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“I will destroy you. I’ll see you on your knees, and you will weep at my feet. You will beg. And when all that is done, you will meet my dagger. This is a fae’s promise.”

†

Before the darkness took over the realms, a silly light halfling broke the heart of a dark fae. The worlds paid the price for her slight.

This is Nari’s story.
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the night I first I saw him

Our lands have opposed each other since the beginning of time. Dark and light, dokkalves and litalves, always at war. Until the war stopped, and a treaty was signed.

It’s a shaky treaty, and we do what we can to maintain it. So this exchange is meant to be a gesture of union where we welcome the dark fae, their military personnel, their warriors, their diplomats into our land. The light land.

The dark fae—the dokkalves—can’t stay here, of course. The sun sears the flesh right off a dark male’s bones. It burns and melts them, combusts them into flames. Only their females are unaffected by our beloved sun.

Still, the invaders—as some of us call the dark ones who dare visit our lands, who sully it with their presence here, who do not deserve to breathe our pure air—come. They stay for some months, hide away during the day; they only come out at night.

This is their third annual visit. I’m glad that it only lasts two new moons, and then they are gone again, back to the dark lands.

But on the third anniversary of the exchange, the Fae Eclipse, we do what has become the start of a tradition. A party, of course, in true litalf fashion. A celebration, not of the dark fae, but of our union. Our peace treaty.

And we welcome them with our tastes, our fruits, our wines, our sweets. And we shower them with our art. Performance, music, dance, song.

I dance.

On the podium, only a foot or so above the midnight field and all the fae lurking around, I dance.

A tattered wrap is tightly wound around my breasts like a blotchy, inked bandage. The shredded skirt, just as dishevelled, starts below my belly button—and I hate that I have one at all. And to mourn the loss of the black phoenixes that lived before the darkness consumed the Midlands, I punch the statement of death, I shout ‘you killed them’ with the feathers glued down my arms.

We are to show them a piece of our culture and traditions with this dance. I chose the black phoenix that their wicked devil sky creatures wiped out. Now, there are no more of them left. Extinct—because of the dokkalves.

Cruel, barbaric fae, I don’t doubt they want us extinct too. Not the light fae, but my kind—the halflings.

My eyes narrow at the thought.

The mask I wear covers my mud-brown eyes but leaves my dark-painted lips free to sneer at any dokkalf that wanders close. My snarl is a quiet one, but I find enough courage to land my gaze on dark fae after dark fae, all those leather-armoured brutes lurking around my land, in my field.

They mingle with light fae, our warriors mostly, but each one of them keeps that air of cold indifference, like all of this—that we do for them—is dull and tedious.

They pay me no mind. I’m a mouse to them. Not just me, but all eleven others on the podium. Twelve dancers in total performing the over-practiced kicks of our legs, snaps of our hips, twists of our wrists, in perfect tune with the racy beat from the concerto.

But then… my scowled face, hidden mostly by a mask, aims ahead at two hunched over trees. My snarl falters. The bravery is quick to leave my eyes with a single blink.

I don’t miss a beat in the dance. It’s muscle memory at this point, second nature I practiced it so much, until my feet bled.

But as I dance, I look at him.

I look at the dark fae who looks right back at me.

The sight of him sends a chill tickling down my spine. I steel the muscles in my shoulders against his gaze. Can’t let him see the shudder of fear—but he’s dark fae, he’s a born predator like no other fae race in existence, and he sees it. He smells it.

My fear.

From across the midnight field, the gleam of his blue eyes spears through me. My breath is knocked from my body. Such fierce blue eyes, encircled by thick lashes and the hue of kohl lines. I’m not breathing. Black hair falls into his face, some strands brush over those eyes—and I still can’t breathe.

Those eyes, those eyes, those eyes.

The black of his hair glistens beneath the onslaught of the torch-flames, and it’s so dark that, with the shimmer, it almost looks wet—like his leathers do. That leather armour that looks painted over every muscle that ripples as he takes that one purposeful step away of the sleeping trees, towards me.

That one intentional step jolts an icy spear clean through my gut.

His eyes don’t leave me.

Another step.

He’s so far away, but I see him and I know he sees me even better. His sight is stronger than mine, just as his muscles are. He is a born killer, made for battle, for war, and I… I’m nothing in front of him.

I spin around with the flow of the music. Strands of chestnut hair that have come loose from my intricate pile of braids whip my cheeks. Once I steady myself into position, those sapphire eyes hook me instantly. Like the depths of the ocean, those deep parts meant only to destroy anything that doesn’t belong, and I fear that’s what he means for me.

My heart doesn’t race because I’m dancing, it doesn’t race because I’m in a field full of what I fear most, the dark ones; it races because I’m waiting for the moment he reaches for the wink of a dagger strapped to his thigh—and spears it through the air, right into my chest.

He makes no such move to cut me down just yet.

He steps again, one fluid movement he takes so slowly that I realize he wants me to see it. And he has stepped right into the glow of the moonlight.

I choke on a wispy breath.

Is it possible to wet myself from the fear? Feels like I might.

I think he senses it.

Inky black hair falls into his face as he slightly tilts his head to the side. His eyes are blue blazes burning from behind the veil of night and shadows and kohl lines—but they drop and land between my thighs.

All the air inside of me is suddenly trapped. I can’t breathe, I can’t breathe, I can’t breathe. The breath jolts out of me as I land down into a kneeling position, the podium shuddering beneath us dancers. The torn murky-grey skirt I wear, the tatters of it peel away and fall back over my leg.

His stare doesn’t waver from my core.

My cheeks burn hot, and I sense he very much has a view if his eyesight is strong enough to see through the gauzy material of my skirt.

With the others, I slap my hands down on the podium, then shove back up with an all-the-way high kick, then a swift twirl. Feathers fall from my arms and braided hair.

In position again, I don’t have to look around to find him—he’s closer now, a few steps closer, but still across the field.

And he hasn’t forgotten me.

He blinks once, a slow gesture, before his gaze starts to wander my body.

I almost falter in my dance, take the wrong step and spill over the podium, but I force all my wavering strength into the kick of my leg, and I can’t deny it, the heat exploding through me as his attention sears through the one strip of fabric shielding me from his hungry eyes.

I know now, his hunger isn’t for my blood on his sword…

I doubt he’s thinking of my death at all.

I swallow thickly and drop my leg with the others. The collision of our feet on the podium thunders through the field and snaps his focus back up.

He watches me from kohl-lined eyes, his black hair glistening under the moonlight, much like his leathers and the sharpness of his blades.

The moonlight cascades over the warmth of his honeyed skin, it glistens the black leather clinging to his tall, muscled body.

The rest of my dance, every twist, arch of my back, roll of my full hips, every step I take, each tangle of my wrists above my head as though I am restrained, as though he has restrained me—I sense the shift in him.

It isn’t a hunger to kill me, but one to bed me.

Lust in its most animalistic form radiates from him and the shame has me in its grip, because that lust is mirrored in me, in the flush of my cheeks, the harshness of my chopped breaths, and I let myself think of him.

A guilty pleasure.

Before, I’ve only ever felt fear for the dark ones. Make no mistake, I fear this one above all others, I fear him most of all because I also want him.

For the rest of the performance, he watches me without fail. He never looks away, not when I change position for a new dance down the end of the podium, not when another dokkalf comes to his side and traces his stare for a short while, not once does he look away.

I fall into the calm storm between us, the charged cloud of desire on the precipice of whirling into a blizzard that will consume us both. But it never quite does.

Each flick of my hip comes with a small smile that graces my painted lips, every caress of my fingertips down the shape of my waist is accompanied by the flutter of my lashes over my ordinary brown eyes. I draw him in further.

A dangerous thing to do, a litalf halfling to seduce a dark fae. To play with him. But oh, I do it. It thrills and terrifies me to have my hooks sinking into him.

This all goes on so long, for the better part of an hour. He watches.

Then the dances end, and the celebrations start to dwindle.

Father takes me to the carriage, and I feel the dark one’s gaze even then, cutting over me like an ice-sword scraping down my back, then piercing into the back of my head.

I only give myself one glance at him after the dances. Father is with me, gushing about how proud he is of my talents, but I only have my attention on the dark one who watches me—until the carriage door shuts on my small smile.

Later that night, when I am alone in bed, and the house is asleep, I ignore the snack on my nightstand… and instead wander my hand down between my legs.

I travel my mind to him. The dark one. I think of him.
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††† TEN YEARS LATER †††

I always find myself up a tower on nights like these. Nights that my life falls apart around me.

A bottle of honeywine is loose in my grip, the night sky stretches above me and twinkles with its deceit, its secrets. Deceit and secrets are all we know.

Bitterness pinches my mouth as I sway with the gentle breeze. I lift the bottle to my blue-painted lips and take a step closer to the edge of the tower. The soles of my sandals are not meant for this soft, polished stone; but if I slip, I fall, and I can’t deny the temptation in that. I never could. Someday, I might fall. I won’t scream. I won’t cry. I will smile.

But not this night—

Before I can spread my arms and let the cool touch of the breeze glide over me, footsteps come out from the archway to the tower; bootsteps so quiet that, to humans, they would be silent.

“Now that’s not the reaction I’d want from my fiancé,” a familiar drawl snakes out, “when she learned of our engagement.”

The smile that steals my lips is small. “You have no fiancé, Eamon.”

I would recognize that voice anywhere.

“I have dedicated my life to a tradition that means taking no wife,” he says. “Pity me.”

As I look over my shoulder, I see Eamon leaning against the arch that leads to the stone steps. His shirt is ruffled, the strings undone, and there’s the same stain I wear on my blue painted lips, the gilded hue of the honeywine, the same gloss of his skin, a deep brown complexion that glistens gold under the stars.

My smile turns wry. “I don’t think the traditions of the bachelor life are enviable.”

He tuts, a playful dazzle in his golden eyes. So, so golden. All but his hair, those tightly wound and forever smooth black curls that fall past his shoulder, shaven on the left side of his head.

“Consider that an important difference between us,” he says and pushes from the arch. He advances on me, my dearest friend, but his eyes are on the bottle of wine loose in my grip.

There’s defeat in the way I watch him advance. “More differences matter.”

Understanding flashes in his eyes. He senses it in me, in the slumped posture of my shoulders and the weariness of my eyes.

Comfort me.

But Eamon is unlike me, comfort doesn’t come naturally to him.

“I am a hybrid.” His grin is white and wicked. “You are a halfling. That is our most significant difference, Nari.”

His hand outstretches, darker under the shadows of the tower’s wall, hidden from the gleam of the moon.

I swig, long and hard, from the bottle before I finally hand it over to him. He’s quick to start working on vanishing all the honeywine down his throat.

He isn’t wrong about our differences.

He is a hybrid, born from light fae and dark fae—his mother a dokkalf, his father a litalf; I am a halfling, born of human and litalf. We are different. And so, he has to practice comfort for me.

Still, it’s not enough—not this night.

I can’t help myself. “But we are both halfbreeds,” I challenge with a raised brow and I step off the tower edge. My sandals slap to the stone and some of my braids whip against my rosy cheeks, flushed from the honeywine and the cold breeze.

“And is this what we should be doing as halfbreeds?” He polishes off the wine and, in a very dark fae manner, tosses it over the edge of the tower. “Wallowing in our own self-pity at such a wonderful, busy celebration with so many secret alcoves to lurk in and curtains to hide behind?”

I watch the bottle fall until I can see it no more. My upper lip curls with a warning snarl. Littering.

I know Eamon only did it to annoy me, he’s always toyed with me like that, and we both know there are human servants around the court tonight, cleaning up after us. But if it lands at the wrong root of the wrong tree, and that tree decides to swallow up the glass bottle—well, then that tree will be so offended that it will swat anyone within its reach until the next new moon. I’ve been victim to that once, cracked a rib.

“I’m allowed my self-pity,” I say and, with a throaty snarl, whip the chestnut braids that have come undone from my bun back into their rightful place, over my shoulder. I make for the archway. “You would wallow too, if it was Taroh you were promised to.” I spit out the name like it is poison on my tongue.

Some truth finally flickers onto Eamon’s face, a grimace that is as quick to leave as it was to come. “Yes, news has trickled through the vines down in the court—so very fast.” He shadows me to the stone steps, keeping little distance as we start the long descent. “I’ll be surprised if there is even a servant who doesn’t know of your engagement.”

That doesn’t concern me. Gossip, like the sun, is to the litalves what the darkness is to the dokkalves. Everything and more.

“You must have expected it, Nari,” Eamon uses his rare softer tone, something that doesn’t come all too natural to him, given his darker nature.

The dokkalves have such little compassion and empathy, even compared to us litalves. It’s Eamon’s half-dokkalf nature to be callous, but not always, not entirely—not with me. Like I said, he practices.

He reaches out for a lock of my hair and strokes his fingertips down its smooth texture. “You were betrothed once upon a time—and are now again.”

My lashes flutter on tears I don’t dare allow myself, not when I’m heading down the steps into the heart of the High Court where it’ll be bursting at the seams with light fae and the unseelie, all gathered to celebrate the solstice.

“But that engagement was abandoned,” I sigh. And it was. Just ten years ago, Taroh withdrew his interest in our marriage. And for years later, the threat that this would come back together again, that my father would repair the damage and renew our betrothment, was just a threat… Until it wasn’t.

For a while I let myself feel safe in the hope that it wouldn’t come to be.

Hope is for fools. And what a fool I am.

“It was abandoned for good reason,” Eamon says, and there’s an edge to his tone, old memories rearing up like a sword through his nature. He growls out the rest of his words, “Did you tell your father what Taroh did to you?”

I swallow back a sudden lump in my throat and, as we near the lower steps, I start to stroke drown wind-frizzed strands of my brown hair back into place. “Of course not.”

That’s my only answer, because I don’t want to follow the conversation, I know where it will it lead. It will lead beyond Taroh trying to force his body onto mine ten years ago, all because he thought he owned me, he thought himself entitled to me, since our engagement was in place—and then the conversation will ultimately land on… him.

Daxeel.

Even the thought of the dark fae’s name clangs my bones and shudders my muscles. I stop at the bottom of the stairs and, loosening a shaky breath, wipe away the wrinkles in my sheer slip, like I’m trying to wipe away all those images of Daxeel invading my mind.

The dokkalf who heard me scream, found me, and stopped Taroh from raping me. The dokkalf I later gave my heart to just as I took his. And then I tore it apart in my hands with a smile on my face. Ten years ago…

I haven’t seen him since.

How he hates me now.

I don’t talk about Daxeel.

“I need more wine.” It’s all I say before I slip through the thick curtain of sleeping vines and into the open space of the High Court.

It’s an instant hit. The fast-paced concerto claws at my bones; the overpowering sourness of rotten plums and apples that the oblivious humans eat burns the back of my throat; the thick taste of wine on my tongue and in the air; the glass cackles of the wild fae, the unseelies, dancing through the hall.

Instinct has me moving for the dais before I do anything else.

Eamon is hot on my heels, but he moves with such lazy grace, the natural prowl of a predator, that all the nearby humans (whether servants, wanderers, stolen ones, or those stuck in the Eternal Dance) shrink back from him. Their fear of the litalves is strong, but nothing compares to the of a dokkalf.

I reach the thrones, where only one watcher of the High Court sits for the solstice celebration. Rain, the Prince of War.

I bow deeply for him.

Eamon drops to a knee at my side.

Rain’s golden eyes flicker over us for the briefest of moments, then he looks away, disinterested. I don’t need to trace his gaze to know that his attention has honed in on his human wife, Callie, somewhere in the court, probably with one of her two halfling children.

We peel away from the dais and—as we step into the Eternal Dance—Eamon snatches a full bottle of golden wine from a tray, then takes my arm in his. Together, we move through the dancers. Some humans weep, they always do at some point or another, and others scream, while some sleep as their feet kick against the polished stone floor. The ones who sleep are experienced, I estimate some fifty years trapped.

That is what this dance is to a human.

A trap.

Once they start, they can never stop. Not unless a watcher of the court releases them, one of the princes or princesses. The chances of that happening are slim to none. Unless they are purchased as servants or gifted to the unseelies for sacrifice, but that’s a whole other thing.

I feel no pity for the dancers as I slink around them. I feel no joy either at their suffering. I’m indifferent. That makes me very much a halfling, and not a fullblood litalf. If I was fullblood, I would laugh and smile and torture them some more.

I find it all rather… dull.

So I take the bottle that Eamon offers me and start chugging my way through it. Manners be damned. I just found out I’m marrying the lordson who tried to rape me. I’ll drink myself stupid tonight.

And I do.

I’m another two bottles in, swaying on the spot, when the court starts to bend and twist around me. Its pearlescent walls seem to glow brighter, the balconies above bloat and shrink in waves, the vines whisper in a constant hiss that itches my eardrums.

And soon, my balance is worse than any trapped human dancing around me.

Eamon winds up hooking his strong arm around my middle to keep me upright before he leads me through the dance to get me out of here.

“Do you have a steed with you?” he asks, his low-toned voice adding bass to the treble of the music swirling around me. It’s a heavy hum I cling to, one that keeps my eyelids open. “Or a carriage?”

A carriage. I almost snort.

My fallen family can only afford to keep one, and father is still here somewhere, and will stay until dawn. He’ll keep it for himself this night.

“I’ll walk,” I sigh, leaning my head into the side of his hard chest. I strain to look up at him. Tall, so tall. Yet smaller somehow than the fullblood dokkalves. Smaller than his cousin, Daxeel.

An intrusive thought, and I wipe it away with a rub of my palm on my scrunched nose. But before we can head out of the dance, and just as I drop my hand from my face, someone appears in front of me.

His bright grin dazzles me more than the lights in the court. His familiar, warm hands snatch up my cheeks so firmly that my lips push out into a pout. Prince Affay swoops in—and steals a kiss. His tongue sweeps into my mouth before I even catch up to the moment, and he takes the taste of honeywine with him.

Eamon clenches his fist at his side, as if fighting the urge to push him off me. But of course, he doesn’t. One does not push a prince, especially not the son of Prince Rain.

“Delicious,” Affay croons, as if to goad me, as he draws back.

I slit my eyes at him.

Still, I can’t fight the small smile that creeps onto my lips as Affay winks, then leaves without another word. He disappears into the throngs of dancers to carry on with his night.

Eamon firms his grip around my middle and guides me out of the Eternal Dance. “That prince will steal a kiss from the wrong female one day, the kind who will cut the wink out of his eye and slice the smile off his lips.”

My smile splits into a grin as I look up at his hardened face. We head out of the court and take the path to the left, the pearlescent stone blocks that lead into the Royal City. My village isn’t far beyond there, just over the hills.

Anyone looking from the outside might think that Eamon is jealous. And they would be right—but also wrong.

Eamon wouldn’t mind terribly if Prince Affay stole a kiss from him. His bachelor lifestyle is not for the females, but for the males. He can never marry one of his own, and so he lives as he does with males in his bed, their sweat dampening his sheets.

Suppose that’s why he stays in the light lands. In the dark lands, he can live no such way.

“It’s what he does,” I say with a shrug.

Prince Affay is a lover. We call them, in a less kind way, a bedder. How he likes to steal kisses, but how he loves to court… then move on.

He spent time courting me in Taroh’s absence. Father even started to expect an offer on my contract from the prince. But then I gave to Affay, and the courting stopped.

I have given him more than a kiss in those curtained alcoves of the court over the years, during those wilder nights of mine. The ones powered by heartbreak at crushing Daxeel’s love into pulp, and I wanted nothing more than to feel something that wasn’t pain.

Affay means little to me, and I mean even less to him. Beyond the fun of the fumbles we’ve shared, we don’t talk outside of the court. We’re just… halflings. We find some comfort in each other sometimes.

“If I myself was partial to females,” Eamon says as the stone walls of the Royal City start to rear ahead, “I might offer you an escape.”

If I asked it of him, I think he would do it, too. Marry me to spare me from Taroh.

The sadness in his voice twists my heart. Because even if he made that sacrifice for me—one that meant as a male, as a husband, he could never take another lover outside of our marriage—my father wouldn’t ever allow me to wed a hybrid, never let me marry a dark one of any kind.

To say my father is racist is to say the night is dark, the day is bright, flowers bloom in spring. Simply stating obvious truths.

“I hope I’m a better friend than that,” I say and come to a stop. Only a reach away, the walls part to the Royal City. And from the open passage, a familiar male wanders up the path towards us.

Fern, a woodland fae, an unseelie, and a favourite lover of Eamon’s. He flashes a grin. His blood-stained teeth match the lively danger of his lilac eyes—a soft, delicate purple to match his feathery hair.

I wink at him in greeting. “Just in time.”

I turn back to look at Eamon, but his hungry eyes are for Fern only. I give his arm a gentle squeeze to remind him of me, that I am here, and that he must look at me.

He does.

“You’ve walked me far enough. I’ll enjoy the rest of the way alone.” I lean up on my toes to kiss his cheek, but I reach only his collarbone.

Eamon scoffs a small laugh before he lowers his head to mine.

