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        Don’t ever judge me by your standards.

        - Dr. Who, “Dinosaurs on a Spaceship

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dear Reader,

        Thank you so much for sticking with these guys to the end. They have become so much more to me than characters in a book, and I hope that they’ve become someone to you as well.

        Riftkeepers will always be special. Without Charlotte I would never have known that I could write a book, let alone an entire series, and get it published.

        The completion of this series marks a bittersweet end to what has been a very long journey, but here we are, and I plan to embark on another. I hope that you’ll continue to walk with me as I set off on a new path. You have made every second of this worth it.

        Carrie x

      

      

      

      
        
        Special thanks to my editor, Analisa, who has loved these characters from the moment she met them. You brought them to life.

        Thank you x

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The world was crimson and black.

      She burned, lost in a sea of pain and loneliness.

      Not from the searing heat of a fire, but from the boiling of the blood in her veins. It engulfed her, pumping through her body and flooding her thoughts. There was no one to comfort her. No one to ease her suffering. She’d left the only person that mattered and he hadn’t come after her. He didn’t want her enough to chase her.

      A face swam before her in those depths of her despair. Beautiful, but wicked, there was a familiarity to the stranger that Ferne couldn’t place. As soon as it appeared it vanished, only to be replaced by sound. A voice. There were whispered words—reassurances—but she could barely hear over the sound of her pulse in her ears. At least she assumed it was her pulse, but the steady beat seemed too slow. Some words made it through. Charlotte. Seelie. Throne. Death. Mine.

      She couldn’t work it out. There was only one thing she wanted. One aim. To escape whatever hell, she was in and return to the safety of Avalon. The world she should never have left.

      The memory of what she’d done echoed in her mind, returning in brief flashes. There was another. A faceless, nameless entity whose identity was never revealed. They faded out before she could focus, leaving her to endure the torture of her new existence alone.

      Ferne wasn’t sure when she’d lost consciousness; had no recollection of when the agony had overcome her and she’d slipped into the seemingly endless darkness. How long she had fought she didn’t know. But now whatever destruction it wrought within her, whatever evil that woman had forced upon her was dissipating. She itched less. Burned less. Her mind was clearing and she could think.

      Where was Dagda? She needed him now, more than ever. More than she ever believed she could. Only he could help her. Only he could save her from this torture, she was certain.

      A new sensation took over, washing through her body like a tide, and taking away at least some of the discomfort. Ferne tried not to move, with no way to know who was causing this new surge of sensation.

      When the pain continued to diminish, she calmed, waiting and wondering and reeling.

      “Ferne?”

      Hearing his voice, she realised she was safe. But he sounded so far away.

      “Ferne? Wake up. Please.”

      Her eyes flickered open and she glanced to the side.

      “Give her a minute,” said another familiar voice.

      She opened her mouth to speak but no words would form. Blinking rapidly, her vision cleared, and she realised she was in Dagda’s room at the palace. Bright sunlight streamed through the gossamer curtains covering the open windows. A gentle, lavender-scented breeze soothed and cooled her hot and clammy skin.

      She was safe in Avalon. She’d survived.

      Sighing with relief, she pushed up on her elbows for a clearer view of her surroundings. Dane stood at the foot of the bed, appearing considerably less self-assured than usual. In fact, he looked exhausted.

      Thoughts forming as her head cleared, she asked him, “Where’s Dagda?”

      Dane looked away as Dagda answered, “I’m here. Ferne, I…”

      Whatever he was going to say was lost, his voice failing him as he crouched by the bed and kissed her forehead.

      “Where’s everyone else?” she asked.

      Averting his eyes and swallowing hard, he said, “In and out. Everyone’s visited. They’ve been so worried…but you know how busy it gets.”

      Closing her eyes, she shook her head quickly, becoming dizzy. Blinking a few times to clear the feeling, she turned to Alayna. “I don’t remember...”

      When no one spoke, she tried to sit up and Dagda placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “Rest. Everything’s okay. Just concentrate on feeling more…yourself.”

      Looking up at him, she asked, “What happened? Please…I need to know.”

      Dagda looked away.

      Alayna cast an uneasy glance to Dane before saying, “An enemy found you.”

      Sudden flashes of memory returned to her and she felt her throat tighten. “Okay…and the blood?”

      “Yours,” Alayna confirmed. “From what we can tell, she drained you of a considerable quantity and performed a ritual before returning some back into your body.”

      “Who did that to me? Why?”

      “What we do know…it was probably a ritual to…it doesn’t matter. It isn’t important now.”

      Ferne looked to Dane. “Who found me?”

      “Dagda.” He nodded to him, but she didn’t look his way. “He came to you the day after the battle and—”

      Her eyes widened and she said, “What battle?”

      Dane glanced nervously from her to Dagda before answering. “My cousin, Nyja…she turned against us and attacked Houska. Lo—we dealt with her and cleaned up the mess. The following evening, he came to you expecting to stay a few days before returning to work. He found you fighting for your life and brought you here. She must have gotten to you before she came to us. It looks like she performed a complex ritual.”

      Ferne glared at him, unable to think of anything else to say or ask. There was a vague recollection of a dark-haired woman, obviously Fae, but what happened beyond that was hazy.

      Dagda cleared his throat and she looked at him as he reached for a glass of water. “Ferne, please try to drink. You’ve been unconscious for days.”

      Taking the glass, she averted her eyes, watching Dane as he moved uncomfortably across the room. She wondered what he wasn’t telling her.

      “Thank you.” After passing the glass back, she leaned back into the pillows, fatigue creeping over her. She fought it, still having questions that needed answers. “What happens now?”

      “What do you mean?” Dagda asked. “Nothing happens. You’re home.”

      “Well that ritual had to have meant something, or done something to me, yeah? What was it? Is it okay now that you’ve both healed me? Like Lottie was after you healed her?” she asked, looking back to Alayna and then to Dane.

      Dane turned away, busying himself stuffing used towels into a laundry basket.

      “What?”

      “Let’s get you feeling better first, shall we?” Alayna said softly, opening a drawer in the cabinet beside the bed. “I’ll set up a fresh drip, get some more fluids into you and we’ll go from there.”

      Ferne nodded and watched as Alayna set out various items in sterile packaging and donned a pair of surgical gloves. “It’ll sting a bit.”

      “Why didn’t you do this while I was out?” she moaned, eyeing the needle.

      “I did. You ripped several out. Now that you’re more lucid it isn’t likely to happen again,” she explained, cleaning Ferne’s hand with a surgical wipe. “Sharp scratch.”

      Ferne hissed at the sensation as Alayna inserted the fine needle into her vein and secured it with a clear dressing.

      Leaning back into the pillows, trying not to allow the flashing images of needles and blood take over her mind, she murmured, “Thank you.”

      “Our pleasure,” Dane said and grinned at her from the opposite side of the room.

      Dagda sat on the edge of the bed and she finally looked at him. “Get some rest. I’ll be here when you wake.”

      “I’m sorry…I shouldn’t have left.”

      Dagda stroked her hair. “All that matters now is that we have you home. Just relax.”

      Nodding, she shuffled back in bed, thankful for him. Everything she’d wished for in her suffering had been granted. She was safe in Avalon, with Dagda and his family watching over her, despite having turned her back on them.
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        * * *

      

      Lifting her hand to push her hair from her face, Ferne flinched at the sting of the cannula shifting beneath her skin. She frowned down at the fine plastic tube that ran from her vein to a bag of clear fluid that hung from a stand by the bed.

      Something didn’t feel right. She didn’t feel unwell. This was different…as though something were missing. She couldn’t concentrate long enough to work it out as her attention flicked to the door and the voices on the other side.

      The handle turned and the door swung open. He crossed the room in swift strides, eyes shadowed, jaw set, unspeaking. He didn’t seem able to say anything at all as he sat beside her. Instead, he cupped her face in one large hand and kissed her.

      She reached up, grinning, and placed her arm around his neck.

      “You fell asleep. How are you feeling?” he asked in a murmur, pressing his forehead against hers.

      “Different… I don’t know how to describe it….” she said, still holding him close. “It’s probably nothing, but I wish I knew more about it all.”

      “We’ll work it out…”

      “It’s okay. I’m fine, thanks to Alayna and Dane. Tell me, what happened at Houska? Where’s Lottie? I want to see her.”

      His jaw clenched as he thought about his answer. “Nyja attacked the castle. There was a battle, some losses, but we won thanks to…well, she won’t be harming anyone ever again. I helped the wounded, then came to you and…”

      Lacing her fingers through his, Ferne let out a breath of relief and whispered, “It’s okay, Dagda. It’s done now.”

      He nodded but didn’t reply.

      Stifling a yawn, she leaned back on the pillows. “Lie with me?”

      He smiled down at her before moving around the bed.

      Taking her in his arms, careful not to upset the tube running from her hand, he kissed her again and said, “Anything you need just ask, okay? Anything at all.”

      Nodding her head, she smiled and kissed his chest. “I just need you.”

      Brushing her back with his fingers, he murmured, “I love you.”

      “I love you. Thank you, Dagda. For everything. Without you I’d…well, I’m glad you found me.”

      Brow furrowed with concern, he lay with her, lost in his own thoughts. While Dane and Alayna had healed her, she was forever changed. They couldn’t know what her future held.
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        * * *

      

      Breath caught in her throat, she jerked awake. “Charlotte!”

      His arm tightened around her waist and she relaxed into his body. She was safe in Avalon. She was safe in Dagda’s arms, where she should have stayed.

      Pressing her head into the hollow of his shoulder, she breathed him in. She welcomed the reassurance of his embrace. She stroked the hair on his broad, muscled chest, the tips of her fingers tingling as they passed over the coarse surface. His warm, soft skin held the scent of summer, and she pressed her palm flat.

      “Bad dream?” His deep voice rumbled in his chest. She felt the vibration on her palm.

      “I don’t know. It must have been…I just know I need Lottie. I feel…wrong. Different.”

      He leaned back and looked at her. “In what way?”

      She heard the masked hint of concern and frowned. “I don’t know. I’m probably just tired.”

      She clamped her mouth shut, remembering what had happened last time anyone had said they were ‘just tired.’ What had happened to Lottie, how she had been ‘just tired.’ The thought of that happening to her, as well as this, was terrifying.

      “You should try to eat something,” he said. “What would you like?”

      She didn’t want food. She needed her best friend, but no one seemed to be listening. Despite her frustration, she said, “Some fruit. Maybe some toast?”

      Dagda smiled, then kissed the end of her nose. “I’ll only be in the kitchen, but call if you need me.”

      She watched him leave the room and turned over, reaching for the water beside the bed. Something wasn’t right, but she daren’t voice her concern. Not after everything that happened with Lottie. This felt different than what Lottie had described. This was more than someone lodging inside her head. Nyja had interfered with her entire body. Her whole being felt…changed.

      She sat in silence, trying to work it all out. Why was everyone being so evasive? Where was everyone else? She couldn’t figure it out, but something was obviously off.

      Better to play it their way, she thought. At least for the time being. There were too many questions and not enough answers.

      After eating they spent the morning lounging in bed since Dagda wouldn’t allow her to get up. A knock on the door took him from her, and despite his orders that she was to stay where she was, curiosity got the better of her.

      Unhooking the saline bag from its stand, she followed the sound of voices out to the lounge where she found Dane and Dagda deep in conversation. They halted abruptly as she stepped into the room.

      “What?” she asked, eyeing Dane.

      “We were just saying how pleased we are that you’ve recovered so quickly,” he said with a broad smile, glancing at Dagda.

      “What does it mean, though?” she asked, sitting on the arm of the sofa, clutching the bag of saline. “There has to have been some sort of side effect.”

      “We’re trying to work that out,” Dane admitted. “Father sent me. He needs Dagda to come to Houska. He’s reluctant to leave you.”

      Dagda scowled at him.

      Looking directly at him, she said, “If Mark needs you, go.”

      “Are you sure, Ferne?” he asked, uncertainty in his voice. “You don’t have to stay alone. I could ask someone to stay with you…”

      “I don’t need a minder,” she said sternly. Looking to Dane, she asked, “What does he need him for?”

      “Just checking through archives.”

      Despite the relaxed tone he used, he looked troubled. Ferne folded her arms over her chest and said, “What’s up?”

      “Nothing,” he said, grinning and rising from the sofa. “I’m so pleased you’re alright, Ferne. I’ll let Father know you’re on your way, Dagda.”

      With a last glance over her, he smiled and left.

      She turned to him with a hand on her hip. “Now tell me what’s wrong,” she said sternly.

      Dagda frowned. “I don’t know what you mean. There’s nothing wrong.”

      Frustration rumbled in her gut. “Don’t lie to my face, Dagda!”

      He looked uncomfortable but didn’t answer.

      “Well?” Ferne pressed, brows raised.

      “We won’t know anything until I’ve been to Houska and searched the archives. I’ve never heard of this happening before, Ferne. We don’t know what to expect.”

      She looked away, reluctant to push any further. It was a step closer to answers. “Okay.”

      “Are you sure you’ll be alright here on your own? I can—”

      “Get Lottie to come over.”

      He looked over her shoulder, fixing his eyes on the bedroom door. “She’s…the children have gone back to school.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll be fine. I can read a book or something.”

      He cocked a brow. “For fun?”

      “Yeah. People do that sometimes.”

      “Oh, I know,” he said, nodding his head. “I just wasn’t aware that you could read to that level.”

      She smiled despite her irritation, threw a cushion at him and returned to the bedroom.

      He followed, catching her around the waist. “I don’t want to leave you,” he murmured into her neck as he trailed soft kisses up to her ear.

      Warm sensations flourished in her chest, taking her by surprise.

      “Go to Houska,” she said quickly, pulling away. “I’ll be here, waiting for you.”

      He looked her up and down and leaned in to kiss her, but she dodged and stepped away.

      He frowned, confused. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Alayna will call in this afternoon to remove that cannula. I love you,” he said, then vanished.

      Whatever she felt dissipated, and she rubbed her breast bone feeling…nothing. All that was there was regret at sending him away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The lamps on the bedside tables had been turned on and the windows closed against the encroaching night. The book she’d been reading was open beneath her splayed fingers, undisturbed. Noting the page number, she closed it and hauled herself up to place it at her bedside.

      “I didn’t think you would ever wake up.”

      A small yelp of surprise escaped her as she spun around. Steadying her breathing, she whispered, “Callan, don’t do that!” Calming, she added, “Is Lottie with you?”

      “No.”

      His curt reply caught her off guard. Frowning, she asked, “What’s wrong?”

      He was sitting in a small armchair in the far corner of the room, one ankle hooked over the opposite knee as he cleaned his nails with a dagger.

      “Charlotte’s dead.”

      Ferne glared at him. She couldn’t speak. Her chest felt as though it had caved in, the air forced from her lungs and she couldn’t suck in another breath.

      Charlotte’s dead.

      The words echoed with the hammering of her pulse in her ears as she tried to make sense of his careless statement and she held in a sob. The physical pain was unlike anything she’d felt before.

      Her lifelong confidante and support. Gone.

      Her children left alone.

      “No,” she whispered in disbelief, unconsciously rubbing the tattoo on her wrist. The tattoo that matched Charlotte’s. “No,” she spoke more clearly.

      “Yes,” he said simply, pointing the dagger in her direction. “Yet, here you are…”

      The implied threat of his action, the hard glint in those cold, blue eyes struck fear deep into her broken heart. She inched back along the bed.

      “Wh-what do you mean, here I am?” she squeaked, eyeing the door. There was nowhere for her to go; the door was too far, he was too fast. She looked back to Callan, her best friend’s husband, her friend. “Callan, I…”

      He turned the dagger away, resuming the action of picking at his nails. “You should be dead.”

      “I know,” she said quietly, not daring to look away from him. “I don’t know what happened…”

      He huffed a small laugh. “They haven’t told you?”

      Ferne shook her head.

      “You’ve been altered. Modified. Nyja turned you into the very thing we exist to protect the earth from, and here you sit—in my home—a threat to my family.”

      Her eyes widened. She shook her head again.

      “You’re one of them now, Ferne,” he drawled, looking her over. “The immortality you hoped for. The power you coveted. All yours.”

      All feeling left her. Every shred of emotion fractured and faded away as his accusation pounded in her ears. She didn’t want power. She only wanted to be with Dagda. “That isn’t true, Callan.”

      “Yes, it is Ferne,” he argued. “You saw what she had and wanted it for yourself. He played right into your hands, and now look. He’s hiding a demon in his bedroom, poised to kill us all.”

      She searched for a response. She wanted to scream at him that it wasn’t true, wanted to wail and sob for her lost friend. She wanted to beg him not to say any more, but the words wouldn’t come. The response wasn’t there. The vacant space in her chest where her heart had been slowly filled with rage. White hot fury that boiled the blood in her veins.

      Through clenched teeth, she growled, “I would never do anything to hurt any of you, Callan.”

      She remained on the bed, watching him, quiet rage simmering in her chest as he examined the blade in his hand. She knew what he was thinking. If he believed she was a demon, there was little she could do to stop him from testing his theory. The silver dagger glinted in the lamplight as he turned it, the reflected beams of light illuminating his face.

      Swallowing, she edged off the bed and slipped into the bathroom, locking the door so  that he wouldn’t follow. Tapping on her phone, she wrote a message. She begged Dagda to come home, to help her, but didn’t send it. Callan wouldn’t harm her. Would he? No, he was good and kind and…the kids. If he thought she was a demon, he would be worried about them.

      She wondered at her cool, methodical thinking and looked up at her reflection in the mirror. “What’s wrong with me?” she whispered.

      “So many things, Ferne,” Callan said from the other side of the door. “What are you telling him? That I’ve come to hurt you? Do you think he’ll believe that?”

      The rage won. Something inside of her snapped. She didn’t try to rationalise it, and couldn’t have if she’d tried, but something broke. Unable to cry for her friend, unable to beg whatever god had taken her to give her back, her best friend’s husband waving knives at her, threatening her… she allowed the anger to take over. Anger was better than no feeling at all.

      Wrenching the door open, she faced him. “I don’t care what you think, Callan. You’re wrong. Now get out of my room.”

      She held his gaze, forcing herself to stand straight, not to buckle under his intense, hateful stare. When she didn’t back down, he turned away, returning to the chair.

      “No. I said I’d watch over you while my brother is away. Watch you is what I intend to do.”

      “Surely you should be with the kids,” she said coolly, climbing into bed.

      A feral snarl tore from his corner of the room. She ignored him, turning onto her side, and tugging the duvet over her shoulder. It was a risk, she knew, but the rage inside her wouldn’t let her retreat.

      Reaching for her book, she opened at the page she’d stopped at hours before and said, “Let yourself out when you’re done.”

      She didn’t read. She lay awake, listening to Callan breathing in the corner of her room as she ran through everything he’d said. Everything Dagda, Dane, and Alayna hadn’t, and all she remembered of what Nyja had done.

      Was it possible? Had she been altered?

      The lack of emotion she felt wasn’t normal. She’d felt fear at his implied threat. She’d felt anger at his accusations. She’d felt as she usually felt at Dagda’s touch. But where was the hurt and pain and despair?

      Dagda would come home with answers. Until then, she would have to keep Callan at arm’s length. He was grieving. He was upset and angry and afraid. She wondered why she was not.
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        * * *

      

      She watched him from the sofa as he walked to the rear of the room and poured himself a drink. She didn’t speak until he’d drained his glass and refilled it.

      “So, I’m part demon?”

      He turned and looked at her, wide-eyed. “What?”

      “Callan told me. Told me about Lottie too. In fact, he told me a few things that you’ve been hiding from me, Dagda.”

      He gripped his glass tightly as he growled, “I’m going to…”

      “No, you aren’t. You’re going to stop lying to my fucking face and tell me everything. Including what Markus wanted you for.”

      “You’re remarkably calm…” he said warily, taking a seat.

      “No, I’m not. I’m raging. I don’t know how to explain it, but I don’t feel anything but that. It’s surprisingly easy to function like this when it’s all you’ve got.”

      Dagda frowned. “It’s really happened, then.”

      “Sorry?”

      His shoulders slumped. “The…erm…the ritual that she performed. The blood should have been used to summon a demon. Instead, putting it back into your body, she used it to change you. She probably thought she would come back after Houska and take you, hone you into a weapon to use inside the palace.”

      He sighed, rubbing a hand on the back of his neck. “You are part demon, Ferne, and we don’t know how to change you back.”

      She remained silent for a few moments, allowing herself time to process the information. With no emotional response to glean insight from, she turned to him and said, “So this lack of feeling. Is that usual?”

      “Nothing at all?” he asked, frowning.

      Her brows knitted together as she gave it some thought. “I’ve felt some things. Overwhelming fury mainly, but I responded to you…”

      His lips twitched up in a small smile. “Well, there’s a good sign.”

      She slapped his hand away as he reached for her. “The problem is,” she went on, ignoring his advances, “that your brother seems to want me dead.”

      He stilled, colour draining from his face, eyes glinting as he said, “What did he do?”

