still in line, hadn't even paid to get in yet.”
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   “Yeah, it's strange.”
 
   “Do we have cameras in the entryway?” I needed to see this.
 
   “Yes, Rouva. I believe the Prince has already given a copy to the police but we have it on our hard drive and I'm sure he intends to burn another copy for you to go over with him.”
 
   “Good,” I nodded as if he could see me. So stupid, why do I do that? “Please remind him to burn a copy, when you tell him that I called.”
 
   “I will, Rouva.”
 
   “Oh and Max?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Take a deep breath, it's going to be okay.”
 
   “Thank you, Rouva,” he laughed and hung up.
 
   “Yeah,” I looked down at Nick, who had found a nice spot on the bed to curl up on. “If only I could make myself believe that.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   I was asleep by the time my men got home but they woke me up in a very pleasant way. I couldn't handle being with them both at the same time, all of the time, but every once in awhile it was great. I think they both needed the stress relief too, they seemed a little on edge. We didn't even speak about what had gone on at the club until after all the screaming was done.
 
   “Did you go over the security recording yet?” I asked sleepily as I curled in against Trevor's side. Kirill was pressed to my back.
 
   “Not yet,” Trevor sighed and rubbed at his forehead. “I'm going to save it until I get everyone together. I think the whole Squad needs to see the footage.”
 
   “So you think it's a god?” I sat up, dislodging Kirill, who made an unhappy grunt and rolled over. He was obviously going to let the alpha deal with this.
 
   “I think it may be,” Trevor pulled me back down. “I'm not sure but the amount of trouble this caused felt planned. It's the perfect place for a god to fuck with us because there's lots of people around and no one's goes through an oath to get into the front room.”
 
   “Maybe we should change that,” I frowned.
 
   “I was thinking the same thing,” he grimaced. “In fact, I was considering posting a shack at the parking entrance and having an attendant there to quote-unquote, direct traffic. He could tell the regular humans where to park and oath the gods right there in their car, before they even got to the door.”
 
   “I think that's a great idea,” I thought about it. “What if they don't drive though?”
 
   We can have another guard shack at the front door to catch any who don't drive.”
 
   “Good plan,” I snuggled under the covers and Kirill turned back around. “I think you should implement it immediately.”
 
   “I think you're right,” Trevor still looked really worried.
 
   “If it is a god, who do you think it is?”
 
   “It could be anyone, Vervain,” he looked down at me. “You've made quite a few enemies.”
 
   “Thanks, Trev,” I narrowed my gaze on him. “Just what I needed to hear.”
 
   “Zat's enough,” growled Kirill. “Sleep now, talk later.”
 
   “Okay, babe,” I laughed off the irritation Trevor's comment brought. “I'll try not to think about all the enemies I've made and just go to sleep.”
 
   “House is varded,” Kirill kissed my cheek. “No need to vorry right now.”
 
   “Right,” I kissed him back, properly. “Worry is for when you're not tired.”
 
   “We need to call a meeting tomorrow,” Trevor didn't seem to have heard any of our conversation. “I'd like to have it at Pride Palace if possible.”
 
   “Of course,” I nodded with my eyes closed. Kirill was right, no time for worry when you're sleepy.
 
   “Good,” Trevor finally settled in. “Sleep well, both of you.”
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Pride Palace was the property I'd inherited(through combat) from Nyavirezi. It was huge two level affair(the second level being underground), it had to be to house almost eighty werelions, and was situated on miles of beautifully sparse landscape filled with game, also necessary for lots of werelions. It's large dining room was perfect for our God Squad meetings. 
 
   Since we'd previously been meeting in Thor's library, I was much happier with the new venue. Thor wasn't present, nor was he welcome on any of my properties, which was a shame because I'd intended on working together with him and the Squad. Since he'd pretty much formed the Squad and got me involved in the first place, I didn't like the idea of pushing him out but hopefully it was only temporary, like his insanity.
 
   “Tima,” Fallon, one of my werelions who I thought looked an awful lot like LL Cool J, was at my elbow. “When you're done here, the men would like to have our grievances aired and I would also like to talk to you privately.”
 
   One of my duties as Tima of the Intare, was to regulate their affairs. I came around as often as I could to check on them but I had to make time at least monthly, to sit and talk with them. They needed me to basically referee any disputes they had amongst themselves while I was away. Yes, they're grown men and sure, they could probably settle things themselves, if they weren't a bunch of werelions. Pride mentality, as I was beginning to think of it, insisted that I be the one to offer judgment and decree anything that needed decreeing.
 
   “No problem,” I smiled at Fallon. He and Darius were pretty much my guys in charge while Kirill and I were away. They did a really good job at handling things too. “I was intending on getting that done today anyway. You guys have any big problems?”
 
   “Nah,” Fallon shrugged, “just the usual. Aidan's been poaching a lot of kills lately and really pissing people off.”
 
   “I think that's Aidan's superpower actually,” I laughed.
 
   “Poaching kills?”
 
   “No, pissing people off.” 
 
   “I'll run the DVD player for you, Tima,” he chuckled as headed toward the TV we had set up on one end of the dining table.
 
   While he went to wait near the TV, I greeted my friends. Persephone had brought Hades, as she'd been doing for awhile now. Ever since Demeter had tried to kill him, I think he's considered himself a part of the God Squad. Odin had been attending most meetings too, not so surprising since he'd switched sides for me and we were sleeping together. He brought Vidar and Vali with him as well. Vidar was our son and Vali was Odin's by another woman but I'd adopted him, back when I was Sabine. All three of them kissed me hello and sat near me.
 
   Mr. T and his wife, Mrs. E came in, followed by Brahma, looking as slick as ever. Horus looked pretty GQ himself but Pan came in wearing one of his many, amusing T shirts. This one advertised, Nymph needed, all positions available on it in big block letters. I just shook my head and smiled at his disarray of curls barely concealing the little horns on his head.
 
   Ull had a somewhat stoic expression that wasn't his norm and I was hoping it wasn't because of the fight I'd just had with his step-dad. Ull was very loyal and I couldn't fault him for loving Thor. I just didn't want to have to face the judgment of a god of justice right then. So I chickened out and looked away. Thankfully Blue, the newest member of our group, was coming in and was able to distract me. He came over and gave me a hug which I enthusiastically returned.
 
   My relationship with Blue had been rocky, to say the least. That we were finally not only friends but actually fighting on the same side of this god war, was amazing to me and I wanted to do everything within my power to keep things just as they were. So my huge smile was genuine and I was hoping the one he gave me was as well.
 
   “Little witch,” he said softly. “You look well.”
 
   “Thank you. Not so bad yourself,” I gestured to the table. “Have a seat, we're going to start soon.”
 
   As he took a seat, I saw Teharon came in. The Mohawk God of Healing had saved my butt too many times to count but he'd been given a break since I drank from the Grayel. I was still riding high on god manufactured healing and immortality, so I hadn't needed him lately. It was great to see him though, he was quiet, kind, and steady, things I really needed in my life. On his arm was Karni Mata, his new girlfriend. I smiled at the Hindu Rat Goddess and went over to welcome her.
 
   “I hope you don't mind,” Teharon gestured to Karni. “Karni wanted to sit in on one of our meetings and see if maybe this would be something she'd like to participate in.”
 
   “Of course you're welcome here,” I gave her a quick hug. “You've already helped us once. As far as I'm concerned, you're an honorary member until you decide to be full time. Welcome to Pride Palace.”
 
   “Thank you,” she blinked her black eyes(black all the way to the edges) at me, so shocking since they were framed by her bright, white hair. “Your home is lovely.”
 
   “Thank you,” I led them to the table. “I'm happy to see you and Teharon are still together. He deserves a good woman.”
 
   “And I deserve a good man,” she beamed up at him and I let myself bask for a moment in their new love. So nice, those first butterflies in the belly, sigh.
 
   Besides being the Goddess of Lions, I'm also the Goddess of Love, Lust, and Victory. My love magic was something that could be used to help or hinder but I've done my best to only use it for good. Seeing people in love, being around them, helped to keep the magic from turning to the dark side. Plus, I'd given them a blessing, the first one I'd ever bestowed, and it made me feel a little responsible for them. So I basked in their affection and the Love butterflies inside me did a little happy dance.
 
   Then Finn sauntered in and I went to give him a quick hug. We'd had some issues awhile back with his crush on me but he got over me, like I was sure he would. The man's super hot, with dark Irish looks, black hair and green eyes. He didn't have to worry about finding a woman and frankly, I don't think he could handle being one of my men, he seemed more like a one-on-one type of guy to me.
 
   “Alright, everyone,” Trevor was standing near my empty chair. “Can you all take a seat, I have something important to show you.”
 
   When everyone was settled, Trevor nodded to Fallon, who turned on the DVD copy of Trevor's security footage. The TV flared to life, showing the entry room of Moonshine, crowded with humans and gods alike.
 
   “This was taken by my security cameras last night,” Trevor walked over to the screen. “The police have a copy as well but I'd appreciate it if everyone here could take a good look at a man I'm about to point out.”
 
   “The police?” Ull's eyebrow went up.
 
   “It'll be clear in a minute,” Trevor waved toward the television.
 
   A dark haired Hawaiian man, who looked as if he ate whole chickens for breakfast, started to get visibly upset. He began yelling at another man who had his arm around an attractive blonde. The second man frowned in confusion and let go of his lady to confront the chicken-eating Hawaiian. That's when the Hawaiian pulled out a large knife and stabbed the unsuspecting guy repeatedly. The entire crowd reacted badly, stampeding for the door amidst screams. The entire crowd that is, except for one man near a side wall, who stared up at the camera as if he knew its exact location and was posing for a cover shot.
 
   He smiled maliciously and then strutted from the room.
 
   “Does anyone recognize that man?” Trevor asked as he waved at the departing figure. “He's obviously a god and just as obviously pissed the fuck off at me or Vervain, or both of us.”
 
   “I know him,” Hades said with dark gravity. “His name is Phonoi, translated, it means murders. He's a child of Eris, also known as Strife.”
 
   “Fuck,” Trevor shook his head to a chorus of groans and grumbling.
 
   “What? Who? Somebody clue me in here,” I searched the grim faces of my friends.
 
   “Eris was Ares' wife,” Hades answered again.
 
   “No fucking way,” I groaned and sat back in my chair. “Aren't I done with that crazy, fucked up family yet? How many of those weirdos do I have to kill to get some damn peace?”
 
   The first goddess whose powers I took was Aphrodite and ever since her demise, gods had been coming out of the woodwork to avenge her or avenge someone who had tried to avenge her. I killed Aphrodite so Ares(her lover), two of their children(Deimos and Phobos- aka Dread and Fear), and Ares' two attendants(Trembling and Panic-I'm not kidding, you just can't make this shit up) came after me in revenge. When I killed Ares, Dread and Phobos tried to avenge their father. Now it appeared that his wife(who was probably happy about the Aphrodite killing but not so much about her husband's) was evidently sending their son after me. Surprisingly, Aphrodite's actual husband had never tried to avenge her death. What do you think that says about ol' Afro?
 
   “And why can't they give their children normal names?” I continued. “I mean come on, who names their little bouncing baby boy, Murders? How did that conversation go? Oh look dear, he has your eyes. What shall we name him? Randolph? No. Edward? No. Oh, I know! How about Murders? Family of god damned psychos is what they are.”
 
   “If you're quite done?” Hades raised an elegant brow at me.
 
   “Sorry,” I slumped and Vidar patted my shoulder.
 
   “Thank you,” Hades looked over to Trevor. “If Eris has set her eyes on you and yours, Wolf Prince, you'd better think about some serious defenses. Phonoi is only one of her many children.”
 
   “Oh, let me guess,” I interrupted. “There's also Killer, Sadist, and Torture.”
 
   “Now you're catching on,” Hades said dryly. “Try Famine, Battles, and Ruin. Just to name a few.”
 
   “How many more are there?” I narrowed my gaze on him.
 
   “Well, we probably won't have to worry about Horkos,” Hades looked thoughtful. “He's a god of oaths and tends to stay out of his mother's issues. But there's a total of thirteen more children, including Phonoi.”
 
   “Fantastic,” I sighed. “She has a freakin' football team of evil villains. We could call them the Greek Bay Psychopaths.”
 
   “Hey, someone wants to kill you,” Pan piped up. “Must be Friday.”
 
   “So what do I do?” I suddenly felt really tired.
 
   “What do you usually do?” Karni asked.
 
   “Wing it,” I shrugged.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The meeting ended with a general sense of anxiety and a lack of direction. All I could really do was be more on guard. Trevor and Kirill wanted us to move into Pride Palace for the time being and I finally agreed it was a good idea. Which I didn't like. I abhorred the thought of letting my enemies send me running but I abhorred stupidity even more and it was just plain stupid to not make use of a safe haven when you needed one.
 
   So Kirill went home to pack some of our things, as well as Nick. I stayed where I was to distract myself with refereeing my lions and settling all their silly disputes but there really weren't that many this month. My last hope for a reprieve from thinking about my messed up life was Fallon. 
 
   We went through my master suite and into the private inner courtyard to have the talk he'd asked me for earlier. At least the numerous butterflies who lived in the tropical garden could distract me if he failed to do so.
 
   “Okay, Fallon,” I sat on a bench next to a gurgling fountain and gestured for him to join me. “What did you need to speak to me about?”
 
   “I want to marry Samantha,” he looked like a man about to get his results from an HIV test.
 
   “Really?” I was thrilled. Fallon and Sam made a great couple. “Sweet.”
 
   “So you approve?” His face turned into a confused/hopeful combo.
 
   “Yeah,” I gave him my duh expression. “Obviously I like her, we're good friends.”
 
   “Yes but there's our differences.”
 
   “What?” I looked him over like I was considering things. “You mean cause you're black and she's white? Mixed race babies are the cutest. Don't let society dictate your life.”
 
   I couldn't hold my serious face in light of his outright shock. I started giggling and he slowly lost his dismay.
 
   “Tima,” he laughed a little. “This is serious. We will most likely face some harsh judgments.”
 
   “Not from me,” I held out my hand to him and he shook it. “Congratulations on being brave enough to choose love over acceptance. I'm proud of you and I will stand by you both. If she says yes, that is.”
 
   “Thank you, Tima,” he hugged me and I laughed.
 
   “Don't thank me yet,” I pulled back. “Cause now I'm going to tell you that your best course of action would be to ask for Fenrir's approval too. Maybe approach him like he's her father, cause he kinda is. Well, grandfather or great grandfather. I'm not really sure which generation she is. I never asked.”
 
   “Fourth,” he said immediately. “He's her great great grandfather.”
 
   “See,” I patted him on the back. “You've already shown that you really love her. Who else would care about something like that? Also, I'm so teasing Fenrir about being a double great grandfather. Great grandfather squared? Great to the power of two grandfather? Oh I'll think of something good.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   The emerald necklace was warm on my throat and my hand sought it automatically, playing with it as I listened to Samantha gush about Fallon's proposal. She was so happy and I was happy for both of them. A wedding would be just the thing to get everyone over all the recent drama, me especially. So why did I have this hollow ache in my chest?
 
   Then the emerald pulsed and my vision clouded over, filling with a pair of dragon eyes. I frowned as they stared at me, slitted pupils narrowing before being obliterated by a sheet of fire and then fading completely. I blinked and frowned. Why was the emerald still showing me Nidhogg? I understood why it had the first time but I'd already been to Niflheim and returned no worse for wear, so why the reminder? Was I going to have to go back? As much as I'd liked the dragon, I sincerely hoped not.
 
   Hel had made it clear that I wasn't welcome in her territory ever again and I had every intention on respecting her wishes. First of all because Niflheim is really fucking cold and I'm more of a tropical kind of person, though I do enjoy my a/c. Secondly because she scared me. A lot. She could turn people into trees, cold, barren, icy trees. No, I definitely didn't want to go back.
 
   Sighing, I decided to let go of the quandary for now. I'm sure all would be made clear to me later, probably while I was screaming. C'est Lavine, such was my life. I'd get a T-shirt made of the saying if I wasn't positive that no one would get the joke. It's bad enough when people mispronounce my first name, to have to explain that I was substituting my last name in place of la vie because it was funny, would just be irritating. So, no T-shirt, I focused instead on Sam.
 
   Her face was shiny, glowing. Her smile just wouldn't stop. She was stunningly beautiful in her joy and I should be thrilled to see her so. Instead, I had to stop myself from frowning, as I finally figured out what was bothering me.
 
   It was so stupid, as jealousy usually is. There would never be a wedding for me. No white dress, no bridesmaids, no cute little werewolf flower girl. My life wouldn't allow for it. It stung a bit to realize I really wanted all that. I wanted to walk down the aisle, beaming at the man I loved, and watch him smile back at me. I wanted to make a vow in front of all our friends and family, that I would love him for the rest of our lives. My heart was hurting with the want of it.
 
   Stupid, right? Just go ahead and call me an idiot. Truly, how dare I be jealous of Samantha, knowing full well that her happiness would come at a cost. They may lose their friends and family over this. It may cause a huge rift between the Froekn and the Intare. I really wasn't sure how either side was going to react. Also, it wasn't as if I had a shortage of men who loved me. There was absolutely no reason for me to be jealous.
 
   Too bad jealousy is a completely insane emotion and insanity doesn't play well with reason.
 
   “Show it to me again,” I smiled brightly at my friend as I tamped down my insanity.
 
   Sam held her hand out promptly, proudly displaying the huge, glittering diamond adorning the simple gold band on her ring finger. Princess cut and flawless to the naked eye, Fallon had done an amazing job picking out the ring. It was simple and classy, the square stone looking larger than the one carat it was supposed to be. It made her slender fingers look even more delicate and it threw shimmering rainbows all over the wrought iron table we were dining on.
 
   “It's so beautiful, Sam,” I took her hand and turned it so the stone caught the light and sent more sparkles about. “I hope you both will be very happy.” The next time I had them both in front of me, I was going to try and give them the blessing I'd given Teharon and Karni.
 
   “Thank you for giving him permission,” she turned her hand in mine so she was holding onto me. “We couldn't do this without your support.”
 
   “Oh please,” I pulled my hand away awkwardly. “You know I love you both and you know I don't rule my lions like Fenrir does the wolves. The boys can marry whomever they choose, it has nothing to do with me.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess I knew that,” she smiled grimly, “but sometimes people change when they're actually faced with a huge decision.”
 
   “It wasn't my decision,” I said softly.
 
   “Deciding that it's not your choice is still a decision, Rouva,” her eyes were intense, reminding me of my position not just with the lions but with the wolves. “What's even more amazing is that your decision caused Fenrir to choose the same.”
 
   “I'm sure it had nothing to do with me.”
 
   “His Rouva not only gives her consent but declares it to not be her choice at all?” Sam raised an eyebrow. “How could Fenrir not be influenced? He ran the risk of offending you if he didn't give his approval.”
 
   “It's okay for him to offend me,” I huffed. “It's not like I'd end our relationship over a decision I didn't agree with.”
 
   “But you would be angry with him,” she prompted. “Fenrir warned Fallon that our marriage would shock the entire Froekn family and may cause some violent reactions.”
 
   “Then why did he agree?”
 
   “I told you already, Rouva,” she sighed. “You. He said if you had not stood between us, he would support your decision and allow it as well. He trusts you and I think he believes that you're bringing necessary change.”
 
   “Change yes,” I frowned, “but necessary? I'm not sure. It's an American trait to think that your way is the correct way, the only way. Do I think you two should be allowed to marry? Of course but do I think the Froekn culture should change because of it? I just don't know.”
 
   “So what are you saying?” She was starting to look worried.
 
   “I'm saying that I support your decision,” I smiled grimly, “but I also support the right of the rest of the Froekn to choose their own path. Change can come quickly but acceptance takes more time. The wolves have had this kind of isolation for so long, it can be hard to adapt and I don't think they should completely. I think a happy medium needs to be found, where they retain their culture while being open to being a part of others.”
 
   “Why do you keep referring to the Froekn as they?” She frowned. “You're a part of us.”
 
   “Yes, I am,” I sighed, “now. I wasn't raised the way you were though. I have no claim to your culture and I think it would be arrogant and dictatorial of me to force my views on the Froekn. I don't judge you as they may because my way of thinking is completely different and I refuse to judge them for whatever their response may be, for the same reason.”
 
   “So we're on our own,” her shoulders sagged.
 
   “No,” I hit her sagging shoulder. “I told you I'm with you. I will stand up for you and do everything I can to ensure your safety but I'm not going to use you two as poster children for the way the Froekn should be. You will hopefully be an accepted exception to the norm and if another Froekn decides they want to marry outside the wolves, then you will know that you've paved the way for them.”
 
   “But they probably won't,” she chewed at her lip.
 
   “Probably not, from what I know of the family... our family,” I chuckled. “You've probably got a lot of tussles to look forward to and Fallon will probably have to fend off a few wolf attacks as well but I really don't think they'll try to do serious damage to either of you. I think it'll be akin to joining a fraternity and getting hazed, just with more teeth and claws.”
 
   “You're probably right,” her face was settling into grim but determined lines.
 
   “Fallon can handle himself,” I mused and looked her over. “I'm pretty sure you can too.”
 
   “Vervain,” she growled.
 
   “Oh, now I'm Vervain,” I laughed and she huffed. “Don't stress about this, enjoy your happiness but be prepared for the fallout.”
 
   “We will,” she sat back and took a sip of her wine. “Just one more thing... Rouva.”
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   “Will you be my maid of honor?”
 
   “I think I can handle that.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   There was a party in full swing when I finally made it back to Pride Palace. Loud music, pizza boxes, and drunk lions filled the common room. Fallon was in the middle of it all, looking smugly satisfied as he took a drink from his beer. I shook my head as I surveyed the Intare.
 
   “Having fun?” I called and the music instantly went down a few notches, replaced with slurred salutations. “I guess you've all heard the happy news. I wanted to address this when you all were alert but it looks like I'm going to have to be the one to sober you all up.”
 
   “Why?” Fallon got to his feet, steady and ready. “What's happened? Samantha...”
 
   “Is fine,” I waved him back down and he fell into his chair with relief. “Happier than I've ever seen her. What we need to talk about are the possible reactions Fallon is going to experience.”
 
   “Those wolves try anything and I'll...” Adrian swayed to his feet.
 
   “You'll sit the fuck down,” I growled and he sat, looking shocked, as most of the Intare suddenly did.
 
   “You've all forgotten something very important,” I walked further into the room, kicking empty pizza boxes out of my way as I went. “The Froekn are my family too. They're Samantha's family and so will be Fallon's family and by extension, all of yours as well.”
 
   I let that sink in a bit before I continued.
 
   “If this marriage is going to work,” I eyed my rowdy boys, “all of you will have to remember that and make an effort to act accordingly.”
 
   “What's that supposed to mean?” Lucian said from Fallon's left.
 
   “It means, that if Fallon has trouble with some Froekn, you let him deal with it.” I glared at their suddenly sullen faces. “No retribution unless I okay it. They're probably going to give him a hard time but I doubt it will be more than Fallon can handle. You have to allow him to show them that he can handle it, that he's strong enough to be part of their family.”
 
   “Of course he's strong,” Darius gave me a smirk, “he's Intare.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I held up my hands when they all started cheering to the wonderfulness of themselves. “We are lions, hear us roar. I get it but here's the thing: they don't. The Froekn have been assassins for years and before that, they were hunted. The wolves are bad-ass and they know it. You guys may be able to turn into lions but so what? You're not trained fighters, you haven't killed for a living. You are not the same.”
 
   “Well shite, Tima,” Jared's Irish accent turned the curse into something foreign. “I never thought I'd hear you tell us we're not as good as someone else.”
 
   “You can't be the best at everything,” I shrugged. “I love you all but one thing I've learned from my years of fighting gods, is that you have to know yourself. You have to know your limits, your capabilities, and what you're willing to stress either for. You are all amazing men and strong lions but Fallon's marriage is about to bind him to people whose lives have been, for the most part, about killing.”
 
   “You're bound to one of them,” Adrian pointed out. “Why is it any different.”
 
   “You know why,” I raised my brow at him and he looked away submissively. “I was bound to Trevor without my knowledge, with no premeditation. Also, the little fact that he's their Prince changes things too but you forget, or maybe all of you don't know this, I had to fight to be Trevor's mate.”
 
   A chorus of confusion greeted that statement.
 
   “That she did,” Trevor came into the room, followed closely by Kirill. “TryggulfR, UnnúlfR, and then Fenrir himself.”
 
   “Yeah and let me tell you,” I said after I smiled at Trevor, “they were all trying really hard to kill me.”
 
   “The only reason you're not facing the same test,” Trevor came up and kissed my cheek before looking back at Fallon, “is because of Vervain. Dad knows she wouldn't stand for it or you'd already be in the arena.”
 
   “Pit,” I corrected.
 
   “It's a fighting arena,” he frowned at me.
 
   “It's a big pit with a tunnel at both ends,” I raised a brow. “Loki has a fighting arena, you guys have a fighting pit. Just accept the truth and move on.”
 
   “Fine,” he growled and turned back to my lions. “Many of the Froekn are upset that Fallon will not be tested. They may see fit to test you on their own. It may have been better to have you fight in the... pit.”
 
   “Yeah, at least then it would be done with,” I nodded in agreement.
 
   “Then set it up,” Fallon waved his hand like he was talking about a picnic.
 
   “Truly?” Trevor narrowed his gaze on him. “You understand that you'll be facing three opponents, one after the other, all by yourself?”
 
   “If it'll keep the peace,” Fallon shrugged, “I'm all for it. Like you said, better to get it done with.”
 
   “I think it may be good for both the Froekn and the Intare,” Trevor mused.
 
   “One condition,” I held up a hand, “it's not to the death. A death on either side may turn this into war, which is the opposite of what I want.”
 
   “I'll talk to Dad,” he turned to go and I grabbed his arm.
 
   “We'll talk to him,” I gave a quick glance to the Intare while we walked out. “Try not to tear down the palace while we're gone.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Fenrir's tracing room hadn't changed. It still looked like Mozart's sitting room. If Mozart had a thing for wolves. 
 
   The wallpaper was gilded, along with the delicate furniture and every other wooden curlicue they could put a brush to, and there was a huge glass display cabinet filled with wolf statues of every kind you can imagine. There was even a piano in a corner, or more precisely, a fortepiano. It was old and delicate like everything else in the room.  
 
   We left the room quickly though, so I didn't have a lot of time to peruse all the collectibles. Down a few corridors and through a door, we found Fenrir, sitting on a massive, fur-covered couch with a portable DVD player on his lap. He was so intent on whatever he was watching, he didn't hear us walk in.
 
   “Father?” Trevor frowned at the strange display.
 
   Fenrir jumped guiltily and looked over at us with wide eyes. “Trevor, Vervain,” he put the player to the side and stood to greet us.
 
   “Whatchu doin?” I said in a teasing tone.
 
   “Ty bought me this device which I can use to watch movies that are stored on these discs,” he held up a box set of DVDs.
 
   “Rome, season one,” I read the title. “Great show, I was sorry it was canceled after the second season.”
 
   “Canceled?” Fenrir looked anxious.
 
   “Yeah they stopped making it,” I shrugged. “I love that guy Titus Pullo, he's my favorite but then I think Ray Stevenson, the actor who plays him, is hot.”
 
   “You like the big warriors, eh?” Fenrir waggled an eyebrow at me.
 
   “Yeah, they're alright,” I smiled back and smiled wider when I finally got a good look at his T-shirt, which announced: Dances with Werewolves. “I like your shirt.”
 
   “Oh,” he smiled and held it out straight. I think it was the first time I'd seen him in a T-shirt. “I like it as well. It was a gift from Samantha, in gratitude for giving my consent to her nuptials.”
 
   “What's this show about exactly?” Trevor walked over and picked up the player, frowning at the screen which was still playing the show and losing us a perfect opportunity to bring up Sam and Fallon.
 
   “Um,” I glanced at Fenrir and then back to Trevor, “Rome.”
 
   “Yes, I caught that,” Trevor grimaced and tossed the player to the couch.
 
   “Be careful with that,” Fenrir growled.
 
   “Got you hooked on movies, huh?” I laughed. Fenrir hadn't even seen a TV until he came over to my house for a visit.
 
   “Yes,” he waved us over to the couch and we all took seats. “They are very entertaining and now that there's less to do, I have free time to fill.”
 
   “Less people to kill, you mean?” I laughed. “Don't worry, I have enemies popping up daily, you can help me kill them.”
 
   “Really?” Fenrir's face was absurdly hopeful.
 
   “Sure, anytime,” I shrugged. “Have at it.”
 
   “Excellent,” he had a new gleam in his eyes. “I've still been unable to locate Demeter. It's been years since I've had this much trouble hunting someone.”
 
   “I'm sure Demeter will surface on her own,” I grimaced. I wasn't looking forward to dealing with Persephone's wayward mother again. I'd prefer it if she just stayed missing. “But we're here to talk to you about a different fight.”
 
   “A new fight?” Fenrir sat up straighter. “For me?”
 
   “Hopefully not,” I frowned. Fallon wouldn't stand a chance against Fenrir. “Fallon has offered to undergo a test like I did, to prove his worth to the Froekn.”
 
   “The boy offered, eh?” Fenrir's eyebrow went up. “Maybe Samantha hasn't made such a bad choice after all.”
 
   “Fallon's a good man. He stood by me from the beginning and I'm sure he'll show Samantha the same kind of loyalty.”
 
   “You don't have to sell him to me,” Fenrir held up a hand. “I've already agreed to the match. He showed enough balls to come speak to me by himself. That in itself says a lot.”
 
   “I know but I've been told your acceptance hinged on my approval,” I leaned forward. “I love you, you must know that. We have a bond that's different from the one I share with Trevor but it's still about love. I would never turn on you because you saw things differently and I want you to know that I honor the Froekn and hold their beliefs in high regard.”
 
   “I guess I do know that,” Fenrir smiled gently, “but it's good to hear. Everything is so different now. It's unsettling but simultaneously exciting. The Froekn seem happier, more comfortable around me, and more relaxed in general. You've brought a new energy to our family and I want that to continue. I don't want to lose you to the lions.”
 
   “That won't happen,” I took his hand and squeezed. “I have both lion and wolf inside me and if they can get along in such close quarters, I don't see why the Froekn and the Intare can't form some kind of alliance as well.”
 
   “We're already connected through you,” Trevor leaned into the conversation. “This marriage will only strengthen the bond.”
 
   “If we do it properly,” I agreed.
 
   “I have no problem welcoming more fighters into the family,” Fenrir nodded thoughtfully as he let go of my hand. “I think if Fallon can prove himself in the arena, he'll be able to win the approval of the rest of the Froekn as well.”
 
   “Just one condition,” I added. “No killing. If Fallon dies, it could start a feud and I'd like to avoid that.”
 
   “I think I can get the wolves to limit themselves to beating him soundly,” Fenrir chuckled.
 
   “See,” I pointed at his smiling face, “that's the look I love. I don't want you to give that up and I don't want the Froekn to lose any of their culture with these changes I've been inspiring.”
 
   “That's good to hear,” Fenrir sat back with a look of satisfaction, “because there are some things we Froekn just can't change.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   What a difference perspective could make. There I was, back at the Froekn fighting pit, but I was seated dead center, high above where the fighting would take place, in my Rouva throne. I felt like a Roman Princess waiting to watch a gladiatorial event. Except I doubt that a Roman Princess would have a knotted stomach over the fates of the gladiators.
 
   Admittedly, the view was much better from above than below, and I was pretty damn comfortable in the plush throne. With wine close at hand along with a tray of nibblies, it was positively hedonistic. Unfortunately, my comfort was tempered by Samantha's worried expression and her restless hands, which seemed unable to stop wringing the fabric of her dress. She was seated beside me in a position of honor since it was her man who was about to be down in that pit.
 
   “He'll be fine,” I handed her a glass of wine. “You know this is the best way.”
 
   “I know,” she nodded, “and I'm so proud of him but I've never loved anyone like this and I can't stop thinking that maybe it's too good to be true. Chances are that something is going to fuck up my happiness.”
 
   “Actually,” I smiled wryly, thinking that there was a reason we were friends. We both had a tendency to be horrible pessimists. “I'd say the chances are fairly good that Fallon will get his ass handed to him, heal quickly, be accepted into the Froekn, and that the two of you will live happily ever after. A god damn furry fairytale.”
 
   “You have your own furry fairytale going on,” she looked at me sharply. Damn it, had some of my jealousy leaked out in my voice?
 
   “I know and I'm thankful for the men in my life,” I raised my glass. “To magic men, may they never loose their power over us.”
 
   “And may we never loose our power over them,” she grinned and clinked my glass.
 
   “Here, here,” I agreed before I drank deep.
 
   What was my problem anyway? I bit my lip as I looked down into the empty pit. The grooves clawed into the floor by centuries of fighting looked like mere scratches from where I sat. Their implied menace was softened by distance. It became a background to my swirling thoughts instead of a manipulator of them. In fact, my thoughts were more focused on what would happen after the fight. Fallon's entry to the Froekn, his wedding to Samantha.
 
   I was brooding again, over things I'd never have, and it was so unlike me. I tried not to focus on the impossible. It's better to think about what is possible. My brain was refusing to cooperate with the program though and all I could think about was how I'd missed my chance with Trevor. He'd proposed and I'd said no. Logically, it was fortuitous that we hadn't married. If I'd been married to Trevor, I couldn't have formed a relationship with any of my other lovers and that would have had serious repercussions. No, my life was exactly where is was meant to be and some silly, childish idea of a wedding and marriage to just one man, was holding me back from enjoying the happiness I had.
 
   Marriage to one man. Hold the presses. Why couldn't I marry one or even all of them? Mormons did it all the time. It's not like we'd have to register with the state or anything. It would just be for us, between us, vows made because we loved each other and wanted to show our commitment. I could have my white wedding on my own terms.
 
   I sat up straighter, supremely satisfied in my new possible future. It didn't have to happen anytime soon. Maybe it would never happen but the thought that it could if we wanted it to, made a huge difference. I looked over to where Kirill stood, guarding the entrance to our balcony, and smiled. He gave me a wary smile back and I laughed a little. What would it be like to walk up the aisle toward him? Or to Trevor, Odin, or even my angel. Imagine that. The wedding march playing as I glided gracefully, okay carefully walked as I tried not to trip, through the pews of a huge church while the Angel of Death waited with folded black wings at the altar. We could even invite Jesus. Hell, he could perform the ceremony.
 
   I took another sip of my wine before I lost it and started giggling. Highly inappropriate given the circumstances. Then Trevor and Fenrir came over and took their seats, followed by UnnúlfR and Ty. UnnúlfR was surprisingly polite to Samantha. They'd dated and it had ended badly. When Sam started playing the field again, with a human no less, UnnúlfR had a fit. To see him patting her shoulder sympathetically threw me for a loop.
 
   “What's up with that?” I whispered to Trevor as he took a seat between me and Samantha. I nodded my head toward UnnúlfR, who was leaning in to whisper something to Sam.
 
   “I know,” Trevor shrugged. “He's been different ever since the battle with Andrasta.”
 
   “Ah,” I nodded. Suddenly it made sense. 
 
   Andrasta was UnnúlfR's ex and talk about ending it badly, she had betrayed him and the entire Froekn to another god who was hunting them like animals. Then the bitch had the nerve to show up, fighting beside our enemies. UnnúlfR swears he killed her but I wasn't convinced. There wasn't a body, she just kind of fell back and disappeared into a dark fog. Typical goddess. Suffice it to say, UnnúlfR was distraught. 
 
   Fenrir stood and everyone quieted. I saw Fallon enter the pit, looking fit and ready in a pair of old sweatpants. I wasn't surprised. He'd lose those pants as soon as he shifted. The Froekn knew it too and I could feel a thread of excitement weave its way through the crowd. The last fight they'd seen was with me and I didn't have the ability to shift back then. I'd appealed to them a little with the use of my wolverine gloves but I knew it wasn't the same as seeing someone shift.
 
   I began to really consider Fallon's chances of winning the fight, as Fenrir addressed the Froekn. Part of me heard Fenrir's speech about the reason for the fight and how it would not be to the death, how they were testing the worth of a potential mate but that this person was already practically family and the Froekn did not kill their own. The other part of me was weighing the options, literally. 
 
   An adult lion can weigh anywhere from 450 to 600 pounds. Having seen Fallon in lion form, I knew he was closer to the high end of that scale. I didn't know which of the Froekn he'd be fighting exactly but I did know that the largest wolf ever found was around 165 pounds, your average wolf weighed in around a mere 100 pounds. I may have told the boys that they were nothing against trained fighters but there was something to be said for brute strength and mass.
 
   I heard the howling and knew I'd missed Fenrir's shout to begin. Below us, Fallon shifted into a massive lion and the Froekn howled even louder. Then his opponent came into view and my hopes for him were dampened. Of course, I'd forgotten about the werewolf half-form. Fallon was fighting a Froekn in werewolf form, half man/half wolf. The Froekn stood close to seven feet tall, with muscles bulging beneath thick fur. Impressive, even without the monster movie claws and teeth. All Fallon had was what a natural lion was gifted with.
 
   Neither fighter hesitated though. The werewolf ran forward as Fallon made a beautiful leap for his opponent's neck. Claws met fur, teeth found flesh, and I couldn't tell who had the upper hand. Even after they pulled back and I could take in the gaping wounds, I wasn't sure who had taken worse blows. They circled each other and leapt again, growls and blood breaking free even as they retained a hold on each other.
 
   It seemed to go on forever and I was faced with a horrible epiphany. This is what Thor had gone through, what Trevor and all of my friends had to feel every time they sat on the sidelines and watched me fight. Or even worse, when they sat at home, wondering and waiting, without anything to do to bring me back. I'd always thought I had it worst, that no matter how frustrating the wait could be, at least they didn't have to go through the fight, or be tortured. They didn't have to feel the pain. 
 
   Sitting there, watching Fallon fight, my opinion was beginning to change. It's hard to be the one down there in the pit, facing down death. Hard to be chained to a wall, getting whipped, or on a table, mere meat for an empty belly, but at least in the pit or even in chains, you're there in the middle of it. You can affect your future, you have the chance to act. To sit and watch helplessly is its own kind of hell.
 
   I stood up and went to Samantha, taking her hand and giving it an encouraging squeeze. She gave me a quick grateful glance before returning her attention to the fight. I didn't envy her then. Even though we knew Fallon wouldn't be killed on purpose, there was always the possibility of an accident when the fighting was so violent. Her hand twitched in mine as Fallon took a particularly vicious blow.
 
   Then the Froekn went flying, hitting the ground with a thud and staying there. Fallon had won. My jaw went slack and Samantha's hand fell from mine. Cheering and howling filled the air as Fallon shifted back to human form, healing all his wounds in the process. Well at least he had that. He'd go into the next fight whole, if not fully rested. I had to carry my wounds into each progressive battle when I'd been down there.
 
   Before Fallon could celebrate his win, the downed Froekn was carried from the pit and a new opponent walked out. This time he was in human form, so I was able to recognize the wolf. It was Jace, a bartender at Moonshine. It hit me double then. After seeing what Fallon was capable of, I was worried for both of them. Fallon was like my brother, I was tied to him and felt responsible for him but Jace was family too.
 
   They both shifted, Jace taking full wolf form, and they started circling each other. Fallon padded quietly around but Jace was growling, snarling, baring his teeth in aggression. Fallon looked huge next to the wolf and I really thought there would be no contest if Jace continued in wolf form. Fallon charged him suddenly but when he got to where Jace had been standing, Jace was gone, leaping across the pit in seconds.
 
   The entire Froekn family was on their feet, watching avidly as Jace sprang about the pit, nipping at Fallon as if testing his reach. Fallon finally got tired of this and reached out a paw, catching Jace mid-leap. Jace gave a shrill whimper and hit the ground, going limp. I knew, as soon as Fallon started heading toward the fallen wolf, that it was a ploy. Froekn just didn't go down that easily. I almost shouted a warning but I knew it wasn't fair to either of the men and so I kept my mouth shut.
 
   It was hard though, watching Fallon creep up and nudge Jace, knowing that at any moment Jace would turn the tables on him. I shouldn't have underestimated Fallon though. When Jace did finally leap up and go for Fallon with teeth bared, Fallon did something completely un-lion-like and head-butted Jace. 
 
   The smaller animal fell back, stunned. Fallon went in for the advantage, placing one heavy paw on Jace's body and one on his throat. A small whimper from Jace seemed to indicate to the rest of the Froekn that he was bowing out.
 
   Fallon lifted his weight and Jace got up sprightly and shifted back into a very naked man. Not to be outdone, Fallon shifted into glorious nudity as well and the men shook hands with huge grins. I shook my head and looked down at Samantha as if she might be able to explain it. She just huffed and shook her head back at me. I gripped her shoulder once in sympathy and headed back to my seat. Sam should be able to deal with the last fight without the hand holding.
 
   I sat back with a sigh. Maybe we'd actually make it through this trial with everyone in one piece. Down below, a final opponent was entering the pit. I jerked up straight, my jaw dropping before I looked around me to be certain. Sure enough, UnnúlfR was gone. Because he was down in the pit in werewolf form. The only reason I even identified him was because I'd fought him myself.
 
   “Fenrir,” I turned to him but he held up a hand to stop my tirade.
 
   “He's well within his rights. Plus, if your lion can beat or even get close to beating UnnúlfR, he's assured a place in the Froekn. Let the boys duke out their issues. It'll be good for them.”
 
   “If you say so,” I turned back to watch, immediately cringing when the first thing I saw was Fallon's large lion head being flung to the side with the force of UnnúlfR's blow. Fallon shook it off and roared, sending a vibration through the air and silencing the howling wolves.  
 
   UnnúlfR growled back and dove toward my lion. He got a good swipe to Fallon's side but Fallon twisted and bit into UnnúlfR's arm deep enough to leave it hanging useless. Any other fighter may have tapped out at that point but not UnnúlfR. Oh no, he did a somersault and landed on Fallon's back. His one good arm went around Fallon's neck, strangling him till he fainted. 
 
   UnnúlfR had won.
 
   My stomach sank but contrary to my disappointment, the Froekn were cheering wildly and even Sam was smiling. Within a few minutes, Fallon was stumbling to his feet as a man and UnnúlfR was back in human form helping him up. The men shook hands and headed out of the pit together, like close friends. I huffed a laugh and looked over at a smiling Fenrir.
 
   “I told you,” he shrugged. “Sometimes boys just need to be boys.”
 
   “Or lions and wolves,” I smirked.
 
   “Indeed,” he laughed and got up to help me out of my chair and direct the frolicking Froekn toward the awaiting feast.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The Froekn welcomed Fallon as vivaciously as they had welcomed me after I'd won my trials. It hadn't mattered that he'd lost the last one. In fact, losing the last fight had given UnnúlfR satisfaction for his wounded pride over Samantha while allowing the Froekn to keep their own pride in their fighting abilities. By winning the first two fights, Fallon had proved himself to be a valuable asset but one which wasn't a threat to the Froekn royalty. It was perfect. 
 
   Too perfect. 
 
   I looked over at Fallon suspiciously and he gave me a knowing grin. I shook my head and raised my glass to salute him. I should have known he'd handle the situation perfectly. He'd been an officer, in charge of his own army, under the notorious Shaka Zulu. Nyavirezi had taken him at the height of their success and soon after his removal, Shaka was killed by his brothers and all of his hard work for Zulu independence was destroyed. It made me wonder how far Shaka would have gotten had Fallon not been taken from him.
 
   Fallon's original name had been Bhekifa Lungani. He told me it meant something like One who guards the treasure while promoting goodness and kindness among others. I told him that was a lot to say in two little words. His lion brothers had shortened it even further, to Fallon, basically the middle portion of his names put together, and he'd accepted the new name as part of his new life. Fallon was like that, accepting things and moving on easily. 
 
   It took quite awhile for him to open up to me about his past and I don't think it was him being secretive as much as the way he viewed his past as being done and not something for him to dwell on. I liked that about him and seeing him celebrating with the Froekn, embracing his new future, made me like it even more. I admired him greatly in that moment.
 
   The Froekn did too. The wolves didn't need to know Fallon's past to admire him. His nature had been exposed to them in very basic ways, speaking the language of beasts and soldiers. The language of hunters. He had shown them strength first, then agility, cunning, and finally sacrifice. It was a little mind-boggling in its simplicity. The strategy of winning the war by losing a battle. He'd proved to the Froekn that not only was he a skilled fighter and a capable strategist, but he was humble enough to allow another warrior to shine. Of course, maybe I was reading too much into it. Maybe he had simply been the lesser fighter. 
 
   A booming laugh brought my attention back to where Fallon was sitting. It was UnnúlfR, patting his new relation on the back while he joked with him. Fallon caught my eye again, gave me that same shit-eating grin, and then had the audacity to wink at me. Nope, definitely not misreading it. He'd known exactly what he was doing and was happily reaping the benefits of his careful planning. The cheeky bastard.
 
   I went back to my meal with improved gusto, Fenrir a warm presence on my right, and Kirill a steady calm on my left. Trevor was seated on Fenrir's right, his place of honor as the First-Born. Usually UnnúlfR would be next to Trevor and Ty would sit next to me but UnnúlfR was hanging out with his new best friend at one of the lower tables, so Ty was beside Trevor and I got to have my Ganza beside me.
 
   It was a fabulous feast followed by hours of dancing, as usual. So it was late when I finally gave up the fight and decided to head home but Trevor looked like he was still having a good time. I didn't want to cut into his family time, so I told him I'd head back to Pride Palace with Kirill and he could come home whenever he was ready. He smiled gratefully at me, giving me a quick kiss before going back to his conversation with his father.
 
   I took Kirill's hand and we walked along the wall, toward the door, pausing to make our goodbyes along the way. I was so happy to see the results of my two families starting to become one, that by the time we made it to the tracing room, I'd become inspired to try something adventurous myself.
 
   “I think I want to try to trace the Aether alone,” I said to Kirill.
 
   “Tima,” he shook his head, his eyes filled with concern.
 
   “It'll be okay,” I patted his arm. “I'm a goddess now. I should be able to handle it easily. I've just been letting my fear hold me back.”
 
   “Sometimes fear is simply prudence in disguise,” he looked so serious but that was par for the course with Kirill.
 
   “I need to be able to do this,” I countered. “What happens if someone grabs me again and I'm able to free myself but can't trace away? I need to be able to trace anywhere on my own.”
 
   “You know how to trace home.”
 
   “Yes but home is Pride Palace now.”
 
   “You know how to trace zere as vell.”
 
   “Only from the Human Realm, I can't go from one god territory to another without help. If I could, I would have left Duat and gone straight to Pride Palace, being that much safer, that much faster but instead, I had to go home first and risk Anubis calling me back.”
 
   “No matter,” he made a slashing motion with his hand. “If you can get to home in Kaneohe, ve can come for you zere. You have no need for tracing to Palace.”
 
   “Kirill,” I sighed, “you know this is for the best. Let me try.”
 
   “And if you fail?” His chest was rising and falling rapidly and I almost gave in just to stop his fear. “Zen vat? Vere vill ve look for you? You vill be lost in Aether. Forever!”
 
   A zing of fear shot through me but I quashed it down. “I need to do this. I know I can and I'm not going to hold myself back from it anymore. All the Atlanteans had to face this at some point. You had to face this. I can face it too.”
 
   “You don't have to do zis,” he took my hand and rubbed his thumb over my palm in soothing circles.
 
   “Stop it,” I pulled away from him. “I love you and I'm sorry to cause you anxiety but I've made my decision.”
 
   “Vervain,” he whispered and jerked me against his chest. His mouth covered mine, searing me with a violent kiss made up of not only lips and tongue but teeth as well. I was bruised, a faint taste of blood in my mouth, when he finally pulled away. “Go, zen,” he pushed me toward the tracing point.
 
   I stared at him hard, taking in his heaving chest, the disarray of his usually smooth hair, and his flashing eyes. He was so beautiful. I wanted to take that picture with me, in case he was right and I never made it out of the Aether. At least I would have one vibrant memory to hold onto. Then I turned away and focused on the task.
 
   I knew the most important thing in tracing was focus and tracing wasn't something new for me. I'd faced this very same fear when I traced using a chant for the first time. I was merely graduating to a new level, tracing without the use of a directional chant. It would be fine. I could do it, just as I'd done chant tracing before, even though humans hadn't traced in centuries. I'd already proven myself. All I had to do was take it one step further and I'd have unlimited freedom. I'd never have to rely on another god to carry me through the Aether again.
 
   Okay, focus on the Palace. Pride Palace, with its lofty ceilings, airy rooms, and safari feel. My beautiful inner courtyard and the wide surrounding plain. Home, it was home for the Intare and now, for me. I needed to go home. I focused on this and then stepped into the Aether.
 
   “Take me home,” I whispered.
 
   There was that confusing moment of becoming pure thought, of having my body shift to a different form of energy. Then I was flying, coasting through the currents of the Aether rapidly. I felt my body condense, become whole again, my lungs filling with crisp, clean air and my feet forming on solid ground. I had done it! I traced the Aether on my own. I knew it! I knew I could do it!
 
   I opened my eyes to a landscape completely foreign to me. A landscape foreign to anyone on Earth. Somehow, I knew that not only was I not in Pride Palace but I was no longer in the God Realm and I was most definitely not in the Human Realm. I stared at the massive trees around me, the trunks wider than my house back in Hawaii, and felt a jolt of terror slice through me. 
 
   They were just trees, massive trees, but trees nonetheless. It wasn't what they were that was so frightening. It was how they were. How they creaked liked they were speaking, little clicking and clacking noises adding cadence. How their roots shivered, giving the impression that they could reach for me if they so chose. How their trunks seemed to expand just slightly with breath before condensing again. These were not normal trees.
 
   Then there was the strange, vivid green foliage surrounding the base of the trees. Luckily, I was standing in some kind of clearing with a straight path leading out ahead of me. If I had arrived in the bushes, I might not have been so calm. Not only were they a bright, poisonous green, they shivered along with the trees, some particularly sharp looking stalks actually striking out at the air as if defending their territory. Behind and among them, I could feel the weight of stares focused on me.
 
   Then another movement caught my eye. Up ahead, high above me, a graceful form was floating down in a slow and controlled manner. When it got close enough, I was able to see that it was a man. Well, a man with wings. Beautiful, illogically thin, membranous, iridescent wings. He landed about four feet away from me without a sound. Bright orange eyes raked over me while his wings settled and he flicked a long, yellow (not blonde but yellow) braid over a shoulder, before pulling an even longer sword from a sheath at his side. He leveled the point of his blade at me and said something in a language I didn't recognize. 
 
   “Oh fuck,” I breathed. “What the hell did I do now?”
 
   “English?” He tilted his angular face, the tip of his sword lowering ever so slightly. “What are you? What House are you of and why do you speak the English?”
 
   “I speak the English because I'm from the America,” I frowned at him, “and I'm a human. What exactly are you and, if you don't mind, where are we?”
 
   “Human?” His sword fell to his side, thumping lightly on the grass, his jaw unhinging slightly. 
 
   Then he seemed to recover, sheathing his sword before stepping forward and looking me over from all angles. I mean all angles, he stalked around me in a circle, then got down on one knee and peered at me some more. He even sniffed my boots. He finally stood, a look of disbelief spreading over his vibrant features, and just kind of blinked at me for awhile. 
 
   “You are human.” He said some more things in that language I didn't know, they had the distinct tone of curse words. You can always tell when someone is swearing, no matter the language. Then he nodded decisively and grabbed my hand. “You will come with me.”
 
   “Whoa,” I held up my free hand, “you haven't answered me. What are you and where am I?”
 
   “I am Danal of the House of Air, knight of Faerie, and you are in the Forgetful Forest, of  Tir Nan Og, the Faerie Realm.” He pulled me against his chest, wrapping an arm securely about my waist before jumping into the air and spreading his wings. “The High King and Queen will want to see you.”
 
   “Look,” I shouted over my pounding heart, as I tried to not do any looking myself, mainly in the direction of the ground, “I'm not even sure how I got here but I just want to be on my way. I've got people who will be missing me. So maybe I should just go back to where you found me and try to trace the Aether again.”
 
   “You rode the Aether here?” The strangely colored eyes swiveled down to mine. “What kind of human rides the currents of thought? That is a road for fey or gods alone.”
 
   “I'm a goddess, technically.”
 
   “What is technically?”
 
   “Ah,” right, if he was fey, and it was hard to deny that he was talking pure truth, he wouldn't know any modern terms. I bit my lip as thoughts whizzed through my brain. How did I land in Faerie? What was I going to do to get home? What was it Thor had told me? Something about the fey withdrawing a long time ago and how no one wanted them back. Leave it to me to find them.
 
   “Yes?” Danal prompted.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” I gave an uneasy laugh. “I was born human and then made a goddess.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “I drank something,” I shrugged as much as one could while being carried through the air by a faerie.
 
   “Ah, of course,” he nodded like it had made perfect sense. “What is your name and talent?”
 
   “Talent?”
 
   “Your magic?”
 
   “Oh, right,” I laughed. “My name is Vervain and I'm a goddess of  love, lust, victory, war, and lions.”
 
   “Vervain? A very powerful name for a human or was this granted to you upon your ascension to goddesshood?”
 
   “No, it's mine,” I smiled, happy to find someone who understood my name. “I was a witch before I was a goddess.”
 
   “Ah, a wise woman,” he nodded again, as if I had impressed him. “And here we are.”
 
   I looked over my shoulder, expecting some Tolkein-esque, ethereal, elven castle, all white spires and stuff. It was a castle all right but that's where the similarity ended. We were still in the forest and the castle was made of the forest, it was a castle of trees. Not lumber, trees, and I'm not talking about some kind of Ewok village, with rope bridges in the branches. The trees were the castle, shaped into it. There were eight of them total, all grown together, widening into walls at their bases while splitting into towers at their tops. Seven formed a circle around the largest tree, which sat at the center and whose top formed into three separate towers adorned with scores of branches, all lush with leaves. 
 
   There were numerous windows in the trunks and even branches, through which light shone, giving it the appearance of a holiday monstrosity, and from the tops of several leafy towers, banners poked out even higher, waving in the breeze. We started descending toward an opening in one of the walls, some kind of gate with its doors flung wide, and I began to make out the figures of armored men walking the battlements formed of living trees. Some called out to us, raising hands in greeting, and Danal called back to them in their language.
 
   “Do not speak until we reach the High King and he gives you leave to do so,” he whispered to me as we landed.
 
   “Right, got it, no talking,” I mumbled as he let me go.
 
   He gave me a sharp look, probably trying to decide whether or not I was being sassy, and I gave him my innocent face. Big blinky eyes, blink, blink, blink. 
 
   He frowned and took my hand, wrapping it around his arm and leading me toward the gate as if I was some visiting dignitary. I was suddenly glad I'd worn a nice black dress, long sleeved but body skimming, with my high boots. At least I wasn't in fighting leathers or jeans. I was even more glad that I had my wolverine gloves on, along with the emerald pendant Odin had given me. This just might be the situation for which I needed them both.
 
   We passed through the gate and I couldn't help looking up to where the trunk of the tree formed seamless walls and a vaulted ceiling. It was amazing, like when you grew a fruit in a bottle and it conformed to that shape. Somehow, the faeries had made the tree grow to suit their needs. I reached out to touch the bark and immediately pulled my hand back when I realized that this tree, like the others I'd noticed earlier, seemed to be breathing.
 
   “Don't touch anything,” Danal whispered to me and pulled me along.
 
   “Why do the trees breathe?” I whispered back.
 
   “Because they're alive,” he looked at me like I was an imbecile. “They filter toxins through their roots and release clean air through their leaves.”
 
   “Yeah, our trees do that too but they don't move with each breath.”
 
   “Maybe you shouldn't speak at all,” he frowned at me, “even after King Cian gives you leave.”
 
   We emerged into a courtyard that seemed to flow around the central tree completely. It was sectioned off with gardens and orderly paths which were being walked by all sorts of interesting people. Hair colors were every shade of the rainbow and then some, competing not only with the beautiful clothing they wore but with the fantastical flowers and fruit growing everywhere. The air was scented with blossoms and ripe fruit, while the sound of conversations and music flowed as gracefully as the people themselves.
 
   Beneath it all was the sound of water on stone and I noticed several water features sprinkled about, ranging from pools to fountains. I watched as a head broke the surface of one of the pools, greenish-blue hair melting into the color of the water and liquid eyes staring at me intensely. I shivered and looked away. 
 
   A dog raced by and then stopped short, lifting its head and blasting a stream of fire from its nostrils. A brazier I hadn't noticed till then, lit up and the dog huffed once and ran away. I focused my attention back onto the trees.
 
   Each tree making up the outer wall seemed to be a castle unto itself, with mass amounts of faeries entering and exiting, going about the business of being fey I guess. There were also smaller creatures whose appearances were too numerous for me to focus on. They were mostly of darker skins, with misshapen or overly exaggerated features. A little scary but in light of everything else, they were minor disturbances for me. 
 
   A few faeries tried to stop Danal and speak to him but he said a few curt words and we kept walking. Soon we were at the base of the central tree. Here the roots formed steps leading up to a large doorway. We went up them and through the door, my sight blinded for a moment by the bright lights. 
 
   When I adjusted, I was able to see the plush carpet we were walking over and the detailed tapestries hung along the walls. We were heading down a large hallway, garnering quite a bit of attention from passerby, and above us floated glass orbs swirling with white lights.
 
   “Watch your step,” Danal hissed at me when I nearly tripped because I was staring up at the orbs.
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled and tried to focus on my feet.
 
   We went through several hallways, turning and twisting so much that it would be hopeless for me to try to find my own way out of there. That didn't help my growing unease at all. Then I spotted a cat. A beautiful, sleek, black cat with a white spot on its chest and bright green eyes. He was sitting in the middle of a doorway, looking perfectly at home in this strange world, as most cats do in any surrounding. I was so shocked to see something familiar, so happy to have found a piece of solid ground in an unstable world, that I let go of Danal's hand and approached the animal.
 
   “Hey, beautiful,” I called and crouched, holding out a hand to it. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Vervain, no,” Danal reached out for me and I automatically looked over my shoulder at him but his hand fell back before he made contact, and his eyes grew wide as they focused on something behind and above me.
 