I ghost the farewell over his soft, dark skin—then fall back with a devious twinkle in my eyes. I tell him with that look alone, ‘enjoy the alcoves.’

And I know he will.

The Royal City isn’t terribly large, but it is grand. The familiar stir of envy—the same sensation that attacks my insides each time I pass through here on foot—returns as I wander my gaze around the empty square.

Everyone who lives in Royal City is at the High Court tonight, if not the palace itself. It’s for the highest of the high ranks in our lands. Their homes aren’t exactly the wealthy fortresses, castles, or estates further out in the countryside or seaside.

But their homes are divine all the same.

Townhouses. Narrow buildings all wedged up beside one another and reaching eleven levels tall. Soundproofing between them comes in the form of the whisper vines, the ones that suck up nearby noise, their nourishment, and the rooftops glitter with jarred glowworms and trapped globed fireflies to illuminate their pretty rooftop gardens.

Around the square, the rowhouses form two sides of a rectangle, split by the path that cuts straight through the middle. The path I take.

I count the rectangle formation of rowhouses each time I pass through, and this night is no different. Twelve rows all up.

I always wanted to live someplace like this. To marry into a family who lived in this city, in a place where—any other time but the solstice—the air is alive with laughter and bartering and carriages and steeds and nectar sweets and secret kisses and spilled paint and leathered books.

But it’s not for me, since Taroh’s estate is in the Western countryside of the Queen’s Court. So that’s where I’ll live: Not walking distance to the High Court or the Royal City or Eamon’s home.

I pass by the rowhouses with a silent goodbye.

I follow the path to my village, but now upon leaving the city, it’s no longer shining with its pearlescent glow. All I have for light is the moon above. How big and bright she is tonight. A small grace.

I stick to the grey stones beneath my sandals for the hour walk home. I might be litalf, halfling or not, but I don’t ever step off path at night, especially not when I’m alone.

Too many wild fae out at night, and I’m a meal to them, my flesh or even my soul, it depends on the unseelie.

A fool I am, but an imbecile? Never.

So I keep to the path.

Lucky me, the walk is quiet, and I only spot one white wolf up on a faraway hill to my right, and only two wild goats on the mountains to my left. The wolf is hunting them, not me.

Most of the wolves live in our lands now. Once, they lived in both Licht and Dorcha, but the dark ones hunted and killed them—the ones who managed to flee came here, but some scattered into the human lands. Those ones can’t speak… or don’t… I’m not too sure.

My village is quiet by the time I’m treading through its muddy lane. Most folk are asleep already, or they’re at the court. Far at the end of the lane, tucked onto some modest grounds and surrounded by black metal fencing, is my father’s home. It’s humble, small and… maybe a touch decrepit. Black paint peels away from the old, weathered wood. The black door is chipped and streaked with old scratch marks. But it’s the largest in the village, and once it used to be quite something.

Now, it’s an old house falling apart.

I push through the front door and cringe. The hinges groan like a beast disturbed from slumber, louder than a door has any right to be. I’ve definitely woken all the servants with that, but no matter.

I take the creaky staircase to the third level and find myself down the other corridor, the one to my sister’s room.

Pandora should be awake, she often is in the late hours, since she has so much study to do before the Sacrament begins next month, and she spends so much of her time training that she can only keep the reading time to night. But as I raise my hand to the brassy handle that’s in dire need of a thousand polishes, ready to let myself in, I hear it.

A gravelly whisper, much too deep to be Pandora’s.

Then, a laugh, one like a feather drifting on the wings of the breeze.

My mouth sets into a hard line.

I wanted—needed—to talk to her about Taroh, to ask if she knew what father had told me in the carriage on the way to the court, and of course to cry on her lap about it. But tonight, Pandora is with her husband. He must’ve just gotten back from the base to spend time with her at the solstice.

I’m soft-footed as I peel away from the door then head down the carpeted corridor to my own one. It always feels colder in this part of the house, but that’s because I broke a window when I was just seventeen, high on valerian stalk, trying to sneak back into my bedchamber from a field party. I never quite fixed it properly, so there’s an eternal draught.

The servants have prepped my room for me. They have been and gone, left my jug of springwater on the nightstand (a mossy tree trunk that father cut up for me when I took a fancy to it in the woods), set out a cheap cotton chemise on the foot of my featherbed, and left a plate of honeyed ham strips and a small slice of milky cake. Something of a habit of mine, or a tradition now—I snack before bed. Every night, whether I’m full-bellied or not, bed would feel so wrong without this snack.

Gluttonous, father calls me sometimes.

I go about my ritual anyway.

Snatching the chemise from the bed, I drag it to the dressing table by the wall of long, panelled windows—including the one with cracks that I smeared clay over to ‘fix’—and plop down on the stump I use for a seat.

Before I change dresses for bed, I wash my feet, then work on this intricate bun of wound braids and twirled hair, and it takes too long before all my chestnut hair falls into place. The relief is instant, but still, I lift my hands to my scalp and massage out all the aches from the braids.

Soon after, I finger comb my hair until it loses the curls and loosened back into the waves that come naturally to it; then I dab some rosemary into some drops of oil before I massage it into my skin to clean off the makeup.

Pandora doesn’t silly herself with any of this. She would sleep with the makeup still on, and I can think of few things that would be worse than the feeling of her skin come dawn. Though, she wears little more than a smear of paint across her lips. Her smooth, brown complexion needs no powder like I do, needs no rouge, like I do. And she’s more for swords and blood than makeup.

My complexion is sunkissed, but still, I’m paler than my bronzed sister. Father says that’s because my mother had skin like milk. There’s a peachy undertone to my complexion that I think is very human, and sometimes in the hotter seasons I get a deeper honeyed complexion that I’m fond of. That doesn’t happen to the fullblood litalves. Their skin tones don’t change with the seasons.

Another human trait to give me away in these lands.

I loosen the thought with a heavy sigh, then change into the chemise. The cheap cotton scratches at my skin, but I’m used to the sensation so I just make for my bed. On the way, I pause—

I falter at the glass vase of dead, blackened roses. So withered. So wilted. Not a scent to them, not a red spot on them. Dead. Still, I pause to run my fingertips down the dry stem, careful not to disturb it too much, because to rouse the dead—even if it’s a rose—is a dangerous thing.

Dropping my hand to my side, I sigh and turn for bed.

I fall onto the feathery mattress, and as I eat my night snacks, I weep silently—my thoughts on the one who gave me those roses ten years ago.
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I’ve not so much as gripped my chalice before Pandora leans across the small, round table in the gardens—and shoves two parchment scrolls in my face.

Bound in string, the bow tickles my nose.

“You have to sign today,” my sister snaps at me, always snapping at me. Guess she thinks she’s all sorts of superior, not just because she’s older than me by two decades, or that I’m halfling and she’s fullblood; but also because of the details written onto those two scrolls.

The Sacrament.

Pandora’s a warrior destined for the armies. I’m a female who whines when there’s not enough cinnamon in her morning coffee or the right snacks aren’t by her bed at night.

I know how she sees me, but she doesn’t quite judge me for it. She only thinks she’s better. Slightly.

I smile and raise my chalice above the scrolls. Fresh, hot coffee with a few twigs of cinnamon and a drop of honey, it all swirls in the metal cup.

“Get that out of my face or say goodbye to your scrolls.”

She wants me to co-sign them. I know this. But I also don’t want to deal with any sort of business before I’ve had breakfast.

“You said you would be my second,” Pandora levels her voice like she levels her stare. Brown eyes like mine, but hers are different—hers are like the cinnamon sticks in my coffee where mine are plain old mud. “I need a second, otherwise I can’t enter—”

Before she can start berating me, I roll my eyes back as if to pray to the Gods for patience, then exhale with a sigh. “I will. I just want to drink my coffee, Pan.” I make a face to punctuate my snark. “Why are you so excited this morning anyway? I know you didn’t get much sleep last night.”

I don’t sip from the chalice, I gulp. It’s cooled enough now that it only stings a little as I down it like I downed the honeywine last night. And that’s exactly what has me reaching for a refill from the metal jug—the constant ache thrumming in my head.

“Not all of us need to sleep the whole night away,” she says and falls back in her chair. The metal groans in protest, but that’s because of the weight she’s gained since leaving the base where she completed her training. Still, she’s got that muscle packed on, the kind of muscle you’d see on a slender male. She worked hard for it too, so why she let herself get a little belly is beyond me.

Not to shame her, of course. I’m a little on the curvier side myself, but I don’t quite know if that’s because of my human heritage, or that I overindulge on all the cakes and sweets that our cook makes, or even that I drink honeywine like it’s water and I’m dying of thirst.

“Oh, Narcissa!” Pandora bites my name like an insult. Her wild stare is on the chalice I hold in my grip, the one I pour more coffee into. “That’ll be your third. That’s plenty. Sign it now, and I can send it off before the entries close.”

She scolds me like a mother would. She always has. Since I was birthed twenty-nine years ago, and she was already in her twenty-third year at the time, she’s taken the role of a mother figure in my life. So easily she forgets she’s a sister, not a mother.

I just wave my free hand at her, a flapping gesture filled with impatience.

She doesn’t spit any words at me as pushes out from her chair, advances on me, and unravels the scrolls. She sets them down in front of me, next to the plate I left bare. Coffee first.

“Quill?” I flap my hand again—and very much want her to place the quill in my hand, not on the table. She knows this too, but she says nothing of it, nothing beyond a grim set to her thin mouth, and she does just that.

I smirk behind the hair that falls over my face.

Where she points her finger, I sign my name.

Narcissa Elmfield.

Narcissa Elmfield.

Narcissa Elmfield.

Narcissa Elmfield.

Narcissa Elmfield.

I’m entirely bored of it by the time she steals back the parchment scrolls and blows a steadied breath over the wet ink.

I toss aside the quill and turn back to my precious coffee. “It’s just on paper, right?”

Pandora huffs. Now that she’s got me to do her this favour, she can be snide again. “I’ve told you so many, Nari.” I do prefer Nari to my full name. “I only need the second to sign up, you’ll not be entered into the Sacrament.”

“Why did it have to be me?” I ask this so many times she must want to wring my neck, and maybe I get a kick out of winding her patience around my finger sometimes.

Pandora starts to roll the scrolls. Through gritted teeth, “Because,” she enunciates, “the second must be from the same bloodline. Father has already competed, so he can’t do it.”

I find enough joy in how she speaks to me—as though I’m a child, all out of her own irritation—to smile. Maybe I’ll miss her when, after the Sacrament, she’ll head off to the armies, whichever one, for whatever position she wins, and I won’t have my sister to annoy anymore.

All the generals and their seconds will be there to watch the battles of the Sacraments to pick out their favourites from those who survive. One way to get a career offer. I’d rather simply not work, myself.

Pandora adds, “You just have to come along, sign what they tell you to, then sit around, eat, dance, pretty yourself up in all the mirrors,” she says with a smile, a true one, “then watch me win.”

Win. I almost scoff at her ambitions.

Before I can think on another way to irk her, her beloved husband stalks out of the cracked glass doors at the rear of the house. Ronan comes for the metal table that Pandora and I always have breakfast at, because it’s got the best view of the willow fields.

“Nari,” he calls out to me, a swagger in the way he comes down the steps. Maybe it’s because he’s all buffed out now that he lives on base. “Your father wants to see you.”

“Of course he does,” I murmur and slam my empty chalice down hard enough to rattle the plates and bowls on the table.

Pandora looks up at me from beneath her blue-tinted lashes. “So he told you.” It’s not a question.

I stare at her as it clicks into place.

My answer is a snarl, “So you knew?”

I leave her with that, kicking back my chair, and storming up the path. I’m so mad at her, that she knew of this betrothment, and didn’t tell me. So mad that even her innocent husband gets the cold shoulder as I stalk past him.

The place to find father should be his study, the door down the end of the hall, closest to the foyer. But that room has water damage from a storm that passed some thirty years ago, and it can’t be used.

I once hid out in that room, under his desk in a game of catch-me-bite-me with Pandora, and I got sick. Healer said it was the mould and the dampness that brewed a common cold in my body—but it felt anything other than common.

Took a week before I could leave my bed, and more weeks before I was out and about again.

Now, father’s in the library, so that’s where I go. Just a short corridor away from me, where he’s set up his study and where I’m in no danger of common colds.

A sour pinch puckers my mouth as I slip through the gap in the old, termite-eaten door. I hate to push it, the hinges creak too loud, so I make myself smaller as I sneak into the wispy light. The dust that’s caked onto the long, panelled window behind father’s blackwood desk stops too much light from brightening the library, so it’s lit with lanterns instead.

We just don’t have enough servants to keep up with the chores, and bargained humans cost a lot to feed and clothe and bathe, and the price of them from the Eternal Dance is too much for our family purse.

My eyes take a single blink to adjust to the dimness. The pout is still on my face as I wander over to father, but my eyes flicker over the forgotten scrolls on the shelves. The shelves that are still standing, at least.

I wonder, fleetingly, what it once was in here, if each shelf was sturdy and clean, tended to by a houseful of servants, and that books, tomes and scrolls were packed onto them.

A time before mine, when the Elmfields had gold.

Father looks up from his letters. They are scattered all over his desk, some have mug rings staining them, but all appear on the cheap side of parchment. He’s a second to an envoy who serves the Prince of War, so most of his letters come from war camps far out on the borders, or the seas, or the Midlands.

Father gestures with a lazy lift of his hand.

Sit, it tells me.

With a huff, I fall into the creaky leathered armchair opposite him.

“Where did you disappear to last night, Nari?”

Hell, I want to say.

But I look up my lashes at him, at the ashy tint to his brown skin and the weathered look in his coffee eyes.

I find other words, ones that don’t add to his pain. He’s just doing the best that he can.

“I indulged in wine,” I tell him, and there’s no look of surprise to cross his face. He simply studies me. “Danced with Eamon. Then he walked me as far as the Royal City.”

For a long moment, he’s quiet. Then he leans back in his chair. It groans. “Is Taroh really such a terrible male to have a future with?”

I blink at him. Words gather in my throat—and choke me.

Words I’ve never spoken to him.

I should tell him what Taroh did all that time ago.

I should have told father back then what had happened. But then Taroh, in all his shame and anger, seemed to be cosying up to another female, and my engagement to him was uncertain, then revoked… then uncertain…

It’s been a confusing arrangement.

Still, his reluctance seemed enough to comfort me, like a promise of escape that was never quite spoken.

Time passed. And father worked with Taroh’s father behind my back.

I should tell him now.

But I can’t.

He’ll ask too many precise questions, and I’ll have to tell him how I got away. That Daxeel was the one who saved me.

Then there’s the matter of my purpose. A daughter only born for this sort of arrangement.

The tocher—a dowry of sorts—that Taroh’s family will pay mine… it’s enough to restore the house. Not to its former glory, of course, but enough to fix much of the damage. Not to mention the matter of Taroh’s father being a lord. A connection like that will promote father through the ranks of nobility, the father of a lady.

That is exactly what he wanted from a second daughter—it is my purpose.

I smile something sad. “All unwanted males are terrible ones to have a future with.”

He gives a gentle scoff. “So much time spent in the scripture hall, you might have made a fine scribe.”

But a lady doesn’t work. So there is no future as a scribe for me. It’s not a painful thing, I don’t mind since I never wanted a career. But it’s a passion that I hope Taroh will afford me, to let me visit the scripture hall in the Royal City, or the archives at the High Court. Will he let me keep dancing?

I’m blunt as I ask, “When will it happen?”

Father leans his head to the side, resting his temple against the curved back of his chair. The light from the lanterns and windows fades from his face at this new angle, and all I can make out is the faint grey ribbon that has his long, black hair fastened over his shoulder.

I read so much exhaustion in him, he wears it like a fine cloak, and it’s constant. I never thought he suited his name, Brok; that the name was too strong for his weathered demeanour. Brok is the name suited to a warrior, but father always hunted the life of a noble.

“A month after the Sacrament,” he says. “At the High Court.”

So three months from now, I will be married.

I just nod once, a sharp gesture.

“I hope that in the meantime,” he adds, “you allow him to court you.”

My frown is aimed at a rotted spot on the desk’s wood. I itch to reach out and pick at it. Then I spot the little rug bug that skitters over the moist wood.

I reach out and crush it with my fingertip.

“There is another matter to discuss,” he says.

I lift my frown up to father. It creases my mouth, my eyes, my nose.

I wipe the bug guts from my finger onto the leather chair.

Father leans forward and folds his hands on the desk. The coffee tone of his eyes sharpens to wood daggers. “I was informed last night at the court that I’ll be placed at Comlar for the duration of the Sacrament.” Two months. “Pandora is of course competing. I loathe to leave you behind.”

He also doesn’t trust me enough to leave me home alone for that long.

So I’m not wildly surprised when he adds, “You will come.”

I nod.

“Taroh will be there, too. Of course, his family have relations, and so they will stay in the nearby town. Still, that is close enough for you both to get to know each other.” To ease my nerves.

I almost laugh something bitter. I feel I know Taroh plenty.

“But there is a concern I have.”

There. The reason father turned serious, the reason his studious gaze is glued to my face, ready to land on any flicker of expression that might give me away. But give what away?

Then, I realize it.

Before he can say it, I think it.

Daxeel.

He’s to compete in the Sacrament. He told me, ten years ago, that he will enter. So…

Daxeel will be there.

I clamp my throat shut before any sound can escape me; before I can release a whimper or choke on something I lost so long ago.

Hope.

“The matter of your dark one,” father says, and his eyes narrow as he scrutinizes me. But I’ve steeled myself, and I only look at him. “The garrisons have quarters for both litalves and dokkalves. Of course the quarters are divided to keep us apart—rightly so—but he will be there, and you will inevitably see him… many times, I’m sure.”

I blink, my face schooled into nothing but total blankness, like I couldn’t care less about what he’s saying to me, like I couldn’t care less about the dark fae I love and who once loved me.

He levels his stare and his voice at me, “Do you promise to stay away from him, my child?”

My heart stops beating, and time stands still for the briefest of moments, but that moment is all I need.

There’s something you should know about me.

To the ordinary human eye, I might look fae, but I am only half.

Humans see the sharp tips of my ears; the peachy tint to my sunkissed complexion; the shine of my chestnut locks; and the sharp amber gleam of my otherwise brown eyes.

But when I catch my distorted reflection in the dusty window, I see what the fae do. I see the humanness.

Hipbones too wide to be fae; thighs too thick on the seat I’m sat on; less sparkle, less dazzle in my irises; a dullness to my complexion that looks too pale next to my father’s; ear tips too rounded; and teeth that just aren’t sharp enough.

I am both.

I am fae, I am human.

And yet, I am neither.

I belong to neither, an outsider to both, in appearance alone.

Like my height. I am not small, not by human standards, but to the light fae, the litalves, I could do with a stretching. Then, them, the dark fae, the dokkalves—in front of one of those ruthless creatures, I feel very much the mouse that wandered into the path of a wolf.

But I have means to belong, to trick the fae around me, dazzle and render them incapable—if only for a few moments—of remembering what I am.

I wear no Fae Mark on my flesh, like my sister once had dragonfly wings that were torn off in battle, but my tongue is not under the rule of the land.

The light fae cannot lie. And yet, and yet—

I can.

I first realised when I picked up on some sayings from around the court and near the human servants in the village.

‘I’m famished’, when in fact I’m only peckish.

‘I’m dying’, when in fact I’m only wine-ill.

‘My feet are killing me’, after excessive dance practice, and my feet are bruised and bloodied.

And I could repeat these human words, these little twists of the truths. Not lies, exactly, but close enough that I started to practice in private, tests the depths of this newly discovered advantage—one I was so very desperate to have back then.

I tested, but only ever in private, because it’s a deadly secret for anyone else to know, even my father. They think I am like other halflings, that I cannot lie because I am bound to the land as they are.

This talent is my best kept secret, because I don’t often use it. Better to not get caught, better to not use my talent for small things, better to save it for moments like these—

So I start my answer with a truth. It always disarms the light fae I lie to. “I can’t make that promise, father.” I shake my head and watch as his hands tense on the edge of the desk. “If I’m to live in the same garrison as him, how can I avoid him? I won’t be punished for circumstance. But,” I add with a submissive nod, and I look down at my lap, “I can promise to turn my back on him if he speaks to me. I’ll keep my distance when I can—because I don’t care about him, father. Not anymore.”

Oh the lies, the lies, how they hurt. Not just my heart, they physically hurt. It’s like the words have formed into a fist inside of me, twisting my throat in an invisible grip, and I feel the early prickles of warning on my tongue.

I’ll need some soothing tonic when I return to my room.

Satisfied, father nods, then draws back from the desk to sink into his chair. “You should pack. We will depart for Comlar next full moon.” That’s just nine sleeps from now. Father lifts his hand, a silent gesture dismissing me. “Let us hope Daxeel has not thawed in the last ten years.”

Let us hope Daxeel still hates you.

I force a small smile and leave the library. I head straight to my room, rushing by our servants (our brownies and goblins paid in bowls of cream and sugar). I knock one over in my rush.

I grimace as Knife, the wicked brownie, is sent sprawling—and shouts curses my way—but I just keep running.