      “Nothing,” she said lightly. “But he made a big show of playing with a silver dagger while he was here. His reaction when I mentioned the kids wasn’t very pleasant, either.”

      His low growl would have terrified her a few weeks ago. But now she didn’t react. She wondered at that as she placed her hand over the top of his and said, “It’s fine. He’ll calm down. He needs time to grieve.”

      “No. I’m not having it,” he said, rising from the sofa. “Stay here.”

      She rolled her eyes as he left, and she picked up her book.

      She heard him bellowing from where she sat and tried not to listen as he cursed the ground his brother walked on. Only a few minutes later, Dagda strode through their patio doors and slammed them closed with a gust of air. “He’s a prick.”

      She glanced up, turning the page. “Can’t say I disagree, but you really need to calm down.”

      “He threatened you!”

      She shrugged her shoulders, closing her book. “And he didn’t do anything more than that.”

      “How are you so calm?”

      “Oh, I’m not. All I can feel is hate and anger when I think about it. But what am I going to do? Slap him and rile him into burning me to a crisp?”

      Dagda winced and turned away.

      “What?”

      “Charlotte…”

      She tipped her head to one side in question.

      He swallowed hard and went to the bar. After taking a drink, he said, “You remember those shields she was getting good with? She…well she placed one around herself and Nyja and filled it with fire.”

      He saw the agony on her face as he explained what had happened. Saw her struggle with the lack of emotion she felt.

      She saw the pain and regret on his.

      “She killed herself?” she asked, looking at her hands, at her tattoo, remembering how they’d gotten them—matching—for Charlotte’s birthday. She felt nothing.

      “No. Yes,” he said, trying to find the right words. “Well, she sacrificed herself. I couldn’t stop her. It was all I could do to stop Cal from getting caught up in it. I held him down while Dane tried to talk her into an alternative. There was nothing left but her jewellery and ashes.”

      She knew she should feel sick. That her chest should ache, and her eyes should be streaming. But still there was nothing but rage simmering where her broken heart should have been.

      “What happened to her? Has there been a funeral?” she asked numbly.

      “No. I gathered her remains and Cal keeps her at home.”

      She nodded and looked away. “He said I should be dead. What he means is he wishes I were dead, and she wasn’t.”

      His knuckles cracked. “He won’t touch you, Ferne.”

      “Maybe not, but there are more than him. He won’t ever trust me, being what I am now.”

      “I can protect you. I’ll keep you safe. I promise.”

      Leaving her seat, she walked around the sofa and faced him. “How do you propose to do that?”

      “I’ll marry you.”

      “What?” she glared at him. Anger bubbled in her chest as the words faded into silence. “You’ll what?” She took a step towards him, and another. “I’m not some fucking damsel in distress, Dagda. I don’t need a ring on my fucking finger, my Prince Charming riding to my rescue.”

      He backed up, placing his glass on the bar. “Ferne, I… shit. I was going to ask you before Houska, but the time…you left before I had the chance.”

      She closed the gap, hands balled into fists at her sides. “You can’t marry a demon,” she spat. “You shouldn’t really even be fucking one, given your position.”

      “Ferne!”

      “Don’t Ferne, me. It’s true. Callan was right.”

      “Ferne, stop. Stop now before…” he took a tentative step toward her, hoping to soothe her rising anger.

      She raised a hand and pushed him back. His eyes narrowed at the force she used, his own temper flaring, and he made a grab for her.

      In a swift motion, she swung her fist at his face. He hadn’t seen it coming; had no idea she could hit anyone like that, let alone him.

      He was unconscious before he hit the floor.

      Ferne screamed. She screamed and screamed until the guards rushed in. She carried on screaming as Callan grasped her arm, twisting it up her back and brought his other arm around her throat and hauled her into the bedroom, slamming the door.

      Before she knew where she was, he’d released her and turned her to face him, gripping her upper arms. “What the fuck did you do?”

      Tugging free, she backed away, her retreat hampered by the wardrobes along the wall. He advanced, shoving her into the furniture, pain splintering across her shoulders as she collided with the solid wood. Her only reaction was a small grunt as she turned her face away.

      “Callan, that’s enough!” Dane snapped, appearing in the room and pushing him aside. “Do not touch her again.”

      The threat in his voice struck a deep fear into her and she sank to the ground, holding her head in her hands. Callan didn’t seem too concerned and didn’t move.

      “Get the fuck out before I do something both of us will regret. You’ve crossed a line.”

      Callan glared down at her, fury burning in his eyes before disappearing.

      Dane crouched before her, offering a hand. “Ferne? Are you okay?”

      Unable to answer, she ignored his offer of assistance, got to her feet and walked away, locking herself in the bathroom.
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        * * *

      

      A knock on the door roused her from her sullen thoughts. “What?”

      “It’s me. Will you let me in?”

      “No.”

      “Ferne, please. I’m sorry.”

      The lock clicked and she opened the door a crack. “You’re sorry I knocked you out?”

      Her lips twitched at his low chuckle. “If you tell anyone,” he warned, “I’ll spank you raw.”

      “Promises.” She smirked, leaning her had against the doorframe. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened. I was just so angry and I…”

      Holding out a hand, he smiled and said, “Don’t worry about it. It’s fine. Everything is going to be fine, I promise.”

      “Callan wasn’t pleased.”

      The muscles along his shoulders flexed. “Fuck him. What did he say?”

      She chewed her lip. “Nothing. Just asked what I’d done. Dane got him away from me and I locked myself in here.”

      “And Dane?” he asked, pushing the door open.

      “He didn’t really say anything, apart from telling Callan to get out,” she said quietly, allowing him inside.

      He scooped her into his arms, lifting her onto the polished marble top that housed dual sinks, her makeup, and perfumes. “It’s all okay. We’ll get you some help for the anger. We’ll work through this together.”

      She nodded as he kissed her, running her fingers through his deep red curls.

      “Now, those feelings you said you still had. How’re they doing?” he murmured into her mouth as he teased her lips apart.

      “I don’t know. I think you’re going to have to try a bit harder,” she managed to answer between kisses.

      His hand moved up her back, taking her top with it as he unclipped her bra. She removed them herself as he watched and then hooked a foot behind his thigh.

      “Anything yet?” he asked, eyes burning.

      Shaking her head, she ran her hands over her breasts, squeezing as she cupped them. “Nope. What about you?”

      “Wicked…” he growled as he sucked a hard nipple into his mouth. She hissed as he nipped with his sharp teeth, arching her back. She moaned as he sucked and bit at her skin, moving farther down her body.

      He growled with frustration as he came to the waistband of her leggings, tugging them down as she shuffled back onto the counter.

      Bare before him, she cocked a brow. “I think I felt something...”

      “Hmm? Where?” he asked, running his finger down her throat.

      She shook her head.

      He circled her nipple before squeezing it tightly between his thumb and forefinger. “There?”

      A small gasp and a shake of her head and he continued down her body.

      “Here?” he asked, circling her navel. “Or…” He lowered his head and continued the rest of the way with his tongue.

      On his knees, he pulled her closer and glanced up, a smile gracing his lips before he covered her with his mouth. She watched, biting her lip as he parted her with his tongue, giving himself access. He groaned against her, at that taste of her, sucking at the tiny concentration of nerves.

      Ferne groaned as she watched, resting her legs over his shoulders as he dipped his fingers inside.

      With slow, steady strokes, matching the movements of his tongue, he coaxed her to a shuddering climax. She writhed, she squealed, and he held her steady with his free hand, keeping her there at the very peak. She crashed, her skin tingling as the waves of her orgasm flowed through her. But he didn’t relent. He kept going and she raced toward another.

      That, she felt.

      More. The love she felt for him that she hadn’t felt since before, bursting to life in her chest as he worshipped her with his mouth. He brought that intense, burning love rushing back with every deft flick of his tongue.

      She cried out, unable to hold it back, the force of her climax soaking his face.

      Pulling away, he grasped her waist, lifting her down from the counter and turned her around.

      He leaned over, his hot breath almost painful against her ear. “That was probably the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      She grinned at him through the mirror as he kissed up her spine. Her scalp tingling as he ran his fingers through her hair, pulling it back as he nudged her with his tip.

      Growing frustrated, she wiggled her hips, urging him to fill her. He obliged, slowly inching inside as she groaned. Not only at the feel of him, but at the intense feelings that rushed her.

      She hadn’t known when she’d begun to love him. There was never a precise moment. But this was how she imagined it should have felt. Not the slow creeping of feelings, but the explosive realisation bursting in her head and chest.

      She closed around him, taking every inch of him and purring in the back of her throat. Stroking down her back, she shuddered as he drew back. She closed her eyes in anticipation, held her breath, waiting for his return thrust. Her moan fuelled him and, he drove into her with such force she lurched forward. Instinctively, she threw up a hand, cracking the mirror.

      He growled low in his throat as she tossed back her head, gasping as he drilled into her again and again.

      Too much; it was too much. She rose onto the balls of her feet, gripping the edge of the marble surface so tightly her knuckles whitened. He stilled as she came, twitching within her as she clenched and spasmed.

      He left her no time to recover. Kissing her neck, he gripped her hair tighter in his hand, and reached around to touch her with the other. He rubbed the swollen nub, the pressure of his fingers dragging her to another wild and intense orgasm.

      Her head swam. She could hardly draw breath. Trembling, she watched him through the splintered glass as he watched her, his eyes burning at her every moan, every shudder.

      She held back a sob as more feelings rushed her, flooding back in an endless tide. She felt it all, the fear of losing herself to him, the lust that had driven them months before, her love for him. Feelings she’d secretly believed were lost to her forever.

      He thrust harder, faster as she tensed around him, biting her lip to stifle the cry as she came. He grasped her breasts, pulling her back against his chest, kissing her neck as he joined her, sinking his sharp teeth into the sensitive skin.

      She brought up an arm, stroking the side of his face, and held him until he was finished. She looked at him through the broken glass of the mirror, holding her, kissing her neck.

      “I love you, Dagda,” she whispered, tears welling in her eyes.

      “I love you.”

      He fastened his jeans and kissed her shoulder. Grief replaced lust. Sadness replaced love. She turned around, burying her face in his chest as the powerful return of her feelings overwhelmed her. As he carried her to bed, the tears finally fell. He held her as she sobbed for her loss, for her friend, for herself and what she had become. She apologised over and over for what she’d allowed to happen. For what she was and what that meant for him.

      Dagda held her, kissed away her tears and let her grieve. She eventually fell asleep, both bereft and relieved.
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      When she woke up, the feelings were all but gone. The soul crushing grief she’d felt the previous night—the sadness and the loss—had been swallowed by black simmering anger.

      She lay there wondering at it when Dagda stepped out of the bathroom.

      “You need to get up.”

      “Why?” she groaned, turning onto her back and staring at the ceiling.

      “Because Markus will be here in half an hour.”

      “Markus? Here?” she asked, sitting up and glaring at him. Markus rarely left Houska; even she knew that. “Why would he come here?”

      “He wants to see you.”

      She flopped back down on the bed and turned to face the window. “Is he bringing a silver dagger, too?”

      She felt him slide beneath the covers behind her as he inched toward her with a low chuckle. She smiled, rolling over to kiss him before shrieking and scrambling away.

      “Dagda! You’re soaked!”

      He laughed, pinning her to the bed and watching her fume.

      “You’re such a prick…”

      “You loved me last night,” he reminded her, grinning as she fought her way out of his grasp and stormed round the bed.

      She slammed the bathroom door in reply.
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        * * *

      

      Ferne forced a smile as the guard left, the door closing silently behind him. She’d always been wary of Markus. He was welcoming, charming, and had obviously loved Charlotte. His support of the kids had been incredible, and there was really nothing much to dislike about him. But there was something about him that unnerved her. That was amplified given her new situation.

      Dressed in his usual tailored suit, hair neatly combed back, he smiled broadly as she said, “Hello, Markus.”

      “I must say, I’m relieved to find you looking so well,” he said as he approached her.

      “I’m pleased you think so,” she said, looking at her hands.

      “I do,” he said cheerfully, tilting her chin with a finger.

      Forced to meet his gaze, she looked nervously into his pooling silver eyes. They were soft, friendly, and she relaxed slightly. Then his expression changed. He looked regretful. Sad. Deep lines furrowing his brow.

      “What?” she asked, stepping back. He let her go and looked to the sofa.

      “Take a seat,” Dagda said, his voice gruff. “Can I get you a drink?”

      He gave Dagda a nod of thanks then gestured to the sofa behind her. “Sit down, I’ll explain.”

      Mark sat opposite and watched her, waiting for her to take her seat. Dagda handed him a glass of scotch and sat beside her. Eventually he said, “I’m afraid there has been an unfortunate development, Ferne.”

      “I gathered that much,” she said dryly. “What is it? Callan calling for my execution?”

      A look of irritation flickered in his eyes. “Nothing quite so unpleasant.”

      “You leaving Houska says otherwise, Markus.” Her irritation was barely masked, and Dagda gave her a warning glance. She ignored it. “Are you getting to the point, or….?”

      If he was offended, he didn’t show it. He showed very little as he asked, “I presume Dagda explained your new…situation?”

      She tilted her head. “Not really.”

      “As a human-demon hybrid you are in an extremely unique position. You belong to both our world, and the under. The king of that realm knows of your existence and has requested your presence.”

      “The under? You mean Hell? Why?”

      “I cannot say who alerted him to your condition. That information was deliberately kept secret, but if were to hazard a guess, it was likely my niece.”

      The world stopped turning, the hair on her arms stood on end. Her pulse thumped in her ears at the mention of the wicked princess. The revelation of her existing in another realm both terrified and angered her. “Nyja? She’s down there?”

      He watched her closely as he explained. “Yes. Unfortunately. Every soul has a purpose, even those as corrupted as hers. Those who have lived good lives move to the otherworld and await their rebirth. Those who have not go to the underworld where they exist in their true forms and are imprisoned for all eternity. She exists in the form of a demon, soulless and bloodthirsty, without thought or feeling.

      “Her memories would have lingered for a short time after her arrival, and it appears the king took an interest in her arrival and used the opportunity to view them. When he discovered what Nyja had done, what she had created in you, he sought you out.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Michal, the ruler of the Underworld and keeper of the monsters that dwell there, is my younger brother.”

      She looked at Dagda. “Did you know about any of this?”

      Dagda looked away.

      “He couldn’t have,” Markus said, drawing her attention back to him. “Michal’s letter arrived through the portal late last night expressing his desire for an audience with you at the earliest convenience. The only time he corresponds is when he wants something. It seems you have caught his attention.”

      Ferne clenched her jaw. His tone suggested there was no request made at all. “What does he want with me?”

      Dagda reached to take her hand but she pulled it away, curling it into a fist and pressing it to her mouth as she waited for the Unseelie King to answer, her stomach churning.

      “He believes that you are one of them and intends to take you to live among those more in tune with your alter ego,” he explained. “I have argued that you are not, Ferne,” he said quickly, as she opened her mouth to protest. “While I accept that you share certain characteristics, I believe that you are human for the most part and therefore belong here among the living.”

      He observed her, sipping his drink as she worked over everything he had said. She assumed he was trying to read her thoughts but said nothing of it.

      Her heart sank. The heart she had almost believed to have lost to the black void of her demonic other self. The heart that Dagda had fought for, that had kept loving him throughout her suffering. The heart that beat for him, for Zander and Enya.

      “I won’t.” She spat the words, fury filling her mind, clouding her thoughts.

      Markus pressed his lips together into a firm line. “I am sorry, Ferne, but there is little room for negotiation. My relationship with Michal is tenuous at best, so when he came to power in his realm, we met and devised a treaty that clearly defines our roles, responsibilities, and the laws that keep each of us in our respective places. I admit there is little love lost between my brother and I, but there had to be a semblance of a working relationship for our world’s sake. If the treaty is broken, we risk war.”

      Lowering her hand, Ferne asked, “And where is my place?”

      Despite the gravity of the situation, Markus smiled. “Nothing gets past you, does it, Ferne? Michal argues that your place is with him.”

      Dagda tensed. “With him?”

      Markus inclined his head.

      She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, struggling against the rising flood of anger as Dagda said, “She’s not going.”

      Markus looked to Ferne. “The treaty is clear. Michal will arrive at Houska tomorrow to discuss your relocation. He expects you to be present and…willing.”

      Turning to Dagda, she took his hand. “Babe, getting angry isn’t going to help. Let Markus…well…we’ll handle it.”

      His response was to get up and walk over to the window.

      Ferne looked back to Markus then hung her head.

      “You are unique, Ferne. There has never been one like you anywhere in our worlds,” he said as tears brimmed in her eyes. “I see all that you are and know that you belong with us. I will search for a loophole, barter for a compromise on your behalf, but I fear there is no way out of this. Michal and I wrote much of it ourselves; the treaty will be flawless.”

      She knew he was being honest. He really would try for her. But she couldn’t let any more people die.

      Resigned, she said, “Thank you, Markus. I’m grateful for your help.”

      “Contrary to popular belief, this is what I do,” he said smoothly. Leaning back, he let out a small sigh. “I am sorry, Ferne. We should have protected you, and you were overlooked.”

      “You weren’t to know.”

      “It is my job to know,” he said simply, looking away. “We let you down, Ferne. We let you both down.”

      She shook her head and turned in the seat. He had a point, but she didn’t see the use in regretting it all now. It was too late for that. Crossing her legs, she leaned forward slightly and said, “Well, you’re making amends. I suppose it’s a start that you’re trying to help keep that creepy bastard away from me now.”

      His lips twitched up in a half smile. “You should call him that tomorrow. See how he responds.”

      “How did he end up down there, anyway?” she asked, raising one knee and resting her chin on it.

      He sipped his drink. “I threw him through the portal. Alive.”

      “You’re joking?” she gasped. “Really?”

      “Yes. He tried to seize the throne,” he said, glancing to Dagda. “He murdered our parents, then came for me. I am not quite so easily overwhelmed.” She saw the sadness in his eyes, but his face remained its usual calm mask. “Typically,” he went on, “he turned his banishment to his own advantage and conquered the underworld, claiming that throne instead.”

      “Proving he’s dangerous. She shouldn’t be going there alone,” Dagda said, returning to the sofa. “She can’t protect herself against him and his…people.”

      Ferne glared at him. “What does that mean?” she asked, furious.

      “You can’t—”

      “Don’t fucking tell me what I can and can’t do, McAidh. This isn’t up to us. I’m not having a war break out over me. I’m not Helen of fucking Troy.”

      Dagda curled both hands into fists, his knuckles cracking.

      Her temper flared and she fought not to react physically. Not in front of Markus. He was there to help, and she wasn’t afraid of him like she had been a few months before, but if she attacked one of the princes, there was no telling what he would do in retaliation. “Really?” she asked through clenched teeth. “After yesterday?”

      She wasn’t sure if it was anger or embarrassment but whatever it was drove him to vanish on the spot.

      Ferne breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Ferne,” Markus said softly, moving from the chair to sit beside her on the sofa. Taking her hand in his, he brushed his thumb over the back of her palm. “Look at me.”

      Reluctantly, she looked up at his face to see him smiling.

      After a few moments, he said, “I know how best to approach him. His numbers may be great, but we have our own advantages. He cannot afford a war any more than we can. Certainly, not over a woman.”

      Ferne snorted. “Wow...”

      His eyes darkened. “Ferne, you cannot comprehend what you would be to him. You are alike in many ways. You have a human body. He went through the rift alive and is very much Fae, and as such his power remains. You have physical advantages.” He looked away, before adding, his voice rough, “His intention is to claim you as his queen.”

      “I can see that going down well,” she said. “How am I going to handle Dagda?”

      “He can control himself in the name of diplomacy, I think.”

      She chewed her lip anxiously.

      “Dagda is not the concern,” he assured her. “He may well play a necessary role in the whole discussion. He will fight for you, Ferne. Michal must understand the consequences of this demand.”

      “I won’t have anyone fighting over me.”

      “They shouldn’t have to. As I’ve said, we have certain advantages. Michal may be stubborn, but he is not the fool he once was. He will not risk his position. He came up against me once before and lost.”

      “Lost? Sounds to me like you kicked him down there and he took over the entire realm,” Ferne said, pointedly.

      He cocked a brow. “Indeed…May I suggest you spend some time with Blair? This…temper of yours seems to be your greatest weakness. Perhaps if that is brought under control, you will find Michal easier to work with.”

      “So, Blair can help me?”

      Mark nodded once.

      “What if I hurt him?”

      Markus placed his glass on the coffee table, stood up smoothing his suit jacket and said, “It is his job to avoid that. Should he be injured, the fault would lie with him.”

      She frowned and stood. “Thanks for this, Markus. I know… well, I appreciate it.”

      Without warning he stepped forward and pulled her into an embrace. “Whatever I do here it will not be enough, Ferne. I cannot tell you how sorry I am that Charlotte was taken from you. From all of us. That you were left unprotected. I should have done more. All I can do from here is make amends. Starting here.”