   I turned around, catching the tail end of what must have been a shapeshift. The air still shimmered a bit and the body before me was a little hazy before it sharpened into being. I was left staring at a pair of leather-clad thighs where previously there had been only cat. I frowned, instantly knowing my mistake, as I lifted my head and looked up a wide chest into a ruggedly beautiful face. I gasped and shot to my feet.
 
   “Hey, to you as well,” he grinned widely at me, showing off pointed canines. “Beautiful English speaker. I reside here, a better question is, what are you doing here?”
 
   “I found her at The End of the Road, while I was on patrol.” Danal spoke, thankfully in English. “She came through the Aether and we are bound for the High King, so you'll do well to leave her be, Roarke.”
 
   “She spoke to me,” he shrugged and leaned back against the door frame. “Chivalrous law dictates that I respond.”
 
   “You have no chivalry,” Danal grabbed my hand and pulled me back to his side. “Now leave us be.”
 
   He turned and I went with him, walking faster now through the hallway. I chanced a glance over my shoulder and saw Roarke following us with an easy gait. He gave me a wink and a smirk and I couldn't help but smile back. I knew his type immediately and how appropriate for him to be a tom cat. He had player written all over him. I focused back on our path, remembering my earlier slip and not wanting to repeat it in front of an even larger audience.
 
   Finally, we came to a set of double doors, thrown open to welcome the throngs of faeries moving in and out of them. They parted like water to let us through, several giving Danal discreet bows or nods. Past the bodies, I glimpsed a huge room with an open ceiling ending in tree branches high above. Sunlight filtered down through the leaves but there were several of those floating globes to add further light to the room. Branches angled in at different levels, forming benches in the open air for the winged fey to make use of. There were quite a few up there, sitting on those benches as well as just hovering in mid-air as they spoke to seated companions.
 
   Looking up at them was a bit dizzying, so I returned my gaze to the ground level of the room. There, the furniture grew out of the floor, sleek and graceful but covered with luxurious pillows and padded seats. Nothing covered the walls. Instead, they were polished to an almost mirror-like sheen, reflecting the populace back upon itself until the room seemed limitless. The faces in that limitless crowd were alien, eyes a little too wide, noses too sharp, lips too generous. They stared at me like I was an insect they'd never seen before, repulsive but fascinating and possibly delicious.
 
   Yet they kept parting for us and we kept walking until we reached the far end of the room, where a dais rose up from the floor and formed two massive thrones. The throne on the left was sturdy and powerful, with thick branches laying side by side and then reaching from the throne's back toward the sky with a clawing tenacity. The second throne was more dainty. Paler branches twisted about each other in a sensuous dance, flowing into arm rests and then a fragile back topped with a fan of blossoming branches.
 
   In the first throne sat a man clothed in a blue velvet tunic and black leather pants. He had a sword slung casually on his hips and it rested easy beside him, even in the confines of the throne. He was pale but with a golden shimmer to his skin that was arresting and his hair was the palest, brightest white I'd ever seen. It almost hurt to look at him. The bright hair flowed over his shoulders and down into his lap, framing a powerful body and a face that was both harsh and kind. Sharp gold eyes took my measure as perfectly winged eyebrows rose.
 
   By his side, in the second throne, sat a woman with skin even paler than the man's. There was no shimmer to her skin but she didn't need it, her hair was her best accessory. It was deep, blood red but it shone like a jewel, each individual hair seeming to be faceted, sparkling in the light like a perfect gem. It flowed over the throne and down to the floor, to lie in a pool around her feet. Her eyes were as red as her hair and just as shiny. She looked on me with cunning, the look of a woman in power, a woman who has had to utilize wits instead of brawn. Her lips twisted up in a smile, almost as if she acknowledged my assessment and appreciated it.
 
   The King spoke but it was in the language I didn't understand. Danal replied and the gathered faerie gasped. That didn't seem like a good thing to me so I frowned up at him and the woman on the throne, who I assumed was the High Queen, laughed a little. The King looked over to her and she spoke softly to him before he returned his gaze to me and Danal. They spoke some more and I decided that for once in my life, I was going to keep my damn mouth shut. I looked over my shoulder and saw Roarke leering at me. Great.
 
   “Danal tells me,” the High King immediately caught my attention when he started speaking English, “that you traveled here from the Human Realm, through the Aether. How is it that you found Faerie?”
 
   “Honestly,” I shook my head, “I have no idea and it was from the God Realm, not the Human. I've only traced the Aether with directional chants before and I've never had any problems, so I thought I'd try my hand at just using my thoughts to direct my journey. I guess that didn't work out so well.”
 
   “Indeed,” the King's lips quirked once. “What were your thoughts focused on when you began your... trace? Is that what you call it?”
 
   “Yes, your majesty,” I frowned when everyone started twittering at my attempt at courtliness. “Your highness?” More laughter. “You most awesome High Kingliness? What am I supposed to call you?”
 
   The Queen was laughing in full force, one hand at her mouth and one at her eye, wiping away tears. The King gaped at me before he too started laughing. Everyone was laughing in fact, even Danal was shaking his head and smiling, everyone except me and that damn cat, who just kept smirking.
 
   “Oh, I had forgotten,” the King recovered first, “how much joy a human could bring to court.”
 
   “She is refreshing,” the Queen agreed.
 
   “You may call me High King or King Cian,” he smiled and it seemed warm and sincere. “Titles like Your Majesty and such are viewed as silly by the fey. We have no need for others to point out how majestic we are. The title of High King is good enough to convey your respect. Now tell me what you were focused on when you attempted your trace.”
 
   “Oh, right,” I thought back. “I was picturing my home in the God Realm and when I had it firmly in place, I put in my mind that I wanted to go home. I think I might have even said it. Then I found myself in your forest.”
 
   “Ah,” the King shared a look with his wife and she nodded knowingly back. “Yes, that was your mistake.”
 
   “Thinking about going home?”
 
   “Yes,” he looked me over closer, eyes narrowing until he found whatever it was he'd been looking for, and then he nodded. “We created the Aether. The Aether was our road between the worlds until the residents of Atlantis created the God Realm and used our Aether to attach it to the Human Realm. When we tired of the humans and their love of the gods, we retreated here and left the Aether to those same gods. We really had no need of it anymore.”
 
   “So when I asked it to take me home?” I was beginning to get the picture.
 
   “It did,” he waved his hands out to include the room. “I suspect you may have a little faerie blood in you. Enough that the path was recognized and the way opened to your request. So here you are, the first human we've seen since the path was closed, and within moments of our meeting you've already made myself and my entire court gay. How wonderful.”
 
   “I what?” I blinked wide-eyed at him before I realized what he meant. “Oh, you mean happy. Right, that word doesn't have the same meaning for us anymore.”
 
   “Which word is that?” He frowned at me.
 
   “Gay,” I cleared my throat and looked around me nervously. “Where I'm from, it's come to mean, uh, a person who is attracted to someone of the same sex.”
 
   “Pardon?” He sat forward a little in his throne. “As in a man who is a lover of other men?”
 
   “Yep,” I nodded and bit my lip. Why did I say that? I should've just let the gay comment go.
 
   “So when I said you made us all gay?” He started to chuckle.
 
   “Yeah, I thought it was a sexual reference.”
 
   And for the second time in about five minutes, I made the entire court gay.
 
   “Let's just move past this gay thing, okay?” I grimaced as they continued to laugh at me. “Great, next they're gonna offer me a job as the court jester.”
 
   “No, never,” the King wiped a stray tear away. “I'd never dress a beautiful woman up in such a silly costume.” The court laughed again, faeries were falling from the sky, holding their ribs from the pain of excessive laughter. It was a damn faerie circus. “Ah, now I've caught your levity. Let us resolve to be more sober. At least for a moment. Did you desire to return to your true home, small human?”
 
   “I'm a goddess too, you know,” I grimaced up at him.
 
   “Of course,” he stifled another laugh when I glared at him. “Yes, I'm told you rule love, lust, war, victory, and lions. Does this mean you can change your appearance into that of a lioness?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty much,” I shrugged. “I have a pride, the Intare, about eighty lions that I rule.”
 
   “Impressive, little lion lady,” the King nodded. “Would you show us your other form?”
 
   “What, now?” I looked around. So I was going to be entertainment one way or another. I guess if it got me on their good side and got me home, it was worth it. “Yeah, okay, but I'll need some new clothes when I'm done.”
 
   “Granted,” the King waved a hand and one of those little brown-skinned faeries ran off.
 
   “Fine,” I took off my boots and put them on the floor, then unstrapped my wolverine gloves and laid them on top of the boots. I hated the idea of ruining my dress but there was no way I was going to strip down to my undies in front of these yahoos. So I reached inside for my lioness and gave her free rein. 
 
   I felt the magic start twisting inside me, shimmering through my organs, my muscles, my blood, until it burst from my skin, taking my human body with it. The ground got closer but my stance felt sturdier, my body stronger, and the energy that flowed through me left me feeling triumphant, able to conquer anything. I was not just a woman of power, I was power. The feeling surged through me and out of my throat in a thunderous roar.
 
   The room was quiet in the aftermath of my triumphant exclamation. I looked around, taking in shocked expressions and reveling in the fear I noted in some, betrayed to me by scent and slight body language. Roarke was one of the few who actually stared at me in admiration, his eyes were lit up with a new excitement. Yeah, that's right little kitty, I'm a bigger cat than you.
 
   “You are more than we expected upon first meeting,” the King stood and descended the dais. 
 
   He walked around me, stopping when he reached my front again, and reached out a questioning hand. I nodded my assent and he stroked the fur around my face. It felt good, I can't help it, I was just a large cat when it came down to it and what cat doesn't like her face stroked?
 
   He gave me one last pet and then stepped back and reached a hand out toward someone on his right. The little, brown faerie came forward with a pile of clothes. The King gestured to Danal and the faerie gave the clothes to him. Then Danal picked up my discarded boots and gloves.
 
   “Danal will take you to a bedchamber you may make use of,” the King said as he went back to his throne. “Change and then attend us for dinner. We will discuss your situation further then.”
 
   I wanted to discuss things now, Kirill was probably going crazy while I entertained these faeries with shapeshifting, but it's never a good idea to piss off a King and I'd been doing so well up until then. My boys would just have to wait a little longer for my return. I'd do my best to return as soon as possible but I was in Faerie, I had to be more careful than I ever had before, and I wasn't good at being careful. So I nodded my big, leonine head and followed Danal from the room.
 
   It wasn't till I was well out of the throne room that I remembered the necklace. I hadn't removed it. It was still on my neck, it's chain elongated to accommodate the new girth. Well, I guess that's magic for you.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The bedchamber Danal led me to was as big as my house. It wasn't exactly round but it wasn't exactly square either. It was just kind of undecided, with long expanses of wall connected with gradual curves covered in twisting roots and vines. The ceiling was festooned with the vines that crept up those rounded edges, and the vines were riotously in bloom. Monstrous white flowers hung from above, seeming to glow in the light of the two floating orbs assigned to my room. The scent of the flowers was light and pleasant, a background instead of a demanding presence.
 
   Along one wall, a bed grew out of the floor, four small trees for posters, their branches flowing inwards to create a leafy canopy. The mattress was covered with shining pink silk and scattered with petals from the flowers that seemed to be everywhere. Large windows opened up to a view of the inner courtyard, no panes to hold out the sweet breeze, and I found myself wondering why the light orbs didn't float out and away.
 
   Other furniture included a vanity with a chair, a small desk, a wardrobe, and a large table surrounded by more chairs. They were all growing from the floor except for the chairs, which were actually carved pieces of separate wood. Around the bases of this living furniture, thick carpet flowed, following the curves of everything as if woven for them precisely. Tapestries covered the walls, except for where they curved, and sheer, pink, silk curtains were hung at the windows. It was a room for a faerie Princess and there I was, a huge lioness, padding my way in.
 
   “I'll give you a few minutes to change and freshen up,” Danal said as he laid the clothes on the bed. “The bathing area is through there,” he waved at a tapestry of a waterfall. How appropriate.
 
   I nodded my head at him and he left, his shimmering wings catching my kitty attention. Oh that was bad, I needed to change back immediately before I ate one of my hosts. I chuckled as I pictured my human body and remembered myself. The magic drew back inside as my human self emerged. I felt an itch as the fur receded and then a warming sensation as my limbs twisted and changed. I could suddenly think clearer, unhindered by animal instincts, and my vision returned to its normal height. I reached for the emerald at my neck, glancing into the mirror over the vanity on my right, and felt the warm pulse of it as it flashed once.
 
   I swallowed hard and let it go, wondering if I was going to finally find out what kind of magic was stored in its vibrant depths and if it would be at all helpful. I unfolded the pile of clothing Danal had brought in and then held it up. A stunning, floor-length gown of sapphire velvet was adorned with gold embroidery at the curved neckline and around each wide cuff. The skirt was split into four panels, which I found out when I slipped it over my head. They flared out when I moved, showing sheer panels of blue silk chiffon beneath and teasing with the potential glimpse of flesh. It molded to my waist immediately, no lacing required. 
 
   “Well ain't that handy,” I looked down at myself.
 
   I strapped my gloves back on and then my boots. The faeries had been nice so far but from all the stories I knew and from the reactions of my god friends to the mere mention of their name, I couldn't trust the pleasant façade. Deep down though, I had a feeling that the fey were just like any other race, there was good and bad in varying degrees of mixture in all of them. No one was fully good and no one purely evil, but the potential for both lay in the heart of all.
 
   A knock interrupted my thoughts and I went to open the door. Leaning against the frame, as if he were at home wherever he went, was Roarke. He grinned and pushed past me into the room, eying me as he went by.
 
   “By all means,” I grimaced at him, “come in.”
 
   “Shut the door, would you?” He stretched out on the bed, laying on his side with his head propped up on one arm. He idly picked up at flower petal and sniffed it before tossing it aside.
 
   “What exactly do you think you're going to get from me?” I asked as I shut the door.
 
   “Information,” he purred. “I just wanted to talk to you before everyone else got their claws into you.”
 
   “Uh huh,” I took a seat off to the side, a safe distance away from his claws. “Just so you know, I have four boyfriends and I don't need any more.”
 
   “Four?” He sat up in surprise. “You saucy wench. How do you manage four men? Are they all seeing other women?”
 
   “No, we're faithful to each other.”
 
   “So they're bisexual?”
 
   “No, I mean they're all faithful to me and I'm faithful to them,” I frowned at his raised brows.
 
   “How is it that you consider being with four men, being faithful?”
 
   “Because they all know about each other and I don't add any others to the mix,” I shrugged. “It's a lion thing. I need multiple lovers or I go a little crazy.”
 
   “Verily?” He leaned against one of the tree/posters. “How fascinating. I fail to see why a fifth would matter then. Especially if it's with someone in another realm who they shall never meet. They need not even know.”
 
   “Ah, and there's where the faithful part comes in,” I smirked. “I don't cheat on my men, Faerie Realm or not.”
 
   “And what if you can never get back to your men?” My face fell and he looked instantly contrite. “Most likely, the High King will be able to find a way to send you through. It just hasn't been done in years. I was trying to prepare you for the worst.”
 
   “I have to get back,” I thought of Kirill's face right before I left and my heart clenched. To never see him again? No. What had I been thinking to risk him, to risk all of them and what we had together? If I didn't get back, Trevor would die. “I'm bonded to a werewolf. He'll die without me. I have to get home.”
 
   “A werewolf,” he shook his head. “This just gets better and better. What are your other lovers? Oh let me guess... a vampire? Oh no, that's too obvious, hold on, hold on. Uh... a leprechaun? Oh wait, that's one of ours. I know... an angel!”
 
   “How the fuck did you know that?” I stood up, my eyes narrowing suspiciously on him.
 
   “Sweet nectar of lust,” he exclaimed as he sat up straight again. “You're fucking an angel? Truly?”
 
   “That was just a guess?” I eased back down but kept my narrowed gaze on him. “Truly?”
 
   “Yeah,” he huffed. “Damn, I am impressed. How did you get with an angel? Oh and which one? I've met a few of them, I may know him.”
 
   “It was through work,” I huffed a laugh, “and his name's Azrael.”
 
   “The death angel?” He ran a hand through his short, black hair, so similar to Azrael's. “Now that one I've never had the pleasure of meeting. Kind of a loner if I remember right.”
 
   “It's because of his job,” I said defensively.
 
   “Alright,” he held up a hand, “don't get all twisty. I was just sharing what I knew.”
 
   “Yeah, okay,” I sat back, relaxing a bit. Then another knock drew both of our attentions but before I could get up to answer, Danal strode in.
 
   “Vervain,” he started but stopped when he saw Roarke. “What is he doing here?”
 
   “We're just talking,” Roarke got to his feet with fluid grace, “and I'm just leaving.”
 
   “Yes, you most certainly are,” Danal followed him out, slammed the door behind him, and then swung around to face me. “He is not fit company for a lady. Do not let his pleasant face seduce you.”
 
   “I wasn't,” I laughed. “Don't worry Danal, I'm not interested in Roarke and I'm not planning on being here long enough to worry about anyone's interest.”
 
   “Well,” he frowned, “okay then.”
 
   “You came to escort me to dinner?”
 
   “Yes, exactly.”
 
   “Okay but before we go, I have a couple of questions.”
 
   “I'll try my best to answer them,” he took a seat in one of the other spindly chairs.
 
   “I've heard that I shouldn't eat or drink anything here,” I grimaced, “and I probably shouldn't trust anything you say to me about it, if the stories are true.”
 
   “You're a goddess,” he frowned. “You should know all about the stories humans come up with and how they're only based loosely on truth.”
 
   “Yeah, I do but I'm wondering, in the case of faeries, which part is the truth.”
 
   “Let's think about this rationally,” he pursed his lips before continuing. “If we wanted to bespell you with food or drink, we'd have to place an enchantment over your food and your food alone, which I admit has been done in the past to keep favored mortals in Faerie, but to do that now, to you, we'd have to know which food you would choose to eat at the banquet. A task that is tremendously difficult and for a result that may not be to our liking.”
 
   “So you're saying you don't know if anyone wants to keep me here, much less would want to put the effort into keeping me here against my will?”
 
   “Precisely,” he nodded. “There's a chance you may not leave anyway. So why would anyone waste spellcraft on keeping you here when it may prove unnecessary?”
 
   “Hmmm,” I thought about it. “Also a good point. Okay, I'll give you that. Now how about saying thank you? I've read that you should never thank the fey, that it implies an obligation and can get you in trouble.”
 
   “Oh please,” he rolled his eyes. “I never understood that one. Saying thank you is simple courtesy. Why would you deny anyone simple courtesy, much less a faerie who could magic you if you pissed them off?”
 
   “So I can say thank you?”
 
   “Yes, by all means,” he waved his hand loftily, “thank anyone you'd like.”
 
   “Okay, how about those little faeries I've seen running about,” I frowned, trying to think of a better description. “The ones with the big noses and dark skin.”
 
   “Brownies,” he nodded, “they're harmless. They do most of the menial work around here, cooking, cleaning, that kind of thing. They're pretty good-natured and as long as you don't harass them, they'll be kind to you. Is there anything else?”
 
   “Yes, you mentioned that you were from the House of Air.” I'd never heard of faeries divided by element and the witch in me was fascinated. “What does that mean?”
 
   “Faerie is divided into five houses,” he took on the tones of a college professor. “The House of Air, which I was born into, are the flying fey, like the bean-sidhes, the will o' the wisps, and so forth. The House of Earth are those sidhe born with ties to the earth, such as your green ladies, leprechauns, trows, hags, and brownies. The House of Fire are the hot fey, dragons...”
 
   “Dragons?” I blinked. Dragons were faeries? I thought about the eyes my pendant had showed me. Maybe they weren't Nidhogg's eyes after all. “There are faerie dragons?”
 
   “There were sidhe dragons,” he corrected. “Now there is only one, the King of the House of Fire. He's a sidhe fey who can change into a dragon form. There is still an aspect of the beast present on him, even while in man guise, so he'll be pretty easy to recognize. He's very volatile and should be approached with care, if at all. You probably should just stay away from him.”
 
   “Will I be meeting him tonight?”
 
   “Possibly,” he frowned. “I believe some of the Fire House is in attendance. Whether or not their King is, I don't know. If word of your arrival has spread, which I'm sure it has, there may be more arriving. Just to get a look at the human.”
 
   “Fantastic,” I grimaced, “now I'm a sideshow freak.”
 
   “Humans have always held a fascination for us and they have been lost to us for a very long time. You can't blame them for wanting a glimpse.”
 
   “Yeah, okay,” I harrumphed.
 
   “Now, the House of Fire also includes goblins, best to stay away from them too, especially the red caps which are the larger, nastier versions. You'll know them by their bloody hats, thus the name. Also there are phookas, and leanan-sidhe, actually, just stay away from the entire House of Fire as a general rule.”
 
   “Right,” I frowned, “fire bad.”
 
   He rolled his eyes and continued. “The House of Water includes all the water fey, your kelpies, mermaids, selkies, asrai, merrows, and so on. Then the final House is the House of Spirit, this is simply the classification of the ruling sidhe. They can in fact be from any House but once they marry into the High royalty, they become Spirit. King Cian was born into Spirit, his coloring displays this as most children of Spirit tend to be pale,  but Queen Maera, she was born into Fire.”
 
   “Fire?” He'd just warned me off Fire and now he was saying I couldn't avoid one.
 
   “Yes, she's a leanan-sidhe.”
 
   “And that means what exactly?”
 
   “The leanan-sidhe are all very pale, night loving sidhe. They tend to have a lot of female children and so marry outside of their race quite frequently. Their blood is strong though and often children of mixed alliances will lean more toward their leanan-sidhe bloodline.” He paused for effect, his eyes glinting mischievously. “They are what your people call vampires. They drink blood for sustenance.”
 
   “Oh, okay.”
 
   “Oh, okay?” He frowned, evidently not the reaction he was hoping for.
 
   “I know the Vampire God back home,” I shrugged. “They've kind of lost their wow-factor for me.”
 
   “Huh,” he huffed. “Those vampires are different, a mistake, I believe. The leanan-sidhe were born as such,” he sniffed. “Well that's the Houses of Faerie. Any more questions?” 
 
   “Yeah, how do those fragile wings carry you?”
 
   “So asks the woman who can change into a lion,” he huffed. “Magic, girl. I'm magic.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   The dining room of the High Court of Faerie was a bit unexpected. It was round, the walls made entirely of twisting roots and vines instead of the polished wood I'd seen everywhere else. So you could see through them in spots, catching glimpses of food bearing brownies or late-comers. In the center of the circle of vines, was the dining table, if you could call it that. It was a huge spiral, with one throne-like chair at the center end and a smaller throne right next to it at the inner curve. From there on there were normal sized chairs to either side of the spiral, all the way to its winding end.
 
   “How long does it take to get to the center?” I whispered to Danal.
 
   “Awhile,” he chuckled, “but that's part of the socializing. You stop and talk to people along the way to your seat.”
 
   “So when do you think we'll actually be eating?”
 
   “Oh, some fey have started already,” he waved his hand to indicate the lucky few who were seated on the outer end of the spiral.
 
   “Uh huh,” I smirked, having a feeling we wouldn't be so lucky. “And where will we be sitting?”
 
   “At the place of honor,” he laughed. “The very center, right beside the High King and Queen.”
 
   “Of course,” I sighed. “Let's get a move on then. I'm starving.”
 
   “Ah,” he plucked a pastie from the tray of a passing brownie. “Not to worry. We fey don't deny ourselves pleasure. There will be sustenance along the way.”
 
   “Sweet!” I took the offered pastry. “Thank you.”
 
   “You're welcome,” he beamed and led me into the spiral.
 
   Soon, we were wading through a sea of faeries, most of them intent on stopping us for conversation. They looked me over with eyes too big or too small, brightly colored or with oddly shaped pupils. Delicate hands reached out to touch me as well as thick ones tipped with long claws. Lips stretched in amusement, some a little too wide, some with a touch of cruelty, and some with just too many teeth behind them. It was dizzying and exciting. I thought my world had been full of magic before, but the Realm of Faerie had opened my eyes to even more fantasy. The artist in me was fascinated.
 
   Gods could be creepy or strange. They could do wondrous things and horrible ones. The fey had those aspects to them as well, most definitely, but they weren't gods. These people, these beings, were unlike anything I'd ever seen. More terrifying and more beautiful than any god or goddess I'd ever met. For me, it was like standing outside the massive aquarium at Sea Life Park. I loved leaning against the glass, staring at the beautiful fishes while they swam alongside sharks in peaceful harmony. It was the only way I could appreciate the ocean, with that thick partition between us but here, in Faerie, there was no glass to keep me safe. I was swimming with the sharks.
 
    Just like those denizens of the deep, there was a different kind of intelligence behind the faerie stares. Reasoning that was alien to mine. I knew, without a doubt, that there were fey in the room who would tear me to pieces just for the fun of it, or just to see what my insides looked like, and they would do it with child-like joy and complete assurance in the appropriateness of the act. These were not humans and they were not gods, they were faeries and I needed to remember that if I was going to make it home with my head attached.
 
   “Lady Vervain,” a silky voice wrapped around me, twisting into places it didn't have a right to be going. 
 
   I turned and stared. The room was full of strangely beautiful beings but this one struck a chord in me, vibrating through my body and tuning me to his music. It was dark symphony, with sharp leaps and terrifying drops, all glimpsed through the slitted pupils of his bright yellow eyes. Dragon eyes. I knew who he was immediately, before I even took in the rest of him. The sharp edges to his face, the sprinkling of red scales at his temples, and the thin lips pulling back in a knowing grin, to reveal a set of teeth whose main purpose was to rip and tear into living flesh.
 
   The emerald pulsed hot on my neck.
 
   “King Arach,” Danal shifted his body so he was just slightly in front of me. “May I introduce you?” The Dragon King nodded without taking his eyes from me. “Lady Vervain, I present King Arach of the House of Fire, Leader of the Host.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” I held out my hand to him and one of his dark red eyebrows shot up.
 
   “Nice,” he drew out the word, sending a shiver down my spine. “I don't believe anyone has ever said that to me before.” 
 
   He took my hand, rubbing it between his fingers as if testing the consistency of my skin, before bringing it to his lips. I could feel Danal tense beside me as Arach's face hovered above my hands. I felt him breathe in, then out against my skin before he pressed his lips against the back of my hand. It was strange, sensuous, and disturbed me to my core. I pulled my hand back nervously.
 
   “What's the Host?” I asked as he raised his head and I was rewarded with a look of surprise from him. I had a feeling that few people had ever seen that particular expression on his face. “I know only of the Angelic Host but I somehow doubt that has anything to do with you.”
 
   “I'll explain it to her,” Danal stammered and took my arm.
 
   We turned to walk away from the dragon-sidhe and his hand shot out, too fast for me to see, and gripped my shoulder.
 
   “No,” he said to both of our hesitant expressions. “I should be the one to tell her.”
 
   “Of course,” Danal nodded to Arach but shot me a look that was pure warning.
 
   “The Host is a collection of fire fey who join me on the Wild Hunt,” he let go of my shoulder, his long fingers waving through the air before snapping closed. “We ride the night and hunt those that catch our eye, chase them to ground, and,” he leaned in to my ear and whispered, “snatch them away.”
 
   “And then what?” I turned my face slightly, so that I was staring him in the eye, his hair touching my cheek, looking like a bloody gash in the corner of my vision.
 
   “What?” He pulled back, looking a little unsettled that he hadn't unsettled me.
 
   “After you snatch them,” I whispered. “What's the plan? Torture? Death? Chess? What's the usual routine?”
 
   “We have a little entertainment,” he quickly recovered his slick expression.
 
   “Ah, right,” I nodded and shrugged. “So torture. Well, have fun with that.”
 
   “We haven't had anyone to have fun with in centuries,” he growled.
 
   “There have been hunts here,” Danal interjected. “The Host are given any who go against the laws of Faerie.”
 
   “The hunts are few and far between. Most fey know better than turn traitor,” Arach grimaced. “Even then, it's nothing like before, when we hunted humans. Their terror would perfume the air and they would run in delightfully ridiculous patterns, you'd never know where they'd go next. Faeries conversely, are too predictable and hardly scream at all. Well, until we catch them, that is.”
 
   “Huh,” I sucked at my teeth, “sounds frustrating. A personal problem. I hate it when they don't scream.”
 
   “Do you like to scream?” He tilted his head, hair the color of thick blood dripping over his leather-clad shoulders.
 
   “Only in the bedroom,” I smirked at him and nearly laughed out loud when Danal made a horrified gasp.
 
   “Challenge accepted,” he whispered, gave me a devilish grin, and left before I could come up with something witty to say.
 
   “Ah fuck me,” was all I got out.
 
   “I'm sure he will, among other things,” Danal grimaced. “I warned you to stay away from the House of Fire.”
 
   “You introduced us!”
 
   “And you kept talking!” He shook his head at my idiocy. “Only in the bedroom? Are you mad? You just taunted a dragon-sidhe who also happens to be the Leader of the Host. He will not stop now. We have to return you to your world or you're a dead woman.”
 
   “Huh,” I bit at my lips. “I kinda thought he was flirting with me.”
 
   “He was,” Danal rubbed his temple, “but you don't want that kind of romance. It invariably ends badly, and not for the dragon.”
 
   “I don't want any kind of romance,” I sniffed, “I got my hands full back home. I was just playing.”
 
   “With fire, you idiot human,” he groaned. “Did you listen at all to anything I said to you?”
 
   “Yes,” I gave him my duh face. “I said thank you when you gave me the pastie.”
 
   “Oh sweet selkies, what is wrong with you?”
 
   “I'm hungry?” I held up my empty hands. 
 
   “Well here,” he grabbed another pastie and shoved it at me. “Put this in your mouth with all haste.”
 
   “Sir Danal,” a sweet, delicate voice stopped us yet again. “Will you introduce me to the human?”
 
   I turned to see a gorgeous woman dressed in a flowing, light blue dress of watered silk. Her hair was pale pink and opalescent, like the inside of a nautilus shell. It was arranged on her head in intricate curls, decorated with strands of pearls and hair combs of mother of pearl. Her slender neck was white, marred only by the light markings of gills. She looked me over with eyes a little too round and which lacked whites entirely, so only the light green iris and pupil showed. 
 
   “Lady Dubheasa, Queen of the House of Water,” Danal nodded to her and then gestured to me. “This is Lady Vervain, Goddess of Love, Lust, Victory, War, and Lions.”
 
   “Well met,” she nodded regally to me.
 
   “A pleasure,” I smiled and nodded back.
 
   “If you stay in Faerie for awhile,” she smiled and revealed the tips of tiny, sharp teeth, “You should come and visit the Kingdom of Water. We'd be happy to host you.”
 
   “That's very generous,” I smiled back, hoping my smile wasn't too shaky. Have I mentioned how afraid I am of the water? “I'll keep that in mind.”
 
   “Lovely,” she waved her hand fluidly and I noticed a slight webbing connecting her fingers.
 
   “My lady,” Danal bowed again and steered me away.
 
   “Was she some kind of fish?” I whispered to Danal.
 
   “A fish...” he looked horrified. “That was the Water Queen, not a fish. She is a type of water-sidhe, a mermaid.”
 
   “Ah,” I nodded sagely. “Does she happen to have a pet crab named Sebastian?”
 
   “No,” he growled, “she doesn't have crabs.”
 
   “Well I'd hope not,” I choked out a laugh.
 
   “I don't even want to know,” he shook his head at my shenanigans.
 
   “Where's her tail?”
 
   “She doesn't have it on land,” he sighed. “Aren't you going to eat the rest of that?” He pointed to the rest of my pastie and I made a face at him before taking another bite. 
 
   I munched on the pastry as we sauntered ever closer to the center of the spiral. I could see the High King and Queen, seated at the thrones at the very center, talking to a crowd of faeries. While my attention was on them, something caught at my boot and I fell forward, stumbling a bit. 
 
   A scrunched up, wrinkled face peered at me around the legs of taller fey. Black eyes were too large, completely lacking any whites, and bulged slightly out beneath bushy brown brows. The creature was bent over, twisted limbs pulled close to its body as it stared up at me with malice. Veins pulsed dark blue against his pallid skin, and his nostrils flared as he sniffed in my direction.
 
   “Human,” it hissed. “Human witch! Taint of fey in human bones. Sour the soup but I know. I know how to soak it out. Soak it! Soak the meat in malted wheat and give us all a tasty treat!” He started laughing gleefully, jumping up and down. “Soak the meat! Soak the meat! Soak the meat!”
 
   The other fey backed away, narrowed looks shooting between me and the creature. I looked toward Danal but even he just stared hard at me, willing me to do something less idiotic this time. I had no idea what I was even facing, much less how to deal with it, so I decided to just be myself. I flung my arms down, releasing my claw-like blades from my leather gloves and eliciting a startled gasp from the assemblage.
 
   “I'll give you a tasty treat,” I growled and lowered myself into a fighting stance.
 
   “Tasty treat!” The thing laughed wilder and jumped toward me.
 
   He was a nightmare come to life but I'd been facing my nightmares for years and this guy barely managed a bleep on my fear radar. I punched him in his chortling mouth, catching him up into his soft palate and penetrating his brain in one go. The thing went limp as I continued through with the swing, lifting him up on my blades like a trophy for the entire court to see.
 
   I was shaking with anger. I knew this world was different from mine but I'd been offered a certain amount of hospitality and I knew that meant something to the fey. The little monster had just violated that and no one had lifted a fey finger to stop him. Nope, they wanted to know what I was capable of, dressed up in silk and velvet like they were. They wanted to know if the savage lioness could fight without her beast form. So I took great pleasure in holding that thing aloft and looking slowly around the room, staring all those shocked faeries right in the eye, before I flung the body away from me like garbage.
 
   A huge arm reached out and caught the corpse, pulling it in to a massive chest before lifting a hideous face to mine. He pushed his way through the crowd, climbing over the curve of table in front of him to get to me. Easily eight feet tall, my new adversary reeked of rotten things and dark places. His skin was a putrid green, his eyes pus yellow, and his features seemed too small for his huge head. Upon that head was a knitted cap, dark red and clotted black in places. It was dripping blood over his right eye.
 
   “Fuck,” I breathed. This guy, I recognized. The red cap. A type of goblin if I remembered right, and so that would make the little monster a goblin too. Well, in for a pound. “He started it,” I pointed at the dead goblin and the red cap roared, spittle flying in all directions. “Okay fine, it's your funeral.”
 
   I rushed him mid-roar, a trick I don't think he was expecting. In fact, from the look in his eyes, he wasn't expecting me to fight back at all. Those eyes widened even further when I drug my claws up from his gut, after stabbing in both sets of blades. They caught on his ribcage and as I tried to yank them out, his hands went around my upper arms and pulled me up to the level of his face, effectively dislodging them for me.
 
   “Oh, hey,” I grinned at him. “Thanks for that. I was having the hardest time getting these loose.” I head butted him and he staggered back, both hands to his face as he roared again, this time in pain.
 
   As I hit the ground, I pushed myself forward, going right between his legs and coming out behind him. I flung the skirts out of my way, along with my hair, before leaning forward and slicing into the back of both of his knees. The red cap fell forward, into a kneeling position, and I came up behind him to do what I do best. I used both hands, eight blades total, because I just wasn't sure I had the strength to behead him, even with the god-spelled steel.
 
   I shouldn't have worried. The enchantment was hella powerful and I sliced through both tendon and bone in one shot, pulling the head back with me in my momentum. I ended up kind of cradling it, blood running from the open neck and the still dripping cap. It soaked the front of my dress, ruining the beautiful fabric and thoroughly pissing me off. 
 
   I don't know what possessed me to do what I did next. Maybe it was the staring crowd, faces rapt with admiration and blood lust. Maybe it was simple exhaustion or fright but something told me it was the right thing to do. I dropped the head and pulled the cap off it. Then to the amazement of all, including myself, I put it on my head.
 
   The fey burst into delighted cheering, voices shouting in approval and echoing around me with the force of a tornado. I grinned at them as I felt blood drip down the side of my cheek and they roared louder. One face suddenly separated itself from the crowd, dragon eyes filled with desire. Arach grinned at me and raised his hands slowly. He began to applaud in an even tempo before giving me a nod of approval.
 
   Danal looked nervous as he came forward and offered me his arm. I tried to smile at him reassuringly but I think it might have come out more like a grimace. I did manage to pull up my claws before I placed my hand on his arm though. His brows furrowed low and he looked away as he led me further into the spiral. 
 
   My dress was sticky with blood and clung to me uncomfortably but I held my head high and smiled as I passed the congratulating crowd. Inside me, my beasts rumbled their approval. They knew I'd done what was necessary. Just as Fallon had done with the Froekn, I'd shown the fey that I was worthy. Not a simpering human after all. Come at me and I'll drench myself in your blood and then wear it proudly. It was a message they seemed to not only understand but heartily approve of. Too bad my stomach was gurgling from the scent of the bleeding cap on my head. I just hoped I could get through dinner without throwing up all over the High King.
 
   “So,” the High King stood as I approached and waved to a chair on his right. “You may have more faerie blood in you than I first suspected.”
 
   “Because I'm fine wearing blood as an accessory?” I nodded at Danal before taking the seat.
 
   “Precisely,” the King gave me a secret smile, one echoed by his lovely, blood-sucking wife, as he resumed his seat. “The first thing you must understand about the fey is that even the most beautiful of us, the most sweet looking and fragile of our women, are still capable of great ferocity when needs be.”
 
   “I don't take joy in it,” I frowned, wondering for a second if I had.
 
   “No and that's not what I meant,” King Cian said. “Danal please sit beside your charge,” he waved to a seat beside me.
 
   “Thank you, High King,” Danal sat quickly and reached for a glass in front of him.
 
   “We are not all blood thirsty,” the King continued, “but we will defend ourselves with relish and it's often the smaller fey who prove to be the most deadly.”
 
   “Don't be fooled by the size of the package, eh?” I smiled even though blood was dripping down my nose. “Yeah, I get underestimated a lot.”
 
   “Ah yes,” he winked and then leaned close to whisper, “it's acceptable to remove the cap now. You've made your point.”
 
   “Oh thank all that's holy,” I sighed as I pulled the stinking thing off my head.
 
   The King laughed as the Queen handed me a pristine handkerchief to wipe my face with. I looked down at the immaculate fabric in her hand, decorated with delicate embroidery, and shook my head.
 
   “Thank you,” I said to her, “but I'll use my sleeve. I don't want to ruin any more beautiful things tonight.”
 
   “Oh, sweetling,” she cooed, “I want it to remember this night by. Please,” she waved it toward me again.
 
   “Okay,” I swallowed hard and took the small bit of silk. I wiped my face and handed it back to her.
 
   “Lovely,” she stared at it, then sniffed it like it was a vintage wine, before folding it carefully and tucking it up her sleeve.
 
   I smiled at her, trying to hold back the scream that was threatening to burst forth. Funny that I could kill two living beings, cover myself in blood, and don a bleeding cap with no problems but watching a beautiful vampire sniff a handkerchief, nearly sent me over the edge. I reached for my glass and shot back the amber liquid it contained. It burned a bright path down my throat and then continued through my entire body, awakening and stroking every nerve cell I had.
 
   I sat up straight and gasped.
 
   “Refreshing, isn't it?” The High King laughed.
 
   “Wow,” I looked at my empty glass in wonder. Before I could spend another second contemplating it, a brownie darted forward and refilled it. “Thank you,” I said and the creature froze, staring up at me with large, doe eyes. “What's wrong?”
 
   “Nothing, nothing,” she stammered, her eyes darting to the High King, who smiled indulgently at her. She stood a little straighter and bowed then. “You're welcome, my lady.” Then she was gone.
 
   “I did something wrong,” I grimaced.
 
   “Not at all,” the Queen's sultry voice soothed me. “You simply showed kindness after displaying your talent for bloodshed. This is fey behavior, not human. It confused the poor thing. I think most of the fey are a little bewildered by you now. You are not what we've known humans to be. It's a delightful change.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, because what else do you say to a vampire faerie Queen who liked to sniff bloody bits of cloth? “Now, King Cian, could we discuss how I can go about getting myself home?”
 
   “The Aether is supposed to be sealed,” he sobered. “Your request allowed you through but getting you back again may prove difficult. I have several wayfarers working on the problem as we speak.”
 
   “Wayfarers?” I glanced at Danal but he was staring at the King in shock.
 
   “Fey who specialize in opening closed or hidden paths,” the King cut into a perfect peach, slicing it into exact sections before bringing a piece to his mouth. “If there is a way back for you, they will find it.”
 
   
 
  

“Oh,” I stared at the food before me, my stomach sinking.
 
   “Be of good cheer,” King Cian lifted his glass to me. “You have won the faeries of my court with your bravery and skill. You are welcome here for as long as you need solace.”
 
   “I appreciate that,” I focused back on his face, “I do, it's just that I have people who depend on me back home. I have a werewolf bonded to me. He'll die if I don't make it home within thirty days. I need to get back as soon as possible.”
 
   “Thirty days?” He frowned thoughtfully. “Time is different here. You may have longer than you think. Don't concern yourself over matters out of your control. Worry later, when it becomes necessary. Right now, celebrate your victory. Live like a faerie and rejoice in the moment.”
 
   “I'll try my best,” I smiled and fought for optimism. The King was right. I shouldn't worry over something that may not even happen. I could wake up in the morning and find that one of his wayfarers had already found the way to open the Aether for me. Or maybe I'd wake up and realize it had all been a dream. I pulled a chunk off a loaf of bread in front of me and started munching on it. It was soft with a crunchy crust and perfectly delicious. The best bread I'd ever had and I knew I wasn't dreaming it. If I was dreaming, it would have been pizza.
 
   “So tell me about the Human Realm,” the King pulled me out of my thoughts. “There has been many changes, I presume.”
 
   “Yes, in the last century alone,” I nodded, thinking of how to describe my world to faeries. “We've made a lot of advancements, things you'd probably view as magical but are really just science.”
 
   “Science?” The Queen's brows rose. “Like machines and such?”
 
   “Oh good,” I gave a relieved laugh. “It's a lot easier to explain if you know what machines are.”
 
   “Of course,” the King waved his hand airily. “The Atlanteans had some amazing machines but we have no need for such things.”
 
   “Well, King Tinkerbell, humans do,” I shrugged. “Most of us don't have magic to make things easier.”
 
   “And those of you who do,” the Queen looked pointedly at me, “have it only because of your ties to Faerie.”
 
   “Who is this Tinkling Bell person?” King Cian whispered to his wife, who shrugged gracefully.
 
   “Wait,” I frowned. “You implied before that I may have faerie blood back in my bloodline but what are you saying now? That all witches are part fey?”
 
   “Yes,” she smiled, “that's exactly what I'm saying. It's our blood that allows you to tap into the elements. Faeries are shaped of nature, of the five elements, which is why our Houses are split into them. Only fey can work with those powers and it was only when faeries started breeding with humans that your kind developed the skill as well.”
 
   “So it's definite then,” my mind was whirling. Someone in my family tree had bred with a fey. “I'm part faerie.”
 
   “Well,” the King shrugged, “most likely a very small part. We haven't interbred in years, it hasn't been possible since the closing of the path, so your blood would be very diluted.”
 
   “Is it just the blood or is it spirit as well?” A stranger thought was occurring to me. What if it wasn't just my blood from this body but the blood of Sabine as well? I'd been a witch in both lives.
 
   “What do you mean by this?” The Queens gaze was sharp.
 
   “Uh,” I looked around at the suddenly silent gathering. “I'm kind of a special case. It's a long story really but basically, this is my second life.”
 
   “Ridiculous,” the King scoffed. “The human idea of reincarnation is false.”
 
   “As much as that's good to know,” I still wasn't sure about the reincarnation thing, despite the word of a faerie King. “It's not exactly reincarnation.”
 
   “Explain,” the King narrowed his eyes on me.
 
   “Okay, how about this,” I smirked. “Once upon a time,” the entire room quieted and I sobered up, a chill going down my spine. It was like I'd said the magic words. “There was a human witch named Sabine. She fell in love with the Viking God, Odin and they were married. They were very happy together but Sabine grew older and Odin did not. On her deathbed, he begged her to eat the apple of immortality and become a goddess but she refused and succumbed to death.”
 
   “But Odin wouldn't let her die, would he?” Danal prompted and was shushed by the Queen.
 
   “Sabine's family were Catholics,” I continued. “They prayed for her soul to be allowed into Heaven, despite her unholy ways, and their prayers were answered. Azrael, Angel of Death, came to take Sabine's soul to Heaven.” My heart started thumping in my chest as I remembered the events I was describing. The light behind Azrael's kind face, the angelic script glowing on his cheek, his eyes sparkling like diamonds, and the way he touched my cheek before touching my soul. “But Odin saw Azrael and asked for a boon, from one god to another. He asked the angel to take Sabine to Hvergelmir, the Viking well of souls, where she might be reborn into another body.”
 
   “But that's not what the well is for,” the King protested and no one shushed him. “Hvergelmir is where the souls are created. Souls do not return there to be born anew.”
 
   “No they don't,” I agreed with him. “What Odin asked for broke several laws but he couldn't claim Sabine's soul himself because she wasn't a warrior and he'd have no access to her if he allowed her to go to Niflheim. Putting her in the well was the only way he'd have any hope of being with Sabine again. Seeing his great love for Sabine, Azrael took mercy on Odin and agreed to do the deed. He carried her soul to Hvergelmir but in the process, something unforeseen happened.”
 
   “It always will when you tangle with Nature's web,” the Queen said sagely.
 
   “Exactly, Queen Meara,” I nodded. “There's always a price. Azrael disturbed the natural order of things and he paid for it by falling in love with his charge. The Angel of Death takes souls with his scythe and then he deposits them in either Heaven or Hell, but the scythe wouldn't release Sabine into the Viking well. Azrael  had to take her from the scythe, physically touch her soul and place her into the well. When he did, it formed a bond with Sabine that carried through into her next life.”
 
   “But how was she reborn?” The King looked perplexed. “It shouldn't have worked. Sabine should have just swam forever in the well because she had already lived her life.”
 
   I stared at him in shock as the pieces all fell into place and I finally understood what had happened. All this time, I'd thought Odin had pulled me out too soon. I'd felt the well pulling at my memories and had assumed that it was the way of things, that my memory had to be cleansed before I could be reborn, because how can you live a new life with memories of the old one? I had never considered that if reincarnation is not a possibility, than the well wouldn't have been prepared for me, wouldn't have even known to put me back into another body. Odin hadn't pulled me out prematurely, he had saved me.
 
   “Maybe she would have,” I whispered, shaken deeply. “Maybe she would have spent forever swimming in the birthplace of souls but Odin grew impatient, waiting for her to be reborn. He bartered away an eye for the knowledge needed to bring Sabine out of Hvergelmir. Then he dove into the well and pulled her out, placing her in the belly of a witch.”
 
   Gasps went round the room and then whispered conversations started. The King held up a hand and everyone quieted again. He was staring at me strangely, like I was an alien. Not only an alien but an alien who'd just told him his belief system was faulty and barbaric. He was intrigued but also a little pissed off about being so fascinated.
 
   “And so Sabine was born,” he paused and touched my cheek with a fingertip, lightly. “You were born into a new body.”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   More gasps which he once more subdued. “A body changed by your soul, I suspect.”
 
   “I'm told I physically resemble Sabine, Odin bound Sabine's hair with my soul when he put me into my mother,” I frowned. “That's why I resemble her, not because I have the same soul. I mean, how could a soul change the physical body?”
 
   “How can you even ask that question?” The King parried. “You're a witch, you use thought to change the physical all the time. It's called magic, my dear, and you seem to be more magical than any of us expected.” The room was quiet, holding its breath. “Now to answer your original question, yes your soul can be fey.”
 
   “So that means?” I wasn't sure I wanted to be part faerie. What if I was part goblin? Yikes.
 
   “Just that you may be more fey than we thought,” he shrugged. “It will out. The more faerie blood you have in you, the stronger your magic will be. It's as simple as that.”
 
   “Oh,” I relaxed, “that sounds kind of great.”
 
   “It is kind of great,” he winked at me. “Now, back to these human machines.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   I talked with the faerie High King and High Queen until I thought my jaw would fall off. I told them about the Industrial Revolution, about electricity and the telephone. I told them about cars, planes, trains, and computers. The brownies seemed to perk up when I described kitchen appliances but the sidhe were more fascinated by the internet. The idea that the knowledge of an entire world could be anyone's for the taking, boggled their little faerie brains. 
 
   I was finally able to excuse myself and return to the room I was given, where I peeled my bloody dress off and balled it up so I could place it on the floor without staining the carpet. Then I wandered into the bathroom to see if the mystical faerie tree-castle came equipped with showers. Turns out, faeries have plumbing just like us, showerheads and all. Though they're a lot prettier, all curlicues and gold.
 
   The living furniture continued to be a theme in the bathroom, with the exception of the tub and the fixtures, which were all gold. I ended up taking a bath instead of a shower, piling my long hair up on my head, and the metal was actually nice to lie in, retaining the heat of the water well. I ended up dozing off for a few moments. 
 
   I awoke with a start, forehead creasing as I tried to figure out what noise had bothered me. Steam still rose around me in a rose-scented cloud and I was deliciously warm. Why did I wake up?Then I heard it again. A soft shuffling in the other room.
 
   I came fully awake, immediately locating my gloves, which I had left on the sink. I slid up out of the water silently and crept over to them, sliding them on my wet hands. Seconds counted in situations like those and I wasn't about to waste any time drying my hands. I shook my hands down and released the blades with a gentle click, then paused to listen for any sign that my visitor had heard them. It was deathly quiet for a moment and then the shuffling sound came again.
 
   I padded to the bathroom door, thankfully I'd closed it, and pressed my ear to the crack. Louder now, I heard footsteps. I frowned, maybe it was just one of those brownies, come to turn down my bed or some other nonsense. I grabbed a thick, velvet robe from a branch near the door and quickly wrapped myself in it as I continued to listen for new sounds.
 
   While I stood listening, the door was pulled open, revealing a grinning red cap. I cursed under my breath and charged him but this one was ready for my claws. He had a thick bracer on his forearm which he used to deflect the blow. He wasn't expecting spelled steel though and the bracer gave under the blades, leaving four gashes in the shiny metal. The red cap lost his happy face and frowned at the ruined bracer.
 
   While he was frowning, I slashed at his throat and he leaped back. I followed him out, slashing at him every step of the way and he kept backpedaling until another red cap shuffled into the fray. He came at me from the right as I was trying to fight his buddy head on, smashing into me and taking us both straight out of my bedroom window.
 
   I screamed as we fell, I happen to be afraid of heights, but the red cap took the brunt of the fall and cushioned me. He pulled me to my feet before I could ponder this, and shoved a rag into my mouth, tying it securely in place with a strip of cloth. My hands were grabbed by yet another red cap and pulled behind my back, claws still extended. My hair had come down and was hanging around me in a terrible mess but at least it was dry, the rest of me was still dripping.
 
   “I thought you only screamed in the bedroom,” a silky voice slid over me and I peered through my hair to see Arach. I tried to mumble a reply but my mouth was full of rag. He just chuckled and brushed some hair away from my face. “Pull the levers on her gloves, they'll sheath her claws,” he said to the red caps behind me but he kept his eyes on mine. “You've seen the High Court, little blood-letter. Now you shall see the Fire.”
 
   A sack was flung over my head and I didn't get to see much of anything for quite awhile.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “It's a little cold for a Fire Court,” were the first words out of my mouth after they removed my gag.
 
   Arach stared at me for a second before huffing a quick laugh. “Allow me,” he said as he turned toward an unlit fireplace. He pursed his lips and blew a stream of flame onto the waiting wood. It caught immediately, crackling merrily at me and banishing some of the chill. “It's the night air coming in the open window. Castle Aithinne is actually the hottest place in Faerie, touch the walls and you'll see what I mean. The stone itself is warm. We fire fey don't actually need a lot of heat, we generate our own, but we do enjoy it. The fire should push the cool breeze out soon, is this warm enough for you now?”
 
   “Yes, it's ever so lovely, thank you,” I smiled sweetly and he smiled back before I grimaced. “And I'd love to give your walls a little touch but I'm a bit tied up at the moment. Unless you'd like to take these fucking ropes off now?”
 
   “Oh,” he frowned, “yes, of course.” He moved to my back and removed them quickly.
 
   I rubbed at my chaffed wrists and eyed him.
 
   “Okay, how about some real clothes?” I decided to press my luck. “You think you could manage that?”
 
   “Clothes have already been laid out for you,” he waved toward the bed that I hadn't even noticed. 
 
   We were in yet another bedroom. There was thick carpet on the floor and tapestries on some of the walls but that's where the similarities between this room and my last, ended. These walls were smooth, polished stone, soaring up to a lofty ceiling... which was probably where all the heat had gone. High above my head, the walls were carved with little nooks and there was some kind of light source tucked into each one. It gave the room a kind of flickering glow, not at all comparable to the bright orbs of the High Court.
 
   The furniture; a bed, a table, and some chairs, were all made of metal. Shining silver inlaid with delicate gold designs. They looked sturdy, things built to last... and withstand fire. The bed was hung with black silk curtains which were pulled back to reveal fluffy pillows and a thick comforter of dark blue silk worked with silver embroidery. It was striking and sumptuous but somehow came across feeling spartan. There were no frivolous items in the room.
 
   “Thank you,” I finally said after my slow perusal. I gathered the bundle he'd indicated and looked pointedly at him.
 
   “Five minutes,” he chuckled and left the room through a huge, metal banded, wooden door.
 
   I shucked off the robe and quickly pulled a long-sleeved, black, silk dress over my head. It clung like a second skin down to my waist and then fell loosely to the floor. It felt a little obscene but it was better than nothing and it didn't restrict my gloves. In fact, the wide skirt combined with the snug top would make for easy maneuvering if I needed to fight again.
 
   “You look wonderful,” he was back.
 
   “Yeah? So do you and every other sidhe,” I shrugged. “Somehow I don't think you abducted me because of my pretty face.”
 
   “Not quite,” he laughed and settled himself on the large bed. “You put on the wrong garment though,” he waved at a delicate, white, frothy thing. “I'd intended for you to wear this tonight and the dress tomorrow.”
 
   “You expected me to flit about in that tiny scrap of clothing,” I raised a brow.
 
   “No,” he grinned. “I expected you to sleep in it.” He got up, picking up the white silk as he did, and walked over to me. I took it from him automatically when he offered it, staring at his hypnotic eyes. “You didn't bleed at all tonight,” he whispered like he was reciting poetry, “but the sight of that red cap on your brow, the blood of his enemies dripping down your face, was even better. You're one of us and I'll have you as well and bleed you. Maybe at the same time.”
 
   “Or maybe you'll be the one bleeding,” I snapped my blades into place and pushed them between us.
 
   He flowed backwards like he'd intended the movement all along, laughing as he went. “Retract your claws, lioness. You're safe enough tonight. I'm too weary from the journey here, to fight you now.” Then with one last, long look at my blades he left. 
 
   I heard the thud of a large bolt sliding into place.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   I slept surprisingly well in dragon boy's bed of doom. The bed curtain's, once they were pulled closed, blocked out the weird lights and I was able to ignore the fact that I was in a dragon's lair, resting up so I'd be fresh for whatever tortures he had planned for the morning. 
 
   It all came back to me as soon as I woke though and I jumped out of bed and slipped into the black dress in a rush. The last thing I wanted was for Arach to catch me half dressed.
 
   I didn't have long to wait either. I was just coming out of the bathroom when he opened the door to the bedroom. He smiled wide, the angles of his sharp cheekbones seeming sharper. Behind him, a little creature similar to the one I'd killed the day before, veered around his legs and came into the room bearing a large tray laden with food and drink. He placed it on the table and quickly went back the way he'd come, giving me creepy looks the whole way.
 
   “You look well rested,” Arach said as he closed the door and walked over to the table. “Come, sit and break your fast with me.”
 
   “Sure,” I sighed, “why not?”
 
   I took a seat across from him at the table and watched as he cut slices of bread, fruit, cheese, and meat. He arranged them on two plates, placing one before me, and then filled two crystal wine glasses with what I hoped was water. He handed me one of those as well and I sniffed it to be sure. Yep, water. I took a big, relieved drink.
 
   “So tell me your plans, Dr. Evil,” I lifted a brow at him.
 
   “I'm not a chiurgeon,” He frowned, “and what plans are you referring to?”
 
   “It's a movie reference, never mind,” I waved my fork at him. “Oh crap, I forgot to tell the High King about movies. He'd have loved that. And I mean your plans for me, for today. Is it just run of the mill torture I have to look forward to, or what?”
 
   “Torture?” He looked honestly surprised. “I have no intentions of torturing you. I just thought we'd get to know each other.”
 
   “Get to know me and the taste of my blood,” I added, “let's not forget that.”
 
   “I'm a dragon-sidhe,” he frowned, “it's part of the courting process.”
 
   “You're kidding,” I snorted. “Dragons like to bleed each other when they wanna get busy?”
 
   “I'm not a dragon,” he cocked his head, “and what is get busy?”
 
   “Get busy, knock boots, bump bellies, do the horizontal mambo, have sex,” I shook my head. They spoke English but not my English. “And how are you not a dragon?”
 
   “Ah,” he nodded, “I'm fey, my blood is bound with the dragon but I am not dragon exactly.”
 
   “Oh, like how werewolves aren't wolves exactly.”
 
   “Yes, indeed,” he smiled. “I have no idea what the mating rituals of true dragons are but we dragon-sidhe like the blood. I can get to know you intimately, in a moment, by tasting your blood.”
 
   “Oh,” I started to relax a bit. If this guy just had romance on his mind, I may live through this yet. “So you're not gonna hunt me down and kill me then?”
 
   “Well,” he shrugged, “isn't the best part of courting, the chase?”
 
   “Not literally,” my voice rose a few octaves.
 
   “For us it is,” he smirked. “Don't concern yourself, it will be exhilarating. You'll have a nice run through the forest and the Wild Hunt will ride for the first time in centuries. It'll be just as it was, the cold night air rustling the leaves, the scent of fear and blood on the wind, the screams of pain and then of pleasure.”
 
   “How romantic,” I grimaced.
 
   “Yes, exactly,” he beamed, “now tell me more about these things called movies.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Air pumped in and out of my lungs ferociously as I ran through the underbrush of the Forgetful Forest. Arach had wined and dined me all day but as soon as the sun had set, he'd become anxious. His face had taken on sharper lines, his eyes shining like a cat's in the dark. Until finally, he'd reached out a hand that suddenly had claws on the end of it, and sliced my collarbone. He'd done it so swiftly, I hardly had time to register the pain before he was sticking that claw into his mouth and licking at it like it was gourmet ice cream.
 