Daxeel.

That name clangs my bones. I think only of him. His face flickers in my mind, a face twisted with fury.

I remember him then. It wasn’t so long ago, a decade, a handful of years to me, part of a lifetime to humans. If I close my eyes, those days flood to mind as though they only just happened some months ago.

I relive those memories every day.
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the night we first spoke

††† TEN YEARS EARLIER †††

Taroh’s mouth is hot on the curve of my neck. His fingernails scrape at my thigh, bunching up the satin skirt that clings to me.

Silencing my shouts, his other hand is pressed firm against my twisted mouth. His palm is clammy from the excess of plumwine he’s had this night, but that wine doesn’t lessen the hardness he pushes against my belly, and it doesn’t let him listen to the muffled cries that his hand stifles.

Outside of the High Court, in the gardens, he found me. I was wandering the statue maze, far away enough from the celebration inside that my father wouldn’t catch me smoking valerian.

It was Taroh who caught me.

I was looking for a firefly to light the parchment-rolled valerian stalk when he sauntered up the path, wearing that striking grin of his. I didn’t get the chance to light it. It lies on the grass, forgotten and abandoned, near the toes of my sandals that scuff against the stone podium.

Taroh’s body holds me up, pressed so hard against mine that my ribs ache just as my back does. Tears slick my face that pulls against his firm hand, desperate to yank as far away from the coffee scent of his auburn hair as possible.

A part of me…

It’s so wretched that just acknowledging it brings shame to my cheeks that burn hotter than Taroh’s hand tearing at my skirt. But a part of me urges to submit—not to enjoy it or because it’s in my nature. But because I know he’ll take me anyway, and maybe it’ll hurt less if I stop squirming, stop pushing at his solid chest.

I should submit. He’s to be my husband. I want to keep a peaceful marriage—and he expects this of me now.

But… the nausea is stirring so deep in my gut and the urge to sob is rattling through me. I want to bite his fingers off and tear out his eyes.

I don’t submit.

I turn my head with a grunt of struggle, but his palm still muzzles me, and his mouth just clamps onto my neck—his teeth latch on hard enough to force a wince through me.

Stuck between our bodies, my hands still push against his chest, my nails cutting through his blouse and drawing blood from his skin, but it’s as useless as my screams are against his sweaty palm.

“You’re drunk,” I try to shout, but it’s a garbled hum. “Taroh, stop, please, please stop.”

Nothing. He’s ripped the skirt and now his hand dives into the new slit. He grabs me. Grabs me. And just… holds. It’s a statement.

Tears spill down my cheeks, hot and angry. A hiss turns into a choke, and I’m sure I’ve snotted all over his hand. But all he does in answer is groan something feral and it flexes his erection pressed against my writhing belly.

“I want to try you out now, halfling,” he growls and his hand disappears from my mound. “Ensure you’re worth the gold I’m paying.”

Then, I hear the pop of a button—I turn wild.

I scream against his hand.

He pushes me harder against the statue. My spine screams with me. My legs kick out at the air. Nails cut deeper into his torn shirt.

Taroh just grinds against my core. There are no breeches shielding him anymore; his excitement is hot and ready. I feel it slip over the apex of my thigh as he tries to angle—

And then he’s gone.

The soles of my sandaled feet slap down on the stone podium. A sharp inhale sucks through me, shuddering my chest.

I blink through the tears at movement. It’s only when I raise my fists to wipe away the tears that my vision clears that I see what pulled Taroh off me… or who.

A tanned, strong hand is fisted into Taroh’s white blouse. The one who saved me… it’s him.

The dark one. The dokkalf who watched me the night before, the one who watched me dance.

His face is a hard mask of stone, like the statues all around me, but his eyes blaze like ocean storms. His head only reels back for a millisecond, then it comes crashing down on Taroh’s face.

I feel the crunch of his nose breaking.

The headbutt is enough to send Taroh sprawling back to the ground. He spills over, legs spread, and a dumb look on his crumpled, confused face.

The moment he snaps out of the daze with a blink, he’s grabbing at his breeches and fastening them up. All the while, his bloodied and swollen lips curl around a silent snarl as he looks up at the one standing over him.

At the dark one.

Dressed in his leather gear, he’s as menacing as he is wicked. His black leathers are the sort that cling to each muscle and every line of definition on his tall, strong body like a second skin. All sorts of daggers and throwing stars wink at me, the weapons he has strapped to his large biceps and solid thighs.

But it’s the look on his face that has a tremor run through me.

I don’t think. I don’t pay any thought to the reality of what just happened—that the dark fae saved me. I just act on the fear chilling my insides.

Pushing from the statue, I stagger forward and make to run.

But I only manage to take a single step before, with his fierce gaze swerving to me, the gentle touch of his fingertips presses to my middle. He applies force, then pushes.

I stumble back into the statue.

His eyes blaze like blue flames devouring cities, and only the slightest trickle of his black dokkalf blood runs down his forehead to his nose.

The warning is enough to bolt me in place.

It wasn’t a hard shove—in fact I’m certain that with power like his built into every piece of his body, he had to intentionally push lightly so that I wasn’t thrown through the damn statue—but the shove was enough. It was unspoken words, ‘Stay right where you are.’

As though I can hide from it all, my hands come to my face and hold. Peering over my fingertips, I slide down the statue until my bottom hits the podium… and I stare at the dark one.

“That is my female,” Taroh spits, but his snarl falters in the face of a warrior, and not just any warrior—a dokkalf.

Shirt blooded and ruffled, Taroh tugs at it as though it’ll fix it somehow, and staggers to his feet. His wide green eyes spear into me with accusation, but he looks wild enough to be a feral with all that blood gushing from the break of his nose.

I shrink even further into the statue, and I know my spine will be black with bruises come morning.

Taroh looks to the dokkalf, but he takes a notable step back.

Blood coats his tongue as he spits, “That is my betrothed.”

How he says it…

Let me rape her, it is my right.

I loosen a shuddered breath.

I have no words to speak to him, not with the fear bolting my muscles to my bones, coiling through my stomach like a writhing pit of snakes. And not with the violent urges still lashing through me, tear out his tongue, claw out his eyes, rip off his male-hood.

My attention is pulled back to the dark fae.

He lifts a black, crooked dagger, longer than my forearm—and I wonder when the fuck he removed that from the weapons strap on his thigh, because I hadn’t seen him move at all.

He aims it straight at Taroh’s pointed chin.

A red bead of blood swells on porcelain skin; I think fleetingly of the marble statues that weep crimson at the palace.

Taroh doesn’t dare another step or chance another word. He’s as still as me. Frozen. Like me, he knows he’s no match for the dark one.

Black hair falls over the dokkalf’s tanned face, falls into the gleam of his blue eyes—eyes that burn darkly with the thrill of the fight. He wants this, the blood to be spilled, death at his feet.

Like all dokkalves, he needs bloodshed.

Roughly accented, his voice is a deep tremble of rage, the sort of growl that comes from only the fiercest wolves, “Whether today, tomorrow, or a thousand years from now, the war between our lands will resume.” His upper lip curls around a contained snarl, but his grip on his black dagger is so tight that his leather glove creaks. “The feeble treaty you cling to will crumble. It’s not if, it’s when. Will it be now, starting with the spill of your blood on my boots?”

My spine presses harder into the stone statue, but it’s my head that promises more bruises to come. The fleeting thought drifts through my mind, how will I hide them from father? Still, I can’t help but recoil from the shudder of danger in the dark one’s voice.

I’m no fighter, no warrior, and of courage I know little.

I want to run from him, I want to scream out for help. But I’m utterly frozen in place, tucked up at the foot of a statue, like I can make myself small enough that he’ll forget I’m even here.

Taroh releases a harsh breath. It tells of his reluctance. But he knows who he’s standing in front of—what he’s standing in front of.

With a scathing look aimed my way, Taroh takes that purposeful step back. Retreat. Then he’s turning his back on us and storming up the path.

Wild-eyed, I stare at his retreating back.

He leaves me here with the dokkalf.

I’m not surprised. Tonight has planted poisonous roots in my heart; fears, so many fears, for my future with Taroh. But to leave me with a dark male, even one who saved me, is cruel. Who’s to say the dokkalf won’t finish what Taroh started?

Tears spill down my blotchy cheeks. My breaths tremble, but my body is rigid.

I don’t hear the leathers creak as the dark one turns on me.

Inky hair sweeps over his caramel complexion. But of course, it’s his eyes that hold my attention.

He stands over me, a tower looming too high. His gaze sweeps me, searching for wounds it seems. His mouth is set with a frown as he lifts his gloved hand—and offers it to me.

That gesture…

It does something to me.

The dark fae don’t offer much to anyone in terms of sympathy or even pity, not even to their beloveds. It’s something they know so little about, compassion. When they show these things, it’s practiced—forced. The intention matters, these gestures of comfort are to say, ‘do not be afraid’.

Right now, it’s almost like he’s trying to show me just that: Compassion.

It eases me. Feels like the ice-cold water that was flooding me starts to drain out of my body. Still, there’s enough of it that sticks to my bones, the natural and eternal fear I should hold for every dark fae, but slowly the tension relaxes through my body, and I just look up at him.

I contain a breath, forcing it to release steadily, not shake like it wants to. Moments pass, our gazes locked. Neither of us moves. Not until I swallow a bulbed sob and sniff back the tears.

Snubbing his hand, I reach out over the lush green blades for the valerian stalk.

He drops his hand to his side. “Are you not going to thank me?”

The darkness in his barbed accent chills my bones.

I hesitate for a beat, hand outstretched for the rolled valerian, but… then I recognize something in his tone, something so ridiculous, so unlikely…

Yet, as I chance a look up at him from beneath my lashes, I see it…

It’s not that he’s slid the dagger back into the thigh strap, or that he’s stepped into the stream of moonlight now, as if to further soothe my fear. It’s that his mouth is lifted at the corner with the faint whisper of a smirk, one so small, so slight, that it’s hardly there at all.

I don’t like what that does to me, how it flips my belly. My mind floods with memories, those wicked thoughts I had of him last night with my fingers delving into my wetness, my head turned to muffle my moans against the pillow.

Is it shame that has my face hot?

Avoiding his gaze, I snatch up the valerian.

“I didn’t ask for your help,” I mutter, because I know better than to ever let a dark fae think I’m indebted to him, even if I am.

The tremble of my fingers betrays me, it betrays my lingering fear of him, but also the aftershocks of Taroh.

His gaze cuts over my hands for the briefest of moments, then he’s staring down at my flushed face again.

His head tilts to the side, some tendrils of dark hair—glistening as though damp—sweep into his eyes. He watches me stand, and I don’t doubt he sees the wobble of my legs as I do.

The earlier threat in his tone is gone; no growl, only ice, “And what would he have done if I hadn’t followed your quiet cries, if I hadn’t helped you?”

I stuff the rolled parchment into my cleavage.

His gaze snaps to the movement—he makes no effort to hide his smouldering stare. And there it is. Behind the veil of practiced compassion. In his nature, there is no empathy, no pity. A dark fae fakes those gestures when they need to, but their minds are as cold and unfeeling as their hearts.

My eyes narrow on him. “No worse than what you might do to me, dark one.”

His face hardens. His upper lip breaks the mask as it curls and he steps towards me, but no growl or snarl rumbles through him. He only takes that one step closer, eyes gleaming like deep blue swords.

I fall back a step.

His voice is glacier as he says, “Vicious female.”

Instinct has me baring my teeth at him, but it’s subdued, it comes with a tremor down my spine. I’m no threat, so he pays it no mind. He just runs me over with his fierce gaze, then turns his back on me.

He’s about to make his way back up the path, but that means… I’ll be alone out here again, and Taroh will be just waiting to get me alone, I don’t doubt it. His wounded pride would find reassurance in harming me.

“Wait.” My voice is small. Barely a whisper.

Still, he hears it.

Some steps away, he stops. I watch the ripple of tension tighten his back muscles, and I fleetingly think of water running down a stream.

Does this dark male know that only last night in bed, I thought of him?

Keeping his back to me, he only half turns his head, an unreadable look on the profile of his shadowed face. He waits…

It’s a thick moment that pulses between us. It takes me a heartbeat or two before I summon up the strength to move my legs.

I wander over to him, keeping my pace slow, casual, but fighting every instinct to run and cry into my father’s arms.

I’m not so sure father would help me. He wants this marriage to happen, he needs it to happen, for our estate and our family. But this dark male saved me and he might just be my source of comfort this night.

I lift my hand like it’s a delicate wonder of nature that I offer to him. “For your valour, you have the privilege of walking me to my village.” I flap my fingers and hold his stare. “This is the moment you thank me.”

I say it like it’s a great honour. I ignore that it’s me who owes him a thanks. The bruises that stain my pride come from the glaring vulnerability that a dokkalf sees me so weak. But I refuse him gratitude because I refuse to owe him a favour.

His stony face betrays nothing.

Yet he takes my hand and—gently, as though he’s slowing his movements down for my sake, so he doesn’t spook me—brings it around to rest on his forearm. A gentlemanly gesture.

He turns to face the path and with a nod of the head, gestures for me to guide us, because of course he doesn’t know which direction to take for my village. “After you.”

“Naturally,” I murmur as I fall into step beside him, but my grip on his arm steers him with my steps.

He doesn’t bristle at the insult.

We walk in silence a while, all the way through the stone maze, and then past the court. At the court, I take my hand off his forearm in case father sees, but I keep to his side. I feel his eyes on me as I move, burning into me, watching every step I take.

It’s only when we’re nearing Royal City, and the crowds begin to thin out again until there are only a few stragglers that we pass, that he breaks the quiet between us.

“You vex me.”

His admission flickers surprise over my face. I compose myself quickly and, casting a frown over my shoulder at him, one of judgement, I stroll ahead of him—still within arm’s reach, of course.

In a blink, he’s beside me. Moves like a shadow, this one. All dokkalves are fast-moving, but this one seems like while he belongs to the darkness, the darkness belongs to him, too.

I look up at him, so tall that I have to crane my neck. “Crows vex me when they steal my baubles, but I also find I’m quite taken by them.”

A frown knits his brow. He chews on words he doesn’t speak, and I watch the clench of his jaw bring a pair of dimples to his smooth, tanned cheeks. His eyes are narrowed on me, but he looks away quick enough that it only adds a little more to my fear of him. Only a little.

It isn’t lost on me just how much focus he’s putting on keeping me calm—on intentionally avoiding frightening me.

Through the quiet streets of the Royal City, with all residents at the High Court, he keeps my wandering pace. Every other step, I feel his gaze slice to me, at my profile, my wild chestnut hair all dishevelled from the attack, the rip of my skirt and blotchy tear-streaks on my cheeks, and the width of my hips that put me on the curvy side. But he’s quick to look away each time.

Then I sense his gaze drop to the bronzed satin cling of my bodice against my cleavage, like a soft golden stream of water falling over my full breasts.

In answer, I reach into the material and draw out the valerian.

I pinch it between my fingers and watch as he lifts his gaze to mine, a faint pink hue on his cheekbones. He knows I caught him leering, but I doubt that’s what heats his cheeks—it’s the thoughts on his mind.

“Got a flame?” I ask, as though he wasn’t just eyeing me up like his new favourite dessert.

He lifts his gloved hand and, with his other, tugs out a match from the wrist of his leathers. He pauses for the shortest of moments to strike it over the ground, then lift it to me.

Tucking the rolled valerian between my swollen lips, I lean forward and puff a breath, two breaths, three, and then it takes light. My inhale of the spiced smoke is generous.

I manage to hold it deep in my chest all the way to the edge of the last street, to the mouth of the path that’ll take me to my village. I pause there and release a winding sword of smoke.

I don’t look at him as I ask, “Who are you?”

Beside me, he crosses his arms over his chest. Even in my peripherals, that somehow only makes him seem bigger. “Daxeel.”

I scoff and hand him the rolled stalk.

He takes it, brings it to his full and rosy lips, and it’s a practiced kiss.

I watch too intently as he smokes, and the vapours cloud his face, but not his eyes, never those piercing eyes.

“I was asking more than your name,” I say dully, then start down the path.

He follows at my side. “I am Daxeel, son of Viscountess Melantha and General Agnar, from the House of Taraan, and the bloodline of Sgail.”

Blankly, I stare at him.

His face firms as he hands me the stalk.

Hardly the answer I was looking for; my question was who are you, not what’s your family tree.

My eyes roll to the back of my head.

He catches the rude gesture and hisses at me, “What?”

The snarled look of irritation echoes his earlier words in my mind, ‘You vex me.’

“You dokkalf males,” I explain between inhales and paint a smarmy smile on my bruised lips. “Even the smartest of your kind… You males always think with such brutish, ineloquent minds.”

His eyes glint like glaciers. “Apologies for not thinking in poetry as you so clearly do.”

My face is moody as I blow a puff of smoke at him. He doesn’t so much as blink. “Maybe you should try to bring more poetry into your thoughts. You might find beauty in it.”

“I find beauty enough around me.” His eyes rake over me and his hand reaches out to steal the stalk. “When it’s this bountiful, I see no use in looking for more elsewhere.”

My cheeks burn hot, but I look ahead and pretend he said no such thing.

Silence clouds us for a beat before I say, in a small voice, “I find beauty in words.”

“And dance,” he says quietly then inhales. “But also poetry and words,” he adds. “You want to add to the scriptures?” He flicks ash onto the path. “Write more ballads to collect dusk in archives?”

The snark in his tone doesn’t go unnoticed. A looked-down-upon career in his realm, I guess. But the dark fae always keep their highest respect for the warriors, for the diplomats and nobles, the royals, and the males who spill the most blood. I know enough about them to recognize something he considers a silly passion, one for a female.

“I want to preserve them,” I answer, my mind flickering to the home library with only a few sparse ballads in scrolls, since most were lost in father’s old study. “Protect them,” I add in a whisper. “But I’m no ballad spinner, even if I wanted to be.”

He considers me for a heartbeat. “If you had the words to spin, how would you write my ballad?”

I suck in my lips to bite down on the smile daring to brew on my face. I read between his words. What do you think of me?

But I’m not so ready to give up that information just yet. “Yours?” I arch a brow at him and steal back the stalk. “You underestimate my obsession with myself. You would be a mere side character in my ballad.”

That ghost returns, the small and haunting smirk on rosy lips. “And what your ballad be?”

This path is my enemy. Always, it’s seemed too long—but now, as we reach the steep decline down the hill that leads into the village, I realize it’s suddenly quite short.

We stand there at the cusp of the hill.

I look down on the village and smoke.

My father’s home looms dark and dank at the far end, tucked into overgrown gardens and poorly kept barns. Bigger than the other houses but falling into disrepair as generational wealth trickled away like beads of blood from a festering wound.

The dark one traces my gaze there.

“Ordinary,” I speak softly.

His brow pinches as he turns to face me. The question in his gaze is gone in a heartbeat.

What would your ballad be?

Ordinary.

He says nothing, but accepts the rolled stalk that I pinch between my fingers and offer to him. He takes it, but he doesn’t smoke it. He only watches me, a slight tilt to his head.

I take a step back towards the hill. “I’m Narcissa.”

My face is blank. His expression is stony with the faintest hint of curiosity, like he’s thinking about how to know more about me, like he’s considering cracking me open, peeling me apart and looking inside, a wonder at what he might find.

Another step back. “Everyone calls me Nari.”

Then I throw him a tight smile, because of course I would never thank him for escorting me—and he doesn’t ask me to.

I take the rest of the path alone, leaving him at the cusp of the hill.

I walk home.


†††

DAXEEL

Daxeel stands there at the top of the grassy hill, shrouded in the darkness of the night, hidden in the shade of the thick trees.

His eyes pierce through the shadows, blue blades aimed at the halfling that moves around puddles of mud on the road that cuts through the rotten village. She skips over smaller puddles, side-steps larger ones, and keeps her sandalled feet as clean as she can on foot.

Her brown hair is light enough to bring autumn leaves to mind; he watches some waves fall out of her loose braids. A spear of anger, like an ice-dagger, cuts through him as he wonders… Did her fiancé do that? Did he rip at her braids?

Maybe that’s why he stands there, stays there, and watches her until she’s safely through the gates of the dark home that he can smell from over here… the home that smells damp.

Still, he doesn’t leave. He waits.

Just as he did then in the gardens of the High Court.

“Wait,” she had whispered, and he’d doubted she even knew her voice cracked when she had said it; that when she’d held out her hand for him to take, as though he should fall to his knees for the privilege of touching her, that he didn’t see her fingers tremble; that he didn’t smell the fear on her.

Her snooty mask was all that had kept her together.

So he waited then, and he waits now.

Wolves will sometimes watch rabbits. Watch them hop and bounce their way back to their hovels, down which all their young survive, unwittingly leading a predator right to them.

He frowns at the dark house with the dark windows.

He isn’t the wolf. Not tonight. Not to her. But nature demands that he is what he is, and that is a predator.

A sudden light flickers through the cracked glass of a broken window. It’s up on the third level, far on the left. Orange candlelight, too faint for most litalves to make out, but as clear to him as though it was the match he struck on the street for her.