      Not entirely sure what to say or do, she closed her eyes and waited for him to let her go. When he did, she looked up and met his gaze. “Will I ever see Dagda again?”

      His eyes darkened. “Let us handle one thing at a time. First, see Blair. I’ll have his schedule cleared this afternoon. Then, meet with Michal. We’ll go from there.”

      Nodding, she stepped back. “I should find Dagda.”

      Markus shook his head. “I suspect I know where he is and can send him back. I shall have Blair meet you in the training rooms after lunch. Until tomorrow.”

      He kissed her cheek, smiled, then was gone, leaving her alone in the suite. Alone with the myriad of thoughts his revelations had left her with.
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      Dagda stalked the far end of the room. Ferne watched him from beside the fireplace, casting wary glances to Dane.

      “Sit down, mate,” he drawled from an armchair. “Before you wear a hole in that rug.”

      “He’s late,” Dagda growled, stopping his pacing and standing beside Ferne.

      Markus took his glass and refilled it. “A deliberate act. He’ll want you at as great a disadvantage as possible. I suggest you calm yourself, Dagda.”

      Ferne watched him as he returned Dagda’s now full glass. He looked tense. The only one of them who seemed at ease was Dane. She heard Dagda mutter something about tearing off limbs and went to sit on the sofa.

      Keeping her waiting was working. Her stomach churned with anxiety as she watched Dagda. She’d never seen him so tense. She longed for the lack of feeling she’d been experiencing, thinking it would be much easier if she didn’t have the anxiety to combat as she came face-to-face with the person that wanted to drag her away from what was left of her family.

      “Well, if he doesn’t get a move on, I’m going home,” she muttered, examining her nails. “He isn’t making much of an impression.”

      Markus chuckled. “There, Dagda. Ferne has the correct approach.”

      Ferne looked up as Markus glanced to the door. He flashed his brows at her as Dursek knocked and entered.

      “Michal.”

      She heard the loathing in his voice and noted the deliberate omission of any title and glanced up at Markus as he strode forward to greet his brother. When he stepped out of her visual field she looked directly ahead, listening.

      “Ferne was about to go home,” he said, not bothering with a formal greeting.

      He didn’t reply. Ferne remained on the sofa, her back to the exchange, looking directly at Dagda. She caught and held his gaze, silently begging him to control his temper. The muscles across his shoulders bulged as he looked past her to the king of the underworld.

      “Drinking again, McAidh?” he asked in a flat, monotone voice.

      Dagda rose his glass, tilting it in his direction in reply. Ferne smirked.

      Markus sat beside her on the sofa and she watched Michal stride past her, taking a seat opposite, his back to Dagda. Dane glanced her way, cocking a brow.

      “Tardy and rude. I’m impressed,” she said, looking him over with disinterest.

      He had the typical characteristics of the Unseelie royal family. Dark hair tied neatly back, chiselled features and devilishly handsome. He looked very much like Markus. The one characteristic he was missing was the enchanting silver eyes. His were deeper, almost charcoal grey. They held none of the intrigue Dane’s did, were not warm or friendly like Markus’s. They didn’t even have the mischief of Lukas’s. They were cold, unfeeling.

      He noticed her studying him and his lips twitched. Inclining his head, he held her gaze. “I have every confidence that you’ll get used to it, Ferne.”

      She looked beyond him to Dagda, warning in her eyes, then back to Michal as she said, “I very much doubt that. I have very little intention of getting used to any aspect of your personality, however dazzling it might be.”

      Michal looked her up and down. “Then you face a very lonely existence. There are few opportunities for social interaction down there, my love. You will have only me for company.”

      Dagda shifted in her peripheral vision and she reacted before he had the chance to.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you. The only reason I agreed to come here today is to tell you that myself. My home is in Avalon. My family is in Avalon, and you cannot make me leave them.”

      Michal shook his head sadly. “No, Ferne. You have been misinformed. Check the treaty. You belong to me.”

      The leather of the sofa creaked as Markus sat forward. “Michal, I made this clear in my reply,” he said firmly. “Ferne is still very much human. You have no direct claim to her as a result. The army at my gate several weeks past was entirely yours, yet you did not come to claim them. The threat our niece posed was considerable, yet you showed no interest in defending the rift. Why now?”

      Michal’s lip lifted in a silent snarl. “That was none of my concern. This,” he paused, allowing his eyes to rove over her again before continuing, “delightful creature, is. She will come with me, as the treaty states.”

      “I see that logic still evades you.” Markus steepled his fingers beneath his chin and frowned. “And should Ferne decide to return home once the portal unlocks? I expect you will respect her decision?”

      Michal smirked. “I do not imagine she will have any desire to leave me when our time is up, if you understand me, brother.”

      Dagda’s control broke. Ferne heard the crystal glass splinter in his hand and she sprang to her feet. “Babe…”

      “My kingdom is short of a queen. I think she would do quite nicely,” Michal said calmly, paying no attention to her or to Dagda.

      “Over my dead body.” Dagda took three steps toward the king, sword appearing in his hand, before he reacted.

      Three steps before his body went rigid. Ferne rushed to his side, fury blistering in her veins.

      Michal rose from his chair and approached them. His eyes glinted silver, threatening. “Do not tempt me.”

      In three swift movements, Ferne had taken Dagda’s sword, kicked the king to his knees and positioned herself behind him. With one hand she grasped his jaw, his head twisted at such an unnatural angle that he could see her face, Dagda’s sword angled beneath his chin. “Whatever you’re doing, stop. Release him or I will tear your head off.”

      When he gave no response, she twisted it farther, tendons popping beneath her vice like grip.

      “I wouldn’t test her, Uncle. She had a rotten temper before the alteration,” Dane drawled, pouring himself a drink. His looked at her and raised the glass. “Of course, you would be doing us a favour, Ferne.”

      “I’d be happy to,” she growled through clenched teeth, lowering her head. Their eyes met, and she lost herself in the now swirling silver pools of rage. Her stomach clenched.

      His breath was icy cold on her face as she tightened her grip on his jaw. “By all means, take my place, Lady Ferne. I’m sure a pretty little thing like you would be welcomed as my successor.” His pointed teeth bared in a threatening snarl, he blinked once, breaking whatever spell he’d held Dagda under.

      She heard Dagda take a breath and moved toward him, lowering the blade and glaring down at the demon king by her feet.

      He grinned up at her. “I see we’re going to have a lot of fun.”

      Making a disgusted sound in her throat, Ferne made to turn away. Then thought better of it and turned back, punching Michal in the face.

      “Touch him again, it’ll be the last thing you do,” she said with icy calm. “Now fuck off.”

      His lip split but did not bleed. Dabbing the cut with the back of his hand, clearly more of a natural reaction than to stem any bleeding, he rose gracefully, straightened his shirt, rearranged his tie, and smiled. “I shall return in a week’s time. Noon. Make your preparations.”

      Turning away from her, he addressed his brother. “You understand the consequences.”

      He’d disappeared before any of them could answer.

      Ferne began to tremble as Dagda took her in his arms.

      “What did he do to you?” she asked, her voice muffled as she pressed her face into his chest.

      “Creepy mind control. I’m fine,” he said, using her own description of the power and stroking her hair. “He wouldn’t have done any real harm. He knows better.”

      “At least he now knows not to push you,” Markus said, moving to his desk.

      Dagda moved Ferne back a step and marched to the desk. “There has to be a way around this, Markus.”

      “There is one possibility, but it is slight.”

      She looked up. “What?”

      “I have more research to do, but I suspect that the rift will recognise that you are human and let you through. The problem is that you must accompany Michal through it in the first instance. Once you are in his realm, you are entirely at his mercy.”

      “How long does she have to stay?” Dagda asked.

      “Three days. Two nights.”

      “Not good enough,” he said gruffly. “And if she can’t get back through?”

      Dagda and Markus entered a heated discussion over the various consequences of a failed exit attempt and Ferne turned away, walking over to one of the windows and looking out over the snow-covered grounds of the castle. While she hadn’t read the document, she understood enough from their heated discussion to know it meant nothing good. She would have to accompany Michal.

      Dane joined her, putting an arm around her shoulders. “It won’t be easy, but you can work it to suit yourself. Go home. Sort him out. If chances were that slim, Father wouldn’t have mentioned it.”

      She nodded. “Can I die down there?”

      “I don’t know,” he said with a sigh. “I hope not. He wouldn’t harm you, I don’t think. He wants you too badly.” He glanced over his shoulder to see Dagda scowling at them. “This would be much easier if I could speak into your mind.”

      “You mean you can’t?” she asked, surprised. “You always did before…”

      “No, and nor can my father. We have each tried to communicate with you since you woke up and have received nothing but silence in return. We hoped it was temporary, but…”

      She huffed a short laugh. “It’s bad enough that you were ever able to dig around in there.”

      Dane shrugged. “It has its advantages.”

      He stood with her as she looked out, lost in thought. Eventually, she asked, “Will you wait for me? I don’t want to come back to an army camped at the portal.”

      “I’ll stay by that portal for as long as it takes,” he promised.

      She nodded, taking a deep breath, and turned away from the window. “Babe, we’re going home.”

      “Five minutes.” He didn’t look up from the document he studied.

      With a click of her tongue, she stuck her hand on her hip and snapped, “No. We’re going now. Markus, I’ll see you soon.”

      He shot her a contemptuous look, relenting as he saw her expression. “Fine,” he conceded, glancing at Markus.

      He crossed the room and took the hand she expectantly held out to him.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly, giving his fingers a gentle squeeze. He squeezed back, taking her home
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      “Who is it now?” she grumbled from beneath the sheets.

      “Alayna. I’ll get rid of her.”

      “She’s still asleep,” he said, opening the door a crack.

      “I’ll wait,” Alayna said blandly. “I want to see her.”

      “Make coffee. I’ll be out in a minute,” he griped, closing the door.

      He pulled on a pair of shorts before joining his sister in the lounge. Taking the drink she offered, he asked, “What’s this about, Alayna?”

      “I cared for her for almost a week, Dagda. She’s also my friend. I want to see if she’s alright.”

      “Of course, she isn’t alright,” he snapped. “How could she be with Michael beckoning her to Hell and Callan at her throat?”

      “He won’t do that again,” she said sadly. “He’s grieving.”

      “That doesn’t excuse it,” he said in his usual gruff tone. “We supported her, Alayna. We welcomed her and everything she was. We loved her!”

      She shook her head, tears brimming in her eyes. “He’s so…broken. I don’t know how to help him.”

      “He can’t be helped unless he wants to be. He knows where we are.”

      “How is she?” she asked after a long pause. “Is she coping?”

      He rubbed a finger over his creased brow. “She’s empty. That’s the only word she can use to describe how she feels. Void of emotion except anger, and fear. Anger is dominant. Fear when Callan comes near her waving silver daggers and pushing her around. I’ve told her to rip his head off if he touches her again.”

      “What did Dad say?” she asked quietly, avoiding the topic of Callan’s behaviour.

      “Not much. He’s said she’s to stay here, safe. I assume that means well-guarded. Blair was happy with her control, so we’ll keep working on that. She isn’t a threat.”

      Alayna bristled. “I didn’t suggest that she was.”

      “No, I know.” He was almost apologetic. “I’d appreciate it if you could tell the rest of the family.”

      They looked to the door as it opened. “Morning,” Dagda said cheerfully. “Did you sleep better?”

      She nodded, smiling at Alayna. “Hiya.”

      “I thought we could go out this morning,” Alayna announced. “Just a walk around the gardens; get you some fresh air. What do you think?”

      Ferne looked immediately to Dagda.

      “It’ll do you good,” he said with an encouraging smile. “Go and get dressed. I’ll sort you some breakfast and leave you to it.”

      They left by the patio doors, taking the stone steps down into the gardens. Ferne was relieved to be out of the suite but would have been happier if Dagda had been with them. She looked back as she reached the lawns, to see that he was still there. His response was a small updraft beneath her skirt, exposing her underwear.

      “Prick,” she muttered, smoothing down the fabric as she heard his booming laugh carry from above.

      Alayna smirked, but made no comment, linking their arms and steering away from the palace.

      “I didn’t thank you,” Ferne said as they came to the rose gardens.

      “There’s no need. It’s my job. How are you?”

      “Are you asking as my doctor, my boyfriend’s sister, or my friend?”

      “All three,” she said, laughing. “But mostly as your friend.”

      “If I could feel it, I’d say I were sad and frightened,” Ferne said honestly. “I feel the fear, to a point. But mainly when I feel threatened. I don’t know what’s going to happen to me. I don’t know what this is doing to Dagda. He’s his usual grumbly self, but he doesn’t say anything.”

      “He’s working to keep you safe,” Alayna assured her. “Dad wants you here, where you’re protected. Our numbers have been stretched recently and Dane is away quite a bit working on something else.”

      Ferne chewed the inside of her lip for a moment before saying, “I appreciate everyone’s help, but how can they keep me safe? They can’t stop Callan from…this is his home. I shouldn’t be here.”

      Alayna’s sigh was deep and heavy. “Callan won’t harm you. He’s still angry and upset. He’ll be okay in time.”

      “I don’t want to add to his pain, that’s all. I can work through this from home. I don’t need to be here.”

      “Yes, you do,” Alayna said firmly. “That anger…well, if it gets the better of you, you could cause a lot of harm, Ferne. We all know it wouldn’t be your intention, but until you’ve really worked on it, you’re safer here.”

      “Blair is working with me…”

      “Well, then, you need to be here for sessions with Blair. Give it a few weeks and see how you do.”

      “We both know I don’t have a few weeks, Alayna. Blair said something about meditation.”

      “Yes, I spent some time with a Buddhist monk a long time ago. I made notes on his teachings and have the books somewhere. I’ll drop them in.”

      They passed through the rose gardens and out onto the front lawns of the palace. The perfect carpet of green stretched away to the front gates and Ferne smiled as she remembered her last trip into the city with Charlotte.

      “It’s weird,” she said eventually. “I think of something and expect the feelings to be there. I think of Lottie and expect sadness or happiness. When Callan told me that she was gone it felt as though my chest had caved in, then there was nothing. Well, there was anger. ‘Charlotte is dead.’ Those words caused me physical pain, but there was none of the expected emotion behind it. It’s so frustrating.”

      Alayna looked at her sadly, her eyes glazed with tears. “What about your feelings for Dagda?”

      Despite herself, Ferne smiled. “They’re there.” When Alayna frowned in confusion, she sighed. “Can’t believe I’m saying this to his sister. When we’re…together, I can feel. I feel everything. For that short time, I’m me again. I feel. I love and I mourn and I cry, but by morning it’s all been swallowed back up.”

      Alayna didn’t say anything but seemed deep in thought for a while as they followed the perimeter wall that protected the palace grounds. Eventually, she said, “It might help if you try to remember how you should be feeling at times when all you can manage is anger. Keep working toward being yourself, Ferne. You can’t lose yourself entirely. You’ll always be there, somewhere.”

      Ferne nodded but didn’t say anything, taking the time to enjoy the sun warming her skin. It had been weeks since she’d spent any length of time outdoors. She took in the sounds of the insects and birds as they flew from tree to tree, flower to flower. She peered up at the pristine sky above, not a single cloud spoiling the perfect blue. The gentlest of breezes disturbed the hem of her dress, the fabric brushing softly against her bare legs. She’d missed this. The freedom, safety, and beauty of Avalon.

      Ferne broke the silence. “How’s Caoimhe?”

      “Spending most of her time with Callan and the children. She’s supporting Callan as best she can. She’s struggling, though. She loved Charlotte, so very much.”

      Ferne nodded. “That used to be my job, you know. I was the one there for Lottie when Callan wasn’t.”

      Alayna remained silent, letting her talk.

      “I’d take them out one Sunday every month,” she went on, “just to give her a break. If it was nice, we’d have ice cream on the harbour and go to the park. I did it every month from the time they were born. I can’t remember how many times I knocked off sick to have Enya when Zander was ill in hospital.

      “Lottie had a nasty virus once, so I moved in for a week to help her out. I don’t know how she managed on her own. Those few days were so hard, juggling school runs and going to work. But she did it. Every bloody day, never a full one off. I miss them. All of them.”

      “Have you seen them?” Alayna asked.

      Ferne shook her head. “No. I daren’t ask to. He made his feelings clear when he said I was here to kill everyone. He won’t let them near me if he believes that, will he?”

      “I’m so sorry, Ferne. I don’t know what to do…”

      She looked over to the palace. The gleaming marble building glittered in the bright summer sunlight, a physical embodiment of the castles in the books she’d read to Enya and Zander. She smiled remembering those stories. Of the fairy queens and evil forces that they fought against. She wondered whether she now qualified as the evil force.

      “Shall we go for lunch?” Alayna asked, dragging her attention away from the building.

      “No. I’m not hungry,” Ferne said quietly. “I think I just want to go home.”

      They cut across the lawns, arriving back at Dagda’s suite to find it empty. Ferne went to the door and checked for the guards. They stood a little straighter as she poked out her head, glancing warily at her.

      “Any idea where he is?” she asked, not reacting to their nervousness.

      “He is with the king,” one of them said tightly, looking directly ahead.

      She closed the door without thanking him and said, “Wow, even the guards are terrified. Do you want a drink?”

      Alayna looked troubled, but said brightly, “No, thank you. I think I’ll head up and see Dad. Thanks for coming out with me. It’s been lovely catching up. I’ve missed you.”

      Ferne nodded and smiled as Alayna left by the main doors, uttering something as she passed the guards.

      She’d just poured a drink when Dane knocked on the open patio door.

      “Yeah, I’ll have one too,” he said, walking straight in and sprawling on one of the sofas.

      “By all means, get comfy…”

      He laughed, resting his head on his hand. “I have some news.”

      “More news. Fabulous,” she said, carrying two glasses of brandy over and sitting on the sofa opposite.

      He took a glass and smiled. “It’s to do with Lottie.”

      Her chest tightened and Dane looked at her wide-eyed.

      “What?”

      “I haven’t been able to read you since we got you, but I just read that…”

      “What does that mean? Other than you are being given free rein to dig about again?”

      He smirked, shaking his head and sitting up straight. “No. Something must have changed. That’s interesting…”

      “It’s probably to do with the feelings…it sounds fucking stupid, but some things let the feelings back in. The kids…Charlotte…”

      “Ties to your human life,” he mused. “Well, that’s good! Father will be pleased. More proof of his theory, and we all know how much he likes being a smart arse.”

      “Ah, the whole ‘is she really human’ debate. Yeah, that’s always fun.”

      “Never mind that. That’s Fathers side of things, not mine,” he said dismissively, much to her annoyance. “So, Lottie. I met someone who told me how we can get her back.”

      Ferne snorted. “You can’t come back from the dead, Dane. Not really. Whoever they are is feeding you bullshit.”

      “Ever the pessimist, Ferne,” he sighed, slouching back in the seat. “No, it’s true and real and we have a chance to get her back. If we can get Callan to bury her ashes.”

      Hope fluttered in her gut. “How?”

      “Reincarnation.” He said the word with so much enthusiasm she dared to believe.

      “How long do we have to wait?”

      “Ooh, about eighteen years after she’s born.”

      The hope slipped. “Eighteen years? The kids will be adults!” she said, shaking her head and knocking back her brandy.

      “Yeah, but she’ll have to grow up and all of that,” he said. “It’s not like we are going anywhere, are we?”

      The small, boyish laugh he gave as he said it made her smile. “No, I suppose we’re not.” His eyes shone with glee as he explained it all to her, despite the timescales.

      “But Callan can’t live like that, Dane. Surely?”

      He shrugged. “He’s done it before. We can trace her, watch her as she grows up, then find a way to get her here.”

      “This is fucked up,” she said, running her hands down her face. “You’re going to stalk a girl all her life?” Her face slackened in realisation and she gasped, “What if she isn’t reborn a girl?”

      He laughed, really laughed at the prospect. “That’s Callan’s problem. I just want my friend back.”

      Guilt pricked at her. “Dane, I’m sorry that I accused you of… well, I was wrong. You were her only friend here and I shouldn’t have rushed to that conclusion.”

      He jumped to his feet and held out his hand. “Don’t worry about it. You were looking out for her marriage, Ferne. Now that you’re okay, we can both look out for her until we can bring her home.”

      Her eyes met his and she smiled. “Yeah. We’ll get her back between us,” she agreed, taking his hand.

      He pulled her to her feet and hugged her. “It’s all working out.”

      “Your optimism is making me feel sick,” she said pulling away.

      Dane winked. “You love it.” Then, he added, “I’m relieved you’re getting back to normal, Ferne. Really. I thought we’d lost you.”

      Smiling up at him, she felt the tears forming, and she reached up to wipe her eyes, but they receded with a blink. Confused, she said, “Me too.”

      Kissing her cheek, he grinned down at her. “I have to go. Behave yourself.”