   Then there came the shivers and the head lolling as he experienced whatever it is that dragons, oh, excuse me, dragon-sidhe experience when they lick someone's blood. He'd looked at me strangely then, a kind of wide-eyed, open-mouthed thing, before he recovered and smiled at me like I was the biggest present under the tree and it was Christmas morning. I didn't like that look and I was right to be wary because the next words out of his mouth were a call to arms.
 
   Then I was hustled out of the mouth of a cave and shoved into the trees. It was full dark by then and I had no idea where I was headed but I knew anywhere had to be better than where I began. So I started to run and fifteen minutes later, I was still running. You don't think fifteen minutes is that long? Try timing them when you're running for your life. Through a scary forest. In the pitch black.
 
   The sound of horns blared behind me, closer than I thought the Wild Hunt was, and my heart started to pound faster. I tripped and fell face first into the grass. Precious seconds ticked by as I lay there, breath heaving, until one of the blades of grass struck me in the shoulder. I hissed and pulled back, jumping to my feet and staring at the vicious plant with hatred.
 
   “What a horrible place,” I griped. “Seems like what this forest has forgotten is its manners.” I stared down at the heavy skirt that had helped trip me. “Fuck this.”
 
   I picked up my skirt and drove my claws into the fabric, then grabbed a hold of it and ripped until the whole bottom section pulled away and I was left in a loose knee-length dress. Much more manageable. I nodded and tossed the excess fabric away. 
 
   Then the horns blared again and I went back to running for my life. I tried to think as I ran. I needed a plan instead of just running like a rabbit willy-nilly through the brush. I could change into a lioness but that would leave my dress in tatters and my precious gloves lying in that god awful forest. So no, I didn't want to do that. 
 
   I doubt I could hide from them. If my guess was right, Arach had my scent from tasting my blood and if a dragon-sidhe's sense of smell was anything like a werewolf's, he didn't even need the blood to begin with. My best option seemed to be finding a place to make a stand.
 
   I made an effort to calm myself and take in my surroundings more carefully but there didn't seem to be an end to the trees and vicious foliage. No clearings in sight. The dark didn't help much either, everything looked more menacing and I had the feeling the Host wasn't the only thing hunting me. There were suspicious sounds to both my left and right. At least my lioness magic helped my eyesight and I was able to see fairly well.
 
   I heard the flapping of wings and the eerie sound of laughter echoing down from above, so I swung my head up and around to try to locate my pursuers. I saw nothing and I hoped that was a good sign but part of me knew I wouldn't see the Wild Hunt until it was right upon me. I ran on, my legs starting to tire and my throat burning. If I ever did find a place to fight, I may be too winded to manage the effort.
 
   The laughter got louder and I felt a whoosh of air near my head. I flung a claw-tipped hand blindly back over my shoulder. A yelp rewarded my efforts and I doubled my speed. Another quick glance showed me a sight that would forever haunt me.
 
   A rolling mass of bodies writhed and flew through the air in a sparking mist. Slick skin shining greasily in the moonlight, fanged mouths dripping venom, and corded arms reaching toward me, squeezing the empty air with gnarled hands and clicking the tips of their claws together in anticipation. They pushed and fell over each other excitedly, causing the whole congregation to rise and fall, widen and constrict, in a shouting, giggling, monster-fest.
 
   It was just one glimpse but it seemed to flash-freeze itself into my mind so that I saw it clearly, every detail of it becoming sharper to me as I continued my mad dash. The sounds coming from behind me only emphasized the image, giving voice to creatures I didn't want to believe existed, much less believe existed behind me at that precise moment. 
 
   Each gnash of teeth illuminated a grotesque face in my memory. Each moan showed me a closer view of slick, putrid skin and chitinous bodies. Each screech brought back a vision of misplaced mouths, cloven hoofs, and talons adorning wings that blocked out the moon. There were things on the ground as well, and how was that fair? Hadn't Arach said the Wild Hunt flew? Why were the red caps stomping their way through the undergrowth with smaller goblins chasing after them? And the dogs. There were fucking faerie hellhounds out there. Dark fur and burning red eyes, intent on me as they howled in victory.
 
   I didn't stand a chance. One way or another, I'd be caught and that was going to be the end of me. The only question was how long I'd last. Then it hit me. Unless they took my head, I'd live. They could torture me over and over but if they left my head attached to my body, I'd heal. Wouldn't that just float their little faerie boats? We could do this every night, a nice late night jog followed by hours of torture, and I'd heal up in time to do it all over again the next night.
 
   My breath shuddered and I nearly fell at the thought. Arach might have his great romance after all. Oh hell, I may find a way to take my own head just to escape that fate. No, that wasn't me. I knew I'd suffer the torment forever, just on the chance that I might find a way to escape one day. Hope, vicious hope, and I was so full of it. Except for right at that moment. Searching the trees in a panic, I couldn't seem to muster any.
 
   Then I stumbled into the clearing.
 
   I clambered to my feet and looked around. The place was familiar, it was the same place I'd traced into the day before. Maybe I had a chance after all. I held up my hands, desperately trying to feel the energy of the Aether. All I needed was a little spark and I knew I could push my way in. Please, please, just one little tear, one little weakness in that damn faerie shielding.
 
   “Fey have been trying to break into the Aether ever since King Cian put that damn ward up,” Arach was alighting behind me. I turned to face him, catching a glimpse of leathery wings as he folded them away. “You're not going anywhere, A Thaisce.”
 
   “Fine, let's see what you got,” I dropped into my fighting stance, legs loose and arms angled up in front of me.
 
   “What have you done to your dress?” He frowned, cocking his head to look me over. “It rather suits you. Then there's the added benefit of all that skin available for touching and slicing.” 
 
   He took in a shaky breath, closing his eyes and tasting the air with the tip of his tongue. His long hair was pulled back in a club, emphasizing the change in his features and showing off the glittering scales at his temples which had spread down his cheeks. His eyes were becoming more slanted, his brow lowering between them, and his lengthening canines were pressing into his bottom lip.
 
   “Not good,” I whispered to myself and swallowed hard.
 
   He went from relaxed to action in three seconds flat. One minute he was standing there looking all Hannibal Lecter, the next he was on me and I was on the ground. His chest was heavy on mine, his hands tight around my face, and his legs enclosing my own, pushing them together and pressing them down. I couldn't move my hands, he had them trapped at an angle against my sides, ensuring that any movement on my part would only cut me open.
 
   My heart was racing but I stared him straight in the eye. I'd try for bravery for as long as I could. I thought of using my magics against him but a clenching in my stomach was warning me against the idea. Love might send this guy over the edge, Lust he definitely didn't need any help with, and War would only aggravate the situation. As far as Victory went, it was a little too late for that. 
 
   In a last act of desperation, I reached for his magic, sending out a pull like I had when I'd drained Aphrodite and Niyavirezi but his magic was blocked to me. This wasn't a god who'd taken human sacrifice, this was another creature entirely and I had no right to his power.
 
   What did happen was totally unexpected though. A rush of magic flew into me from the Realm of Faerie itself. I had opened myself to the magic, grasping at anything in desperation, and Faerie had answered. It sang through my cells like a sailor come home at last, rowdy and exuberant but with a large portion of love and longing. I in turn, welcomed it with open arms, riding the rush of wild energy with my own exuberance.
 
   It was empowering, exciting, and intoxicating. My whole body shook with pleasure and a burning need to use my magic, to do something, anything with this power. This magic wasn't indifferent, a tool to be used for my wants and needs. No, it was focused, a piece of Nature herself, determined to fly free through me. It was so consuming, so beautiful, that I'd completely forgotten both the Wild Hunt and its illustrious leader. When I finally opened my eyes, it was to find Arach staring down at me in fascinated glee.
 
   Then he lowered his mouth, parted his lips, and just as he touched them to mine, he breathed fire into me. I responded automatically, opening to him and accepting his flame as if it were a daily occurrence. It warmed but didn't burn. Instead, it invigorated me further, shooting down to my feet and curling my toes. I was literally in heat, my skin tingling with excitement and my body going liquid beneath him. 
 
   Then the flame hit the faerie magic and something inside me broke with a bursting clang that I could almost hear. My whole body shuddered with the explosion, the combustible combination of fire and magic shooting through each cell with a feeling of release, like something had been trapped within them. I felt the fire swirl in my lungs, wrap over and around itself, and then lift out of me and shoot back into him. He drank it down, claws in my upper arms pulling me closer, tighter, as his lips hardened and ground into mine, sealing our mouths so he could suck every last lick of flame down.
 
   Finally, he pulled away a little, his mouth brushing mine as he spoke. “I didn't believe it. How could I? There hasn't been another dragon-sidhe since I was born. Yet your blood spoke to me, revealed to me what I now know is fact. You are dragon-sidhe. You're the last female dragon-sidhe in all of Faerie.”
 
   “Oh no,” I blinked up at him, slowly coming out of the dragon lust haze. “This is not good.”
 
   Before he could reply, there was a ripping sound and a flash of light. We both strained our heads back to stare at the massive tree guarding the end of the road. There was a gaping, ragged-edged hole in the center of it, with only darkness showing through. I gaped in disbelief as I watched Odin leap through the hole on the back of Sleipnir, his eight-legged horse who actually only had four legs. Behind him were the Vikings of Valhalla, looking seriously less alive outside of the confines of Asgard.
 
   Sleipnir stopped a foot from my head, giving me a great view of the inside of his nostrils. Arach shoved himself to his feet, spreading his wings and hovering a foot off the ground to better face this new threat. I jumped up and turned around, starting to smile at my lover, but his one eye was completely focused on Arach.
 
   “You dare to call the Hunt down upon my wife?” Odin roared, pointing his spear at Arach's face. “Do you forget I also lead the Wild Hunt? That it was my warriors who brought reason to this farce? You're a pack of rapid dogs compared to my justice.”
 
   Behind him, the opening was starting to buckle and I ran to him. 
 
   “Odin!” I held my arms up and he lifted me behind him with one hand.
 
   “Count yourself lucky, faerie,” Odin shouted as he turned Sleipnir about. “I don't have the time to fight you now.”
 
   With that, we leaped into the Aether, pulling the dead Vikings back with us and closing the hole with a thunderous crack. Above it all, the last thing I heard out of Faerie, was the sound of Arach's agonized roar.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Odin was yelling at me in Old Norse. 
 
   At least I think it was Old Norse, I'm not the best with languages. Either way, I was pretty sure there were more curse words in his ranting than there weren't. He had that look, kind of like an over inflated balloon, all red and about to burst. His one remaining eye was doing this bulging dance on his face and his veins were standing out against his neck. I was thoroughly fascinated.
 
   “Vervain, do you hear me?” When had he started speaking English again?
 
   “Ah, yeah,” I gaped at him. “You were yelling. I can hear you just fine but as you're yelling in another language, I can't really understand you. Though I am sensing some anger.”
 
   “Vervain!”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What the flying fuck were you doing in Faerie?”
 
   “Running away from the Wild Hunt?”
 
   “Ahhhh!” He threw his hands up and continued to scream at the silver rafters.
 
   “You've broken Father,” Vidar said as he came up behind me with Trevor and Kirill.
 
   I had only a second to turn before I was in Kirill's arms, my face pressed against his chest and his arms tightening around my back. I squeezed him back, relief filling me. I hadn't been sure I'd ever hold him again and I hadn't realized how much that had affected me until that moment. I felt his lips on my forehead, his breath warming my skin as he shuddered and then quieted.
 
   “Tima,” he growled. “I could murder you.”
 
   “I think I've had enough of men who think violence is romantic,” I teased and pulled away but that was so the wrong thing to say. His eyes widened before narrowing but Trevor beat him to the punch.
 
   “Who the fuck threatened you with violence?” Trevor grabbed me and pulled me over.
 
   “Oh, just a dragon-sidhe,” I shrugged. “You know how my life goes. One minute I'm dancing with werewolves, the next I'm running away from a dragon who thinks blood is sexy.”
 
   “He was a dragon-sidhe?” Odin had finally stopped screaming.
 
   “Can I hug my mother now?” Vidar pulled me out of Trevor's embrace.
 
   “Hey, baby,” I hugged my son from a previous lifetime.
 
   “Hi, Mom,” he shook his head, his long, black hair falling around us. “What have you done now?”
 
   “Nothing on purpose.”
 
   “You never do anything bad on purpose,” he laughed.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I made a disgruntled face at him. “How's Vali?”
 
   “He's fine, Vervain,” Odin shouted, getting in my face. “Everyone is fine except you, who simply can not help but find trouble, usually in the form of randy yet dangerous males. Now was that or was that not a dragon-sidhe I found lying atop you in the Faerie Realm?”
 
   “Lying on top her?” Trevor started growling.
 
   “Vat is dragon see?” Kirill frowned.
 
   “Dragon-sidhe,” I looked over at my confused lion. “It has a shhh sound.”
 
   “She, like voman?” He looked even more confused.
 
   “Yes like voman!” Odin shouted and then realized he'd made fun of Kirill and settled down a little. “Sorry, Kirill. Yes, it sounds like she but it means a type of faerie, the type that look the most human.”
 
   “Ah, okay,” Kirill nodded, then frowned at me. “Vy vas he on top of you?”
 
   “Because he chased me down and caught me,” I gave him my duh face.
 
   “Vervain!” Odin was about to pop his balloon face.
 
   “Yes, Odin, okay?” I shouted back. “He's a dragon-sidhe and so am I!”
 
   Complete and utter silence.
 
   “Excuse me,” Kirill held up a hand. “I zink I misunderstand again.”
 
   “Nope,” Trevor was trying his best to breathe slowly in and out. “She said she's a damn faerie.”
 
   “What do you mean, you're a dragon-sidhe too?” Odin had got real calm. Too calm.
 
   “Okay, nobody freak out on me,” I looked warily around. “I just found out myself, practically the moment you rode in to my rescue. I met the High King and Queen, and they told me all witches are part fey. Then they said my blood was most likely super diluted because they've been cut off from humans for so long but then I asked if it was only blood or was it spirit too. And then they said, whatchu talking 'bout, witch-girl? And I said...”
 
   “Vervain!” Trevor growled.
 
   “Okay, maybe they didn't call me witch-girl,” I huffed, “I was dramatizing it for greater effect.”
 
   “Just please get to the point,” Vidar begged.
 
   “Okay already,” I sighed. “They said since I was an old soul, I most likely had more fey blood than they originally expected. I probably have the most fey blood of any human on the planet. The fey is in the soul, evidently.”
 
   “But how?” Odin sat heavily into a chair.
 
   “Humans didn't have magic until they started making babies with the fey,” I explained. “That's how we got magic, so if a human can do magic, she or he is part fey.”
 
   “I always knew Sabine had some kind of special energy in her,” Odin breathed. “She was so different from the rest of her family. I always suspected she was the child of a secret union but dragon-sidhe? I never would have guessed.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” I frowned, a thought flitting around the edge of my mind. “You're saying my mother, Sabine's mother, had an affair with a faerie?”
 
   “Most likely,” Odin was staring into the fire, his eye twitching a little. “The rest of the family had no magic.”
 
   “Then Sabine was half faerie,” I whispered and Odin's face turned suddenly toward mine. 
 
   “No,” he whispered back.
 
   “Vat is big deal?” Kirill took another chair, one across from Odin. “Ve have her back, she's safe. Vat does it matter vat her blood may be?”
 
   “You're too young,” Odin looked over at Kirill and frowned. “Or maybe just from the wrong part of the world. Either way, you've never dealt with faeries if you can ask that.”
 
   “The fey are vicious, capricious, cunning, and powerful creatures who can be horrifyingly ugly or breathtakingly beautiful.” Trevor came up beside me and took my hand as if to offer me support, despite what he was saying about my new relatives. “Most often than not, it's the beautiful ones who are the most bloodthirsty. They have untamed magic available to them in aggressive amounts and could level cities on a whim. The most frightening thing about them though, is that those whims hit them quite often and dangerous things happen when they get bored.”
 
   “And Tima is one of zem?” Kirill looked me over critically and then laughed, loud and hard, shocking everyone, including myself. “You fools. She is same voman today as yesterday. It matters not to me if she has blood of faerie or blood of finch. She's mine and zat's all zat matters.”
 
   “You're right,” Odin huffed out a laugh. “It doesn't matter inasmuch as I love her but it does matter now that she has their attention. They may decide to come looking for her.”
 
   “Oh,” Kirill grimaced, “zat not so good.”
 
   “Arach did mention that I was the last female dragon-sidhe in existence,” I mumbled.
 
   “What?” Odin gaped at me. “You couldn't just be dragon-sidhe, you had to be the last female? Can you do nothing without extremes?”
 
   “No, Odin,” I growled. “I deliberately try to get into the most difficult and complicated messes that I can possibly find, just to irritate you. By the way, how did you manage to get me out of this particular mess? They said the way back was sealed and they were trying to find a way to re-open it for me. How did you get in and how did you even know I was there?”
 
   “I heard the horns,” Odin's face smoothed into sober lines. “I haven't heard the horns of the Hunt in ages. As head of the Norse Wild Hunt, we're connected in a way. I can feel their call. As far as knowing you were involved, how could I not? Kirill had just sent word that you were missing after trying to navigate the Aether alone. If you were anywhere outside of the Aether itself, it made perfect sense that you'd be there.”
 
   “Yeah, cuz that's where she could find the most trouble,” Trevor smirked and pulled me over to sit with Odin and Kirill. Vidar followed as well.
 
   “Wait,” I remembered what the High King had said about time being different. “How long was I missing before you sent word to Odin?”
 
   “Minutes,” Kirill shrugged. “I knew if you veren't home ven I got zere, you vere lost. I was prepared for it before you left.”
 
   “Minutes?” My jaw fell open, “and how long before you came after me, Odin?”
 
   “Minutes as well,” Odin frowned.
 
   “I was there for over a day,” I blinked. “A day and a half really. I had dinner with the High King, went to bed, was abducted by the King of Fire, went to sleep, got up and spent the day with him, and then he sicced the Wild Hunt on me after the sun set. That's when the horns sounded.”
 
   “And then I entered the Aether,” Odin blinked in surprise, “and I found your trail. I guess time flows differently in Faerie.”
 
   “That's what the High King said” I sat up in my seat. “Wait a minute, you can do that? You can follow my trail through the Aether?”
 
   “Only when the navigator is floundering, leaving scattered traces of herself behind,” Odin focused a glare on me. “I used the weakness you'd unknowingly created in the wards of the Faerie Realm, to push my way through and then kept the Wild Hunt behind me, temporarily propping the door open, as it were.”
 
   “You had perfect timing,” I got up and went over to him. “You saved my life. Thank you.”
 
   “Vervain,” he groaned and pulled me into his lap. He hugged me fiercely and I hugged him back. “If at all possible, I will always come for you. I swam the well for you. I would do anything to make you safe, pull down the stars from the sky if I had to.”
 
   “I know,” I pushed back so I could look at him. “King Cian told me that I would have been stuck in Hvergelmir forever if you hadn't come in after me.”
 
   “What?” He gaped at me.
 
   “He said the purpose of Hvergelmir isn't to reincarnate but to generate souls. That it wouldn't have known what to do with a soul who had lived already and most likely would have just kept me there, swimming forever.”
 
   “Oh fuck,” he whispered. “I hadn't thought of that.”
 
   “So you've been saving me all along,” I kissed him gently. “Thank you for loving me so much. I don't know what I ever did to have been blessed with so much love.”
 
   “You've taken a great weight from me,” he let his forehead fall to my shoulder. “I felt guilty for removing you before your time, for not trusting in you to find your way back to me, but now my actions are justified, my sacrifice valid.”
 
   “I'm glad,” I stood up, removing myself from his lap before one of my other lovers got jealous. Oh, the hardship of multiple relationships. Insert laugh clip here. “I had no idea you felt that way or I would have tried to reassure you earlier.”
 
   “Yes,” Odin made a twisted version of a smile, “but earlier, it would have been a lie.”
 
   “There is that,” I laughed. “Hey, did any of you tell Azrael?”
 
   “Yes, they did,” Azrael walked in with perfect timing, like he did everything else. He came over and hugged me. “I was working but I came as soon as possible.”
 
   “Thank you,” I smiled as I pulled back and eyed my angel. He looked great in worn out jeans and a faded T-shirt featuring the TV series The Walking Dead. 
 
   “Yeah,” Vidar smirked, “now we just have to tell him his woman's part dragon.”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   “You went where?” Krystal shoved her glasses up onto her head. Oh now we were getting serious.
 
   “The Faerie Realm,” I whispered over my coffee as I shot a glance around the crowded mall.
 
   We were sitting at a little table on one of the upper levels of Ala Moana, enjoying coffee and girl talk. Well, I was enjoying coffee, Krystal didn't like the coffee, gasp, so she was drinking a soda, and our girl talk included werewolf weddings, wild hunts, faerie royalty, and dragons. If anyone overheard, they'd probably think we were discussing some new movie but you never know. Better to practice discretion.
 
   “Faeries?” She smirked. “Seriously? Come on.”
 
   “Yes, seriously,” I laughed. “Oh and if you find that hard to believe, wait till you see Rain. He's cut his damn hair.”
 
   “What?” She sat up straight. “For me?”
 
   “No, for the Dalai Lama, he's become a Buddhist,” I rolled my eyes. “Of course for you. You've got him all unsteady, he's off his game cause some woman didn't want him. Oh the horror!”
 
   “That's fantastic,” she laughed. “Good for him, the player.”
 
   “He's not a player, he's just a man who a lot of women throw themselves at,” I shrugged and giggled. “So of course he wants the one who doesn't.”
 
   “You've distracted me,” she pointed a finger at me accusingly.
 
   “Yeah, you caught me,” I grinned. “What do you want to know?”
 
   “Only everything,” she quirked a brow up. “What is Faerieland like? Tell me it all, starting with the dragon hottie.”
 
   “You mean the psycho, blood-licking, super villain?” I scoffed. “He's so not a hottie.”
 
   “You described his face to me, like four times,” her other eyebrow went down, her signature look. “And that's not including the color of his hair, the color of his scales, his eyes, and his wings. His fucking leathery wings for Christ's sake. Oh, and the blow by blow of all your conversations.”
 
   “Aww, fuck me,” I whispered.
 
   “Yes, exactly what you'd like him to do, I suspect,” she pursed her lips and nodded.
 
   “Shut up, Krystal,” I glared at her. “I just realized I have a thing for a psycho dragon-sidhe who wants to skin me and dance around in his new Vervain suit.”
 
   “Or eat you with some fava beans and a nice chianti,” she made a slurping sound.
 
   “I totally almost called him Hannibal,” I laughed and then sobered. “Eating me is not funny either.”
 
   “Oh please,” she rolled her eyes. “He doesn't want to skin you, just cut you up a little, and any eating done would most likely be enjoyable. It's like faerie S&M, right? You can't fault a guy for his DNA or his fetishes.”
 
   “You need help, you know that?” I frowned at her.
 
   “Yes, yes,” she huffed, “says the woman who has four guys already and now wants a psycho dragon top.”
 
   “Top?”
 
   “As in the dominant one in a BDSM situation,” she said loud and clear, like a teacher in Sex Ed. Oh, and perfect, there were even children at the next table over, to pose questions if necessary.
 
   “Krystal,” I groaned.
 
   “What?” She looked over her shoulder and made a moue of distaste. “Must they bring those things out in public?”
 
   “What? The children or the parents?” I laughed, I couldn't help it.
 
   “Both,” she grinned wickedly. “I'm trying to have some girl talk here. I don't need to have to worry about some kid overhearing me.”
 
   “Don't you have children?”
 
   “Two of them,” she grimaced, “but when they're yours, you can beat them.”
 
   “Not anymore.”
 
   “As long as you don't leave marks, you're fine,” she waggled her brows at me. “Also, I never forced other people to have to deal with my kid's issues,” she waved a hand toward the now crying child.
 
   “Well, why don't you just light a cigarette? That might make them move.”
 
   “Shut up, Vervain,” she snarled. “You know I'm trying to quit.”
 
   “Is it harder than turning down hot dragon faeries?”
 
   “No,” she got that wicked look again, “I'm sure your situation is harder, very hard and thick most likely, which is precisely your problem.”
 
   “Hardy har har.”
 
   “Seriously though,” she shot a glance back over her shoulder. “Have you noticed that there's a lot of missing children lately?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Children,” she nodded her head back towards the mother and her son behind us. “Small people who make annoying sounds and ask too many questions while simultaneously ruining my girl time. They're usually seen wearing stained clothing and snot trails down their cheeks. Most often accompanied by stressed out looking people who haven't had a mani-pedi in way too long and know the theme music to most cartoons better than they know the sound of their own orgasm.”
 
   “Yes, I know what children are, Krystal.”
 
   “Just checking,” she shrugged. “You have so much sex, it's like you don't know what the consequences are.”
 
   “Oh fuck.”
 
   “Yes, that's what I mean by sex,” she rolled her eyes.
 
   “No,” I huffed, “shut up, you ass. It just occurred to me that psycho dragon faerie might want me for making those things.”
 
   “Children?” She drew out the word like she was teaching me to talk.
 
   “Yes, children,” I gave her my duh face. “Except they'd be even more monstrous than the normal human ones. They'd probably have cool wings though.”
 
   “Oh, ew,” she pulled her glasses back down like they were a shield against her catching the monster baby disease.
 
   “Yeah,” then my brain circled back to what she'd originally said. “There are missing children?”
 
   “Like four or five,” she nodded, used to our tangents. “It's like a Maile Amber alert a week lately and there haven't been any of those here in Hawaii in years.”
 
   “Oh, that can't be good.”
 
   “You think it's related to your little side business?” That's what she called my godhunting.
 
   “I don't know,” I frowned, “but I should probably ask the others about it.
 
   “Okay fine,” she sniffed, “but after you spill your guts about Faerie.”
 
   “Oh, guts,” I grimaced, “I kinda did some gut spilling too.”
 
   “Okay, you can leave that part out.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   I sighed as I drove back to Kaneohe. I'd taken the car to meet Krystal so I could have some alone time. The boys were driving me crazy ever since I'd got back from the Faerie Realm. You'd think there were pixies hiding in every corner, the way they were acting. I mean, what did they expect, the Wild Hunt to come flying out of my vanity mirror?
 
   “Leaping Lizards!” I screamed after I glanced in my rear view mirror and saw Arach's face grinning back at me.
 
   “Where?” He peered through the glass, searching for the jumping reptiles.
 
   “What the hell are you doing in my mirror?” I tried to return my attention to driving but it was rather difficult with a dragon-sidhe staring at me, so I ended up pulling into a parking area along the highway, built to allow tourists a view of the valley.
 
   “I wanted to speak with you,” Arach frowned at me like I was the crazy one. “Everyone knows mirrors are magic. They're the easiest tools of communication.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” I growled. “How could I have not expected your call?”
 
   “Exactly,” he smiled. “Especially after the way we left things.”
 
   “Uh, I think we left things pretty clear,” I glared at him. “You tried to hunt me down, then you tried to burn me to death, and then my lover showed up and threatened to kick your ass before he rescued me and brought me home. The end.”
 
   “Not the end,” his eyes got larger, filling the mirror. “I courted you, proved that you were a dragon-sidhe by giving and accepting fire, and then you were stolen from me by that upstart Viking cad. Him and his ridiculous justice. That's not what the Hunt is about. That's a human ideal he's allowed to twist the pureness of the Hunt, just because he wanted the power of human sacrifices.”
 
   “Okay, Puff,” I tapped the glass. “Back the fuck off Odin. I happen to be in love with the man. Why don't you find little Jackie Paper and go blow yourselves?”
 
   “I fail to comprehend anything you just said to me,” he leaned back so I could see his whole face again.
 
   “I'm not interested in anything you got,” I pointed at his arrogant mug. “Leave me alone.”
 
   “Now you are failing to comprehend me,” his eyes narrowed. “I will not leave you alone. I cannot leave you alone because you are the only hope for a continuation of our race. We are the last, A Thaisce, there are no more dragon-sidhe if you deny me.”
 
   “But don't you live forever?”
 
   “I am undying, yes, but like anything alive, I can be killed.”
 
   “And I'm the same,” I shrugged. “So there will be two of us forever. I think that's good enough.”
 
   “It is not good enough,” he huffed, a thin trail of smoke spiraling out of his left nostril. “You only say that because you have not experienced a full mating with a dragon-sidhe. There is nothing like it. You're not truly alive until you've joined with another of our kind.”
 
   “Yeah, you know what? I'm good as far as the joining thing goes,” I nodded. “I got werewolf loving, which is fucking mind-blowing; a werelion with hair past his ass, who knows how to use it; a Viking god, you might remember him as the guy who wants to kick your ass, who can create invisible mouths and other appendages to pleasure me with; and an angel of death who not only knows how to make love mid-air but who also has access to the Garden of Eden. Ever have sex in a pool of holy wine? It's pretty damn fabulous. I think I can live without your fiery dragon sex.”
 
   “Listing your sexual activities to me is not going to sway me,” he scoffed. “You think a dragon-sidhe is afraid of a little competition? We are encouraged by it. Your praise of your lovers only inspires me to try harder. Now, before I go, tell me, what kind of chamber are you in? It looks most uncomfortable.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   I was never going to leave Pride Palace again if any of my men found out about Arach's little stunt. So I kept my mouth shut during the debate we had about my recent troubles. Most of the God Squad was shocked enough to need a few minutes to collect their thoughts before exploding into queries, so there was a kind of quiet before the storm. However, when the storm hit, it was loud and very confusing for me.
 
   I couldn't follow the rapid fire questions, much less the annoyed answers my men were shooting back, in between tolerant glances at me. So I just sat back, in my favorite wingback chair, and waited for there to be a lull. I had to wait a good thirty minutes. So it wasn't my fault that I fell asleep.
 
   “Vervain!” I was rudely awakened by excessive shaking and shouting.
 
   “What?” I blinked up at Trevor. “Did I miss anything?”
 
   “Just everything you already knew,” he mushed his mouth up in an irritated shape. “Didn't you say you wanted to talk to everyone about something?”
 
   “Huh?” I scrunched up my forehead, trying to remember. “Oh right. Have you guys noticed that there's a lot of missing kids in Hawaii?”
 
   “Missing from where?” Horus cocked his head at me.
 
   “I just said,” I was too tired to figure out Horus, “Hawaii.”
 
   “But where in Hawaii?” He persevered.
 
   “From where they're supposed to be,” I glared at him.
 
   “Well I don't know these children,” Horus scoffed. “How would I know where they're supposed to be? And if I don't know where they're supposed to be, how would I know they're not there?”
 
   “I don't know,” now I was just as confused as he was.
 
   “She means zat zey have been stolen,” Kirill sighed. “Abducted children.”
 
   “How many?” Blue seemed to perk up, which perked me up.
 
   “I'm told about four or five,” I stared hard at him. “What are you thinking?”
 
   “I'm not sure,” he frowned. “It may be nothing. I'll check it out and get back to you.”
 
   “Okay,” I nodded, “fair enough.”
 
   “There's something else,” Mrs. E added and everyone looked toward her. She rarely had something to say but when she did, it was best to listen. “There have been droughts all across the nation.”
 
   “Droughts?” I was confused again.
 
   “Droughts which could lead to damaged crops,” she prompted. “Which in turn could lead to a rise in food cost. Which in turn could lead to anger and resentment in the populace. Which in turn could lead to rioting. Which in turn...”
 
   “I'm sorry to cut you off,” Pan held up a hand, “but that's a lot of contingencies for it to be labeled a possible god plot. Do you really think some god is planning that far ahead?”
 
   “I did,” Blue was frowning even harder now. “It's brilliant actually. Virtually untraceable and impossible to prove. Fry up some farmland and watch the humans start to fight. Nothing makes people angrier than starvation and loss of income.”
 
   “But we won't starve,” I tried to work it through. “There are crops all over the world that we fly in everyday.”
 
   “Local produce has become a big issue for most Americans,” Ull mused. “Take that away and there might be a lot less food than you'd expect. Then there's the farmers to consider. People can get desperate when their whole livelihood is at stake. If done properly, this could really escalate into a global issue.”
 
   “So who do you think may be behind it all?” I asked the big question.
 
   “It would have to be some kind of weather deity,” Mr. T shrugged. “It takes one to know one.”
 
   “Perhaps a sun god,” Persephone said, “but it could also be a harvest goddess. Mom's still missing.”
 
   “Oh damn,” I groaned. “I hadn't thought of her. That would make perfect sense. Demeter's revenge, not just on me but on every happy family in America.”
 
   “But what about the missing kids?” Hades didn't look convinced.
 
   “Could be unrelated,” I shrugged. “Or it could be multiple people messing with us.”
 
   “And let's not forget Phonoi and his lovely mother,” Hades added.
 
   “Could they be behind the child disappearances?” I wouldn't put it past any relative of Ares'.
 
   “Possible,” that got Hades thinking. “They are most definitely evil enough but to what purpose?”
 
   “Who knows?” I sighed and sat back in my chair again. “Maybe they're planning on leaving the bodies of dead children on my doorstep and framing me for their murders.”
 
   “That's a little dark,” Pan blinked at me.
 
   “You're right, I'm sorry,” I rubbed at my aching head. “I guess coming in contact with the fey has had an affect.”
 
   “Not exactly Disney cartoon characters, are they?” Ull asked.
 
   “Nope,” I thought about Arach's eyes filling my mirror. “Nothing funny about them at all.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   So it turns out that there's not a whole lot of planning that needs to go into a werewolf-werelion wedding. 
 
   I was standing in the forest surrounding Fenrir's Hall, off to the side of an aisle made of rose petals that led to a clearing in the trees. Persephone had decorated and it was magical, literally magical. The trees to either side of the clearing had been coaxed to grow inward, their branches stretching across to each other like reuniting lovers. They formed a curved ceiling intertwined with blooming vines that Persephone had grown up and over the trees. Pure white roses hung from the vines, reminding me a little of my room in the Castle of Eight, though these flowers didn't feel so alien to me. 
 
   Hanging from the branches were crystal chandeliers, the old fashioned kind with lit candles instead of electric lights. The roses were wound through them as well and the heat from the candles was releasing the flower's sweet scent. Along the aisle, little white flowers grew, edelweiss I think, as if Nature herself was leading the bride to her groom. In a way, I guess she was. I smiled and nudged Persephone, who was standing in front of me, waiting for her cue as bridesmaid. She looked at me over her shoulder.
 
   “It's beautiful,” I whispered.
 
   “Thanks,” she whispered back. “This is the first wedding I've done.”
 
   “It's more wonderful than I anything I could have imagined,” Samantha leaned in. 
 
   She was standing behind me, looking radiant in an elegant, white, strapless dress with lace accents. Her hair was loose and long down her back and on her head was a silver crown, spiked and sparkling with crystals. I'd been told it was traditional.
 
   We'd started another tradition the day before, when I'd brought her and Fallon into the inner courtyard of Pride Palace and placed a blessing on them with my love magic. I had decided that every Intare or Froekn who committed themselves to another would receive a blessing from me, and Fenrir had agreed enthusiastically. So all that was left now was the actual wedding.
 
   I smiled at Sam reassuringly and she smiled back, holding her bouquet of orchids a little higher. I smoothed my own simple, blue dress and turned back around, looking to Alan, the Froekn who was organizing everything, to wait for my cue. Soft music started to play and he nodded to first Persephone and then me, so I began to walk sedately down the aisle.
 
   As soon as I got on the path, I was able to see its end. Fallon was standing tall and proud in a black suit with Darius, his best man, beside him. To his right, stood Fenrir, who was officiating the ceremony. Before them, to either side of the aisle, were both Froekn and Intare intermingling, along with our god friends. I was glad they sat together, as if they were a family already, instead of taking sides. As I neared the front, I was able to see my men, they were all there, including my sons. I smiled at them as I took my place to the right of Fenrir and down a bit.
 
   Then I turned and was able to watch Samantha as she made her way up the aisle. I'm not a crier. I don't cry at weddings or the birth of babies but seeing her so happy, so beautiful, walking toward a man I thought of as a brother, to commit her very long life to being with only him, I nearly became one of those silly crying women.
 
   After she arrived at the end of the aisle, she immediately passed me her bouquet and turned to take both of Fallon's hands. Fenrir came forward and placed his hands over their joined ones. He nodded and smiled to them before he looked up to the gathering.
 
   “This is a momentous occasion,” he said in his rich voice. “The first Binding ceremony done between Froekn and Intare. Fallon has proved his worth to the wolves and has been accepted as a worthy mate and brother. We welcome him into the family and welcome his family as our own but more importantly, we celebrate his willingness to bind himself to our daughter in the ways of our people.”
 
   The Froekn cheered and I couldn't help feeling a twinge of guilt for not binding myself fully to Trevor. Was that Fenrir's idea of a little jab at me? That ours should have been the first Binding ceremony between Froekn and Intare? No, I wasn't going to ruin Fallon and Samantha's day with bad thoughts. I focused back on the couple as Fenrir continued.
 
   “As Valdyr of the Froekn, it's my pleasure to give this couple my blessing, as their Rouva and Tima has already done,” he squeezed their hands. “May the Moon ever smile upon you, may your path lay clear and unbroken, and may your happiness in each other grow with every passing day.” He stepped back to cheering and applause. Then he nodded to Fallon and the crowd silenced, even the forest seemed to pause and listen. 
 
   “I will treasure your life above my own,” Fallon's voice was clear and strong, “and stop the blade meant for your heart, with my own body.”
 
   “Your death would be my death,” Samantha replied just as vibrantly. “I release you from your vow and bid you instead of dying, live for me.”
 
   “So be it,” Fallon nodded and then continued. “I will put your needs above my own. I will go hungry so that you may eat.”
 
   “Your hunger would turn the food to ash in my mouth,” Samantha shook her head. “I release you from your vow and bid you instead to keep your body nourished for me.”
 
   “So be it,” Fallon said again. “I will love you above all others, including myself, without conditions or expectations.”
 
   “I do not desire blind love. I release you from your vow and bid you instead to love yourself first, so that the love you give to me is strong and pure.”
 
   “So be it,” Fallon said and held out a ring to Samantha. “Will you accept me as I am and wear this symbol to let all know of our commitment to each other?”
 
   “Yes, I will,” she held her hand out and let him slide the ring into place. There was more cheering before the silence returned and Samantha repeated the vows Fallon had made to her, ending with her putting a ring on his finger and then more cheering.
 
   Then Fenrir came forward and put a hand on each of their shoulders. “Three vows made and three refused. Freedom offered and thrice rejected. You are bound now by the powers of the Moon and the magic of the Froekn. Cleave one to the other for only together will you survive eternity. So shall it be!”
 
   I felt a ripple of power emanate out from Fallon and Samantha, both of them shivering with it, and I knew I was feeling their bond slide into place. She turned back to me and I gave her the bouquet before placing a quick kiss on her cheek. She hugged me and turned back to Fallon, who took her hand and escorted her past Fenrir and into the woods beyond.
 
   I frowned, looking to Fenrir. “Aren't they going to the feast?”
 
   “They have to consummate the bond first,” Fenrir laughed and chucked me under the chin. “You, of all people, should know that the Binding isn't complete without the consummation.”
 
   “Oh, right,” I felt my face heating up. “Consummation. Is there at least a bed back there?”
 
   “There's a beautiful bower set up for them,” Trevor answered and I turned to smile at him. “They'll be very comfortable but I doubt it would matter. A field of grass would be fine, they'll barely notice their surroundings.”
 
   “Yeah,” I smiled, remembering our consummation. “I imagine you're right.”
 
   “Now let's go celebrate for them,” he took my arm to lead me back to the Hall with everyone else. “They'll be around sometime later tonight. Maybe.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Evidently weddings, or rather Bindings, were a time to show off your prowess. In addition to the huge feast that was laid out banquet style on one of the long tables, there was the usual dancing but there were also games designed to exhibit a wolf's, or lion's, or god's expertise with such items as swords, daggers, and hammers. There were also games of intellect such as Chess and Backgammon. It was noisy, bright, and wonderful.
 
   “Care to dance with Death,” a chill ran down my spine before I turned and saw that it was Azrael whispering to me.
 
   “Oh,” I laughed to cover my unease. “I dance with death all the time but tonight I think I'd rather dance with you.”
 
   “Maybe for tonight, Death will just be a man,” he grinned and swept me out onto the open space set aside for dancing.
 
   Dark Horses was playing on a stage at the end of the dining hall, Rain's voice carrying over the rowdy crowd with ease. I smiled to see his newly cut hair worked into stylish spikes. He was taking Krystal's critique to heart and working the new look. Personally I preferred the long hair, a point me and Krystal would never see eye to eye on, but I could admit Rain was just as attractive with the short.
 
   Azrael had short hair in fact, and I loved the way he looked. I ran my fingers up into the careless tousle of his black hair and he pulled me closer with a low groan. The music was fast but I didn't care, I slowed us down into a sexy groove and leaned into my angel. Under my cheek his chest flexed and I listened to his heart start to beat faster. It was sweeter music to me than anything Rain could sing.
 
   I closed my eyes, the sound of that strong heart becoming louder and louder in my ear until it was all I heard. I could almost see Azrael's veins, blood sliding through them, flowing into that pulsing organ, just a few bones and tissues separating us. His scent filled my nose, vanilla orchids, delicate and sweet. It grew thick, I could almost taste it, taste him, on my tongue. I had the sudden urge to bite him, to feel his blood on my lips and know the secrets of his soul with just one lick. How many licks would it take to get to the center of an angel?
 
   I frowned, trying to muddle out this strange new desire. Then my beasts went crazy, all three of them, my wolf, my lioness, and even my jaguar, who ruled them all. They were racing around inside of me, chasing something, not chasing it away but chasing it to catch it. I had a sudden memory of Arach telling me how the chase was the best part of romance. Then a wave of heat rose up in me, shooting my eyes open, arching my back, and sending me into spasms.
 
   I could hear people shouting but it was muffled, almost like I was under water or deep in the earth. I couldn't reach them and they couldn't save me. Another heat wave rolled over me and my vision changed completely. I was flying, soaring over rocky cliffs, and I barely noticed the cool air on my over-heated skin. I dove and rolled with it, spiraling through clouds and roaring my pleasure to the moon.
 
   The heat subsided, completely conquered by the altitude, and I drew breath into my lungs with relief. When I let it out, a string of fire appeared before me, startling me enough to come out of the vision and back to my body. I found myself lying on the smooth wood floor of Fenrir's dining hall, not really sure how I'd gotten there.
 
   “Did I fall?” I looked up at Azrael, whose face was peering down into mine.
 
   “Vervain,” he let out a relieved sigh and looked over his shoulder. “She's fine, everyone. Go back to what you were doing.” Then he looked back down at me. “Your flesh started to heat, then you fell back and started convulsing. I didn't know what to do.”
 
   “Let me have a look a her,” Teharon came forward and knelt beside me. He laid a hand on my cheek and closed his eyes.
 
   I felt his magic pushing against me and let him in, let him search my body for signs of whatever it was that just happened. I felt his power zinging through my muscles, a cool flow starting at my head, working down to my feet, and then back again.
 
   “I think we need to find a room for some privacy,” Teharon looked back at Fenrir and Trevor, who were standing behind him.
 
   “Follow me,” Fenrir said and turned to walk away.
 
   Azrael helped me to my feet and I started to stumble after Fenrir. Trevor stopped me and lifted me into his arms with a concerned look. I tried to smile at him reassuringly but I'm afraid it only made him frown harder. So I opted to rest my head against his chest instead and wonder of wonders, I kept my mouth shut all the way to the bedroom Fenrir led us to.
 
   As soon as the door closed behind us and I was laid out on the bed, I was surrounded by concerned male faces and questions. Not all of them geared toward me, at least. Trevor was asking Azrael what had happened in the moments before my collapse and Odin was asking everyone what the hell was going on, since he'd evidently missed the whole damn thing. Kirill was practically in bed with me, sitting on the edge of the mattress and leaning over my head, to hold a hand to my forehead like he was my grandmother. He kept asking if I was okay and I kept nodding but I don't think he believed me.
 
   “She is varm,” Kirill finally looked away from me for a second, to interrupt the discussion above us.
 
   “Yes, she was almost burning hot for a second back there,” Azrael leaned in and looked over my face. “What happened to you, Vervain?”
 
   “I don't know,” I finally spoke. “I was listening to your heart beat and then I had this weird urge to bite you.” I sank into my worst Count Dracula voice and said, “I vanted to taste your blood, bwahaha.” Nobody laughed. “No? Wrong time for humor?”
 
   “You had the urge to taste his blood?” Odin looked a little pale. “There's no magic in you that should warrant that.”
 
   “Except for her fey heritage,” Trevor noted.
 
   “But if that's the problem,” I shook my head, “then I'd be having these issues all of my life, or at least since puberty. I'm not really sure how the fey work.”
 
   “What else did you experience?” Teharon seemed to be the voice of calm and reason.
 
   “I...” I frowned as I remembered the vision and what had pulled me out of it. “Oh shit, I think Trevor's right.”
 
   “Why?” Teharon prompted.
 
   “I had a vision of flying and then of breathing fire,” I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “But why now? If I've been fey all along, why is this happening now?”
 
   “Well you did just come back from the Faery Realm,” Azrael sighed.
 
   Odin was cursing in Old Norse again.
 
   “Did you experience anything unusual in the realm of the fey?” Teharon asked and I raised a brow at him. “Anything that caused some kind of physical response from you?”
 
   “Oh,” I thought back, going over every moment until finally coming to the last. “Oh shit. I think I know.”
 
   “Feel free to let us in on secret too,” Kirill drawled.
 
   “At the end,” I spared a quick irritated glance for Kirill, “when Arach finally ran me to ground, as it were, I was desperate. I tried to drain him but of course that didn't work.”
 
   “He's fey,” Odin grimaced, “he is magic, he never took it from humans.”
 
   “Right,” I nodded, “I couldn't get anything from him but then I felt the earth call me and I was able to pull huge amounts of energy from it, more than I've ever been able to pull from the earth of the Human Realm.”
 
   “Yes,” Odin was frowning deeply, “because you were in Faerie, at the source of your own magic. You accessed the fountainhead and it's obviously changed you, awakened your dormant sidhe side.”
 
   “Oh, that doesn't sound good,” I groaned. “You know, I remember feeling as if something had burst inside me, like a dam had been broken and something was released. That must have been my fey magic waking up.”
 
   “This is who you are, how can it be bad?” Everyone looked at Azrael like he'd gone crazy but he just shrugged. “I love her, no matter what, don't all of you?”
 
   “Well, maybe not in the same way some of you do,” Teharon grinned, “but yes.”
 
   “Good,” Trevor rolled his eyes. “Her bed's full enough.”
 
   “This is a part of who she is,” Azrael continued patiently. He was good at that, being patient, which was a huge plus when dealing with me and mine. “It may be what's best for her to know it and accept it. It may complete her in ways we can't even conceive of. She's had to live a half life, part of her basic nature submerged and denied, without ever knowing it. Maybe it will be good for her to truly know herself. It sounds like she's inherited some powerful magic and I don't see the negative in that.”
 
   “You,” I shook my head, speechless, “you are so amazing.”
 
   “Yes, the wonder and wisdom of the angels,” Odin said, sarcasm dripping. “The negatives you don't see, are that a dragon-sidhe, a male who claims she's the only female of his kind in existence, may be able to sense this change and use it to not only find her but take her from us. He seemed rather intent to begin with but I have a feeling this coming into power or whatever it is, may intensify his desires.”
 
   “But he's in the Faerie Realm,” Azrael wasn't bothered in the least by Odin's criticism and I think that bothered Odin even more. “He has no access to her.”
 
   “Maybe not yet,” Odin grimaced, “but now their wards have been weakened twice, once by Vervain and once by myself when I went to bring her back. This Arach may be able to find a way to weaken it further and if he can break the barrier, the fey will be able to return to the Human Realm.”
 
   “Chyort voz'mi,” Kirill swore.
 
   “Indeed,” Odin nodded grimly.
 
   “Huh?” I looked up at Kirill.
 
   “It means oh shit, basically,” Trevor answered instead.
 
   “Oh,” I huffed. “In that case, chyort voz'mi.”
 
   I conveniently forgot to tell them about Arach and the mirror.
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   I didn't want to cut the evening short over my little episode, so we all went back to the party and acted like everything was fine. Yep, no problem here, I just had a little faint, everything's all right, no dragon-sidhe magic rearranging my insides, and there's definitely not a randy male dragon-sidhe possibly breaking through a barrier into the Aether to come and get me and make me his lizard love slave. Oh yeah, everything's dandy.
 
   I did manage to have a good time though. I ate a lot, drank even more, and danced with all of my men, over and over. Also, I got to see Fallon and Samantha enter the room in a glow of happiness and unity. They looked different, I'm not sure what it was exactly, something in their faces, their muscles more relaxed, or maybe just a confidence in their manners. They looked wonderful and it made everything seem a lot better just to see them that way.
 
   The evening finally did wind down though, and we all headed home, Trevor, Kirill, the Intare, and I to Pride Palace while Odin, Azrael, and everyone else returned to their own homes. Fallon and Samantha were staying in a special bridal suite Fenrir had made up for them. Then they'd be coming home to Pride Palace to live with us. I was kind of excited to have another woman in the house. I mean, even my cat's a boy. I was in serious need of some estrogen.
 
   I was exhausted as I walked through the halls to my bedroom, I wanted to sleep for a week. So I wasn't really paying attention to my surroundings when I entered the master suite where we slept. I passed by the King sized bed that fit really well into the safari theme, with it's polished wood posters and mosquito netting. I was pleased that it didn't look out of place since it was in fact a replacement of the original bed which had belonged to Nyavirezi and held way too much bad memories for Kirill. We kept adding to it, at first it was just a double-tiered, mahogany platform and then we'd added the posters, and then finally the netting. I was pretty happy with it now, and evidently so was Nick, who was curled up in the center of it.
 
   I just kept walking, heading into the bathroom. I had no idea anything was wrong until I heard Trevor and Kirill growling. I stumbled back into the bedroom to find my two lovers facing off with a hissing black cat who sported a white spot in the center of his chest. The cat's eyes were glowing green and his fur was standing on end, making him look like a pissed off, black cloud. Okay, that was definitely not Nick.
 
   “No fucking way,” I marched into the room, taking up a position between the cat and my men. “Back down guys, I know him.”
 
   “You know him?” Trevor gaped.
 
   The cat shifted, turning into Roarke, who looked delicious in tight leather pants and a loose blue tunic. He leaned casually against one of the bed posts, boy he liked to lean on things, and gave me a knowing grin. I wanted to punch it off his face but I restrained myself because I thought it better to keep him clear headed enough to answer all of my questions. Besides, I could always punch him later.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing here?” I narrowed my eyes on him and then grabbed a handful of his tunic and pulled him up, “and get off my bed.”
 
   “My apologies,” he bowed to the men, “I am Roarke of House Earth, Prince of the Cat-Sidhe and general ne'er-do-well. Oh, and I'm currently an emissary for High King Cian.”
 
   “This is Trevor,” I waved a hand at him. “Wolf Prince of the Froekn and First-Born of Fenrir, and this is Kirill, Ganza of the Intare and hot Russian werelion. Both are my boyfriends and both are bad ass motherfuckers. Now I suggest you tell me how you got through the faerie barrier before I let them have at you.”
 
   “That, my dear,” he grinned wider, “is entirely your fault.”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   “Have a little faerie experience earlier?” A black eyebrow quirked up over Roarke's green eye. “Some tingly, fiery, body-changing excitement?”
 
   “Obviously you know the answer to that already,” I took a deep breath. This couldn't be good.
 
   “Yes, well,” Roarke pouted, probably because I wasn't willing to play his game. “Your little entrance and then subsequent exit from Faerie caused a teeny tiny break in the ward. When you had your little faerie explosion, the aftershocks ripped it wider. About big enough for a cat to get through. King Cian thought it best that I make use of the opening and come warn you. The tear will most likely widen and he's unsure whether he wants to repair it or not.”
 
   “Why wouldn't he repair it?” I glanced over at my silent men but they just continued to stare grimly at Roarke.
 
   “He's being petitioned by several representatives of the fey Houses to keep it open,” Roarke gave me a sly look. “King Arach in particular is making a convincing case.”
 
   “Uh huh,” I grimaced. “I fail to see why a booty call should be the reason to open a gate that's been sealed for centuries.”
 
   “A what?” Roarke's eyes gleamed. “A booty call? Oh that's fantastic. Does it mean what I think it means? Lasciviousness of some kind, yes? Oh please say yes.”
 
   “It means a base sexual encounter,” I confirmed.
 
   “Oh, you have brought me such joy,” he sighed and clasped his hands together over his chest. “I can't wait to use it back home.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, you're a randy tom cat, we get it,” I rolled my eyes. “Now an answer would be nice. Why would King Cian listen to Arach?”
 
   “King Arach, my lady lioness,” Roarke smirked. “The High King must listen to the lower rulers, it's part of his duty. Now as to why he would do as asked, King Arach has declared you to be the last remaining female dragon-sidhe in existence. The fey take extinction of races very seriously. If you had been brought up in Faerie, you'd already be getting your booty called from King Arach, probably numerous callings of booties,” he winked at me for added effect. “Your belly would most likely be swelling with King Arach's bootiness already.”
 
   “Okay, enough with the booty thing,” I groaned. “There's not going to be any booty calls or bootiness or swelling of my belly.”
 
   “Extinction or not,” Trevor growled. “She's not giving birth to some dragon faerie's baby.”
 
   “Da,” Kirill agreed, “no fire-breathing babies allowed.”
 
   “Thank you, Siskel and Ebert, for the two thumbs down,” I grimaced, “but I got this.” I returned my attention to the cat. “Tell King Cian it's not going to happen and tell King Arach to go fuck himself because I'm not going to do it.”
 
   “Oh, another lovely human colloquialism,” he rubbed his hands gleefully, “and how appropriate, bravo. I can't go back yet though. King Cian bade me stay and see to your safety.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He wants the last female dragon-sidhe to be protected,” Roarke shrugged. “So where can I sleep?”
 
   “In the Faerie Realm,” I growled. “How did you even get through my wards?”
 
   “Ah, Tima,” Kirill cleared his throat. “You have no vards here, I've been meaning to talk to you about zat. Ven Nyavirezi died, her vards died vith her. It just recently came to my attention. You need to make new vards to protect Palace.”
 
   “Oh, great,” I rubbed at my head.
 
   “I can't go back,” Roarke looked rather green. “I have a direct order from my King and the High King. I must stay and watch you. They,” he swallowed hard, “will not be pleased if I return now.”
 
   “Oh fine,” I threw my hands up in the air. “Kirill can help you find an empty bedroom, we have enough of them.”
 
   “Thank you,” he gave me a quick bow.
 
   “You're welcome,” I sighed. “Can you send messages to the King?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” he frowned. “King Arach said he'd already...”
 
   “Yes, yes,” I cut him off. “That's right, he told me about the mirrors.” Roarke frowned but held his tongue.
 
   “Mirrors?” Trevor asked.
 
   “They can be used to contact other realms,” Roarke shrugged. “Surely the gods know this.”
 
   “Yes but we also have other means of contacting each other,” Trevor ground out. “It hadn't occurred to me that they could be used to access the Faerie Realm.”
 
   “Huh,” Roarke shrugged. “No matter, I can use any mirror here to send word to King Cian and King Arach too if you'd like me to relay your colorful message. Or you could contact him yourself. I can show you how.”
 
   “Really?” I raised a brow. “Yeah, okay, I'd like to say a few things to that bastard.”
 
   “Oh, King Arach is most assuredly not a bastard,” Roarke explained seriously, as if this status might affect my decision about sleeping with him. “His parents were King and Queen of the House of Fire, before him. They were killed tragically though,” he dropped his voice to a whisper, “by humans. He doesn't hold your kind in very high regard because of it. In fact, most of the dragon-sidhe were killed by humans. It was one of the reasons the High King chose to withdraw Faerie from the Human Realm.”
 
   “Oh,” I frowned, not liking the twinge of sympathy I felt for Arach.
 
   “It's also a big part of why King Arach enjoys leading the Wild Hunt,” Roarke continued, “and why you caught his attention so quickly.”
 
   “Until he discovered the type of fey blood I had mixed in with my human,” I huffed.
 
   “Yes, I expect that was a shock for him,” Roarke chuckled. “It's rather enjoyable to see the Fire King all puffed up over a human witch.”
 
   “She's a goddess,” Trevor corrected.
 
   “Thank you, baby,” I smiled at him, “but I'm not insulted to be called a human either.”
 
   “I meant no disrespect,” Roarke held up a hand. “We fey find humans to be fascinating.”
 
   “And delicious,” I added.
 
   “Well, yes, some of us,” he shrugged, “but goblins will eat anything.”
 
   “That one seemed disgusted by the taint of my fey blood,” I reminded him.
 
   “Oh, they just think human blood is sweeter,” Roarke waved it off. “Something about magic tasting too acidic.”
 
   “Good thing he knew a way to soak the meat,” I countered.
 
   “Ah, he was a renowned chef among the goblins,” Roarke nodded. “It's why that red cap was so upset about you killing him.”
 
   “Goblin chefs,” I rolled my eyes, “go figure. Look, I think I should put up some new wards before you contact anyone. Why don't you go get some sleep and we can make the calls in the morning?”
 
   “Fine with me,” he yawned dramatically. “I can always use some sleep.”
 
   “You are such a cat,” I said as he followed Kirill out. “Hey, by the way, have you seen my real cat?”
 
   “He's fine,” Roarke laughed. “We went hunting together earlier but he fell asleep in the hallway, so I left him in search of a softer bed.”
 
   “Great,” I shook my head, “Nick's gone over to the dark side.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   “Vanishing Acts, Veerings, Walking on Clouds, ah, here we go, Wards.” I flattened my spell book, the one I'd got from Ku, out on my bed in front of me. Before I did anything else, I was going to handle this ward situation. “Alright. Position yourself facing the trace point you'd like to ward,” I skimmed the spell, to make sure I didn't need any accessories like herbs and such. God magic usually didn't and now that I knew where my human magic stemmed from, the fey and their connection to nature and the elements, it made perfect sense to me that doing human magic would require elements of nature to work. But the warding I was doing wasn't human warding, it was god magic, so I didn't need anything but my intent and my words.
 