If she is to go to that window and look out to the hill where she left him, she won’t see him there, not even as he steps forward and slinks into the light of the moon. The sensation is as instant as it is uncomfortable; the light that touches his skin, that he feels cascading over him, down his shoulders, licking him. It’s enough to steel his body, to repress a shudder.

Stare fixed on the window, the one that curves around the side of the house he can’t see—the one that tells him her bedroom overlooks the barn—he pinches the light ember of the stalk. It extinguishes before he pockets it, not to smoke later, but to keep.

He turns his back on the window and on the village.

He leaves with one thought.

If I bite you, will you scream?
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To think about how it started between Daxeel and me, how we let something blossom that should never be birthed, and how I crushed it in my hand—it’s a pain I’ve lived with as my punishment.

I broke his heart. I shamed him.

How cruel I was to him.

My heart splinters at the thought of life without him, without ever being with him again. I could throw myself at his feet now and he would drive his sword into my back, cut me in two.

I ruined it. I ruined him.

And in doing so, I ruined me.

Now, in one meeting with father, in the two months I’ll spend at Comlar in the Midlands, there’s hope. This changes everything.

So I let the tears stream down my cheeks as I burst into my room and slam the door behind me. The first thing I do is race to my wardrobe and rip out the trunk from under it.

I don’t know what clothes I’m grabbing and throwing into it. I just snatch and toss at random.

Before the lunch bell rings through the house, I’ve packed most of my garments and a wicker basket full of broken baubles. I need another trunk.

Just as I think to ask Pandora for one of hers, her familiar firm knock rattles my door. I know it’s her, I don’t need to look over my shoulder as she lets herself in without my say-so.

She finds me sitting on my folded legs buried in a pile of books, scrolls and sandals. My back to her, I sift through the ribbons for my corsets that I rarely wear. I’m more of a sheer dress or satin slip lover myself.

Pandora is a ghost at my door for a heartbeat, still and silent. Then she moves for me, her pace wandering, cautious.

I speak first, “I need to borrow a trunk.”

“Borrow implies you’ll return it.” She sits on the edge of the copper washtub in the middle of the room. “I have some to spare.”

I just throw her a dead-eyed look. No thanks, no gratitude. And then I start to wind the ribbons around my fist to better pack them, else they get all tangled.

“Will you join the dancers at Comlar?” she asks. Her sleek dark hair is threaded into two braids that curve along the shape of her head, then join at the nape of her neck for a tight bun.

Dance at Comlar…

I always thought it funny that the isle was so disliked by both lands that it shows in the names; that the garrison and stronghold are Comlar, and that union of two crowns meant a better name than the whole isle itself, plainly called the Midlands.

“What else is there to do?” I keep all the hope within me out of my voice. Can’t risk Pandora picking up on it. “I know all the dances, and outside of spending days in the scripture hall, I don’t know how I’ll fill my time there.”

In answer, she’s quiet.

So am I.

I pick up the beaded silvery bracelet from a dish of cheap jewels—and I slip it into a small cotton bag before tucking it safely into the trunk. The only piece I still have of my human mother—a cheap, greyish bracelet. It’s not very pretty, but I keep it for luck, mostly for my dancing. It might be my most prized piece, though it is entirely worthless.

Pandora sighs softly. But she still says nothing.

We’re often quiet, or I irritate her for my own entertainment, or we bicker. Sisters like any others. But we lack what some sisters have—a friendship. We have our bond, but friendship? Not quite.

I wonder if it’s because she’s fullblood and I’m halfblood that we can’t seem to fit those parts of ourselves together, or is it that we’re so wildly different from each other that we have little to bond over?

Pandora is the child father needed; I’m the one he wanted.

With his late wife, he had my sister. His heir, and a vicious female warrior he’d had trained since youth. One to restore honour to our once great lineage.

But he wanted another. One he could sell off into a political marriage.

So he stole a bargain with my human mother and released her when I passed infancy and no longer needed her nursing. She left willingly, never returned, and I don’t even know her name. I never asked her name. I never cared.

I am a bargain-born and that is all there is to it.

I know father loves me, but maybe the reason I don’t tell him about Taroh’s attack on me is that I’m afraid to learn how deep that love is. Would he still sell me off to the lordson?

“I wrote to Eamon,” Pandora tells me.

This catches my attention.

I look up at her, blankness on my face.

“Once father summoned you, I sent my crow to deliver a message,” she explains. “I figured you might need his support today.”

This is her apology. Summoning my best friend to me when I’m faced with Comlar, Daxeel and Taroh. Her apology for not warning me about any of it.

It’s enough and I nod firmly. But to get a thanks from me would be like pulling teeth, so she takes all I offer and, with that, leaves without another word.

I pack my corsets in the trunk that Knife, the brownie servant, drags into my room some moments later. We both slide dark, narrowed gazes to each other.

I know it was him. Knife was the one who told father I snuck out that night. So I don’t care when I knock him over in the hall. And he doesn’t care when he crushes glass and stuffs piles of it into my boots.

But Knife leaves and it’s some time later when he returns after lunch to tell me that Eamon is coming up the fields.

I abandon my messy room and rush out to meet him.

Eamon always comes to visit from across the fields, never through the village itself. His home—a town—is over the border, the same border my home is perched beside.

There’s only an hour walk that separates us, the Queen’s Court from the Light Court. It’s funny to think that he, a hybrid, lives in the Light Court, and I’m never crass enough to ask him if it hurts at all, the sun.

Today, the light is kind to him. I see that in the way it glistens his darker skin tone into something smooth as he wanders out of the shade of some midnight willow trees, and it shines his black hair with a blue tint.

My smile is small as I rush up the packed-dirt trail to meet him at the cusp of the hill.

He has Rya—my sister’s messenger crow—perched on his shoulder. From between his sharp, black nails, Eamon pinches fresh boneworms and feeds them to a content Rya.

“Where’d you get those?” I ask.

I reach out to scratch behind Rya’s left wing. Predictable, a shudder of pleasure runs through the crow, and his feathers ruffle.

Eamon lifts a fresh, juicy boneworm to the beak—and it’s gone in a snap. “Picked them up on the walk over.”

My smile only widens into a crooked grin.

I know these worms aren’t found on the earth or even a small dig under the dirt. They are buried deep into the dens of gnomes, a fair amount of effort goes into scooping them out.

He never did get over those gnomes biting his ankles when he was young (so Pandora tells me), long before I was born. Gnomes do like blood, it’s like a wine to them.

“So,” I start and fall onto my bottom directly in the rays of sunlight, “what did my sister’s letter say?”

Eamon reaches up to guide Rya onto his hand, then lifts his fingers in a gesture. Fly away. And the crow does just that, glides over the last hill, the field, and onto the roof of my home.

“It said enough.” Eamon takes up a spot to sit in the shade of a midnight willow tree, just opposite me, but safe from the light. Again, I wonder if it hurts him sometimes, or it feels uncomfortable maybe?

“About Comlar?” I press.

He just nods once. There’s a darkness in his bronzed gaze, a steady look he gives me that I sense secrets in.

I sigh. “What? There can’t possibly be more bad news.”

His frown pinches his face.

There can’t possibly be more bad news…

A lie, spoken too freely. Even in front of my closest friend, that’s a risk I shouldn’t have taken. Maybe I’m too raw from the past day and night, too worn down to be as smart as I should be.

He just runs me over with his gaze, and my mind is scrambling to fix my words—I find none.

Eamon turns his cheek to me and looks over at my village. It’s still brown, dank and damp in the daylight.

“I received a letter early this morning from Dax.” Eamon’s voice is soft, as soft as a dark one can manage, even a hybrid.

I blink at his sharp profile. His cheekbones could cut diamonds.

I steel myself against the swarm of moths that explode in my gut, then manage a whispered word, “And?”

It’s not an unusual thing for him and Daxeel to write each other. They are around the same age, they are cousins, and their mothers are still somewhat close.

When Eamon’s mother, Morticia, left Dorcha for Licht to marry his father, cracks appeared in the sisters’ relationships, but not enough to destroy all connection apparently.

So Daxeel and Eamon are familiar.

I’m not entirely sure how close they are. I don’t ask.

“He extended an invite to my mother and I,” Eamon says and turns to look at me. His eyes are sharp in the shade, watching me closely. “Dax’s father will be with Dorcha’s royals for the season, so he won’t be at Comlar until the end of the Sacrament to watch the final passage. His mother will be there, though.”

I nod.

Daxeel’s mother, a female I caught a glimpse of here and there through the Fae Eclipse season, but never spoken to. Eamon is warning me—giving me a clear indication of what I’m heading into.

I pick at blades of grass and crush any ants I find. “Did you accept the invite? Will you come to Comlar for the season?”

The Sacrament isn’t to Eamon’s tastes. The centurial deadly and brutal competition between light and dark. The light ones fight to keep the dark ones at bay, to stop them from reaching Mother. It comes in two passages, trials if you like. A quest, then a battle. And I find it all so utterly boring and bloody.

Eamon couldn’t care less about it either, so I have doubts he will come to the Midlands until—

“Like I’d let you get into trouble without me.” He winks. “Besides, you’ll need something of a minder.”

I make a face at him, at his patronisation, but I quickly find my smile.

I’m glad he’ll be there with me. It eases my cold dread some, and even soothes the flurries of silly hope I’m nurturing in my chest. He steadies me, that’s what Eamon does—he keeps me grounded.

But I’m a fool, I know that, so I ask, “How is he?”

Eamon’s lashes flutter. He blinks at me, once, twice, and each time his stare turns more severe. His face hardens and the look he gives me is one not to be taken lightly.

“Stay away from him, Nari,” he warns me. “For your own good.”

I fall silent. Even the tear that runs down my cheek is quiet.
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I spent every day leading up to this one doing three things:

	Practicing dance 
	Packing, unpacking, repacking 
	Drafting pleading speeches I might give to Daxeel 


And now that the day has come when I’m stuffed into this carriage headed for Comlar, the place of the garrison and stronghold, I’m only certain of one thing: My dancing. I’m prepared for the opening ceremony for the Sacrament.

The rest?

Not so much.

It doesn’t help my nerves that we are crammed in here like pickled plums in a jar. It’s a small carriage, too small for all of us. Eamon; his mother, Morticia; my father, Brok; Pandora; and two extra trunks of my own that couldn’t fit on the carriage roof.

Taroh and his father are in the other carriage with the servants.

I’m a little more than grateful I’m not squished up against my darling prick of a fiance for the long ride. It is long. Many hours before we reach the bridge that stretches across an unforgiving sea to the isle, and then some more hours before I can even see the wall of darkness as I peer through the carriage window.

And it is a wall. Like the dark knows that there’s a border there it cannot cross, it shoots upwards instead, to the sky, beyond the sky, who knows?

The carriages are slowing down. The steeds are huffing and grunting. And I understand why. I feel the same. Tiny bumps erect all over my body, prickled, as though a thousand invisible spiders swarm me.

Instincts whisper to me, ‘Do not go there. Stay in the light. Run from the dark.’

The thumps of the hard hooves hitting the dirt are thunderous enough to shudder the carriage. It’s like they’re fighting for their lives out there, desperate to stop themselves before we reach the shadow wall.

And they do.

With the black wall looming in front of us, towering over us with promises of there’s-no-going-back, the steeds stop and refuse to go any further. I don’t blame them.

We are sat in silence for a while. My cobalt leather boots scuff on the floor to betray my nerves, and if that didn’t give me away then the anxious fidgeting of my fingers would, the fingers that pick over and over at the long sleeves of my blue sweater and the knees of my narrow black breeches. I’m dressed plainly, but comfortable for travel and warm enough for the cold we should expect in the darkness.

But right now, I feel anything but warm and comfortable.

It feels like a pocket of eternity before the carriage door whips open, and a human servant stands there. He falls into a deep bow, then steps aside.

We pile out, one by one.

I delay my exit for last, then tuck up close to Eamon, as though his dark side will protect me from the shadows ahead.

And there are true shadows ahead—I see them faintly, but enough to make out that there are three of them. My eyes narrow, strained against the late evening light on our side of the land, the darkness of theirs, and the torchlights that the servants ignite around us.

Three dokkalves ahead. Three tall dark figures hidden in the shadows. No, not hidden, melted, like they are one, like they belong.

Just some steps ahead, and I’ll be swallowed up by the dark. But there’s something unexpected about it, something unusual: The darkness that slithers over the ground in thick billows, like they are sentient and malevolent, like they scour the ground for any signs of life and are… hunting.

Something about them trickles chilled caution down my spine. How they wind around the boots of the dark fae standing there like unmoveable statues; how it curls and lashes around them as though to serve the dark ones, to defend them; but most of all, I notice how different the shadows that slither over the ground are; that they are thicker and move more than the eternal dark in the air.

I don’t understand it. But my body understands enough, because a violent shudder rattles me, and I hug my arms around myself.

Above in the dark skies, there should be morke slapping around, hissing, and stalking us. Morke beasts are… unnerving. Dark creatures that poison fae with their venom, well any fae that isn’t dokkalf.

Humans die fast from morke venom. Light fae and unseelies get sick, bedridden with fevers and hallucinations. But ones like me? Halflings? I don’t know what their venom would do to my body.

Maybe kill me, like it would do a fullblood human.

After all, they are destroyers.

Morke are what wiped out the black phoenixes in the Midlands. Slick, tarry creatures with razored tentacles.

I shudder to think too much on them.

But if there is anything that morke fear—or, like the shadows on the ground, serve—it’s the dark fae. Wherever they are, the morke flee from. Even they are afraid of the dokkalves.

So dokkalves must come to escort us into the dark parts of the Midlands. If not for them, the morke would overwhelm us, overrun us, and kill us all with the venom in their tentacles that they would choke us with, crush our bones with.

Our kinds have been at war so long, but neither side won. So the treaty had to happen eventually. What point is there to a war that neither side can be victor of? We, the light ones, can’t invade the dark lands, not with the threat of the morke. They alone could wipe out our armies.

But then, the dokkalves can’t invade our lands, either. Not when our sunlight burns the males alive. Reduces them to ash.

So here we are, in the shaky alliance—a frailty to it, and for me, a newfound wave of terror as I shadow father around the carriage. I’ve always been afraid of the dark ones. I had nightmares about them when I was a child, nightmares that they would catch me, cook me alive, then force me to watch as they ate strips of my flesh and used my bones to pick at their teeth.

Loving one of them didn’t change that I feared them.

Now, I fear them more than ever—because those shadows on the ground, I’ve never seen anything like them, I’ve never heard any tales of them, or read any scripture about the shadows that slither around the dark fae like a selkie would hold onto a dead and drowned lover it had lured down into the depths of the seas.

Between us and them, the shadows start to peel back. A narrow clearing is made for us. A direct line to the three, unmoving dokkalves ahead, hidden not only by blackness, but by heavy coats with drawn hoods.

Our mixed group walk the made path.

I fight another shudder that threatens to rattle my shoulders. Steeling myself, I’m as stiff as I am unnerved. But I can’t stop the breaths from rattling through me, like they’re being shook by one of those shadows reaching into me and gripping too tight.

Eamon’s arm brushes up against mine. A soothing gesture. A piece of compassion not often found in his darker half.

“Don’t react,” he whispers, and it’s spoken so softly, so quietly, that no one around us seems to hear that he spoke at all.

His words are for me.

He takes my wrist in his firm, comforting grip—he means to steady me just as the unmoving dokkalves ahead break from their statue stances. They move. Three sets of gloved hands lift, and it seems to happen in perfect synchronicity.

Leather-wrapped fingers grip fur-lined hoods. They draw them back as we approach them, and they reveal their faces. It’s the light from our fire-torches and lanterns that illuminates them, otherwise we would be blind out here.

But we see them in the faint orange hues of firelight that doesn’t quite seem to break through the darkness like it does the night in Licht.

And then I realize—

‘Don’t react.’

Eamon’s words were a warning. His hand tight on my wrist is not of comfort, it’s a hold against a threat. He sensed who was ahead, he sensed his cousin among the three dark fae waiting for us in the shadows.

Daxeel.

My heart is quick to slingshot into my throat and choke me.

My steps falter, boots nearly scuffing over the harsh dirt.

It’s Eamon’s firm hold on me that stops me from staggering, and it’s the fear that keeps me from crying out a harrowing shout.

Daxeel looks right at me with eyes that gleam darkly from the shadows.

I recognize him instantly.

Those azurite eyes that haunt me still, in my dreams and my waking mind. That thick head of hair tousled over his bronzed face; hair like black tar, still keeping that glossy shine to it that it did ten years ago.

A surge of panic flutters up into my chest. I flatten my hand against the sudden ache and curve my shoulders, as if to make myself smaller.

Did I come here, willingly, into a trap?

Did he come out here, not to escort us, but to end me?

I have delivered my death right to the song of his sword.

But then, as if hearing my thoughts, feeling the dizziness that steals me, Eamon squeezes my wrist once, twice, thrice.

Steady, steady, steady, he’s telling me.

His hybrid senses make him that bit sharper than litalves, and I understand that he can smell the sudden ripples of fear that roll over my body like waves that batter against a harsh cliff.

So I suck in a long, deep inhale that fills even my stomach, then carefully release it.

I fall into step with the group as we start to move onwards.

Not some steps from the darkness, but exactly six. Six steps, and it washes over me like poisoned claws scraping down my flesh.

I bare my teeth on instinct, shoulders stiff.

But I move with the group—and I chance a look ahead at him.

Those eyes don’t stray from me. There’s nothing kind in them.

His strong jaw tightens and his lashes lower, casting shadows down his face. He’s different now. Taller, so tall that I think I’d only come up to his pecs, I could only ever look around his muscled arms, not over his shoulder, not even on my tiptoes.

The kohl shade around his eyes seems darker now, like it’s weathered by life and experience, like he’s older now—and he is—but harsher, too.

What really catches me, though, are the markings that are painted in sharp, cutting lines that come up the side of his neck from beneath the collar of his black leathers. Tattoos, but the warrior kind, and I have the sudden realization that I don’t know this Daxeel, not at all.

Under his molten stare, Eamon doesn’t let go of my wrist. He holds firm with every step we take closer to the dark ones.

Still, I’m distantly aware of the tear falling down my cheek.

I can just make out that Daxeel clenches his jaw, tight.

I swallow back the lump in my throat and turn my gaze down. I can’t stand his hard look another moment, the stare that lacks any of the affection and lust I was once so used to, that I crave to see in him now.

I keep my head down and, with Eamon at my side, follow my father up the way.

All I focus on is my boots. The toes of them are scuffed from the dried earth out here, dead and barren. They aren’t new, but now that I watch them, study the cobalt blue of the leather, I think of Daxeel’s eyes, and I can’t believe I never made the connection before.

I’m silent as we reach the dark fae escorts. But when we come to a stop as a group, I allow myself a swift glance up.

Daxeel doesn’t look at me now. He looks directly at my father, and there’s nothing there that invites father to speak. This isn’t a greeting or a moment between light and dark in neutral lands. It’s a challenge.

Father doesn’t take the challenge. Why would he? To just look at Daxeel now is like looking into the eyes of an acclaimed, accomplished warrior—who takes no prisoners.

He was something back then. Now, he’s all and more.

Then the dark fae turn their backs on us, a sudden, unspoken decision that ripples through the three of them. Shadows shudder around us, then peel apart again, clearing another path—this one to the black carriages ahead.

These ones are drawn by the steeds from the dark lands. I’ve seen sketches of them before, read their descriptions in the archives and scripture halls. But to see them is something else entirely.

Hairless beasts, these steeds are grey and leathery, their skin pulled too tight over sharp bones and lean muscles. Tails like fencing swords whip at their rears. Dorcha steeds, for land or sea—but die in the light.

Kelpies.

Instinct has my body recoiling from them, and I lean into Eamon’s side. He only squeezes my wrist and, as I look up at him, eases me with a small, amused smile.

‘Harmless’, he tells me with that glance.

Of course they are. I know this from my readings on them. They pose no threat to us, not unless they’re being ridden by a dokkalf warrior in battle. But then, they are a threat to many other living creatures out in the dark lands.

I decide that my fear is misplaced and turn my gaze to the carriage closest to me. Human servants are already breaking formation and headed for the transport. I watch as they lug our trunks onto the roofs.

Then I chance a look at him.

Daxeel has his back to me as he grabs the saddle of his own skeletal steed and mounts in one swift, fluid move. The others do the same, until all three of them surround us in triangle formation—Daxeel at the front—and they each look around deep into the darkness.

I forget sometimes that they can see in this black world as clearly as we see in the light one.

But I can’t give it much thought before we’re ushered into the carriages by the servants.

And then we’re moving again.

I just can’t tell time here in the dark parts of the Midlands. So I don’t know quite how long the second carriage ride took to bring us to Comlar.

The carriages—two of them—roll to a stop in a large stone courtyard, and there are no embellishments garnishing the place. No fancy gemstones or silvers and golds or marble statues or fountains to decorate. It was built for training, for battle, for the Sacrament.