      Alone, Ferne headed to Dagda’s bar and poured herself another large glass of brandy before walking to the opposite wall to study his paintings. Her portrait dominated the display, but that wasn’t the one she was looking for. She found Charlotte’s and rose her glass. “Here’s to bringing you home, Lottie.”
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      Dagda was another hour before he returned. He found her sitting on the bed, an array of weapons spread before her.

      “Ferne?”

      She glanced up, then looked back down at the bed. “Turns out silver doesn’t hurt me,” she muttered, taking another large swallow of brandy. “In fact, none of them do much damage at all.”

      “What the fuck…” he strode into the room, scanning her body for signs of harm. “What are you doing?”

      “Testing,” she said with a smile, before draining her glass and leaping from the bed.

      He watched her land unsteadily and followed her out into the lounge.

      “I tried pricking my finger,” she explained, reaching over the bar for the brandy. “When that didn’t do any harm, I cut my palm.” She held it up as evidence. It was entirely unmarked. “It opened but didn’t bleed. Then it healed.”

      She filled the glass to its rim. The contents sloshed over the side, spilling onto the bar and she quickly took a gulp to avoid any more waste. “So, I’ve deduced that I truly am undead. A real demon.” She swayed precariously as she drank, but he didn’t move to support her. He glared at her from the centre of the room, unsure what to say or do.

      “I asked the guards where you were,” she went on, sauntering back into the bedroom. “I thought they were going to shit their pants when they saw me. Looks like word travelled.”

      Sitting back on the bed, she met his confused glare and said, “What?”

      “You’re drunk.”

      “Work that out on your own? What did Daddy say?”

      She didn’t wait for a reply, leaning back to place her glass on her bedside table. She almost lost her balance, spilling the drink, but recovered and slammed it down. “Oops. So, it looks like…this can’t kill me.” She grasped a dagger and sliced the pad of her index finger.

      Dagda watched, horrified as the skin did indeed open cleanly before knitting itself together.

      “Have you eaten?” he asked, approaching the bed.

      “Nope. I decided on a liquid lunch. Doesn’t seem to do you any harm.”

      He took the dagger from her and dropped it on the duvet with the various other weapons. “No, well, I’m hungry. What would you like?” he asked, tugging the bedding from beneath her. She toppled backward, snorting with laughter and he wrapped the weapons up tightly and tossed the bundle across the room.

      “Am I allowed?” she asked, righting herself and retrieving the glass.

      “You’re an arsehole, Ferne. Are you hungry or not?” he snapped, patience wearing thin.

      “Don’t you get all snappy with me, mister…”

      “Okay, I’ll make sandwiches.” He turned and left the room, expecting her to follow him. When she didn’t, he wiped a hand over his face and prepared lunch.

      She was sitting on the sofa with another glass of brandy, looking utterly miserable, when he came out of the kitchen. “Here. Eat.”

      She took the plate and picked at the bread.

      “He won’t let me see the kids. They’re my family, too, and he won’t let me see them.”

      He looked at her, sadness in his eyes. “That’s the one thing I can’t make him do.”

      She nodded, shoving the plate onto the coffee table. “I know. I wish there were some way to show him.”

      “We’ll work on that too,” he said, frowning as she knocked back the drink. “Things will get better.”

      “When? When I visit Hell or while I’m locked up in here?”

      “You’re not a prisoner.”

      “I am, Dagda. She pretty much enslaved me. I’m here at his majesty’s pleasure. Next week I’ll be dragged to Hell to be Michal’s prisoner. I’m starting to think Lottie got the better deal.”

      Putting his plate beside hers he sat on the sofa and pulled her into his lap. “Whatever happens you know I love you, don’t you?”

      Closing her eyes, she rested her head against his shoulder and let him hold her. “Yeah.”

      She felt him press his lips against the top of her head and his arms close just a little tighter around her. “I know. You’re all I’ve got. You’re all I want.”

      She didn’t add what else was on her mind. It wouldn’t do either of them any good.
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      She woke to Dagda tracing his fingers over her shoulder and up her neck. “You were amazing last night,” he murmured as he kissed her bare skin.

      Grinning, she turned over and kissed him. “You did alright, yourself. What’s for breakfast?”

      “No hangover?” he asked, clearly disappointed.

      “No. Finally, a perk.”

      He gave her a reproachful look. “That brandy was eighty years old and you chugged it like cheap vodka.”

      “I really enjoyed it, thanks. You know how I like things well-aged,” she said, inching away.

      “I’ll pretend you didn’t say that and get you some breakfast,” he said, leaving her in bed.

      Showered and dressed, she headed to the kitchen to help Dagda. “Anything I can do?”

      “Nope, there’s coffee on the table. Help yourself.”

      “You never cook breakfast. What’s going on?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “I lovingly prepare you a meal and you accuse me of being up to something?”

      “I want to know what it is before breakfast is over,” she said in a warning tone before leaving him in search of coffee.

      He followed her out carrying two huge plates.

      “Oh, wow. I’m starving.” Her stomach growling, she dug into her breakfast with enthusiasm.

      “Come on then. What’s this in aid of?”

      “Nothing gets past you, does it?” he asked, waving a sausage at her.

      “Nope. If you don’t want that, stick it on my plate.”

      He bit it and she wrinkled her nose. “Ma and Dad are visiting later this morning.”

      “Why?”

      “They want to help you.”

      “Oh, I’m sure they do,” she said dryly.

      “That isn’t fair, Ferne,” he said, pouring himself coffee. “Ma’s always been fond of you.”

      She shrugged, indifferent. “And Taran?”

      He laughed. “You’re living in his house.”

      “I’m being kept in his house,” she corrected, stuffing a whole mushroom in her mouth.

      He mumbled something that she didn’t catch over his mouthful of toast and they continued their meal in silence.

      When they were done, Ferne cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher before joining him on the sofa with her coffee.

      “Okay, so they want to help me,” she said, curling into his side. “What can they suggest other than what’s already being done? I’m meeting with Blair. I’m staying put here. I haven’t eaten anyone alive—”

      He nudged her, almost spilling her drink. “Will you stop that?”

      “What?” she snorted, placing her cup on the coffee table.

      “You know what! You are not dangerous. No more than you were previously, anyway.”

      She swung around, laying her head in his lap.

      “Of course, I’m not. I’m fine. They don’t know that though, do they? And they won’t take my word for it.”

      “No, but they’ll take Blair’s.”

      “Wonder if they asked him…” she mused.

      He gave her a questioning look and she explained, “He was pissed off.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Something about returning to Houska if his judgement wasn’t good enough.”

      Dagda laughed. “Dad won’t like that. Took him forever to persuade him to work between the courts. Markus was furious.”

      “So, he holds some sway, then?”

      “Oh, aye. Blair’s word is law. He’s fearless. That’s why he was sent to handle Charlotte’s training. He won’t give a shit about telling them,” he explained, running his fingers through her hair. “He’s got your back.”

      “What am I supposed to tell them?” she asked after a few minutes.

      “Anything you like. Nothing, if you don’t want to. They aren’t coming to grill you. They’re coming to offer their support, if you need it.”

      “I need as much help as I can get, babe. I just don’t want to be the pet hybrid.”

      “You’re still Lady Ferne.”

      She snorted at that. “You know I hate that silly title.”

      “You think I like being Prince Dagda?”

      “Don’t you?”

      He barked out a rough laugh. “No, I hate it. I spend two thirds of my life bored rigid in meetings.”

      She cocked a brow, smirking. “What about the other third?”

      “I know what I’d like to be doing with it…”

      “Really?” she purred, shifting to sit in his lap. “Don’t let me stop you.”

      A knock on the door interrupted them and Dagda shoved her clean off his lap before heading to open the door.

      “Ma, Dad,” he said, inviting them inside. “Can I get you a drink?”

      “I’ll put the kettle on, sweetheart,” Caoimhe said, hugging him.

      “Ferne,” Taran said, kissing her cheek. “Are you feeling any better?”

      She shrugged. “A bit. Well, I’m adapting. I suppose that’s a better explanation for it.”

      Caoimhe came through with a tray of cups, saucers, milk jug, and sugar bowl. Ferne wondered where she found them all because she never had. “We were so very worried about you. The thought of losing you…”

      “Don’t, Ma,” Dagda said sadly. “She’s okay.”

      Ferne curled up on the sofa and watched him put his arm around her.

      “How did your meeting at Houska go yesterday?” Taran asked, changing the subject.

      “Badly,” she said. “There’s no way around it. I have to go, and we have to hope I can get back through the rift when the time is up.”

      Taran frowned.

      “So, I get to be held prisoner here until next week when I’m hauled off to be a prisoner there for three days. Then I hope I can escape that jail for this one when the time is up.”

      “Ferne...”

      She glanced to Dagda as he released Caoimhe and she returned to the kitchen, presumably for the teapot. “Dagda?” she mocked in return

      “I understand your feelings, Ferne, but this is for your safety. I cannot risk any harm coming to you. Not after Charlotte.”

      Caoimhe returned and poured tea for everyone before sitting beside Taran. She didn’t say anything but watched Ferne closely.

      She understood the concern, appreciated it, but couldn’t stand being locked up in the palace. She’d gone home for that very reason. She’d left him, only seeing him at weekends and odd evenings through the week because the lifestyle there was so stifling.

      “So, I stay here and what? Train? This sounds very much like what happened with Lottie. Do you plan to see me killed too?

      “That is completely uncalled for, Ferne. Dad and Mark only ever tried to keep her safe,” Dagda growled in their defence.

      Her control slipped, her temper finally giving and she hissed, “Safe? Look what happened to her!”

      Taran remained silent, but Ferne turned her gaze on him. “Well? You were quick to take her under your wing. What did your influence do for her? You don’t seem to be rallying to help me prove I’m not a danger. Not like you did for Charlotte when she started throwing shadow fire around, so what is this if not incarceration?”

      He tensed. She saw the regret in his eyes and looked away as he said, “Ferne, I assure you we were working in her best interests. While we offered our support, Charlotte was always free to make her own choices. Give Markus time. He may come up with a solution. In the meantime, please, busy yourself here, work with Blair. Practice the techniques he suggests.” 

      Ferne huffed in response, folding her arms across her chest, looking toward the bedroom door as she smothered her rising anger.

      “Blair suggested Ferne work with her new emotions rather than against them,” Dagda offered. “I trust his judgment. She just needs the extra sessions with him.”

      “Has he the time?” Caoimhe asked, surprised.

      “Markus insisted. He arranged it.”

      “What’s wrong with Blair?” Ferne asked, interest piqued.

      “He is in high demand,” Taran explained. “After what happened at Houska he took on the task of retraining the forces of both courts. Both Markus and I tried to dissuade him from shouldering the task alone, but he was insistent.”

      “What aren’t you telling me?” she demanded, leaning forward slightly.

      Taran sighed, rubbing a finger over his brow. “The daeva Nyja summoned were different to those we have experienced in the past. Those creatures had—” he cut himself off abruptly.

      Creatures like her, he meant.

      “You think they’ve changed. Like, evolved somehow?” she asked.

      “I fear that is the case, yes,” he said.

      “What does that mean?”

      He sat forward, clasping his hands before him. “It means that you should stay here, Ferne. Where your safety is guaranteed.”

      “There’s more to this,” she said, looking from Taran to Dagda. “This is because of me and not those things she made, isn’t it?”

      “Your new status has roused curiosity, yes. We have increased security measures around the portals in response,” Taran said “That means additional training and Blair is our trainer.”

      “Why haven’t I been told about this?”

      “Everyone is trying to protect you,” Dagda said, testily.

      “Well this is just peachy,” she huffed. “Stay in this suite, control myself, wait for you to want to tell me things like everyone’s workload being increased because of me.”

      “You’re free to go where you please within the palace and grounds, Ferne,” Taran offered. “The guards will be removed from the doors here and will serve you as they always have. Dagda has his two maids, and they will be happy to assist you should you require anything from the city.”

      She frowned. “What if I bump into Callan?”

      “He would never harm you, Ferne,” Caoimhe said. “Never. It has been a difficult time for everyone. It is important that we continue to support one another. Callan is aware of that.”

      “I won’t hold my breath,” she said darkly. “I’m sorry, but I’m not feeling…please excuse me.”

      Caoimhe and Taran both stood as she left the room, glancing at one another.

      “What?” Dagda asked gruffly, finishing his drink.

      “I wish there were something I could do, Son.”

      “She needs to get out, Dad. I understand, I do, but knowing she isn’t allowed to do anything makes her worse. When she’s able to be more herself she really is more herself.”

      Taran looked to Caoimhe. She raised her brows and he sighed, rubbing his brow with his index finger. “If you think it will help her, take her into the city. There isn’t much to upset her and there are no humans to be caught in the crossfire if she does have a mishap.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” he said with a grateful smile. “What do you think will happen next week?”

      “Michal will flex his muscles, Markus will do what Markus does, and the whole event will play out as it needs to. We must comply, Dagda. The consequences of any alternative are too great.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Nor do we. Ferne is family, but it’s her or war, Dagda, and I am not sure where I stand given that ultimatum.”

      They sat in silence. Caoimhe watched Dagda closely. Dagda watched Taran.

      “How’s Cal?” Dagda asked after a while.

      “Not good,” Caoimhe said sadly. “You should visit him.”

      He shook his head. “If he were to speak poorly of Ferne I’d get angry. It wouldn’t help.”

      Taran smiled, but there was sorrow in his eyes. “He needs you, Dagda. You were there. You’re the only one of us who knows…”

      “I was the one who stopped him. I stopped him from helping her.”

      “You brought him home to his children,” Caoimhe said. “He needs you.”

      “Yeah. I’ll think about it. I’m still pissed off with him. How he threatened Ferne.”

      Taran nodded and set his glass on the coffee table. “I should get back to work.”

      Dagda looked up at him and nodded. “Thanks, Dad. Ma.”

      “Have fun in the city,” Caoimhe said, kissing his cheek.

      Ferne stayed in their room for the rest of the day. He stayed right where he was. There was a lot to consider and it was easier without Ferne watching him.
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      When Dagda hadn’t joined her in bed the previous night, Ferne had gone to sleep in a rage. The following morning, she was still angry and wondered at her ability to sleep through it.

      Sitting in bed, she considered how she felt, then applied the suggestions that Alayna had made. The anger was misplaced, she realised. Before, she would have felt disappointed, hurt, frustrated at herself for allowing her mood to have driven him away. Analysing her past emotions helped her see his point of view. He’d been hurt. He was trying to help her and she’d just gotten angry and pushed him away.

      She sent him a message from her phone.

      Where are you?

      Moments later, he came into the room. “I slept next door. What’s wrong?”

      Avoiding eye contact, she looked at the window and muttered, “I’m sorry.”

      He sat beside her on the bed and took her hands in his. “I’m on your side.”

      “I know. I just… you know what I’m like. It’s even worse now. I don’t think I can handle a lifetime locked in this palace, Dagda.”

      She scowled at him as he laughed. “Honestly, all this for that? I thought you were pissed at me for not arguing your point with Dad.”

      She frowned. “You thought I’d expect you to argue with Taran? I won’t—

      “Don’t worry about it for now. Please. Just put it out of your mind and concentrate on controlling that temper while we go and buy you some new clothes.”

      Her face lit up. “I can go out?”

      “If you can drag yourself out of your pit, we can have breakfast in the city.”

      He grinned at her as she scrambled from the bed and into the bathroom.
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        * * *

      

      They ate in a small café in a quiet corner of the city overlooking a river. Ferne smiled throughout the entire meal.

      “I love it here,” she said quietly, cradling a cup of coffee. “Thank you for letting me come out.”

      “Thank Ma. She swung it. The city is safe enough for you. All of Avalon is safe, you can go where you want here.”

      “But Taran said…”

      “He’s trying to do what’s best all around, Ferne. He can’t win whichever way he works it. I don’t envy him.”

      “That’ll be your job, one day, wont it?” she asked. “Making those decisions and always being wrong?”

      “Maybe. I could get out of it, yet. We’ll see how things go,” he said with a smile.

      “Would you really? You were born for that role. Surely you want it?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “I try not to think about it. Hopefully it’s still a long way off.” He looked out over the river, to the forest that loomed on the far bank. “What shall we do now? We can clear the boutiques and fill a wardrobe, or we can go somewhere else. Whatever you feel like.”

      “I don’t really need anything,” she said after a pause.

      His brows rose. “You don’t want to go shopping?”

      “I’ll have a wander around, but I don’t really need new clothes. I have stacks of them here and at home.” She looked away at the mention of her home. “I need to get some things from there, though.”

      He looked at her for a few moments, thoughtful, before heading inside to pay the bill, leaving her to admire the view of the river.

      She’d never really bothered to take in sights like that before, but after being kept inside so long she appreciated the beauty of it. She noticed how the bright summer sun reflected on the water as it rushed by, glittering and dancing with the current. A fish broke the surface, splashing back into the churning torrent, and she looked closely for more. Birds flew from the canopy of the forest on the opposite bank, and she watched them climb into the cloudless blue sky. The air was clean and fresh, the sun growing hot as the morning passed.

      Dagda watched her from the café door, a small smile twitching the corners of his mouth. “Come on, then,” he said, approaching the table.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, donning a pair of sunglasses and taking his hand.

      He shrugged. “We’ll decide as we walk.”

      There were some shops she recognised as they wandered through the narrow streets of the city. She didn’t go inside, content to walk hand-in-hand with Dagda and enjoy her freedom.

      “What do you need from home?” he asked as they passed into the west side of the city.

      The shops changed from jewellers to boutiques, the windows adorned with mannequins displaying beautiful and unique items she would have drooled over weeks before. She passed them all by without so much as a glance.

      “Clothes, a few personal bits. Check the mail and my banking so the bills are paid. I don’t suppose I can return to work now, so that needs to be handled. Just boring stuff, babe, but it needs to be done.”

      “I haven’t been back,” he explained. “I did send my staff to…tidy up. I put money in your account to cover your expenses and contacted your employer and told them you were extremely sick and wouldn’t be back for several months. Alayna forged a sicknote and mailed it in.”

      “Was it a mess?”

      “Yes,” he said quietly. “But it’s been dealt with, I promise.”

      She chewed her lip. “It doesn’t matter. I should be grateful to have been allowed out here. It can wait a bit longer.”

      He stopped, gripping her hand a little more tightly and pulled her close. “Tell no one,” he murmured as he kissed her cheek.

      It took her eyes a few moments to adjust to the gloom of her hallway after being out in the bright sunlight. Taking a deep breath, she wrinkled her nose. “What’s that smell?”

      He cupped her cheek and kissed her gently before saying, “Bleach, probably. Get what you need.”

      She nodded and walked into the living room. It was immaculately clean and tidy. “Have you had them coming in weekly?”

      He shrugged, leaning against the door frame.

      The room was spotless, leaving no hint as to what had happened the last time she’d been in there. But Ferne could still feel the slice of the dagger across her wrist, the sharp sting as her blood rushed to the surface and dripped freely into the large stone bowl that Nyja had conjured from thin air. She remembered having no control over her calm and deliberate actions, despite her voice screaming in the confines of her head to stop. To run. To warn them.

      Nyja’s voice was clear in her mind, taking over and drowning out her own.

      “I can see all they have done, Ferne. Underestimated. Overlooked. Unappreciated. But no longer. You belong to me now. When I return for you, you’ll be everything you desire to be, and you can finish what I’ve started. Callan and his whore believe that they are safe. They will hide behind my uncle then retreat to the palace. They will usher you into the Seelie palace in the name of your protection. You will be my key. Together we will overthrow them.”

      Turning away, she strode into the hall and headed for the kitchen. Dagda followed.

      “Dagda, I’m so sorry,” she said sadly, tossing her sunglasses onto the table.

      Tears had formed in the corners of her eyes. She dabbed at them with a finger and looked down in amazement. “I’m crying…”

      He pulled her into his arms. “Ferne, I—”

      “I did it. I did this to us.”

      He stepped back, frowning. “You did what?”

      “I remember,” Ferne whispered. “She got into my head and made me do it, but…I did it all. I opened my own wrist. I injected the blood back in. It was all me.”

      He shook his head, brows pulled in tightly. “No, Ferne. You didn’t do anything. It was her, all her. Don’t ever blame yourself for this.”

      He reached for her and she pulled away, rubbing at her eyes. “I want to go home.”

      “Get your stuff and we’ll go,” he said, reaching out a hand.

      She shook her head, eyes wide with fear as she felt the tears subside and anger fill her up. “I don’t want it. Any of it. Please, I need to go home.”

      “Okay. Anything you need, I’ll come back for,” he said, stepping forward to port her home.
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        * * *

      

      Shaking, she perched on the arm of the sofa. The guilt was crushing. She had been the first person who could have stopped her the day Charlotte died and she did nothing.

      “I could have killed someone. You. Your parents. The kids…”

      He sat beside her and pulled her onto his lap, cradling her head against his chest. “It’s all okay. It wasn’t you. No one blames you.”

      She pressed into him, allowing him to hold her as she tried to push the memory of that room from her mind. “I don’t ever want to go back in that house, Dagda.”