   I put the book down and gave some thought to the last part of the spell, where I would have to come up with my own chant to allow friends and family through the warding. This was important so I got up, taking the book with me, and went down to our library. In a few minutes, I'd found the words I needed and I headed over to the hallway that ended in our tracing point. When I stood before the wall that was our place to trace in, I laid the book down at my feet, focused on the Aether, and did as the spell instructed, envisioning the trace point as a door that I was bolting closed, only to be opened by the right key.
 
   “Open ways are now shut against those who are unwelcome,” my voice rang out against the wall and echoed back to me. “I, Mistress of this home, declare it so and bind the way before me that none but those I choose shall pass. Clear the way only for those who speak these words,” I paused and then spoke the chant I'd decided on. “Intaho Intare Ishema.” Home of the Lion Pride.
 
   The wall shimmered, a pulse vibrating through it and dissipating through the walls of the Palace. I felt the protection sink into the boundaries of my lands and knew we were safe. A relieved breath flew out of my lungs, releasing tension I didn't realize I'd been storing. I guess I was more afraid of a faerie abduction than I thought.
 
   I went back to my suite, looking forward to a peaceful night spent between my lion and my wolf.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   “You ready to make that call?” I asked Roarke as soon as I saw him.
 
   “Just show me a mirror,” he smirked, “but who are we calling first, the High King or your dragon King?”
 
   “Shut up, cat,” I pushed past him and went looking for Darius, there was something I had to do first.
 
   Roarke just followed along, content to trail behind me wherever I might lead. I had to go through a few rooms before I found Darius. He was in the kitchen, making himself an omelet. He looked up with a smile that changed quickly to confusion upon spotting Roarke.
 
   “Tima?”
 
   “Hey, Dare,” I smiled. “This is Roarke, he's a cat-sidhe and he's going to be staying with us for awhile, which means you'll either see him or a black cat running through the Palace. Please let the others know to let him be.”
 
   “Yes, Tima,” he nodded.
 
   “Also, I need you to spread the word about the new tracing chant,” I added. “Tell everyone it's Intaho Intare Ishema. Oh and please send someone to let the God Squad and Azrael know.”
 
   “Right away,” he grinned and took a bite of his omelet, clearly not doing anything right away except eating.
 
   “Thanks,” I laughed and headed out of the room, knowing he'd get it done eventually.
 
   “Your lions all live here?” Roarke asked as we walked back to my room.
 
   “Yeah,” I shrugged, “they can leave if they want but so far, they've all decided to stay at home.”
 
   “It's good to have your army stationed near,” Roarke nodded. “You shouldn't allow them the choice of leaving.”
 
   “The last lion goddess took everything from them,” I said grimly. “I intend to give it back. I don't want them to feel that they have to do anything unless they want to.”
 
   “Admirable,” Roarke smirked, “but irresponsible.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You are in charge of these men, you are their leader. You should act more like their leader or things will get confusing at best and violent at worst.”
 
   “Violent?”
 
   “There needs to be order established and most men are followers, they need someone to tell them where to go,” he shrugged. “Without a firm leadership, men will look elsewhere to be led.”
 
   “I do lead them,” I frowned, wondering if the cat was right and I was doing my men a disservice.
 
   “Really? My mistake,” he smiled like he knew damn well there was no mistake.
 
   “So what,” I stopped and faced him. “I should make more rules? There are already house rules in place.”
 
   “If I were you,” he pursed his lips in thought, “I might choose a few men as commanders and then have them separate the men into two groups which can be used to do mock battles against one another. You can schedule weekly training sessions for the groups separately and then monthly battles for them to test their skills against each other.”
 
   “That's” I stared at him, amazed, “That's quite brilliant actually. It would give them an outlet for all their energy besides hunting game and would improve our strength as a fighting unit.”
 
   “Yes, I knew it was a great idea when I thought of it,” he nodded sagely.
 
   “I'll start them on it after our talks with the Kings,” I started walking again and even though he was walking behind me, I could feel the preening pride oozing off of Roarke. Damn cats, I was becoming more and more glad that Nick couldn't talk.
 
   Speaking of my tabby, we found him sleeping in the spot Roarke had occupied the day before. He got up, stretched and meowed, first at me and then at Roarke. I gave him a quick neck scratch and he started to purr but then Roarke said something in that faerie language and Nick jumped up onto his shoulder. Roarke scratched at him while Nick swung his tail around Roarke's neck.
 
   “Well, fine, you little furry traitor,” I huffed and went to the mirror set above the vanity table I'd recently purchased.
 
   The table was polished wood, like the rest of the furniture I'd brought in, heavy and wide, with a large, oval mirror hung between two posts. My make-up and perfumes were spread out on it and a padded chair was pushed into the space beneath. I pulled it out and sat down a little toward the side so Roarke could stand beside me.
 
   He came up and looked over the mirror with interest. “That'll do,” he finally announced and pulled some dried herbs out of his pocket. “Eyebright, to see faeries,” he laughed. “Rub it clockwise over the mirror while you call to the one you wish to contact.” He rubbed the herb over the glass, “High King Cian!”
 
   The glass fogged, like someone had breathed on it, all over the entire surface. When it cleared, King Cian was looking back at us. I flinched a little, I'd forgotten how blindingly bright he could be. He looked serious, really serious as he stared first at me, then at Roarke, and then back to me.
 
   “Greetings, High King,” Roarke bowed. “Lady Vervain has requested to be present for this conversation.”
 
   “King Cian,” I smiled. “You look very bright today.”
 
   “Thank you, Lady Vervain,” he nodded. “I assume Roarke has explained the situation with our wards?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I felt like I was in Elementary school again.
 
   “King Arach has also brought your personal situation to my attention,” he raised a brow. “My congratulations. Dragon-sidhe are all born nobles, so you are a descendant of a ruling House of Faerie. This is cause for celebration and for concern. Which is why I must insist on Roarke being with you. I would have sent Danal but alas, the tear was too small for him.”
 
   “Yes, the tear,” I frowned. “Roarke said you were unsure as to whether or not you'd be fixing it.”
 
   “Now that you have come through, there have been debates on whether we should have left it open in the first place,” a small crease formed between his eyes. “You've become a symbol of what we've lost, a physical representation of not only excitement and adventure but of a continuation of the race. A few bloodlines have died out since the sever and now here you are, a new hope for the dragon-sidhe. It's been pointed out that maybe other lineages would still be thriving if we'd had human mates to help us procreate.”
 
   “You think there may be other humans with bloodlines that have been lost?” I frowned, feeling sorry for the lost races but still not wanting to give up my life with those I love, for the greater good of the fey.
 
   “That hadn't occurred to me,” he sat up straighter. “I'd only meant that sometimes we fey have a harder time conceiving, whereas humans are very fertile. The thought that there might be a trace left of those who have died off... well that is an even more interesting thought.”
 
   “Glad to have helped,” I was such an idiot. Way to go, Vervain. “King Cian, I would love to help you and your people.”
 
   “Your people too,” his mouth twisted wryly.
 
   “Yes, our people,” I continued, “but I have a pretty full life here and have already made too many commitments. I just can't have another man in my life.”
 
   “That is at it may be but the fact is that you are the last hope of there ever being another dragon-sidhe,” he narrowed his gaze on me. “Can you live with yourself if you let your race die out?”
 
   “Yes, I can,” I growled and he pulled away from his side of the mirror in shock. “My men have sacrificed a lot for me and their happiness means more to me than a continuation of the dragon-sidhe. Maybe they'll be another human witch out there with dragon blood and Arach can have her but I'm not up for grabs and that is final.”
 
   “Lady Vervain,” the King frowned, “I don't think you understand. You are not just a witch with some dragon-sidhe blood. You are a full blooded dragon-sidhe. It's why King Arach is so intent on you. Dragon-sidhes need to be full blooded to rule the House of Fire and only pure bloods can shift to a complete dragon form. Halflings can usually only manage partial shifts, they are earth-bound generally. You are the last female who can breed a true ruler for Fire.”
 
   “Impossible,” I whispered. “I was born of a human woman. I know my mother isn't full sidhe, much less dragon-sidhe.”
 
   “You forget,” King Cian shook his head. “Your fey magic comes from your soul, which is pure blood.”
 
   “No,” my heart was racing. “Sabine was human.”
 
   “My lady, I'm so sorry,” he looked confused, “I had thought to give you happy news, I can assure you that all of Faerie rejoices that you are found.”
 
   “King Cian,” I rubbed at my forehead. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “When you told me your story the month before last...”
 
   “I'm sorry, did you the month before last? As in three months ago?” I interrupted. “It's only been a few days here.”
 
   “If you recall, I did tell you of the time difference.”
 
   “Yes, I know, I'm sorry,” I shook my head. “When I returned home only minutes had gone by, when I had spent almost two days in Faerie. I just forgot, please continue.” Three days here, three months there, that was a hell of a time difference.
 
   “Well, the name Sabine struck a chord in me,” the King smiled, “and then when King Arach told me of your lineage, I knew. You are Lady Aednat's daughter. We searched for you before we closed the way to Faerie but with no luck and it was with very heavy hearts that we left you behind. Now I realize that you must have been living in the God Realm by that time, impossible for us to find. It's truly wonderful that Lady Aednat's long lost daughter has finally been found.”
 
   “A nit?” I frowned. “I'm the daughter of a nit?”
 
   “Aednat,” the King gave me a look of frustration. “It means little fire. Lady Aednat fell in love with a human but this was when the dragon-sidhe's were starting to be hunted to extinction. The King of Fire, King Arach's sire, decreed that Lady Aednat could only have her human if she consented to bear a child for the dragon-sidhe first and do her duty to continue the race.”
 
   “Sabine,” I whispered.
 
   “Yes,” the King grinned like this was the best news ever. “She had Sabine with Lord Finnian but she placed a spell upon the child, turning her human temporarily, thinking this would protect Sabine from both the hunters and her human relatives, until which time as they would both return to Faerie.”
 
   “She was going to take Sabine back to the Faerie Realm?”
 
   “Yes, Lady Aednat had planned to return after her human husband died,” the King shrugged. “It sounds harsh but she was being realistic. Humans are mortal, he would have died eventually, at which time she would have removed the spell from Sabine, returning Sabine's fey nature and her immortality to her.”
 
   “But she never removed the spell,” I whispered, thinking back to that magical burst of energy inside of me.
 
   “No, Lady Aednat didn't get the chance.”
 
   “So Sabine should have been immortal. She should never have died.” I frowned, thinking that if only Aednat had been able to remove that spell, I would have still been living with Odin... and I never would have met Trevor or saved my lions. I never would have met Azrael, never would have loved Kirill. Maybe Sabine had instinctively known that her death was necessary. Without it, I never would have existed and Sabine's life would have been lacking.
 
   “Yes,” King Cian cut into my thoughts. “So now you see, Lady Vervain, you are in possession of the magic of a full blood dragon-sidhe, and with us fey, it's the magic that matters. I believe your being reborn into a human body has subdued your magic just as your mother's spell had but after your jaunt to Faerie, your magic has awakened and you can now become what you were originally born to be.”
 
   “And what is that exactly?” I had an awful feeling about all of it.
 
   “A dragon-sidhe, of course,” King Cian peered at me like I'd gone simple.
 
   “No,” I sighed. “What will I turn into? Am I going to look like Arach? Scales on my face and stuff?”
 
   “It is likely,” the King shrugged. “The dragon in you will take over. I find the scales to be quite fetching, you'd look lovely with some accenting your temples.”
 
   “What about my other magics?” I felt a shudder go through me and suddenly knew I'd found the true horror in the situation. “Will they survive this take over?”
 
   “I'm not certain. You're a very unique case, no one has ever faced such a late blooming before and with god magics involved, well, like I said, it makes the outcome uncertain. At least for the adopted magic,” the King continued to look unconcerned. “But does it matter? What do you want with love or lions when you can be a dragon-sidhe? They are some of the strongest sidhe there is. Their magic is old and very powerful. It's said that a dragon helped create the world.”
 
   “I'm sure they're powerful but I can't give up my other magic,” I huffed. “I've already told you, I have people who depend on me. My lions would lose themselves and Trevor... I think Trevor would die if I let the dragon in me consume my wolf. In fact, I'm sure of it. So there's your answer, King Cian. I will never risk Trevor or my lions, to become a dragon. No, it's not happening.”
 
   “As a fey,” his voice went hard, “you are my subject, Lady Vervain. I could order you to return to Faerie and take your place beside King Arach. It's an honorable offer,” his voice softened when I stared at him in horror. “King Arach has offered marriage and the union would make you a Queen of Faerie. The first human, at least in body, to ever sit on a throne of Faerie. It does have its benefits.”
 
   “Do those benefits include a werewolf Prince, a Russian werelion, a Viking god, and the Angel of Death?” I shot back. “Because if not, I don't find it to be an attractive offer at all.”
 
   “Lady Vervain,” he sighed. “I understand, I do. I love my wife and would never substitute another for her but this is the continuation of a race, we're talking about. I will not force you but please consider what your decision will cost your people. There are other ways to handle this, King Arach has been clear that he will have you anyway he can. You could keep your dragon-sidhe  suppressed and possibly still bear a full blood dragon-sidhe. King Arach is willing to compromise for the sake of his kind, and that is a huge honor from a dragon-sidhe. They just do not compromise and they do not share. Talk to him, see if you can't come to an understanding. This is all I ask.”
 
   “I'll talk to him,” I frowned, I didn't like that he was being so reasonable, it made me sound petty. “But I'm not promising anything.”
 
   “Good,” he nodded. “Now as for the tearing of the wards, I will keep Roarke apprised of any decisions. We are convening a council in two days time to discuss the matter. Until then, be safe and may the sun shine gently on your face.”
 
   “Ah, thank you and may the moon ever smile upon you,” I repeated the blessing I'd heard Fenrir give Fallon and Samantha.
 
   The High King smiled wide in response as his image faded into fog.
 
   “Well done,” Roarke nodded. “You committed to nothing but appeased the High King at the same time. Maybe you could survive in court after all. You definitely have the lineage for it.”
 
   “You knew my parents?” I frowned. This was all so strange but I couldn't help being curious. I was a full blooded dragon-sidhe in a human body! Odin was going to do a lot more cursing in Norse.
 
   “I knew of them,” Roarke shrugged, “they were a little before my time but Lady Aednat caused quite a stir when she ran off with that human and her fling with Lord Finnian was kind of scandalous too.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Well Lord Finnian had lost his mate to hunters and dragon-sidhe usually only have one mate, so when the King of Fire made Lady Aednat choose someone to breed with, she chose him, thinking he'd refuse and she could be true to her human.”
 
   “But he didn't,” I guessed.
 
   “To a dragon-sidhe, there is nothing more beautiful than fire and Lady Aednat wasn't named little fire for nothing,” Roarke waggled his eyebrows at me. “She was the most beautiful dragon-sidhe of her time and Lord Finninan wasn't immune to her heat. He did his duty and so did she but the liaison lasted longer than the lady had intended. There were rumors flying that she would leave her human after all but I think Lady Aednat decided she could wait for Lord Finnian, her human husband wouldn't live forever and when he died, she could return to Faerie and thus have them both.”
 
   “Huh,” I smirked, “so it's kinda in my blood.”
 
   “What's that?”
 
   “Wanting more than one man.”
 
   “Everyone wants more than one lover,” Roarke smiled lasciviously. “Most just decide it's more prudent to settle on one. You're lucky enough to have an excuse to give in to your desires.”
 
   “Maybe,” I shrugged. I tried to remember her, my faerie mother, but all I got was the flash of a smile and the shine of bright hair. She'd been overshadowed by the mother who raised me in this life. “So what happened?”
 
   “With Lady Aednat and Lord Finnian? What happened?” Roarke frowned at me. “They all died is what happened. Did you not get the part about you and King Arach being the last two? Lady Aednat never made it back to court.”
 
   “Well, I have no intention of ever returning to court either,” I huffed. “I barely made it out alive the first time.”
 
   “Pish posh,” he sniffed. “You killed two goblins, they should be more afraid of you than you of them.”
 
   “One of them tried to make me into soup,” I griped. “I've met some horrible people and even some terrifying gods, but none of them have ever threatened to make me into soup.”
 
   “I believe he had more of a stew in mind,” Roarke cocked his head in consideration. “Or maybe just drying the meat and skillet frying. He never actually said soup.”
 
   “That makes such a difference,” I gave him an irritated look.
 
   “Would you like to contact King Arach now?” He looked a little chastised but it might have been an act.
 
   “I guess so,” I sighed, “but I doubt there's anything new for us to discuss.”
 
   “Would you like to attempt the calling this time?”
 
   “Yes, actually,” I held my hand out for some eyebright and he placed a pinch in it. I rubbed it over the mirror as he had. “King Arach of the House of Fire!”
 
   The mirror did the same foggy trick and then cleared to show an empty room. I frowned and looked over to Roarke. He shrugged and then his eyes went wide. I looked back over and caught the tail end of Arach's transformation back to human. Literally, the tail end. I saw a long, red tail swish past the glass and then shrink away. After a few moments, Arach appeared in a velvet robe, belted low to show off an incredible chest, smooth and hairless but accented by shimmering red scales.
 
   I had to swallow a few times before I started speaking. “Uh, hi.” Yeah his chest was that incredible.
 
   “Vervain,” his voice did this sexy kind of rumbly thing, “and Roarke. Why are you there, cat-sidhe?”
 
   “The High King sent me,” the cat smirked but lost the expression under the malice in Arach's eyes. “I'll just wait in the other room while you two talk.” He quickly scampered away.
 
   “If that feline dares to...”
 
   “To what?” I stopped him. “If you aren't getting into my pants, he sure as hell isn't.”
 
   “Into your pants?” He raised an eyebrow and tried to peer over the edge of the mirror. “Looks as though you're wearing a dress.”
 
   “Pants as in underpants,” I sighed. Man, I thought it was hard to talk to gods sometimes. “We call them panties now, at least the ones the women wear.”
 
   “Ah,” he smiled wickedly, “might I see these panties?”
 
   “No, and that's my point,” I pointed a finger at him. “This can not go anywhere. I'm sorry, I know you want to save your species and all but I can't be the one to help you. It will ruin my life.”
 
   “I can give you a better life.”
 
   “No, you can't,” I laughed at his shocked expression. “I live pretty damn well here and I've seen where you live. No thank you.”
 
   “You have awakened your powers,” he leaned closer to the glass, “I've felt them. You will need my help in managing them.”
 
   “I haven't had any problems besides a short fainting spell,” I shrugged. “I think I'm good.”
 
   “It's only just begun,” he shook his head. “You're totally unprepared for things only I can assist you with. Dragon-sidhe powers are not to be trifled with, you could be a danger to yourself and all those around you.”
 
   “And you wouldn't lie to me to get me to be more agreeable,” I grimaced.
 
   “It will all become evident in a matter of days,” he waved his hands out. “I have no need to lie, you will see proof for yourself and then you will call me and I will help you.”
 
   “If?”
 
   “If, what?”
 
   “You'll help me if I do what?”
 
   “I will help you to ensure that you will survive, because your survival is important to me,” he answered grimly. “But I hope that my help will endear you to me enough for you to consider a compromise.”
 
   “King Cian mentioned a compromise as well,” I sighed. I couldn't believe I was about to ask. “What exactly do you have in mind?”
 
   “An arrangement,” he shrugged. “We fey can be practical creatures. There is no love between us but I don't require love from you. I need only a few encounters that will hopefully bear fruit. After you deliver the babe, you can bring the child to me and I will raise it. You have no need of being further involved.”
 
   “How exactly will this save the race?” I started to actually consider it, which scared the shit out of me. “All that you'll have is one more dragon-sidhe who won't have a mate.”
 
   “One more than we have now,” he shrugged, “and one that I can pass my throne to, if the need ever arises.”
 
   “And all I'd have to do is have sex with you, go through childbirth, and then hand my baby off to you.” I felt a tremor course through me. I didn't see a way for me to raise children in my current life but that didn't mean I wanted to hand over a child of mine to that blood-licking dragon-sidhe.
 
   “The child would be treasured,” he gentled his tone. “The last heir of the dragon-sidhe and the next ruler of the House of Fire. I am better equipped to guide and protect the child than you are but you would be welcome anytime you chose to visit.”
 
   “I don't think I could do that.”
 
   “Then marry me and we can raise our offspring together,” he grinned broadly.
 
   “Not gonna happen,” I groaned. “We can't compromise because a compromise is about both parties getting a little of what they want and I don't want any of this. I think this discussion is over.”
 
   “Don't you want to know how to bleed off the dragon heat?” His eyes started to do the dragon slant.
 
   “What I want to know is how to suppress the dragon because I can't allow the dragon to consume my other magic.”
 
   “Why ever not?”
 
   “Because it would kill the man I love,” I growled, “ and I would lose my lions, who I also love. I just can't be a dragon-sidhe.”
 
   “You are a dragon-sidhe, whether you suppress it or not,” he frowned, considering. “Fine, keep your other magics, I don't need you to shift forms to bear my child, your magic knows what it is. Still, if this is your decision, you'll need my help even more.”
 
   “Vervain,” Azrael came into the room and stopped dead in his tracks when he saw the mirror. “Who the hell is this?”
 
   “Ah, one of your lovers?” Arach looked him over and dismissed him in a blink.
 
   “Azrael, Archangel of Death and ruler of Shehaquim,” yes, I deliberately used all of his titles to impress the dragon, “this is Arach the Annoying.”
 
   “King Arach,” Arach drew himself up straight and glared at me. “Of the House of Fire and Leader of the Host.”
 
   “Oh, you,” Azrael narrowed his gaze on the man in the mirror and strode forward to confront him. “Stay away from my woman, Tinkerbell. You think you're hot stuff? I'm an archangel, we were made to kill dragons. I've even got a special spear for it.”
 
   “Holy shit,” I laughed. “First of all, bravo on the Tinkerbell thing, I called the High King that too but no one was there to understand the joke. Second, you have a dragon killing spear? Why didn't I know about this?”
 
   “I have no problem facing you and your puny spear,” Arach interrupted me. “Angels are just Atlanteans trying to imitate their betters and failing miserably.”
 
   “Ho, damn,” I exclaimed. “That was a pretty good comeback. Unfortunately, you're not helping your case by insulting my angel. I happen to love this guy,” I pointed back at Az. “You, not so much.”
 
   “Carus,” Azrael purred and wrapped his arms around me from behind. “I love you too.”
 
   “I gotta go,” I shrugged at Arach.
 
   “Fine,” he glared at the angel over my shoulder. “For now, but this is not over, A Thaisce.”
 
   The mirror went foggy and he disappeared.
 
   “It is so over,” I grumbled, “and what the hell is an ah hash ka?”
 
   “Ah hash keh,” Roarke sounded it out as he walked back in. “ A Thaisce, it means, my treasure or in your case, it means you're screwed because dragons never give up treasure. Did I say that right? I just learned another sexual word from your lions.”
 
   “Yes, you said it right,” I sighed. “Dragons and treasure, he really isn't going to stop, is he?”
 
   “Nope, never,” Roarke nodded gleefully.
 
   “We'll deal with lizard dick later,” Azrael took my hand and led me over to the little sitting area. “I have to tell you something and you'll probably want to call your little god group after I'm done.”
 
   “God Squad,” I corrected, “and awesome nickname. I'm so using lizard dick the next time I talk to him.”
 
   “Vervain,” Azrael sighed, “this is serious.”
 
   “Okay, I'm sorry. You're just so much like me sometimes, I have to revel in it. Go ahead.”
 
   “I was called for a pick-up this morning,” he started.
 
   “Is that what you call transporting a soul?” I blinked at him. “That's a little cold.”
 
   “Please just listen,” he growled and I nodded. “It was a child, a little girl of about five.”
 
   “That's awful,” I remembered the Maile Amber Alerts and a horrible fear hit my belly.
 
   “It was,” he rubbed a hand over his face. “I've seen horrible things, Vervain. Terrible, monstrous things but this,” his breath shuddered out of him. “It was evil, pure evil.”
 
   “Do tell,” Roarke settled next to us.
 
   “Shut up, brat-cat!” I snarled and Roarke sat back with an affronted look. “Sorry, Az, go on.”
 
   “The child had been killed, her throat slit and her heart removed, and that was the only good thing about the situation. That they'd killed her first.” His teeth ground together before he continued. “They skinned her, Carus. Flayed her and wore her skin like a cape as they danced around her heart on a platter.”
 
   “What?” I felt sick, images scrolling through my head that I'd never be able to get out. “Who did this?”
 
   “That's the thing,” he flexed his shoulders and I saw the faint outline of his wings shimmer in and then out of view. He must have been really upset to loose control of that. “I went to collect her soul because she was a Christian and so I was called to her side but when I got there, there was another god already trying to claim her.”
 
   “Another god?” I leaned forward and took his hands. “Who?”
 
   “I don't know,” he shook his head. “I've never seen him before but he had dark skin, dark hair, and wore these strange glasses strapped to his face, like goggles you'd wear swimming. He said the child had been sacrificed to him and as such, her soul belonged to him. He said it was his duty to take her to the upper world. I'm pretty sure he was an Aztec deity. He's not a death deity, I would have known if he were.”
 
   “No problem then,” I said. “We'll just ask Blue. I'm sure he'll know who he was. Did you get her soul?”
 
   “Yes,” he sighed, a little of the tension leaving his shoulders. “She chose to go with me and when it comes to death, the gods can only try to sway the minds of mortals, they can't force them. She belonged to Christ in life and so she was mine in death. I was able to release her soul in Heaven.”
 
   “Well, there's that at least.”
 
   A new thought occurred to me. Anubis had said he'd be waiting for me if I ever died... again. He'd said I couldn't escape him but if what Azrael said was true, I'd have a choice on where I was headed, as long as I had more than one deity offering me an afterlife. I looked over to Azrael and felt a weight lift from my chest, between him and Odin, I think I was covered.
 
   “Me too, except there's more,” Azrael continued, closing his eyes. “Her's wasn't the only child corpse there.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   “I had feared such,” Blue sighed and sat back in his chair.
 
   Azrael had just finished explaining the horrifying things he'd witnessed and the Aztec god who'd been a party to it. The room had gone eerily quiet, expressions ranging from anger to terror had flowed across my friend's faces. For the most part, we were able to at least understand the motivations of the gods we fought against. They wanted more power and they'd manipulate humans any way they could to get it, but children? No one killed kids. It was like an unwritten rule, you just didn't go there.
 
   “Are you going to explain that comment or just keep us in suspense?” I looked pointedly at Blue.
 
   “The combination of weather issues and missing children had me suspecting someone,” Blue began. “Now with Azrael's description, I'm sure it's him. It's Tlaloc, my cousin.”
 
   “Your cousin likes to dance around in the skins of children?” I couldn't keep the horror from my voice. Who could, when saying those words?
 
   “He was a great god once,” Blue sighed. “We shared a temple on the pyramid that I'm sure you remember.” He looked at me with a little smile.
 
   “Oh, Blue,” I shook my head, “so not the right time to bring that up.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” he shrugged, “I was making an effort at levity but I can see that it's an impossible endeavor under the circumstances. Tlaloc is a god of rain. He was sacrificed to so that he would bring the rains and ensure a good harvest. The harvest was very important, without it, people would starve. So the Aztecs sacrificed what was most precious to them.”
 
   “Their children,” Finn grimaced. He was familiar with parental betrayal and I could see the thought of other parents performing the ultimate betrayal, killing the children they should be protecting, stuck in his craw even worse than it did for the rest of us.
 
   “Yes,” Blue looked down at his lap. “I'm not comfortable discussing this. I've never approved of sacrificing children, but in defense of Tlaloc, he never asked for the children to be sacrificed to him. They were offered and he took them but once he held their souls, he did the best he could for them, taking them to the Upper World, a place of perpetual Springtime in the God Realm. There, the children know happiness and love, while they remain forever young.”
 
   “That sounds horrible,” Persephone whispered. 
 
   Ah, we'd hit another sore spot. Persephone's mother had tried to keep her a child, if not in body, than in soul, forever. Demeter had been royally pissed when I'd encouraged Sephy to grow up and move in with Hades but Sephy had grown into a confident woman, in part from taking my advice (though honestly, I had very little to do with it) and now saw Demeter's desires as controlling and selfish. She was just a little bitter over all the years Demeter had cost her by trying to keep Persephone immature.
 
   “It's the best he could do,” Blue frowned. “I thought he'd be relieved when the sacrifices started to wane but instead, he got angry. He'd grown accustomed to being revered and of course, the power he'd get from the young lives given to him. I offered him a portion of the energy I was collecting through manipulating humans but he declined and became a bit of a recluse. I haven't seen him in years.”
 
   “And now he's popped up and has started taking his own sacrifices,” I shivered.
 
   “No,” Azrael interrupted. “That's not what I said. I said he was there, I didn't say he did the killing.”
 
   “He has priests,” Blue deduced grimly.
 
   “There were four other men there,” Az nodded. “Men of mixed races but beyond that, I wouldn't be able to describe them. I was too shocked by what they'd done to focus on their faces. I can tell you that they were in a deserted house but it looked in good repair. I'd wager that these are not people without means.”
 
   “Wait,” I looked over at Azrael in disbelief, “you know where they are? Why didn't you tell me that to begin with?”
 
   “Of course I know where they are,” he frowned at me. “I had to go there to get the child's spirit. As far as not telling you, I thought you'd know that already and I'm sure they've long since moved on to a new location. What with my unexpected interference.”
 
   “But you weren't seen by the humans,” I reasoned. “Maybe Tlaloc didn't tell them about you. I mean, why would he care that an angel knew where his little minions were holed up? He wouldn't be expecting you to call the cops or anything.”
 
   “Maybe not,” Az blinked. “I just got the sense that he recognized me, more than my angel status that is.”
 
   “Either way,” I shrugged, “it's worth taking a look. Even if they're gone, maybe we'll find some clues to help us track them.”
 
   “Let's go get these fuckers,” Pan growled and everyone agreed with him. 
 
   I ran to my bedroom to get geared up.
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Azrael's first assumption had been correct, the bastards were gone by the time we got there. We busted into an empty house on the outskirts of Haleiwa, a little surfer town on the North shore of Oahu. It was close enough to the beach that we could hear the waves crashing against the sand and a salt-laced breeze wafted in through the windows. 
 
   I was grateful for the breeze. It helped to wash away some of the smell of death that lingered in the room like a vengeful spirit. Without it, I'd be throwing up all over the evidence. Even with it, I wasn't sure I'd be holding onto the contents of my stomach for very long.
 
   The priests had left in a hurry. There were empty food containers strewn all over the kitchen, bloody bootprints everywhere, and last but not least, there were the corpses. Little, skinless corpses, like something out of a slasher movie. They didn't look real, couldn't be real. They had to be props, special effects, not children, never children.
 
   My breath started coming in shaky gasps as I stared down at them, four bodies laid out carefully in a row, hands clasped and eyes staring. Lidless, hazy marbles with darkened centers. Their chests had gaping holes in them, black cavities stretched open like screaming mouths. Blood covered sinews and muscles flecked with yellow bits of fat. Beautiful babies turned into nightmares. 
 
   Then, in a pile in a corner, was something my mind couldn't even accept at first. I knew what it had to be, Azrael had already told me what had been done and I'd seen the bodies. I knew it was a pile of skin but my mind didn't want to know that. It tried to make the pile into something else, something less horrifying. My eyes shied away from the flat expanses that should have been smiling faces, the scattered freckles that had once been cute and were now a grotesque mockery of innocence. I ran to the door and vomited over the railing.
 
   I was still dry heaving when Trevor came out, rubbing a warm hand over my back as tears started to burn my eyes. Why children? Why would the most terrifying thing I'd ever seen, the most horrible evil, be done to kids? It was like a glimpse into hell, not any of the ones I'd seen, but maybe one of the levels of Dante's creation. An imagined hell so much more disturbing than the reality. A hell for children.
 
   I spat to clear my mouth and wiped my lips on the napkin Trevor handed me. Then his arms were around me and I gave into the weakness of leaning on his strength. This was one time I wouldn't try to tough it out. Instead, I burrowed close and breathed in the scent that meant home and love to me, Trevor's spicy wolf musk. After a few breaths, I was calm enough to go back in.
 
   No one looked at me funny for my mad dash, there was only sympathy and shared disgust. I was grateful for that and nodded at them before going into the kitchen to rinse my mouth out. Then I went back to searching the house. There had to be something there we could use. If they left even the smallest piece of themselves anywhere in the place, I could use it to form a tracking spell and we could find them. A hair, a toothbrush, anything, please.
 
   I walked down the hall and headed to the back bedrooms. The first two were already being investigated, so I took the master bedroom at the end of the hall. The door was shut but I wasn't worried, the house was obviously empty. I wasn't really expecting to find anything but I had every intention of going over the room on hands and knees if I had to. I wasn't leaving that house without something to track.
 
   I opened the door and stopped short. There was an envelope laying in the middle of the floor, bright white against the dark floorboards. I walked over to it and knelt down to look it over. Just an ordinary, letter-sized, envelope with a name scrawled on the front of it in a bold black hand. Huitzilopochtli.
 
   “Blue!” I shouted as I picked it up and opened the seal. Yeah, I know, but I didn't think Blue would mind me opening his mail just this once. Blue appeared in the doorway, backed by everyone else, and stared at the paper in my hand. “You've got mail,” I waved the envelope at him as I began to read. “My dearest cousin, I had wanted to be much further along before I wrote to you about my plans but I've had an unexpected visitor this morning, one who I know has connections to you, and so I took the opportunity to make contact. The whole reason I brought my priests here, to this land in particular, was to garner your attention. So I could hardly pass up the opportunity to acquire it.”
 
   “May I?” Blue motioned to the letter and I handed it over. Instead of reading it aloud, he skimmed it and let out a loud curse before paraphrasing it for us. “He's upset with me for choosing to side with the Godhunter. He says I'm a traitor and that if I don't return to the honorable side of the war, he'll take the rain from Hawaii and destroy the Godhunter's home.”
 
   “As if taking the children weren't bad enough,” I huffed.
 
   “That was merely to get my attention,” Blue sighed. “He took the children from Hawaii because he knew Vervain would notice and then she would involve me.”
 
   “This was all an elaborate set up to get me to pass you a note?” I was fuming.
 
   “No,” Blue waved a calming hand at me. “He was going to take the children anyway, he just took them all from here because he knows this is where you live. This is not your fault, Vervain.”
 
   “Then why do I feel so horrible?”
 
   “Because there's no way to not feel horrible,” Blue crushed the letter in his fist. “He's my family but he's obviously lost his mind. I have to take care of this. Will you help me find a way to stop him?”
 
   “Yeah,” I smirked, “because I'll be damned if I let you go back to the dark side, Vader.”
 
   “What do we do about the bodies?” Pan's normally perky face looked so strange set into sober lines. 
 
   “We'll have to make an anonymous call to the police,” I frowned. “Clear away any trace evidence we might have left, like footprints and... other stuff. We don't need to confuse the humans.”
 
   “Wouldn't it be better if we just burn this place down?” Finn looked like he might be following my lead and running out to the front porch soon.
 
   “No,” I bit my lip. “The parents of those children deserve closure. They need to be able to bury their babies. That's the least we can do for them.”
 
   “Closure like that could drive someone insane,” Mrs. E. whispered. “I don't know what would be worse, learning that my child had been killed in such a manner or never knowing what happened at all.”
 
   “Never knowing. Imagination is so much worse than reality, even this reality,” I patted her shoulder, “and it never stops.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   We lucked out and found a jacket in one of the rooms. Heaped in a dark corner of a closet, it must have fallen to the floor and been forgotten in the haste of their departure. It was the one bright light in that entire day of darkness. We hadn't caught them but at least we'd be able to track them. Maybe we could catch them unawares and end this whole thing before it went any further. 
 
   I was cautiously hopeful and entirely traumatized when we finally got back to Pride Palace.
 
   “Come home with me tonight,” Azrael whispered as he took my hand. “I haven't had a moment alone with you in almost two weeks.”
 
   “Okay,” I nodded, it was a valid complaint. Things had been crazy but that didn't mean it was okay to neglect one of my men. “Let me just talk to Trevor and Kirill.” I brushed my hand over the angelic script tattooed on his left cheek and it glowed for a second.
 
   “I'll wait here.” He leaned against the wall beside the tracing point.
 
   I found Trevor and Kirill in the master bedroom, Kirill standing in front of Trevor as my wolf braided my lion's hair. It was kind of endearing, seeing them together like that, and kind of sad. Don't get me wrong, I was thrilled that they'd become so close but sometimes it felt like they'd become a team that held my two other men at bay. I wished they could all be so close. Then I had an image of Trevor braiding Odin's hair and I giggled. Maybe things were better as they were.
 
   They both turned at the sound of my mirth and smiled at me with questions in their eyes. I shook my head and nudged my way in between them, hugging Trevor as Kirill nestled in against my back. It was my favorite way to hold them. Well, I guess they were really holding me but either way, I loved it. Surrounded by delicious smelling men who loved me. What could be better than that? Oh, right, I had an angel waiting.
 
   “Would you guys mind terribly if I spent the night with Azrael?” I pulled back and looked up at them both. Kirill lifted his chin towards Trevor, letting him answer.
 
   “I guess we can make do without you for a night,” he stroked my face. “Will you be back in the morning?”
 
   “Right away,” I kissed him in thanks and then Kirill. “I have to try that tracking spell.” I grabbed a change of clothes and headed out.
 
   “Goodnight, Tima,” Kirill called as I left the room.
 
   “Goodnight, Minn Elska,” Trevor added.
 
   “Goodnight, my magic men.”
 
   I speed walked back to Az, took his hand and let him guide us through the Aether to Shehaquim. We exited right into his home, the gallery hall to be exact, and we just kept walking toward the bedroom. I'd been so exhausted but as soon as we arrived, I felt  excited to be with Azrael again and I revived just a little. Funny how lust can do that to you.
 
   “Would you like to take a bath?” His eyes sparkled, literally, the light blue turning to diamond clear and sending rainbows over his cheeks.
 
   “I'd love one,” I laughed as he picked me up and carried me into his opulent bathroom.
 
   Black stone was everywhere, from the tub and sinks, to the floor, and even the walls. Gold sconces held candles but they were unnecessary, the room was lit by some unknown god means that I'd yet been able to figure out. Fixtures were gold and elaborate, handles shaped into wings and spigots into swan heads. There were thick, fluffy, white rugs in front of the sink and tub, shining bright against all that black. He put me down on the one in front of the bathtub.
 
   The tub wasn't as huge as the behemoth at Pride Palace but it wasn't by any means small. You could probably fit three angels in it easily. I smiled to myself over the thought. It sounded like the beginning of a nursery rhyme. Three angels in a tub, rub-a-dub-dub. Or the start of a really good porno. I raised a brow in consideration. I should mention the idea to Pan.
 
   “What's that look about?” Azrael narrowed his gaze on me as he reached over to start the bath. He added some bath salt and swirled his palm through the water to help it dissolve.
 
   “Just imagining you in that tub,” it was mostly the truth.
 
   “Really?” He stood up and stripped with quick, efficient movements.
 
   “Really,” I followed suit and soon we were standing there naked, grinning at each other like a couple of kids about to lose their virginity.
 
   He broke first, climbing into the tub and holding out a hand to help me in. I let him help me over the wide rim and then waited for him to settle himself down in the tub before I found a spot in front of him, between his legs. He pulled me back against his chest and I closed my eyes, sighing as he began to rub his hands lazily over my skin. The scent of orange blossoms permeated the air.
 
   “I forget how wonderful it feels to be with you,” he mused. “Maybe it's a coping mechanism or maybe just habit but when you're gone, the memory of our time together fades. I think I remember what your skin feels like, the smell of your hair, and how it is to be inside you, but when I have you back, I realize how flawed a memory can be because it never holds up to the reality.”
 
   “I miss you too,” I whispered, “but you're right, reality is always better.”
 
   “For that, I'm grateful. If my memories were more accurate, I wouldn't be able to do my job. I'd abandon it to be with you.”
 
   “As much as I'd love to have you with me, you abandoning your job would not be good,” I grimaced. “Azrael, those children.”
 
   “I know,” his arms tightened around me. “That little girl's soul was so traumatized by her death, I had to use my magic to erase the memory of it. I,” his face nestled into my neck a second before he lifted his head and continued. “Sometimes I hate my job. The things I've seen, you wouldn't look at humans the same if you saw them. There's so much evil in your world.”
 
   “And in yours,” I turned around to face him. “Half the problems of my world are generated by gods.”
 
   “Yes, I know that now,” he kissed me lightly on the forehead. “I know why you fight so hard and I wish I had more time to help you.”
 
   “Your work is just as important,” I straddled him, gripping his shoulders to steady myself. “I don't begrudge you the time you spend helping people cross over into their afterlives. I admire you for persevering, especially after today, after seeing what you have to see. Plus, if it wasn't for you and your job, I wouldn't be here.”
 
   “Not just me,” he grinned, “Odin helped a little.”
 
   “Maybe a little,” I laughed, “but I don't want to talk about Odin right now. This is our time, let's forget our responsibilities and all the horrible things that go with them and just focus on each other for a little while.”
 
   “How about,” he started kissing down my neck, “we relax in here for a little bit and then we go for a midnight flight?”
 
   “Harder for other angels to spy on us in the dark?”
 
   “Especially with my black wings,” he laughed.
 
   “Alright,” I pulled back and stared down at him, “but no sudden drops this time.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   The stars of Shehaquim sparkled overhead and I reached out a hand toward them as I cried out in pleasure. The cold night air didn't bother me at all, it must have been Azrael's body heat keeping me warm. Instead, I was invigorated by the breeze and by the way his hands kneaded my flesh as they held me tight against him. He was behind me, his mouth on my neck, sliding in and out of me as his wings pumped with the same rhythm. It felt primal and magical, the thump of wings on air, the slap of flesh on flesh, and beneath it all, two hearts beating strong.
 
   Heaven was laid out before me, shadowed with the mystery of night. I reached back to Azrael, one hand at his neck and one at his hip, and then he fell back, going horizontal and effectively placing me on top. I laid back against him and enjoyed the roaming of his hands as he continued to control the joining of our bodies. Long, smooth fingers slid between my legs and brought me over the edge, my voice lifting to join the stars.
 
   He followed me shortly after and then took us slowly down to the ground, limbs entwined. He gave me a wicked smile when we landed and pulled me toward the Summer section of the Garden of Eden. I knew what he was after and started to smile back. I could use a good drink.
 
   Sure enough, he led me to the pool of sacred wine and scooped up a glassful with the golden goblet that seemed to just live there. Pulling me down beside him in the grass, he lifted the cup to my lips and let me have the first sip. It was sweet and rich, the taste of berries and honey with the punch of rum. The taste of it coated my tongue and shot through my body like electricity, warming and energizing as it went. I sighed and pulled back to let him take his turn. 
 
   He drank, letting his head fall back a moment in ecstasy before putting the cup aside and pulling me beneath him. His wings spread out above me, blacker than the night sky, his diamond eyes the only stars I needed to see. 
 
   “I love you,” he whispered against my lips, before he showed me just how rejuvenating the wine of Eden could be.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   “You're supposed to take me with you,” Roarke whined, “wherever you may go.”
 
   “Says who?” I smirked at him.
 
   “Says the High King of the Faeries, that's who.”
 
   “The same High King who didn't lift a hand to help me when a goblin attacked me in the middle of his dining room?” My smirk turned into a serious frown. “The High King who really didn't give a shit whether I lived or died until he found out that I was the last female dragon-sidhe? Are we talking about that King? Because if we are, little kitty,” I began to growl, my lioness, wolf, and jaguar all rising beneath the cover of an even greater animal, the dragon. “I owe no allegiance to him and I have no intentions of obeying any order he thinks to give me. You are here under my sufferance alone, because I didn't feel like being the cause of your punishment, but keep it up and I may change my mind.”
 
   “Uh,” he tapped a finger to his upper lip, then swung it out a little in my direction, waving it in a little circle to indicate my nose. “You may want to do something about that.”
 
   “What?” I held a hand over my nose and caught the edge of a smoke cloud. “Oh,” I waved it away.
 
   “I, um,” he stared at me as I snorted out a recalcitrant bit of smoke. “As I'm a guest in your court, I shall of course abide by your rules, Lady Vervain of the House of Fire.”
 
   “I am not of the House of Fire,” I snarled.
 
   “Now your eyes are glowing,” he held up his hands and backed away. “My mother, bless her sweet purring, always said to never run from a dragon but if their eyes started to glow, I should back away most swiftly. So I think I shall listen to Mommy and take my leave of you. Quite swiftly.”
 
   He backed out the door and then I heard his boots making haste down the hallway. I walked over to the mirror over my vanity table and studied my face. My eyes were indeed glowing, no longer flat brown, they were alight with a heart of flame, like staring into the center of a campfire. A glowing ember of an iris. 
 
   I lifted a hand and slowly touched the edge of my eye, half expecting it to burn me, but the delicate skin there felt as it always had. I took a deep breath and my heartbeat started to slow. As it did, the heat in my eyes receded, the ember burning out, and I started to feel like myself again. Was this the worst of it or would I begin to lose control, burn my lovers or our home? Burn away my other magics? A trembling began in my belly, shaking its way out to my limbs. If it got any worse, I'd have to ask Arach for help and I was afraid it would come at a price.
 
   “What did you do to the cat?” Trevor came into the room grinning ear to ear.
 
   “I think I may have scared him out of one of his nine lives,” I took a breath as I turned to face him. 
 
   “What's happened?” He was immediately at my side, gripping my arm.
 
   “Arach said I'd start showing signs of my new magic,” I glanced at the normal looking mirror. “He said I'd need his help to control it and I think he may be right. I got so angry at Roarke and he barely did anything. I nearly roasted him alive. There was smoke coming out of my nose!” I pointed to the offending nostrils.
 
   “Okay,” he nodded and pulled me over to the couch. “Every new power must be harnessed but these are your powers, this is your magic. You have it in you to control them. The magic would not be given to you if you didn't.”
 
   “Huh,” I bit my lip in thought. “That does make sense.”
 
   “Of course it does,” he took my hand. “There was a beginning for everything, including magic. Someone had to learn to control these things all on their own. If they could do it, so can you.”
 
   “Right,” I breathed. “A beginning for everything. It's just that, well there's something else I haven't had the time to tell you. I talked to King Cian and he told me that Sabine was a full blooded dragon-sidhe, a long lost faerie evidently, and so I have the magic of a pure blood.”
 
   “So you're completely fey?” Trevor's jaw dropped open.
 
   “Well not completely,” I frowned. 
 
   I had spent a lot of time wondering how human I was after I'd stolen god magic for the first time. I'd finally become a goddess and immortal, but I'd still considered myself human since I'd never been an Atlantean. I'd thought the confusion over what I was, was over but I was wrong.
 
   “Not completely?” Trevor prompted me.
 
   “This body was born human,” I chewed at my lip. “King Cian thinks that's why my fey side hasn't come out before now. He thinks my humanity was suppressing it. Either that or the spell Aednat put on Sabine carried over.”
 
   “Aednat?”
 
   “Sabine's mother,” I shrugged, “my mother. She put a spell on Sabine to make her human, in an effort to protect her from dragon hunters. Unfortunately, she died before she could remove it.”
 
   “But then you went to Faerie,” he grimaced.
 
   “And now my fey magic is coming out,” I nodded. “The problem is, no one's been in my position before. So when I asked what would happen to my other magic if I were to give in to the fey...”
 
   “The High King of Faerie had no fucking idea,” Trevor growled.
 
   “Right,” I sighed. “There's a chance that the dragon could destroy my other magic, so I've decided to try and suppress the dragon as much as possible. I can't take the chance of losing you.”
 
   “Minn Elska,” Trevor smiled, finally giving up on his grim expression. “You won't lose me. I told you, this is you, your magic. You're in control of it, or at least you can be. This is not an alien magic that you stole from another, this is your magic, your true magic. Which means that this dragon inside you, no matter how fierce she may be, is still you... and you would never do anything to hurt us.”
 
   “Huh,” I gave a startled laugh. “You're right. You're absolutely right. Those damn faeries have got me so paranoid, I've become afraid of myself. This is ridiculous.”
 
   “You know, you actually have an edge in this,” he grinned. “You have me and I'm going to help you learn how to control your new beast.”
 
   “Okay, zen master,” I chuckled. “What do I do first?”
 
   “You just answered your own question,” he shot back. “Zen. You have a fiery new magic and you just said it encouraged your anger. So anger seems to stoke your magic. What you need to do to control it, is develop a way to cool yourself down.”
 
   “Maybe meditation?”
 
   “That may work,” he nodded. “There are several anger management techniques such as controlled breathing exercises, and visualization. You could even try the stand-by, count to ten. I think you'd do best with visualization though. You're a witch after all. Use your skills, woman.”
 
   “You're right,” I stood up. “I can do this. Make me angry.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Say something to make me angry,” I shrugged. “I gotta test this theory out.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” he frowned and paused. “Demeter broke into the Palace while you were gone and cut off Kirill's hair.”
 
   “What?!” My vision went red for a few seconds, my heart rate accelerating, and I felt a warmth start beneath my breastbone. It was immediate and almost catastrophic. I breathed out and smoke curled from my nostrils.
 
   “Good,” Trevor's nervous look belied his words. “Now see yourself in a calm place, you're sitting beside a stream, the breeze is cool on your skin, and I'm kissing your neck.”
 
   “Hmmm,” I smiled, my heartbeat already starting to slow. “I like that, keep going.”
 
   “I reach for the hem of your dress,” he got a wicked look on his face as his body followed his words, “and I pull it slowly over your head.”
 
   “And then?” I leaned in, the heat in my chest moving lower as the smoke dissipated.
 
   “Then I throw off my own clothes,” he paused to do so, “and toss you to the ground.” I flew threw the air and landed on our bed, giggling.
 
   “You've started another fire entirely, Wolf Prince,” I crooked a finger at him, “And you'd better put it out before I burn up.”
 
   “Don't worry,” he laughed, “I come equipped with my own  hose.”
 
   “Oh you're naughty,” I laughed.
 
   He was growling, nipping at my body, and then licking the abused flesh. I arched into the pleasure, pulling him closer with my thighs. Liquid heat flowed through me, bringing me close to screaming out a release before he even slid inside me. I gasped and pulled him up, devouring his mouth desperately. 
 
   “Now,” I growled and his eyes widened but he obliged me and I groaned as we came together.
 
   “Minn Elska,” he groaned, “you're so hot inside.”
 
   “Am I hurting you?” I pulled back, a moment of sanity invading at the thought.
 
   “No,” he growled, “I like it. Keep going.”
 
   I laughed throatily and pushed him over, straddling him and taking control. His face seemed to flash in and out of my sight, altering, changing into another. I shook my head but kept grinding into him, kept slamming against him hard enough to shake the heavy bed. My hands were at his shoulders, clawing them, and I pulled them away before I could do any damage. I sank my new claws into the palms of my hands instead, to try to gain some control. The pain was like a slap to my face, I took a deep breath and got some control back.
 
   When I looked up again, it wasn't Trevor's face I was staring at but Arach's. He gave me a slow, hot look, his eyes burning as mine had and his sharp teeth biting into his lower lip. The scales at the sides of his face glimmered and spread down his neck, to the pulse at the base of his throat. Against the dark blood of his hair, his throat gleamed in invitation.
 
   “Yes,” he groaned and although it was Trevor's voice, I knew the blood beneath that skin would be Arach's.
 
   I sprang at him, biting hard into his neck and savoring the blood that flowed over my lips. I held it in my mouth, tonguing the flavor, the sweet darkness of it. I shuddered, reaching climax as the knowledge of him hit me, and then feeling Trevor's body find his release as well. I floundered in confusion. Who was I with? Whose blood filled my mouth. I felt myself fall back, hands twisting in the air, trying to find something solid to hold onto. There was nothing, I was free-falling into Arach. 
 
   He was so angry but now the anger seemed tempered by hope. His world was all blood and screams, and he enjoyed it, relished every taste, every sound, but he was left wanting. He loved to tear, to cut, and especially to burn. Oh, he loved to burn things; furniture, houses, people, whatever he could set flame too. The fire in him longed to be released and when it was, it was as if he were released. Yet even the flames could not satiate him. There was something missing and finally, he'd found it.
 
   Why did it have to reside in a human? The anger returned. Why would the hope of his people have to lie with one selfish, human girl? A witch calling herself a goddess, a pure blooded dragon-sidhe with the body of a human, a fey tainted by the blood of people who murdered his parents. Maybe it was justice that a human be the one to help return the dragon-sidhe to Faerie. Maybe it was fate.
 
   His blood shifted again, a new taste in my mouth. Bitterness, fear, sorrow. I saw flashes of Arach as a child, stumbling over huge, stone ruins. He fell and scraped his hand but when he cried for his mother, she didn't answer him. No one answered, so he continued on, climbing over the larger debris, until he found them. His parents in partial dragon form as if they'd been caught mid-transformation.
 
   His mother's face was long, the angles exaggerated and pointed. Her head was thrown back, her face a rictus of pain. Her wings were broken behind her and her limbs ended in scaly claws, one of them gripping the shaft of a spear protruding from her chest. Her husband was left in a similar manner, his body lying broken over the remains of a large table. The child Arach ran to them, tearing the weapons from their bodies with his little hands and cutting his palms worse. 
 
   The memory faded away but the hollow sound of his crying lingered.
 
   “Vervain,” Trevor's face appeared over mine, eyes concerned. “Vervain, can you hear me?”
 
   “Yes,” I gasped and held my hands to my face. I was crying. What the hell was that and how was it even possible? How could I taste the blood of a man an entire realm away from me? Damn faerie magic.
 
   “Are you okay?” Trevor pulled me back up the bed and covered me with a blanket, putting an arm around me. “Why are you crying?”
 
   “I,” I looked over and saw the wound at his throat. “Oh, fuck, did I hurt you?”
 
   “It's nothing,” he shook his head, “a love bite.”
 
   “Trevor,” I breathed. “I don't know what the hell is going on but it has nothing to do with love.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   “Minn Elska,” Trevor whispered. “You don't have to do this right now. You can rest for a bit first.”
 
   “No,” I waved my hand at my altar, already prepared in the center of our bedroom. “I'm ready, I need to get this done as soon as possible. They might already be stalking another child.”
 
   “Alright,” Trevor held up his hands, backed away, and sat down on the bed.
 
   Everything was in place, I just had to add the jacket and say the words that would activate the spell. I picked up the jacket, intending to lay it over the nest of herbs I'd made in a large wooden bowl, but I stopped with it halfway there. I could smell something, some distinct odor coming off the jacket in waves. It was so strong I could practically see it, a fog of hazy yellow.
 
   I frowned and raised the jacket to my face. I was instantly overwhelmed by sensation. My head swam with the sharp, pungent smell of the man who'd been wearing the jacket. I had to lower it immediately, the smell was starting to burn my nostrils. As I lowered it, I had a flash of the man himself, not a full vision but rather an impression of his build, how tall and how thick he was. I put the jacket away from me with dawning horror.
 
   “I don't need to do this,” I whispered.
 
   “That's what I said,” Trevor stood up and came over to the edge of my circle. “You can do this later.”
 
   “No,” I looked up at him in wonder. “I mean the spell is unnecessary. I can track him, me, with my nose. I can smell him out like a damn bloodhound. I just need to go back to the house we found the bodies at.”
 
   “It's probably over-run with cops right about now,” he frowned and looked me over. “That jacket was dry cleaned recently and barely worn afterward, if at all. All I can get off of it are chemicals, yet you say you can track with it. Is this some of your new magic?”
 
   “I think so,” I nodded. “Maybe it'll come in handy after all.”
 
   “I never doubted that,” Trevor grimaced. “Breathing fire has its advantages too.”
 
   “Can you let the others know?” I started to clean up the circle. “I'd like to leave as soon as possible.”
 
   “Sure,” he gave me an odd look. “If you think you can control this?”
 
   “It's just smelling,” I scoffed. “What could possibly go wrong?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   We'd been driving for half an hour and my nose was getting tired. Where were the coffee beans when you needed them?
 
   In order to follow the trail, we needed to be on the ground, so we'd traced in to Hawaii and then drove to the site of the child murders. After parking a block away, I used a god technique to make myself invisible and had walked in with just Roarke, in cat form, to guard me. I'd picked up the scent easily and we ran back to the waiting line of vehicles to start the chase but now I was getting bored.
 
   “Where are they?” I griped as I hung my head out the window and continued to sniff the air like a forlorn puppy.
 
   “You tell me,” Trevor said from the driver's seat next to me.
 
   “That way,” I perked up and pointed to an off street. “And yes, I realize how much I resemble an English Pointer right now so don't say it.”
 
   “Gotcha,” Trevor flipped on his turn signal. “Turning right and no dog references.”
 
   “Besides,” Roarke griped from the back seat, “dragon senses are way more sensitive than a mere canine's. It's like comparing a fly to a falcon just because they both have wings and start with the letter F.”
 
   “Interesting analogy,” I nodded and then quickly pulled my head back in while I reached for Trevor. “Stop the car, we've found them.”
 
   “Really?” Roarke perked up.
 
   “Yes, cat,” I grinned. “Time to go hunting. Think you can handle a few humans?”
 
   “I think I'll manage,” he rolled his eyes.
 
   “Da, enough talking,” Kirill got out of the back. “Ve go now.”
 
   “I agree,” I looked back to where the others were, tapping my foot impatiently as I waited for them to get out and walk over. “They're in that house there,” I pointed out an abandoned house set back among some trees. “Everyone ready?”
 
   They all nodded and we crept up to the house, cloaked with invisibility. Everyone except the cat and Kirill, who'd never been taught anything beyond tracing. My lion crept through the shadows as silent and invisible as the rest of us though, and we made it to the back porch without any cry of alarm being raised. Of course that didn't mean they weren't just sitting there waiting for us.
 
   We dropped the cloaking as we broke through the back door and from the looks of the set-up, they hadn't been expecting us. There was an altar in the middle of the empty living room, actually it was more of a picnic kind of thing, just a big white cloth strewn with candles, knives, incense, and one gold dish waiting, empty. 
 
   Behind the cloth sat a tall, lanky, dark-skinned man wearing thick, blue, coke-bottle glasses strapped to his head with pieces of leather. Four men danced around him, three were white men(two of those brunette and one blonde) and the last guy was a local Hawaiian. I was kind of shocked, didn't Tlaloc have any of his own people following him?
 