Hugging the courtyard is a three-levelled stronghold, but straight ahead, illuminated by the flamed torches pinned to the stone walls all over, I see the arched blue doors that lead into the residences. That building, the one that looms up six levels, isn’t built from stone, but rather blackwood, with a thatched roof.

Blackwood from the dark lands doesn’t burn, but I have a fleeting concern about the thatched roof. I don’t know that material.

Then, all concerns are stolen away by Daxeel as his steed wanders into view. He keeps a fair distance, far along at the left side of the courtyard, but his steed is turned towards us at the carriages. He stops.

Father only spares him a lingering look before he turns to the pair of cloaked ones coming down the way towards us. One cloak is pitch-black, the other is white. Some of our scribes work with the dark ones here.

Taroh steps forward, his father too, and Eamon’s mother, Morticia, all to stand with my father to greet the scribes.

I turn to lean into Eamon. His arm comes up around me and holds limp onto my shoulder.

My face is mostly hidden by Eamon’s fur coat, but I peer over the furs tickling my nose and look at Daxeel. How I apparently love to punish myself.

His dark eyes linger over his cousin for a beat before he lands his gaze on me. He doesn’t look down his nose at me, like a noble would. He looks at me like a warrior would. His head is tilted forward slightly, his eyes piercing through me like swords, and the anger I sense he’s flooded with at the sight of me is schooled from his face as something utterly unreadable.

The scribes start to lead us out of the courtyard, headed for the blue doors. We fall into step behind them, and Daxeel breaks our connected stares.

With a tug of the reins, he steers his kelpie away, then rides off back out into the wild darkness.

Over the murmurs of the scribe and my father, the harsh sound is all I listen to—the punishing pace of Daxeel’s steed.

The bedroom I was assigned is as small as it is bare. But what can be expected at Comlar when I’m of low birth and my father of low status?

At least I’m not sharing. Not that there’s enough room to share on that barely double bed pushed up against the wall, or at that one wooden table without any seats to go with it, or space to share in the single set of drawers or the rotting wardrobe that won’t fit all my clothes. And that’s all there is.

Not even a private tub or water closet. I’ll have to go down the corridor to the communal washroom for that.

But I do like these. These remind me of home, the little mason jars full of glowworms and fireflies. Forever trapped insects, but it’s not so bad for them, since they can breed with each other in these glowjars, and feed off each other all through the life cycles. And if I want to dim the light in here, I just toss the attached small black cloth over the jar, and I’m plunged into darkness.

I don’t bother with the lights, though. Not now that I’m tucked up in the bed, buried under feathery quilts and thick furs. It’s too much effort to get out and turn down the light. I’m already so cosy, so tired…

The scribe said that we would be fatigued for a day or two, since we have to adjust to this thick darkness—and I wondered if it was the same as some folk needing more time to adjust to high altitude than others? I didn’t ask.

I just sleep off the fatigue in this surprisingly cosy bed.

I dream of him.
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the night we kissed and more

††† TEN YEARS EARLIER †††

Golden sandals are discarded and forgotten on the lush grass. The soles of my bare feet rest on the wild daisy flowers, but my gaze is sharp and homed in on that one yellow spider skittering through the shade of the petals.

It thinks it can hide from me.

But I see you. Oh I see you.

Gently, I lift my foot from the grass and—eyes never straying from the spider—I bring my toe down on it. My head tilts as I add some pressure slowly, more and more, until—pop.

And it’s dead.

My mouth puckers with a pout as I wipe the dead spider off my toe along the thick grass.

I look up at him from beneath my lashes.

Daxeel is studying me as he often does, like I’m an opponent, a foreign one he’s trying to figure out. But we’re on no battlefield.

We’re tucked away down a small peaceful row of midnight willow trees, under the moonlight and dark skies, not a half-hour from my village. Here, we’re hidden enough that we won’t be seen.

It’s where we come to spend time together, without my father finding out, and without any others around us. Daxeel throws small stones at my window. I climb down the vined lattice. And we come here.

Sometimes we just lie on our backs and look up at the thick leaves of the willow trees, or at the skies. He always stays in the shade, out of the moonlight.

Sometimes, we talk.

This night is different.

Sat in the shade, he faces me, his leather-wrapped leg stretched out alongside mine, but he didn’t kick off his boots when I tore off my sandals. His other leg is hiked up, his muscular forearm resting on his knee, and he watches me closely. His eyes seem darker in the shade, his hair blacker, his skin tanner.

I look paler I think, since I lean back on my elbows and let wisps of moonlight flow over me. But I return his stare from beneath my low lashes.

There’s a frown on his face. “Why did you kill it?”

He’s confused. Perplexed. Desperate to know my motivations, why I do anything that I do.

All I say is, “It got too close,” and I’m not even sure if that’s the reason I killed the spider. I don’t quite know why. I just… did.

The whisper of a smirk touches his full mouth.

I itch to touch it.

“Will you try your hand at executioner?” he asks, and there’s a mocking glint to his tone, one that makes me think of a sword’s edge.

I shift on the grass, move from my elbows to the heels of my palms pressed into the dirt, but I don’t look away from him. I see his gaze shift to the slight spread of my legs, where the split of my cotton chemise has fallen aside and now reveals the meat of my thigh. 

He doesn’t hide his long, lingering stare. It only shifts to my other leg, the hemline riding up too high.

“I don’t have the stomach for that,” and it’s no lie.

The raw truth of such an admission, a confession, is too vulnerable. It snaps his gleaming blue eyes up, and he looks at me, really looks at me.

This close to him, I see the onyx flecks in his ocean-blue irises. Those eyes gleam with hunger, a deep animalistic hunger for my body, and for my mind.

A contrast to the feral need in the way he watches me, his voice is cold and sharp with judgement as he teases me, “Then what will you do? Will you play the role of a pretty, common home wife?”

I bite down on my bottom lip. A mixture of silencing harsh words I might respond with, and the desire I wish to speak.

“If I ever learned how to cook, clean, and dote on some merchant for a husband,” I start, “or prepared myself for the monotony of marriage to a soldier… I might make a fine home wife, even if it’s common.”

His half smile bares only some of his white teeth, but I catch a glimpse of his sharp canines, and the reaction of my body is predictable. It never eases, the shiver of icy fear down my spine.

My body tells me to run from him, like a rabbit should run from a wolf. But other parts of my body are only excited by it all.

I find I quite like the fear, the danger.

I add, with a blush, “I’d make a fine home wife in a houseful of servants.”

His grin spreads, and it’s nothing less than predatory. All four of his piercing canines are revealed, all sharp enough to tear out my throat in one bite.

My belly stirs hot like a cauldron. The ache between my legs is building into a fire.

“Would you dance for your husband?” The same heat that lives in me for him is in his fierce gaze. He has me pinned with that look alone, and my mind flashes with thoughts, images, of me—dancing, slow and sensual, for him as my husband.

He sits in the shadows of a dark room, lounged in an armchair. He wears his leathers, and all of him belongs to the shadows, but not his eyes—the eyes that gleam like dangerous oceans as he watches me peel the straps of a lace bodice off my shoulders.

His head tilts to the side, as it always does when he considers me, and his leather gloves creak as he clenches his fists. How he aches to cut the bodice from my body, to hold me down, maybe a dagger to my throat as he—

I swallow, but it does absolutely nothing to douse the fire in my belly.

He can smell me. He’s dark fae. I know he picks up on my scent carried in the air, a scent that’s the need in me, a need for him.

“Yes,” I whisper. My cheeks are alight.

Like in my fantasy, his hand curls into a fist. But he pretends not to sense anything at all, and he offers me a small mercy. “But would you be a home wife or do you have other ambitions?”

“That’s a loaded question.”

Daxeel’s eyes run over my face as he studies every small detail of the blush on my cheeks. “Only if you’re uncertain of the answer.”

I lick my lips. His gaze darts to the motion.

There, his stare stays, even as I ask, “Are you so certain what you’ll do once you’re free of lessons and training?”

“Yes.” He watches my lips part around a breath. “I’ll take the role of an extractor.”

I pale and hope he doesn’t notice, but of course he does. He notices everything. An extractor is so much more than a warrior, it’s so much more lethal, violent. An extractor is just—

“A torturer,” I whisper the words.

My heart clenches around a fresh bout of icy dread, like my mind is just now realising who I’m with, what I’m alone with.

“I will like it,” is all he says, and finally lifts his gaze to mine.

“Why?” I ask, but I mean ‘how?’

He considers me for a moment. All that keeps pure silence from enveloping us is the steady rustle of those draped willow leaves around us.

“Why did you kill the spider?” he asks. “Why did you like it?”

So he knows I liked it and that I told a selective truth that it got too close. Luckily I didn’t lie, and he reads me like he would read any light one. A trickster of words.

“I don’t know,” I confess and frown up at him. The pout of my bunched lips snares his attention for only a heartbeat, but then… he’s looking at me again, and our gazes are hooked.

A silent moment passes. His mind churns and calculates behind azurite eyes. Mine is blank, I feel what I feel, and that is all.

Then he speaks as though making confessions of his own, not once looking away, “It could be my bloodline that helps me… enjoy that work.”

I think of his father. Not a male I have met, but certainly one whose reputation as a war general is so ruthless and brutal that it reaches all over Licht and to the vines of the High Court.

Anyone smarter than me would recoil now, make an excuse to leave, or just plain run.

Fool, fool, fool.

I stay right where I am.

I stay for so many reasons. My heart sings for him. My body aches for him. My flesh yearns for his touch.

“Are you afraid?” he asks, and it’s so blunt that I should flinch or frown, but I only look at him, my lashes low over mud-brown eyes.

Are you afraid of me?

That’s what he’s asking me.

That’s why he didn’t quite want to remind me of his bloodline, of his heritage, of his father. He’s concerned I’ll be flung into reality.

I prefer to live in this dream.

A small smile, maybe a little seductive, slips onto my lips.

I shake my head slightly, never breaking our locked stares, and my voice is soft, “Only a little.”

He frowns and tilts his head, studying me. Locks of inky hair fall into his eyes, and his jaw tightens some. Those fucking dimples, I want to bite them, lick them, kiss them.

“But you are afraid,” he decides.

“I know you won’t hurt me,” I say and exhale something long and cautious, something that betrays how carefully I choose my words. “But my body recognizes that you’re a predator. I feel the fear… but I don’t accept it.”

And gods if it doesn’t arouse me more. That bud of fear that’s eternal around him, the one that lives deep in my belly, the one that trickles arousal down to my core.

I ache to rub my legs together, as though it’ll soothe my song for him. But instead, I keep my thighs just that bit apart, and let a blush creep over my chest.

His voice deepens in something husky, “What are you thinking?”

My mouth parts around unspoken thoughts. To bend the truth, to lie, to be silent—any of those options. Instead, I whisper a truth so fucking delicate that my face is aflame before I speak the first word, and my heart is hammering between my breasts that he can see through the cotton of my chemise—

“I want you to not pretend.”

Raw energy pulses between us.

His hand fists for a tense heartbeat; my core tightens.

Slowly, he moves for the first time since we sat down under the willow tree. He doesn’t like to spook me, and if he stays utterly still then I might relax more. But now, he peels off a glove, his gaze stuck to mine. Then he leans forward, just a bit, enough to reach out his tanned hand for my face.

My lashes flutter as his fingertips near my cheek.

He traces his gentle touch over my cheekbone.

I loosen a harsh breath, and my lashes lower on my view on him.

That huskiness still clings to his voice, “Pretend that I don’t see this blush?”

His hand drops slightly, the tips of his fingers dancing over the corner of my mouth—and my core is on fire, a deep ache so painful that I almost whimper.

“Pretend I don’t want to touch you?”

My mouth parts to his touch. He presses his fingers firm against my lips, and I just blink up at him with dazed, stupid eyes.

“Pretend,” he adds, his voice a sudden growl, “that I don’t smell you?”

I shudder with a shaky exhale. Between my legs, I feel that trickle of wetness escape me. I wear nothing beneath the chemise.

Daxeel clenches his jaw—and swallows, hard. It’s not a swallow of nerves, but of restraint, like he’s pulling on every rein he has over his control, fighting hard to not scare me, hurt me, fuck me.

But I do want him to touch me.

Eyes never leaving his, I spread my legs wider—and flick my tongue out over his fingertips. I taste the natural bitterness of his skin.

A deep growl shudders up his chest. It snares in his throat as his lips curl into a snarl and his nails cut into the flesh of my lips.

He always wears his fighting leathers, maybe because he’s in the light lands, but I notice they tighten as his body tenses, as each one of his muscles bolts to his bones.

Whatever scraps of self-control he found deep within himself, he holds onto it with desperation.

“You’re daring,” he says huskily, “even for a litalf.”

I blink at him, feeling his fingertips fall away from my lips, then drag down my bodice. They linger there for a moment before trailing down my middle, all the way to the bunched hem.

He watches me closely. His eyes search mine for any hesitations, any doubts.

I smile something small. “Do you like it?”

Do you like how daring I am with you, dark one? That even through the seduction and games I play with you, that I fear you all the same?

I like it.

He inches his face to mine, moving closer to me on the grass, and his fingertips dance down my inner thigh. Against my lips, his answers is a soft growl, “More than you’ll ever know.”

Then he kisses me.

I don’t gasp against him. I stiffen on the grass, my lashes fluttering to the touch of his soft mouth against mine. For a beat, it’s a still kiss. Chaste and firm.

I know what you’re telling me, dark one.

I know what this means…

My lashes flutter shut. I breathe a sigh of relief against him. And I lean into his declaration.

His groan is tender in answer, and his lips part around my gasp.

A kiss to a dark fae… is to love.

I love you, vicious one.

Unspoken words, found in our shared kiss.

He hasn’t only confessed his love to me in this moment, with this kiss, but he has declared that I am his completely, and that he is mine.

I’m so consumed by the soft flesh of his lips moving against mine, the warmth of his tongue sweeping over mine, that I almost forget about his fingers. How they dance down my inner thigh.

He reminds me of them. Adds pressure to the apex of my thigh, a gentle prompt. Now is the time to tell him no, that’s what he means with that gesture. Now is the moment to pull my mouth away from his, to clamp my legs shut on him.

I turn my cheek, then lift my gaze up at him.

His mouth tightens into a frown. Can’t hide the disappointment from his face, and he slips his hand away from beneath the bunched hem of my chemise.

Then a wicked smile steals my lips.

His frown fades, and for a beat, he just watches me. Always trying to read me, study me, learn me.

“The first time you touch me there,” I whisper and cut my gaze down at his hard cock that strains against the crotch of his leathers, “will be with that.”

Darkness stirs in his gleaming cobalt eyes. He draws in a deep breath, but makes no move for me yet.

So I help him along, I make it so fucking clear that I want it now. Not sex exactly, but I do need to feel his cock on me—I want it rubbing me to climax, not his fingers.

“Don’t enter me,” I say and fall onto my back. I spread my legs for him and add in a whisper, “But touch me with it.”

Those dimples carve into his smooth, sunkissed cheeks. His jaw clenches so tight I wonder if his teeth will shatter.

He takes a moment to consider me. No, the moment isn’t about me. His pause is for him, a few seconds needed to let the shudder of his animal run through him, to scramble for the tethers of control.

Seeing me on my back like this, my core exposed to him, my absolute submission—it has his breaths tremored and his eyes darkened.

A part of me wants to toy with him, maybe slip my fingers into myself and taunt him that I’ll do it if he doesn’t. But I don’t risk it, for the very reason I don’t yet let him into my body. He’s dark fae, and I don’t know enough to safely manoeuvre sex with him yet.

His kind are different, the males more savage.

The thought of that almost makes me laugh. To think that this male, staring so boldly at my core, fighting for control, is more barbaric than Taroh, who thinks he can just have me.

Is the difference respect? Love? Or is it that Daxeel is simply better?

“Now I know,” his throaty voice is strangled with need, “every part of you is pretty.”

The burn of a blush itches my cheeks. With his stare locked on my exposed core, I know he’s admiring it—and maybe I’m oddly pleased he thinks it so beautiful. Not a compliment I ever imagined before in all the times I’ve touched myself to thoughts of him.

I wait some more moments before he finally moves for me.

He settles himself between my spread thighs, and the moment he does, my legs lift to drape over his hips.

Those dimples tighten.

“Don’t move.” His warning comes with a strained growl as he kneels between my spread legs. “Don’t speak. Your games, your challenges—put them aside.”

These orders aren’t to feed his own desires. They are to help me.

I look up into his ocean eyes and might like to fall into them, might like to drown in them.

I smile and give a faint nod.

Submit.

And so that’s what I do.

Reaching down between our bodies, his hand finds the string of his leather trousers. He tugs, once, twice, then lowers himself onto me.

One final yank—and the weight of it smacks onto my pubic bone.

A blush blooms on my cheeks and I blink, wide-eyed, at him.

Now, I’m afraid of sex with Daxeel for a whole other reason.

No smirks or smiles grace his swollen lips. He doesn’t let silly things like pride stir a reaction in him. He only watches me, waiting for my rejection of what’s to come.

I hope it’s me.

Gazes locked, he shifts his angle at my core, and the length of him soon rests along my wet slit and the bud that hums for his attention.

He hisses through clenched teeth but steadies his movements enough to keep me at ease.

Slowly, he rests his forearm on the grass, pushed up at the side of my shoulder; his fingertips brush over my cheek, then dip back to comb through my hair. The gesture is such lazy affection that I decide if he asked me to run away with him into the dark, tonight, I would.

He has me wrapped tight around those fingers.

The first grind is slight. His eyes don’t stray from mine. The second is longer, slower, yet restrained still, like he’s afraid to make one wrong move, scare me, hurt me, or see me change my mind beneath him.

A part of me wants to buck my hips, but don’t move.

Gently, he nudges his nose against mine. A soft gesture of animalistic affection, something a light male would never do, but a gesture that makes me smile.

Instinct has my core clenching against him.

His answer comes in the form of a groan, his lips gliding to my temple.

The grind of his hips has his cock sliding smooth over me again and again, and he somehow clutches onto the scraps of patience he’s gathered.

Still, his mouth twists with a quiet snarl against my temple. Against my body, his chest hardens to marble wrapped in leather, the strain of it in him—the fight he has with himself to not plunge inside of me, to limit his pleasure to the cusp of my haven.

Now I realize why it was so important to not move, to not tease him or provoke him. The animalistic urges are too strong right now, maybe because it’s his first time touching me like this, and that side of him is burning with a need to claim me, maybe it’s that we courted too long and he’s used to having females too quickly.

Whatever it is, I obey his rules, and I let my lashes close—I let my trust in him thrive.

And his pace swiftens.

Each fluid thrust against me, up my slit and over my clit, has his cock slick with both our elixirs. My back arches off the grass, my legs still draped over his hips, and he finds his pace. Gone are the experimental movements at our angled bodies.

The harshness of our breaths tangle in the still air around us, kept here by the thick curtains of willow leaves.

His mouth crashes onto mine, tongue quick to find my own.

With a moan, I lean my head back and open up the kiss to him.

“You consume me, vicious one,” growled words spoken into my mouth. “You unravel me.”

I swallow up his growl—and he devours me like a starving beast.

I melt to the sheer need in him. It flurries nerves from my tummy to my core, and not a moment after, he grinds against me.

Trapped between us, the thick length of his cock pulsates. Its tip glides so fucking perfectly over my clit that a whine catches in my throat.

It starts with a heavy sensation stirring in my belly. One I recognize from each time I’ve ever touched myself or let a male’s mouth latch onto my core. Like fireflies are trapped in my body, I feel the hum of pleasure nipping at my skin, and with each thrust against my tingling clit, the tremors in my legs increase.

Daxeel’s groan is gravelled and drawn-out against my smushed lips.

Guttural sounds crawl up my throat.

A thud beside me shudders the ground. Then the distinct rippppp a moment before the leaves of the willow tree hiss around us.

And I know what’s happened, even through the cloud settled over me, I’m aware enough to know he’s punched that brutal energy right into the earth.

I don’t dare turn my cheek to him and look at his hand fisted into the dirt beside my head. That move is too much, he might see it as rejection—it’s a move I don’t risk. Yet, out the corner of my eye, I do see the strain of the fight in him. His hand is partially buried in the dirt, fisted around a chunk of tree roots, some torn.

Something about it has my lips parting around a lengthy moan.

Something about it has my cunt tensing against his cock.

He feels it flutter against him, and the growl that claws through him is savage. His pace quickens, turns desperate.

I fight the urge to lock my ankles at his back and meet his thrusts. It’s all I can do to stay limp beneath him, feeling the rising onslaught pulsing through me.

Daxeel’s pleasure hits him first, like lightning from a storm. The savage shout against my mouth comes with a frantic turn in his thrusts. It’s desperate now, chasing his pleasure—and my own panting breaths roughen to grunts the harder he’s thrusting against me.

Thunder from the storm vibrates through him, each one of his muscles shuddering against his leathers, and his mouth twists into something harsh against mine.

The warmth of his seed spills all over me. I feel every drop hit my pubic bone, the thrum of my clit, even some that reach to my belly.