      “You don’t have to. I’ll have it sold if that’s what you want. You don’t have to go back.”

      He held her until she felt ready to leave him. When she finally moved away, she said, “That means you’re stuck with me now.”

      He shrugged his shoulders and tilted his head. “If you get too much, I’ll have you moved to another suite. It’s fine.”

      She laughed and slapped his arm. “Dick.”

      “Oww! Watch it!”

      “Stop being a dick and I won’t have to hit you.”

      “You don’t have to hit me at all,” he grumbled, rubbing his arm. “Come on, we’ll go and work some of that anger out.”

      Biting her lip, she glanced at the bedroom door.

      He barked a laugh. “There’s a name for people like you. I mean the training room! I was saving it, but I suppose you need cheering up. I’ve got you a new sword to play with.”

      “Is it pretty?”

      He shook his head slowly as he opened the door. “Shut up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “You know, I keep thinking about his eyes,” she called from beneath the bar, looking for the brandy that had disappeared again. “What’s with his eyes?”

      “What? Whose eyes?” His gruff voice came from above the bar.

      “Michal’s. They’re that awful dull grey,” she said, shifting bottles around. “Then they shifted to silver. Dane and Markus have silver eyes all the time unless they’re pretending to be human. What’s that about?”

      “Everything that happened in that room and all you’re bothered about is the colour of his eyes?” he asked, placing the brandy bottle on the bar. “Don’t chug it all at once.”

      Filling a glass, she took a sip before walking over to the wall of portraits. “Yeah. I mean, it’s weird. Is that the demon in him that caused them to dull?”

      “I don’t fucking know, ask him,” he said, taking the whisky she’d poured.

      “No need to snap!” she said over her shoulder. “It’s just, well, you all have blue eyes. Caoimhe and the kids have green eyes. They all have silver eyes. But his…they’re dead.”

      “He is dead. Undead. I don’t even know what he is,” he said standing at her side.

      “He’s the same as me.”

      “No, he’s something else,” he said gruffly, his gaze fixed on the portrait of Charlotte. “I take it Dane told you the theory?” he asked, turning the conversation away from Michal.

      She leaned into his side and he pulled her close. “Yeah. Eighteen years. How are we going to track her down?”

      “I dunno,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “Callan’s already working on it, according to Alayna. Leave him to it for now.”

      She took a large mouthful of brandy. “Assuming I make it back.”

      He removed his arm from her waist and stepped away. “You don’t have to go.”

      “Come on, babe, you heard Markus. There’s no wiggle room in that stupid treaty and I won’t have you fighting over it. I’ll go down, tell him to piss off, and I’ll come home. If the portal lets me.”

      “I almost lost you once…” His voice was so thick with emotion, he stopped before he choked.

      “He isn’t going to stop until I meet his demands. He can’t keep me indefinitely. Markus said I’m human enough to come back. I’m sure he wouldn’t have said that if he didn’t believe it. Mark doesn’t do being wrong, does he?”

      When he didn’t respond, she turned away from the pictures on the wall and stepped toward him. “Anyway, Michal made the threat. If I don’t go, the treaty is breached, and Markus will have to defend that portal when he sends his army through. We can avoid that if I do as he asks.” Reaching for him, she took his hand, lacing her fingers through his. “Please, Dagda. We’ve all been through enough. You’ve seen enough this year. First Carlie, then Charlotte. It has to stop.”

      He pulled his hand back and rubbed the back of his neck. “Do what you want, Ferne.”

      She watched him walk away, then pause by the dining table. He didn’t finish the drink but placed it on the table before disappearing.

      Emotions shifting rapidly from hurt to disappointed to furious, she tracked them as she stood in their silent lounge, wondering what to do. She couldn’t go after him. She had no idea where he’d gone. Draining her glass, she slammed it down beside his and marched for the door.

      “Do you know how to get a hold of Blair?” she asked a guard she found in the main foyer of the palace.

      “Yes, Lady Ferne,” he answered with a stiff nod.

      “Could you find him and tell him I need to see him urgently, please? I’ll be in the training room.” She didn’t wait for his answer, striding away.

      “Yes, Lady Ferne,” she heard the guard reply. She didn’t look back to see whether he’d gone.
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        * * *

      

      Blair found her practicing with the sword Dagda had given her days before.

      “Ferne? Is everything okay?” he asked through the open door.

      “No,” she said with a thrust of the sword. She didn’t break her repertoire as she spun and lunged.

      “I have someone with me. Can we come in?” he asked, pushing the door open farther. “Dane sent them. They can help.”

      Turning to the door, she spun the sword in her palm, lowering it to her side. “Yeah,” she said with a shrug, walking to the back of the room and tossing the sword onto the table of weapons.

      “This is Seren and Elian. They have some experience with demons,” he explained, holding the door for them.

      Ferne watched them enter. It was clear that he was a Druid. Dressed in leather pants and a matching vest, his deep brown eyes were kind, his dark hair fell in soft waves that stopped just above his ears. There were a few small knives strapped to his vest that she eyed warily. He offered her a half smile in greeting before looking back to his companion and holding out a hand.

      She stepped into the room grinning up at him, her startling green eyes glittering in the bright light of the room. Slightly built but tall, she wore modern clothes. Jeans and a lace top, her long black hair swept up in a simple twist. She looked away from the Druid and studied Ferne with interest.

      “I’m sorry,” the woman—Seren—said. “I’m an empath, of sorts. Dane explained some of the changes you’ve experienced and I was assessing your emotions. I should have asked.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Ferne said, sitting on a bench. “Dane never asks before digging round in my head. I’m used to it. What can I do for you?”

      Elian was grinning down at her as she spoke. “What?” Ferne asked, looking from him to Blair.

      “Hearing someone talk about Dane like that,” Elian said. “Makes me laugh.”

      “She doesn’t mince them, do you Ferne?” Blair said, sitting beside her. “Seren is a demon hunter.”

      Her face slackened, stomach clenching with enough force she thought she would vomit.

      “Ferne, please don’t be afraid. I’m here to help,” Seren said softly, sitting on the floor. “I promise you, I mean you no harm.”

      Ferne eyed her warily then turned to Blair and hissed, “How is this helping?” Movement to her left startled her and she tensed.

      “Ferne, calm down,” Blair said, rubbing her shoulder. “They only recently joined us here in the palace. Seren uncovers and deals with demons that slip through the rifts. She’s here to help you with whatever you’ll encounter down there.”

      “Alright,” she said, relaxing only slightly. “You know all about it, then?”

      “Dane showed us,” Seren offered. “I have to say, Michal is a charmer.”

      “Hmm, I’m regretting not sticking that sword in his throat,” Ferne said, rolling her eyes.

      Despite her mood, there was something about the woman that she wanted to like. She couldn’t explain it, but somehow she wanted to trust her.

      Elian, sitting on the floor beside Seren, laughed. “I can see you two are going to be firm friends.”

      “I have to make it back from Hell in one piece, yet,” Ferne said darkly. “How can you help?”

      Seren shuffled closer, leaning her arms on her knees. “I can begin by assuring you that you really are more human than demon. I can feel your emotions. I can read everyone I come into close range of and you have the full spectrum of human feelings. You may not always be aware of them, but I can feel them all. Demons only have rage and fear. Your more prominent emotion right now is fear, but it’s countered by love. You love deeply, Ferne. No demon is capable of that.”

      Elian was fidgeting at her side and Ferne looked at him with her brows pulled in. “What?”

      “Tell her the good bit, Seren,” he said excitedly.

      Seren shook her head and smirked. “We noticed that the demons we encountered recently aren’t susceptible to silver. I had to come up with something else.”

      She didn’t say, but she’d worked that much out herself. She hadn’t considered it to be a problem.

      Elian pulled a small knife from his vest. “Do not touch the blade,” he warned, handing it to her.

      “Looks like a normal knife. Dagda has these,” she said, studying the keen edge. “What’s so special about it?”

      “Seren was made by the Mother,” Elian explained, glancing to her. “She was human, killed by a demon. The Mother took her and gave her certain powers.”

      “A bit like Zander,” Blair offered as a reference.

      “So, you work with earth powers?” Ferne asked, looking to Seren. She knew enough about their various abilities to understand that at least.

      Seren gave a relieved smile. “Yes. Among other things, I can summon weapons imbued with that power. They have proven to be highly effective against even the most powerful demons and I have come to provide you with something to aid you during your stay with Michal.”

      Elian held out his hand for her to return the knife. “Since we don’t know how much of you is demon, I beg you not to touch the blades, Ferne,” he pressed. “We all want you to return home safely.”

      She handed back the knife as Seren got to her feet. In a flash of green light, a sword appeared in her hand. It was short, with symbols etched along its slightly curved blade. Seren shifted it to her other hand, holding the blade flat in her palm to give Ferne safe access to the handle. It was beautiful; the hilt lined with rubies, the handle wrapped in soft black leather. A large ruby capped the pommel, glinting in the artificial light of the room. “Keep this with you always,” Seren said, offering her the sword. “While it may not be enough to kill the king himself, and please do not attempt to however satisfying it would be, it will keep you safe from others down there. Avoid conflict. They number in the millions and he is sure to keep a well-trained guard close by. Probably incubi. I can, and will, attempt to retrieve you should things go badly, but we must avoid a war between the realms.”

      Ferne nodded, admiring the weapon. “Thank you. I appreciate your help.”

      “It’s a pleasure,” Elian said with a smile. “When you see Dagda, tell him I send my regards.”

      “You’re friends?” she asked, tilting her head.

      He frowned, considering his answer. “Does the grumpy shit have friends?”

      Snorting, she looked to Blair. “Some. Thank you, Seren. I hope we see each other again.”

      Seren smiled. “Yes. It would be nice to have some female company. I haven’t had the opportunity to make any friends yet.”

      “I’ll send Dagda for you as soon as I’m back,” she promised. “We can destroy his account in the city.”

      “Oh, he’ll love that,” Elian said, taking Seren’s hand. “Good luck, Ferne. We’ll see you soon.”

      She nodded, looking back down at the blade as they left. When the door closed behind them, she turned to Blair. “This isn’t going to go well, is it?”

      “That is not the attitude I want from you. You’ll be fine. Now, get yourself into position. We’ll have a practice run with that thing,” he said, drawing his own sword and stepping into the centre of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Ferne strode through the lounge wearing nothing but her shoes and underwear, her sword spinning in her right hand.

      “Where did you get that?” he asked gruffly from the sofa.

      “You bought them in Venice.”

      As she poured herself a glass of wine, she didn’t look to him as he came to the bar. “Oh, Elian says hi.”

      “How do you know Elian?” he asked slowly, his eyes scanning her from head to toe.

      She arched a brow over the rim of her glass. “His girlfriend brought me this lovely sword.”

      “You met Seren?” he asked with a hint of surprise. “What’s she like?”

      “Really?” she asked, laying the sword on the counter as he took her waist.

      “Just curious. You do suit the red,” he murmured, running a finger along the lace trim of her panties. “And those heels…”

      He breathed her in as he ran his nose up her cheek.

      Leaning away, she took another drink. “She’s lovely. Friendly. Elian’s a bit alright too.”

      “Shut up,” he growled, taking her glass, “and get in there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Putting the final additions to her makeup, she glanced through the mirror to Dagda. He was tense.

      “Do you really have to make the effort for him?”

      “It isn’t for him,” she said, carefully filling her brow with a fine brush. “It’s for me. I always feel more confident with my face on.”

      He huffed through his nose, sat on the corner of the bed, and waited for her. When she was done, she stood before him, running her hands through his hair. “It’ll be okay, babe.”

      In his hand, he held two sheathed daggers and a sword belt. “I want you to keep these on you all the time,” he explained, reaching around her waist and fastening the belt. “The daggers won’t do much damage—not down there—but they’ll buy you time should you need it.”

      He gently clipped her weapons to the belt and leaned back, frowning. “Whatever he says, whatever he does, remember that I love you.”

      His voice was strained as he fought to contain the emotion that bubbled beneath the surface of his usually hard exterior. Seeing him so conflicted, so worried for her, made her chest ache.

      She pressed her lips together in a hard line, swallowing hard. “I’ll be home soon. I love you.”

      Standing, he looked down into her tear-glazed eyes and brushed a gentle kiss on her lips before taking her hand. “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.”
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        * * *

      

      Markus was at his desk when Dursek escorted them inside. He didn’t announce them, looking sadly at Ferne as he backed out of the room and closed the doors.

      “Good morning,” Markus said in greeting. “Please, sit down. I’ll bring the contract to you and explain.”

      “Contract?” she asked, heading to the sofa. Her thigh length boots creaked as she walked and Markus arched a brow.

      “Interesting choice of footwear.”

      Dagda grunted his disapproval and strode to the side table, helping himself to whisky.

      She shrugged, sitting down. “They’re comfortable.”

      Markus crossed the room, a roll of aged parchment in one hand, and sat beside her.

      “When Michal took over down there my banishment was nullified, meaning he was automatically granted access to our realm. All previous rulers on the other side of our rift have been demons. I sent Michal through there very much alive and with his power only drained. Given his previous conduct and unique position, I deemed it necessary to have some very strict rules in place.” He sighed sadly, unrolling the document. She took it from him and scanned the articulately written contract. “You must understand that I had no idea that we would be facing the current predicament at the time, Ferne. I can only apologise,” he said, pointing to a section of the text.

      “Here it states that only a living Fae, Druid or human may pass from the underworld to ours. There are measures in place to detect a demon, not to mention the wyverns would sniff one out in seconds. Michal arrived there very much alive but was unable to leave and he underwent certain… changes. He remains Fae, for the most part, and as such passes freely between the realms when granted leave to do so. As do I, of course. You are more human than demon and should experience the same.”

      She couldn’t read the writing, whatever language it was in was foreign to her. “So why can’t I go in, turn around, and come back?”

      “Here,” he said, pointing to another section of document. “It states that any Fae, Druid or human must remain within the realm for two nights after passing through the rift. This is a simple security measure to enable any enchantments or other acts of concealment to wear off. It is expected that you will pass back unharmed after the required time is up. Should you manage to leave any earlier, the wards on our side would force you back adding another day’s cycle to your time there. It is imperative that you remain for an entire forty-eight hours. Three days, two nights, Ferne.”

      She nodded, looking to Dagda. “Easy.”

      Dagda turned away, looking out of the window as Markus said, “Not necessarily. He will attempt to keep you, Ferne.”

      “He can try,” she snorted, looking down at her sheathed sword. “I’ll be coming home, come hell or high water.”

      “Dane is at the portal. He will wait for you there. None of us can accompany you, not even a guard. To pass without his leave would spark war between the two realms and we cannot risk that. Written correspondence can be sent freely; however, it is not possible during the three-day lockdown period. You will have no way to communicate with us, nor us with you. The lockdown is necessary. My brother would exploit any loophole to invade Houska.”

      Her eyes flicked to Markus. With a curt nod, she said, “I’ll be fine. I can protect myself.”

      “If you do not return,” Markus said darkly, “I have every intention of extracting you myself.”

      “It won’t come to that,” she said quietly, handing back the parchment as Dursek entered the room accompanied by another of his kind.

      Clearly female, she placed a tray on a side table, offered Markus a small curtsy, and left hurriedly without a word. Dursek followed.

      “Please, Ferne, try to eat something,” Markus said, rolling the document and returning to his desk. “Help yourself.”

      She left the sofa but ignored the tray, instead joining Dagda at the window. They didn’t speak. There was little to say as they waited for the King of the Underworld to arrive. He extended his arm and she stepped closer, leaning into him and closing her eyes.

      With no idea what to expect once she arrived on the other side, she couldn’t help but wonder if this would be the last time she’d feel the warmth of his body next to hers. The last time she’d see his face.

      A knock on the study door startled her. Dagda tensed, pulling her closer and she looked up, her eyes meeting his. “I’ll be okay. Please, don’t rise to him. It’ll make it worse,” she whispered before turning to face the doors.

      Dursek made a swift exit after announcing Michal’s arrival. Ferne turned back to the window as the doors closed softly behind him and she took Dagda’s hand.

      Michal stood where the butler had left him, dressed in a black suit. He glanced around the room, a small smile playing along his mouth. “Hello, Brother.”

      “Michal. Am I to assume that you intend to continue this absurd performance?” Markus drawled from his desk.

      “But, of course. You wrote the contract yourself. To violate your very own law, Markus, would be—”

      “Justified, in this case. Ferne is human. She will pass through the rift in three days’ time and you will never set eyes on her again. This whole fiasco is nothing but a grandiose display of power on your part. Ferne is not impressed by you, does not wish to join you, and this is nothing but a waste of everyone’s time and energy, Michal.”

      Unmoved by his elder brother’s displeasure, Michal glanced to the clock on the wall and strode toward Ferne. Dagda bristled but released his grip on her hand. She looked up at him and nodded once, reaffirming her promise to return to him, before turning to Michal.

      He looked her over, noting the weapons strapped at her hips, eyes travelling down to admire her boots, smirking as he held out a hand.

      She met his charcoal eyes, the dull voids that seemed to swallow any light that passed over them, and lifted her chin.

      “We shall see, Brother,” Michal finally answered, holding out his hand.

      Ferne didn’t look away as she took it, allowing him to pull her closer.

      His eyes left hers, flicking to Dagda. She watched him wink. She heard Dagda growl and the room disappeared.

      Ferne looked around, noting the smooth, red marble walls. Four elegant pillars supported the ceiling, each created of the same polished red stone. In the centre, on a small dais, sat the rift.

      Removing her hand from Michal’s, she approached the strange portal. It shimmered and shifted in steady, rhythmic pulses, never holding the same shape for more than a few moments. It was eerily beautiful, and she watched in captivated awe as it danced to its own bizarre tune.

      Beyond, something moved. Large and scaled, she heard its deep growl before its head came into view around a pillar, watching her intently. Her hand instinctively gripped the hilt of her sword and she stepped back.

      “Pohov, Ladislav,” Dane commanded from behind her.

      The creature retreated, hissing as it went, and Dane approached. He didn’t acknowledge his uncle.

      He placed his arm around her waist as she turned to him. “I’ll be here when you come home, Ferne,” he said quietly. “I expect Dagda will too. It’s twelve fifty now. Be ready to come home at one p.m. in two days. A full forty eight hour rotation..”

      He kissed her cheek and she looked up at him. His small smile of encouragement fortified her resolve and she took a deep breath. Dane pulled her to his chest, not only to comfort her, but to send a message to Michal. She took that moment to whisper, “I don’t care what you have to do, do not let Dagda through this portal.” Then she stepped away.

      Michal smiled as she turned to him, striding forward.

      “I’ll see you soon, Dane,” she said brightly as Michal placed his hand on her lower back. Trying not to shudder at his touch, she turned to him and sneered. “Let’s get this over with, Michal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The sensation of stepping through the portal was unlike anything Ferne had ever experienced. There was no air, yet she could breathe. There was no wind, but her hair whipped her face. Michal’s hand was warm around her own, and she instinctively squeezed as they were sucked into the shimmering void. She had only taken one step, but it felt as though she had travelled thousands of miles between the two realms.

      They emerged in what seemed to be a mirror image of the main foyer at Houska. Michal looked down at her and smiled. “Welcome to my home, Lady Ferne.”

      As she looked around, he clicked his fingers and the portal disappeared.

      “Locking me in, Michal?” she asked as she slipped her hand from his.

      He lifted a brow. “You understand the security measures we have in place. The treaty is designed to keep everyone safe. We wouldn’t want any misunderstandings, would we?”

      He strode from the foyer, turning left and Ferne followed along the candlelit corridor. The stiletto heels of her boots clicked on the red marble floor as she kept pace, following him through the hall. “What is the point to this, Michal? I know you didn’t have to bring me here.”

      “I explained that already,” he said, slowing. “I am looking for a queen.”

      “That isn’t me,” she said as he turned toward her. His lips twitched and she felt herself becoming angry. “Smile or don’t, but stop smirking and pulling that face,” she snapped, facing back along the corridor.

      While dimly lit in the same way Markus’s castle had been, the shadows seemed deeper here. She frowned, peering into the growing gloom ahead. Something moved in the darkness and she felt the hair on her neck stand on end. She glanced behind and saw the same.

      “Michal, what the fuck is this?” she asked, slowly lowering her hand to the hilt of her sword.

      “My people,” he said, fiddling with the cuff of his jacket.

      The threat of the encroaching darkness awoke her demonic instincts, fear and anger replacing the irritation she’d felt at him. She stepped away, only to realise she was surrounded, and stepped back towards him.

      “As conqueror of this realm, it is only fitting that my queen should be equally as capable of authority here. Conquer my forces, prove yourself worthy, and seek me out.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but he was gone.

      “Shit.”

      With their ruler gone, the shadows took form. Ferne watched in morbid awe as those closest broke off from the shadowed mass, flexing and stretching to their full size.