   The scent I'd been tracking was continuing to pull at my nose but once I recognized it as belonging to the blonde, I was able to turn it off and forget about it. I focused instead on Tlaloc but so were most of us, so there was a mad dash and a bit of a pile up in getting to him. He jumped to his feet and pulled a sharp looking knife from a sheath at his waist. In a moment it was being held at a child's throat, a child we'd been too focused on Tlaloc to even notice; tied up, gagged and thrown in the corner as he'd been.
 
   The priests were being dispatched by some of my friends who were still thinking rationally. I heard a feline howl and realized that one of those rational minds was fey. I'd have to buy the guy some catnip or something. After I killed the four-eyed son of a bitch in front of me, of course. 
 
   I looked over his grip on the child, trying to find a weakness. I wasn't going to bother telling him to drop the kid, that would just be a waste of breath. 
 
   “Tlaloc,” Blue stepped forward and the glasses-wearing god grinned, revealing a set of fangs that would look right at home in a snake's mouth. 
 
   “Huitzilopochtli,” Tlaloc's stance eased a bit and I kept my eyes peeled for any opportunity to strike. “I wasn't expecting you and your friends so soon. We haven't even killed the boy yet.”
 
   “I apologize for the interruption,” Blue grimaced. “Tlaloc, this isn't the way to gain power.”
 
   “Huh,” he looked down at the child and then cocked his head at Blue. “Yet it's been working just fine for me. Now I know for a fact that what you're doing will not gain me any power. It's not working for you at all. Is this female thing really worth it?”
 
   “Thing?” I gaped. “What the fuck?”
 
   “I see you,” Tlaloc peered at me through his thick lenses.
 
   “Yeah, I see you too, freak,” I snarled. “You're standing right in front of me and I don't need glasses.”
 
   “No, I really see you,” he chuckled and it was a sound like rocks being tossed together in a river bed. “I see the mish-mash you've become. You aren't really a woman anymore, you're a bit of this and a bit of that. Your own body isn't even sure of what it is. So many creatures wanting out, which one will you become? Maybe all of them at once!” He started to laugh hysterically and the child in his arms twisted in a panic.
 
   “Tlaloc,” Blue spoke before I could come up with a witty comeback, which honestly, I didn't have. I was too damn shocked by his perception. “Your priests are dead, it's over.” 
 
   I turned my head and saw that Blue was right, someone had killed all the humans while I'd been distracted. Tlaloc looked over the bodies of his priests without concern. He just shrugged and held the kid tighter. 
 
   “I can still have this one's heart,” he sniffed heartily and grinned. “It beats strong. Can you hear it, Godhunter? Hear the way it pounds with fright? Do you feel the clenching in your legs? The flutter in your belly? That's the call to the Hunt, the call of the Host. You long to ride the air and chase this sound through the night. To corner the terrified child and listen to his screams. That's the beast in you, sensing weakness, scenting prey. Give in to it,” he let out a shivering breath. “It's so sweet.”
 
   “One thing that makes us different,” I gave him a scathing head to toe look, “is that beneath all the beasts you see, I'm still human. I control the animals, the magic, not the other way around. The dragon may want to hunt but the woman knows better, knows the difference between prey and child. Oh, and fuck you, you sick bastard.”
 
   Tlaloc laughed, clenching the child tighter. The poor kid was trembling, he had to only be around five or six, and there was blood at his wrists where he'd tried to free himself from the ropes. His dark eyes were wide over the gag in his mouth and they were filled with terror but he wasn't about to just stand there while this psychopath slit his throat. The child let himself drop to dead weight and when Tlaloc looked down, the kid rammed his head back into Tlaloc's face. 
 
   I whooped in delight and jumped for the child, rolling with him to safety as the others went for the Aztec. I ran to the back door with the kid in my arms, wanting to get him as far from that crazy fucker as possible. As much as I wanted to kill the bastard, I wanted the kid safe even more. I ignored the sounds of fighting and carried the child all the way to the car.
 
   I opened the car and jumped in with the kid still in my arms, pulling the door shut behind me and locking it for good measure. As if a locked car door would keep out a psycho Aztec god. Silly but I did it. Then I finally looked down at the kid and started to undo his bonds. 
 
   First the gag and then the ropes, I freed him quickly and checked his wounds as I went. They weren't too bad but still, I was surprised the boy hadn't started crying already. I glanced up to get a better look at this tough little kid and did a double take. The face  beneath the blood and bruises seemed awfully familiar.
 
   “Aunty V?” He whispered.
 
   I frowned and reached up to switch on the car's interior light. “Ryu!” I gasped and put my shaky hands to his dirty face. “Cheese and rice!” I slipped into one of the curses I used around children, automatically. “Are you okay?”
 
   He nodded solemnly, he wasn't much of a talker unless he was very happy or you happened to be trying to talk to his mother. His mother, who also happened to be my best friend, Sommer. Fuck, that sick fucker had taken one of my friend's kids. I started to get up, deciding that I needed to get in on the killing after all, when Trevor pulled open the driver side door. He looked grim and disappointed.
 
   “What happened?” 
 
   “He got away,” he growled.
 
   “Say that again,” I said very softly.
 
   “You heard me,” he howled in frustration, slapping the steering wheel.
 
   “Trevor,” I shouted, holding Ryu to my chest. “We have a child here, remember?”
 
   “Oh gods,” he looked over, “I'm sorry. I... is that... is that Sommer's boy?”
 
   “Yeah,” I answered as Kirill climbed in the back with Roarke.
 
   “I'm sorry, Tima,” Kirill shook his head, “he traced avay, he...” Kirill's eyes got round when he looked up into Ryu's somber face. “Oh, hello, small man. Ve take you home now, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” Ryu nodded, looked up at me, and promptly burst into tears.
 
   “Delayed reaction,” I explained as I patted Ryu's back. “Head to Sommer's, we need to get him home as soon as possible. Did anyone think to bring a cell phone?”
 
   Trevor opened the console and pulled one out. 
 
   “How bout we call Mommy?” I peered down at Ryu and he sniffled but stopped crying to nod. “Okay, this is going to be a fun conversation. How do you tell someone their child was abducted because a crazy Aztec god wanted to get even with you for stealing their cousin?”
 
   “Maybe you should just return the child and leave most of that other stuff out,” Roarke suggested. “You did save him before he became a cape.”
 
   “Oh fudge,” I said on a long breath and pulled Ryu closer. I was starting to shake as much as he was. He could've been one of those horror film corpses. This little beautiful child I was holding, made into a pile of meat and skin. I was going to kill that bastard slowly. “Hey,” I loosened my hold and looked down at Ryu. “You did good in there. You were super brave and smart. I couldn't have got to you without your help.”
 
   “I gotta tell Daddy-o,” he said proudly, all the horrors forgotten in an instant. How amazingly resilient children are. Put them through a nightmare, and they'll be fine as long as they get to be safe again. It becomes just another story.
 
   “Okay, we're gonna tell Mommy first though,” I said as I dialed. “I just hope she buys the right place at the right time story.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   We got Ryu home safe and sound. I thought Sommer was never going to stop hugging him or thanking me. She thought that I'd heard about Ryu's abduction and had gone looking for him with my god friends. That our magic had found him and saved the day.
 
   Alex, Sommer's husband, had simply hugged me, swallowed hard and nodded his thanks before shaking Kirill and Trevor's hands. Then Ryu had to tell Daddy-o about how he'd helped take down the bad man with glasses and I was saved from looking him in the eye any further.
 
   Sam, Sommer's eldest son, had even looked at me through a fall of his careless blonde curls(careless in that cultivated high school heartthrob way) with a fleeting glance of gratitude. High praise from the kid who rarely took off his headphones to do anything other than play his video games or talk to girls. 
 
   I felt like the biggest fraud. Yes, I did save Ryu but it was kind of my fault that he'd been in trouble in the first place. You can't tell me Tlaloc taking Ryu had been a coincidence. That Aztec asshole was fucking with me on purpose.
 
   I was happy to see Ryu reunited with his family, though I drove away with a lump in my stomach, the terror of what might have been making me want to throw-up out the window like a drunken college kid. If we'd been thirty minutes later, holy fuck, if I'd listened to Trevor and rested before I tried to do that spell, Ryu would've been dead and skinned. I was on the verge of hyperventilating by the time we got home.
 
   “Maybe I shouldn't have human friends,” I said as we pulled into the driveway of my house in Kaneohe.
 
   “Why do you say that?” Trevor shut off the engine and took my hand. 
 
   “I have so many enemies now,” I tried to breathe slowly, in and out, “they could all be in danger because of me.”
 
   “And they all know this,” Trevor spoke calmly, like you would to a crazy person.
 
   “They don't know this,” I was about to go crazy, “Sommer didn't know her children were in danger of being abducted by an Aztec god intent on seeing his priests dance in their skin. She loves me but I'm fairly certain she'd have run in the opposite direction if she'd known there was a chance of that ever happening.”
 
   “You can't control what others will do,” Trevor continued, the two in the backseat were quiet as church mice. “There will always be danger, whether it be Tlaloc or a drunk driver. Life is dangerous and it's the risk every parent takes by deciding to bring a child into this world. They risk that child being taken from them. You can't deny yourself friendship because of what someone else may or may not do to them.”
 
   “I hear what you're saying,” I was finally finding some calm, “but I don't agree. I have to think about this some more.”
 
   “Okay,” Trevor nodded, “let's get home to Pride Palace and take a hot bath. Then we can all climb into bed and get some rest.”
 
   “All of us?” Roarke piped up.
 
   “No!” The rest of us spoke all at once.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   “Crops are dying all over the U.S.,” Horus stood regally at one end of the library, his arms crossed and his face stern.
 
   I'd had enough of meeting in the dining room, I needed a more cozy environment after last night's activities. So I sat huddled before the fireplace, face flushed but still needing the heat desperately. There was something so comforting about it, the bright flames dancing above the wood they consumed. A story in itself, of how the end of one life begins another and so on. When the fire died, its ashes would provide nutrients to the soil and help another tree grow. Circle of life.
 
   No matter how hard I stared, concentrating on the beautiful heat, I couldn't get the picture of Ryu's solemn face out of my head. I couldn't stop seeing the rope burns on his tiny wrists or the cut edges of his mouth where the gag had been tied too tightly. I kept seeing those thick glasses that saw too much and the knives laid out in front of them. I suddenly had to swallow back a scream.
 
   “Vervain?” Odin was at my knee and I didn't remember seeing him arrive.
 
   “Odin,” I breathed his name like a prayer and sort of fell forward into his arms.
 
   “Shhh,” he rocked me and I closed my eyes tight. “We'll find him, he's as good as dead.”
 
   “I can't even track him,” I moaned. “The priests are dead and I didn't think to take Tlaloc's scent. I was too busy getting Ryu out of there.”
 
   “It's okay, Vervain,” he pushed me back so he could look into my face. “You don't have to do it all. You have people helping you, not just people, gods. It's one against all of us. He doesn't stand a chance.”
 
   “Huh,” I gave a sort of hiccuping laugh and pushed myself back in my seat. “You're right, I'm sorry everyone. I just needed to have a little breakdown.”
 
   “You're overdue,” Pan gave me a wan smile, his curls falling aside so I caught a glimpse of the horns they were hiding. 
 
   “Okay,” I took a deep breath. “Where are we at? Any ideas?”
 
   “He seems to be making his way East,” Mr. T observed, looking at a map someone had laid out on the library's central table. “He's very methodical, almost too methodical. I believe he wants to be found. We already know he's doing this partially to get Huitzilopochtli back on his team. Maybe he's trying to give us a pattern to follow.”
 
   Blue walked over to the table and looked at the path revealed from what we'd garnered off the news reports. “If he continues in this manner, this town here should be his next stop. Millersburg, Pennsylvania.”
 
   “Okay,” Vali, my adopted son, strode over to the table. If there was one thing Vali was good at, it was hunting. “So we stake out the farms, lay a trap, and wait.”
 
   “What kind of a trap?” Hades' interest was piqued and my interest was piqued when I saw the shirt he was wearing. It read: Hotter Than Hell. I hid my chuckle behind my hand.
 
   “I'm not sure,” Vali shrugged. I thought Huitzilopochtli could help with that since he knows our prey best.
 
   “What can stop the rain?” Blue shook his head like it was impossible.
 
   “But the farms are facing drought, not rain,” Mrs. E added. “We don't have to stop the rain, we need to bring it forth and I can do that.”
 
   “Is that what you do?” I just realized that I'd never actually seen a clear example of Mrs. E's magic.
 
   “One of the things I can do,” she laughed. “My magic is rejuvenation, gentle rains, and warm winds. Tlaloc isn't the only rain deity there is.”
 
   “But bringing the rain will only put a bandage on the situation,” Blue cleared his throat. “If you're even able to overcome his magic. Tlaloc's power is not just bringing rain, he has the ability to bring a good harvest, rot the fruits on the trees, dry out the land, or freeze it all. He used to gift these powers to his priests by filling four pitchers with them. When water was poured from these pitchers, they'd carry the magic straight to the crops.”
 
   “Wait,” I sat up as a thought occurred to me. “Mrs. E may not be able to stop him but what about using his own magic against him? Could we use one of those pitchers to repair the damage he's done?”
 
   “Technically, yes,” Blue cocked his head, “but I don't know if they even exist anymore.”
 
   “Do you know where they used to be kept?” I prompted. “Back when Tlaloc was worshiped beside you.”
 
   “Tlaloc had a special altar for him alone on Mt. Tlaloc, 44 miles away from our pyramid,” Blue looked like he was remembering something that hurt. “It was connected to the pyramid by a road which is long gone. I could trace us to the cave he used, that should still be there.”
 
   “Okay,” I nodded, feeling better with something to do. “I don't think we all need to go, just a couple of us to watch Blue's back. If there's no pitchers, we'll come up with another plan. Also... he had a mountain named after him? What the hell?”
 
   “I'll go with him,” Vali offered and Vidar nodded, ignoring my outrage over the naming of geological formations after evil bastards.
 
   “Be careful,” my heart did a sharp clench. I didn't like the idea of sending my sons out to hunt a child killer. I knew they weren't children but they were still my children and it's hard for a mother to look on her babies as anything but.
 
   “We will,” Vali kissed my cheek and Vidar smiled reassuringly. He knew exactly what I was thinking.
 
   “Let's go then,” Blue led them out towards the tracing point.
 
   “So if we do get these pitchers,” Odin started the conversation again. “What's the plan? We visit all the farms he's destroyed and sprinkle them with good harvest water?”
 
   “No,” I finally joined everyone at the table, pulling my chair away from the fire. “We have to stop him first, that's priority.”
 
   “So we stop him how?” Brahma shoved his hands into the pockets of his slick suit.
 
   Fire, I instantly thought, but no, that would only wreck more havoc on those poor farmers. I had to tamp down the urge to burn, to release the heat that curled inside me. I needed to think about rain. That was Tlaloc's main power, the base of his magic, and once you knew the foundation of magic, you could figure out how to topple it. So rain, what could stop the rain? Wind could direct it but we needed more than that. We needed a magic that was Tlaloc's antithesis. 
 
   “Does anyone know of a spell to absorb water?” I mused. “If we can attack Tlaloc with some kind of absorption or dehydration spell, we may be able to dry up his magic, at least temporarily. Long enough to stun him so we can go in for the kill.”
 
   “An absorption spell,” Persephone repeated thoughtfully. “I may know of one. I've used it to help soil retain moisture but I think we can alter it for our purpose.”
 
   “Persephone, I could kiss you,” I exclaimed. “That's perfect. Does it need a focus object or just a chant?”
 
   “It's a chant but we could probably condense it into an object, making the object absorbent, so that when it touches Tlaloc, it will suck him dry.” 
 
   “Could we put it in an arrowhead?” I finally had a plan forming.
 
   “I think we could,” she grinned back at me. “In fact, I'm sure we could.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   By the time Blue, Vidar, and Vali returned from their escapade, we'd infused twenty arrows with the power of absorption. Straight from the Intare weapon room, they were brand new, aluminum shafts and steel tips. The steel was the only part infused with magic, so the archer would be able to hold the arrow without accidentally releasing the power. They were laid out on the table, on top of the map, just waiting for someone to pick them up and shoot them. I knew just the man for the job.
 
   “We found them,” Vali put two earthenware jugs down on the table, looking at the arrows with interest. “What are these for?”
 
   “In a moment,” I smiled at his eagerness. “First, let's take a look at those pitchers.”
 
   Vidar silently put the other two down and stepped back, he wasn't much of a talker, but then Vidar did mean The Silent One. I looked over the pitchers, one was pristine, the water in it, fresh and clear. The next was black with mold, the only clear spot on it was the handle, and inside, the water was murky with filth. Then there was a dusty pitcher, filled with liquid in which sediment swirled endlessly. The last one had frost on it, the frigid water inside, sealed with a layer of ice.
 
   “I'm amazed,” I looked up at Blue. “After all these years, not only were they still there but they're still full.”
 
   “The fact that they're full doesn't surprise me,” Blue said grimly. “They're magic, empowered to never go empty. You could turn one of them over and it would flow endlessly. Do not do that,” his hand shot out to stop Roarke from reaching for one of the pitchers. “They are not toys.”
 
   “I was just looking,” Roarke shrugged and backed away.
 
   “Look with your eyes,” Blue said in a parental tone and I giggled. “Now, as I was saying, I was shocked that they were there at all but I was even more shocked to find that the temple had been in use. There was fresh wax on the altar, implements, and a bloody plate.”
 
   “Not good,” I frowned. “Okay, we have to act now. Everyone, get ready for battle. We'll leave as soon as you're all prepared.” The God Squad started to file out but when Vali passed me, I grabbed his arm. “Except you, I need to talk to you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   “I can't go with you,” Trevor walked in on me dressing.
 
   “What?” I stopped buckling my glove, to gape at him.
 
   “There's been another incident at the club,” he sighed. “They need me to go and speak to the police.”
 
   “Oh, fuck,” I'd forgotten all about our trouble with Phonoi. “Did you make the changes we talked about?”
 
   “I did,” he grimaced, “for all the good it's done. We opened a door next to the original entrance, leading to the oathing room, and put bouncers outside to insure no deities entered the building without oathing first. It was useless, they didn't even come into the building this time. We had a fight in the parking lot over a dinged car, that turned into a riot. The police have nothing to pin on us but they're getting suspicious of all the recent activity. I have to go talk to them.”
 
   “I don't want you going there alone.”
 
   “I'll be fine,” he started to brush off my concern but I stopped him.
 
   “They're waiting for us to fuck up, Trevor, and putting you within their reach would be a fuck up. I know there are other Froekn there but I'd feel safer if you took Kirill.”
 
   “Minn Elska,” he sat down next to me on the bed. “I can trace directly into the club and back again. There will never be a moment when I'm alone, I promise you.”
 
   “Okay,” I grumbled, “but if I have to come and save your fine ass again, you're not getting any for a month.”
 
   “A month?” He gave me his charming look. “Isn't that a little excessive?”
 
   “Just come back safe,” I gave him a quick kiss and pushed him away.
 
   “Yes, Rouva,” he saluted and left the room, chuckling.
 
   I finished dressing and met everyone back in the library. It was always interesting to see what my friends wore into battle. Usually it was something traditional but some of them had been adding more modern pieces to their outfits. Pan especially, had been fascinated by one of my plate-reinforced designs. He'd made himself something similar, a black leather jacket with metal plates sewn into the lining.
 
   I'd had trouble with that one. The plates worked well for general protection but if a god decided to squeeze them, they could end up harming more than helping, cutting and digging into my flesh. So I opted for a collar instead, two thick leather bands with a spelled steel strip inside. It buckled at the back and was more comfortable than it looked. It was really the only place I was worried about getting cut, everything else would heal but losing my head, I wouldn't recover from.
 
   The rest of my get-up was black leather; pants, vest, and jacket. My wolverine gloves were strapped on, my Japanese short sword was at my hip, and the hooks were attached to the heels of my boots. My hair was braided close to my head in a crown, preventing anyone from using it as an easy handhold, and my pockets were filled with little packets of herbs, prepared protection spells.
 
   “Shall we?” I gestured to the door.
 
   “Why not?” Pan shrugged. “Let's go ShamWow a rain god.”
 
   Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   “Corn,” I groaned. “Why'd it have to be corn?”
 
   “What's wrong with corn?” Roarke headed toward the field spread out before us. “It's great cover.”
 
   “Yes, and it'll be great cover for Tlaloc too,” I griped. “Also...”
 
   “Ow,” he snapped his hand away from a stalk.
 
   “The leaves can be sharp,” I shook my head. 
 
   “Get out of there, cat,” Vali spoke in a low tone. “We're for the trees. We need elevation to spot the prey.”
 
   Vali's quiver was full of the charged arrows and he was twitchy with the desire to shoot one. We'd tested one of them back at the Palace, shooting it into a plastic bag filled with water and hung off a tree branch. The arrow had absorbed the water so quickly, not a single drop had made it to the ground. I couldn't wait to see what it did to ol' four eyes. Yeah, maybe I was getting a little bloodthirsty.
 
   We climbed up into the branches of some old sycamores lining the edges of the crops. One to a tree, so that we were able to cover the entire area. We'd chosen to make our stand at that particular farm because it was on the edge of town and Tlaloc had been so methodical, he'd either begin or end with it. We were hoping to get lucky and pull the begin with card.
 
   Lucky or not, waiting was never fun and waiting up in a tree, your butt going numb from straddling rough wood, was even worse. I laid out on my stomach to try to ease my stiffening legs, and folded my hands beneath my chin. If Tlaloc ever got there, my muscles might be too cramped to fight him. I hoped Vali could make one of those arrows count, so I'd have the time to fall out of the tree and waddle over to behead the bastard.
 
   Then I felt a disturbance in the force. I sat up and scanned the area. There, across the field from us, under a tree that Ull was in, Tlaloc was walking toward the corn field. I looked over to Vali and found him with an arrow notched and already sighted on our quarry. I smiled to myself, that's my boy.
 
   Just as Tlaloc reached the edge of the field, Vali loosed the arrow and it shot straight at Tlaloc's chest. At the last second, Tlaloc looked up and caught it, throwing the arrow to the ground with a smile. He raised his arms and turned his attention skyward, as if we weren't even there. A shimmering haze appeared around his fingers and lifted into the sky.
 
   “Stop him!” I shouted as I jumped from the tree and nearly broke my neck. “He's putting up a ward against rain.”
 
   Vali released another arrow but once again, Tlaloc brushed it aside. We'd have to do something to distract him long enough for Vali to get a shot in. 
 
   I needed Blue. I looked around at my friends as they jumped down from the trees and finally found the man I sought. I swerved my course to intersect with his and caught his arm as we ran.
 
   “Distract him if you can,” I whispered. “It might be the only way Vali will be able to shoot him.”
 
   “I'll try my best,” Blue grimaced and sprinted ahead.
 
   I waved to the rest of the squad back to circle Tlaloc and let Blue do his work. This guy was fast and I didn't want to spook him and drive him away before we got close enough to kill him. The squad slowed down and spread out, moving stealthily through the corn. I slid between some stalks, quietly padding forward over the rich soil, as I kept my ears peeled for Tlaloc and Blue. Overhead, the clouds were being pushed away and the sun began to beat down on us.
 
   “I'm here,” I heard Blue say. “Isn't this what you wanted?”
 
   The clouds stopped moving.
 
   “I wanted more than your presence,” Tlaloc answered.
 
   Beside me, I felt a presence and I whipped to the left to face it. It was only Vali, he gave me a quick grin and then crouched low and scurried forward, arrow notched and waiting. I grinned and followed. I knew I'd put those arrows into capable hands.
 
   “What exactly do you want from me?” Blue continued.
 
   “I want what we had,” Tlaloc's voice became a thin whine. “I want our pyramid restored, the road cleared to my mountain, and I want to be worshiped again. I want us to be worshiped again.”
 
   “Our time is done,” Blue said calmly. “Let the past go, cousin. We can make a new life.”
 
   I reached the edge of the field and was finally able to see the two of them. One row down, Vali crouched near the ground, taking aim.
 
   “I see it all so clearly,” Tlaloc waved to his goggles.
 
   “It's the glasses,” I whispered to Vali. “They're some sort of far-seeing device. You need to get behind him.”
 
   Vali glanced at me and nodded. Where we were, Tlaloc's side was facing us and any shot Vali took would be seen by Tlaloc and those damn goggles. So Vali slunk to the left, disappearing silently through the corn and I turned back to the drama in front of me, hoping Blue could keep Tlaloc distracted long enough for Vali to get in position.
 
   “You and me standing at the top of the pyramid, hands clasped while our people cheer,” Tlaloc continued whatever nonsense he'd been speaking while I was talking to Vali. 
 
   “I can't, Tlaloc,” Blue gestured weakly. “Things are different for me now. I can't be a part of your vision, I have my own. I wish you'd reconsider and join me instead.”
 
   “You're a fool,” Tlaloc sneered, “brought to heel by a woman who isn't even a woman anymore.”
 
   “That woman saved me from the bitterness and hatred I'd been drowning in,” Blue snarled, finally showing some passion. “She's been a good friend to me and I won't stand for you insulting her.”
 
   “Oh, cousin,” Tlaloc laughed. “A friend? Can you honestly not see her misshapen soul? Maybe once, she was a woman and maybe even your friend but she has been infected with too many magics. She's on the edge of the abyss, one little push will send her reeling into darkness, into a pit so deep she will never...”
 
   Vali's arrow struck the back of Tlaloc's neck, lodging into his vertebrae. I jumped to my feet and ran forward with the rest of the squad as Tlaloc's face fell into loose lines of shock. His hand started to reach back for the arrow but by the time it closed around the shaft, it was shriveled and claw-like. He fell to his knees and then onto his face, still clutching the arrow.
 
    “If you need to leave, I understand,” I patted Blue's shoulder. This wasn't easy for him, insane or not, Tlaloc was his cousin. “We can finish this without you.”
 
   “No,” he swallowed hard. “I will be here for his last moments. I owe him that much.”
 
   “Blue,” I started to argue but stopped and nodded instead. “Okay.”
 
   Vali pulled the arrow from Tlaloc's neck and nudged him over with the toe of his boot. The Aztec was mummified, every drop of water had been pulled from his body. Even his eyes were dried up raisins but they still stared at us with awareness. He was still alive in that horrible husk and I felt a brief moment of guilt which was promptly overcome with satisfaction. I looked over every sunken inch of his flesh, every hollow of his face, and then reached down and tore the goggles off of him. He made a small, rasping sound, while one of his withered hands tried to reach for the glasses.
 
   “You won't need these anymore,” I said as I pulled my sword free. I set my legs wide and lifted the sword up.
 
   “Wait!” Azrael was descending from the sky, his inky wings spread out at least ten feet to either side of him. I stared at him in awe, the sword slowly descending in time with my gorgeous lover. “You can't kill him,” he ran up to me and put his hand on mine.
 
   “Whatchu talkin' bout, Willis?” I blinked up at him, coming out of my angel daze.
 
   “I've had the hardest time finding you,” he panted. “I finally found Trevor at Moonshine and he told me where you'd be. I was thinking about this,” he waved his hand to encompass Tlaloc, “and I realized that you can't kill him.”
 
   “Oh, yes I can,” I huffed, “I'm about to right now.”
 
   “No,” he spent a second catching his breath. “Think about it, Vervain. He holds a place in the God Realm considered to be a Heaven by the Aztecs. There are the souls of children there.”
 
   “And others,” Blue had walked up to join the conversation. “The souls of those who died through drowning were also sent to Tlaloc.” His face shifted with an understanding that I still hadn't acquired.
 
   “So what?” I frowned at them both and then at those around me when I saw their shoulders slump.
 
   “If we kill him,” Azrael explained, “the children will truly die. The Heaven that he rules is fed by his magic, without him, it will disappear, become open space for some other god to claim, and with it, the spirits that reside there.”
 
   “Oh fuck me,” I snarled.
 
   “Not the time, Carus,” Az gave me the briefest flicker of a smile.
 
   “So what do we do with him?” I looked down at Tlaloc. Was his skin plumping already? I shoved his goggles into my jacket and put the tip of my sword to his neck, just in case. “Keep him pumped full of these arrows all the time and leave him a mummy for eternity? That seems rather harsh, even for a child killer.”
 
   “I have no idea,” Blue whispered in shock.
 
   “Can they be moved?” I mused aloud. “Or maybe someone else moved in to take care of them?”
 
   “To where?” Pan frowned and kicked the husk at our feet. “And who has the time to take care of Heaven?”
 
   “You wouldn't really have to take care of it, right?” I looked to Azrael. “Just tie yourself to it and let them be.”
 
   “Well,” Az blinked. “Technically, yes, that's all that would be needed. Someone whose magic could be linked to the place, claiming it, and keeping it going.”
 
   “Then, I'll do it,” I growled and lifted my sword.
 
   “Wait,” Az held out a hand.
 
   “What now?”
 
   “Take a moment to consider this first,” he shook his head at me. “You jump into things without looking, Vervain. Take one blasted second to think this time.”
 
   “He's got you pegged,” Ull chuckled.
 
   “Stuff it, Ull,” I snapped. “What's there to think about? No one else is going to do it and I can't let this bastard live. I can't. I'll never be able to close my eyes without seeing those skinless bodies!” My voice had steadily risen till it became a screech.
 
   “Alright,” Az came around Tlaloc and wrapped his arms around me from behind. His wings draped over and around us and calm instantly settled into my body. “You do what you think is right.” He put his hands over mine, around the hilt of my sword, helping me raise it as his wings spread out behind us. “But we'll do it together. You'll have to claim his lands as you deliver the blow.”
 
   “I'll do it,” Hades' voice rang out, stopping us. “I'll claim his lands.”
 
   “Excuse me?” I lowered the sword once more and stepped away from the stunned angel.
 
   “I've always wanted to know what it'd be like to run Heaven,” Hades smirked and shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “Are you sure, Sizzle-Butt?” Persephone's tone was serious. I have no idea how she managed it while calling the Lord of the Underworld Sizzle-Butt. “This is a lot of responsibility.”
 
   “As if I don't know what it's like to care for souls?” He rose a brow at her and lifted his shades, giving us all a glimpse of the fires raging behind the transparent brown of his irises.
 
   “Okay, okay,” she held up her hands and he replaced the glasses. “Do your thing,” she waved a hand toward Tlaloc.
 
   He walked up and I offered him my sword but he shook his head with a smile. Out of the air he plucked a magnificent weapon. A longsword, its metal catching the sun and sparking, literally sparking and catching afire. The fire ran along the blade, coating every edge, till the whole thing burned. 
 
   I sighed, having a moment of aching jealousy for both the beautiful weapon and the fact that it was going to kill Tlaloc. Hades lifted the sword above Tlaloc's neck and I suddenly noticed that Tlaloc's eyes had filled in. They were staring up at Hades in terror, so white against his shriveled skin. I felt supremely happy at the sight of that, and when Hades' sword fell, his words claiming Tlaloc's Heaven as his own, I watched Tlaloc's head part from his body with satisfaction.
 
   I had an image to replace the dead children with.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-One
 
    
 
   “Did you catch him?” Trevor was waiting for us in bed at Pride Palace. “Is he dead?”
 
   “Da,” Kirill started stripping on the way to the bathroom. “Hades kill him and take his child souls.” 
 
   “What?” Trevor looked after Kirill but the lion was already starting a shower.
 
   “He's dead,” I leaned over to kiss him. “Hades had to do the deed so he could claim Tlaloc's land in the God Realm, which is full of souls and would vanish without someone to care for it.”
 
   “Oh,” Trevor sat back against the pillows. “Don't let Kirill explain things anymore.”
 
   “Right,” I laughed and began to remove my weapons. “How did everything go with the police?”
 
   “Well, there were two casualties so they weren't too happy,” he rubbed at his temples, “but it wasn't like they could charge me with murder. They did take great joy in shutting us down until they're finished with their investigation.”
 
   “I can't say I'm either surprised or upset by that,” I dropped my gloves on the coffee table in our little sitting area. “I think it's for the best right now.”
 
   “Maybe,” Trevor frowned, “I just don't like being pushed around.”
 
   “Of course you don't,” my boots came off, landing on the floor with solid thuds. “We're going to have to push back, as soon as we can figure out how to find someone to push. I just think we should take this as a gift in disguise and use the break to get our shit together. I'm tired. There's so much going on right now, I just need a little, teeny tiny break.”
 
   “You're right,” he grinned. “It's not like we need the money and the Froekn are all due for a vacation. The club is warded, it'll be fine. We'll just let the human police worry about this situation for awhile. I'm going to stay in bed with my mate and enjoy my life for once.”
 
   “For once?” I asked affronted.
 
   “You know what I mean,” he got out of the bed, gloriously naked, the thick muscles in his chest and legs twitching under my appraisal.
 
   “I think I'm beginning to understand,” I smirked and grabbed a handful of werewolf ass.
 
   “If you don't,” he huffed a hot breath on my neck. “I got some understanding for you right here.”
 
   “Oh that was the worst line ever,” I laughed but pulled him closer. “I need a bath first.”
 
   “I'll go tell Kirill,” he wandered off, sending a wicked smile to me over his shoulder. “Kirill, turn the shower off, we're coming in. And put your hair up, man, it'll only get in the way.”
 
   “Oh, I love my life,” I started removing my clothes as fast as I could.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Two
 
    
 
   I awoke in a tangle of limbs and hair, blissfully happy. I unwrapped myself and carefully slid free of my men. I stood there, smiling down on them for a moment before I realized that something had woken me. I tensed, searching the room for danger and finding nothing. Finally, I noticed the haze over the mirror and cursed. I made a mad dash for my bathrobe just as it cleared, showing Arach's smiling face.
 
   “Good morning, A Thaisce,” he said before his eyes took in the rumpled and overfilled state of my bed. “I see you've had a nice evening.”
 
   “Very nice, thank you,” I slid into the chair in front of the vanity. “We killed a very bad god yesterday and celebrated last night. What's up with you? Burn anything to death lately?”
 
   “Not within the last few days,” he said seriously. “Experience any desire to do so yourself?”
 
   “I've felt the pull,” I admitted, “but Trevor's helped me through. I think I can manage this on my own but thanks anyway for your offer of assistance.”
 
   “What do you mean manage on your own?” His eyes narrowed further, starting to slant upwards at the temples. “No dragon-sidhe has ever come into their powers on their own. It's impossible and way too dangerous.”
 
   “I'm fine, really,” I huffed. “I think you're playing this up to try and scare me and I don't appreciate it.”
 
   “I'm not playing with you at all,” smoke started to come out of one of his nostrils. “The pull will only get stronger and stronger. It cannot be managed, it must be dealt with properly or you will release it in an uncontrolled manner. Stop behaving like a child and come back to me so I can teach you.”
 
   “I'm not going back into Faerie,” I scoffed. “The only exit is the size of a cat, I wouldn't be guaranteed a way back home.”
 
   “This is your home!” He slammed a hand down on the table he was seated at and the wood cracked.
 
   “Whoa,” I leaned back. “Lay off the caffeine, Elliot.”
 
   “What is wrong with you, woman? My name is Arach, not Tinkerbell and not Elliot. Who is Elliot?”
 
   “Man I hate it when no one's here to appreciate my movie references,” I grumbled. “See, that's another reason I can't go live in Faerie, you've never even heard of Pete's Dragon.”
 
   “Now who is this Pete?” He frowned, his face losing some of the dragon aspects in his confusion, “and how could he possibly own a dragon?”
 
   “Never mind, Norbert,” I sighed. “We're too different and I'm too taken. You're gonna have to try and find another lady dragon cause this one ain't biting.”
 
   “Norbert?” He was blinking rapidly, completely baffled. 
 
   “How can faeries not know about Harry Potter?” I whined.
 
   “Harry Potter?” He was going to blow a gasket any minute. 
 
   “Forget it,” I waved at him, “I gotta go.”
 
   “No,” he stared at me intensely. “I shan’t be the one forgetting. Dearmad gac aon rud,” he chanted, catching and holding my attention. “Dearmad, dearmad, dearmad!” 
 
   My heart seemed to slow, the sound of it getting louder till it was all I could hear. Thump, tha thump, tha thump, in my ears. My eyes tried to focus but they didn't seem to be working, everything was hazy. My stomach fell, and the cry of three types of animals overcame the beating of my heart for just a moment before a roar silenced them. My body began to tingle and the tingling spread up to the base of my skull, creeping into my brain and taking over. I frowned, trying to remember why I was sitting in front of the mirror.
 
   “A Thaisce,” a voice drew my attention to the glass. There was a man there, looking back at me where my face should have been. “Come home now. Go to the tracing point and come home to Faerie.”
 
   “Faerie?”
 
   “You remember Faerie, it's where you belong.” His words resonated through me and suddenly I did remember. It was where I belonged because I was fey. I got up but his voice stopped me again. “See this chamber?” I nodded at his wave to include the room behind him. “This is where you want to be, understand?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You remember me,” again, his voice trembled through my veins. “I am your lover, remember?”
 
   “Yes,” I smiled and leaned toward the glass. I distinctly remembered making love to him, looking down on his face and then biting him, taking his blood into my mouth because that was the right thing to do when you mated a dragon-sidhe. I frowned, there was someone else's face beneath his.
 
   “Vervain,” he cut off my thought. “There's only me, Arach.”
 
   “Arach,” I whispered and smiled. Yes, I knew that name.
 
   “You've been gone so long,” he looked sad. “It's time to come home. Now clear the mirror and come straight home.”
 
   “Okay,” I felt so good, so warm and light, without a single care on my shoulders.
 
   I swept my hand over the mirror, turning Arach's face to fog and then returning the mirror to its natural state. I walked out of the room and found myself in a hallway. I didn't know where I was. How did I get home? I looked up and down the corridor and frowned. I knew I had to get to a tracing point, Arach had said as much, but I didn't know where such a thing was.
 
   “Tima?” A beautiful man in jeans and a T-shirt walked up to me. “Are you alright?”
 
   “Um,” I frowned at the man's shirt. It proclaimed in big letters that he was ready to roar. Why would he be roaring and what was a Tima? Arach had called me Vervain, that was my name. “I don't remember where the tracing point is,” I finally said. Maybe this man would help me get home.
 
   “You don't?” He frowned, his blue eyes going wide. “I think maybe we better get you back to bed,” he started to turn me around but I pulled away.
 
   “No,” I backed up, “I need to go home, if you won't help me, I'll find it on my own.”
 
   “Tima,” the man sounded like I'd hurt his feelings. “Please, of course I'll help you. It's this way.” He turned and led me through the corridors until we entered one that ended in a flat wall. “Here it is.”
 
   “Oh,” I looked it over. “Thank you.”
 
   “Are you sure you're okay?”
 
   “Yes,” I tried to smile widely at him but I was anxious to figure out this tracing point thing. “I'm fine.”
 
   “Okay then,” he frowned but walked away.
 
   I turned back to the wall and cocked my head. What did I have to do to get home? I knocked and all I got was a hollow sound. I rubbed at it, searched for a hidden door, kicked it, but nothing worked. Finally, I sighed and just asked it to take me home.
 
   “Please,” I put my hand on the wall. “I want to go home.” I thought about the room Arach had showed me and how much I wanted to go there. Then a tingling began and I felt my body start to loose its form. Just as I became pure thought, I heard someone screaming after me.
 
   “My lady, not without me!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Three
 
    
 
   I reformed in front of a huge tree. I was standing in the middle of a dirt road, at an intersection. One path led from my left to my right in a sort of circular fashion, and the other led straight ahead. Both went through a forest of trees that seemed strange to me. I would have inspected them further but there was also a black carriage in the road and it was kind of hard to ignore. Four black horses were attached to it, their eyes a bright red, and on the door was the crest of a dragon breathing fire, the tips of his wings coming to a point above his head.
 
   The door opened and a man emerged.
 
   “Arach,” I whispered.
 
   “A Thaisce,” he had me in his arms in a moment, smiling as he lowered his lips to mine and my heart started beating wildly. I opened my mouth to him, accepting the fire I knew was coming and feeling it pit in my belly, collecting my own fire before I breathed it back out into him. I had a flash of lying beneath him in the grass and accepting his flame for the first time. I leaned into his kiss, adding tongue to fire and his body tightened against mine.
 
   “Come now,” he pulled back but his eyes were still burning. “We should get you home.”
 
   “Where are we?” I glanced back at the tree I seemed to have arrived through.
 
   “We're at The End of the Road,” he waved a hand toward the tree, “at the intersection of the Road of Neutrality,” another hand wave to indicate the road that seemed to curve left and right, “and the path to the Castle of Eight which lies in the heart of the Forgetful Forest,” one final wave down the straight road. “Now come along,” he helped me up into the padded confines of the carriage.
 
   I looked around with interest. I must have been in it before but I truly had no memory of the thick velvet cushions and curtains, or the polished wood of the black walls. It made a perfect backdrop for Arach, who shone on against the black like a fine jewel. His hair looked more red, the scales at his temples shining like glass, and the embers of his eyes casting a glow.
 
   “I can't express how happy I am to have you home, Vervain,” he had my hands in his and I didn't even see him move. 
 
   “Where is home?” I glanced out the window, seeing the forest roll by.
 
   “Castle Aithinne,” he smiled and I noticed his canines seemed to be pronounced. “We live in the heart of the mountain that guards the Fire Kingdom. It's beautiful, you'll see.”
 
   We sat in awkward silence awhile, until he made a satisfied grunt and gestured out the window.
 
   “There she is.”
 
   I looked out and saw only the entrance to a cave, which we were stopping before. Arach exited deftly and reached a hand up to help me down. I frowned as I realized my feet were bare but then I looked up and saw the castle.
 
   So beautiful, he was right. It was as if the mountain itself had decided to form the castle. The range of it spread out to both right and left as far as I could see but at the center it rose up into numerous thin peaks, towers actually or maybe spires would be more accurate, as they came to deadly looking peaks. The mountain was bare of foliage, just strong stone and unmined metal that glinted in the sunlight. The stone was a cinnabar red and the numerous metals glinting inside it gave it a mosaic appearance, like if you stared long enough, you'd see pictures take shape.
 
   To either side of the section of mountain that was obviously castle, were rivers of lava, flowing from openings low on the mountain. They flowed sluggishly toward each other, dark crusts forming on their surface, and collided directly in front of a silver drawbridge, where they flowed down into the earth again.
 
   The glow of the lava spread up over the mountain like a stretching cat, glinting off the exposed metals while trying to reach the tallest spire. The center tower must have been its goal, it being the widest and most prominent, but the glow fell much too short of reaching such a grand height. 
 
   I focused on the central tower, it had a large window overlooking the clearing we were standing in which was just off of the road. Something about that window seemed familiar and I thought that it may be the room Arach had showed me in the mirror. Several windows dotted the jagged spires of the castle, so there must have been hundreds of rooms, but I was certain it was the center spire that Arach had been in.
 
   “Do you like it?” Arach was standing beside me, his face in cautious lines.
 
   “Yes,” I smiled and he seemed to relax. “Is that our room?” I pointed to the central spire and he grinned.
 
   “Yes,” he led me forward as the silver drawbridge lowered, revealing a cave behind it, “you remember. Come, I'll take you there.”
 
   The bridge was warmed by the lava beneath, even though the magma moat was far below us, and it felt good on my bare feet. Once we were in the cave, I saw that it was long and narrow, like a hallway, and then it connected to real hallways, snaking out to the left and right. We turned down the right and the hallway opened up to a grand staircase, spiraling up into the castle. Arach escorted me up the stairs and we barely climbed at all before we were on a landing and then entering a room that I actually remembered.
 
   I went to the window and looked down. We were a lot higher than we could have possibly climbed and I frowned, wondering if I'd blanked out part of the way. The door closed with a loud thump and I jerked around, startled from my thoughts.
 
   He was suddenly there, his hands pulling me close, his lips on mine again, and I could barely think. I wasn't wearing anything but a loosely belted robe, a fact I hadn't noticed until his hands undid the belt and slid the material off my shoulders. He pulled back and stared down at me, his eyes starting to slant up and his cheekbones going into sharp relief. I felt myself heat in response, knowing instinctively that his altered features indicated extreme passion.
 
   “I've been waiting for you,” his soft lips thinned a little as they pulled back, baring sharp fangs in a show of frustration and strength. “I don't like to wait.”
 
   “Maybe you need to wait longer,” I teased and pushed away from him, pulling my long hair around my body as I ran around the huge, silver bed that dominated the room. I hid myself behind a poster and grinned wickedly. 
 
   “Oh, I'm done waiting,” he growled, ripping his tunic apart and shredding his pants.
 
   I gaped, taking in his wild red hair, glowing eyes, and the shimmering scales that were spreading down his neck and then along the sides of his chest. I tracked their movement as they continued to his hips, framing his erection before sliding down the sides of his legs and ending just above his ankles. Muscles twitched as he moved closer, bunching and releasing in a sensuous dance as he stalked me.
 
   I couldn't look away from his body. The beauty of his form, thickly muscled and yet so sleek in appearance. It made me feel small, dainty but at the same time powerful, holding the reins of his desire. My breath came faster as I watched him approach, my core running hot for him. I couldn't move a muscle by the time he reached me, I was too ensnared by him, caught in those ember eyes.
 
   His hands slid over my sides and then down to my hips, cresting over my ass and then cupping beneath it to pull me up. He lifted and pushed, throwing me on the mattress and following quickly. I backed away, further onto the bed, to give us more room, and he smiled dangerously as he crawled over to me. I laid back and let him come.
 
   “Vervain,” his voice caught and I saw a moment of hesitation fill his eyes.
 
   “What is it?” I held a hand to his cheek and he bit his lip, cutting it with a fang. 
 
   I inhaled sharply and immediately lifted my face, covering his mouth with my own and licking the blood from his lips. With the first taste, I knew him, knew everything about him. What he wanted from his life, what he wanted from me. I saw his determination and what motivated him to be so focused. I even knew his heart and what emotions were writhing through him at that very moment. I knew he didn't love me but there was a growing affection there that shocked me for some reason. Why hadn't I expected that?
 
   He groaned and lowered his body to mine. He fit perfectly between my legs, my feet finding purchase on the back of his calves as he slid closer. I felt him hard against me and groaned into his kiss, writhing my hips up to try and pull him in. He broke away from me instead and stared into my face for long moments.
 
   “I'm sorry,” he finally whispered. “I can't resist this. I want you, I want us, too badly and a dragon-sidhe always gets what he wants. Even if it takes forever, he'll chase his desire until it's caught.”
 
   “Why are you sorry for that?” I laughed at him and his mood eased, his lips quirking up to mimic mine.
 
   “I don't know,” he shook his head and then lowered it to my neck. “Men can do horrible things when they want something too passionately,” he whispered into my ear. “But I promise I will adhere to your wishes about your other magic. I'll make sure you don't go too far and give in to your dragon.” I would have asked him what he meant but it was then that I felt his teeth in my neck. I sucked in a breath with the brief pain but then he was lapping at the wound, sending these thrilling sensations straight down to my core.
 
   “I want you too,” I whispered and pulled on his shoulders. I felt my nails lengthen, sharpen into claws and I couldn't resist the urge to dig them into his back.
 
   He shouted in pleasure, surging forward into me and bringing my own cries to add to his. Hot, he was so hot against me, inside me, and it felt like Heaven. It felt like I'd been overheated, my fire raging out of control, until he tempered it with his own. Flames to flames, we completed each other, writhing in the fire we'd lit together.
 
   He continued to stoke it, sliding in and out, generating more and more heat until we exploded together, our bodies running with flame and setting the linens on fire. We burned without burning, aftershocks of pleasure rocking through us both, as we languished in the inferno that was once our bed, until there were only ashes  and bare metal left.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Four
 
    
 
   “Where was I?” I asked Arach as we ate at a large silver table while we watched his goblins bring in a new mattress and linens.
 
   “What's that, A Thaisce?” He ran a hand languidly over my exposed shoulder.
 
   “Where was I?” I pulled my robe up to remove his distraction. “When you called for me, where was I?”
 
   “Visiting a friend,” he shrugged. “I missed you, so I called you to come back.”
 
   “What was this friend's name?”
 
   “She's your friend,” he shrugged.
 
   “Huh,” I looked over at the bed again. “Are we going to need a new bed every day?”
 
   “No,” he laughed. “You've just come into your powers, they'd been building up. Last night was special. You should be able to control it better now.”
 
   “Right,” I frowned, trying to remember. “You were going to teach me.”
 
   “Yes and we'll begin those lessons later today. Now come here,” he pulled me into his lap and I smacked his hand when it went diving between my legs.
 
   “Stop that,” I growled. “There are still goblins in the room.”
 
   “They don't mind,” he smirked and I heard a twittering of goblin laughter as they left. “Ah, now we're alone,” he pushed away his plate and put me on the table in front of him. “I find myself hungry for more tender meat.”
 
   He parted my robe and then my legs. I laid back, letting him open my robe completely and moaned as he started to knead my breasts. He squeezed harder, jolting up my excitement, and lowered his face between my legs. I forgot all about my questions, the gaps in my memory, as he licked and bit me into release.
 
   It wasn't until later that night, as we lay sleeping in our new bed, that I remembered my questions. I frowned and got out of bed, walking to the window to stare out at the beautiful landscape. I had a fleeting memory of the first time I'd come to Arach's castle and how I'd stayed in one of the lower rooms. Yet now I was in the central tallest tower, in Arach's bedchamber which granted the most magnificent view of Faerie.
 
   I let my eye wander over to the Forgetful Forest and frowned. I had a flash of running through the trees, of my heart pounding in fear, and the vicious plants cutting me when I fell. I shook my head and tried to concentrate further but all I got was glimpses of Arach. He was smiling but there was an evil twist to it and there was horrid laughter all around him, the goblins I think.
 
   I had fallen, he was over me. We had an amazing kiss. Maybe it was a game we played. Maybe I had encouraged it or even asked for it but I didn't think so. I had a horrible ache inside me, a pressure like something was being pushed down, and if I was very still, I could almost hear the whimpering of animals. Strange, so strange, maybe Faerie itself was playing tricks on me. I knew it could be a mischievous place.
 
   Then I looked down and saw him. A black cat with a shining white spot on his neck. I smiled and waved to him, there was something so familiar about that cat-sidhe. He shimmered into his man form and beckoned me urgently. I frowned and shook my head. He gestured again, calling something up to me that was lost to the distance. His eyes implored and I finally gave in, my curiosity winning out. Don't think the irony of curiosity leading me to a cat was lost on me either.
 
   I snuck out of the room and headed down the central, spiral staircase of the tower, feeling my way through the castle by instinct. I veered right at the bottom and found an open door that led to the inside of the cave I'd come in through. I padded over the rough rock, hardly feeling the edges on my bare feet. I was dragon-sidhe, we were tough fey. At the mouth of the cave I stopped, looking around for my little visitor.
 
   He was standing in the trees, hiding in their shadows, and looked much taller now that I was on level with him. I strode over to him, keeping a wary eye out for any kind of ambush. I may not remember a lot but I knew faeries were not always what they seemed. My arms clenched, in preparation of throwing them down to release my claws, and I stopped dead in my tracks. My claws? I didn't have to throw down my arms to release claws. I had to simply will them to appear. What was this strange compulsion?
 
   “Vervain,” the cat beckoned again. “Hurry!”
 
   “Okay, okay,” I flowed through the brush, the snapping bushes and bladed grass backing away from me, knowing a bigger predator when they saw one. I had a moment's pause over that as well, thinking about how different things had seemed when Arach and I had played our game.
 
   “My Lady Vervain,” the cat heaved a sigh. “Are you alright?”
 
   “Of course,” I cocked a head. “Who are you? How do you know me?”
 
   “Vervain?” His eyes went round and his hand shot out to grab my chin. I started to jerk back but he stopped me, “no, let me look, I won't harm you.” He continued to stare at me as he spoke. “I'm Roarke of the House of Earth, Prince of the Cat-Sidhe, and emissary to the High King Cian. You are my ward, my responsibility. I was to guard you but you ran out on me, tracing here without telling me and now I see why.” He pulled away and sighed deeply. “You're going to rebel against what I have to say but it will sink in within a few days time and you'll be able to fight then if you choose.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You, your memory,” he narrowed his gaze on me. “It hasn't been so great recently, has it?”
 
   “Not really,” I frowned.
 
   “It's because it's been taken from you, stolen by King Arach most likely, to compel you to come here, to him.”
 
   “But he's my lover,” I denied. “I took his blood, I know his heart.”
 
   “And what did you see there?”
 
   “Strength,” I thought back, “Determination, power, and love.”
 
   “Love?” Roarke scoffed.
 
   “Yeah,” my tone went sharp, my voice unknown to me. 
 
   “He loves you?”
 
   “He's getting there,” I huffed. “His heart has been cold for a long time, it won't awaken overnight.”
 
   “And you?” He pressed. “Do you love him?”
 
   “Of course...” I stopped and thought abut it, then let out a shocked whisper. “No.”
 
   “No?” He raised a brow.
 
   “No,” I said in a stronger voice. “I love another,” I frowned as the feeling hit me again and again and again. “Maybe more than one,” I said with shock. “Maybe even more than two but he's not one of them. Why is that?”
 
   “Because he's tricked you into coming here,” Roarke threw up his hands. “I admit I wanted this too but not like this.”
 
   “You wanted me to be with Arach?”
 
   “King Arach and yes, I did because you're the last female dragon-sidhe there is and he the last male,” Roarke huffed. “You need to make lots of little dragon-sidhe babies and rekindle the race. Your human blood should make it easier for you to conceive too but like I said, I never would have approved of this method. You don't deserve this.”
 
   “I'm not fully dragon-sidhe?”
 
   “Yes, you are but yours is a unique situation and you are more than that,” he looked grim. “You're many other things, among them a goddess of love and lions.”
 
   “A goddess?” I lifted a brow.
 
   “Don't go getting all snobby on me,” he pushed a pointed finger into my shoulder. “You're better than that.”
 
   “Sorry,” I crumpled. “This is all news to me.”
 
   “See, right there,” he pointed at my face. “No fey would say that, that's a human saying.”
 
   “No,” I suddenly felt very, very angry. Smoke was drifting out of my nose. “I'm not human. I laid in a bed of fire last night, no human can withstand that.” I turned and stalked away from the cat.
 
   “Just remember what I said,” he called after me. “I'll take word to your lovers and maybe we can come back to get you. Just think about it.”
 
   I stomped back into the cave and all the way up to Arach's bedroom. He was awake when I got there, pulling on pants, about to go looking for me, I assumed. He stopped, sagging with relief when I walked in. I eyed him carefully, Roarke's words haunting me and picking away at Arach's facade. I must have stared a little too long or a little too hard because he came to me and took my hands, bending to stare into my eyes.
 
   “Tell me then,” he prompted.
 
   “Who am I really?”
 
   His shoulders slumped and he drew back, his eyes filled with hurt. “I wish you'd remember,” he went to sit on the bed. 
 
   “That makes two of us,” I walked over to stand in front of him. “Am I human?”
 
   “Yes,” he whispered as if it hurt him and I suddenly knew it did. His parents had been killed by humans and my humanity was the only thing stopping him from fully loving me. “But only in body.”
 
   “How can I have a human body and yet be sidhe?”
 
   “Your mother loved a human and she hid you under a humanity spell so you could live among them safely,” Arach looked away as if the memory were hard for him. “She was killed and you never gained your sidhe powers, you died human.”
 
   “I died?” I blinked rapidly, some memory tugging at me.
 
   “Yes but you were brought back,” his eyes flashed at me once and then away. “Don't ask me how, I'm not privy to the method, but I do know that you were put into a human to be born and spent most of your life believing you were human. It was during this time that you acquired other magic, magics you told me you have no wish of giving up to come fully into your dragon-sidhe powers. I was going to teach you how to control your dragon, so you could have them all.”
 
   “So that's what you meant,” I remembered what he'd said to me about not allowing my dragon to get out of control. Then I concentrated inward, catching a glimpse of something in the shadows of my soul. “These other magics, are they connected to animals?”
 
   “Yes,” he nodded and peered at me thoughtfully. “You have love and lions in you. Do you remember them?”
 
   “A little. They seem to be wary,” then I felt a fluttering. “The love, it's butterflies.”
 
   “Is it?” He smiled indulgently. “So now you see why you wanted to retain the alien magic, even though it meant you'd never be able to fly.”
 
   “Never fly?” My heart thudded faster. There was something about flying, something I wanted or enjoyed.
 
   “Only a fully turned dragon-sidhe can take dragon form,” Arach explained. “Suppressing your dragon will keep it from harming your other magic but it will also prevent it from fully taking shape. Your body will remain as it is, human.”
 
   “And you can't accept that,” I felt like I'd discovered his dirty secret, maybe the reason I'd run from him that night. “Did I go to this friend of mine to get away from you? Did I leave because you wouldn't or couldn't love me in this human form?”
 
   He looked up, blinking, his mouth going slack. “I never realized,” he frowned and looked away. “Maybe you're right. Maybe that's what's holding me back.”
 
   “You proposed, didn't you?” I had a strange memory of someone talking about marriage. “You asked me to marry you and I wouldn't because you don't love me.” The more I spoke, the more I was assured of the truth.
 
   “Yes,” was his strangled reply but he couldn't look at me.
 
   “Well I haven't changed my mind,” I took a deep breath. “I may not remember anyone else but I'll figure things out. I don't want to be with a man who doesn't love me, last dragon in Faerie or not.”
 
   “Who told you that?” He stood up and grabbed my hand.
 
   “What?”
 
   “That we were the last dragon-sidhe?”
 
   “A little kitty,” I smirked. “I may go see if I can find him.”
 
   “Roarke,” Arach growled and I turned back in shock.
 
   “You know him?”
 
   “What else has he said to you?” He stalked closer, his hand encircling my wrist like a vise.
 
   “Nothing,” I lied and he knew it. His hand tightened and I bit my lip to keep from crying out. “Stop it, that hurts.”
 
   “You're hurting me if you walk out that door.”
 
   “How?” I pulled on my hand but to no avail. “How can I hurt you if you don't care about me?”
 
   “Because I want you,” he pulled me closer. “I want the family you can give me.”
 
   “Well I'm not giving you anything,” I growled. “I will not have children with a man who doesn't love me.”
 
   “Why are you so hung up on a silly emotion?” 
 