The moan he comes with is strangled—

And just hearing this warrior, this born killer, nature’s ultimate predator moan for me…

It’s all I need to fall, the nudge to push me over the edge.

My breasts push hard against his chest as my back arches off the ground. Toes flexed, I’m tense and still for a fleeting moment, and he keeps the thrusts of his cock fucking against my clit, even as his own climax turns his moans ragged and pained.

The pleasure crashes down on me.

I come with a cry that sounds so similar to his name, “Daaaxxxxx.”

I’m not sure he even hears my cry over his own ragged moans, his drawn-out climax shuddering his body against mine as he keeps mine going. It’s only when my shout softens to a whine that his pace starts to slow.

He doesn’t thrust anymore. He grinds long and smooth against my soaked cunt, until he can’t anymore, and that last glide has his body shiver and his breath hitching.

He sighs harshly into my mouth.

Pressing into the dirt above my head, his forearm supports his weight as he brushes his mouth over mine.

The hand that fisted into the dirt and tore at the tree roots returns to me. It finds the nape of my neck and holds, the pad of its thumb brushing over my soft skin.

His kiss softens. It’s such a slow and lazy moment between us, and it wanders my mind to dangerous places, like if we were married would he kiss me like this when we woke in bed together?

Foolish halfling, letting my mind get away from me.

But he distracts me from my spiralling thoughts as he slows the kiss to a stilled moment, then brushes his glistening, swollen lips over mine.

“I tell you about my darkness, and you invite me closer.” He sighs a harsh sound and drops his forehead to mine. “But you should recoil from me, Nari.”

My darkness…

His warnings before he pressed his cock against my core; the truth of the extractor career he aims for.

It’s love that keeps me from running, and it’s the trust he nurtured with his patience that keeps me from flinching.

“Recoil?” I grin, though it’s a dazed expression. “But you told me not to move.”

His laugh isn’t quite a laugh. It’s a jolt of the shoulders and a harsh breath through the nose. But his smile, though small, takes form.

For a long moment, we stay there, just like that.

Then he turns his mouth to my temple—and kisses. A soft, chaste and soundless kiss, but one I feel all the same, and I feel each one after that.

If he’s disappointed that I’m not quite ready for penetration yet, then he doesn’t show it, not in the way his mouth ghosts over my cheekbone, grazes the tip of my nose, brushes over my brow. In this moment, I sense no disappointment in him at all, only worship.

It’s so tender and comforting that I don’t so much as feel the need to explain why I want to wait longer. I’m no virgin, and I’m sure he senses that about me, but I’ve never been with a dark male before. I’m certain it’ll be different to what I know.

Maybe I’m a little scared. A lot scared.

I need to learn him more first.

Daxeel lets me.


time

††††††

Time is different between our lands. Since they don’t have the sun or the moon in Dorcha, they don’t have days and nights like we do in Licht.

I learn fast that time in the darkness comes in four waves that make up one phase:

	The Warmth (when we wake) 
	The Breeze (when it is humid) 
	The First Wind (when it cools) 
	The Quiet (when we rest) 


I spend my first phase (the dark equivalent to a day and night) resting away the fatigue. I sick up some dinner when the nausea takes hold.

The second phase comes and I start to feel better. That’s when I leave the room.

I find the scripture hall. It’s small, and the scribes aren’t too welcoming to me. I join the dancers, and practice with them for the opening ceremony. There are some dokkalves among the dancers. That’s new for me.

But in the first three phases here at Comlar, I don’t see him. Not once.

Then the fourth phase comes… and it’s time for the ceremonial dance.

I see him then.

And just like that first night, he sees me.
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††††††

I barely recognize the courtyard this phase.

No torchlight fights off the darkness this Breeze, but instead glowworms and fireflies are stuck to the strings that zigzag overhead. It casts a stunning glitter of ivory light down on us, and I almost think it’s romantic, like the pearlescent petals that are dusted all over the stone ground, or the small white plum trees planted in ceramic vases that line the walls.

If this courtyard was empty, it could have been a spot for a wedding. But at the start of the Breeze today, it’s no wedding to be celebrated here. It’s the welcome ceremony, the official start to this century’s Sacrament.

The celebrations start in the Breeze, but it will rage on until the next Warmth, I imagine. I wonder, fleetingly, as I look around at the throngs of warriors and contenders flooding the courtyard, who will outdrink who? Will light or dark prevail this phase? Will they fight too soon and shed blood all over the pretty petals?

With so many of them, at least a few hundred, I wouldn’t be surprised if the fights broke out before the ceremony begins.

Maybe I’m a little on edge. Maybe—even if I was so close to a dark one, loved him—I’m still unnerved by them. Dark fae all around me. More than I’ve ever seen in my twenty-nine years of life.

If it wasn’t for the grandstands constructed above the courtyard, from each of the four walls, where the spectators make their way, then I doubt everyone would fit in this colossal courtyard. Mostly, it’s the contenders, the nobles, the scribes, and the entertainers that stay down here. Everyone else is already up on the blackwood grandstands or making their way up there.

All except Eamon.

Tucked away near a particularly leafy plum tree, I lean into his side and feel the familiar weight of his arm coming around to rest over my shoulders. But like mine, his eyes are lively, and cut across the courtyard.

I don’t know if he’s eyeing them all up the way that I am, with caution like I’m sizing up potential threats, or if he’s searching for ones like him. Ones that enjoy the company of other males.

It’ll be harder here for him that way. I don’t know if it’s just not something that happens with the dark fae to enjoy those of the same sex, and it only happens with the litalves—or if there are ones like him, but in their suffocating culture, they can’t ever admit to being who they are.

It’s a sad thought, one I tuck away and—as if to comfort Eamon—rest my temple on his side.

I flick my gaze up at him.

The white lights above dance down his golden skin and wash him out somewhat. Those smooth curls of his that fall down one side of his sharp, cutting face are braided into fine plaits, about two dozen of them, and there are tender golden threads weaved through them. It’s a nice compliment to his litalf armour, a declaration he makes to which side he stands with. He’s here to visit his cousins, Daxeel and Caius, but he’ll spectate for the litalves, because it’s Licht he belongs to.

Once flickering over the courtyard faster than my own gaze could, Eamon’s golden eyes have stopped—and honed in on something ahead.

I trace his stare to a redheaded noble. A light fae male, whose fine silver tunic is stuck to his slender muscles like a second skin, ceremonial daggers glinting from the belt on his hip, and thin lips that are twisted into a grimace.

I recognize the unease this noble wears on his face, because I feel it in my bones.

Too many dark fae. But Eamon has other thoughts on his mind as he studies the noble.

“How can you tell?” I ask, my voice small and near-devoured by the shouts of the crowd as they all wait around for the announcement to kick off the ceremony.

Eamon doesn’t need to look down at me with a frowned question on his face. As always—or at least since we met when I was just sixteen, and I stole him away from my sister—he reads me as easily as he can read the sun’s position in the sky.

“I smell it,” he says after a beat. His lips curve with a wicked grin that reveal fangs at the back of his mouth, teeth sharper than those of the litalves, but he has two less than the dokkalves do.

I study the silver boots of the noble, the slight waves of his hair that’s cropped to about the length of my pinkie finger. His emerald eyes shift around the courtyard, and whenever his attention lands on small threads of fae who mingle, light and dark ones, his nose scrunches.

Racist or uneasy? I don’t know.

If he’s racist, then why would Eamon have any interest in him? After all, he is a hybrid.

“Is he the only one?” I ask, then let my attention drift back to the thick crowd of contenders. I feel small and quiet around them, I feel like I should be small and quiet around them.

The way they shout and laugh and smack each other on the backs, or in some small throngs of folk, the way they size each other up, or curl their lips with silent snarls—it’s like they’ve started early on the ale and wine and fruits and tavarak and rolled stalks. Those festivities aren’t meant to start until after the entertainment. But apparently rules be damned because you can’t convince me they are all sober.

“There are more,” Eamon says and finally cuts his gaze away from the nervous, hateful noble. He seems to either have decided he’s unworthy, or maybe to work his seductive charm on him later. “Not many,” he adds, “but certainly enough to entertain me for two months.”

“Lies,” I sneer at him. He blinks a question at me. “A whole harem of pretty males wouldn’t entertain you for longer than a week, one might say.”

A grin splits his face and as always, it’s dazzling.

I see his charm, his magic that he works on the males he woes into his bed. But I can also see the heartbreak that comes later when Eamon tells them it’s over and he’s found another already, all spoken from those same lush lips that delivered such a beautiful smile and, I’m sure, lovely kisses.

“Unfortunate for me, but I learned of a harem nearby,” Eamon tells me. I arch my brow in question, so he adds, “It’s unfortunate that the harem is full of females.”

My nose scrunches. “Oh, however will you survive without a whore or two?”

To say I’m not a great advocate for harems is an understatement. Many of the light princes have them, even some of the dark princes. It’s only considered acceptable if the prince is unmarried, so the single ones—like Prince Ocean—keep a lot of females.

Males of both kinds must be faithful to their wives once married. A shared culture, but divided. Licht keeps to it out of worship of females as divine incarnations of the gods. Dorcha sticks to it out of stifled tradition. But when unmarried, the males of Licht and Dorcha alike can enjoy harems, lovers and brothels as much as they please.

My lip curls in distaste.

Does Daxeel use the harem?

My face crumbles into a scowl.

I’m under no falsehoods that he’s been faithful to me all these years. He owes me no such loyalty, and I haven’t been exactly innocent myself, but still… the thought of him with another female, a whore, floods me with hot anger.

In a huff, I fold my arms over my chest and scowl down at my bare feet. For the ceremonial dance, we wear no shoes, so I had my toenails buffed and a clear gloss painted over them. But I look down at them as though they have offended me.

Eamon’s arm stiffens around me. His fingers tighten on the meat of my shoulder.

I lift my head and frown at him, expecting he’s already looking at me, wondering why I’m in a sudden foul mood. But it’s not me he’s looking at, not me he’s reacting to.

His grip on me is protective. I realize that as I trace his hard stare across the courtyard to the shadows of an alcove where some dark fae gather. Contenders.

Daxeel is among them. And he’s looking over at us—no, he’s not paying me any mind, he’s got all that unreadable focus on his cousin. I think fleetingly of the fae earlier sizing each other up, reading one another.

Cousins they may be, but a slighted dark male warrior Daxeel is, and how he considers his cousin chills my insides.

Molten cobalt eyes made brighter by kohl lines, the darkness, the tousled inky hair brushing over his long lashes.

Then without so much as a glance my way, Daxeel turns his back on us. His tight black leathers ripple over his muscles with the movement. Even among his kind, he looks every bit the pure born killer.

While he has turned his back on us, we are not forgotten.

The dokkalf that Daxeel speaks to, his eyes are as yellow as a cat’s and they swerve over the courtyard, and land on us. He considers me, and only me, for a moment before turning back to Daxeel.

Nerves bite at me. It shows in the way I scratch and pick at the grey beaded bracelet I wear for luck.

My eyes are still on Daxeel’s friend with the cat eyes. “Who is that?”

“Rune,” Eamons tells me.

Rune might have turned back to Daxeel, but I study him still.

Cat-yellow eyes, burnt canary hair, and a golden hue to his complexion. I always thought if gold was a person, it would be Eamon. Now I think, what is the embodiment of the sun doing in the body of a dokkalf?

It’s a striking thought, almost as striking as how unsuited he is for the black armour he wears.

If he was born light, he would look divine in our traditional golden armour, the kind that the fae from the Sun Court wear.

My attention shifts to Rune’s side.

A smaller dokkalf steps out from the deeper shadows of the alcove. Not small, exactly, but her height and slenderness is slight enough to pinch my face with a frown. The litalf females are even taller and stronger than this dark female; she’s about the height as I am. I wonder, for a beat, if she’s a halfling, that her height like mine comes from her human side. But the more I look at her, the less likely that theory becomes.

“Aleana,” Eamon says, and I sound it out in my head, Ali-ana, before he strikes my thoughts silent with. “Dax’s sister.”

I blink, once, twice, then look up at my best friend with a parted mouth and a stupid look on my face.

His sister?

I didn’t know…

I only ever thought he had a brother.

He seems to read me all too well with a reassuring smile. “She’s sickly,” he explains, his voice low enough that even those who wander too close don’t hear what he tells me. “And only around your age. Dax doesn’t tell many people about her.”

Not many dark female babes make it through pregnancy to birth. Less survive the birth itself, and even fewer make it through infancy. A reason for such small female numbers in their lands, and so many males. Another reason for their fidelity culture—there just aren’t enough females to go around.

But why does Daxeel keep his sister a secret? Is it shame—“Because she’s sickly?”

Eamon shakes his head. Those fine, silky braids rustle over one shoulder, and I notice the other side of his head is freshly shaven. “He’s protective of her. Aleana had a few scares—they weren’t always sure she would survive. This is the first I’ve seen her out.” He emphasises the last word, so I know he means out in the circles, the courts, the dances, the ceremonies.

I take in the cropped black hair that brushes over her shoulder blades, the weariness of her sharp eyes—diamond blue, where Dax’s are oceans—and the ashy pallor of her skin tone, one that doesn’t quite match the bronzed complexion of her brother. We might be around the same age, the same height, but there’s a weight she carries in the sag of her shoulders, and yet no weight at all in her slender frame.

If you told me she was human—and I overlooked the fae markings, like her sharp ears, her canines that glint when she speaks words I can’t hear from this distance, the pointed black nails, and the otherworldly essence that clings to her movements—then I’d think she was a pretty one. Very pretty.

“What’s the matter with her?” I ask as I study the silvery shine to her metallic, slinky dress, and I find it suits her cool complexion well.

Eamon’s mouth flattens. “The bad birth.”

That’s what they call it. The bad birth, when a babe survives the birth but just never gains the strength of a fae. They would make for good humans, but not fae. Fatigue, mind sorrow, pain in the joints, blood in the lungs, a sluggish mind like one lives in a cloud, and too much sleep when not fainting and seizing.

I have this wicked, horrible thought…

Daxeel is—or was—like no other dokkalf I’d ever met, ever known, ever imagined could exist. There was a soft spot that lived within him, back then at least, one that I was so lucky to experience. But then… is it because of Aleana that his soft spot exists? Did she create it?

Well, I took it, stole it for my own, then stomped on it…

He’s protective of her.

I’m suddenly aware of Eamon’s arm around me, of Daxeel’s earlier stare at his cousin, not exactly a friendly sort of look, but not totally unkind either.

“Are you protecting me?” I ask him and crane my neck back to get a good look at his beautiful face.

Beautiful. Daxeel is handsome, Eamon is beauty.

Daxeel is strong and rugged, Eamon is… gilded.

“Something like that.” Eamon’s smile is tight and forced; the tension behind it is what firms his muscles, has him all rigid against the wall, and his fingers still gripped too tight on my shoulder.

“Both Dax and Rune are competing,” he says. “And Samick, their friend, who should be around here somewhere. Caius, too.” Caius is Daxeel’s brother. I never met him. “So my mother and I were invited to watch over Aleana. Keep her safe here. Entertained, too.”

My face falls and my heart drops to my gut.

If he’s here for her, then when will I see him?

I’ll be alone. I need my Eamon. I need my raft against the waves—the one who grounds me, steadies me.

I almost sputter it out, no, no, no, but before I can, he adds, “I agreed, but only if that meant he wouldn’t kill you.”

My eyes widen. “He… What?” My lashes flutter, my head shakes slightly, but repetitively, and I think I must look stupid or knocked over the head. “What do you mean kill? No. What?”

Whatever it is I’m trying to sputter out, I don’t quite know. I don’t find the words or manage string together the unwinding thoughts in my mind. My lips just keep parting and closing, parting and closing, over and over.

“At least not here at Comlar,” Eamon adds, with a sad smile, and I pale. “Not for the duration of the Sacrament. It is our bargain.”

A bargain.

He needed a bargain to protect me? Needed a bargain to stop Daxeel from killing me?

The reality of it is a blow to the gut.

I stagger back until his arm falls from my shoulder, and I should feel lighter without the weight, but I just feel heavy… so heavy. My spine connects with the stone wall.

Distantly, I’m aware of Eamon moving in front of me, speaking words I can’t hear over the buzzing in my ears, and also the touch of tears on my cheeks.

I cut him off, hardly hearing my own voice as I ask, “So that’s how he feels?”

Eamon’s face hardens. “Nari… What did you expect?”

A stir of nausea burns my throat. I swallow it back, my hands finding their way to my chest. There, between the naval dip of my plain white dress, my palms press firm against my raging heartbeat.

A shuddering breath escapes me. “I love him, Eamon. I never stopped loving him.”

“And I’m sure he loves you,” Eamon sighs and takes my shoulders in his firm grip, as if to steady me. “But what you did… Nari, that slight was one grave enough to end in bloodshed. Even I wouldn’t have walked away from that the way he did.”

I know it, too. It’s a truth, a harsh one, but one that even applies to our kind. The light fae. We offer more mercies than the dark fae, but how I shamed him, rejected him, so publicly, so cruelly—even a light fae would have cut me down for it.

The only reason Daxeel didn’t was that I did it at the High Court, and to harm me there would have meant jeopardising the treaty during the Fae Eclipse. It simply wasn’t his place. And it was the place I was safest.

‘What did you expect?’

Apparently the fucking impossible.

I don’t know how long it takes me to process this, how long I stand here at the wall with Eamon holding me, before a quiet starts to crawl over the courtyard.

I wipe at my cheeks as Eamon steps back.

We look out into the crowd, watch them turn one by one and face the dais. Males and females, light and dark, step onto the platform.

The war songs are about to begin. The ceremony is about to begin.

Eamon offers me a lingering look, one that quickly assesses the blotchy cheeks I wear and watery eyes that I don’t doubt are bloodshot, then he’s gone. He must leave, and I watch him slink through the crowd to where Daxeel still stands with Rune and Aleana.

I wipe away my tears and—with a harsh sniff—hope I look passable enough for the dance.

Before I can push from the wall, ocean eyes catch my gaze.

He watches me from across the way, his gaze only shifting for a moment to Eamon who approaches him before turning back on me.

First time I ever saw him, I thought he wore kohl around his eyes, faint dark lines that turned his deep blue eyes into something electric. But now I know better, there is no kohl, it’s a natural tint to his skin, a natural lining. And it’s as stunning now as it was then: It lines his piercing stare—the one that daggers into me with the promise of bloodshed.

I’m a fool. Such a fool.

Swallowing back the thickness in my throat, I tuck my head down and push from the wall. Daxeel’s gaze sears into me as I make my way to the second dais. There, I climb up and take my place among the other dancers.

I just make it in time, because it’s then that the song begins.

A song that will wake up the ancestors, call to the gods of both lands, and one that feels like ice trickling down my flesh.

War songs.

I think maybe I’m about to enter into a war of my own.

White, black, white, black—a pattern repeated in the dresses all twelve of us dancers wear. Our dresses might be plain, but they represent our homes.

I was lucky to snare a spot among the dancers. They had enough, and more on a waitlist in case anyone got injured, but they let me perform for them, and they were impressed enough to let me take another halfling’s spot.

I’m a smidge proud about it. Not just because I’m talented, but because I work harder than the fullbloods to be as good as I am. And always I’m underestimated for being a halfling.

So I hold my head up high and look over the crowd.

I’m flanked by two dark females, and like mine, their ceremonial swords are laid out in front of them. Theirs are black, mine is silver.

We’re statues of white dress and black dress, silver swords and black swords.

We wait.

The first song fades from the mouths of the singers.

Then the next begins—and there are no instruments to add to it, only the bass of male hums and calls, with the cries of the females, winding threads of sorrow and rage. It’s slow and haunting and fucking sad, so it takes everything in me not to break down in tears.

I school my face.

I disappear into the empty mind I’m trained to have for moments like these.

With each of the dancers, in perfect synchronicity, I point my toes to the sword in front of me. And I prepare to pirouette onto it without so much as nicking my skin. A single bead of blood will have me booted out of the group of dancers in a heartbeat.

The trick is to keep all my weight on the big toe. Oh, and to polish the sword beforehand, it helps with the spin. So when I spin, hard and fast, then jolt to a stop and face the crowd, I manage to keep my balance steady and raise my other leg up, up, up, until it’s all the way.

I don’t cut myself.

I don’t smile, not for myself, not for anything.

When I first landed my spot in this throng of performers, the pride raised my chin and curved my lips into a contained smile. I only let the excitement burst out of me when I told father all about my audition.

Now, it’s all dampened.

Kill me.

Daxeel wants to kill me.

The logic of it doesn’t shock me. Yet I’m stunned and pained enough that I find little joy in this performance.

I feel gutted, dead inside, like Daxeel already got his wish and carved everything out of me.

Not even when I land a jete, where I propel myself into the air, do the perfect splits, then land with my feet on either side of the sword, do I feel accomplished. Not even as I manage to ace my performance in this impractical white dress, my breasts nearly spilling out of the naval drop, the thigh splits meaning there are two strips of material falling between my legs and just threatening to trip me over.

I’m just… numb.