      While appearing to be made from shadow, they held a humanoid form, the beasts were easily twice the size of Dagda. She quickly assessed the threat. Their limbs were elongated and strong, ending in sharp points. Their faces held no features, but a gaping hole where the mouth should have been, lined with rows of sharp, pointed teeth.

      The one closest opened its mouth and roared. Fire ignited in her veins and she drew her sword in answer. “This better work, Seren,” she muttered, preparing to fight.

      Before it could react, she struck. In a swift, fluid movement, she stepped and spun, her sword striking the demon across its shoulder. It roared in agony as the magical blade sliced through its body before erupting in a cloud of black powder.

      With no time to wonder at its demise, Ferne twisted and leapt back, narrowly avoiding the thrust of a pointed arm. She threw her blade outwards, connecting with the second demon, and it too dissolved in a puff of black dust.

      Feeling a tug at her waist, she spun, catching another across the head. She heard one of her daggers clatter as it hit the ground and looked for a way out. Counting three more of the larger ones, she scanned for an exit, smaller demons taking the places of the ones she’d despatched.

      Unable to watch all sides at once, she realised her disadvantage as something pierced her thigh. She screamed in pain, almost losing her balance as a demon rushed her.

      “Fucking idiot,” she hissed as the beast impaled itself on her sword, the dust it reduced to clouding her vision.

      She took that opportunity to pull her own dagger from her thigh and steel herself. She felt the wound healing over, sighed with relief that it had been the dagger and not the sword, and considered her options. There weren’t many.

      “Alright,” she panted, looking around at the oncoming host as she sheathed her dagger. “Alright, let’s play it your way. Come on. You slaughter me and explain to Pricksauce why his intended is fucking dead.”

      They paused, apparently watching her. Not prepared to risk them calling her on the threat, she took a tentative step forward. When she met no resistance, she walked on, into the castle. She swung, taking the head from another standing in her way. Passing through the cloud it left behind, she swung again, taking two more with her. “Any more?” she asked, not breaking her stride as the demons backed up, shrinking away from her enchanted blade.

      “That’s fucking better,” she muttered to herself, walking deeper into the castle as the demons parted, allowing her to pass.

      Trying to remember the layout of Houska, she left the shadow forces behind her and sought out Michal.

      Without glancing behind, she made her way to the ballroom, assuming if Michal were anywhere, he would be in the grandest room in the castle.

      She wasn’t disappointed. Two men stood by the large oak doors, watching her approach with black eyes that made her legs feel weak as she looked into them.

      “Open the door,” she commanded, drawing level with them. Their skin was so incredibly pale it seemed to emit light, a stark contrast to their shoulder length black hair and plain black clothing. Despite the discomfort she felt, she held the stare of the one closest until he bowed his head and opened the heavy doors.

      Quickly scanning the room, she counted ten more of the guards positioned in the various alcoves and by the large glass doors. No light filtered from the windows as it did in Houska. A fire burned in the grand fireplace, candelabra hung from the ceilings on heavy chains, the dozens of candles in each providing just enough light to see by. At the back of the room where she expected to see the doors to the gardens, she noticed heavy drapes framing a beautiful grand piano. In the centre of the room was a table lit by more candles and Michal sat at its head. His back to her, he didn’t acknowledge her arrival.

      She strode through the ballroom, heels clicking noisily on the polished marble floor. When she reached the table, she pulled out the chair to his right and sat down.

      “Wine?” he asked, pouring before she could answer.

      Ferne snatched the goblet, sniffed the contents, and drank the lot before slamming it down on the table.

      Michal dutifully filled it up. “I must admit I am impressed, Lady Ferne. Brains as well as brawn. I assume you have spent a great deal of time in Blair’s company?”

      “Shut your face, Michal. What the fuck was that?”

      He cocked a brow, taking his goblet and sipping the contents. “A test,” he said nonchalantly. “You passed.”

      Clicking her tongue in frustration, she took another long drink, watching him from the corner of her eye.

      “How could I ask you to rule at my side if you could not command my forces?” he went on, lounging in his ornately carved chair. “You have proven yourself, Ferne.”

      She gripped her goblet, rage roiling in her stomach. “I’m going home,” she said tightly, glancing around to count the guards. None had moved.

      “You look tense. Do the guards bother you?”

      “No. They’re just men, Michal.”

      His low chuckle made her skin goose beneath the long sleeves of her top. “They’re more than men, Ferne. They’re incubi.”

      She looked at the one standing by the glass doors, head tilted to the side. “Lovely.”

      “You seem unperturbed by much of what you’ve seen here thus far. I believe you’ll settle here quite well.”

      “I’m not staying here,” she snapped, pushing her chair back with her legs. “Whatever delusions you’ve concocted in that sick head, I don’t care. I don’t belong here.”

      Not bothering to excuse herself, she left the table and stormed to the door. Michal appeared before her, bowing before opening it for her. “I’ll escort you to your room.”

      “I know my way.”

      She felt the guard’s eyes on her as she headed for the staircase she remembered would be down the hall to the right. She heard Michal’s footsteps behind her as she mounted the stairs. He watched her ascend, then appeared at the top as she rounded the bend. He turned, offering his arm. She walked by, ignoring him.

      Hearing his small sigh, she paused, turned, and faced him. “What?”

      His expression was one of boredom. “This could become tedious.”

      Her lips twitched, and she placed a hand on her hip. “So, stop following me. There is a suite, three doors up on the right. I intend to sit in it until lunch the day after tomorrow. We’ll say goodbye, I’ll go back to the portal, and never have to see your smug face again.”

      “Well,” he said with mock disappointment. “I had hoped that you would join me for dinner.”

      “Sorry to disappoint. I’m more likely to kill you than eat with you.”

      He closed the distance between them, pushing her hair back to expose her ear.

      Gripping the hilt of her sword, she lifted her chin in defiance. He smirked at the action, lowered his face to hers and inhaled deeply before whispering, “You could, but then you would take my place.”

      Turning her head, her face so close to his she could feel his icy breath, she met his steely gaze. “And you would never see your prince again.”

      Her stomach clenched, nausea rising. “How does that work?”

      He pursed his lips, standing straighter, his eyes fixed on her mouth. “Join me for dinner at eight and I’ll explain. Take the first door. The room is prepared for you and suitable clothing has been left on the bed.”

      She watched him turn and walk back down the stairs. Only when he was gone did she release the breath she was holding and storm into her room.
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      Glaring at the slip of a dress he had left on the bed, she removed her belt. A dagger sheath caught on the tear in her pants and she sighed.

      “Well, that was convenient.”

      Looking around the room, she couldn’t help admiring the furniture. All crafted in dark wood it was perfectly fitting for the castle. The drapes adorning the four-poster bed were made from heavy crimson fabric that matched those at the windows. Oil lamps sat on the night stands beside the bed, the soft light giving the room a cosy feel. A fire burned in the fireplace that dominated the wall to the left of the room and a chaise graced the foot of the bed.

      Sitting down, she removed her boots. While comfortable for occasional use, they weren’t designed for sword fighting and her feet ached. The varnished wood floor was pleasantly cool, soothing the pain. Fingering the tear in her jeans, she wondered how she was going to get through the evening. Losing her temper wouldn’t help, but the man brought out the worst in her. Leaving the chaise, she headed to the door in the corner of the room.

      A roll top bath sat in the centre of the room, a large dresser along one wall. Noticing a large vase of roses and small basket on the dresser top, she walked over to inspect it. She ignored the flowers and the card that sat among the stems. There were various cosmetics, toiletries, bottles of scented bath oils and hair accessories. While she was reluctant to accept any gifts from Michal, she was relieved to know she could cleanse herself of whatever had made up the fallen demons. Selecting an oil, she ran a bath.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Having braided her hair into a chignon and applied her makeup, she frowned at the dress. There was no way she could wear a bra. The cut of the dress was scandalous, even by her standards, and she was beginning to regret her choice of footwear.

      As she struggled with the fastenings on the dress, there was a gentle tap on the door.

      “What?”

      He opened the door but didn’t step inside, leaning on the frame to admire her. “You’re late.”

      “I’m always late,” she said, reaching over her shoulder and fiddling with the hooks.

      “Allow me.”

      Leaving the door open, he entered, standing behind her. His fingers brushed her skin lightly as he fastened her dress, sending a shiver up her spine. He noticed, trailing a finger over her shoulder and down her arm. “You really are beautiful, Ferne.”

      “I know,” she said smiling and sat on the chaise.

      She’d cleaned her boots, and he leaned on the post of the bed to watch as she pulled one over her foot. Glancing sidelong, she saw the look in his eyes and she huffed her annoyance. She reached for the other boot and he made an appreciative sound in the back of his throat as he watched her fasten them up.

      Ignoring him, she crossed to the mirror and gave herself one last look over before striding for the door.

      “Wait.”

      She sighed, pausing in the open doorway. “What is it now?”

      “A gift,” he said, holding up a small pendant.

      Rolling her eyes, she looked out into the hall as he reached around her front. He peered down over her shoulder for a moment too long as he fastened the clasp of the gold chain, pressing his body against hers.

      Feeling his arousal, she looked over her shoulder at him. “Put it away, Michal.”

      Striding from the room, she turned for the staircase. Michal chuckled and followed.

      “You’re going the wrong way,” he drawled, turning at the bottom of the staircase and going in the opposite direction.

      Trying not to show her frustration, she turned and followed. She soon caught him up as he strolled through the dimly lit halls, falling into step at his side. He offered his arm. She stepped away.

      “Why not the ballroom? I thought you were all about grand displays?”

      He smiled, turning up a short flight of stairs. At the top was a door decorated with wrought iron flowers. He pushed it open and stepped aside, allowing Ferne to pass.

      Jaw clenched, she looked around the room. His quarters. It was decorated similarly to her bedroom, only the fabrics were a deeper red, the sofas overstuffed, and the dining table the dominating feature. Beautiful candelabras cast an intimate glow over the surface, illuminating the crystal glasses, gleaming cutlery, and silver serving domes that covered the plates at either end.

      “Please,” he said from behind, his hand settling too low on her back. All too aware of the lack of fabric between his hand and her body, she stepped forward.

      “Very cosy,” she said, allowing him to pull out her chair.

      “I’m glad you approve,” he said, pushing her chair in slightly and pouring her wine. “Is there anything I can get for you?”

      “No. I suppose I should thank you for the things you left for me. Although they wouldn’t have been necessary if it weren’t for your little test.”

      He inclined his head and poured his own wine. “Please, eat.”

      She hadn’t eaten since that morning and had only managed a bite of toast. It felt like it had been days since she’d left Dagda. A look of sadness passed over her face at the thought of him and Michal frowned. She noticed his look of disapproval, assuming he’d read her thoughts, and removed the silver cover from her plate to see half a pomegranate and absolutely nothing else.

      Sorting with laughter, she placed the cover on the table and picked up her knife. “Well, at least you have a sense of humour lurking in there with the arrogance.”

      He watched her, smirking, as she picked up her fork and used it to tap out the seeds before stabbing several and shovelling them into her mouth. Only then did Michal uncover his own plate and begin his meal.

      “Nice,” she remarked, pointing at his steak. “You’ll find I’m not much like Persephone and I’m not likely to swoon over your choice of fruit here, however funny it might be. You’re a definite swipe left, Michal.”

      With a snap of his fingers, her plate disappeared to be replaced by another filled with steak and vegetables, a small pot of sauce appearing at the side. She didn’t thank him as she cut into the meat.

      “Is it to your liking?” he asked after several minutes of silence.

      “I haven’t eaten today and I’m starving after fighting your minions. It’s fine.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She looked up from her meal, meeting his gaze across the table. “You expect gratitude? You brought me here against my will, set your hounds on me, and dressed me like a whore. All you’re likely to get is a slap.”

      “I think that dress looks lovely on you,” he said dismissively, sipping his wine.

      “Of course, it does. But that’s beside the point.” She reached for the wine bottle and filled her glass.

      He ran his tongue over his teeth, holding her gaze. “I distinctly remember you allowing me to escort you to the portal, Ferne. I remember you asking me to bring you here. I remember you holding my hand just a little tighter as we passed through the rift. None of that happened against your will.”

      She shrugged, cutting into her steak. “It was that or allow Dagda to remove your head. I’d rather he didn’t,” she said, popping the meat into her mouth. “Which brings us to arrivals and departures.” Although she knew the answer, she wanted to hear his version of events. “What about you? How did you end up down here?”

      His eyes flashed silver as he glared over the table. “I’d much rather hear about you. Tell me more about yourself.”

      “You know all there is to know about me, Michal. The fact that you had a carbon copy of my makeup bag in your castle proved that.”

      “I try,” he said, smiling.

      “Yes, you’re very trying,” she sighed, stabbing at her vegetables. He grinned. “Fine. I worked in an office, I used to ride horses, I used to play sports, and I enjoyed clubbing. My middle name is Elizabeth, I hate spiders, and I’m allergic to shellfish.” She shoved another forkful of food into her mouth and cocked her head.

      “Very well,” he conceded, lowering his cutlery and leaning his elbows on the table. “I was banished here by my evil twin.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I killed our parents, absorbing their power in a bid to take my father’s throne.”

      Interest piqued, she set down her knife and fork, took up her wine glass and sat forward. “Why?”

      “Why not?” he asked, taking a sip of his own. “I was second in line to the throne, I would never hold power. In hindsight, I should have killed Markus before them, but I was young and impulsive…”

      Ferne went back to her meal. “Obviously.”

      “Markus was incensed. I think it was more over mother than father,” he mused, swirling his wine. “Anyway, he caught me off guard, absorbed much of my power, and while I was unconscious, he hauled me through the rift. Unable to return to Houska, I was forced to make this delightful place my home.”

      Outwardly, Ferne remained impassive as he recounted the tale, continuing with her meal, sipping her wine and nodding as he spoke. But she was paying close attention.

      “I’m boring you?”

      “Absolutely not. The insight into your psychotic nature is fascinating. I assume your takeover here was an attempt at winning your freedom?”

      He smiled. “In part. The ruler here at the time was no match for me. It was never a fair contest, given that I had maintained my Fae power. I understood that I would have to take over, but the role grants me certain freedoms I was forced to live without. In all honesty, I was the better choice.”

      Placing the silver dome over her now empty plate, Ferne looked at him. There was the smallest glimmer of sadness in his eyes. For the first time, she really saw him. There was none of the triumph she’d expected as he recounted his actions, no gloating pride in what he’d done.

      Michal frowned.

      “What?” she asked, sitting back in her chair.

      “No one has ever looked at me like that,” he said quietly. He looked uncomfortable.

      “Like what?”

      “With pity.” There was none of his usual confidence behind the statement. His eyes hardened.

      “No? Michal, you’re no different to your brother. To any of us. We all do things we regret. We all feel remorse. We all experience loneliness and wish we had done things differently. For all your bravado, you’re no different.”

      He snorted. “Ferne, I feel no remorse over my actions. The regret is that I killed them in the wrong order.”

      “Why do you do that?” she asked, glancing at the wine bottle.

      Michal left his seat and refilled her glass. Handing it to her, he asked, “Do what?”

      She took it and drank. “You know what. Just when there’s a chance of me warming to you, you throw out an odious comment or you behave…badly. You want me to think you’re some sort of psychopath, but you’re lacking several traits. Whatever. I’m not impressed.”

      “Old habits,” he said with a shrug, taking his own glass and moving to one of the sofas.

      Ferne followed, sitting opposite. Crossing her legs, she rolled her eyes as his travelled up her thigh, and asked, “Why do you want people to hate you? Do you feel you deserve it after what you did?”

      “Do you feel I deserve it?” he countered.

      Not wanting to answer, she looked away, gulping her wine. “It’s late.”

      “I’ll walk you back,” he offered, straightening his clothing as he stood.

      Allowing him to take her glass, she made her way to the door. He appeared before her, opening it and allowing her to pass. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, he offered his arm. She took it.

      “Thanks for dinner, I suppose” she said as they reached the top of her staircase.

      He smiled down at her, taking her hand and brushing it with his lips. “It’s been a pleasure. You’re wonderful company. Until tomorrow.”

      He released her hand and turned away. She didn’t watch him go.

      Once safely inside, she checked the door for a lock. When she didn’t find one, she dragged the chaise from the foot of the bed and wedged it there before sitting down and removing her boots.

      She lay on her side on the bed, looking at the small clock on the nightstand.

      “Two more nights. Just two nights and I can go home,” she whispered, watching the hands move slowly around the dial. She knew it was going to be a long night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Having barely slept, Ferne rose early and washed and dressed hours before the clock struck seven. Once she was decent, she moved the chaise from in front of the bedroom door and didn’t wait long before there was knock.

      “Yeah?”

      He was carrying a tray laden with juice, a cup of coffee that was far too small, dried fruits, meats, cheese, and a bread roll that smelled freshly baked, and smiled as he opened the door and stepped inside. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

      Setting the tray beside her, he stepped back to the door and waited for a reply.

      His eyes had changed, she noticed. Now beautiful pools of silver, they were as enchanting as Dane or Mark’s. It wasn’t enough. Tilting her head to the side, she looked at the plate. “You shouldn’t have.”

      “Nonsense. What host fails to provide his guest with a substantial breakfast?”

      Picking up a dried apricot she examined it and said, “Oh, I couldn’t begin to imagine.”

      He watched her eat. She didn’t speak again until she’d finished. “Is there something I can do for you, Michal, or are you just waiting to take my plate?”

      The tray vanished, and she crossed her legs. “Okay, job done. You can go now.”

      “I had hoped that you would join me for a walk,” he said, unperturbed.

      “Yeah? Where? Got an undead wyvern hidden in the dungeons to feed me to?”

      “Would you like to see the dungeon? I can assure you there are no scaled beasts, unless you request them.”

      “No. Is there a garden to walk around?” she asked, ignoring his suggestive comment and getting up. There was no point declining the invitation. She knew he’d just annoy her until she gave in.

      “Not in the traditional sense. There is outside of the castle, but that is more of a wasteland filled with wandering wretches than a garden. Not much to look at.”

      “I doubt there’s anything much to look at in here that I haven’t seen before since this place seems to be a replica of Houska.”

      He presented his arm. “Please.”

      It wasn’t the word but the tone that caught her off guard. Reaching for the sword and belt that had been at her side on the bed, she quickly fastened it around her waist and said, “Fine. Lead the way,” she said with a resigned sigh, ignoring the offered arm.

      He turned and left the room, heading down the hall and to the stairs. Her boots were loud in the corridor, each step causing her sword to tap against her leg, the tear in her pants letting the chill air of the castle reach her skin.

      “Would it kill you to heat this place?”

      “We do not feel the cold,” was all the answer he gave, descending the stairs without a backward glance. When she reached the bottom, he looked her up and down. “Would you like a coat?”

      Her brows lifted slightly. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Lady.”

      Hand moving to the hilt of her sword, Ferne stepped away from Michal and turned to face the direction the voice had come from. The pale-skinned man didn’t flinch despite the posture she’d taken.

      “You requested a coat?”

      “Jumpy,” Michal chuckled. “Thank you, Branik. Ferne, my right hand, Branik. As you can see, he is an incubus. He is responsible for much of the security detail here. His sister, Reznik, leads my armies.”

      The incubus offered her a heavy coat made from some sort of animal pelt and she snatched it without a word of thanks.

      “Where is Reznik?” Michal asked conversationally.

      He inclined his head, looking away from Ferne and to his ruler. “There was some unrest following Lady Ferne’s handling of yesterday’s challenge, my King. Despite warnings, the usual suspects failed to stand down. She took it upon herself to exact punishments given the circumstances.”

      Michal nodded. “Very good. I was taking Lady Ferne on a tour of the castle. Have lunch ready in the drawing room at noon.”

      Branik bowed to each of them and faded into the gloom of the corridor. Michal turned and set off walking again but Ferne remained still, watching the shadowy alcoves for a sign of any other incubi lurking.

      “I relocated all of my staff to the lower levels, Ferne.”

      She frowned, turning and following him. “Why?”

      “They made you uneasy,” he said simply. “I want you to feel comfortable here.”

      Scoffing, she followed. Once she’d caught him up, she said, “So far all I’ve seen is more of the same of what I see when I visit Markus.”

      “Indeed. I’ve found Houska doesn’t have the history this place does. It lacks… character. But in here,” he said, drawing to a halt outside a pair of double doors, “is history that dates back before the days when even small mammals roamed the place you call Earth.”

      She followed him inside but left the door open. The room looked like a library with cases of books filling the walls from floor to ceiling. At the rear of the room was a huge window, the drapes open, but no light came from outside. Ferne knew it was only morning, and if she’d been at Houska there’d have been weak wintery sunlight pouring through. Not there, though. The only light there came from candles.

      Michal watched her as she looked around. High above was a wooden balcony with a door leading off to who knew where and she wondered at its purpose. Michal shifted in her peripheral and she glanced at him then moved on, moving farther into the room as she looked at the various articles displayed on tables and pedestals. “What’s all this?”

      He walked through the room to the rear wall where a fire burned in an ornate fireplace and looked up at the array of portraits that hung there. “History.”