   “It's not silly. It's perfectly reasonable to want the man you marry to love you,” I huffed. “Besides, I don't love you either, so it makes no difference.”
 
   “What?” He looked like I slapped him.
 
   “Oh, you expected me to fall for you without you reciprocating?” I snorted. “How very like a man. Oh, and just so you know,” I pulled my hand out of his loosened grip. “You're falling for me. I saw it in your blood and I hold love magic, so I know it when I see it. You're just holding back because of your parents.”
 
   He slapped me, so hard I fell back and slid into the wall. I held a hand to my face as he stalked over to me and fear shot threw me. With it came a memory, walking through the High Court and feeling desperately afraid because these people, these fey were not like me. They didn't think like me and they didn't love like me. They were inhuman.
 
   “Don't ever speak of them, you filthy human,” he spat and lifted me off my feet by the neck.
 
   I started to laugh. It was a strangled, parody of laughter but it was enough to jolt him out of his anger. He dropped me and backed away as if I'd been the one terrorizing him. He backed into the bed and dropped down, sitting there to stare at me in horror. He looked down at his hands as if they'd offended him and then back at me.
 
   “I,” he shook his head, put his face in his hands and wept.
 
   “Oh hell no,” I grumbled as I got to my feet. “I'm not going to comfort you after you nearly strangled me to death.” He continued to weep. “I won't do it, you hear me? Just go ahead and cry all you want, I don't feel a damn thing for you, you twisted bastard. Also, fuck you for the filthy human comment.” I started to feel more and more like myself, the more I griped. I must have been someone who liked to sass people. “I don't care if you've had an epiphany and suddenly realized you care for a human. I don't care if you've had a breakthrough and feel horrible about hurting me. Nuh-uh, it doesn't make one whit of difference.”
 
   I stared at his shaking shoulders, the whitened hands, pressed too tightly to his face, and I huffed an angry breath. I paced in front of him, listening to his sobs and watching his body tense. I sat in a chair at the table and waited for it to stop. It didn't. He just kept crying like a fucking five-year-old. It was pathetic.
 
   “Oh crap,” I groaned and went over to sit beside him. “Fine then, have it your way,” I put an arm around his shoulders and he instantly grabbed me, pulling me into his lap and laying his head in the nook my neck made where it met my collarbone.
 
   “Forgive me,” he moaned. “Forgive me, Vervain.”
 
   “Oh fuck,” I growled. “Alright, already. I forgive you, you idiot.”
 
   “Don't go,” he sniffed and nuzzled my neck and damn if it didn't feel good. “I promise I'll never hurt you again. I'll try to love you, whatever you want.”
 
   “There's one big problem though, tough guy,” I stroked the hair back from his face and he looked up at me. “I think I love someone else.”
 
   “No,” his eyes focused intently on mine and I felt something shimmer inside me, glossing over a little part of me. “There is no one but I. You and I, do you understand?”
 
   “Yep,” I blinked and swayed. 
 
   He caught me, laying me down in the bed beneath him. I stared up into his beautiful and frightening face, soaking in the affection that was growing there, wiping away the tears from his cheeks, and wondering how we'd ended up in bed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Five
 
    
 
   I was walking on stone floors the color of dried blood, the walls around me, the same stone with shiny pieces of metal embedded in it. I'd left behind the plush carpets of the main halls long ago and now found my path angling steadily downward. The further down I went, the more metal there seemed to be in the stone, and I stopped to run my hand over the smooth bits occasionally. I had a vague sense that I shouldn't be there, shouldn't be down so low in the belly of the castle, but I wanted to see the whole of this place I was living in. I couldn't be comfortable without knowing what I was sleeping above.
 
   So I wandered further down, even though the torches in the wall brackets had thinned and I had finally been forced to take one down from the wall and continue on with it held in my hand aloft. The doorways had petered off as well, leaving me nothing else to explore but this lonely corridor, and I was intent on discovering where it led.
 
   Finally, it opened into a cave. Not a cave like the one serving as the castle entrance, this was a true cave, wide and deep. One last wall bracket marked the end of the corridor wall and I placed my torch in it. The cave had its own light source and I wouldn't be needing the fairy fire. I stepped hesitantly forward.
 
   There was a river of lava running sluggishly down one side of the huge cavern. It was bright red with little bits of yellow, no crusting of the surface, like on the moat of magma before the castle. It lit up the dark fairly well, though there were quite a few shadowed areas that  wouldn't give up their secrets.
 
   What I could see was a wide expanse of space broken up only with bits of polished stalagmite. There were holes carved into those natural statues, and items were stuffed into them. I couldn't really see what they were, so I ventured forward.
 
   The floor was uneven but smooth, my soft slippers crept over it easily, the train of my dress flowing without a single snag. I could feel the heat from the river but it was strangely comforting and I was drawn closer to its warmth.
 
   The first stalagmite came within reach and I was able to see that the items stuffed in the crevices were odd little bits of things. A tuft of feather, a smooth white stone, a bit of cloth, a piece of shattered mirror. Treasures a child might stow away. I reached forward and brushed a fingertip against a pale feather in confusion. Whose treasures were these?
 
   A soft sound startled me and drew my attention upwards, where I searched through the darkness warily. I could see up a ways by the light of the lava but the sheer walls continued further beyond and I had a sense that it coned upward for hundreds of feet. My attention was so focused on the ceiling, I'd forgotten all about the rest of the cave and I had little warning of the thing that was approaching me.
 
   I did finally hear a scratching, which alerted me to its presence and pulled my head down to survey the ground level once more. I found it quickly, it was easy to spot, not because of its proximity to me but because of its girth. 
 
   I inhaled sharply but controlled my urge to run. I had a feeling that running would be a bad idea where this thing was concerned, an encouragement. It may be massive but all those tentacles looked as if they had quite a reach on them and it wouldn't have to move very far or very fast to catch me with one of them. An image flashed in my head, of it above me, riding a sparkling fog as it chased me through the forest. Yes, it liked to chase things.
 
   So I held still and waited.
 
   It spoke, said something in a language I didn't understand, with a voice like breaking rock.
 
   “I don't speak your language,” I said with a remarkably steady voice. “I don't understand.”
 
   “Ennnnglisssh?” It rumbled, the stalks of its numerous eyes bobbing in what I took to be curiosity or maybe surprise. “You speak the language of men? What do you want, female human, and how did you get heerree??”
 
   “I live here,” I lifted my chin, instinct telling me this creature would respect courage. “I am a guest of King Arach.”
 
   A grating sound started and then turned into a cacophony of tumbling stones. I think it was laughing at me. Its red skin bubbled, its mouth opening to expose rows of jagged teeth, and its body sort of expanded, tentacles reaching wide in an aggressive display that my eyes shied away from. There was something so nightmarish about this creature, I couldn't fully examine it without feeling my mind start to slip. I had to glimpse it in bits and pieces, focus on one aspect at a time to keep from screaming.
 
   Then something brushed my shoulder and I flinched back, my head jerking up to take in the new threat from above. My throat constricted on a scream, not because I was in control but because I had none. My body was convulsing in denial, unable to make a sound beyond a small whimper of terror.
 
   I backed slowly away, toward the entrance, but a scraping sound behind me warned that the way was already blocked. A quick glance showed me a third horror filling up the doorway. I stopped and began to shake, my eyes jumping from the front, to above, to behind, over and over again.
 
   The monster above me was clicking its chitinous legs together as it hung like a spider and regarded me with four large, goitrous eyes. Viscous fluid leaked out of the hole that must have been its mouth, dripping to the floor around me with hissing pops. My breathing was coming so fast, I could see the front of my dress fluttering.
 
   Behind me, hissing sounds erupted from the numerous sphincters riddling the poisonous yellow head of the creature who guarded the exit. Out of the corner of my eye I could see its four ruminant limbs, out of place on an otherwise aquatic figure. Its hooves sparked when they hit the floor, eliciting gleeful responses from its friends.
 
   Then a tentacle touched me and I lost my damn mind.
 
   Fire erupted from my mouth as I screamed in rage. My fingernails had already shifted, though I'd been too terrified to notice earlier, and the flames reflected off their beautiful black lengths as they singed the cephalopod-like creature, chasing him back toward the shadows he'd emerged from.
 
   “Cease!” Tittered the thing above my head, now quite a few feet further up from me. “You should have said you were one of us, sister. Why have you invaded our sanctuary to play these games with us?”
 
   I shuddered a gasp, the fire abruptly dying, and stared about me in shock. I knew I had new abilities I needed to learn to control but I had no idea I could be so volatile without training. Or that I could be so cruel without knowledge.
 
   I had wandered around a foreign place without doing my homework or even speaking to someone who knew the terrain first. I'd just nosed about, with a sense of entitlement and I'd stumbled into a dangerous situation that could have ended with death, either mine or one of those innocent beings.
 
   Yes, innocent. I'd seen their visages and instantly labeled them monstrous, knowing full well that monsters came in every shape and size. Appearance had nothing to do with what lurked in the soul. I had barged into their domain and then had the nerve to judge them for trying to protect it.
 
   “Please forgive me,” I said softly. “I was curious about the castle and invaded your home without meaning to. I wasn't trying to play games with you, this was just a misunderstanding. I'm new to my fey nature. I mean you no harm.”
 
   “New to nature?” The half land, half water creature near the door, tapped his way over to me warily. “You are of the dragon's blood, yes? How could your nature be new?”
 
   “It was hidden in my humanity,” I shrugged. “I'm unique I guess.”
 
   “Unique,” the thing above me lowered itself to the ground, balancing perfectly on the tips of its long, jointed, black legs. It had more legs than I could count and it made an echoing clicking when it moved forward, all the tips hitting the stone like an impatient diva drumming her nails. “We are all unique. You are truly one of us. Be welcome in our home, sister. All is forgiven.”
 
   A warmth filled my chest, having nothing to do with fire breath and everything to do with acceptance. I had misjudged them, tried to harm them, and yet they forgave me with the ease of a four-year-old and with as little guile. They welcomed me and named me family.
 
   I had a flash of a face, covered in scars. Someone who had also believed himself to be monstrous. Someone I loved. My heart made an instant connection between these beings and the elusive someone, my love magic flying up in response, and I lifted my hands again toward the creatures. This time with a completely different purpose.  
 
   “Thank you,” I smiled as I felt the butterflies of my magic leave my body and fly out to touch each of the beings. I was instantly comfortable, their appearances no longer threatening my sanity. “In return for your acceptance, I offer you a blessing.” I had no idea where the words came from but they weren't mine. Something spoke through me. “You are found worthy by Love and so love shall find you. May your hearts be filled with it and may you walk in happiness for all the days of your lives.”
 
   “My lady,” they whispered, all three of them lowering themselves to the ground. 
 
   I touched them without reservation, the slick exoskeleton, the slimy skin, and the dry rubbery hide all feeling normal to me somehow. Then the shadows came alive, as I knew they were already, and more of the creatures, my family, crept forward.
 
   “Sister, give us your blessing too,” they called. “We who hide here in the dark, whom even our own kind look away from in disgust, can we truly be blessed by love?”
 
   My magic blossomed within me and for the first time in days, I felt like I knew who I was. This was me, here was my purpose, to go into the dark and instead of being afraid of it, to embrace it, know it, accept it, and teach it to accept itself. The darkness may be full of teeth and claws but it also feels pain, knows loneliness, and bleeds just as I do.
 
   “You have love within you already,” I went among them all, holding out my arms to them and welcoming their touch. “You love the feel of teeth in flesh, the taste of blood and death,” again the voice was speaking through me and I realized suddenly that it knew just what to say to these beings. Knew how to be what they needed, for love is different with each of us, especially the fey. “The rapid beating of a heart, the scent of fear on the breeze.”
 
   They pressed in close to me, sighing and rubbing themselves against me like wolves. Wolves? Where had that thought come from? No matter, that's what they surrounded me like, a pack of animals, a family unit. I spread the magic over them, setting it free to do its job, and I felt my power multiplying, strengthening, because that's how love works. The more you give of it, the more you have.
 
   “You love each other,” I continued, “you've shown me that love freely with your quick acceptance. It's already here, I simply awaken it, and open your eyes to it. Lift your heads, for you are magnificent, and know that you are deserving of this blessing.”
 
   A hand crept over my shoulder, just a regular human shaped hand, and its normalcy shocked me out of my communion. I turned to look at the interloper and found Arach standing behind me, tears streaking his handsome face. His subjects pressed in around us, basking in the glow of my magic, as he took my face in his hands and kissed me gently.
 
   He pulled away and looked around us with a shaky smile. “I didn't know you hid yourselves here out of shame. I'm the one who should feel ashamed, to have left you down here in darkness, thinking you were happy, when all the while you've felt the sting of rejection. You are fire fey!” He suddenly shouted, flinging his hands out to them. “You are wondrous, beautiful creatures of magic and you have no need to hide. This is your home, we are your people, and I am your King, do not hide from me or any of us any longer. Roam freely, knowing you are wanted here and respected as some of the most fearsome fey in all of Faerie!”
 
   Shouting erupted in strange waves of sound, echoing through the cavern and fluttering against us like an embrace. I smiled as I felt my Love come home to roost, its job completed. Then Arach took my hand and kissed it.
 
   “Thank you for giving me back my people,” he said but another voice echoed over him, another face with hair like the darkness we stood in, and eyes like honey. Thank you for giving me back my father. I frowned but Arach continued and my thoughts flew away. “I rarely see these fey anymore, they are only called when the Host is on the hunt and we've had very few of those lately. I had no idea that they longed for more. Thank you for braving the dark and bringing them into my sight.”
 
   “Thank you for being willing to see,” I kissed his cheek.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Six
 
    
 
   “Concentrate,” Arach said as his hands slipped over my shoulders. “Focus on the tip of the pole and imagine it on fire.”
 
   He was teaching me how to control my flame, to use it as a precision weapon. After the cave fiasco, I'd thought it wise to get into my training asap. I'd managed big spurts of fire but as yet had been unable to narrow it down to a thin stream. I focused on the top of the pole he'd set up in the clearing in front of the castle, and let my fire loose.
 
   A huge stream of fire shot from my mouth and engulfed not only the pole but the bushes near it. I was about to start a good round of cursing when a tiny shriek distracted me. Out of the fiery bush came a little person, no bigger than my hand, running and then rolling in the dirt to put the flames out. It laid there moaning.
 
   “Oh no,” I cried and ran over to the small thing. “I'm so sorry,” I went to pick her up, I noticed it was a girl when I got closer, but she shrank away from me and I let my hands fall to my sides. “I didn't mean to hurt you, we'll get you some help, okay?”
 
   “It's just a pixie,” Arach scoffed. “Step on her and put her out of her misery.”
 
   “What?” I turned to him in shock as the girl let out a horrible keening. “No one's hurting you,” I said to her before looking back at him. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “They're horrid creatures,” he glared down at the tiny girl as if she were a cockroach. “They are fire fey but don't have enough magic to be immune to it. It's a disgrace but every element has them, so we put up with them living on the fringe of our kingdom. Now step aside if you're not strong enough to do it and I will handle this.”
 
   “Not strong enough?” I stood up and faced him. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Nevermind,” he sighed and lifted his foot.
 
   I moved faster than I knew I could, my body automatically moving to take Arach down, as if I had fought assholes like him a million times before. I swept his standing foot out from under him and then used that same leg to kick him in the gut as he fell, sending him flying a good four feet. He gaped at me from the dirt and the pixie went quiet behind me.
 
   “Who told you that strength meant crushing those who are weaker than you? That compassion is shameful?” I stalked over to him, putting a foot to his chest when he made to sit up. “Answer me, Arach.”
 
   “My father,” he replied calmly, not at all upset that I had knocked him to the ground. In fact, his face started showing signs of arousal. “A King must be hard, without emotion.”
 
   “It's easy to deny emotion, easy to destroy that which is weaker,” I shook my head and turned away, removing my foot from his chest. “It's the act of creation that takes time and energy. Building trust, friendship, or peace can take years but destroying them, only moments. Hating is so simple but loving is much harder to do. Caring about people, about their needs, shows so much more strength than killing them.” I bent down to the injured pixie and held out my hand to her. “I promise you that no harm will come to you. I only want to help you.” She blinked overly large blue eyes at me and then nodded before climbing into my palm.
 
   “She will not thank you for your help,” he was getting to his feet behind me.
 
   “I don't need her thanks,” I stood up to face him, holding her protectively to my side. “I hurt her, getting her the proper care is my responsibility, another thing you should understand as a King. This is your kingdom, right? So whoever resides here is your responsibility, no matter how small they are or how difficult you find them to be. How can you govern people without caring for them?”
 
   “They don't want or need my affection,” he looked at me like I was insane.  “They need a strong King.”
 
   “You show more strength by caring. Didn't you hear anything I just said?” I sighed. “Ruling the way you do is not being a leader, it's being a dictator.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Someone who just gives orders, like a slave master,” I turned and headed back to the castle. “How lonely it must be for you.”
 
   “I...” he chased after me. “I'm not alone.”
 
   “No but you are lonely,” I cast him a smug glance. “Now tell me where I can find someone who can help her.”
 
   “Uh,” he shook his head, “we are fire fey, we don't usually have to treat someone for burns.”
 
   “There must be one of you who knows something about healing instead of hurting.”
 
   He stopped walking, staring at me with his mouth agape. So I stopped to stare back.
 
   “How monstrous we must appear to you,” he whispered and then looked down at the little pixie as if seeing her for the first time.  
 
   “Strength is not crushing those who are weaker than you,” I touched his shoulder and he brought his eyes to mine again. “Strength is being able to crush them but choosing to protect them instead. A King should protect his people, all of them,” I looked down pointedly to the pixie and she stared back at the dragon-sidhe solemnly. Her face was blackened, most of her hair gone, and she was starting to shiver, probably from shock. “You sit on a throne for a reason, because you're supposed to be the best of them. So be the best. Take care of your people.”
 
   I held the pixie up and we both stared him down.
 
   “My apologies, little one,” he finally said gravely to the pixie. “I will try to be a better King.”
 
   “Accepted,” her tiny, bell-like voice carried up to him and he blinked from her to me, as if surprised she could speak at all. “I will tell the others of your new found honor, my King.” She paused and looked back at me. “Blessings upon you and your lady.”
 
   That she could speak at all past her obvious pain, shocked me too. I couldn't understand why Arach had such a bad opinion of her kind. I'd known her all of five minutes and already she'd impressed me.
 
   “Thank you,” I smiled down to her. “Now let's get you cared for. Arach?”
 
   “Uh, right,” he frowned. “I believe one of the leanan-sidhe may have something.”
 
   He led us through the maze of his castle, glancing back at me every few steps with the oddest expression on his face.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Seven
 
    
 
   Arach took me and Lissa, the pixie, to a leanan-sidhe named Ciaran. The leanan-sidhe were a type of vampire and Ciaran, was one of the few males born to the overly female race. He was a very graceful man, all of his movements languid, almost hypnotizing, but he was fascinated by Lissa. Or maybe just by the fact that Arach had brought her to him to be healed.
 
   Either way, Ciaran had healed the pixie with his own blood, a neat trick if you ask me, and then we'd taken her back out to where we'd found her. She ran off into the dangerous trees as if they were sanctuary for her, which they probably were, things in Faerie were so strange. What was danger to one person was solace to another.
 
   “This idea of compassionate ruling,” Arach started again as we went back inside. “Is it a trick? A type of magic?”
 
   “Why would you ask that?” I stopped and faced him.
 
   “It is doing something inside me,” he rubbed at his chest worriedly. “I think maybe I should stop.”
 
   “That's guilt,” I pushed his hand away. “You know, deep inside, that you've been cruel and now you're feeling bad about it. I've seen into you,” I took his hand, since it was hanging so forlornly by his side after I'd pushed at it. “I know you have honor. I know you're brave and you want what's best for your people. I saw that last night in the cavern, how you hurt for the pain you'd inflicted on your fey. I know you were willing to be with me, with something you hate, in order to give them an heir. You can be a good King. You just need to let go of this notion that being royalty means you have to be an emotionless bastard, and open your eyes.”
 
   “I don't hate you,” he whispered.
 
   “You hate what this body represents,” I closed my eyes briefly and took a deep breath. “I even understand why you hate humans. I would hate them too if they destroyed my family. Humans can be bloodthirsty, vicious, and cruel, even to each other. Hell, especially to each other. Yours isn't the only race they've tried to extinguish. There was an evil man once, who almost succeeded in exterminating the entire Jewish race, while torturing them along the way.”
 
   “We are the last of the dragon-sidhe, Vervain,” he whispered. “If you don't have a child with me, they will have succeeded in killing off our race.”
 
   “Yes,” I nodded. “What horrible, hateful creatures. Yet it was I who stopped you from grinding that girl under your boot, just for getting in the path of my fire.”
 
   He frowned.
 
   “There is evil in all races,” I squeezed his hand, “and there is also good. Usually there's a mix of both in everyone, you just need to decide which you're going to allow to be greater. I can't make up your mind for you,” I let his hand go, “and I can't force you to rule like I think you should. All I can do is hope that you'll forgive the atrocity my people committed on yours and let go of the anger that has been affecting the way you govern.”
 
   “I don't know if I can forgive,” his cheekbones went into sudden, sharp relief. “I don't think I even want to.”
 
   “And that is why it's so much harder to love.”
 
   “I don't understand.”
 
   “Evil begets more evil,” I smiled sadly. “It's easy to perpetuate cruelty by pushing your anger off on another victim, who in turn will spread their hate onward. Love is much harder. To have the strength to change what you can but accept what is unchangeable and to leave it alone. To create a new foundation and rebuild without thoughts of destroying. To let go of your hate and learn to live in love.”
 
   “You're saying that the humans are still winning,” he growled. “They hurt me and now I hurt others because of what they did.”
 
   “Exactly,” I looked out to the shafts of sunlight trying to pierce the darkness of the cave. “Maybe it's time to stop letting them win.”
 
   “Time to be a King,” he nodded slowly. “You're right. I had no outlet for my anger. I was too young to lead my people to war when my parents were killed and when I was finally of age, the Realm had been sealed and I was alone. I took my hatred out on my people.”
 
   “No more excuses,” I pointed at him. “Just fix it.”
 
   He gave a startled laugh and then nodded. “Yes, little dragon-human. I shall endeavor to fix it.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Eight
 
    
 
   Arach did try his best to fix it. Everyday I saw more of the anger slip away from him as he did his best to become a better King. In turn, his subjects became more open, smiling and treating each other with more kindness as well. Even those from below came cautiously up and roamed the halls. Arach hadn't even needed to tell the other fey to be kinder to them, they'd accepted the ones from below easily, although they did tend to give them a wide berth and cautious looks. The red caps were more effusive in their welcome, seeming overjoyed to find them out of the cave and actually enticing some of them into sparring with them. It wasn't a hippie love fest or anything but there was a happier ambiance in the House of Fire than there'd been when I'd first arrived.
 
   I roamed the castle more freely now, no longer afraid of what might be lurking about in the shadows. I'd already seen the worst and found the best in them. I was finally feeling at home in this strange place.
 
   I was musing on this as I walked the corridor towards the dining room, so distracted that I took a wrong turn. I ended up in a hole of a room, dark but warm. I made to turn around and tripped over something, falling to my hands and knees. There was something soft below me, making strange mewls, so I rolled away but not before a low growling started.
 
   Before I could do anything, I was bit. Something large was clamped to my wrist and worrying at me painfully. I looked down but all I could see in the darkness was a pair of burning red eyes. I screamed and pulled away, more from pain than fear, but the thing at my wrist had a strong grip and I ended up sitting on my butt, staring up into those eyes.
 
   I kicked out, meeting a soft furry body, but the thing held tight and I felt blood start to drip down my wrist. Then suddenly there was light. A lot of it.
 
   I blinked around me in confusion, taking in my attacker, a large black dog. She backed away whining, staring at the light source with a narrowed gaze, as a litter of pups cried behind her. I understood then why she had been so aggressive. I'd threatened her children. Unfortunately, Arach didn't spare the time to assess things as I had. He just came swooping in like an avenging angel, fiery torch held aloft.
 
   “No!” I screamed and threw myself in between him and the dog.
 
   Both dog and man stopped to stare at me. So I was able to jump to my feet and push Arach from the room. He went reluctantly, his torch drooping to the side until he finally put it back in its wall bracket.
 
   “Vervain,” he took my bleeding wrist and held it up for inspection. “I'm going to murder that bitch.”
 
   “Leave her be,” I turned his face up to mine, ignoring the flaming ache in my wrist. “I stumbled in there by accident and fell on her pups. It was a mistake. She was only protecting her young, like any mother would. You need to look closer before you take action, especially when there are those involved who can't speak for themselves. This is a perfect situation for you to practice another Kingly attribute, fair judgment. Sometimes you need to look beyond the obvious to see what the truth is.”
 
   “Who taught you all of this?” He gaped at me, eyes wide.
 
   “I don't know,” I frowned, “but I feel like I've done this before, led people and judged them. I feel like it was as much of a struggle for me as it is for you but I learned. I'm not saying I know everything about how to be a just and good leader but I think that the key is being open to new knowledge. Having good advisers helps too.”
 
   “Hmmm,” he seemed to consider it. “There may be a few fey I could trust in an advisory capacity.”
 
   “Good,” I smiled and then frowned down at my hand. “That would help keep you aware of what kind of issues your people are having too.” I was thinking about that dark cave again, the flood of monsters who were no longer so monstrous to me.
 
   “I do hold court to air grievances and discuss matters of the kingdom but a council of advisers may be helpful. Someone to point things out that I may have missed.”
 
   “My King,” a shaggy haired man came running up to us, panting, and dropped to his knees when he saw my injury. “I heard the screaming but I had no idea your lady was involved. Please take your anger out on me, my Neala knows not what she did.”
 
   “See,” I told Arach. “It was an accident.”
 
   “Very well,” Arach waved at the man. “Get up, there's no need for that if it truly was a misunderstanding.”
 
   “Thank you,” the man stammered. “I'm so sorry, m'lady.”
 
   “No, it's fine,” I waved him over to his dog. “Go and see to the puppies. I hope I didn't hurt any of them.”
 
   “I'm sure they're okay,” he grinned and scurried into the room. “My children are born fighters.”
 
   “Okay,” I smiled and then lost it as my face went blank. “Did he just say those are his children?”
 
   “They're phookas,” Arach nodded and led me back toward our bedroom. “Let's get this healed up.”
 
   “Phookas?”
 
   “They're a type of fey shifter,” he nodded and bent his head over my wrist.
 
   “Hey,” I pulled my hand back when I felt him take a lick.
 
   “What?” He gave me big innocent eyes. “I'm cleaning the wound.”
 
   “I hardly think that's hygienic.”
 
   “I can heal you with my fire, Vervain,” he laughed. “You don't need to worry about infection.”
 
   “You can heal a wound with fire?” I scoffed.
 
   “We're dragon-sidhe,” he shook his head. “Our flames can heal each other. Give me back your hand. I was going to wait till we were in our bedroom but since you're so disbelieving, I'll do it here.”
 
   I held out my wrist to him but the wound was already healing on its own. I gaped at it and then looked up into his shocked face.
 
   “You didn't have anything to do with this?” I asked, already knowing the answer.
 
   “I believe that's your other magic coming into play,” he frowned. “I had no idea gods could heal so quickly.”
 
   “Me either,” I gave a shocked laugh, “but I'd still like to see this fire healing of yours.”
 
   “Of course,” he immediately sent a small stream of fire over what remained of the wound. It heated and started to itch before closing the rest of the way. When he stopped, my skin was left perfect and whole.
 
   “That's freakin' amazing,” I looked my wrist over.
 
   “That's nothing,” he laughed. “I haven't even begun to show you what we can do.”
 
   “You're supposed to say, Baby, you ain't seen nuthin yet.” I laughed.
 
   “I am?” He smiled oddly at me. “According to who?”
 
   “Well,” I frowned and tried to remember but it made my head hurt too much, so I gave up. “I have no idea.”
 
   “Well, either way,” he grinned. “I don't seem to be the only one full of surprises. As immortal fey, we heal quicker than a human but not nearly as fast as that. We still have the need of healing charms but you, you really didn't need me at all.”
 
   “I wouldn't say that.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Nine
 
    
 
   Splish
 
   Splish
 
   Splat
 
   I frowned and walked toward the sound. What was it? A leak? No, it was coming from the bedroom but who's bedroom? I didn't recognize this spacious place with its white walls and high ceilings. So much white, I felt a little blinded by it all. I squinted and moved forward.
 
   Splish
 
   Splish
 
   What was making that dripping sound? I reached the door to the bedroom and walked in, noting how the color scheme remained the same, white on white. Except for the large pool of vibrant red that was slowly growing beneath the bed. A finger trailed down to barely touch the surface like God reaching out in The Creation of Adam.
 
   I stepped closer and froze. I don't think Michelangelo had ever envisioned god as headless. I don't even know why I was so sure it was God and not Adam who was lying in that white bed like he hung suspended in the Heavens, but I was sure. The headless corpse had once been a god.
 
   Then the room changed, becoming another bedroom with another dead god, and another, and another. An endless stream of images assaulted me, until I was left crouching over the last body, or was it the first? What a strange thing to wonder. I stared down at the dark-skinned god, whose head was still attached but barely, and his eyes stared back at me in accusation.
 
   I looked down at my bloodstained hands, my bloodstained body, and the knife I still held. It fell in slow motion, clattering onto the marble floor with an echoing that increased steadily till I raised my hands and covered my ears, uncaring that I smeared blood all over myself.
 
   Then I started to scream.
 
   “Vervain!” Strong hands on my arms, a strong voice cutting through my nightmare. “Wake up, sweetling, it's but a dream.”
 
   I gasped awake and stared up into the dragon eyes that seemed to fill my whole world lately. They should have comforted me but they didn't. There was something about the dream that hadn't felt dream-like, more like a memory.
 
   “I think I've killed people,” I whispered. “No, not people, gods. Does that make any sense?”
 
   “Hush, my love, my treasure,” he rolled back down and pulled me into his side. “It was just a nightmare, no truth to it.”
 
   “But it didn't feel like a nightmare,” I snuggled in deeper, a crease forming on my brow. “Arach, I think they were memories.”
 
   “Tell me,” he said simply.
 
   And I did. I told him about the blood, the corpses, and the sense that although I had murdered, I'd done it out of love and justice. I'd done it for someone or for myself, I wasn't sure, but I knew the horror of it all was the price I paid, a price I was determined to pay so that I would never become as monstrous as the gods I killed.
 
   “Why would I kill gods?” I looked at him. “I wasn't aware that they even existed.”
 
   “They don't, A Thaisce,” he whispered and kissed my forehead. “Go back to sleep and I will watch over you. No more bad dreams will reach you.”
 
   “I'll try,” I let my head role back onto my pillow and curled into my side but he curled around me, his heart beating against my back and his arms encircling me like a shield.
 
   Just before I drifted off, I felt his hand smoothing back my hair and heard him whisper. “What horrors have you seen, my love, that they can break through faerie magic to haunt you?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty
 
    
 
   “I saw you today,” Arach was lying across the bed we shared, staring at me pensively.
 
   “Saw me where?” I glanced at him over my shoulder. I was sitting at my dressing table, the one he'd had made for me to sit at and brush my hair.
 
   “With the Hidden Ones.”
 
   “The Hidden...” I frowned and then realized whom he was referring to. I'd gone to see the creatures who lived below the castle. I'd wanted to be sure they were happy now, that all their needs were being met. “Ah, yes. I went to make sure they were alright.”
 
   “Yes,” he cocked his head to regard me, “I heard you talking to them.”
 
   “Why are you surprised?” I put the hairbrush down and turned in my seat to look at him. “Or is it confusion I see in your face?”
 
   “Both, I guess,” he made a huffing sound of mirth. “I hadn't expected you to go down there again after what you'd seen.”
 
   “What I'd seen?” I frowned. “You were there with me, what exactly do you think I saw that would hinder my return?”
 
   “The monsters, of course.”
 
   “Don't call them that,” I had stood up abruptly and didn't realized it until the sound of my chair hitting the floor startled me.
 
   “What shall I call them?” He had a small smile hovering around his lips.
 
   “Call them fey,” I looked away, embarrassed at my outburst, and bent down to right the chair. “Call them family.”
 
   “I do,” he said softly and I looked up to see that his expression matched his voice. “I'm just surprised that you care about what I label them.”
 
   “You know I care about them,” I sat back down. “You saw me give them my blessing.”
 
   “Your what?” He sat upright.
 
   “My blessing,” I frowned at him. Hadn't he walked in when I was blessing them? Maybe it had been afterward but shouldn't he have sensed the magic, felt it connecting us all? “My magic helped me see beyond their appearance and it showed me that they were worthy of love. It's a little blessing but one that has connected us nonetheless.”
 
   “I had no idea,” his face was slack with shock. “I didn't even know such a thing was possible, that a goddess could bless a fey.”
 
   “I'm a goddess?” I frowned, where had I heard that before?
 
   “A human turned goddess,” he nodded. “Some of your magic is god magic, the Love included.”
 
   “And I shouldn't have been able to share it with a fey?”
 
   “Not shouldn't,” he shook his head, “there's not exactly a guide to all of this. It's just never been done before. I mean why would a goddess bless one of us? We're rather opposed to each other.”
 
   “Are you saying the gods and the fey are enemies?”
 
   “No, not exactly,” he sighed. “We're more like competitive siblings, similar but constantly striving to one up each other.”
 
   “Hmph,” I thought about it. “And yet somewhere along the way, I was made, part of both of you.”
 
   “Yes,” he held out a hand to me and I got up and joined him in bed. “And you're becoming more and more a part of me everyday. I had thought it wonderful that you'd gone down there among the Hidden Ones and brought them out of hiding, opened my eyes to their despair, but now I know that there was so much more to it. You looked into the face of nightmares and saw the hearts that laid beneath. Not only did you stand before them without fear but you gave of yourself to them. Tied yourself to them with love.”
 
   “I was afraid,” I swallowed hard and looked away, feeling undeserving of his praise. “It wasn't until after I showed myself to be a dragon-sidhe and they accepted me so easily, that I was able to see my mistake. Then my love magic did the rest. It showed me what they truly are and it was Love that prompted me to give them my blessing.”
 
   “You are Love,” he smiled at me. “The magic has ways of knowing that are beyond yours, yes, but it's still a part of you and it was you who made the decision to bless those who most would label monstrous.”
 
   “It felt like the right thing to do,” I shrugged.
 
   “Vervain,” Arach laughed and lifted my face with a gentle hand. “Warriors, grown fey with strong magic, have pissed themselves with fear, just to look upon the fey whom you walked among, touching and talking to as if they were precious.”
 
   “They are precious,” I whispered. “Their hearts beat fiercely, loyal to those they call their own, and honest in their natures. Yes they enjoy the hunt, enjoy the kill, but that's what they were made to feel. There's so much more to them than blood and death. Beyond that is a need so pure, they seemed to shine to me. The need to love and be loved. Simple, a need everyone has, but in them it's untainted, almost child-like. My magic recognized them because they needed it so badly. They were like a void crying for me to fill them. A yearning, so sweet, that it was unique in its very existence. Many want love but how many choose to want it,  knowing they will never have it? They were not meant to feel love or desire it but their souls rebelled, and like fish leaping into the sky, they reached for it. They longed to fly. I could no sooner deny them than I could cut off my right arm.”
 
   Fly. I had taught others to fly with Love. I looked away from Arach's intense gaze, trying to remember the other faces who were tugging at my mind. I had a flash of blue eyes, so blue they almost seemed to glow, but Arach's hand was on my cheek again, forcing me back into the moment.
 
   “When you saved the little pixie girl,” he made an amused huff, “I'd thought you were showing pity on something tiny and pretty. I recall thinking that you might have reacted differently if she were hideous but I was so wrong about you. You showed the same compassion to fey so terrifying that simply viewing them has been known to relieve men of their wits. Then you go back into the dark to sit and socialize with them. You're the most baffling, wondrous thing. Tasting your blood did nothing to prepare me for you.”
 
   “Blood seems to be a big part of your world,” I swallowed hard, finding myself suddenly beneath him.
 
   “You stop my world.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-One
 
    
 
   You stop my world. Arach's words ran through my mind over and over in the days that followed. I obsessed over them, what they meant, what he was really feeling for me. I wanted to just taste his blood and be done with it but part of me hesitated. What if he still didn't love me? I'd be crushed because I knew that I was finally in love with him.
 
   He'd changed so much. No, that's not exactly right. He was the same man, he was just more free about being that man now. He was kinder, more thoughtful, and smiled more often. He'd created the council like I'd suggested and they'd already had their first meeting. He was ecstatic over how well it had gone.
 
   He'd begun to show and teach me about Faerie, a little nervously at first but then he seemed to start to really enjoy sharing it with me and we'd get into these long discussions about certain fey or the nature of Faerie, anything we'd seen that day that confused me. He took great pains to explain it all to me, showing me how faerie magic worked not just in the individual fey but in the whole of Faerie. 
 
   Everything from the smallest bug to the largest tree was filled with magic in the Faerie Realm. It was the birthplace of magic, the ocean from which all the rivers of it flowed. Then the fey had closed the borders to Faerie and I wondered what that had done to the other realms.
 
   But philosophy was just one of the many topics of conversation for us. He was a good teacher but he was also a good student, having enough humility to accept my knowledge to be as valid as his. Our verbal exchanges could go on for hours sometimes, goblins bringing us refreshments while shaking their heads in disbelief. 
 
   Then at night, after all the excitements of the day, we'd set the bed afire. Though not literally anymore. I was able to control my dragon and my fire much better now. I could direct the flame from my mouth to hit something as big as a tree or as small as a pixie... which I'd of course never do again. I could also call it to my fingers, just one or my entire hand, if I really worked up a steam. 
 
   I could hear the heartbeat of any creature I focused on and I could track their scent. I could make myself invisible but I had the strangest feeling that I'd been able to do that before. I got a lot of those strange feelings and I'd have these moments of doubt but Arach always found a way to reassure me and I'd wake up feeling refreshed in the morning, like a brand new woman. 
 
   But did he love me?
 
   I walked into the bedroom I shared with Arach and stopped short. He was on one knee in the middle of the floor, waiting for me. When he saw me, he held something up and smiled.
 
   I walked closer in a daze until I could see the little bit of metal he held. A ring. I frowned and looked into his face. What was this all about? Then I had a flash, someone on their knees before me, asking me to marry them like a ...
 
   “...human,” Arach started to look concerned.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I shook away my strange thoughts. “What did you say?”
 
   “I said, I thought you might like it if I proposed to you like a human,” he held out the ring. It was a thick gold band with a deep red stone sparkling on top of it. “Will you marry me, Vervain?”
 
   “I...” I started to reach for the ring and then stopped. I had refused someone else before him. Someone I shouldn't have refused but I loved Arach. I shouldn't refuse him either. Unless... “I can't marry a man who doesn't love me.”
 
   “Vervain,” he laughed and stood up. “Why must you make everything so difficult? I do love you, of course I do. Can't you tell?”
 
   “You do?”
 
   Without another word, he brought his thumb to his mouth and bit it. A drop of blood welled on it as he held it out to me and I had another memory flash through my mind. A man with fiery hair, lighter than Arach's, holding out his bloody thumb to me. I blinked it away and licked the blood from Arach's thumb.
 
   It exploded on my tongue, waves of heat, passionate flutters, and great happiness. Then, at the apex of it all, love. I smiled and fell forward into him, resting my face against his chest as his arms slid around me.
 
   “Is that a yes?” I could feel him grinning against my forehead.
 
   “Yes,” I whispered and held up my hand. I watched as he slid the heavy ring upon my finger.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Two
 
    
 
   News had come from the High Court and Arach told me our presence was requested there. The High King wished to officiate our nuptials. So the House of Fire was all in a tizzy, packing everything that needed to go with us for a royal wedding.
 
   I didn't want to go to court, I had this horrible feeling that something awful had happened there but Arach assured me that we'd be perfectly safe. There were none stronger than a dragon-sidhe, none but the High King himself and King Cian was a friend of his. Still, I had that awful feeling. 
 
   Maybe it was just wedding jitters. There had been visiting sidhe seamstresses in all week and they'd given me the strangest looks. I'd suffered it in silence since they made the most beautiful clothes and there was this joy that kept rising in my chest at the thought of a wedding. It must have been something I'd wanted for awhile.
 
   “Are you ready?” Arach walked into the library where I'd been waiting.
 
   “Yes,” I got up and let him lead me downstairs.
 
   Arach beamed at me all the way to the carriage and then carefully helped me in. When he came in after me, he chose to sit beside me, putting an arm around me and pulling aside the drapes, so we could watch the scenery as it passed.
 
    We were on the edge of the Forgetful Forest and had to ride to the center to reach the High Court. I had a flash of the Castle of Eight, the castle of eight trees that King Cian held court in. I frowned as I recalled my first sight of it being from the air. Maybe Arach had flown me there.
 
   The forest was restless, as if echoing my emotions. Fey creatures jumped through the trees, ran through the underbrush, or just stared out at me from the shadows. Some even ran alongside the carriage, trying to keep pace with us. Then there were the plants themselves, whipping about and shivering as we passed. I watched the trees breathe and the blades of grass snap at each other irritably. I smiled back at my future husband and wondered if we'd be like the grass someday, snapping at each other because we were too close.
 
   “How soon after we arrive shall the wedding be?”
 
   “We should be there by mid-day,” he smiled down at me, an odd victorious look in his eyes. “We'll be married by nightfall.”
 
   “Oh,” my heart clenched suddenly, and there was a riot of roaring inside me, though I had no idea why. I closed my eyes and tried to calm myself.
 
   “Is there anything wrong?” His eyes were more slanted than usual but I didn't sense passion from him, it was more of a calculating look.
 
   
 
  

“No, I'm fine,” I reassured him and he settled back with a smile.
 
   I held my tongue the rest of the way there because I didn't trust the words that tried to come out of my mouth. I was having the strangest urges. I wanted to kiss him one minute and then jump from the carriage the next. Was I going insane? Maybe my human blood was a taint after all and Arach was about to marry a crazy woman. Should I tell him? Stop the wedding? My heart once again started its crazy pounding and I decided it was too late for second thoughts. Backing out now would disgrace Arach in front of the entire High Court and I wouldn't do that to him. No matter how strange our relationship was, I knew I loved him. I didn't want to be the cause of his shame.
 
   Then we were there, our carriage passing through the huge arch of living wood that made up the front gate. The horses hooves echoed in the long passage, sparking on the stones that paved the path. We passed by the elemental gardens and pulled right up to the stairs of the central tree. A goblin opened the door for us and Arach jumped out first so he could then help me down. I took his hand and emerged into the world of the sidhe. 
 
   I'd forgotten how diverse they were, we were. They whispered and stared at me openly with strangely shaped faces and intense eyes. I could guess their affiliations now, the Houses they belonged to, but I remembered walking through the halls of this palace and seeing them for the first time. How frightened I'd been and how determined to not show it. Well, I wasn't frightened anymore and they seemed to sense that. The looks I was getting this time around were not just full of fascination, they were full of admiration. I wondered what I'd done to change their opinion.
 
   Blood. I stumbled up a stair when the thought hit me and Arach caught my hand, giving me a concerned glance. I smiled and continued up but I couldn't shake the feeling that I'd spilled blood there, a lot of it. I looked down at my hands, getting a flash of black leather and steel, magic steel curving over my fingers like claws. I frowned and blinked hard. We were passing through the halls and off to the side, in a doorway, sat a cat-sidhe. He bowed his head to me and I smiled back.
 
   “Stay away from her,” Arach hissed at the cat and the cat backed away.
 
   “Leave him be, Arach,” I hit his arm and he looked back at me, a doting expression on his face.
 
   “As you wish, love.”
 
   We walked a ways, led by a court attendant, and finally were shown rooms in the heart of the castle, evidently a big honor. I would have preferred less honor and less walking but when I saw the room, I stopped my inner griping. It was stunning. 
 
   High ceilings showcased the polished living tree with floating globe lights circling it. The furniture, although of the same grown from the tree variety as the rest of the castle, was deep black, in honor of Arach I assumed. It stood out in elegant contrast against the lighter walls and floor, the leaves and flowers adorning it also a stark difference. The carpet was a solid mass of blossoms, releasing their fragrance every time someone walked over them. It led to a magnificent table, the black wood covered with delicate lace and then with fragile porcelain dishes atop that, where a meal was laid out for us. 
 
   I took a seat at the table while the goblins came in carrying our trunks. Arach didn't need to direct them, they automatically put our things in their proper places and then headed out the door. I looked over to the sleek, black armoire, door open to showcase the amazing dress I'd be wearing in a few hours. It was shockingly white against all that black, and as delicate looking as a butterfly wing. Arach had informed me that it was a dress of spirit, the traditional element worn at weddings. 
 
   The bodice was made of fourteen layers of almost transparent faerie silk, each layer cut in intricate whirling designs made to be shown off by the one below it. Together, it created a spiraling vortex focused inward. With all the layers together it was opaque but it seemed to have such depth to it that I felt like people could see into my chest, straight to my heart. The skirts were a continuation of those layers but below the binding of the high waist, they fanned out, displaying their delicate nature by lifting with every breeze to show off the multiple lengths. 
 
   The sleeves were some kind of fey magic fabric. They ghosted over my skin, clear as glass except where they shimmered with light, like an Aurora Borealis. They clung to my arms all the way to my wrists, where they fanned out in a misty end. Attached to the waist with a diamond encrusted belt in scarlet red, was another length of the strange transparent fabric. It trailed behind the dress, a waterfall of shifting colors, to form a train.
 
   For my veil, more of the same fey spirit fabric. A swirl of colors that seemed to be floating in the air, to be held in place by a crown of dragons, white gold encrusted with diamonds, the traditional wedding crown of the dragon-sidhe Queen. It had belonged to Arach's mother and his grandmother before her. I frowned at it and the matching clips that hooked over the tops of my silk shoes. Something didn't feel right. 
 
   “You look hungry, A Thaisce,” Arach filled a plate for me and put it in front of me.
 
   “I think maybe a glass of wine?”
 
   “Of course,” he immediately poured some of the strong faerie elixir and handed it to me.
 
   I took a large swallow and breathed through the bite. Then there was a knock on the door. Arach went to open it and found a brownie waiting patiently.
 
   “King Arach,” the brownie bobbed. “High King Cian has been waiting with great anticipation, everything is arranged and he would like to begin the ceremony if you and your lady are not too travel weary?”
 
   “Not at all,” he smiled and the brownie flushed. “We shall be down in a few moments, tell the High King to assemble the witnesses.”
 
   “Thank you, King Arach,” the brownie bowed and ran off.
 
   “It looks like it's time, my love,” he smiled and grabbed the hanger full of his wedding apparel. “I'll meet you downstairs.”
 
   “But I have no idea where to go,” I gaped at him.
 
   “Fearghal is right out here,” he gestured to the red cap standing guard at our door. “He's going to escort you down but it's tradition for me to wait for you at the altar.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” that sounded right to me. 
 
   Arach smiled and closed the door behind him. I was alone then, with just my thoughts and that dress. I wasn't even sure how I'd get it on by myself. I started to take off my traveling shoes as I frowned at the innocent dress. Then there was another knock. What now? I limped over to the door with only one shoe on and found two beautiful sidhe women waiting for me.
 
   “We're here to help you dress, Lady Vervain,” said the one with dark blue hair. “I am Damhnait and this is Muirenn.”
 
   “We will also be your attendants, if you permit,” Muirenn of the purple hair added.
 
   “That would be most helpful,” I sighed in relief and they giggled, taking in my lonely shoe. “Let me just get out of this, my dress is right over there.”
 
   “We'll prepare it for you, my lady,” Muirenn went over to it and immediately started oohing and ahhing.
 
   Damhnait followed me and helped me remove my travel clothes without being asked. I just went with it, why not? She sat me at the vanity and began to brush my long hair, humming a sweet little melody as she did. I smiled, lulled by her gentle hands and pretty voice. My eyes drooped and then flashed open, seeing myself, for just a second, in another white dress, dripping in diamonds. I blinked and it was gone but my heart was beating rapidly.
 
   I swallowed hard, trying to keep a calm face so the ladies didn't catch onto how crazy I was. I just had to hold it together for a little while longer and not embarrass Arach. I could do that. 
 
   Damhnait helped me up and the both of them draped the dress over my head. It floated down around me, the skirts lifting and falling as if they were alive. The fey sighed and brought forward the belt with the attached train. It was buckled over my waist, the narrow line of red silk setting off the expanse of white beautifully. Then the veil fluttered down over my face, the opalescent colors shifting like an oil spill, creating a barrier that made me feel oddly cut off from the world. They placed the crown over it snugly and stepped back.
 
   “So beautiful,” Muirenn said and Damhnait nodded her agreement. “The humans think they started this tradition but the white dress and veil were taken from us. White represents Spirit, the element that unifies us all, as you and your husband shall come together in unity. It has nothing to do with the bride's virginity.”
 
   “And the veil,” Damhnait continued, “is the last thing that shall ever separate you from your husband.”
 
   “Are you ready, Lady Vervain?” Muirenn smiled gently at my blank expression.
 
   “Yes,” I smiled back, even though a part of me was screaming inside.
 
   The ladies opened the door and then fell back, allowing the red cap to offer me his hand and escort me downstairs. They took up the rear, carrying the bottom of my train so it wouldn't catch on anything. I placed my hand on the wide forearm beside me and let the rugged creature lead me to my doom, er wedding. What the hell was wrong with me?
 
   “I just been wantin' to tell you, me lady,” Fearghal said gruffly. “There's no bad blood between us.”
 
   “Oh?” I looked over at him, he looked almost gentle from beneath my veil of shifting colors. “Why would there be bad blood?”
 
   “For the killing,” he shot me a dismayed look.
 
   “Who was killed?” I frowned. This was a strange conversation to be having on the way to my wedding.
 
   “The goblin, Aodh,” he looked really confused, “and the red cap Patraicc, them that you killed when we was here last.”
 
   “I'm sorry, what?” I stopped to look at him and the ladies behind us muttered in dismay.
 
   “The killins, me lady,” he turned to face me. “You killed them both with your shiny claws in the dining room of the High King and Queen, but I hold no grudge. Aodh did get forceful with you, wanting to eat your flesh and all.”
 
   “Wanting to what?” I had a flash of blood dripping down my head and I lifted my hand automatically to wipe it away. “Was I... uh... did I put a cap like that on my head?”
 
   “Och, yes'm, you do remember,” he turned forward but I continued to stare at him, so he turned back. “It was grand to watch, though we lost Patraicc and Aodh. You're a fierce fighter, me lady.”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “Of course,” Muirenn added, “no human has ever laid goblins out like that and then to put the red cap upon your brow,” she shuddered. “You're made of braver stuff than I but then you are a dragon-sidhe.”
 
   “Stunning,” agreed Damhnait. “A more beautiful fight, I've never seen. You, so delicate looking, and then the way you dove between the legs of that red cap and beheaded him from behind, it was breathtaking.”
 
   “Oh, thank you,” I answered breathlessly and turned back around to let Fearghal lead me the rest of the way, my thoughts lost to confusion. 
 
   Maybe I wasn't going insane. Maybe I was starting to remember. There was still so much I couldn't seem to recall though. Arach had been helpful but I'd lost hope of ever regaining my full memory. After hearing what I'd done in my past though, I wasn't sure I wanted to remember. Maybe I'd made myself forget.
 
   We exited the tree onto a terrace overlooking a large garden filled with white flowers and pale trees. Little mirrors hung from the tree on silver cords, flashing light everywhere, and a sparkling mist covered the ground. The flowers released a heady scent, something like jasmine and rose combined, and I took a deep breath of it. 
 
   The crowd that was spread out before us hushed and turned toward us. They filled the garden, except for the center aisle I was to walk and the far end, where only Arach and the High King awaited me beneath an arch of lush green vines spotted with bright red berries. Fearghal descended the stairs first, taking all three at once and then helping me down. Soft music from stringed instruments started to play, and I saw the musicians hovering in the air on my right, their large wings beating rapidly like insects.
 
   Fearghal left me at the beginning of the aisle and the ladies merely spread out my train before they too, backed away. I walked the petal strewn path alone, feeling a little bereft, like someone was supposed to be there to walk beside me. Wasn't that how it was done? I tried to smile through my confusion and I finally reached the end in one piece, if not mentally at peace.
 
   Arach took my hand and led me up the remaining step to the little dais the High King was on. Arach turned to me and lifted my veil, pausing a moment to stare into my eyes. His eyes were soft, a tender look that I hadn't expected. I felt myself go soft with them, my anxiety slipping away. This was my wedding day and I should be enjoying it. I renewed my smile and he returned it with one of his own.
 
   “We are so blessed,” the High King began and I looked over to him. He was familiar looking, I'd met him before. “Joining in marriage today are the last two remaining dragon-sidhe. Against all odds, they have fallen in love and are here to pledge their commitment to honor and cherish each other forever. This is not just a marriage we are witnessing but the salvation of a race and for that, I raise my voice in good cheer.” 
 
   The High King shouted a joyful sound, the crowd joining in with him. I looked over at Arach in surprise but he just smiled at me and shrugged.
 
   “King Arach,” the High King began again. “Here, beneath the Holly and the Ivy, do you declare your love for this woman?”
 
   “I do,” Arach declared strongly. “I love her above all others.” The words struck a memory... above all others. I had a flash of a beautiful, dark-haired woman in a white dress, smiling at me. She was important to me and I felt an ache take hold. I missed her.
 
   “Do you declare that she will come first in all things for you?”
 
   “I do, her happiness is more important to me than my own.” Again, the words were familiar.
 
   “Do you declare yourself her protector, to guard her life with yours?”
 
   “I do, I vow to lay my own life down for hers.”
 
   “Your death, would be my death,” I interrupted before the High King could continue, the words leaving my mouth of their own volition. “I release you from your vow and bid you instead, to live for me.”
 
   The crowd gasped, the High King's mouth fell open, but Arach shuddered and let out a harsh sigh. He shook his head, his intense gaze holding my own as a tear escaped one burning dragon eye and slid down his cheek. He laid a hand against my face and smiled tenderly as he stared into my eyes. Before I knew what he was about, he dropped to his knees, his hands taking mine.
 
   “I will live from now until the end of time for you and your love,” he vowed, his soft, awed voice carrying over the silent crowd. “There's nothing else for me to live for anymore. I kneel here before you, and offer you this vow; that I shall be yours forever if you will have me.”
 
   The crowd seemed to hold its breath as I considered him, his striking face so earnest, his wide shoulders so determined, and beneath it all, the heart I'd already claimed. 
 
   “I will have you,” I whispered and pulled him to his feet.
 
   Everyone cheered as he leapt up and kissed me, lifting me up so that we were even in height. He gave me his fire and I gave him mine, the exchange feeling almost as binding as the rings we gave each other immediately afterward. 
 
   High King Cian was thrown for a loop, trying to save the botched wedding by making me vow to love Arach, while Arach slipped a delicate band of gold on my finger. The right hand's ring finger. It felt wrong to me but I let it go and slipped one on Arach's right hand as well. Of course his band was thicker, more masculine, and it shone on his hand like a banner announcing our new relationship.
 
   “May blood flow and fire burn,” King Cian placed his hands on our heads. “May brine preserve and water cleanse. May breath surge and air renew. May stone defend and earth sustain. And may Spirit unite us all.” He paused after every blessing, allowing the fey of that element time to repeat it, but the last blessing was spoken by all the fey.
 
   The High King gestured for us to turn to the crowd and we did, smiling out at them as he proclaimed our new status as King and Queen of the House of Fire. Arach held out his arm to me and I took it, letting him lead me back inside, where a spiral table waited to be navigated, laden with food and adorned with two more thrones than usual; the bridal thrones, set next to the High King and Queen's.
 
   We walked the spiral, without having to make a single stop because we were only the second couple to enter, the first being the High King and Queen, who led the way without pause, to the center of the spiral. When we finally arrived, as it was a very large spiral, Arach helped me into my throne before taking his own. He smiled at me like he'd just won the lottery and I paused to contemplate what a lottery was.
 
   “I can't tell you how pleased I am that you changed your mind,” King Cian said to me.
 
   “Oh?” I smiled at Arach, though he seemed a bit concerned over the King's comment. “Arach told you how opposed I was to it, did he?”
 
   “You told me yourself, Queen Vervain,” he frowned.
 
   “I did?”
 
   “My lady wife has had some memory loss recently,” Arach explained with lifted brows and King Cian's eyes narrowed on him. “It couldn't be avoided, we've tried everything to bring back her memories but they remain elusive.”
 
   “Ah,” the High King nodded and shared a glance with his wife, who stared at me sympathetically. “What a hard thing to lose, our memories are a big part of what makes us who we are.”
 
   “Yes,” the High Queen agreed, “and I have such fond memories of you,” she pulled a blood-stained handkerchief from her sleeve and sniffed at it daintily. A shiver went down my spine at the motion but I subdued it.
 
   “I wish I could share them, Queen Meara,” I said instead.
 
   “Maybe some day they will return,” she waved away the melancholy, “but until then we will have to endeavor to make new ones. Better ones.”
 
   “Yes,” Arach firmly took my hand. “We've already begun.”
 
   Across the expanse of table, I saw Roarke sitting at a curve further out. Yes, Roarke was the cat's name. I recalled meeting him, twice. I frowned as he stared grimly at me. He shook his head and a memory returned, of him telling me that he'd tell my lovers where I was and that he'd try to find a way to bring them here. My lovers? Plural? What kind of woman took multiple lovers? Besides, I was married now.
 
   I looked away from him and back to my husband, who had been following the exchange. He looked anxious and I leaned over to kiss him and allay any fears he may still be harboring about me being human. 
 
   “Stop frowning,” I whispered into his ear. “I love you, you big lizard.”
 
   “You do?” He grinned as if he didn't know it.
 
   “I guess so,” I smirked but my smile drifted away when I caught that cat staring morosely at me again.
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Three
 
    
 
   “What exactly does a Queen do?” I adjusted the Fire crown on my head.
 
   Now I had two crowns; the diamond, dragon, bridal crown, and the Queen of Fire's crown. It was pretty but kind of sharp. The entire piece was made of gold, shaped to look like flames were shooting up from its base. It was adorned with yellow diamonds and rubies forming flames within the gold flames. Very fiery.
 