And if I wasn’t so numb, I would be wracked with nerves. Not just around him, but around so many dark fae—right in front of me, prowling the same courtyard I dance in, some of them watching me… or watching the dancers, shifting their gazes to each of us.

Really, only about half of them watch the dance. The other half are listening to the songs, or looking up at the grandstands, searching the spectators for familiar faces, or looking up at the dark skies beyond the strings of glowworms and fireflies, or even murmuring soft conversations that they shouldn’t be having right now.

All the litalf contenders watch us perform.

I wonder if father is watching, if he’s proud or if he’s more concerned about a certain dokkalf in the courtyard, the one I don’t look at, though I know he’s near the alcove.

Pandora will be out there in the throngs of folk, maybe watching me, maybe smiling a little. She would have found her husband Ronan by now, maybe they hold hands, steal kisses, and forget all about my dancing.

‘All that agility and you waste it on dance,’ she once said.

‘You’d make a sneaky spy.’

Not a good one, I notice she didn’t say, but a sneaky one.

I bet she knows now, among so many of the dark fae, I would make a dead spy. There’s no room for someone like me to sneak past one of them.

Dark fae are no stranger to the light lands, not since the treaty, not with our unity in the Fae Eclipse. I’ve seen many before, in passing or at ceremonies at the court, or at gatherings where they might be friends with some of my kind.

Always, the terror of them clanged through my bones. It was instinct that writhed my gut whenever they were around. I could sense the prickle of power beneath their hard skin, like their flesh was moulded from the smooth hardness of marble.

But this one—the one who I glance at when I scrape up enough masochistic courage—is different. He watches me from the shadows of the alcove, flanked by Rune and another fae I don’t know or recognize. All three of the males watch me. Not just the dance. Me.

Daxeel’s stare is the edge of a blade scraping coolly down my exposed breastplate to the nick of my bellybutton. I loathe it, only humans have them, some halflings, an ugly mark on my stomach. But still, he doesn’t look disgusted, he doesn’t look anything at all. His daggered gaze flicks between my legs when I kick high, it looks with the promise of a cut, then slowly lifts back up to the obvious flush of my face.

This dance, I wear no mask to hide behind.

I’m exposed, and I feel every bit the cornered mouse.

Rune and the other—the icy one I guess is Samick—watch me but there’s nothing cruel or harsh about their gazes. It’s more of a detached consideration, as though they’re taking in the appearance of the one who hurt their friend, and they’re looking for those sharp claws I should have but don’t.

It’s Daxeel’s stare that unnerves me, makes me feel I’m standing in front of a frozen blizzard, ready to unleash hell upon me.

We shift into the second dance, and for this one I lift the sword hilt from the ground, then stab the tip into the wooden dais. I’ll be flipping over it, spinning around it, dropping alongside it, and I wonder if he’ll watch—watch and wish that I knew how to actually use the sword.

It’s a new thought—did it bother him back then that I’m no warrior, no fighter? I dance and read, I fall into music and words. But swords and daggers? I know little about them and have even less interest in them.

So when he looks upon me, does he see weakness? Does he admire those majestic females of light and dark alike who wield their swords like a third arm that belongs to them?

No…

He still wants me. He still desires me.

I have him.

What I have is uncertain, but I know it’s something.

Maybe he should be more guarded in how he watches me, so fiercely, so openly. But he stays near the alcove, and just like the first time I danced in front of him, he watches.

Studies the purposeful sways of my hips, drags his gaze up the nakedness of my stomach to the smooth curve of my neck—then, he sabotages himself as he lifts his gaze to my face.

And there, attention stays.

The full dance, all thirty-odd minutes of it, he stands—and watches.

Fools, the pair of us. But I don’t fool myself too much. Eamon didn’t lie when he told me Daxeel wants to kill me… so this just means he might want to fuck me first.


9

††††††

The short heels of my black lace-up boots clop over the stone wall. I walk along it, like it’s a parapet overlooking the battle blocks beyond the courtyard.

I’m completely aware of how conspicuous I am up here, watching them down there.

I’m not the only one who’s gathered to see the first day of training. Fae lurk all around, at the windows of the garrison, the roofs of the towers, the mounds of the hills, and some even get close enough to smell the sweat and blood on the contenders.

This month leading up to the Sacrament’s first passage has officially begun—and it does seem it will be just a whole lot of training. Out there, on the sparring rings, fighting mats, target fields, assault courses, every single contender fights through the heat of the Breeze.

And it is stuffy.

Even I, in just a satin peacock-blue slip, and boots that only come up to my ankles, feel the unkind thickness of the warm air I breathe, and the threat of sweat that comes with the clamminess of my skin.

Humid.

I hate that. Not great for satin, but I can’t afford silk.

My gaze shifts around, from mat to ring, dagger to axe, razored whips to throwing stars, bloodied fae to broken bones.

At first, I came out here to watch Pandora train. But on the way, I bumped into father in the corridor, and he told me she was feeling poorly, sick in her room.

I wonder if she’s having a hard time still adjusting to the darkness.

Maybe it was easier and quicker for me to acclimate because I’m only half litalf, and it’s her fullblood or even her sprite heritage that makes the adjustment to the dark rougher.

But then, as I look out to the battle blocks, I don’t see any signs of illness in the litalves.

No matter, I still found my way out here.

Keeping a safe enough distance, I climbed the lattice and vines up the top of the looming wall, because Eamon isn’t around this Breeze and I feel safer up this high with no one around to keep me safe.

For hours, I just watch the fighters.

What else is there to do?

Most of them, I guess, have been training for this their whole lives. And most of them know they are not competing to win, but for honour.

A litalf catches my attention. I stand utterly still against the heat swelling all around me, but my gaze snaps to the assault course, where he propels himself from rope to rope. Makes it look so easy. I would fall—and I would die the moment I hit the ground. He would probably land on his feet.

He doesn’t fall, though. He lands perfectly on the high-rise platform with such precision and agility that I doubt his special skills involve hand-to-hand combat. He’s more of a spy in the making.

The dark fae that takes the course after him, he moves faster, rope to rope, but there’s something too feral in the way he grabs them, and I doubt vines or branches out there in the world would support such a grip with so much weight.

I find it all so useless.

That’s the thing about the Sacrament, it’s the why. Something I don’t quite understand myself.

Once every century—and not all the time does it actually happen at all—the quake splits the Mountain of Slumber in two. The mountain pulls apart, and up from the ground where no fae has ever gone down into and returned, the Mother Stone ascends from those depths, and it rises higher than the peaks.

That alone is enough to make me run in the other fucking direction.

Mother is… the god. She is the mother of our gods, the ones we worship most of all. She is the creator of everything at its origin. Both light and dark fae, light and dark gods, day and night, sun and moon, birth and death.

Mother is… Mother.

I would stay clear of all that myself. These warriors out there on the battle blocks are insane if you ask me.

Maybe it’s the lore that has these vicious killers marching into the heart of it all. The lore that, down in the depths from between the split mountain halves, the gods slumber, and that when the quake comes and Mother Stone rises, she’s merely stirring in her sleep deep below the earth.

It’s only at that moment she hears the prayers of the fae. The voices closest to her are the loudest—and she will grant a wish.

Just one wish to only one fae.

Then she’ll fall back into her slumber for another century… or more.

Sometimes the mountain doesn’t split. Sometimes hundreds of years can go by without so much as a rumble or an avalanche.

Not this time.

The early tremors have already started. Together, some of our scribes with the iilra (a creepy sisterhood of robed, magical and sinister dark females I don’t like to be around at all) keep a monastery near Mountain of Slumber, and it’s their sole duty to monitor and report.

So maybe, as I watch a particularly large litalf beat a slender dokkalf into the mat, fists just raining down on his bloody and pale body, I sort of understand the reason for all of this…

Each time the Mother Stone rises, the dark fae go to her. They want that wish—they fight hard for it, eternally. And each time, more litalves join the efforts to stop the dokkalves from getting anywhere near it.

We call it honour, valour, glory.

Really, it all started—and still is at the core of it all—about stopping the dark ones from reaching Mother’s ear. It just takes one of them, one from an ancient bloodline that belongs to the first of faekind, for a wish to be heard… and a wish to be granted.

Whatever their wish would be, I don’t know. Obviously it isn’t anything our kind are going to risk. It takes the removal of our sun for everything to die, fall away, and then the dark ones have no restrictions.

Or they can wish away all litalves and humans, and just be all that’s left in any realm or any land.

Guess it seems more civilised this way, doesn’t it?

We come together on neutral lands, are housed together, eat together, and even train together.

Unity.

It’s a farce, one to make all of this seem like we have the same goal. Because when the litalves succeed—like they do every Sacrament when they take out the dokkalf from the ancient bloodline—we can still maintain some sort of balance between our kinds.

I watch them fight down there.

Vicious, both light and dark. Those dupe daggers cut through the air, slicing at throats—only for there to be no wounds at all, because those dupe daggers and swords and blades, they’re enchanted to draw only a few beads of blood but not actually injure. It’s an illusion, like our unity.

But in the Sacrament, there will be no dupes. And a lot more than some beads of blood will be spilled.

So many light fae sign up to this. About six times as many as the dark fae contenders. Our population is greater. And it’s encouraged, but more than that, it’s an unofficial expectation for any litalf who can fight to enter the Sacrament. It takes that many of us to keep the dark ones at bay, to keep them away from Mother’s slumber.

We lose so many of our kind in the Sacrament—most of all, the second passage.

Will the dark fae get their wish this time?

And who will die for the cause?

My mind flitters to thoughts of Daxeel. And just as I think of him, I scan the battle blocks for any signs of him.

Takes a bit, almost a minute to scour every inch of the expansive area, but I spot him across the way, on a fighting mat with Rune.

I let myself wonder if he’ll survive the Sacrament. But then, the way he moves, the way they both step around in circles, assessing each other, like wild beasts preparing to fight for territory, and I watch every muscle beneath his combat trousers ripple with each step he takes, and I see nothing but pure and unfiltered killing power.

Can’t stop the heat from flooding my cheeks at the sight of him.

It’s now I realize I’ve never before seen him like this. Not just older, stronger, bigger—deadlier. But without his leathers… without a top.

Each time we came together in Licht, he was in his armour. Always in his leathers.

Not this time.

Without a shirt, without leathers, without boots or daggers, he and Rune keep that careful circle of each other in only black trousers. Their gazes are hooked.

I let my eyes wander over his smooth, caramel complexion. Under the light of fire torches, his tattoo gleams like freshly spilled ink on his skin. A marking he didn’t have ten years ago. I get a better look at it now, how it coats his arm in sharp, thick lines with pointed edges, like the branches of a dark tree. Those inky lines crawl over his strong shoulder, some lick down to his pecs, others flick upwards to the side of his neck.

My teeth bite down on my bottom lip.

The familiar heat stirs in my belly and my toes flex in my boots, as though I can fight off the sudden surges of desire spearing through me.

Rune isn’t unattractive—in fact, I can see how females would throw themselves at his feet. But my eyes are only for Daxeel. That fire burns for him, and him alone.

They run at each other, like their minds both snapped into the decision to fight at the exact some moment. They use their fists only, and it’s enough.

I flinch, a sharp wince through my teeth, as they collide. I almost feel the thunder of their bodies crashing together pulse through the air.

I force my attention to stay on them, to not cringe away from the violence of it all. Not even with each pounding fist against ribcages, or when Rune cracks his head into Daxeel’s nose do I look way. The blood that drips from his nose is black like tar, but he doesn’t flinch before he’s got Rune by the middle and flips him onto his back.

I watch as Dax moves to straddle Rune, but the movement is like pure power slinking beneath hard flesh.

I blink. A frown pinches my brow and… I stare for a long moment.

At first, I think the torchlight plays tricks on my sight, but no, the longer and harder I stare at Daxeel, how he’s carved from muscle and bronze-marble, the better I see them.

Scars. So many scars.

I never saw him without his leathers on… without a shirt on… armour to cover him… to cover those white and twisted scars that run down the sheer power of his back. From shoulder blade to shoulder blade, down his spine, to the dimples at the small of his back—

Littered in lashes. Old, healed scars I’ve seen on a few folk in Licht, scars I recognize from others, ones I’d recognize anywhere they’re so distinct.

The healed flesh is pale, raised and jagged. And I know now, he had them back when we loved each other… He just hid them from me.

Lashes from a whip. Hundreds of them.

Daxeel… who are you?

Cold nausea stirs in my gut like a pit of icy snakes. It’s a horrible sensation, strong enough to twist my hardened face with a grimace as I stalk across the courtyard.

Hands fisted at my sides, I try to shake the image of those ghastly scars and fight against all thoughts that spring to mind.

Older than me, but still, he was young when we met, only in his fifth decade. How old were the scars then? Were they created when he was a boy? Did they happen at his home, or in training? Or did he break the laws and suffer the consequences at the hands of the enforcers?

There are so many of them—too many to be something small, like being whipped by a superior for getting into a fight with someone. His back is smeared with the scars.

With the lashes… and his sister, I’m starting to think I didn’t know him at all. Daxeel showed me a side of himself, just a small piece, but kept the rest of himself hidden.

I shake my head like an idiot. Too many folk around me, but no one notices that I storm through the courtyard and towards the garrison. They don’t notice that my face is set, that my eyes are scrunched, and my fingernails cut into the meat of my palms.

So no one notices once I’m walking the small bridge that connects to the quarters and that before I reach the arched entrance, I’m snatched by the arm and thrown down a narrow corridor.

I stagger into the dark shadows.

Hands out at my sides, I balance myself and stare into nothing. Whoever threw me down here is behind me now, and they knew that the torchlight doesn’t reach down this corridor, one I think must be for servants to move around and keep out of the halls.

The moment my boots stop stumbling over the stone ground, I spin around and take a discreet backstep, as if ready to propel myself deeper into the shadows to escape. But with that backstep, all I find is the cold touch of an iron door against my spine.

A hiss crawls up my throat at the sudden itch of the door against my skin. Iron. Allergic, like all litalves, I shove forward, away from the rash that the door will give me if I let it touch me a second longer—and I stagger into a hard, slender body.

I look up.

Taroh’s eyes gleam like emeralds as he looks down his fine nose at me.

My lashes lower on him, my lips curls—and I think of the small pinkie-sized knife I have tucked into my right boot.

Silence steals us.

Neither of us breaths too loud, growls or snarls, or asks any questions. It’s a thick, tense silence that—with most of the residents of the garrison down in the courtyard or at the battle blocks—isn’t interrupted by even a single fae walking down the corridor.

He has me alone.

Neither of us need to speak. I have no questions.

I already know the answer.

For so long he let me be; for so long I avoided wandering off too far from the High Court without an escort; and for so long, while I knew he’d never forget what happened, the perceived slight, he just gave up on it.

Now, it’s different.

Betrothed again.

My dark one is here, but he hates me now—and Taroh must know this. How he learned of the extent of Daxeel’s hatred of me, I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter, not right now, not with him towering over me, nothing but a cruel heat in his eyes.

This isn’t about desire.

It was never about desire.

One night, on the bad wine, he decided he was entitled to me, and so he tried to take me. It sparked something, slights and shames and revenge schemes. And now that I’m unprotected, he thinks he can take me just to spite me.

I don’t move yet. I haven’t decided what to do.

If I let him, I suspect it will not be so bad. Maybe it will be just this once, and he’ll feel satiated in his revenge. It might be worse if I fight, he might do it again and again. Even into our marriage.

My voice breaks the quiet with a hiss, “Such a fine husband you were meant to be. But here you are, a beast in a lordson’s clothing.”

“Our marriage will be a fine one without harm,” Taroh says, but the cruelty in his eyes hasn’t softened, “once you recognize your place, halfling.”

He spits out my breed like its poison.

Suppose in a way, to me, it is. I would be treated better if I was fullblood. That’s the wounding part of it all—a female fullblood would never experience this moment at the hands of her fiancé, and never with a husband.

It’s not my sex that Taroh looks down on, it’s my breed.

But rape is rape, and I decide now—in this exact moment as his lips curl into a feral smile—that I will fight.

No Daxeel to come save me this time.

“And what—” I lean forward and hiss the words over his wicked smile. But slowly, in the thickness of the shadows, I slowly lift my right foot from the ground. “—is—” My angle, my hot breath on his lips, my eyes stealing his focus, all of that means I can discreetly slip out the small knife from the edge of my boot. “—my place?”

He answers with, “On your back.”

I have just firmed my fist around the knife’s hilt when he throws me to the ground. He could have kicked out and took my legs out from under me. He could have pushed me but fallen with me.

He chose to make it hurt.

So when I slam down onto the harsh stone, and the breath is knocked clean out of me, and my head cracks enough to dizzy me, I manage only a wheeze before he’s on me.

My arm is twisted, bent around my back, and pressed into the stone ground, but the knife is still in my grip.

I blink against the dazed stars in my vision, barely making out Taroh sitting over me.

He waits, patient, his eyes glowing through the shadows. He wants me aware—and the more I blink, the more my heart beats, the more aware I become, until I’m aware of that. His hands roaming me.

The pressure glides along my middle, up to my breasts—and they hold, firm enough that I wince. This isn’t for pleasure, not mine or his, this is a statement.

“Who are you,” Taroh growls, pushing his hands over my breasts to the soft curve of my neck—and he grips, tight, “to reject me? You are poor,” he adds and his thumbs dig into my windpipe, stealing the air from me, “and halved. You have no status, no network, no alliances—who the fuck are you, Narcissa,” the pure venom in his hissed words sends a shudder through me, “to reject a fullblood lordson?”

My face twists the tighter his grip becomes—but I’m tugging and tugging at the knife in my fist. It cuts my back as I yank it out from under me.

Taroh’s eyes shift to the glint of the blade.

I suck in a sharp, deep breath as soon as his hands leave my neck. He throws out one hand for the knife I lift, but his other arm comes up to his face to protect it.

He won’t regret that. My aim isn’t precise, I have no skill for this, but I have rage, fear and adrenaline.

I slam the knife into his elbow. It crunches through cartilage. I hear the ripppp of it before I hear Taroh’s shout. Not quite a cry, but a shout of surprise and pain that’s enough to have him falling to the side.

Tearing the blade from his flesh, I roll out from under him.

The knife is bloody in my grip, like the blood that’s all over my front now, but I don’t let go of it. I don’t drop it. I hold onto it with a grip so tight that my knuckles are seared ivory.

Taroh curses and holds his bleeding elbow to his chest.

His teeth clench against the fright of the pain—something he never expected from me.

Always underestimating me, all of them.

But I don’t stick around to gloat. Turning my back on him, I sprint down the corridor, take a hard left that has my boots skidding over the stone ground, then I bolt the fuck out of here.

Taroh doesn’t give chase.
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Taroh keeps finding ways to touch me.

It’s some phases into the month already. I count over a week now, and I can’t seem to escape him.

That stabbing really pissed him off.

In passing, he steals my hand in his and—as is proper for betrothed—kisses my knuckles, my hand, my inner wrist. Or when I have dinner with father in the offices, Taroh sometimes joins, and he finds moments to brush a lock of hair from my shoulders, tuck it behind my ear.

Such a sweet gesture to anyone else but me.

It’s the cold gleam of his emerald eyes that speaks only to me.

A warning.

Next time will hurt.

And now, I wonder if he’ll strike as I leave Pandora’s room.

She’s still poorly. I visit once, sometimes twice each phase.

The corridors are quiet since most folk are in the Hall, drinking, as they usually do midway through the First Wind.

Taroh shouldn’t be in the garrison, not at this time, it’s so late, and yet, I’m not totally shocked as I turn a corner and see him coming towards me.

Maybe it’s pure chance, maybe bad luck and ill favour of the gods. Whatever it is, Taroh is meant to be down in the nearby town, Kithe. He has family there that he stays with, and I don’t often see him around the garrison after the First Wind starts.

I let those thoughts run rampant through my mind, a whispering voice chiding me for letting my guard down, for taking quiet corridors so late in the phase.

But we stand there, both still, watching the other. Not so far apart, just staring—waiting for the other to move first.

It’s me.

The moment I yank out of my stunned stance, and turn for the main staircase, Taroh is after me. I don’t even reach the end of the corridor before his stronger legs power through a run and he’s caught up with me.

No alcoves this time, no narrow corridors. He just shoves me up against a wall, then makes a show of grabbing at me. His eyes don’t leave mine, not once as he grabs at my thighs, my neck, my breasts—then he licks my fucking mouth.

Taroh is getting his scent all over me. He’s mocking me with it, the bastard. I bathe so often now just to get it off me.

I don’t fight him this time.

He just leaves on his own accord. Leaves me here in the corridor with a simple message, “See how kind I am when you submit?”

Once he’s gone, I should head for the washroom. I should be in a tub of scalding water, scrubbing my body raw, washing away any trace of his scent.

But I find my boots wander in another direction, like they have a mind of their own, and they take me to the place I love when my insides are gutted clean out.

The tower.

Like last time, the flat roof of the tower is peppered with thick cushions and warm furs and glowjars. Eamon helped me pinch it all from around the garrison. Looted even the cases of honeywine he seems to be helping himself to as I wander through the archway.