      Curiosity had the better of her, and she crossed the polished wood floor to view the artwork. “And they are?”

      “My predecessors.”

      Only one of them held any semblance to a human or a Fae. He was slender, pale like the Incubi, but there was an ethereal beauty to him that was strangely enticing. His portrait hung in the centre. “Who’s that?”

      “He was called Cambion,” he said with mild amusement. “The only one of his kind; he was born here and ruled longest. Before me, of course.”

      “Born here?”

      “He was the product of a union between a succubus and an incubus. Quite unique. However, being born meant he came into this world with no preconceived notions. He was raised among those that call this realm home but was intrigued by the realm above. Cambion had a soul, and humanity called to it. It was a weakness, and an unusually bright destroyer exploited that.”

      She followed his gaze to the portrait down and to the left. That creature was hideous and she recognised it at once.

      “That is what overthrew him. It ruled here throughout the darkest time in human history and was in power when I arrived.”

      He turned and walked the perimeter of the room, glancing at the various books as he passed. “He was… inconvenienced by my arrival. He thought I was some sort of plant from above and confined me to the dungeons. There I spent a considerable period adjusting to my surroundings and was pleased to discover my power was replenishing, though I would never return to my full strength.”

      Ferne watched him, letting him talk, wondering what the point of his tale was.

      “Eventually an incubus, Deszo, grew tired of the way the king ruled—of the controls he allowed my father and Markus to exact upon them—and he orchestrated a coup. He sought me out, asking for my help as one of the more powerful beings here and having full knowledge of the circumstances surrounding my arrival. Who told him of my abilities or the likelihood of me aiding him in his cause I have no idea, since up until that point I had done as ordered and stayed below, minding my own business, but he came, told me his plan, and I agreed to join him.”

      Ferne frowned. “He was going to let them all out, wasn’t he?”

      Michal nodded once. “All.”

      Folding her arms across her chest, she thrust out a hip and cocked her head.

      “Eventually he made his move, fought, and won,” he went on, moving to the window and looking out at the apparent darkness. “What he was unaware of was the work that I had put in on his behalf. As he struck the blow that overthrew the king, I struck the blow that overthrew him. I faced no challenge from his brothers. His fellow incubi fell into rank at once. I had considered something he had not. I had worked to offer them what no ruler had offered them before. Status.

      “The succubi followed, and the lesser creatures shrank back as I took the throne. I have ruled here since; the Incubi and Succubi enforcing the laws of my lands and maintaining the security of the rift. Of course, some get through, but we have never allowed the incursion that was planned.”

      “I don’t get it,” she said, joining him at the window. It took a while for her eyes to adjust, but eventually she realised that it wasn’t entirely dark out there. There was a dim red hue to the sky that illuminated the world below. What she saw was a sea of moving shadow, a solid mass of beings that numbered beyond the billions. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      Turning his head from the scene below, he looked at her, but said nothing. Ferne shook her head.

      He studied her, choosing his answer carefully. “Possibly. But knowing more of who I am, tell me, do you hate me, Ferne?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered honestly, fingering the pendant on her chest. “I wanted to.”

      His features softened, and she saw the real him. The handsome face, the generous smile, the sad eyes. The man.

      He was about to say something else when the doors opened and the sound of heels on the hard floor drew both their attention. “Reznik, is something the matter?”

      The female demon looked Ferne over from head to toe, her tongue flicking out to wet her bottom lip. “No, my King.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      There was a cold edge to his voice that she hadnt heard before.

      “Curiosity,” she answered with a spark of defiance. “I wondered who you had left us for.”

      Ferne’s brows lifted. “Well now you’ve seen her you can piss off.”

      The succubus pursed her lips then looked at Michal. “She isn’t very nice.”

      There was no denying she was beautiful; her hair sat in perfect black waves on her pale shoulders, a black corset and black leather pants displaying her undisputable assets. She wondered why Michal wasn’t content having her to keep him company then realised that her arrival gave her a way out of spending the entire morning with him. “No. Well, I’m having a bad day or two. If we’re done, Michal, I’ll go back to my room until lunch time.”

      Leaving no opportunity for him to argue, she walked past the succubus and toward the door without a backward glance.
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      She was laid on the bed when a dress materialised by her side. Sitting up, she looked it over and sighed. It wasn’t dissimilar from the one he provided the previous night. A note followed.

      You were missed at lunch. If you wish to join me, dinner will be served in the ballroom at eight. I look forward to your company.

      Michal

      While she didn’t really want to spend the evening alone with Michal, she did have questions. The history he’d revealed to her that morning had kept her thinking all day. She wasn’t curious enough to go looking for him and ask questions, but if the only way to get something to eat was to sit at a table with him, she could take the opportunity.

      Not bothering to shower, apply makeup, or mess around with her hair, she put on the dress and made her own way down to the ballroom early. There was no sign of his guards as she walked through the halls, no sign of anything living or dead until she reached the ballroom.

      The melody drifted through the open doors and she paused, listening. She’d never heard a piece quite like it and was surprised to realise that the sadness of the music was replicated in her. Taking very careful steps, Ferne moved to get a clear view of the piano over by the windows. Michal sat straight-backed, seemingly lost in the music. The way he moved as his fingers passed over the keys betrayed the image of unfeeling countenance he proffered. She could see the passion and the love as well as she could hear the sorrow and regret.

      It was a scene he hadn’t intended her to be privy to, she knew. He’d made it perfectly clear he would never show weakness. Not like Mark. He cared. He allowed himself to love and hurt and mourn. Michal was nothing like his brother. Michal wasn’t someone she could be with, even if she didn’t have Dagda. The piece ended and she started walking toward him. He turned at the sound of her heels. “You’re—”

      “Keeping you on your toes. That was lovely. Who composed it?”

      He left the piano and met her in the centre of the ballroom. Looking down at her, he said, “I did.”

      Lifting her chin, she met his gaze turning her mouth down in the corners and inclining her head. “I’m impressed. What other talents are you hiding?”

      His lips twitched. “I would love to show you.”

      “And there it is again,” she drawled, stepping back. “What’s for dinner?”

      Turning, he looked at the vacant space in the middle of the room and a table appeared. “Please, take a seat.”

      Without waiting for him to pull out her chair, she sat at the table and folded her arms, looking at the array of dishes laid out before her. “This looks lovely.”

      He merely smiled and poured her a glass of wine.

      “What did you do with your…what is she again?”

      “I suppose,” he said, pouring himself a glass of wine and sitting opposite her, “she is a general.”

      Ferne snorted. “A woman?”

      He frowned. “Yes. You disapprove of a female being in a position of leadership and influence?”

      “No.” Without waiting for him, she took the lid from a serving terrine and used the large spoon provided to serve herself mashed potatoes. “I just didn’t expect that from a womanising arse like you.”

      “There are many things you do not know about me, Ferne,” he said, serving himself from another dish. “You’ll learn them all in time.”

      “Hmm. What I would like to know,” she said, helping herself to what looked like a sausage and vegetable stew and picking up her fork, “is why you intercepted that attack on Houska.”

      “There is a selection of meats,” he said, indicating a plate. She shook her head and started eating, waiting for him to begin his explanation.

      She glanced up and he smiled. “You’re tenacious, I’ll give you that. Very well. I was raised in that castle. I was groomed to perform the tasks of a crown prince of the Unseelie court. Now, we are far from perfect as a people, but we have always performed the task of protecting the world and its inhabitants from the evils that seek to destroy it with diligence. I was no exception.”

      He paused. Ferne continued with her meal. “When my brother tossed me so unceremoniously from our realm, I had no way to return. I was stuck here for all eternity, an outcast, wasted and lonely. I missed my people. My home. The orchestrated coup gave me a way back. So, I set the wheels in motion and followed through.”

      He stopped talking and began eating while Ferne sipped her wine.

      After a while, she asked, “So, you wanted to go back to Houska? To Mark and Petr?”

      His eyes hardened at the mention of his younger brother and she wondered if he’d ended up in his care or gone to the other world.

      “No,” he said. “But I wouldn’t sit idle while those unworthy wretches took it over, either.”

      “Then why—”

      His cold laugh ignited fury in her stomach, and she dropped her fork, pushing back her chair as he said, “If anyone is going to take that throne, it shall be me.”

      “You still want to take it?”

      He frowned. “I will take it, one day. Of that I am certain, Ferne. I want you at my side when I do. Think of it. Think of the life we can share when I take my place as king of the Unseelie court.”

      Standing to leave the table she held up her hand. “That’s enough. I’m not staying here and listening to this…you’re fucking insane. I’m not spending any part of my life with you. You know that rift will let me through tomorrow, and I promise you won’t ever see me again.”

      He looked mutinous, but remained where he was, watching her turn and leave the ballroom.

      Ferne made her exit as calmly as she could. It was that or attack him, and while he’d said he’d sent his guard away she couldn’t risk them attacking her. As much as she hated to, it was safer to walk away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Having died out hours before, the lack of heat from the fire left the room cold. Ferne woke up shivering. Looking at the clock, she smiled when she saw that it was eleven in the morning. Three hours and home. Three hours and she’d be back where she belonged. She’d laid awake most of the night thinking, watching the hours tick by, not sure when she’d managed to fall asleep. Glancing at the window, she stretched, pointing her toes, the tiny dress riding up to expose more of her to the cold.

      “You really are something, Ferne.”

      Her breath hitched in her throat with shock and she let out a small gasp. “You’re a creepy bastard, Michal. Get out!”

      He chuckled, but didn’t move as she rolled over, tugging at the hem of the dress to cover herself. Realising he’d probably been there for a good long while, she gave up and sat upright. “What do you want?”

      “Now there’s a loaded question,” he drawled, folding his arms across his chest as he leaned against the bedpost.

      With a look of revulsion, she left the bed and walked around him and into the bathroom.

      Glaring at herself in the mirror, she undid her hair and brushed it out before cleaning her teeth. To buy herself time away from him, she took time to bathe and reapply her makeup before styling her hair. Not wanting to enter the bedroom to search for her own clothes, she fastened the dress and forced it back over her head.

      As she expected, Michal was still there when she returned to the bedroom. A fire was burning in the hearth, the bedclothes straightened out and her weapons arranged neatly at the foot of the bed. He’d returned the chaise to its original position and she looked pointedly at the clock on the bedside before moving to sit on it.

      Raising her brows, she looked up at him. “Where are my boots?”

      He turned to retrieve them from a wardrobe and handed them to her. “Won’t you stay for breakfast?”

      “After this? No!” she snapped, tugging her boots up her legs and fastening the zips.

      “We have an hour left before you abandon me,” he said, eyes roving over her. “We should make the most of it.”

      Anger filled her chest at the invitation. She didn’t respond as she rose from the small couch and fastened her belt around her waist. He watched as she sheathed her daggers and sword, turned, and marched for the door.

      He grasped her wrist as she reached for the handle, turning her to face him. With her free hand, she slapped his face. “Don’t touch me.”

      His lips parted, his eyes flashed silver and he tugged her closer, griping the wrist of the hand she had free. She lost her footing and slammed into his hard, toned body, gasping at the impact.

      “I could love you, Ferne,” he murmured, lowering his head.

      She looked up, their eyes meeting, and took a short breath. Mesmerised by the shifting pools of silver, she didn’t notice him move her until her back connected with the door. He lessened his grip, bringing her hands up beside her head.

      She’d never noticed how intoxicating his aftershave was, the heady scent of jasmine and citrus roused feelings she didn’t want to experience with him.

      “I can make you happy. Why settle for a title like Lady Ferne when I can make you a queen?”

      His lips met hers. The feel of them combined with his scent urged her to respond. He kissed her so tenderly she felt her body relax. He pressed himself closer to her, releasing one hand. It dropped to his shoulder, and she ran it over his chest, then gently pushed him away. Breaking the kiss, he looked down at her and smiled before moving in again.

      Heart thumping in her chest, Ferne smiled, taking his bottom lip between her teeth as she murmured, “Touch me again and I’ll take it off.”

      He tensed, feeling the dagger she had angled at his groin, and snarled before backing away, a sword appearing in his hand. She bit her lip as she glanced at it, noting the shadows that coiled around the black blade. “I offered as a courtesy, but I’m afraid you’re forcing my hand. You’re staying here, Ferne.”

      She huffed a short laugh. “I’d rather die than stay here with you.” Then she lunged.

      He deflected her attack with his sword, the blades clashing noisily in the silence of the room. While they were evenly matched, he had a height advantage and knocked the dagger from her hand. Pointing the sword at her chest, he grinned and pushed her back. “You certainly have spirit, Ferne. I like that.”

      Trapped between him and the door, she had very few options and couldn’t be certain that he wouldn’t kill her just for the audacity of attacking him. “You have a sense of humour and decent manners, up until now. I could have liked that if you weren’t such a prick.” He frowned and she used the distraction to draw her own sword. “Do you know what this is?” she asked, stepping forward.

      His eyes widened and he took a step back.

      “I could do your job, Michal. I could live with the freedoms you enjoy. I could change the rules, rewrite the treaty, and have the best of both worlds. Couldn’t I?” She angled the sword at his chest as he lowered his own. “I’m not what you think I am. I’m not Seelie. I’m human and you know what we’re capable of, Michal.”

      “Ferne…” He growled his warning as he continued to back away.

      “I assume you told your little minions not to disturb you, so any amount of noise coming from this room won’t rouse any suspicion, will it?” she asked, stalking forward.

      Michal reached the nightstand and sidestepped before reaching the wall. Ferne advanced.

      “I’m leaving. You will not follow me, you will not send demons after me and you will not stop me.”

      Michal snarled again, his lip curled over his teeth as he looked down at her blade.

      She flicked the point up in response, slicing his cheek. He paused, pushing his tongue into his cheek as he realised that he was bleeding.

      “See. Just like the rest of us.”

      As he wiped the blood from his cheek, she backed away glancing at the clock. He ducked beneath the sword, knocking her to the ground and she yelped. Her sword fell from her hand as she landed, leaving her defenceless.

      His hands found her wrists as he used his body to crush her against the floor. “Enough.”

      She thrashed beneath him, screaming in his face as he grinned down at her.

      Defeated, she stilled, and he hauled her onto the bed. She lay panting, watching him as he looked down on her, unable to stop his eyes fixing on her exposed thigh, on the trim of her underwear. He stepped toward the bed, positioning between her legs.

      Baring her teeth in response to his leering grin, she threw up a foot and kicked him back.

      The sharp point of her heel tore his shirt as he lost his footing, stumbling back. She sprang to her feet, reaching for her sword. Instinctively, he grasped at the blade to stop her and hissed in pain as his palm was sliced open.

      His lips curved up in a mocking smile and he backed up to the window, hands held up, watching the blood drip from his wound. Stepping away from him, away from the bed, she was about to retreat when a fresh sword appeared in his hand and he struck. He caught her arm, skin opening cleanly and she snarled. Spinning away from his following attack, thrusting her own sword forward. He dodged, giving her time to move closer to the door.

      “I will kill you,” she warned as their swords clashed. Again, he took the advantage. The sound of clashing steel rang in her ears as their weapons rested guard to guard. “Let me go,” she growled as she pushed against him.

      She looked into his eyes, held his gaze as they struggled against one another. “Michal. Please. Don’t…”

      He gave, just a fraction and she pushed, knocking him back. Bringing up her sword, about to swing, she paused as he stumbled away, his shoulder catching the bedpost.

      She met his gaze again to see his eyes had softened. No longer filled with fury, he almost looked sad. It didn’t last long.

      “Go back to them,” he spat, lowering his sword. “But remember, you’re their enemy. They exist to destroy beings like you, Ferne. I could have kept you safe.”

      Her chest tightened with the sadness she felt for him. “We both know that isn’t true.”

      She tore the pendant from her neck and tossed it on the bed before turning her back on him and leaving the room.

      Keeping her sword drawn, she scanned the shadows and listened carefully as she passed through the many halls of the castle on her way to the portal. She only encountered two guards as she walked, and while they observed her movements, they did nothing to challenge her. Storming through the castle, she was thankful for the large clock that stood by a staircase.

      Reaching the foyer where the rift was located, she allowed herself to relax. A quick glance confirmed that her arm had healed, and she turned away from the hall. The strange portal was back, shimmering and shifting before her, beckoning her to step inside. She knew she must wait. She’d been told one p.m. An hour. She just had to wait an hour.

      Closing her eyes, she felt relieved. She was almost home. Dagda would be there at the other side of the shifting mass, waiting for her. Her Dagda.

      Michal appeared at the end of the corridor, his arrival drawing her attention and she faced him, cocking her head. He didn’t approach, he didn’t speak. He simply watched her. He was too far away for her to read his features, but his posture told her he was furious.

      As the minutes passed, they maintained their tense standoff until he finally relaxed. He lowered his head in acknowledgment. He’d given up, but she doubted it was because he respected her choice.

      Remembering what she’d seen in him the night before, the side to himself he’d had no intention of revealing, she couldn’t help but feel for him. He was alone. They were alike, their wicked alter egos threatening to take over who they truly were. Neither of them belonged in either of the realms, but she couldn’t join him here. She was more human. She had her family and friends. She had a home. She belonged with them.

      She faced him down for what she was certain was the hour.

      Sheathing her sword, she turned away from him and looked into the depths of the rift.

      “I’m not your queen, Michal. I never could be. I belong in Avalon, with Dagda.”

      Her heels clicked on the red marble floor as she took the few short steps and disappeared into the rift.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      She’d held her breath and closed her eyes as she passed through to Houska. Hands clasped beneath her chin, she took an unsteady breath and looked around. There were no wyverns.

      Stepping down from the dais, leaving the portal behind her, she dropped her arms to her sides.

      “What the fuck are you wearing?”

      She laughed, a small sob breaking from her at the same time as he scooped her into his arms. Face buried in his shoulder, he held her until she’d managed to stop herself from crying.

      “I was worried…” he said quietly into her neck. “Fuck, you even smell like him.”

      “Yeah,” she sniffed as he lowered her to her feet. “He got a bit too close.”

      Dane appeared at her side. “Is there anything left of him?”

      She smirked, turning her head to look at him. “I didn’t do any real damage. He could have a scar on his cheek. This sword made him bleed.”

      “What did he do?” Dagda growled, eyeing the portal.

      She shrugged, looking down at the dress. “Not much. Wanker set a load of demons on me, big fuckers, so I killed them. Then he invited me to dinner, gave me a tour of the castle…did you know that shithole is exactly the same as Houska without the charm and hospitality? I stayed in my room after that until it was time to come home. And we fought a little bit before I left, but I’m here now.”

      Dane snorted. “So, you’ve left him licking his wounds?”

      “Yeah. I’m sure he’ll be in touch when his ego is fully repaired.”

      Dagda frowned at her, knowing there was more to tell. She reached for him, resting her head on his chest. “I want to go home, babe.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Dane said as Dagda placed his hand on her waist.

      She nodded and looked up, smiling as they disappeared.

      “What did he say to you?” he asked as soon as they got home.

      “Oh, just reminded me that you’re all designed to destroy creatures like me, told me that you can’t be trusted and that he could have kept me safe,” she said, trying to keep her tone light.

      “You know that’s bollocks,” he growled, seeing the concern in her eyes. He softened. “We love you. I love you. If you were one of them, you wouldn’t have come back to me.”

      “Not like I had a choice. Not with Dane heading up the Bring Charlotte Home campaign. He’ll get excited and botch it without someone watching him,” she said, taking his hand. He shook his head at her. “Now. I’m going to change out of this and you’re going to calm down.”

      He nodded, allowing her to head into the bathroom while he waited on the bed. She joined him as soon as she was scrubbed clean of Michal and his realm.

      Settling her head back, she closed her eyes.

      “I missed you.”

      She opened her eyes and turned her head towards him. “I told him I was only there to stop you from killing him. I don’t want you to end up down there ruling in his place.”

      “That’s why no one ever touches him,” he said bitterly. “Drives me mad. We won’t hear from him again. Forget about him. I will.”

      She smiled, closing her eyes again, collecting her thoughts. Dagda was all she needed. Here was where she belonged. But Michal’s warning echoed in her mind.

      No. She was safe. There was no reason for any of them to harm her. They’d have killed her weeks ago if that were their intention.
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      Reclined on a sun lounger on Dagda’s patio, Ferne tried to concentrate on her book. Her thoughts continued to drift back to Enya and Zander, to how Callan had reacted when she’d mentioned them. She noticed the lack of anger she felt, the hollow feeling in her chest that she assumed was how she now experienced the sense of loss. Charlotte was gone, Zander and Enya were being kept away from her, and Dagda was all she had left.

      Closing the book, she turned over and closed her eyes.

      “You’re blocking the sun,” she grumbled. She knew it was Dagda without opening her eyes. No one else could block that much light.

      “I’m not staying. I’ve just popped back to give you a heads up.”

      His sombre tone caught her attention and she sat up. “What’s happened?”

      Dagda shoved his hands in his pockets, looking uncomfortable. “Callan’s finally laying her to rest.”