   “Pretty much whatever she wants,” Arach pulled his dark red hair back into a ponytail and tied it with a piece of leather. “But there are responsibilities. To your people. To your King.” He grinned and came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist and kissing my neck. Another face flashed over his, another set of arms that used to hold me the same way.
 
   “What kind of responsibilities?” I swallowed hard and he misinterpreted it.
 
   “Nothing too difficult for you,” he met my eyes in the mirror and his bright yellow irises changed, becoming warmer, the color of honey. I blinked and it was gone. “Right now we have to hold court, reintroduce you to the House of Fire as their Queen. Then we will hear any grievances, settle disputes, usually petty ones but you must not treat them as such, and we will address any issues regarding our kingdom, which extends back from the Mountains of Serenity, which Castle Aithinne is a part of...”
 
   “Castle Aithinne?” I frowned, how could I be Queen of a castle whose name I hadn't even known? Had I heard the name before? I couldn't remember.
 
   “It will come back to you, I'm sure,” Arach smiled gently at me. “Our lands extend back, ending in the Tine, we call it a lake but really it's a collection of hot springs, I'll take you there soon for a relaxing soak.”
 
   “What's beyond the Tine?” I had a flash of something round and mostly blue. The world, that's what humans called their realm.
 
   “Beyond the Tine?” He cocked his head. “There's nothing beyond the Tine, it's the end of Faerie.”
 
   “Faerie just ends in a lake?”
 
   “No, each kingdom ends in the element which does not border it,” he smiled as he got into the explanation. “It completes the circle and creates a barrier to the realm. Since we have Earth to one side and Air to the other, we end in Water. The Air kingdom ends in mountains, Water in a volcano spewing lava down its back, and Earth in mist. Each kingdom is contained but yet influenced by the others. Air feeds our Fire and Earth keeps our volatile volcanoes stable. It's a way of being unified yet still separate and content.”
 
   “Separate and content?” I thought about it. “So no fighting between different kingdoms?”
 
   “No, there's fighting,” he chuckled, “but the mountain range helps to prevent it from turning into war. Most fey are happy in their own element and don't wander outside of their kingdom except for High Court, which is neutral territory. However, skirmishes do arise and we may have to deal with a fair bit of unpleasantness from time to time. That is what being a ruler entails and I think you'll be a wonderful Queen. You've already helped me become a better King.”
 
   “So you don't want me to just sit there and look pretty?” I smirked at him.
 
   “Well maybe just for the first few courts,” he held out an arm to me and I took it.
 
   “You should have married an Air sidhe then, my King,” I smiled. “I'm not the easy, breezy, beautiful kind.” I frowned, wondering where that line had come from.
 
   “Bite your tongue,” he laughed. “Me with an Air? Hardly. Talk about fanning the flames. There'd never be peace in the kingdom.”
 
   “You don't seem like the type of King who truly wants peace.”
 
   “I do, I just want everyone to leave me in peace to burn and kill whomever I want.”
 
   “Oh, you so didn't say that,” I hit him.
 
   “I most certainly did,” he leaned in close as we left the room and headed downstairs. “If all goes well, the High King will lower the wards and we'll be able to hunt outside of Faerie again. The Wild Hunt will ride the night.”
 
   “And the screams will ride the wind,” I stopped and looked at him in horror. “You hunted me.”
 
   “Of course I did,” he began to look nervous.
 
   “No, I mean you led the Wild Hunt after me!”
 
   “My love,” he put his hand on my cheek and stared into my eyes. “That is nonsense, dearmad gac aon rud, forget it all, let it go.”
 
   “Let what go?”
 
   “Nothing,” he smiled and led me into the throne room of Castle Aithinne.
 
   It was a massive open space of polished black stone with a ceiling soaring to a peak above our heads. There were flames burning in tall braziers along a central path which we walked, the fire fey gathered to either side of us. At the end of the aisle, a dais of more black stone crouched, two stairs cut into its width, leading up to the thrones.
 
   The larger throne was placed on the left side, made of solid gold and carved with designs of dragons. It had a central arch peaked with a faceted ruby the size of my fist. On its seat was a padded, red, velvet cushion. To the right was a smaller throne, as gold as the first and with carvings to match, but with a yellow diamond at its peak. It had the same cushion though and I knew I'd be grateful for it if the court went on too long.
 
   Arach led me to the top of the dais and then turned us around so that we were facing the crowd as we stood in front of our thrones. A leanan-sidhe slunk out of the shadows, her black hair wild around her shoulders and her sharp teeth gleaming at me when she smiled. She held a large book in her hands and she came to stand with it open, on the bottom step of the dais.
 
   She spoke in a language I didn't recognize and I looked over to Arach in dismay. How would I rule if I couldn't understand what everyone was saying? He caught my gaze and nodded.
 
   “English from now on, Isleen,” he said to her and her face went blank. He looked out at the crowd and continued. “Our Queen has not learned the language yet, you'll respect her and speak English in her presence until she does.” 
 
   “Yes, my King,” Isleen nodded and continued in English. “I present to you, House of Fire, your King Arach and your new Queen Vervain. May blood flow and fire burn for them.”
 
   “May blood flow and fire burn,” the rest repeated solemnly.
 
   Arach smile indulgently and gestured for me to sit as he also took his throne.
 
   “The first court of King Arach and Queen Vervain has begun,” Isleen looked to her book. “Fey of Fire, present yourselves to your new Queen to swear fealty.”
 
   A line of fey appeared before our thrones and the fire fey edged up the steps, one by one, to bow before me and recite an oath of allegiance. I nodded and smiled to each one, hoping I was doing it right, until hours later,  it was finally over.
 
   Then Isleen announced. “We welcome our new Queen, Vervain of the House of Fire! Hail Queen Vervain!”
 
   “Hail Queen Vervain!” Everyone repeated.
 
   Then Isleen consulted her book again. “Diarmat, goblin knight of the House of Fire, come forward and state your grievance.”
 
   A tall goblin, by this I mean he was nearly four feet, waddled forward to stand in the space before the thrones. He was greenish gray, his skin bubbled, his hands and feet too large for his body, with yellowish nails that were in desperate need of a manicure. I looked down at my own nails. Manicure? 
 
   He had red eyes and dark green hair, his brows growing together to join in the center, emphasizing his Cro-magnon forehead. He grinned, revealing stained teeth full of his last meal, which looked as if it had still been screaming when he ate it.
 
   “My King, my Queen,” he started in the sing-song voice all the goblins used. I'd learned that the rhyming was an aid to keep their attention focused on what they were saying. “Long the night, dim my sight. It took me until daylight, to make my sword come out right. It was right, so light to fight! Then Felan he come,” he pointed back at another goblin who was chuckling behind him. “he pound his drum, and make me run, run, run! I mad at sound, it hurt me round. I hit the wall and then rebound. My sword it break, he make mistake, and he should make, make, make! Make him make me new sword to take!” 
 
   “Felan?” Arach raised a brow at the giggling goblin and the mirth immediately stopped as he came forward. “Did you startle Diarmat and cause him to break his new sword?”
 
   “My King,” Felan was more gray than green, with odd spots of yellow all over. He had a huge, hooked nose which dropped so far down his face, I wondered how he ate. He bumbled a bow and his rolls of fat were still jiggling when he stood up. “Yes I pound. I sing and bound all around. It only fun, it must be done, I never hurt anyone,” he shrugged his saggy shoulders and tried hard to look innocent.
 
   “You admit to the crime, Felan,” Arach shook his head. “You know it's Fire law, break bones not steel. You may play fun with your fellow goblins, cut and maim till your heart's content but no breaking weaponry. You must replace the sword.”
 
   My eyes had grown round as I listened and they stayed that way through the rest of the proceedings. It looked as if Arach would have that silent Queen after all. I had nothing to say to the strange complaints my new subjects brought against each other. Then again, I didn't know the laws like Arach did. Maybe after a few years I'd be more familiar with them and able to make my own judgments.
 
   After the rulings, tables were brought out, one placed directly before us on the dais, and we were served a feast. Leanan-sidhe sat together on our right, beautiful and deadly. On our left there were more sidhe, the fire-sidhe, a collection of faeries whose magic ran hot. Some has fiery hair, some glowed with the heat beneath their skin, and some looked perfectly normal except for their burning eyes. Their appearances varied as much as the goblins. 
 
   At the tables beyond were the goblins, the red caps included in their number, even though they were so much larger than the others. They were a rowdy bunch, pushing at each other and occasionally stabbing one another with eating implements good-naturedly. The sidhe looked down at them with lifted noses but slight smiles. They wouldn't neglect any form of entertainment.
 
   Finally there were the phookas, black dogs with fiery eyes. They danced around tables, nudging in between the diners to take whatever food caught their fancy. They seemed to not only be tolerated but encouraged. The goblins especially, loved them, tossing them tidbits that the phookas couldn't reach on their own. Even the sidhe shifted aside for the beasts, slim hands running through the dark pelts before they pulled away. 
 
   I felt a tug at the hem of my dress and looked down. There was a little phooka sitting on his haunches, looking up at me with big, burning eyes. How he managed to give me puppy dog eyes while they were on fire is beyond me but he did. So well in fact, that I couldn't resist picking him up and putting him on my lap. He leaped up on my chest, licking my face affectionately with hot breath, and I laughed.
 
   The room got very quiet.
 
   I looked up to find Arach staring at me with a raised brow. He swung his gaze out and I followed it to find the phooka who had attacked me, standing at the edge of the dais with her other children around her. Oh shit, was I not supposed to play with the puppies?
 
   She crept up the steps, casting wary glances toward Arach, and came around to my seat. The pup in my arms yipped and she huffed back, taking a seat beside me and laying her head briefly in my lap, to sniff at her babe and then nod in approval. The other pups came bumbling up the steps and threw themselves to the floor in various states of puppiness, around their mother.
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief and the room went back to its normal state, maybe there were a few notes of surprise in the circling conversations but otherwise it was normal. The puppy settled in my lap and went to sleep, his mother watching in between glances at her other children. Arach chuckled and tossed her a piece of meat, which she caught deftly and then gave him a grateful yip.
 
   “Looks like you have a champion,” Arach leaned in and gave me a quick kiss.
 
   “Champion?” I looked down at the phooka mom and she regarded me intensely.
 
   “She likes you,” Arach nodded. “Give her some meat and you'll have her loyalty for life.”
 
   I raised a brow and cut a piece of meat from the slab on my plate. I held it out to her and she took it super fast, making my heart race a little. The teeth in her mouth were much sharper than a normal dog's.
 
   “Why do all your subjects have pointed teeth?” I eyed the mother phooka.
 
   “Our subjects,” he slid lazy-lidded eyes toward me. “They need teeth to hunt, it's nature.”
 
   “I don't have sharp teeth.”
 
   “Don't you?” He reached over and slid the tip of his finger along my lip, just barely flicking it against one of my canines. I tasted the tang of blood right before he withdrew it and held it up for my inspection. There was a beautiful drop of red on the tip of his elegant finger.
 
   Something inside me shivered, my lips parting as I focused on that shimmering drop. I snatched his hand, pulled it quickly to my chest and sucked his finger back into my mouth. He leaned towards me, half out of his chair, and nestled his cheek against mine. Images shot through me, of us together in various ways, and then his emotions hit, pleasure, happiness, the long awaited love that seemed to be shifting into new versions of itself daily, and then underlying it all, a horrible guilt. I let his finger slide away and narrowed my eyes on him.
 
   He was still so close, his breath moving the loose strands of my hair. I leaned in close and breathed deep, his scent held traces of this guilt as well, a sour note beneath his usual confident musk. I growled, a warning sound to force him back. He went quickly, looking me over with interest.
 
   “A thaisce?” He cocked his head.
 
   “Why do you smell guilty?” I whispered. “Why do you taste like betrayal?”
 
   “I know not,” he looked away, his skin flushing red almost dark enough to match the scales at his temples.
 
   “What have you done?”
 
   “Nothing,” he looked back at me, his cheekbones gone into sharp relief and his eyes beginning to slant. Then his eyes shifted, a little twitch around their edges, and he sighed deeply. “Alas, you've found me out. We were invited to visit the other three Kingdoms after our wedding, a sort of goodwill gesture, to introduce you to the other fey lands. I refused the invitations without asking you.”
 
   “Why would you do that?” I started to lose my steam.
 
   “I didn't want to share you just yet,” he gave me a guilty grin. “You're mine at last and I want you here, with our people, learning our ways. You can learn about the other Houses later.”
 
   “Oh,” I bit at my lip, “that's not too horrible, I guess. I can forgive that, just let me in on any decisions involving myself in the future. In fact, I'd like to be party to all decisions about the kingdom, if I'm going to help you rule it.”
 
   “I agree,” he waved a consoling hand. “Of course you're absolutely right.”
 
   I stared at him awhile, sensing something off about it all, but he just stared calmly back. So I let it go and the scent of guilt dissipated. When we finally turned in for the night, it was completely gone and I was more focused on the scent of his arousal. Time to do our duty to ensure the continuation of the species. I smiled to myself as I looked over the breadth of Arach's muscled torso, shining scales starting to spread down it. A Queen had responsibilities after all.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Four
 
    
 
   I believed I could fly. At least my body did. It really wanted me to. I spent every night dreaming of flying, heat rising from the Fire lands beneath me and cool wind on my skin. I was a dragon-sidhe, I should be able to at least sprout some wings. I knew Arach could so why couldn't I?
 
   I concentrated on the form I wanted, that of a lithe dragoness, and willed my body to take the shape. My forehead creased, my muscles tensed, and sweat broke out on my brow. I felt like I'd changed shape before. If I just pressed a little harder, concentrated more, I knew I could do it.  I needed to.
 
   The heat rose within me, licking at my skin from the inside, and as my frustration built, I felt the heat grow. Just wings then, I pleaded with myself. Just give me the ability to fly. Please, oh please, I want to soar, I want to see the kingdom from above. The pressure built and burst through, flames igniting over my skin and setting my gown on fire. I screamed in rage, holding my hands in front of me and glaring at the claws that had replaced my fingers. Why couldn't I go just a little further? Tears of frustration poured down my cheeks but they just sizzled and evaporated.
 
   “A Thaisce,” Arach entered the room, staring at me with wide eyes. “What is it?”
 
   “I want to fly,” I cried as my gown turned to ash and drifted down around my nude body. “I want wings but I can't seem to make them take form.”
 
   “Oh,” he sighed and walked over to run a sympathetic hand over my cheek. “Don't cry, love, just take some deep breaths and let go of the fire for now.”
 
   “Okay,” I whispered and breathed in. By the time I exhaled, the flames were dying down.
 
   “Come here,” he pulled me over to the bed and sat me down. “Remember how I told you of your other magics?”
 
   “My other magics?” When had he told me about that?
 
   “Oh dear, you've forgotten again,” he bit his lip. “You're a full dragon-sidhe but only in spirit. You have a human body which is host to love and lion magic. You asked me to help you control your dragon because we were unsure as to what would happen to your other magic if we let the dragon free. Remember how you blessed the Hidden Ones with Love?”
 
   “Yes,” suddenly the memory returned, the butterflies rising up to help remind me. I could feel the connection if I concentrated hard enough.
 
   “So I brought you into your power,” Arach continued. “But I placed a block on your ability to transform, so that your dragon would not fully take over and possibly destroy your other magics. You can shift partially but not into a full dragon, not even wings. Our children will be able to fly but I'm so sorry, Vervain, you will not.”
 
   “I won't?” I frowned and searched inside myself. 
 
   Other magics? He had said I had more than one, love and... lions. I looked inside and finally felt a small stirring, almost as if it had been in hibernation. The love magic fluttered down to where a huffing warmth waited, looking at me with bright eyes. I had changed before! I could shift into a lioness, I knew it absolutely, remembered the feeling of it and suddenly I was it.
 
   I fell off the bed as I shifted and Arach stood up in shock. I lifted my head and roared, the satisfaction of the shift filling me with exhilaration. I may not ever fly but I could roar and I could run. I felt strong like I never had before and my claws sprang out, scraping over the stone floor. It was like I'd finally found myself, remembered myself. This was me.
 
   “Lovely,” Arach smiled and knelt in front of me. “You're so beautiful. Maybe this will content you?”
 
   I huffed on him, rubbing my face against his happily. This would content me because it was what my body had been needing, a full shift. My magic soul didn't seem to care that the form chosen was earth-bound, it was strong and that seemed more important than wings.
 
   “I may have a solution,” Arach stroked my face and I laid down in front of him, “if you still wanted to fly, but you'd have to change back to a human.”
 
   “What solution?” I had shifted back with a thought and now laid sprawled in his lap.  
 
   “Well,” Arach smiled and kissed my forehead, “go put on some warm clothes and I'll show you. How about we go visit those hot springs I told you about? See some of our kingdom?”
 
   “Okay,” I jumped up to get dressed.
 
   “Well maybe we could tarry here a little longer,” he grinned at me and nudged me back into bed.
 
   Two hours later, I was flying over the Fire Kingdom on the back of a red dragon. Well technically I was straddling Arach's neck, holding tight to one of the horns that crested his head and flowed down his back. He was dry and his scales were glassy smooth, so I had to wrap my legs around his neck and hook my feet together to stay in place.
 
   Below us was our kingdom and it was magnificent.
 
   I don't know what I expected from the Fire Kingdom, maybe lakes of lava, but it wasn't this hazy, dreamy wonderland. It was lush, like tropical rainforest lush, with moss covered trees and wide-leafed plants dripping with moisture. Forests interspersed with lakes, verdant valleys, and rolling hills. There was the occasional crevice leading down to magma, but the flow was far below the surface and the crevices were ringed with plant life.
 
   Among it all were homes. I hadn't expected that. Silly really, but I'd thought all of the fire fey lived in the castle. Well here was proof that they didn't and that the House of Fire was much larger than I'd originally thought. In fact, the kingdom itself was much larger than I 'd thought. I guess when Arach had told me about its borders, I'd envisioned it as being the size of a human city. In truth, it was more along the lines of a continent. 
 
   There must be thousands of fey living within the borders of Fire. This was why most of the fey never ventured out of their kingdoms, there really was no need to. The land was vast enough and diverse enough to provide sustenance in many forms. Some of the fey came out of their homes and waved up at us. I waved back, thoroughly enchanted.
 
   “This is amazing,” I screamed over the wind, holding my arms out to the sides and having the strangest urge to shout that I was King of the world.
 
   “The Weeping Woods,” he nosed the direction of the largest rainforest. “The steam collects on the leaves and drips off them, making it look as if the trees are crying.”
 
   “They're beautiful,” the dark green treetops were shrouded in mist, the cries of birds and other animals echoing through it hollowly. 
 
   “There are caves below, most filled with molten rock, which heat the entire kingdom,” he continued, blinking huge dragon eyes at me languidly. He barely had to beat his wings, just glided on the rising hot air. “You saw one of the flows when you met the Hidden Ones but there are also underground rivers that create steam when they collide with the magma. They flow continuously, in and then out of our kingdom. The main one comes in from the kingdom of water and flows directly beneath the castle to supply us with hot water.”
 
   “How perfect,” I laughed and leaned forward so my cheek rested along his neck.
 
   “They also fill the kingdom with mist,” he angled his head to the side. “There's one of the chasms that releases steam.”
 
   I looked over and saw a crevice just like one I'd seen earlier, except this one was belching huge amounts of steam into the air. Just past it, there were large bodies of water, bubbling and steaming as well. They were surrounded by mossy banks and low hanging mist. Animals were drinking from a few of them, they raised their heads as we circled above and most took off running. A few stayed though, and I got to see my first sight of fire  animals.
 
   There was a four-legged creature with black horns and a long, wide face, covered in pebbled gray skin. Behind his horns and flowing back over his shoulders, was a thick mane of dark gray fur. It disappeared into his back where the gray skin returned but around his hooves were tufts of the fur as well. Its long tail also had a tuft of fur at the end of it, which swished as it lifted its head and made a honking cry, before loping away.
 
   The other animal that was brave enough to stay a bit longer, was winged. I couldn't really call it a bird, it was too muscular and scaly for that, but it did have a bright yellow beak and taloned feet, so maybe it was some type of avian. The wings that spread out behind it weren't feathered, they were more like Arach's wings, leathery. They were yellow like its beak and the rest of its body was a bright orange, bright like venomous snakes are. It cawed, the sound echoing a warning around us, and a red tongue shimmied out of its beak.
 
   “Best to stay away from that one,” Arach said as he started to land.
 
   “Will do,” I watched as it took to the sky and flew in the direction of the mountains ringing us in.
 
   “Here now,” he rolled to the side so I could dismount easier, “be careful.”
 
   “I'm fine,” I jumped down and backed away so he could change back to his man form.
 
   He changed in a shimmer very like a heat wave and extended his hand to me. I took it and he led me over to the closest pond. There was a rather stunted tree next to it but it had lovely, flowering vines hanging from its branches, out over the water. A sweet scent emanated from the purple blossoms, probably enhanced by the heat. I stripped and left my clothes on the bank, Arach was already nude, and we slid into the bubbling water together.
 
   I sighed as the water rose over my skin, little bubbles hitting me like a massage. The bottom of the basin was smooth stone but there were several cracks leaking heated air. I ran my toes over them and laughed. It tickled a little. Arach arranged himself over the steep incline that led into the pond, everything but his shoulders and head, in the water. He leaned back, head pillowed on a bed of moss, and gave me his contented grin.
 
   “Come here,” his fingers beckoned beneath the surface.
 
   I glided over and slid up his chest, coming to rest against him with my face an inch away from his. Our legs intertwined and my mouth found his. Hands and tongues and very sharp teeth. I groaned as he lowered those teeth to my shoulder and took a quick nibble. He looked up at me, a smear of blood on his lower lip.
 
   “Sometimes I can't comprehend all of your emotions,” he whispered before he breathed fire over the bite.
 
   “Sometimes I don't want to understand yours,” I replied in a sober tone.
 
   “I know,” he glanced at the rolling surface of the water. “I think you will though. Faerie is changing you, I taste it in your blood, and someday our emotions will be a lot more similar.”
 
   “I don't think I want that,” I frowned.
 
   “I know that too,” he said regretfully, “and that's part of what I don't understand. Why do you wish to be crippled by these softer feelings?”
 
   “Crippled?”
 
   “It's difficult to rule,” he sighed. “It's even more difficult if you can't look at things critically. I understand your need for kindness and I agree that I was too harsh before. I needed to care more for our people but too much compassion can cloud your judgment. It's a weakness, leaving you open to manipulation.”
 
   “Compassion doesn't have to be blind,” I tilted my head. “Kindness doesn't have to be weak. If you temper them with wisdom and prudence, you won't be taken advantage of.”
 
   “That's your humanity talking,” he had an indulgent look on his face, an improvement from what would have been there a couple of weeks ago, “fey are more practical.”
 
   “Ah,” I smiled and rubbed my body against his. I was rewarded with a groan. “You forget that I have a taste for blood as well. I know you're different too. Faerie may be changing me but I am changing you. Your cold, calculating heart is learning the benefits of tenderness I think.”
 
   “I have no problem with tenderness,” he growled and pulled me closer, “or your taste for blood. In fact, I think you may find there are numerous tender spots on my body that could satisfy both of our tastes.”
 
   “You are so naughty,” I laughed, “and so very cunning. Trying to wiggle your way, literally,” I placed my hands on his shifting hips, “out of talking about your feelings. How very male of you.”
 
   “And very fey,” he agreed. “I admit you've changed me. I even admit that my happiness is due in most part to those changes. My base emotions though, the way I think and view the world, are still untouched. I am a Faerie King and I must rule with a fey heart. If not, our kingdom will suffer.”
 
   “I think you may be overreacting just a tad,” I grimaced.
 
   “You think my heart and mind are strange,” he said seriously, “and that's okay, I understand it, but what you're failing to see is that here, in Faerie, your human way of thinking and feeling are just as strange to us, and it is you who are alone in this. Our people cannot be ruled with human thoughts and a human heart. You must change or you must remain a silent Queen. I am sorry but it's the truth.”
 
   “I don't want to change,” I whispered.
 
   “I know,” he kissed me gently, “and frankly, I don't want you to change either. I appreciate our differences now, that's one of the ways you've altered me, and I think I'm overly attached to the way you love me.” He paused to give me a deeper kiss and I placed my palm against his chest to feel his heartbeat quicken. “Stay as you are forever,” he whispered, “and I will be a happy sidhe, but I can't let you interfere with the way I rule our people. Please understand.”
 
   “I do,” I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “I see your point, I can't govern fey when I don't understand the basic way they think or the reasons why they do things. I'll let you decide what's best but,” I tapped his nose, “I still want to be made aware of all your decisions so I can at least try to learn why you think like you do, even if I don't.”
 
   “Fair enough,” he smiled, “my Queen.”
 
   “Time for another ruling, King of Fire,” I laughed throatily. “I have this terrible ache, low in my body. What's there to be done for it?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Five
 
    
 
   I wasn't really paying attention while I was walking through the corridor. Just kind of letting my thoughts drift, attempting to remember something more from my past, something human. I nearly tripped over them, I probably would have if they hadn't been moaning so loud.
 
   “Oh, Isleen,” I stopped at the last second and the leanan-sidhe looked up from her meal, er, date? “Sorry to interrupt. Carry on.” 
 
   “Queen Vervain,” the woman gracefully extended a hand to stop me. “We're finished here, I think I'll walk with you.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” I shrugged. “I'm just heading to the library.”
 
   “Reading some fairy tales?” She barely spared a glance for the sidhe she'd been feeding on but he stared after her with open longing. “For research?”
 
   “Not at all,” I looked back and forth between her and her meal before continuing on. “Why read about it when I have the real thing?”
 
   “Yes,” she brushed back her thick black hair. “The real thing is always best.”
 
   “May I ask you something kind of personal?” I stopped walking and turned to look at her. 
 
   “Of course,” she tilted her head at me. “Ask whatever you wish.”
 
   “Do any of them mean anything to you?” I waved back the way we had come.
 
   “The men?” Her brows rose. “They mean life.”
 
   “I mean beyond a food supply.”
 
   “Are you asking if I love any of them?” Her lips turned up in a slightly mocking smile.
 
   “I know,” I sighed, “how human of me, right?”
 
   “No,” her expression sobered. “What's human is your idea of love. Now to answer your question, yes, I love them all. I love them for the moments they'e in my arms. I love them completely and faithfully, and if they are available the next time I need blood, I will love them again. If they're not,” she shrugged delicately, “I will love another just as completely.”
 
   “But that's not love,” I frowned. “Look, I'm not criticizing what you do. I was just curious because of something the King said to me.”
 
   “Who are you to tell me what I feel?” She said it without any heat, just a question. “You asked me if I love them and I told you I do. You have no rule over my heart. You can't tell me what I feel is not love.”
 
   “To me, love is caring about someone, about their health, needs, and wants. To think about them when they aren't with you and wish they were. To trust them with your heart and body. To feel sad because they're sad and to want to make them happy. Things like that,” There was a fluttering in my belly, a certainty that what I said was true. I knew about Love.
 
   “And to me,” Isleen smiled patiently, “love is about filling the ache. Love is the burning rush of need that calls for completeness. It's wild, a heartbeat in my throat, a tremor on my lips. Love is focus and fascination. It's taking a moment and sharing it with another in a way that reveals who you both truly are. There is trust in that and courage in the ability to accept that it might be misplaced. Above all, it does not have restrictions. The greatest love stories are not always novels, sometimes they're  merely poems.”
 
   “Whoa,” I whispered in awe. The little fluttering had risen at her words and assured me that this too, was love. She was right and I shouldn't have judged her so quickly. “Thank you, I think I can begin to understand now.”
 
   “You're most welcome,” her lips spread wide in a toothy grin. “I was honored to be consulted and I must say, you asked the right fey about it because we leanan-sidhe are the most loving of all faeries.”
 
   “Yes, I imagine you are.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Six
 
    
 
   I flipped through the leather book Arach had given me. I'd had an urge to draw, maybe even paint, but I decided to try the drawing first so he'd obligingly brought me some art supplies. I don't know what I was expecting but it wasn't the book filled with rough, blank pages and a silver stylus. He'd had to show me how the texture of the paper scraped the silver off the stylus and created lines. It was actually very beautiful. The silver made delicate tones that could be darkened to whatever degree you wished and when the silver tarnished, it became a beautiful brown.
 
   I'd become kind of obsessed with it, taking the book with me everywhere and stopping to draw whenever the mood struck. I had several pages filled already, drawings of red caps at sword play, goblins at work, and leanan-sidhe doing what they do best, looking absolutely stunning. My favorite one so far though, was of a little goblin named Breck.
 
   I'd caught her staring at herself in a shield. She'd been watching the red caps train and one had tossed his shield aside. She'd caught it like a love token and had settled it on her lap, so she could admire herself. I'd drawn her at the perfect angle, so you could see half her face from the front and the rest as a reflection in the shield. One of her chubby hands was holding back a length of stringy hair so she could see all three of her bulbous eyes.
 
   I'd been repulsed by the goblins at first but then I'd slowly become accustomed to their different appearances and realized that my initial opinion of them, just like with the Hidden Ones, had been unjust. They did not perceive themselves to be hideous or even different. Their appearances were absolutely normal to each other and they had their own ideas of beauty. Once I let go of my prejudices, I was able to see it too and Breck had been my breakthrough.
 
   I sketched her in as much detail as I could, trying to catch the flaking scales on her hands and the shiny patches of slime on her face, but the most important thing, the detail that finally spoke to me, was her smile. Her lips were leathery and very full but when they spread with an almost child-like delight over her own appearance, her joy showed through and she became beautiful to me as well. Every little girl wants to look in the mirror and see something pretty, to know that nature decided she was special and gifted her with a lovely appearance. It's just human nature... and goblin evidently.
 
   I had to show her the drawing since it became obvious I was studying her and she immediately wanted to know why the Queen would scribble, scribble, scribble while looking at her dribble, dribble, dribble. She'd been delighted that I wanted to sketch her and had swiftly returned to her pose, graciously sitting over half an hour for me. When I was done, a crowd of goblins gathered round to admire my work and Breck had left hand-in-hand with a proud looking green fellow.
 
   With the Hidden Ones, I'd admired their spirits, the beauty beneath the surface but honestly, I hadn't found them to be beautiful. Caring about them hadn't changed my idea of attractiveness, it had simply made their looks irrelevant. Breck had taken it further for me, she'd changed what beauty was to me, shown me a different perspective.
 
   I rubbed my hand over the drawing, wondering how I'd come to care about these fey so much in such a short time. Even the red caps didn't scare me anymore. Nothing was as it seemed in Faerie.
 
   “What are you smiling at?” Arach came through our bedroom door.
 
   “A goblin girl,” I showed him the drawing.
 
   “Lovely,” he took the book and flipped through. “These are very good.”
 
   “Well it is what I do for a living,” I smirked and then frowned. “Do I?”
 
   “I...” he laid the book back on the table. “I don't recall you ever drawing before.”
 
   “Oh,” I tried to laugh it off but it came out sounding forced. “Must have just been a fantasy of mine.”
 
   “You need not fantasize about it ever again,” he stroked the hair off my face. “Maybe you don't need to work but you've achieved a level of mastery that would allow for it. You're a wonderful artist.”
 
   “Thank you,” I felt better about forgetting my past every time he looked at me like that. “Will you sit for me?”
 
   “You wish to draw me?” His smile went wicked. “Would you like me to strip?”
 
   “No,” I nudged him into the chair across from mine, “at least not yet.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Seven
 
    
 
   Three weeks later, I was searching for a lost slipper beneath the bed. I swear the goblins snuck into our bedroom to put things out of order just to irritate the fire fey maids. It had the unfortunate side effect of annoying me as well.
 
   “There you are,” I said triumphantly as I pulled both the slipper and myself out from beneath the bed.
 
   “And there you are,” a male voice startled me into dropping the slipper.
 
   Leaning against the window, holding his arms like they were about to do something stupid without his knowledge, was a gorgeous man. He had black hair falling down to his collar in soft waves, eyes the color of warm honey, and a body layered with enough muscles to make me take a second look. He was definitely not fey, he smelled all wrong for it, although very familiar.
 
   “How did you get into my bedroom?” Out of all the questions I could have asked, it seemed the safest.
 
   “I climbed,” his arms fell to his sides and he took a step forward. “It's true then, you have no idea who I am?”
 
   “No, I'm sorry, I...” I had a flash of his face above me, set in passionate lines. I blinked rapidly to clear the image. “Do I know you?”
 
   “Minn Elska,” his voice broke on a sob. “I'm your mate, I love you. You love me. That dragon put a spell on you that made you forget me and everyone else you love. He brought you here and we've been trying to find a way to bring you back ever since.”
 
   “We?”
 
   “Your other lovers and I.”
 
   “Other lovers?” I sat back heavily on the bed. “I don't...I wouldn't...”
 
   “Maybe you should have waited on the other lovers bit,” Roarke appeared in the window beside the first man. “Hello, Queen Vervain.”
 
   “Hello, Roarke,” I was pleased with myself for remembering his name, even though my heart was trying to pound its way out of my chest. “How are you?”
 
   “Oh, fine, fine,” he nodded, “remember anything yet? Like maybe this guy here? His name's Trevor. Ring a bell? Or how about Odin, Kirill, or Azrael? Then there's the Froekn and Intare. There's a whole lot of people who want you back.”
 
   I just stared back and forth between them with a dazed expression.
 
   “Fuck this,” the man Roarke had called Trevor came toward me and I cringed back. He stopped abruptly, staring at me in shock. “Vervain,” he grabbed my arm and pulled me up against him. We stared at each other for a second and then his lips were on mine.
 
   Something shimmered through me and shattered like a mirror. It was like I'd been living in a fog and it had suddenly solidified and exploded apart. I could breathe again, I could see clearly, and I could remember. Like a curse in a fairy tale, the spell had been broken with a kiss. I wrapped my arms around Trevor and returned the kiss, feeling my wolf rise up to meet him as I started to shake. I finally realized what had been done to me and what I'd unknowingly done to those I loved.
 
   “Care to remove yourself from my wife?” Arach stood framed in the open doorway, his eyes glowing in anger.
 
   “Your wife?” Trevor pulled back from me and scoffed. “I don't think she's going to be taking those vows too seriously anymore.”
 
   “Arach,” I gently pushed Trevor aside and walked over to confront my husband. “I can't even... you... why?”
 
   “Because you wouldn't have me any other way,” his shoulders sagged, his whole demeanor deflating.
 
   “Arach,” my throat worked convulsively. “You betrayed me, made me an unknowing fool. Raped my mind and body and now you stand there calling me your wife?” I huffed an amazed sound. “You're not even the first to have done this to me. Do you know that? The last guy took control of my body and left me my mind, it was more fun for him that way. You though, you took my mind and left me my body. I'm not even sure which was worse, being unable to control my body while remaining fully aware of what was being done with it or being completely unaware of who I am while giving you my body because of it. You made me love you and made me think that you loved me, when it was all a lie.”
 
   “I do love you,” he held up a pleading hand.
 
   “You know what's so horrifyingly hilarious about that statement?” I was on the verge of going medieval on his ass, as in slay the dragon. “You really do. I've tasted your blood, seen you for exactly who you are, and I've felt your love for me but the way you love is so far removed from the way I do, it's like they're two separate things entirely. You love like a dragon and I love like a woman. There's no place for our love to find common ground.”
 
   “There's the blood,” his eyes had lost their glow, everything about him seemed extinguished.
 
   “I am more than blood. I am more than bones and flesh and breath. I am more than magic and fire. I am more than all of these things because of whom and how I love.”
 
   “Then I've helped make you more,” he took a small step forward but it was enough to bring him within touching distance. “For I know that you love me.”
 
   “Yes, you've made me more,” I backed up and took a deep breath, tamping down the fire he was lighting and not in a good way. “After taking everything away and giving me no choice but to cling to you. But you're right,” I gave him a grim grin, “you've changed me, added to the layers of who I am. You've made me more cold and much more hot. You've made me more cynical, more wary, and more broken. Oh, and you've made me more powerful. Best you remember that the next time you think about making me forget. Because if you ever fuck with me or mine again, I will make you more miserable than you have ever been.” I turned toward Trevor and reached for his hand.
 
   “You can't leave me, you're my wife!”
 
   I turned back to Arach slowly. “And now you've made me more bitter. I disavow you, the vows I spoke were in my heart waiting to be said to another. You stole them along with my mind,” I yanked the gold band and sparkling ring off my finger and dropped them at his feet. 
 
   “I'm so sorry,” Arach hung his head, staring at the rings at his feet, and I felt a momentary surge of pity.
 
   “I'm sorry too,” I let out a shuddering breath and picked up my leather journal. It was the only thing I wanted to keep. “I'm sorry you made me want something I can't have and then made it traitorous to even want it anymore. Goodbye, Arach, last of the dragon-sidhe.”
 
   I took the hand of my werewolf Prince and left my dragon King to his regrets.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Eight
 
    
 
   “How are we going to get through?” I walked between Trevor and Roarke, constantly glancing over my shoulder to see if we were being followed.
 
   “The King has lowered the wards,” Trevor grimaced. “I'm glad because it means we can get you out but worried about the fey returning to the Human Realm.”
 
   “Let's worry about that later, shall we?” Roarke was quickening his pace. “We have more pressing matters, like not getting roasted alive.”
 
   “I don't think he'll come after me,” I bit my lip to keep it from quivering. My heart hurt, maybe because it was being torn in two.
 
   “Have you met your husband?” Roarke scoffed. “The very obsessive dragon who likes to hoard things and desperately wants the continuation of his race?”
 
   “Don't call him that,” Trevor growled.
 
   “Sorry, wolfling,” Roarke smirked, “that's what he is. She can disavow him all she wants but in fey marriage, both parties must agree to the separation. Something tells me King Arach won't be so amenable.”
 
   “He's hurt me,” I tried to get my breathing under control but it was coming faster. “He knows it and I think he'll let me go because of it.”
 
   “Well, I have to admit,” Roarke shook his head, “I didn't think we'd be getting out of Castle Aithinne without a fight but the King I know wouldn't let you go just because he hurt you. In fact, hurting you shouldn't even register as a bad thing for him.”
 
   “He's not the same man anymore,” I whispered.
 
   “Huh,” Roarke looked me over.
 
   “Just a few more miles, ahh!” Trevor stomped on a pile of grass.
 
   “Stop that,” I pulled him away, “what are you doing?”
 
   “It stabbed me,” he looked at me in shock.
 
   “Because you scared it,” I gestured to the broken blades. “Leave the plants be.”
 
   “Yes, your majesty,” he scowled.
 
   “It's just Queen Vervain, Your Majesty is a human title,” I huffed a laugh. “Walk more gently and they won't bother you.”
 
   “I'm a wolf,” he huffed back. “I always walk gently.”
 
   “No, you walk quietly,” I showed him my soft step, “there is a difference.”
 
   “Just stop scaring the plants,” Roarke laughed and skipped through the forest. “It's easy if you're fey.”
 
   “I'm not fey.”
 
   “Oh, right,” Roarke shrugged. “Tromp away then, just guard your ankles.”
 
   “Here we are,” I cut off any new arguments. I clutched my journal as I stared at the huge tree and remembered Odin riding out of it.
 
   “Yes,” Roarke beamed. “You do remember.”
 
   “So the Aether is open? We can just jump in?” My body was beginning to shake, delayed reaction, I guess.
 
   “Yes, Queen Vervain,” Roarke bowed, “and this is where I bid you farewell.”
 
   “Your mission is done?” I was going to miss the cat. Now that I remembered him.
 
   “Yes,” he grinned, “but the ways are open now and I may visit you if you allow it.”
 
   “I assume you know the chant already,” I shot him a grin. Those damn cat ears must have overheard it and it was a good thing too because my men wouldn't have known what had happened to me if Roarke hadn't been able to get back into the Palace.
 
   “I may have heard the words spoken,” he shrugged. “Do I have your permission to use them?”
 
   “Roarke,” I shook his hand. “You're the reason I'm able to go home, how could I deny you a welcome there? You may visit anytime you wish and for as long as you wish.”
 
   “Oh,” he shrugged, “just doing my duty.”
 
   “Still,” I smiled and pulled him into a hug. “Thank you.”
 
   “You're welcome, Queen Vervain.”
 
   “Would you like to go home now?” Trevor offered me his hand.
 
   “I couldn't be more ready,” I took his hand, took a deep breath, and followed him into the Aether.
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Nine
 
    
 
   There were so many bodies, so many people touching me, hugging me. My throat was going dry and closing up. My head was starting to pound and my heart was racing. I kept scratching at my skin, I didn't feel comfortable in it. Then I took a deep breath and let it out slowly but it did nothing to calm my rising sense of panic. I couldn't do this, no more. Stop touching me!
 
   “Stop,” I raked my hands over my scalp and squinted against the barrage of emotions hitting me. “No, no, no,” I began to chant as I backed out of the common room in Pride Palace.
 
   I knew everyone had stopped talking to stare at me. I could feel their anxious glances and smell their concern. I didn't want to disappoint my friends but my mind was all mixed up on who exactly that was anymore. They'd gone three days without me, I'd gone three months without even knowing they existed, in another world, another life. That damn faerie time thing.
 
   I got to the door and ran. Everywhere I looked I saw hands reaching for me, wanting something from me. They all wanted something. A smile, a blade, a fuck. I had visions of Anubis, standing over me, gloriously nude with the end of a gold chain in his hand. Then Arach, kneeling in front of me, pledging his love to me forever. I saw monsters turn into friends, and lovers turn into monsters. I began to scream.
 
   I stumbled into a room filled with books. Oh, here there was a measure of calm. Then I saw a smiling Anubis, reading a book in the golden light of the Underworld. Arach, searching for a title for me from among the hundreds of fey literature he'd collected. Thor, throwing a vase at my head. Even this room, my sanctuary, brought memories of the ones who'd hurt me.
 
   The beasts within me were whimpering. Wounded animals looking for a dark corner to lick our wounds in. I scurried under a table just as someone came into the room after me. No, I can't be found. Don't touch me. Don't touch. I pushed back into the dark and curled into a ball. Rocking myself, I began to cry.
 
   “Vervain?” Trevor was calling me but I didn't look, couldn't look. He reached out a hand for me and I cringed away. “Minn Elska, what's wrong?”
 
   I hissed at him. Hissed and bared my teeth as a warning. Leave me be, cur. No one's going to touch me again. I'm done, done being abused, tricked, and betrayed. Trapped, I was always trapped. Steel and rope and magic. Flashes of my past with my four lovers were colliding with the recent memories I'd made with my husband. Yes, as much as I'd renounced him, as much as he betrayed me, I still loved him, still felt as if I was married to Arach.
 
   I groaned and began rocking harder. Out, out damn spot. Out, out spam dot. I laughed and even to my ears, it sounded insane. What play was that? Macbeth? Did they have spam back then?Were there witches? I think so, they were toiling and troubling, bubbling and stirring. Scribble, scribble, scribble while you dribble, dribble, dribble. Oh, my heart hurt so badly. Someone make it stop.
 
   “I don't know what to do,” more voices.
 
   “Vervain?” I saw a head lean over the table edge to look in on me and I swiped at it. It disappeared fast and I felt a horrible satisfaction. “Vervain,” it continued. “You're unwell, let me take a look at you.” I started to growl. “Fine, fine,” footsteps and muffled talking but my ears were so sharp now, I could focus and make it clear. “She needs some space. Let her be for now. All of this would be hard on anyone but for someone who has already gone through it, it may be mind-breaking. Bring in some of her things, anything that may make her feel more comfortable.”
 
   “Get out,” this voice had a thick Russian accent and made my heart hurt even more. I began to sob. 
 
   “I'm not fucking leaving her, Kirill.”
 
   “Da, you are. Now, or I toss you out on furry ass. I vill handle zis.”
 
   “Fuck you...”
 
   “No, wait. Kirill, out of all of us, has a unique perspective here. Let him try.”
 
   “Mother?”
 
   “Oh fuck, get him out of here.”
 
   “Mom!”
 
   I cringed, my belly spasming. Had I born a child? Wasn't I supposed to? An entire race depended on me getting knocked up. If only my husband hadn't turned out to be a blood-licking, lying, mind-fucking, rapist. If I hadn't left, I might have conceived, might have born him a child. A dragon-sidhe child. My stomach churned and I swallowed down the bile. What if I had already conceived? I could be carrying that monster's child. The dragon I loved. Or was it hated?
 
   I let out a thin, keening sound, stopping all conversations, especially the one in my head.
 
   “Now go!”
 
   “No,” I whispered and held my belly. “Please no.” If I was pregnant, this would never end. My child and I would be tied to that bastard forever. Endless fighting over the new dragon-sidhe heir and what if the fey did what they did best and stole my baby? The cycle of abuse would start again with my child.
 
   Footsteps again. Doors opening and closing. Sounds of a home I didn't belong to anymore. I let it all slide over me as I slipped into memories, faces blurring over faces, blood flowing over them all, and lovers falling from the sky. Everything was a confused jumble that I didn't want to try and sort out. It was so clear, just a short time ago, wasn't it? Someone had kissed me and destroyed my life, changed me from wife to victim.
 
   No more, no more. Done now, I scratched at my face, there should be scales on my cheeks. Why was my skin so smooth? No, a tattoo, there was a tattoo on my face. No, someone else's face. It glowed, no those were eyes that glowed, dragon eyes, wolf eyes, lion eyes, swirling eyes, diamond eyes, one eye of peacock blue. I screamed again and clawed at the wood floor. I heard the screeching, felt the wood give beneath my claws. 
 
   Oh but I was bound to the earth. Dragon-sidhe but not entirely. Good enough to breed but not enough to fly. Earth-bound, Fire Queen of the Dragons. A joke, they must have laughed behind my back. Look at the silly human, pretending to be a Faerie Queen. All I'd have to do is let go, let my dragon rise and kill the others and I'd be fully dragon-sidhe. No problem, just a dead wolf. Just crazy cats. I'd be okay though, I'd be a true dragon-sidhe.
 
   Another keening and this one didn't stop. It made me feel better, rocking and moaning, a lullaby to my broken mind. I shook my head against the floor and grabbed at it. Then something soft was under my fingers.
 
   I clenched my hand and pulled it close. A blanket, nothing more, nothing to be scared of. I jerked the material, pulling it around me. Scents filled my nose; musk of cat, wolf, and lion. Home. Love. Safety. My body began to unclench. Then another soft thing was beneath my fingers. Squishy, a pillow. I pulled it in tight, hugging it before pushing it under my head. Another inhale with another scent. Clean, fresh, mountain air. This was husband, lover, savior. No, not husband. Not any more, that was another smell entirely. One of embers and oranges. I cried into the softness.
 
   A bit of fabric touched my face and I snatched it. Someone's shirt, soft cotton worn with wear. I pressed it to my face and smelled vanilla orchids, delicate flowers. Heaven. Flight. Solace. Wings of feather instead of skin. A smile filled with kindness instead of cunning. Two sides of the same man or two different men? Which was which? Blood would tell. Just a little blood and I'd know. I bit at my finger, drawing a drop of blood out and then sucked on it.
 
   More images, faster and faster. Faces of men above me. Faces of women covered in blood. Faces of monsters I loved. I moaned and clutched my hand to my chest. “Fur and feathers, scales and skin. Claws and teeth, beasts within,” I said in a familiar, sing-song cadence. My blood wasn't right, it mixed them up until I couldn't tell them apart. 
 
   No, not the right blood. Not right for knowledge, not right for flying, not right for sanity. A mish-mash, someone had said that. Someone who liked blood too. “Hearts and skin, bloody grins. Soulless eyes and fights to win,” I whispered as I rocked myself. Tired, I was so damn tired and I didn't know what I was anymore, who I loved, or what love was. Wasn't I the Goddess of Love? It was my job to know it. Certainly I should feel it but I think I felt too much.
 
   Was love giving or taking? Was it a fleeting moment of bliss or an endless torment? Someone had told me love stories weren't all novels, some were poems. Roses are red, and blood is too. Lovers make vows, but they're untrue. Yes poetry, someone said that. Someone with sharp teeth.
 
   “Too much love,” I whispered. “Bloody gloves. Where are they at? And where's my cat?”
 
   Footsteps again and then a soft mewling. Whiskers on my face, so gentle a touch and yet it broke my heart. I reached a shaking hand out and stroked the soft head. Purring, a warm, furry body sliding in close to me. I sobbed, pushing my face into Nick's coat. He flopped over on his side, stretching out to get as much contact with me as possible.
 
   “Nicky,” I cried, my tears wetting his fur. “A pure memory at last.”
 
   Then there was music, something low and soothing. I let go of a little more tension. The purring and the song worked their magic. My sobs started to lessen and I was able to open my eyes. I blinked away tears and saw a beautiful but sad face lying on the floor in front of mine. He was just out of reach, his body stretched back to where I couldn't see it, and his eyes were soft and patient. He blinked them slowly at me, covering the deep blue for a moment and then revealing it again. Black hair poured around him, flowing out to an inch beyond my fingertips.
 
   I stretched out a finger and stroked it. Silky, I knew that texture. I'd held it before, gripped it in passion, stroked it in love. Those eyes, filled with pain like mine, they reached me easier than his hands could have. I stared into them and saw understanding, sympathy, and anger. Another rock in my storm that I could cling to. I wound some hair around my fingers and pulled. He scooted a fraction of an inch closer but then just stopped and I closed my eyes as I raised the hair to my face.
 
   A shuddering exhale left me as I fell into exhausted slumber.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty
 
    
 
   “She needs to eat,” the voice woke me and I instantly pushed away from it, burrowing back against the wall.
 
   “Fine,” growling. “Give me food, now go avay.” A slam. Footsteps.
 
   I was still on the floor, my body stiff, my cat gone. I still had my blanket, pillow, and T-shirt though and I bunched them all together so I could smell them again. Then the scent of food intruded and I saw a plate get placed on the floor and scooted beneath the table. My stomach rumbled.
 
   I swiped a hunk of bread off the plate, butter coating my fingers as I shoved it into my mouth and ate lying down. A glass of water appeared next to the plate and I glared at it as I finished the bread. When it didn't move, or appear to be a trap, I cautiously edged my fingers toward it and grasped it gingerly. I pulled it back and lifted my head to drink deep.
 
   The cold hit me, coating my throat and belly and offering an amount of relief. I sighed and pulled the plate closer. It was good, I ate it all without even knowing what I ate. It filled me with strength and helped clear my head a little but then I felt heavy, drowsy. I pushed it away and went back to sleep.
 
   I don't know how long I slept. I wanted to sleep forever and every time I woke up, I just felt so tired. Images would accost me and I didn't, couldn't, deal with them yet. There was this ache in my chest and it felt like a hot ember surrounded by gunpowder, a guaranteed explosion. The only way I could keep it from igniting was to let this constant low moan out, the sound seemed to block my thoughts and keep the explosion at bay.
 
   But they wouldn't stay away forever, the memories. The more I tried to ignore them, the more persistent they got. I started hearing voices, soft at first and then louder. They didn't even make sense, no flow to them at all, they'd just jump around. Fey voices mixing with gods, wolves, and lions.
 
   “I will live from now until the end of time for you and your love. There's nothing else for me to live for anymore.”
 
   I whimpered, holding my hands over my ears.
 
   “So you clung to the memory of an angel instead of me?”
 
   “This is just one twisted, fucked up mess, and I can't be a part of it anymore.”
 
   “No,” I whispered. “You're tearing me apart.”
 
   “Zere’s no ozer for me, no matter vat you say or do, you can not be replaced.”
 
   “Kirill?” I sighed and felt a hand lightly touch mine. 
 
   “Your voice brought me from darkness, your eyes saw me for who I really vas, your touch healed, defended, and avenged me, and your kiss showed me vat love can be. I am yours forever.”
 
   “Kirill, are you really here, are you talking to me?”
 
   “Now I'm talking, Tima,” his gentle voice washed over me, a little stronger than the memory. “You ready for to come out now?”
 
   “Okay,” I took his hand and he pulled me slowly from my hiding place.
 
   He helped me stand, my legs were a little shaky. I stumbled over to the couch, still clutching the blanket, pillow, and T-shirt. I put the pillow on one end of the couch and laid down, bringing the blanket over my shoulders and the T-shirt to my face. The ache in my chest was a little smaller.
 
   Kirill sat on the carpet in front of me, just within reach but not too close. I stared at him, his beautiful face with its sharp angles, softened by those blue eyes and thick lashes. He blinked slowly, hypnotizing almost, conveying calm and relaxing my body. I held out a hand and he took it gently, without a word.
 
   “How long was I under there?” I finally pushed the screaming in my head aside long enough to ask.
 
   “Two days,” he said grimly.
 
   “Two days?” I frowned. “What about...” I felt my face heat. “Didn't I come out to use the bathroom?”
 
   “Da,” he nodded, “you vould crawl out and go right back under zere.”
 
   “Oh,” I sighed and let go of his hand. “I think I need some time to myself, Kirill.”
 
   “Tima, you have all time in vorld. You take vat you need.”
 
   “I need,” a choked sob broke out of my throat. “I need to be alone. Will you watch over Nick?”
 
   “Of course but vere vill you go?”
 
   “To Hell, I think,” I tried out a small smile. “I hear it's lovely this time of year.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-One
 
    
 
   Hell was lovely.
 
   I guess technically, it was the Underworld or even Hades but I thought it silly to call a place by the name of the man who ruled it. Whatever you wanted to call it, it was beautiful. At least Hades' home in Hell was. I didn't venture out beyond his walls, just sat in his gardens a lot, looking at the unusual birds, talking to Peter the Pegasus, and sketching the huge flowers.
 
   Hades and Persephone were the perfect hosts. They gave me a pretty room, fed me, and let me have my space. No questions, no lingering looks, just peace. I knew they'd be the only ones who could give me that. They both understood pain and betrayal. They'd both struggled to be with the one they loved. They could be supportive without getting in my face about it, hovering, or doing any of the other things people feel they need to do when someone they love is broken.
 
   Hades wasn't around that often anyway. He had a whole new Heaven to sort out and he was usually gone, leaving Sephy in charge of Hell. She was thrilled. She toned it down when she was around me but I could tell. I think it was the first time anyone had given her such a big responsibility and she was taking to it like Cerberus to a human thigh bone. She carried a day planner around and was constantly writing lists and checking things off of them. So basically, she was too busy to hover. It was a perfect situation for me.
 
   I sighed and opened the leather-bound book in my lap. Isleen stared up from the page, just the tips of her fangs showing in her knowing smile. Was she the one comforting my husband? Did she hold him now, take his blood? Love him as completely as she loved her other men? My teeth clenched and I had to breathe deep and force calm through my bones. Isleen may be just what he needed. I should hope that he finds another, since I had no intention of fulfilling any of his needs. 
 
   Why did that thought hurt so much? I flipped the page to the drawing of Arach. The angle of his head, the tilt to his eyes, they were so familiar to me now. I ran a finger over the scales at his temples. They were always so beautiful in the sun, like ruby cabochons embedded in his skin. That smile, it was my smile, the one he only showed to me. Soft, no harsh edges to it, his lips a little pursed, like he was thinking of kissing me. I bit back a sob and turned the page. Isn't that what you did when you wanted to end a chapter in your life, turn the page?
 
   It didn't end though. On this new page, a goblin girl admired herself, smiling at her reflection in a shield, and it broke my heart all over again. I'd probably never see Breck again. Or Fearghal. Or Isleen. No more phookas or fire-sidhe. No vampire faeries or rhyming goblins. No Hidden Ones. An entire House of Faerie was lost to me forever because a dragon had stolen my memory and then my heart.
 
   “A Thaisce,” his voice was a whisper in my mind. An endless breath of fire through my veins.
 
   I screamed in frustration, throwing the book into the bushes.
 
   “Yow,” a male voice with a touch of feline.
 
   “Who's there?” I stood up and glared at the offending foliage.
 
   “It's just me,” Roarke walked out of the shadow of a tree, rubbing his head and carrying my book. “Hey, why aren't I in here?” He flipped a page.
 
   “You weren't around after I got it.”
 
   “I'm here now,” he offered me back the book. “I'll sit still.”
 
   “Fine, sit,” I sat back down on the stone bench and gestured to the ground in front of me.
 
   “What, just on the grass?”
 
   “Yeah, the grass here won't actually stab you for sitting on it.”
 
   “Oh, how novel,” he rolled his eyes and reclined in front of me. “Huh, it is rather comfortable.”
 
   “You're moving.”
 
   “Just my lips,” he frowned.
 
   “When your lips move, everything else follows suit.”
 
   “Right, sitting still now.”
 
   The silence lasted for about five minutes. I finished a basic outline and the concentration it was taking to put the rest of the details in was making me momentarily forget about my fucked up life. Then that damn cat had to go and flap his jaws.
 
   “He misses you.”
 
   The stylus jerked, giving Roarke a jowly look. “Which he would that be?” I tried to focus on Roarke's jawline but got distracted by his raised brow. “And stop changing your expression.”
 
   “Well, I imagine they all do but the he I'm referring to would be the one I just saw setting fire to the rushes in his prison cell.”
 
   “Excuse me?” I dropped the silver stylus entirely. “Why is Arach in prison?”
 
   “Ah, so you do still care,” he smirked.
 
   “I can't just turn off my emotions,” I huffed, “and why do you care that I care? You're the one who helped rescue me. I thought you'd be on bad terms with Arach.”
 
   “You need to understand the fey to understand why there is no harsh feelings between us.” He narrowed his eyes on me. “You may have spent enough time in Faerie to grasp it. What the hell, I'll give it a try.”
 
   “Oh, thanks for the overwhelming vote of confidence.”
 
   “Anytime,” he waved airily. “Arach did what any fey would have done when faced with something they wanted badly and could not have, he used trickery. It's a tradition with us and as much as I did not approve of it in this particular instance, I could not say for certain that I would have handled things differently.”
 
   “So you would have stolen my memories and raped me too?”
 
   “Ah, now there's the humanity,” he shook his head. “He used faerie tricks to get you where he wanted you and then used charm to get you in his bed but do you really believe he raped you? Look into that heart which still saves a few beats for him, and ask it why?”
 
   “Ask myself why I still love him?” I snorted. “Because I'm an idiot.”
 
   “Obviously but I've never held that against you and you shouldn't hold it against your heart,” he smoothed his eyebrow with a very precise stroke of his finger. “You may have lost your memories, idiot girl, but you were still you and it was you who fell in love with him.”
 
   “You just said he used charm to get me into bed,” I ground out. “How is that not a trick too?”
 
   “Oh please,” he rolled his eyes. “What man doesn't use charm to bed a woman? Just because he was being charming, doesn't mean you weren't seeing the true man. You know you saw him true, you tasted his blood, and he knew it too. In that at least, he never thought he was tricking you. He believed he was being as honest as any fey can be. Think about how he suppressed your dragon for you. He knew you didn't want to become fully dragon-sidhe because of your other magics and even though it would have been easier and much more beneficial for him to just let you change completely, he didn't. He respected your wishes.”
 
   “He kept me from those that love and need me,” I growled. “Trevor could have died.”
 
   “Have you learned nothing from living in Faerie?” He looked so disappointed. “I thought maybe you saw the true side of the fey,” he gestured to my book. “Those drawings show things a human could never see and yet they're tempered with a human perspective. Maybe you should try to view this situation in the same way.”
 
   “What do you want from me, Roarke?” I closed my book and set it aside. “I've been trying to piece my life and mind back together because that man has nearly torn both of them apart. Now you sit there asking me to take a new perspective?”
 
   “Maybe,” he sat forward with a sober look, “if you could understand and accept what he did, you might find it easier to move on from it.”
 
   “I know he was desperate,” I whispered. “I understand how important the chance of having a dragon-sidhe child was to him. I can see the bigger picture, I'm not that self-absorbed, but I was and am unwilling to sacrifice the life I made, for his wants, and he took that choice from me.”
 
   “Yes, he did,” Roarke said solemnly. “I'm not asking you to forgive him for that, I'm asking you to remember what you've learned about the sidhe and understand that for him, it was a viable solution to his problem. A faerie is a very practical creature. When we see what we want, we will use any means to get it. Why have the gift of magic and not use it? It's just another tool designed to help us get what we want. It's a different way of thinking and it was how he was raised to think. That in itself should help you accept what he's done but the thing that gives me pause, the thing that should really make you reconsider, is that he regrets his actions now.”
 
   “Of course he regrets them,” I scoffed, “he wants me back.”
 
   “Yes, he does but not for the same reasons that he wanted you in the first place.” He ran a hand through his wild hair. “He loves you and not just in the way a faerie loves. He set out to achieve a goal, to get you with child and give his race a chance at living again. Instead, he fell in love with you and you changed his fey way of thinking, of loving. He's imprisoned now because of it.” 
 
   “He's in jail because of me? Yeah, okay,” I rolled my eyes. 
 
   “Vervain,” Roarke frowned. “He went to the High King and asked him to name a new ruler for the House of Fire.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “King Arach stated that he cannot rule his people anymore. His beliefs are tainted with humanity and his thoughts are consumed with you. He said he had nothing to live for and could not in good conscience... he said conscience, a word few fey even know the meaning of, well he said coinsias but it means the same thing. I merely translated.”
 
   “Roarke!”
 
   “Alright!” He shook his hair back. “He said he couldn't in good conscience rule his kingdom anymore. King Cian refused his request, told him basically to go home, get drunk, bed a new woman, and get over it. Then King Arach told the High King to stuff it. Well the words he used were...”
 
   “Whatever,” I threw up my hands. “So the High King threw Arach in prison? Just because he got mouthy?”
 
   “You don't understand,” he sighed as if he was dealing with an intellect so far beneath him, it was a chore to have to dumb down his conversation. “The High King ordered King Arach home to his post and King Arach not only refused the order, he insulted the High King and his relationship with the Queen. He told King Cian that he obviously did not truly love his wife, if he thought King Arach could just drink a few pints of ale, bed a new woman, and get over you.”
 
   “Oh,” I blinked. “Not a good idea.”
 
   “I don't think he really cared,” Roarke tilted his head in a fast, assessing gesture. “It was kind of impressive.”
 
   “You witnessed it?”
 
   “Most of the court did,” Roarke grimaced, “including the Queen... she was actually the only one who laughed. I wonder about her sometimes,” he made a swirling circle with his finger at his temple.
 
   “Holy faerie farts,” I whispered.
 
   “Yes, precisely,” he gave a quick chuckle. “King Cian had no choice but to imprison him until King Arach came to his senses, as the High King put it.”
 
   Calm was flowing over me, the tension I'd been carrying all week disappearing. Arach had betrayed me but was it betrayal if there was no bond between us previously? I've done underhanded things to get the results I needed. I'd snuck into the home of sleeping gods and beheaded them. All's fair in love and war. Huh, I guess that's a very fey saying. 
 
   Arach had employed underhanded techniques to get what he wanted but then we'd spent time together. He got to know me, formed a connection between us, and he'd begun to feel guilty over what he'd done. I had memories of that at least, his guilt. What did that say about a fey King? It said he cared, cared enough to question his own means to an end.
 
   I thought about the months I'd spent with him, the things we'd shared and the way we'd both changed. Had he raped me? Maybe not. I had a flash of his face, the first time we'd made love. He'd hesitated, even back then. Did that absolve him of all fault? Absolutely not but did it help me to forgive him? Yes, it did.
 
   Once that anger was released, everything changed. I could see things clearer and think clearer. I couldn't let Arach rot in prison. It wouldn't sit right with me. I needed to go back and see what I could do for him, not just for him but for me. It would help me move on.
 
   “Let's go,” I picked up my book and stylus.
 
   “What?” Roarke stood up. “Where?”
 
   “To Wonderland, Dinah, where else?”
 
   “To... what?”
 
   “Just come on, cat.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Two
 
    
 
   The walk from The End of the Road to the Castle of Eight was a lot longer than the flight had been. By the time we got there, I was a little grouchy and very hungry, so the offer of attending the High King at dinner was accepted with a bit of glee and a bit of frustration. I wasn't looking forward to walking the spiral but I was happy about the thought of food along the way.
 
   When I finally reached the center, the High King gave me a pleased look and indicated that I should have a seat in a chair beside him. Roarke sat to my right. I had to go through the niceties first because the fey could get testy about that sort of thing. So it was awhile before I was able to bring up the reason for my visit.
 
   “King Cian, I want my husband released.”
 
   “Well that was well done,” Roarke's sarcasm was thick. “Not at all too blunt.”
 
   “I find the frankness refreshing,” said Queen Meara.
 
   “I find the fact that she still calls King Arach, her husband, to be refreshing,” King Cian smiled. “I was told you renounced your vows.”
 
   “And I was told that it didn't matter,” I shrugged. 
 
   “It doesn't,” the King leaned forward. “I will release him on one condition.”
 
   “Uh huh?”
 
   “You get him to agree to remain King of the House of Fire.”
 
   “Alright,” I agreed.
 
   “Alright?” The King laughed. “It may be harder than you think.”
 
   “Hard or not,” I shrugged, “if that's your condition, I shall meet it.”
 
   “Why is there never a bard handy when someone utters their last words?” Roarke searched the room for a musician.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Three
 
    
 
   “Hello, Arach.”
 
   He was laying on a stone bench set into the wall of his cell. It wasn't the most comfortable looking of places but it seemed clean enough. The floor was covered in a fine layer of ash, which wafted up into a cloud when he sat up abruptly.
 
   “Vervain.”
 
   “Yep, in the flesh. How's it hanging, lizard face?”
 
   “If that's your way of asking how everything goes with me, I'm just dandy, enjoying my new residence. I think I'll call it Castle Royal Pain in my Ass.”
 
   “When the hell did you get a sense of humor?” I chuckled.
 
   “When a sassy human walked into my world and started calling me strange names,” he walked over to the bars. “What are you doing here, A Thaisce?”
 
   “I think the better question is what are you doing here,” I looked around the cell. “I mean really? A dungeon? Was your castle not drafty enough?”
 
   “No, it was pretty cold after you left,” his jaw clenched, elongating slightly. “I have thought of you every second of every day. Thought of words I would say to you if I had the chance, things I would do to make amends.”
 
   “Well let's hear it then,” I stuck a hand on my hip.
 
   “Okay,” he nodded. “Vervain, I've been a complete fool.”
 
   “Good start,” I nodded. He growled. “Continue.”
 
   “If I could take back my actions...” he stopped and cursed violently, shaking his head and gripping the bars. “No. I'm not going to say these things, they're all lies. I don't regret anything. If I hadn't done what I did, I'd never have held you. I would have never seen you smile at me with love in your eyes. I'd never have been able to share my world with you or carried you on my back as I flew. I never would have helped you through your transition or known what it was like to burn with you, inside of you. I would change nothing but the hurt you felt at the end. That I would remove if I could but I'll never regret the having of you.”
 
   “Well, that was... honest.” I swallowed hard. “I guess I can give you some honesty back. I just spent the last week on the verge of a mental breakdown. No, that's wrong, not the verge, I broke down. I lost my damn mind, not just because of what you did to me but because of how much I miss the life you gave me. How much I miss you. You've torn apart my family, damaged relationships with people I love above all others, and you have no remorse for it. I hate you for that. But you've shown me magic, taught me power, given me control, and then lost control with me. I feel like I've lived more with you than I ever have with anyone before and the ache of that loss is something I'm afraid I can never recover from.”
 
   “Then come back to me,” he reached out a hand through the bars and touched my cheek. 
 
   “I can't,” I automatically jerked away and he looked like I'd stabbed him. “I have men who I love more than you.”
 
   “Vervain,” he groaned. 
 
   “I know that sounded cruel but it was a truth you needed to hear.” I sighed and stepped back, out of his reach entirely. “I will not give them up because I had a dream life with you for three months. What I will do is keep the lines of communication between us open.”
 
   “What does that mean?” He started to look hopeful.
 
   “It means that when you fog up my mirror, I'll answer it,” I grimaced. “I'm not promising anything but there may come a time when I'll be able to visit again.”
 
   “I think I can live with that,” he smiled sadly. “Can you forgive me for hurting you?”
 
   “I already have,” I smiled sadly at him. “Against my better judgment.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Four
 
    
 
   Arach was released so he could return to the Fire Kingdom and resume his responsibilities as King. I went back to Hell so I could pack and return home. I didn't feel a hundred percent myself again but I was much better than I'd been in awhile. The simple fact that I hadn't lost Arach completely was a balm to my wounds and the fact that it was a balm was a bit frightening.
 
   Hades and Persephone seemed relieved when I told them I felt well enough to return home but they didn't press me for details and I loved them so much for that. Instead, they each gave me a quick hug and saw me to the tracing point. I was back at Pride Palace in seconds.
 
   Standing in the hallway, I felt my stomach clench. Why was it so hard to face my men? I'd been pondering that for the last few days and all I could come up with, was that I felt like a traitor. Strange, I knew it wasn't my fault. I knew I hadn't chosen to go to Arach but I'd fallen for him. I'd made the choice to love him and was making the choice to continue to do so. I was afraid to face their anger, to see accusation in their eyes or even worse, pain. 
 
   A love relationship with just one person would be so much easier. For a second, I wished I could go back and just be the Queen of the House of Fire. Yes, there were responsibilities but really, the life Arach had tried to give me would have been so much easier than my own. No fighting gods, no taking care of lions, no werewolf relations to worry about, and no multiple lovers to keep track of. I'd never have to kill again.
 
   “MEEEOOOOWWWW!” Nick startled me out of my thoughts.
 
   “Hey baby,” I reached down to scratch him beneath the chin and he bit my fingers lightly. “I know, I've been a bit of a bitch,” I laughed. “Come on, forgive Mommy.” He started to purr, rubbing up against my legs. “Thanks, fur face. At least that was easy.”
 
   Bolstered by feline forgiveness, I managed to make it to my bedroom. It was empty and I was shocked to find that it was a relief to me. I sighed and put down my travel bag. Nick jumped on it to convey his absolute refusal to allow me to leave again any time soon. I smiled at him and went in search of the others. He followed closely.
 
   I poked my head into the common room and was surprised to find Fallon and Samantha sitting there with the other Intare. They all looked up at once but instead of shouting a welcome, they called out greetings in more mild tones. Samantha approached me and I remembered that they were supposed to be living with us now. Duh, that's why she was there.
 
   “How are you feeling?” She had stopped a foot away from me. That hurt a little.
 
   “Get over here,” I laughed and the noise level went back up as the rest of my boys realized I was back to normal.
 
   I got hugs and kisses and when I was done, I saw Trevor and Kirill standing in the doorway. Kirill had a brilliant smile on his face but Trevor looked worried. I went over to them with a hesitant smile and hugged them both at the same time.
 
   Trevor's wolf rammed against me from the inside, trying to get to her counterpart in his body. He groaned and buried his face in my hair, feeling the reunion too I'm sure. Around us was Kirill and I realized that Kirill had been a force to bind us together almost as strong as Trevor's soul in my body. Kirill was our mediator, and now, my hero.
 
   “You helped me get through the roughest days of my life,” I looked up at Kirill and kissed him. “How did you know what to do for me?”
 
   “I had very good teacher,” he whispered and leaned his forehead to mine. “Ve even now, da?”
 
   “Does that mean you no longer want to be Ganza?” I teased.
 
   “Zat not even funny,” he frowned.
 
   “Are you better now?” Trevor interrupted as he pulled me toward the master bedroom.
 
   “Better, yes, completely healed,” I shrugged. “We'll have to see but I do need to talk to you about some things. I'd like to have Odin and Azrael here too. Can we get word to them?”
 
   “Odin's here,” Trevor looked at Kirill. “Can you go get him and have word sent to Azrael?”
 
   “I take care of it,” Kirill turned around and headed back to the common room.
 
   “Odin's here?” I blinked at Trevor.
 
   “I invited him to stay while you were unresponsive,” he gave me a lopsided grin. “We've bonded a little over this whole thing. Both of us had no idea how to handle you or help you. Kirill was the only one who could even get you to eat. The only one you'd let within striking distance.”
 
   “Yeah, I remember a little. He took his time and set things just right so they would help calm me. I'm not sure how long I would have been under that table if Kirill hadn't been there.”
 
   “What happened to you?” Trevor's eyes bored into mine.
 
   “I broke,” I shrugged, trying to look nonchalant but feeling like every movement was jerky, robotic. “I was so angry and scared. I didn't want to be touched ever again. I just broke.”
 
   “Well, under the circumstances,” he grimaced, “I guess it's kind of to be expected. I was so worried about you though. I feel like I spend all of my time worried about you or us.”
 
   “I know,” we had reached our room and I pulled him over to the couches to sit with me. “I understand how horrible it is for you to wait and wonder or just be unable to act. I get that now. Ever since I had to stand by and watch Fallon fight, I've understood better. I don't want you to have to go through that again and I really don't want to have to go through what I did ever again.”
 
   “Okay,” he sighed. “I'm glad you can see what we've gone through and I know it's not your fault. I don't want you to feel like I'm blaming you. It's just this latest situation has really made me feel  helpless.”
 
   “I as well,” Odin came striding into the room. “Vervain,” he stopped in front of us and I stood to hug him. “Trevor was kind enough to allow me to stay here while we waited for you to get through this. I sent the boys home though. Vali was getting rather testy. I think he needed to hunt something.”
 
   A flash of running through the Forgetful Forest hit me and I swallowed hard.
 
   “Are you sure you're better?” Odin peered at me.
 
   “Yes,” I sat back down. “I dealt with some things that were holding me back.”
 
   “What things?” Azrael came in at the perfect time of course. He had a talent for doing that.
 
   “Hey,” I stood up again to hug my angel and the scent of vanilla orchids wafted over me.
 
   “Hey back,” he let go and we all took a seat.
 
   “I had to come to terms with the differences in the way faeries think as opposed to how we think,” I held up a hand when Trevor started to growl. “Just let me get this out. I lived with them for three months, even though it only seemed like three days to all of you. I got to know them, love them, and understand them better. Coming back here and facing what had been done to me with my human ideals was tearing me apart. I had to see it from a different perspective.”
 
   “No matter what perspective you take, Carus,” Azrael interrupted, “that dragon stole you away and raped you.”
 
   “Yes, that's how you see it,” I nodded. “He saw the chance to breathe new life into his dying race. Even though he had good cause to hate humans, he was willing to overlook his hatred to create life with me for the greater good.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” Trevor sat back hard and crossed his arms over his chest. “You want us to see what he did as altruistic?”
 
   “No,” I sighed. “I want you to try and remember if you've ever been faced with having to do something horrible to someone you barely knew, in order to achieve something important for those you loved.”
 
   All my men got silent.
 
   “Exactly,” I frowned. “Arach didn't want me. This wasn't about love or even lust. It wasn't personal at all. This was about his dying race and the chance to have a child to pass his throne to. It wasn't until after he got to know me that it became complicated for him. He started to change, to develop feelings for me, all of which I know for a fact from tasting his blood.”
 
   “So you've forgiven him then?” Azrael looked pretty accepting, but I guess that was kind of his nature, the others still needed some time.
 
   “I have,” I held up both hands in a placating gesture, “but that doesn't mean I'm going back there to birth dragon babies.”
 
   “Well I'd hope not,” Odin grimaced. “So what does it mean?”
 
   “I'm going to keep the way open,” I shrugged. “Keep talking to him and maybe even visit Faerie again in the future. It's a part of who I am now and he did help me learn to control these new magics. In fact, he did something to my dragon that prevents her from taking control. If she had taken control, I may have lost everything else. He saved my other magic, even though it would have suited him better not to.”
 
   “I don't like it,” Trevor growled.
 
   “Neither do I,” Odin added, “but we'll live with it.” He gave Trevor a meaningful glance and Trevor fell silent. “If that's what it takes to keep you sane, we'll live with it.”
 
   “Thank you,” I felt the weight leave my shoulders. “I'll keep you all informed of anything that happens pertaining to Faerie.”
 
   “As long as I don't have to live with that cat again,” Trevor rolled his eyes. “He left hairballs everywhere.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Five
 
    
 
   “We've found Phonoi,” Trevor burst into the bedroom with his announcement.
 
   Kirill jumped off the bed, where we'd been reading together, and ran out the door without a single word.
 
   “What the?” I watched him leave. “Who's Phonoi and why did Kirill run away when you mentioned him?”
 
   “Phonoi,” Trevor raised his brows at me. “The guy who instigated the murder at Moonshine?”
 
   “Oh, right,” I'd completely forgotten about that little mess.
 
   “Are you coming?”
 
   “Oh, we're going now?” I blinked. It had been ages since I'd had to fight someone and I was still a little unsure of myself after the whole Arach thing.
 
   “You can stay here, Vervain,” his look softened. “It's okay, I understand.”
 
   “No way,” I jumped from the bed. “They're targeting us because of me. I'm going with you.”
 
   “Okay,” he frowned, “if you're sure.”
 
   “I'm sure,” I went to get my fighting leathers on and he went to help Kirill corral the Intare.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Six
 
    
 
   “Why do they all have to live here in Hawaii?” I whined as I sneered at Phonoi's Kahala mansion from its luxurious front lawn. “And why do they get to live in places like that?”
 
   “Hawaii's got great weather,” Trevor shrugged while he monitored the Intare as they got into position. “And most gods have lived long enough to have lots of money.”
 
   “It still blows,” I adjusted the straps of my leather gloves, they didn't feel right. Three months in Faerie and my favorite weapon didn't feel right. WTF? “Why can't they try Bermuda or Bahama, or Bora Bora, someplace warm that begins with B instead of H?”
 
   “Because then they couldn't be close to you, Minn Elska,” He laughed low in his throat. Kinda sexy. I thought about asking him to take me home and make wild, werewolf love to me instead of killing some dude. I had a bad feeling about all this.
 
   “Let's just get this over with.” I said instead.
 
   We flowed inside, through windows and doors, whichever was closest to the position Trevor had placed everyone in. There wasn't any sound from inside the house so I started to wonder whether we'd have to sit and wait for the bastard to come home but when I made it up to the second floor, I found Phonoi already subdued by my Intare.
 
   He had black hair sheered closed to his scalp with one long, white streak that fell over his right eye. He was pale but not like a vampire, just normal white skin. What wasn't normal, besides his odd hair, were his black claws. I hadn't seen them in the video, I'd been too busy focused on the malice in his dark eyes, but all tied up, his claws were prominent, peeking through the ropes as they were.
 
   “My mother shall kill you all,” Phonoi said calmly. “You'd do best to release me and forget about coming after my family.”
 
   “So we're just supposed to do nothing while you incite violent deaths at our club?” I frowned at him. There was no heat to my words, I was just confused, and for a second I recalled the way Isleen had answered my question once in the same manner, politely interested but not invested enough to get angry. How much had Faerie changed me? The room had gone quiet and I realized Phonoi must have answered my question while I mused.
 
   “Sorry,” I shook my head and focused on him again. “Did you say something?”
 
   “I said you deserve the punishment I've been dishing out,” Phonoi's composure was gone, he was practically snarling. “You killed my father...”
 
   “Yes, I know,” I sighed. “I should prepare to die. Got it, Inigo Montoya.”
 
   “Do you want the honors?” Darius stood to one side of the prisoner chuckling a little.
 
   “No,” I swallowed hard and looked away. When had I gotten squeamish? That couldn't be good.
 
   “I'll do it,” Trevor growled and prowled forward. 
 
   I almost reached out a hand to stop him but I knew this had to be done. If we let him live, our lives would be in jeopardy. So I kept my eyes averted and tried to ignore the sound of a werewolf beheading a god. This wasn't me either. I believed in facing death, especially when it was I who had brought it about and even though I wasn't the one delivering the blow, I had definitely brought death to this god's door. I took a deep breath and turned around.
 
   Phonoi's eyes were wide but other than that, he showed no expression as his head was removed viciously from his body.
 
   I frowned down at the pool of blood that was making its way across the tile to my feet. It hadn't really been a challenge at all, what with all the lions we'd brought with us. All of us against one man, Phonoi hadn't stood a chance. It made me feel a little sick. It just didn't sit well with me. He'd instigated murder and made life difficult for us lately but was it okay to just kill him like that? No fair fight, no chance to defend himself?
 
   “He deserved this,” Trevor was looking over my pale face. “You know he's caused probably thousands of fights resulting in murders. He's probably the guy who started the L.A. Riots. Do not feel sorry for him.”
 
   “That's right,” a female voice I didn't recognize, turned my head around. “Don't feel sorry for him, you won't have the time. You'll be too busy feeling sorry for yourselves”
 
   A woman stood in the door to Phonoi's bathroom. A small woman with long, black hair and a tiny, waifish figure. She had large blue eyes that narrowed on me in hatred and black, feathered wings spread out behind her. I guess not all people with feather wings were angels.
 
   “You've killed my husband, Godhunter, and now you've killed our son,” she continued. “You've summoned war to your doorstep and you'd best prepare for battle.”
 
   “As far as Ares goes,” I don't know why I even tried to explain myself to this woman. “I was only defending myself and as for your son here, he started it.”
 
   “He started it to avenge his father,” her eyes narrowed. “His cause was honorable but you cornered him like a wild animal and took his life without honor. You have sounded the horns and now you must return to the stained field. Summon your dogs of war and cry Havoc to your cats. I shall be waiting for you, two days hence on the Fields of Strife outside my home in the God Realm,” she tossed a photograph at us. “I'll drop my wards, use that to trace your army in. I even vow not to attack you until you've all arrived. Be thankful that I'm more honorable than you.”
 
   She folded her wings around her body and disappeared.
 
   “Eris, I presume,” I rolled my eyes. “Does it never end?” The emerald necklace pulsed warm against my skin.
 
   The necklace! It had showed me dragon eyes long ago and I'd believed it was a prelude to meeting Nidhogg but now I knew it wasn't. The necklace had been trying to warn me about my own magic. The stone was protective, looking out for me like one of my lovers. I wondered if Arach would have been able to lay his forgetting charm on me if I'd been wearing the emerald at the time. Something made me think not.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Seven
 
    
 
   “Nice place,” I griped as I looked around. Eris' battlefield was stark, hard-packed earth and nothing else.
 
   “Her palace looks pretty,” Pan pointed over to the black iron gates that separated the battlefield from Eris' magnificent gardens and shining palace of white columns and soaring towers.
 
   “Whatever,” I looked over our army with a tremor of unease.
 
   We had all of the Intare - already changed into their lion forms, Fenrir and the entire Froekn - ranging in shape from man to wolfman to pure wolf, Odin and his Valkyries, as well as his fallen warriors, my sons, and the entire God Squad - including Thor. I stared at him awhile and then decided to be an adult and go speak to him.
 
   “Thank you for being here,” I said.
 
   “I'd never refuse a call to arms from you or my father,” he looked uncomfortable and that wasn't fair when he'd been the bigger man and shown up to help me.
 
   “Thor,” I touched his large forearm gently. “This means a lot to me, truly. Thank you.”
 
   “Vervain,” he swallowed hard and rubbed the handle of his hammer absently. “I hope we can get past this... this...”
 
   “Bullshit?” I laughed.
 
   “Yes,” he chuckled a little. “I hope we can get past this bullshit.”
 
   “Well, this is a good start.”
 
   “Vervain,” someone called to me. I looked over my shoulder and saw Rain with the guys from Dark Horses.
 
   “Thor,” I started but he shook his head.
 
   “Go ahead, we'll talk later.” He turned and went to speak with Odin.
 
   “Okay,” I walked over to Rain. “Thank you guys for coming. You didn't have to be here. This isn't your fight.”
 
   “Aw, we haven't had a good battle in awhile,” Constantin laughed and nudged Adriano in the shoulder. 
 
   “Figured you might need some good mounts,” Rain gave me a sexy grin and I immediately recalled his prediction, that one day we'd ride into battle together.
 
   “Guess today is the day,” I stared at him.
 
   “Guess it is,” Rain began to undress, followed immediately by the others. 
 
   I turned away to give them privacy, which was ridiculous since we were on a battlefield filled with people. I guess I did it more for myself. I really didn't need to see any more gorgeous men get naked. So while I mused about naked, gorgeous men, they transformed. I felt the shift in energy and turned around to find four black stallions, looking very sleek and a touch arrogant.
 
   “No saddles,” I sighed and Rain, I think it was Rain, lowered his front end so I could mount easier. “Alright, thank you.” I pulled myself aboard and gripped his mane as we started toward the front lines. We got there and Rain trotted back and forth so I could address everyone. “I feel like I should be wearing blue paint and a kilt,” I whispered down to Rain, who snorted and pranced. Then I raised my voice to speak to everyone. “We've fought together before but this time you've come to my aid and for that, I thank you,” there was an answering cheer. “I don't have the words to encourage you. I don't have an impressive speech ready. All I can say is that death may lie in wait on that field for us but I will fight to my last breath beside you and count it as an honor. Oh fuck that, let's kill them all!”
 
   A roar rose and blasted through me but it was met with an answering cry from across the field, and I turned Rain around to face it. There, spreading out before us, was Eris, gods that I assumed were her children, and the biggest fighting contingent I'd ever seen. There were thousands, hundreds of thousands, of men, women, and even children, standing behind Eris, waiting for her signal. They were dressed in clothing from every time period in history, beginning with Grecian warriors in sparse armor and going all the way up to modern day soldiers in camouflage. I felt my jaw drop and I uttered the three words I tried to never say.
 
   “Oh my god,” I felt Rain tense beneath me and I guided him back over to Trevor. “Who are they?”
 
   “The Ignoble Dead,” he ground out. “All those who have fallen prey to Eris or her children's manipulations. The three who were killed at Moonshine are no doubt among them.”
 
   “Why ignoble?” I felt my heart begin to race beneath my leather vest. How would we fight all of them?
 
   “They are considered impure,” he explained as he stared at them, “taken in the heat of rage or whatever else they've been tainted with. Their souls are not the same as they were when they lived. They've been polluted by Strife's magic.”
 
   “Great, this is just fucking great,” I gestured to them. “How do we kill the dead?”
 
   “They'll be just as corporeal as Odin's warriors are here. They can be killed but there will be no more of an afterlife for them. They will simply cease to exist.” He looked over and noted my pallor. “It will be a mercy for them, Vervain. Look at them, they're enslaved and trapped in a twisted existence.”
 
   “Right,” I sighed. So I was going to kill innocents for their own good. Yay. When had I become Roman?
 
   A horn blast rolled across the field from Eris' side just as I noticed a presence coming up fast on my right. I jerked my head over and for the second time in less than five minutes, I felt my jaw drop. 
 
   Anubis was riding toward us in a golden, Egyptian chariot pulled by two jackals. He was in black, Egyptian, leather armor and beside him in the chariot, was Ma'at, resplendent in silver plated leather. Riding with them, or maybe I should say floating beside them, was Re. He stood in gold leather and plate, shining as if a spotlight was beaming down on him, as he rode in a small boat that just floated along a foot above the ground. He held a spear and shield at the ready. Behind them, more jackals swarmed, leaping over each other in their haste to get to the battle.
 
   The army across the way had paused to watch the newcomers arrive. How could you not? They were damn impressive. I myself, gaped at them until they came to a stop in front of me.
 
   “What the hell are you guys doing here?” I blurted and Ma'at gave a sexy laugh.
 
   “Your angel called upon us,” she gestured behind her.
 
   There was Azrael, alighting from the sky, looking as gorgeous as ever in angelic armor. His silver breastplate shone, sparkling with the reflections from his diamond eyes and the tattoo on his cheek glowed. His legs were bare like the Egyptian's, just a skirt made out of leather strips and bits of metal, covering his thighs.
 
   “Sweet baby Jesus,” I whispered.
 
   “Hardly,” Az laughed and kissed my cheek. “I thought Anubis might like a chance at redemption,” he glanced over his shoulder at Anubis and the Egyptian god nodded his head solemnly. “It's not often that I'm able to offer a second chance to a god.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said to Az before looking at the Egyptians. “And thank you all for coming. You may wish you hadn't,” I waved a hand out to indicate the strength of Eris' numbers.
 
   “Pah,” Re laughed. “That's nothing, those are all just dead humans. If they're fighting for Eris, we know they died because they weren't good enough to win the fight. We're battling an army of losers.”
 
   “Huh,” I felt immensely better. “I didn't think of that.”
 
   “Yes, my beautiful one,” Re smirked, “just leave the thinking to the men.”
 
   “After we win, I'm kicking your ass, Re,” I laughed and he winked at me.
 
   “Everyone focus!” Trevor shouted and we all turned our attention to the oncoming army.
 
   “Should we advance?” I looked over our front line.
 
   “Why?” Trevor held up an arm to indicate that we should hold. “Let them come to us. No sense in wasting energy on running when they're so eager.”
 
   “Good point,” I pulled my short sword and gripped Rain's sides with my thighs. I could feel him tensing his muscles beneath me, readying to leap.
 
   I glanced over at Anubis and he smiled grimly at me. There was a lot I needed to get over, concerning him. Things I hadn't realized I'd just repressed instead of dealing with. Maybe this would help. I looked in the other direction and saw Finn on one of the Dark Horses. He saluted me with his blade and I returned the gesture. Beside him, rode Kuan-Ti and Blue on the other two horses, both men were focused on the incoming army and I decided that was probably the best idea. I turned forward.
 
   Eris was a tiny woman, wasn't she? Yet now she looked more like an Amazon. As she ran across the expanse separating us, she grew, getting larger and larger until she towered over us all, a giantess. 
 
   “Hey, Loki,” a voice to my right called out. “Isn't she your type?”
 
   “Loki's here?” I glanced back and saw Fenrir's father wave at me before responding to the heckler.
 
   “I'll have to ask her out after her little temper tantrum is over,” Loki winked at me and I groaned. Everyone knew Loki had a thing for large women.
 
   I, however, was a little concerned. Eris was about the height of a giraffe when she finished growing. Her previously waifish form was now thick enough to do serious damage. Then she pulled something out of the bag at her side. It looked round and gold.
 
   “Heads up!” Hades shouted, pointing at Eris. “Those are the apples of discord. Don't let them hit you!”
 
   A golden missile came flying toward us and everyone shied away as if it carried the plague. It landed with a splat, oozing black goo all over with a sizzling sound.
 
   “Well how you like dem apples?” I muttered and Rain shot forward, taking us into the fray.
 
   A gaunt man, his skin hanging loose over his bones, came at me. His lank, dark hair hung over his glowing, yellow eyes and Rain reared up, then brought his hooves smashing down on Mr. Anorexic’s head. His skull broke apart and seeped a putrid yellow gunk. Then his eyes blinked open and he started to get up. I leaned down and severed his head from his body before the zombie-fest could continue.
 
   A good start, I thought, and glanced around to see that my friends and family were having similar luck. Eris' side was sustaining immediate and crippling damage. I sighed in relief and faced the next threat but this time it wasn't a god, it was a throng of people. I started slashing at them, loosing finesse in the press of bodies, and driving them back little by little.
 
   Maybe I'd been a little hasty in my judgment. Cries of pain started coming from our side and I cringed, wondering which of my friends was in pain because of me. I didn't have time to think about it too long though, I had to turn my attention back to the mob. Rain was faltering, emitting high pitched sounds of distress that had me supremely worried.
 
   His front legs went out beneath us and I was pitched forward, landing in a pile of grasping arms. I spun about, swinging my sword in an arc and backing up to my fallen horse, er, Rain. He was being overcome by the dead people and I hacked them back as I took up a stance near his shaking body. A flash to my right caught my attention and I saw Pan gleefully throw his own magic into the mix.
 
   Pan's ability was to cause panic and usually it was a fine weapon. The enemy would turn on itself, half the time. This time however, nothing happened. I frowned, listening for the sounds of rising panic as I fought off the dead, but nothing came.
 
   “Dead men don't panic,” Azrael alighted beside me, adding his sword to mine and helping me to cut a circle around Rain.
 
   “Shit,” I swore as I saw more magic light the sky. 
 
   There was ozone in the air as well as waves of heat. The sweet perfume of roses battled the stench of decay. It was a cluster fuck of godly proportions and the only ones I knew were alive for certain were the two by my side. My heart pounded harder in my chest.
 
   Then I was being lifted and Azrael's body was smashed out of the way. I twisted in a strong grip and was able to look straight into Eris' face.
 
   “Hello, little bug,” she smirked as she ran back to her side of the battle with me. “Time for me to squish you.”
 
   From the height she'd raised me to, I could see the whole battlefield and it wasn't pretty. My side was failing, falling under the tide of the Ignoble Dead. They might have been losers but boy were they determined to win now. 
 
   I cried out when Odin was pulled from his horse, Sleipnir rearing and screaming along with me. No, please no. Then Trevor went down and my wolf howled and tore at my belly, desperate to help her mate. I crumpled in upon myself, tears already beginning to fall. Kirill? Az? Where were they?
 
   Persephone was amid a circle of green, vines rising from the earth to trap anyone who ventured too close to her or Hades. Then Hades would reach a hand out, burning the enemy to ash in seconds. They made a good team but they too were being overwhelmed by sheer numbers. The plants couldn't hold them all and Hades just couldn't burn them fast enough.
 
   A mound of bodies were suddenly thrown in an explosion of limbs, betraying Fenrir's location. It looked as if the Wolf God would be all right but then the swarm overtook him again and a horrible roar filtered over to me.
 
   Mrs. E and Mr. T were fighting back to back, her water doing a better job of washing away the dead than his heat was. There was a haze of steam around them and though it looked like they were okay, in seconds, the fog grew so thick, I couldn't see through it anymore.
 
   Snarls, roars, whinnies, growls, yips, and screams melded with the clang of metal and the pound of feet on hard ground. My war magic was rejoicing but Victory was faltering, knowing whose side those sounds were coming from mainly. Those were the sounds of my friends dying.
 
   Then I caught a glimpse of my sons. Vidar and Vali were running to their father's aid but they didn't make it five feet before they too were caught in the horde. I screamed when they went down, clawing at Eris' grip on me, desperate to get to my children.
 
   “Oh, how sad,” Eris threw me to the dirt. “Are your lovers dying? Like my husband?” She screamed, lowering herself so that her face was almost pressed to mine. “Like my children?” She pointed back to the battlefield. “Listen, look,” she yanked me to my feet and I threw my hands down to release my claws, I'd lost my sword when she'd first picked me up. “Watch them fall, not even your angel is still standing,” she began to laugh but she suddenly faltered, choking and sputtering.
 
   I looked over to where she stared in horror and started to laugh and cry all at once. 
 
   A large tear was hovering about five feet above the heads of the fighters, the rolling black of the Aether a sharp contrast to the blue sky of the God Realm. Through this tear swarmed monsters too horrible to describe. Many-eyed and many-limbed things, with sharp teeth and sharper claws, whose hides were leathery yellow or scabbed red, feathered, or furred, or any combination of all of those things. Liquid oozed and dripped from gaping mouths and bulging eyes, burning wherever it fell. Eyes glowed with horrible glee and the sounds the creatures made as they attacked Eris' army were terrifying, the stuff of nightmares, but the screams Eris' side started to make were even worse.
 
   The Wild Hunt rode the air and Arach flew at their head, in glorious dragon form.
 
   Dragon form. Fuck, I'd forgotten about my fire.
 
   I breathed my flame upon Eris and she too began to scream, dropping me hard and clutching at her blackened face. I rolled but she was on me in an instant, stomping a foot on my forearm and breaking it. I screamed as she kicked my stomach, rupturing something in my belly. Pain shot through my body, even as it started to repair itself. I couldn't even draw breath to roast her again.
 
   She picked me up by the neck, lifting me off my feet and holding me up to eye level. I clawed at her but she just laughed, strangling me and then breaking both of my wrists, one after the other, with a flick of her fingers. She bashed me into the ground and I felt more bones break, my legs, my ribs, my back. I would heal eventually but she wasn't going to give me the time. I had only one option left, only one thing I could manage without breath or limbs.
 
   I reached for her magic as I hung limply before her and felt it rise to my call. It flowed straight from her hands into my body, draining her of power and shrinking her all at once. I fell, dropped by her now tiny hand, and lay painfully immobile as I stared up into her shocked face. I continued to pull out her magic with grim determination. It was dark, a thick, choking kind of energy that clung to my throat like sour milk, as I drank it down. It filled me from my feet to the top of my head but it just kept coming. There was so much hatred, so much evil, it wouldn't stop.
 
   I writhed as it flowed over the other magics I held, threatening to drown them all. Had I worried over my dragon nature killing my other magic? The dragon in me was not nearly as threatening as this consuming darkness. At least the dragon had feelings, compassion, and reasoning, this magic was nothing but hate.
 
   I heard a snarling growl and was able to briefly open my eyes to see a huge black dog with burning eyes, standing beside me. She snapped at anyone who dared come to close, protecting me as I drained Eris. 
 
   My fingers dug into the dirt beneath me, twisting in pain and misery, as I cried out. I couldn't lose my other magics, if I did, I knew I'd be a slave to this evil, completely under the spell of a power that had never been good and so could not be redeemed. It was killing me for my resistance but even as it did, something inside me went soft, accepting, at peace knowing that I'd kept Eris from rallying her troops against the Wild Hunt. My friends and lovers had a chance now and I would happily die for that. 
 
   Just as long as I took her with me.
 
   At my throat, the emerald heated, pulsing in time with my slowing heartbeat. That sound grew, my whole world becoming a thumping, green haze. I felt the heat sink into my skin and spread, filling me with knowledge, showing me the way to survive. I gasped, following the thread of power and pulling my waning strength together long enough to start the process revealed to me by the stone. The process that would be impossible without the emerald itself.
 
   A green glow surrounded me and I flattened my body to the earth as it pushed into me and then through me, collecting the dark magic along the way and taking it into the ground to safely release. I coughed and sucked in a gasping breath as it left me, the last bits flowing from Eris' mummified body, into mine, and then into the ground.
 
   It took me awhile to heal enough bones to be able to stand but when I did, I realized there was an unnatural hush around me. I blinked and focused on the army that ringed me in. A pulse of fear shot through me and left just as quickly. They weren't attacking, just standing and staring at me. Even the phooka had gone quiet, like she knew the fight was over. She sat on her haunches, looking at me expectantly. From what I could see of the rest of the battlefield, they were all turned toward me, waiting.
 
   “Your goddess is dead,” I called out into the still air and heard a few relieved shouts from the other side of the field. Just as I didn't know the fate of my people, they hadn't known mine. “You're free.”
 
   A man separated himself from the rest of the group, his dress marking him as Greek. Haunted eyes narrowed on me as he shook his head and held his arms out to his sides. I frowned and took a wary step toward him. His expression turned pleading and he held his hand out to me.
 
   “What is it you want from me?” I looked him over and a child brushed past him, hatred filling his little face. He kicked me in the shin. “Ow, you evil little... oh, I see.” I put a hand out to keep the phooka back. “You want to be yourselves again?” The man nodded, a glimmer of hope in his eyes. “Fuck,” I swore. “I don't even know where to begin.”
 
   Then my pendant started to burn, glowing bright from my chest like a beacon and they all leaned forward as one. I gripped it, my hand reaching to the Ignoble Dead at the same time, and I felt the darkness tainting them. I could see it, black spiderwebs spread out through their bodies. I pulled on them, gathering all those little tendrils at once and yanking them free. A keening wail emerged from the mouths of the dead while I siphoned away the dark and let it rush through me and into the earth.
 
   I felt nauseous while I drained them but when I finished, I was refreshed, clean in a way you can only be after first being disgustingly dirty. The man in the Greek armor stepped forward, shiny and smiling. He fisted his hand and brought it to his chest, over his heart, bowed his head, and then knelt before me. As one, the rest of the dead followed suit, until all that remained standing was my own army. I gasped in both surprise at the deference and relief to see my friends still alive. They were looking on with shock, the Host standing calmly among them.
 
   Oh fuck, what now? I stared over the dead with growing apprehension. Was I responsible for all of them now? Where would I put them all? Could they just continue to live in Eris' territory? No, not without her there. It would fade away without her energy to support it. I guess I could try to claim it but just the thought of taking on responsibility for more people, made my head hurt.
 
   “Hades!” I called with sudden inspiration. “Odin! Azrael! Anubis! I need you.” The four men came running, and in the case of my angel, flying over to me. “Can you claim these souls, now that they're clean? Maybe split them up amongst yourselves?”
 
   They looked at me, each other, and then finally over to the previously Ignoble Dead. Heads lifted and looked at the gods with calm acceptance of whatever choice was made. Whatever happened from this point on, it didn't seem to concern them much. I guess being able to be yourself is worth any price.
 
   “I think we can work something out,” Azrael said as he eyed the children. “I know there are Islamic, Sikh, and Christian souls who belong with me anyway. The rest can be divided among the others. Right, gentlemen?”
 
   “We'll find a way,” Odin nodded. Hades and Anubis followed suit. 
 
   “Thank you,” I hugged them all and then we faced the dead. “These gods have agreed to take responsibility for you. They have ways to decide who will go with who. Please, if you know who you need to go with, come forth and stand before them.”
 
   The crowd separated, people splitting into four groups, leaving just a few thousand with lost expressions.
 
   “Well, that was easier than I'd thought,” Odin laughed. “I think we can manage the rest fairly quickly.”
 
   “The rest of you, please form a line, you'll be chosen by the god best suited for you. Don't worry, we'll see you safe in an afterlife that will be most comfortable for you.” Why did I suddenly feel like I was running a Divine DMV? I shook my head and swallowed my inappropriate laughter.
 
   Heads bowed as I walked through the dead, the phooka at my side, on my way to the other side of the battlefield. A few of them even reached out and stroked my arm or murmured their thanks. I smiled, nodding to them as a new strength filled me. To come to a battle and save lives instead of just taking them, was a victory even I couldn't have hoped for. It was humbling and inspiring, and it was all possible because of a necklace Odin had given me in a past life. I touched the warm emerald and sent it a thought of thanks. I felt a happy little shivered reply. I smiled and vowed to thank Odin later as well. Maybe while wearing only the necklace.
 
   Kirill and Trevor were by my side as soon as I made it free from the throng. Their faces were somber but relieved. I hugged them both at once, happy that we were all alive. When I pulled back, I scanned our army, searching for any missing faces.
 
   “Did we...” I swallowed hard. “Were there any casualties?”
 
   “A few,” Trevor answered but they both looked away. “We are lucky though. It could have been much worse.”
 
   “Who?” My throat was constricting. “Is Rain okay?”
 
   “Injured but he'll be fine. Taharon is busy healing all of our wounded,” Trevor met my gaze. “We lost a couple Froekn. Jess and Tyler.”
 
   “And five lions,” Kirill added, his body starting to shake and his eyes watering.
 
   “No,” I whispered and reached out with my senses to feel my cats. “Rick,” I gasped, thinking of the blonde, white guy with  dread locks. How I used to tease him that he didn't know he was white. “Hamish,” I cried. My Scottsman with the bright eyes and brighter hair. “Alan,” soft spoken and sweet. “Noel,” a feisty All-American boy with a ravishing smile, and finally, “George,” the poet, he was always scribbling away, thinking about some woman he needed like the air he breathed. 
 
   I dropped to my knees, my heart breaking with the cords that had been torn from it. How had I not felt them die? Why didn't I know the moment I'd lost them. Then I remembered the pain, the trauma I'd just been through. The breaks had probably melted into the full pot of misery I'd been served. My beautiful lions, lost to me forever and I hadn't even noticed. Tears streamed down my dirty cheeks and the phooka started to whine.
 
   “Vervain?” Arach's leather boots appeared in front of me and I looked up into his sympathetic face. He reached out a hand and I took it. He helped me to my feet.
 
   “How did you know?” It finally occurred to me to wonder how Arach would know I needed help.
 
   “I mirrored you and saw this,” he waved a hand out to indicate the battlefield. “I thought you might be able to use some help from your people.”
 
   “We are her people,” Trevor growled.
 
   “And so are we,” Arach's hand continued its arc back to the group of fire fey that stood waiting, licking blood off talons and teeth but doing it patiently.
 
   “We didn't...”
 
   “Trevor,” I cut him off. “Please. They came to our aid. Can't you at least bend a little?”
 
   He sighed and stretched his neck, releasing loud cracking noises while he looked over the assortment of monsters I was related to. I can imagine what he saw, probably what I'd seen at first, but what I now saw was loyalty, beauty, courage, honor, and love. I saw my family.
 
   I waved my hand at Trevor, like I didn't have time to wait on his answer, and ran over to my fey, throwing myself into the arms of red caps and leanan-sidhe, while holding the gripping hands of the smaller goblins tight to my legs. Phookas whined and I reached out to stroke their soft heads as the fire sidhe stroked my hair. The Hidden Ones gathered close around us and I felt the connection my love magic had established with them, come blazing to life. They stood proudly beside the other fey, and though their visages were strange, I saw the glory in them and it made me supremely happy to know they saw it too. My stamp was clearly upon these fey, I was a part of them now, and I felt a fierce pride in it.
 
   The Host who had once hunted me, had come to save me. 
 
   I felt him behind me, a warm pressure on my skin, and I finally let go of the fey who I'd missed so terribly, so I could look upon their King. He took one hesitant step forward and I leapt the rest of the way, clinging to him and burying my face in the scales along his neck. He released a shaky breath, his body sighing around me, and lowered his cheek to the top of my head.
 
   “Leave zem be,” I heard Kirill behind us and looked up to see him restraining Trevor.
 
   “I just want to talk to him,” Trevor pulled away and strode forward. Arach refused to put me down, so I faced my wolf in the arms of my dragon. “I don't like you, dragon.”
 
   “The feeling is mutual,” Arach growled.
 
   “Okay, okay,” I pushed at Arach. “Put me down.” He put me down with a resigned look. 
 
   “Let me finish, Vervain,” Trevor reached out and took my hand. “Maybe you're right. Maybe I just can't understand the fey way of thinking. I probably never will but I do understand an army coming to fight by my side, saving my friends and family. An army who obviously loves you down to their smallest member.” He glanced at the phooka mother who was still trailing me. “The loving part, I understand completely. So although I don't like this faerie, and I don't want him in your life, I will not stand in the way of your friendship, if that's what you decide you want. As far as anything else between you goes, I don't want to even think about it right now but we'll see.”
 
   “I accept your truce, Wolf Prince,” Arach held out a hand, his face solemn.
 
   “Just don't make me regret it, Dragon King.” Trevor shook Arach's hand.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   One casualty that hadn't been revealed to me on the battlefield was Mr. T, Tsohanoai, husband to Estsanatlehi. He'd been killed by two of Eris' children, Lethe and Androctasiai. Forgetful and Manslaughters. They'd tag-teamed him and took his head. Mrs. E had then killed them both in a furious rampage. The entire God Squad was mourning his death with the fervor of followers and my heart bled with theirs. He was our first casualty in the group and it hit us all hard but none as hard as his wife.
 
   Mrs. E withdrew to mourn her husband, taking his body with her to bury on their land in the God Realm. She didn't want us to attend, she said it was a personal ceremony for her to perform alone, a last communion with her husband. So we let her be, even though it broke our hearts to do so.
 
   The Intare and Froekn weren't much better. We held two funerals for our multiple losses and I cried until I ran dry. Pride Palace was a solemn place for quite awhile, lions with heavy hearts roaming the halls listlessly, no sounds of joy or camaraderie to be found, but as all things must, the pain finally ended and we were able to start to move on.
 
   I had a talk with Thor and we've decided that he's, I mean we've, progressed enough to be able to once again work together. He's agreed to keep his women out of my club and I've agreed to not knee him in the balls. I think it might just work.
 
   It took awhile but I started feeling normal again. At least as normal as a witch turned Godhunter, turned Goddess, turned dragon-sidhe could feel. My magics were happy with me again, now that I was no longer under a forgetting compulsion and could remember them fully... all of them. 
 
   I had spent a lot of time meditating on them and communicating my remorse over the way they'd been treated but they were surprisingly understanding and it took very little effort to appease them. What was even more surprising though, were the changes I discovered in my Nahual. Her previous visage was that of a white jaguar with golden markings. Yet now, her fur was darker, tinged red, and black claws had sprouted from her paws. The eyes she'd turned to me were bright and fiery, dragon eyes, and from her back sprouted a pair of tiny, leathery wings... useless but still pretty. 
 
   I guess I shouldn't have been so shocked. She was a representation of my true magic, after all. She was me undiluted and I knew now that the true me was both fully human and fully dragon-sidhe. Impossible but true. So it made sense that the jaguar would blend with the dragon, now that my dragon nature had been revealed. 
 
   I had a feeling that if I'd given in completely to my dragon-sidhe soul, if Arach hadn't put a restriction on it, my Nahual would have changed entirely into a dragon. Amazingly, that thought didn't scare me. A change is not a death, my Nahual would have still been there, just with a different face. Maybe that's why I felt a measure of confusion every time I looked into the mirror lately. Part of me expected to see someone else staring back. Someone with scales and yellow eyes. 
 
   As far as everyone else and their changes, Fallon and Samantha are doing well living with the Intare and I'm indeed grateful for the second female in the house. Now if I could just marry them all off.
 
   Hades has done a great job of taking over Tlaloc's Heaven and Persephone has blossomed as a leader of Hell. I'm told that none of the souls of Heaven have even noticed the change of leadership, it went so smoothly. I almost handed over Tlaloc's glasses to Hades, just in case they might help, but at the last second, I decided against it. I had a feeling they may come in handy.
 
   My men and I got back into a rotation that worked well for all of us. Trevor's new found friendship with Odin was helping to make things even easier. It's nice to be able to invite Odin over for visits along with our sons, less worry for me over neglecting Odin. Things fell into a nice routine, peaceful even. 
 
   We moved back down into my little house in Kaneohe but we spend more time in Pride Palace than we used to. I have to admit that the bathtub there has a lot to do with that. I love being able to bathe with both Trevor and Kirill at once. So I had half my closet in the Human Realm and half in the God and I was okay with that.
 
   I took Roarke's advice and put Darius and Fallon in charge of forming two separate fighting units of Intare. They are currently training their individual teams but they both seem happy with the results so far and are hopeful that they'll be up for staging mock battles between the two units soon. I've already noticed a difference in the lions. They seem more self assured and there have been less disagreements to mediate lately. The only down side was having to tell Roarke he was right.
 
   Moonshine was reopened and things have been pretty quiet there as well. We did ramp up security though and we have an attendant in the parking lot now. Even though Eris and her children are now all dead, we thought it best to use this as a wake-up call and learn from our mistakes. Moonshine was going to be the safest place in town.
 
   Fenrir has been making comments about weddings and babies. Talk about timing. I just can't think about all that right after marrying a dragon and almost becoming mother to the hope of a species. Oh yeah, I'm not pregnant and unless you're a woman who's had a pregnancy scare before, you'll never understand the depths of my relief.
 
   The dragon himself has fogged up my glass quite a few times since the battle with Eris. We talk for hours sometimes and I've found myself slipping back into the comfortable closeness I shared with him before I found out that he was a mind-stealing, lizard lummox. It's nice, there's no pressure from him although I know he wants more. We've discussed my visiting the Fire Kingdom, including the rest of my lovers in the discussion, and we've set a tentative date. I'll be chaperoned. By all of them.
 
   Even with the heartaches, the loss, the confusion, and anxiety, I count myself lucky. I have four wonderful lovers, four families – two of which can get furry, and a kingdom full of faeries to worship me. Okay, maybe just be real nice to me. Either way, it's good to be Queen.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Keep reading for a sneak peek at the next book in the Godhunter series:
 
   The Tainted Web
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter One
 
    
 
   I took a deep breath of the fresh fey air and sighed. The trees seemed to breathe with me, branches reaching out to me in welcome. Inside me, something unfolded, reaching back to them. I was told close to a year had passed in Faerie since I'd been here last. In my realm, it had been almost two weeks.
 
   A lot had changed between the gods and the faeries in that time. Both sides had worked hard toward establishing some kind of alliance. The gods because frankly, they were scared shitless of the fey, and the faeries because they wanted me.
 
   I was the last female dragon-sidhe, a type of faerie that can change into a dragon. They're also fey royalty and in my case, a  Queen. Technically I was still married to King Arach, even though I'd disavowed him and left in a huff when I'd found out how he tricked me into marrying him by stealing my memories, but I'm not bitter. No, really I'm not this time.
 
   I'd forgiven Arach once I'd come to terms with his fey nature and how it had motivated him to do what he'd done. Mainly, trying to save his race. Arach's saving grace was that, along the way of tricking me into breeding for him, I'd changed him just a little and he'd changed me. We'd fallen in love.
 
   Love was kind of my thing. I was the Goddess of Love and Lions. Love made me keen on sharing the emotion and the lion part made me need multiple lovers. It's a reversed pride thing(as in a lion pride not ego). So my plate was already full when Arach dished himself up.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   In fact, my other lovers were there in Faerie with me. Trevor, the Froekn(werewolf) Prince, was my alpha. Kirill, my black Russian lion, was my Ganza(Intare bodyguard). Odin, God of Victory and the Dead, was my husband from a previous life, father of my sons(also previous life), and the man who brought me back into this life. Last but not least there was Azrael, Angel of Death, he'd helped Odin by putting my soul in the Viking Well of Souls so that Odin could eventually bring me back. Funny how that kind of thing usually has a magical price attached. The price ended up being me, Odin now had to share me, not only with Trevor and Kirill but with the angel who carried my soul for him. 
 
   Odin bore it well though. He'd waited centuries to bring me back, so sharing me was worth it, according to him. Frankly, I couldn't have shared any of my men. The very thought enraged me and brought my dragon to the surface, as if my lioness wasn't bad enough.
 
   I didn't have to share them though. In fact, they were considering adding one more to their number. It was partially the reason we were in Faerie, to talk to Arach, well, to have my men talk to Arach. The other reason, was to attend the first Faerie-God Ball ever. We had all been invited by the High King of Faerie himself.
 
   So not only were my lovers with me but the entire Froekn clan, all of my Intare, and the remaining members of the God Squad. I say remaining because we'd recently lost Mr. T, the Navajo Sun God, and his fertility goddess wife, Mrs. E still hadn't come out of mourning. So we were two short and my heart hurt a little not only for them but for the lions and wolves we'd lost in the same battle. I wished they could have seen Faerie with me.
 
   We were all gathered at The End of the Road, the only tracing point in the Faerie Realm. The fey had created the Aether, the magical space between realms, as a means of traveling to the Human Realm. You could get anywhere in the Human or God Realms by tracing through the Aether but Faerie had restricted itself to only one doorway, the easier to guard. Their reservations served them well, for when humans began to hunt the fey, it was relatively simple to close the door and cut themselves off from the other realms. 
 
   Then I'd come along. Originally born fey, my mother had hidden my nature with a spell that turned me temporarily human. Unfortunately, she was killed before she could remove the spell or even tell me about it. I had died human but Odin pulled me from death and put me into another human body. So I was human again, until I drank from the Holy Grayel and became a goddess, but underneath it all, I had the soul of a fey and when I casually asked the Aether to take me home one day, it did. It took me to Faerie.
 
   My entrance weakened the seal and set into motion a series of events that has made me a Queen, opened the tracing point of Faerie completely, and given the High Royals reasons to consider allowing the passage of fey into the Human Realm again. All from one of my screw-ups.
 
   So there we were, a huge mass of us and more were still arriving through the huge tree behind me. In front of me was a line of coaches, waiting to take us all to the Castle of Eight, the living castle made of eight monstrous trees, in which the High King and Queen resided with their court.
 
   “Are you sure you're ready for this?” Trevor was beside me, hadn't left my side since we'd arrived in fact.
 
   “I think you're projecting, honey eyes,” I smiled at him. “I'm fine but you don't look so good.”
 
   “It's just that the last time I was here,” he looked around warily at the active plant life as it shifted and sighed, “it was to rescue you from that dragon.”
 
   That dragon, I held back my laughter but just barely. Trevor had formed a shaky truce with Arach but it didn't mean he liked it. Calling him that dragon was only one of the many ways he had of expressing his distaste. I couldn't blame him though, I was asking a lot of my alpha lover, of all of my men, to come to Faerie and get to know the man who had tried to steal me from them.
 
   “It's just a party,” I took his arm and led him to the coach at the front of the line. Kirill, Odin, and Azrael followed on our heels without being told. “Try and relax. Faerie can be amazing, if you can let go of your fears long enough to enjoy it.”
 
   “Fear is your body's way of telling you something is not going to be enjoyable, Vervain,” Trevor gave me his annoyed face.
 
   “I know,” I laughed and let him help me up into one of the opulent coaches. “You'll see what I mean though. Relax a little, we're all here together under a diplomatic mission. Nothing will harm us, so look around and try to have a good time.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” he huffed as the others climbed in with us. “Nothing will harm us except the grass. I did warn you guys about the grass right?”
 
   “What?” Azrael smirked at him. “Don't smoke it?”
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