      “Why are you telling me? I won’t be welcome,” she said dismissively, turning onto her front.

      “She’s your best friend, and my family. We’re going. Sundown.”

      “That’s a bad idea, babe. I don’t need to attend.”

      “You do, you will. Blair will be there. I’ll leave you with him. I’d rather you were with the family, though.”

      With that he was gone. Ferne turned over and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Placing the final pin in her hair, she looked at herself in the mirror and noticed Dagda standing behind her.

      “Will you be okay?”

      Ferne sighed through her nose. “I’ll be fine. You stay with your family. Blair will take me down and bring me home.”

      He didn’t look convinced, but left her to finish getting ready, heading into the bathroom.

      Ferne studied her reflection. She appeared to be her usual self. Her hair was a few shades lighter, probably with the amount of time she was spending in the sun, her skin was its usual shade, her eyes their normal pale blue. To everyone else, she looked normal. To those who knew her, the very few who bothered to, she was utterly lost; broken and void of many of the things that made her, her.

      Dagda was humming a slow, melancholy tune to himself in the bathroom. She wondered how he truly felt. He gave very little away. When Carlie, his closest friend, died, he seemed fine. He watched Charlotte die. She couldn’t think about it, but he handled that too. She wondered what his true feelings were.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come with me?” he asked, buttoning his shirt as he left the bathroom.

      “Nope. I’ll be okay with Blair. Callan needs you today. The kids need you. Go over there and be his big brother. I’m fine.” She tried to sound reassuring.

      He leaned over and kissed her shoulder. “Blair won’t be long. I love you.”

      “Don’t rush home. I love you,” she murmured, kissing his cheek.

      They held the service at a cairn just like the one they had visited for training sessions in previous months. The sun was setting, its muted rays peeking over the tops of the trees that lined the scared space. A gentle summer breeze blew through their leaves, carrying a faint scent of pine and cut grass. The beautiful evening belied the sombre event as the many fairies and Druids gathered to bid their princess farewell.

      The numbers surprised her. Of course, royalty would have a good send off, but Charlotte hadn’t been there that long. She supposed many were there for political reasons rather than wishing to pay respects.

      Blair positioned them a good distance back from the family, at her request. Dagda was clearly visible beside Callan at the front. She noticed Taran and Caoimhe, and Markus. He glanced at her once with a thin smile. After that she shrank back, stepping closer to Blair.

      “Are you okay?” he whispered, placing his arm around her shoulders.

      A brief nod was all she could manage.

      As the crowd dispersed, she began to feel exposed. Blair didn’t remove his arm from her shoulders as the faeries turned to leave.

      “I’m ready to go home now,” she murmured, anxious not to let Callan see her.

      “Aunty Fe!”

      Her stomach suddenly felt heavy and she closed her eyes.

      “Ferne, speak to them” Blair said, stepping back as Enya and Zander wrapped their arms around her waist.

      Looking warily around for Callan, she crouched taking them in her arms. They didn’t speak as she held them, pressing their tear-streaked faces into her shoulders.

      Pain spread through her chest and she gasped, stifling a sob. The agonising grief spread through every inch of her, a throbbing ache that overcame the nothingness she was becoming so used to. She forgot her fear of Callan as the two most important people in her life clung to her. The children she’d loved since before they were born; the children she’d loved as though they were her own. She cried with them, for them—and because she couldn’t be there for them—unable to find the words she wanted to offer in comfort.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered into the soft curls of Enya’s hair. “It’s okay. It’s over now,” she murmured as she kissed Zander on top of his head.

      “That’s enough.”

      Callan’s words were cold, his eyes colder as she peered up at him from her compromised position. They pierced her, causing the pain in her chest to increase as she felt the burning hate behind them. Her eyes swam with unshed tears, pleading with him not to make a scene in front of the children. He didn’t relent.

      “Listen,” she said, sniffing. “It’s time for you to go home with daddy. You need to be together. I’ll see you soon, okay?”

      Dagda arrived at Callan’s side. “You’re out of order.”

      “They’re my children. I say who and what they spend their time with. Today is a day for family.”

      “Callan,” Blair warned, stepping closer to Ferne and the kids. He was ignored.

      “You’re forgetting who she is, Cal,” Dagda reminded him. “She is their family. She was all the family they had before you turned up in their lives. Show her some fucking respect.”

      “She isn’t safe! She could tear them to pieces in seconds! I won’t have them put at risk,” he growled, glaring down at her.

      “Daddy, stop it!” Enya yelled, her tiny hands balled into fists at her sides.

      Before Callan could react, Ferne took her hand. “It’s okay. Please don’t be upset. It’s fine. Today is hard for everyone, especially your daddy. He’s upset, and he needs you.”

      Ignoring Ferne, Dagda said quietly, “Sort yourself out, selfish prick. This isn’t about you.”

      Leaving his brother’s side, he gave Blair a subtle nod of thanks before placing his hand on Ferne’s shoulder. “You’re hurting them,” he said, looking at the kids.

      “Go back to your dad,” Ferne said softly, prising Zander from her chest. He clung to her, weeping, and she stood up with him in her arms.

      “Take him,” she choked, stepping closer to Callan. “I’ll see you soon, Zander. I love you. I love you both.”

      Enya grabbed at her own necklace, reaching around and taking it off before trying to hand it to Ferne. “Take it.”

      “Enya, no…”

      “You gave it to Mummy. You should have it. Please, Aunty Fe.”

      She couldn’t speak. Closing her hand tightly around the small silver pendant, she kissed Enya’s cheek and led her by the hand back to Callan.

      Unable to see through her tears, she turned to Dagda and gripped his hand tightly.

      “Thank you, Blair,” she murmured as thunder rumbled above. She knew what that was before the same sound resonated from beneath their feet.
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        * * *

      

      Dagda shook his head and pulled Ferne into his chest.

      “I hope they can forgive him for this,” she said, stepping away.

      “I fucking won’t.”

      Ferne sighed through her tears. “If I can, you can. Now, you should be wherever they all went. Not here with me. He needs you.”

      “He can fuck off!”

      Flopping onto the sofa, drying her eyes with the backs of her thumbs, she said, “The kids, babe. They need you. Zander was so upset I thought he was going to split the cairn open. Please. I can’t imagine what this is like for them, and if he’s pissed off…you know how much they love you. Go for them.”

      He poured himself a drink before saying, “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “I’m fine. There’s plenty to keep me occupied here. There’s food in the fridge, drinks over there. Go. Just don’t fall out with him.”

      He knocked back the whisky, eyeing her.

      “Don’t look at me like that. Go to the wake.”

      A single nod of his head and he was gone. She let out a long, slow breath before leaving the sofa.

      “Brandy,” she said to herself, searching the shelves beneath the bar.
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      Not used to receiving visitors outside of family, finding Blair at the door surprised her.

      “What’s happened?”

      He cocked his head and smiled. “I had a free hour and thought I would visit you.”

      Ferne frowned. “Why?”

      One hand on the door frame, he said, “Because I haven’t seen you since the funeral and wanted to check in. Get dressed. We can go for a walk.”

      She shook her head. “I’ll make coffee. We can catch up here.”

      Blair wasn’t backing down. “Every day you spend locked in here is a day of your life you’ve wasted. What was the point in leaving there to lock yourself up here?”

      “I’m not wasting time. I’m waiting.”

      He sighed. “Look. She could take years. It’s been three days. You have to leave this building.”

      “Fine. I’ll go get dressed.”

      He sat down at the table, resting his chin in his hands and looked at her bedroom door.

      Narrowing her eyes at him, she stalked to the door and opened it quietly.

      “What time is it?” Dagda asked. He’d taken the week off following Charlotte’s funeral and had taken the opportunity to rest. Ferne had found sleep evasive since the event and had left him to it.

      “Eight. Go back to sleep.”

      “Come back to bed.”

      “No, I’m going out with Blair.”

      He grunted something and turned over, leaving Ferne to get ready.
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        * * *

      

      She wasn’t sure what the point was to walk around the gardens, but she didn’t really need training anymore, so she assumed it was a general check in and wondered who had sent him.

      “How’s Mark?” she asked casually as they turned back toward the palace.

      “No idea. I haven’t seen him for three days.”

      She frowned. “So why are you here?”

      He laughed. “Can’t I check in with you now? I thought we were friends.”

      “We are…I just…”

      “Wonder when one of us is going to go all demon slayer on you?”

      She didn’t bother to respond.

      “What did he say, exactly? That we’re here to protect the worlds from creatures such as you and it’sonly a matter of time before Dagda turns his back and,” he mimed swinging a sword, “Ferne has no head?”

      “Pretty much,” she said, impressed. “How did you guess?”

      “I know Michal,” he said rolling his eyes. “I promise you, not a single Fae will harm you. The rift let you pass and that is proof enough that you belong on this side. Anyone who doubts it can come and take it up with me. Or Mark. I wouldn’t recommend Dagda.”

      They climbed up the steps to the veranda outside Dagda’s suite with Blair a few steps behind her. Reaching the top, she froze.

      “Ferne, I just want to talk.”

      Her blood ran cold. Blair had known he was there. He’d set her up.

      Despite the danger and her shock, she faced him, lowering her arms, and taking the defensive stance she’d practiced. She’d served her warning.

      He was leaning against a pillar, looking tense but certainly not threatening.

      She glanced to the doors. All closed. She was locked out there with him. “Callan, I really don’t want to do this. Please. I’m staying out of your way. I haven’t tried to see the kids or speak to anyone unless they visit Dagda’s suite. This palace is big enough for us to just avoid one another. All I’m asking for is to live my life. Just—”

      “I’m here to apologise, Ferne,” he said quietly. “There’s no excuse for how I’ve behaved.”

      She glared. “But…”

      “I dragged my children away from the only person who could comfort them as they said goodbye to their mother.” The look of shame on his face disarmed her. He looked at his feet. “I was the monster I made you out to be. I was wrong. I got it horribly wrong, and I’m sorry.”

      Unsure of what to say, she wrapped her arms around her waist and stepped away. Blair placed his hand in the small of her back and she stepped to the side.

      Callan continued, “If Charlotte had…Ferne, if she were here, she’d have…well, I wouldn’t be standing here now.”

      “No, you wouldn’t,” she said relaxing slightly. “But she isn’t, and we have to make the best of it.”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, he sighed. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Glancing to Blair who gave her a nod, she stepped forward and said, “Your best, Callan. It’s all you can do. She taught me that.”

      He looked up and their eyes met. There was no trace of the hate she’d seen in them previously. All that she could see there now was sorrow and regret.

      As a relieved tear slipped, she smiled. “It’s already forgotten. They need us all, Callan. We can’t replace her, but we can try to fill the gap between us.”

      He stepped forward and pulled her into an awkward hug. She allowed him to, then stepped back when he released her to see he was reaching down between his feet.

      “I brought a peace offering,” he said. “She kept these in her bedside. I found them last night.”

      He handed her a small photo album and tiny green giftbox. “I had that repaired this morning. I know she didn’t wear it, but Enya is right. You should have it. She’ll be glad to see you wearing it.”

      She opened the tiny box, tears welling in her eyes, and laughed. “I bought her this for her twenty-first. She refused to wear it in case the kids snapped the chain.”

      “I know,” he said, taking the silver locket from the box.

      He stepped around her and gently moved her hair, fastening the chain around her neck. The silver heart glinted in the sunlight as he said, “I heard that silver won’t harm you.”

      “No,” she murmured, looking down at the locket. “I don’t bleed, either. I don’t know what I am, Callan, but I know that I’m still me… They’re two of the most important people in my life. They’re my family. I swear I won’t ever hurt them.”

      He smiled. “I know you won’t. You’re Ferne. That’s all any of us need to know,” he answered, leaning back against the pillar. “There are some interesting photographs in there.”

      He’d relaxed. She relaxed.

      “If you’re referring to my crazy hair, I’ll remind you to run a brush through your own.” She smiled, flipping the pages of the album. “Oh my god, why did she keep these?”

      “I caught her looking at them a lot. Always with that half smile she never knew she was wearing.”

      “I miss her so much, Callan,” she whispered, looking down at the images. “I didn’t know…”

      He cleared his throat, and she looked up to see pain and guilt in his eyes. “They’re waiting for you inside. Dagda is keeping them occupied.”

      She grinned, bouncing on the balls of her feet, then stopped and frowned. “Can I ask you what changed your mind?”

      He smiled. “When you handed them back. They were fighting to stay with you, and I know how badly you wanted them, but still you passed them back and left. You did what I couldn’t even do. You acted in their interests, not your own. They needed that. They need you.”

      Pressing her lips together, she nodded and lowered her head.

      “You have them for the rest of the day,” he said, smiling down at her. He lifted a hand and it hovered uncomfortably for a second before he dropped it and added, “I have some things to take care of. I’ll see you later.”

      “Thank you. They’re my family, Callan. I love them.”

      “I know. I should never have kept them from you. Have a good day. I’ll collect them at seven.” He kissed her cheek, smiled a rueful smile, and was gone.

      Ferne looked to Blair who grinned and nodded. There was nothing she could say to thank him. She wouldn’t know where to start. So instead she turned and raced to the doors, clutching her photo albums to her chest.

      They were inside, playing chess with Dagda. He looked up at her and smiled as she let herself in. “Here she is.”

      She grinned as they rushed to her, kneeling on the floor to get a better hold of them as they wrapped their arms around her. “Hello, you two. Told you I’d see you soon.”

      Holding them tightly, she closed her eyes and allowed the tears to fall as her heart filled with love. “Oh, I’ve missed you.”

      They hugged her so tightly she could barely breathe. “Daddy wouldn’t—”

      “It doesn’t matter. You’re here now and we’ll see each other all the time, I promise,” she said, steering their focus well away from Callan’s behaviour. “All that matters is us all being together, one big family. Okay?”

      They nodded against her chest.

      “Can we look at her photographs, Aunty Fe?” Zander asked after a few minutes.

      “Of course, we can. We can pick out some nice ones and I’ll get them enlarged and framed, yeah?”

      Zander was the first to reach for an album, but he paused just before he opened it and said, “We’ll see her again, Aunty Fe. Seren said…and I can feel her already.”

      She smiled, swallowing the emotion, and nodded. “I’ll be there to bring her home. I promise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The palace guard looked at her warily as she approached.

      “Oh, we aren’t walking. This one can take us. I wasn’t asking Dagda. Didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.”

      Seren laughed, allowing Ferne to lead her down the few steps to the front doors.

      “Here we go…Hi!”

      The guard smiled. “Lady Ferne.”

      “Yeah, any chance of a lift? I know you shouldn’t, but I know Dagda is busy with Taran, and we really don’t get out very often, and it would be such a shame if we —”

      He rolled his eyes, used to her little act. “Where?”

      She looked to Seren and winked. “The little café on the main street?”

      He didn’t wait for her thanks, returning to the palace immediately. Ferne began to laugh. “I really shouldn’t. They get into terrible trouble if someone finds out. But it’s so slow by carriage and the walk is worse.”

      Seren looked around the cobbled street, her gaze skimming over the whitewashed buildings before taking a seat at a nearby table.

      A waiter attended them immediately, taking their orders and hurrying away.

      “How long have you been free now?” Ferne asked, leaning her elbows on the table.

      “Two years. I still expect to be taken back.”

      Ferne nodded. “Yeah. I’m always looking over my shoulder. You’re alright, though. You have their protection.”

      “Don’t you?”

      Ferne shrugged. Before she could answer a faerie approached their table. “Lady Ferne.”

      Despite the warm weather her skin goosed. “Yep”

      He held out a small scroll sealed with black wax. When she took it he vanished, and she looked to Seren. “This is what I can’t get away from, The Prince of fucking Darkness.”

      Seren gave her a quizzical look as she broke the seal and unrolled the parchment. “My dearest blah blah blah. Humble apologies, blah blah. Visit me—yeah, like I’m going back down there. You’d think after all this time he’d just take the hint.” She tore the note in half, then half again before dumping it on the table.

      The waiter delivered their drinks and picked up the destroyed vellum before asking, “Can I get you anything else, Lady Ferne?”

      She shook her head and Seren asked, “So, how are things?”

      Ferne smiled. “Better. Some days are hard, but I’m on top of the anger.”

      Things were better, but there was still the hole that Michal had punched into her armour and the long finger of doubt picking at the edges. In two years, there hadn’t been a single event to confirm the warning he’d given her, but it was always there in the back of her mind. They exist to destroy beings like you. That was what he’d said. What had made it more unsettling was that she knew it was true. But there hadn’t been a moment she could think of that had given her cause for concern. Life had returned to a calm and happy normality since Callan had allowed her to see the children. He seemed to be trying very hard to be pleasant, Dagda had resumed his usual close relationship with him, and life was good.

      “And what else?” Seren pressed.

      Ferne rolled her eyes. “Something he said still bothers me. It’s like I’m waiting for him to be proven right.”

      Seren picked up her cup and sipped her tea. “That’s proof enough that he’s wrong. You’re human, Ferne. You’ve proven that several times over.”

      She sighed and picked up her own cup. “I know. I’m working on ignoring it…”

      “I’m pleased to hear it,” she said, rubbing her hand over her swollen belly.

      “Is he giving you trouble?” Ferne asked, smiling fondly.

      “Some. Only a few weeks left and I’m sure he’ll be happier for the opportunity to stretch out.”

      “Can’t wait to meet him. Is Elian ready?”

      Seren laughed. “Elian has no idea what he’s in for. It’ll be an experience. Have you thought any more about…?”

      Ferne shook her head. “Nope. Not for me. Never has been. They can come to Aunty Fe for fashion advice, days out, and spoiling rotten, and then I will happily send them back and return to my full night’s sleep and freedom, thanks.”

      Seren smirked. “I’ll remember that. Oh, here’s Dane.”

      Ferne looked over her shoulder to see Dane walking purposefully toward them. She frowned.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Think we’ve got her. It’s all just as Seren said it would be, but I need you to come and confirm.”

      Seren smirked and took another sip of her tea.

      Her stomach churned. “Me?”

      Her cup vanished from her hand and he said, “Yes, you. Seren, do you need a lift home?”

      “No, thank you, Dane,” she said cheerfully. “Elian is up at the palace. I’ll wait for him. Good luck, both of you.”

      That, it seemed, was Ferne’s order to go with him. “Fine,” she said, pushing out her chair. “I’ll come and see you next week, Seren. I’ll call and confirm.” Then she turned to Dane. “Where are we going?”

      Dane held out his hand. “You need to put on a suit.”
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        * * *

      

      Looking up at the building, Ferne felt sick. “This is ridiculous.”

      “This is it, Ferne. I can feel it. Did you see Seren’s face? She knows.”

      “No, Dane, I didn’t see her face. I was too busy getting over the shock. How can she know, anyway?”

      He shrugged. “Dunno, she just does, doesn’t she?”

      Ferne shook her head and looked up again. The sign over the rotating door said Women’s and Children’s Hospital, but she knew there wouldn’t be a woman for them to visit. The only explanation for them being there was that a child had been orphaned. She took a deep breath and started toward the doors. Dane fell into step at her side and allowed her through first. “Why is she in here?”

      Dane didn’t answer, and she wondered why as he quickened his step.

      She hated hospitals. Always had. Her stomach churned at the smell of illness and the disinfectant that didn’t mask it, and she walked a little faster to keep up with him. “Run it by me once more.”

      “Seren said if we returned her to the earth, to the Mother, she could be reborn. There was no way we could track every birth nine months from then; too many variables with dates anyway, so we’ve watched and waited for a sign,” he said as they drew up to the lifts.

      “Some sign. This is as long as shot as any.”

      They stepped into the lift and the door closed.

      “I don’t like it any more than you do,” Dane said. “But it could be her and we have to keep her safe. We want her back.”
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        * * *

      

      The breath was knocked from her body as her eyes fell on the face of the child perched on the nurse’s hip. She didn’t need the photograph to confirm the identity of the little girl. She couldn’t be anyone else. The reaction she had to Dane was enough, the way she reached for him and tangled her fingers in his hair. He moved her away, rocking her as he kissed her cheek and said, “I knew it would be you. The car crash entrance said it all.”

      She watched them together for a moment, marvelling at the new sensations spreading through her body. Warmth and comfort and a sense of wholeness. Analysing it, she realised there was nothing new there. It was just concentrated. It was everything she should have felt in the time they were apart. Time they should never have been forced to spend separated. It was a comfort. But it wasn’t enough.

      “Give her to me.”

      Dane handed her over and Ferne held little Charlotte close. Together again, as they should always have been. But life wasn’t like that, and Ferne knew they had a very rare second chance at everything. They’d gone full circle. Now they were new versions of themselves. They could get it all right this time because they had all the time in the world.

      Having Charlotte back was the final piece of her bizarre puzzle. Everyone she needed was where they were supposed to be.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, she smiled at the baby in her arms.  “Never letting you out of my sight again, Lottie. Thank god you’re safe.”

      

      
        
        The End
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