His golden-amber eyes lift, his grip loose on a bottle he’s worked halfway through already, and the wide grin that sweeps his warm face is a guilty one.

But I only pay him a heartbeat’s thought before I shift my attention to the large, feathery cushion opposite Eamon. The one with the slender female who twists around to look at me.

Aleana.

We haven’t really talked yet. Nothing beyond a tight smile in passing or exchanged greetings when I’ve stopped Eamon in the corridors to chat to him for a few moments, update him on Pandora’s health or complain about Taroh.

Aleana… She’s hogging my friend.

But I don’t find any resentment in me as she, too, gives me a grin that reeks of honeywine and guilt.

I wander over to them, pausing only to snatch up a bottle from the wood crate for myself.

I drop onto the plush plum-velvet cushion, my favourite one because I can recline on it and the way it shifts under my weight forces enough feathers to support my back. It’s a good reading cushion. Also it gives me a good view of the archway entrance, so I feel a tad safer.

I’m so desperate for the familiar embrace of the honeywine that I have tugged out the cork and lifted the bottle to my lips by the time Eamon speaks—and his tone has darkened, his smile vanished.

“Taroh.”

That’s all he says and it’s enough. I watch his darkening eyes run me over, taking in the dishevelled state of my hair, the tear streaks on my cheeks, and the small rip in my forest-green skirt.

Aleana is quiet for a moment.

She considers me. Her posture—better than my slumped one with my legs splayed out and a bottle to my lips as I gulp too eagerly—is prim and upright. Yet the fatigue lives in her somewhat sagged shoulders, as it does in the shadows under her eyes, and the dryness of her hair. I think of her brother, his hair that glistens like ink, like tar, like it’s forever damp, eternally caught in a light drizzle of rain.

Then Aleana asks, her voice like silk, “Why not tell your father?”

I drop the bottle from my lips with a pop and an ahh. My weary, bloodshot eyes turn on her.

The smile that steals my lips is bitter. “Maybe I don’t want to know what he’ll say.”

Will you still sell me to Taroh if you know what he does to me? Will you love me and keep me safe—or choose the tocher, the connections, the alliance?

Maybe I fear the latter so greatly, I can’t so much as imagine telling father about the assaults.

Aleana just looks at me.

And I stare back.

Can feel Eamon’s gaze sliding back and forth between us, feel the tension that ripples through his muscles as he leans forward on his cushion just slightly, but enough that he’s ready to pounce between us.

Is that what this is? Are we to fight, to not like each other?

We are certainly sizing each other up, and I wonder if we should have met on a fighting mat out in the battle blocks, rather than a tower that stands some ten levels above ground.

Her eyes narrow. Daggers carved from diamonds.

My lashes lower.

Her head tilts. The blunt cut of her muted black hair sweeps over her shoulder like a sword’s kiss. Not dull exactly, but there’s no shine to her hair. No warmth to her tanned skin, it’s washed out and ashy like the shadows around her eyes.

How weak are you, Aleana?

I blink at her, slow and considering. She’s still pretty.

Does everyone around you—like those around me—underestimate you? Do they look at you and see sickness, and only that?

They look at me and see half human—and so they don’t listen when I lie to them, they don’t see when I scheme.

I don’t think I should underestimate you.

Her mouth twitches at the corner.

Her thoughts are mine—we wonder the same about each other.

Could we be friends? Do we share enough light and dark within us to bond?

I mirror the gesture. An almost smile we share.

Then, at the exact same moment, both our faces split with a grin. Hers wears sharper teeth than mine, but both are delighted.

Eamon relaxes. It’s so slight that if there was any human around, they wouldn’t notice it, but I do. Out the corner of my eye, I see his muscle ease beneath his white stringed shirt, his boots rest gentler on the stone, and his back reclines just an inch.

He turns his amber eyes on me. “We’re waiting on Dax,” he tells me. “He’ll be finished here before the Quiet starts, then we’ll head to down to Kithe.”

It isn’t an invitation to go with them to the town just a walk from Comlar. Wouldn’t be more than an hour away, even if the pace was wandering.

No, it’s Eamon warning me that Daxeel will be here soon, on the tower, and I find myself suddenly annoyed.

“He knows about this place?” My tower. The one I marked as mine with all the goods I stole from around the garrison to bring up here. The one I decorated and stocked with honeywine and snacks.

Aleana offers me a tight smile. There’s guilt in there to be found. “He came to get me the other Quiet.”

From my tower.

My mouth bunches to the side.

But I know deep down I’m more bothered by them stealing away my Eamon than my tower. Aleana has him every phase, and then they all stay at the family’s house in Kithe. All of them—Daxeel and Caius; Rune and Samick; Aleana and my Eamon.

I know, I know. He made a bargain to protect me. This is part of it. He has to keep her company but also guard her of sorts.

Yet I still feel more alone here than I ever have before, and it’s not even two weeks into the two months.

“Well,” Aleana starts and lifts her golden-wine bottle in salute, “we have time, so let’s enjoy the peace up here.”

I nod and, with a lazy cheers her way, guzzle down at least half my drink.

“I was asking Eamon—” Aleana turns to me “—why the litalves don’t compete to whisper into Mother’s slumber.”

Eamon falls further back into his special cushion, the odd thing I found in the library, a giant velvet sack filled with dried out willow-beans. It crunches beneath him as he lies down and looks up at the pure darkness beyond the gentle white gleam of the fireflies.

He offers no answer, and she looks to me for one.

“Why not use it to make a wish?” she presses. A frown knits her perfectly arched and full eyebrows together as one.

Eamon’s the one who answers, and it surprises me since he seemed so disinterested in the topic, in yet another conversation surrounding the Sacrament.

“Litalves don’t believe they should do that,” he says. “They believe the gods have done enough and more for them, and to disturb them is a great evil.”

As if needing my confirmation, she blinks at me.

I hum and swish the wine around and around. “The ancient bloodlines in our land,” I add, “are our royals. The princes and princesses and their children. Only they can go into the Sacrament and speak to Mother. There’s no chance of that happening,” I say with a smirk. “They’d never risk the royals against this many dark fae.”

Because any dark one in the Sacrament—every dark one—would target one of our royal contenders. The slaughter would be swift and brutal.

Aleana nods and, after sipping more of her wine, seems to think aloud, “Our royals aren’t of the ancient bloodlines.”

I nod, because I know this.

Their royals—the dokkalf ones—are old bloodlines, sure, and powerful ones too, since they came from the fiercest warriors in history who united tribes and courts to create Dorcha.

But the ancient bloodlines, the ones that came before the fierce warriors, the bloodlines that are said to be the first of the dokkalves—they are the lords, the ladies, the nobles of one court. The Shadow Court.

It’s only the descendants of that one bloodline, from that one court, who can compete in the Sacrament with hopes of making a wish to Mother. Any other dark fae—like most of them here—compete to pave the way for the descendants, because no other’s whisper will pierce through the shadows of the veil and reach Mother’s ear.

“Which court do you belong to?” I lean on my side, nursing my near-empty bottle, and with a free hand I snatch up a white plum. “I’m in the Queen’s Court,” I add. “But at the border, so I might as well be in the Light Court.”

Eamon snorts at my slight jab, because he himself lives in the Light Court.

I just shoot a dark smile his way.

Aleana follows my lead and steals a white plum. She bites into it.

I watch bloodred juices slide down her chin. She swats at the mess, then licks her fingers clean. It’s a moment of awe that has me watching her. This sickly female, a supposed weakling, but I see nothing less than danger in the way she eats a plum.

Sickly, yes, but I doubt she’d have much trouble peeling the spine out of a human body if the mood struck her.

Her mouth is full of plum flesh and blood. “The Shadow Court.”

So her manners are poor. Or maybe it’s the differences between our people that makes me think that. Maybe at a dinner table she would never talk with her mouth full or eat so messily, and it’s only among friends she lets herself be this way.

I’m not disturbed by it.

Just curious.

“Mother’s a viscountess of the Shadow Court,” she adds with a sharp look at Eamon. I suspect she’s telling me more than she ought to. “But her lineage reaches back to the firsts of that land. Father is a descendant of warriors. But it’s mother’s blood that—”

“Makes your line ancient,” I breathe out the words. My fingers clutch the plum too tight, and the pressure breaks the skin. 

She nods and bites down on the hard plum pip—it cracks open, then she starts using her sharp black nails to scoop out the nectar.

A frown wrinkles my face. I turn to look over at Eamon.

He watches me closely. Watches me piece it together.

Daxeel is of ancient blood. Caius is of ancient blood.

And they both compete in this Sacrament. They will be the ones to fight their way to the top of the Mountain of Slumber, the ones the other dokkalves will protect—all so they can reach Mother’s ear.

Daxeel and Caius might be the only ones who can do this. Other ancient bloodline contenders have tried and failed—and contenders can only compete once. Every litalf will be out for their deaths, in both passages.

But… there is another of that bloodline…

Not Aleana, the obvious thought, but Eamon.

I blink at him. “You?”

His mother is the sister of Daxeel’s mother. Both of the Shadow Court. And so Eamon carries that bloodline, too.

Eamon nods, once and sharp. “Mine is muted.” Because he’s a hybrid. “And I don’t want to compete.”

Eamon is Eamon. He wouldn’t declare loyalty to Dorcha, not unless he had to. Licht is his home. But that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t side with whatever benefited him most.

We’re the same that way, self-preservation over loyalty to a cause.

“Your bloodline?” Aleana asks, though the small smile on her lips tells me she already knows about my low birth, and maybe more about me.

I wonder if, back then, Daxeel wrote to her about me.

What do you know of me?

“Low birth,” I tell her and finally bite into my plum. Through a mouthful, as if inspired by her poor manners, I try to speak, “A bargain-born halfling.”

Aleana isn’t fazed by any of that. More than anything, she seems curious. And she goes on to ask me about my mother I don’t know much about, and asks of the humans and the human realm, and the other halflings in Licht.

I answer her questions until it becomes more of a conversation. And I find I quite like her.

I don’t have many friends, not outside of Eamon. I’m too insignificant, and my village too old, my family too poor. I had some in lessons when I was younger, those I would sit with sometimes, but I couldn’t trust them because on the occasional day, they would push me into the lake, or cover me in tree syrup.

So this…

Sitting in the faint light of the tower, sharing wine and plums, and chatting with this female the way I do with Eamon, I’m… content. Happy, maybe.

My annoyance has long since faded the more we talk, the more relaxed I get from the company and the wine. But it’s inevitable—the winds are starting to slow, the Quiet is near.

And so Daxeel will be coming.

I leave with farewells—and agree to meet Aleana on the tower tomorrow for lunch. Eamon’s smile is small and pleased. He just winks his goodbye at me.

Then I’m back in the garrison, making my way through corridor after corridor, down staircases and around banisters.

The hour is late, and so the drunken fae from the Hall have started to spill out. They try to make their ways back to their shared rooms. A litalf warrior throws up black sludge into a leafy plant. The plant I don’t recognize retaliates and starts to whip his back bloody.

My eyes are wide and I take care to scoot along the opposite wall, far out of the plant’s reach. It’s too busy, it’s too boisterous and loud, so I wonder if it’s worth a stop at Pandora’s room. It’s closer, and I can always fib and say I meant to check in on her again before bed, see how tightly this illness holds onto her.

Secretly, though, I wonder if she’s afraid. If she got one look at the contenders, the dark ones, then at the battle block—and faked nausea to get out of it.

I would.

And then all thoughts of what I would do evaporate from my mind.

I turn right into the corridor with the portraits who watch me pass by with eyes that follow, the corridor that leads from the main halls and atriums and stairs to some of the private quarters… and the harem.

It clicks in my mind the moment I spot him.

Daxeel comes up the way—headed towards me—flanked by Rune and Samick.

I blanch at the sight of them.

Daxeel looks put together. His black sweater is woollen enough to protect him from the cold of the walk he’ll take back to Kithe. His combat trousers are dusted with drops of dried blood, some black spots and some red, blood from both seelie kinds.

But his hair betrays him. It’s always tousled, always some strands fallen over his forehead, but it’s a mess right now—a mop dipped in tar.

Rune and Samick don’t help the scene much either. Not with Samick’s un-stringed and rumpled blouse and loose belt; and certainly not with the lipstick stains on Rune’s neck and chin and gods know where else.

I draw in a sharp, icy inhale.

The harem.

I fist my hands at my sides as if to steel myself and push onwards.

Rune and Samick make no attempt to hide how blatantly they stare at me. The three of them and the one of me, walking to meet in the middle of a dark corridor off the main stairwell.

But Daxeel’s gaze is the only one I focus on. If violence is blue, then that is what his eyes promise. They spear through me, into my soul, but it’s the curl of his lip, like he’s disgusted by me, that has me sucking in a sharp breath of anger.

We’re coming closer now. The portraits watch, Rune and Samick watch—but Daxeel and I only have eyes for each other.

I don’t back down.

He expects me to. Expects me to tuck myself against a wall like any halfling with a brain would do, or to bow my head and make myself small, or even turn and run the other way.

But I walk right at him, as though I expect him to move for me. I’m spitting in the face of any scheme I had—all because he wears the scent of a harem girl, and I hate him so much for it.

I’m here in Comlar, near you for the first time in ten years, and you go fuck a whore?

The growl crawls up my throat as I reach him. It comes out with a word that I spit, “Bedder.”

Whore, whore, whore.

Definitely not a word to throw around at any male, let alone a dark one. If I thought there would be no retaliation, I’m proven wrong, fast.

His hand shoots out so quickly I barely see it move at all. I barely see him move, not until his hand has me firm by the throat, and I’m shoved up against the cold, stone wall.

His body follows, a ripple of rage pulsing through each of his muscles, and I feel it—feel the ice seeping from him.

The snarl of my lips, the snarl up my throat, it just comes naturally, and I don’t bother fighting it.

Daxeel’s eyes flash black for a beat, then he’s pushing up against me, lifting me further up the wall until our noses touch, and he hisses—literally hisses a sharp warning in my face.

“Put your fucking fangs away, halfbreed.”

My hands have found their way to his wrist. I clutch on as if to balance myself, but I don’t tear at his grip on me. It’s firm and solid, unmovable—but it isn’t cutting off my air.

I heed his warning. My upper lip slips back into place and hides my sharper teeth from him. But my eyes… Always, they are mud brown, or in the light, tree bark. Now, I think they must look like swamps reaching out to him, all to drag him deep and drown him dead.

Our first words to each other in ten years.

Bedder.

Put your fucking fangs away, halfbreed.

My heart splits in two. The ache turns to agony as it shreds within my chest. I yearn so deeply for him—but he looks like he cares nothing for me at all.

The rage isn’t in his eyes or his hard, schooled face. There is coldness in the way he regards me, a bite of danger but not a frenzied rage. Even how he holds me by the neck, his fingertips dig too hard into my flesh, bruising me, but he doesn’t even care enough to add pressure, to hurt me.

It might be the bargain that keeps him composed.

And since I know about the bargain stopping him from killing me, and that Rune and Samick just stand some steps away, watching, but not on edge, maybe the bud of courage and foolery within me burns a bit brighter than it should.

Daxeel takes a single step back, but keeps his grip on my throat, keeps my back pinned against the wall. His boot flattens against the floor, a near-silent move, as he considers me.

The way he looks at me—

That ache in my heart splits through my whole body like an ice-cold sword severing me into two halves.

That’s his gaze. A sword. Detached in his cold expression, but disgust in his eyes as he looks me up and down.

His hand flexes on my throat before it loosens entirely, then his grip is gone as he steps back.

My boots thud on the floor as I land, but I don’t look way.

Distantly, I’m aware that—out the corner of my eye—Rune and Samick share a glance, then head down the corridor. They stop a bit away and wait.

I narrow my eyes on Daxeel. “No hello?” I spit at him. “No, how have you been Nari? You look well?”

His upper lip twitches. His gaze drops to the tear in my skirt before throwing back up to me—and pinning me in place. “Do you think you look well?”

“You do.” I’m undeterred.

I move for him, one step only, but enough to force a reaction from him. As though I’m a threat moving in on him, his muscles clamp up one by one.

“And if we were kind to each other,” I add, “maybe I would tell you I missed you.”

His hands clench at his sides. “Your pestering letters said as much. The ones I skimmed at least.”

My mouth flattens into a hard line.

So he did receive the letters I sent all those years ago, foolish letters from a foolish girl who thought she could write apologies and let her tears fall onto parchment, all to stir some sympathies in a dark fae.

None of those letters got a response.

So I stopped.

And we lived the rest of a decade in silence.

“Hard to miss me,” I start, fighting the snarl off my lips, “when you’re up to your cock in whores, right?”

A hiss draws through his bared teeth.

Towering over me, he leans closer, shadows of the corridor licking up his bronzed face. “What business is my life of yours?”

I’m pushed back into the wall. Still, I manage to angle my face upwards, to meet his fierce gaze. “Your bedding habits are as much my business as mine are to you.”

The kiss. I hold onto the kiss.

Ten years ago, he kissed me, and to his kind, that’s the ultimate declaration of eternal love. Fae love doesn’t fade. He kissed me, a declaration of devotion, a declaration of priority. My mind clutches to the memory of all those kisses, and it helps keep my chin held high, helps stop me from backing down.

His face is cold. “Vicious one…” My heart twists at the cruel whisper of the pet name from his tongue. He tilts his head, a faint frown wrinkling onto his brow. “What else could you possibly have been, but entertainment to fill my spare time in a foreign land?”

Those words are swords through my gut.

I blink, a flutter of the lashes, and I do what I fought against: I waver.

Tears prick my eyes. “You can’t convince me I don’t mean anything to you, Daxeel. You can lie.”

“You believe that I am lying to you?” His boot flattens on the floor, not quite a step closer, but the threat of one. His eyes burn like blue blazes destroying cities. “Those memories you clearly cling to—those are the lies. I noticed a pretty face and a fine body on a seductive halfling.” His full lips curve into a cruel grin. “And I got her on her back, her legs spread, all with some promises of love.”

Tears are flowing freely down my cheeks now. Feels like my heart is lodged in my throat. The breath I suck in is a shuddered one.

“Lies,” I hiss through the tears.

His grin fades into a small smile, and it’s somehow more vicious. He leans in, his hand pressing flat against the wall, and towers over me. His head dips to brush a hot breath over the shell of my ear, and speaks almost lovingly, “I only intended on fucking you that final night, and then to leave you behind. That was your worth. Now, it is none at all.”

A shout rips through me.

I scream something rageful and savage at him, but all he does is draw away with that smile still twisting his lips. Then—without a lingering glance—he turns and walks away.

The cloudiness of my eyes murks my vision. Still, I watch him go, watch as he leaves me in this corridor, as Rune and Samick leave with him.

Then I pull away from the wall and run through the corridors. I race to the sanctuary of my private bedchamber, and the moment I’m through the door, I throw myself onto the bed and scream into a pillow.

Eamon’s words whisper through my mind, ‘What did you expect?’

So many things, and nothing at all. Yet, even through the knowledge that Daxeel holds onto his anger at my slight, his shame, I never imagined it would be this. I never once believed Daxeel didn’t care about me back then, that I was a challenge, a game, something to toy with just to fill his duller hours.

One-sided love.

That is what he tells me our relationship was. I’m a conquest, so he claims. My mind spirals out of control, to thoughts of him winding up to be the one who shames me in the end, but I beat him to the punch, and that’s his anger.

I did it first, and that makes this so much worse, because if I truly was insignificant to him, I have no hope at stealing him back.

Dark fae can lie. But I fooled myself into his words back then, too easily, because I didn’t expect it of him. The dark ones don’t often lie, not the way he did with me. It’s an honour thing, not a restriction. A dark fae will tell you to your face they will kill you, there is more honour in facing the enemy than sneaking up behind his back.

My name…

I realize it now with a hollow scream carving through me.

The kiss was a lie. All of them were lies. Just like the touches, the looks, the comfort and the trust he nurtured between us.

My name is just another on a long list.


11

DAXEEL

††††††

Each time he is in this bedchamber, Daxeel comes close to learning what it would be like to be buried alive by chiffon and silk. He would choose a warrior’s death over suffocation from all things cream-toned any day.

Yet, Daxeel finds himself in this exact bedchamber too often.

The scent of lavender is overpowering. It’s meant to mask the sex in the air of the harem, but to Daxeel—and any dokkalf male who enters these curtained rooms far at the rear of the garrison—both scents burn at his nasal.

Scent is one of the many fae traits that the dokkalves outperform the litalves in. And it’s a light one Daxeel has come to see this First Wind, a halfbreed concubine he’s visited every phase since the wicked Narcissa came to Comlar.

This concubine—Willow, he thinks her name might be—is a coveted one. She has a special skill that places her above the rest. One that has her tucked away in a small room with plush bedding, forever fresh sheets, a copper washtub, and a by-appointment-only schedule.

Dax has his slots booked for the rest of the two months.

All down to her specialty.

She’s something of a brewer. Wherever she learned to make tonics and potions, he doesn’t know—and he doesn’t give it a thought as he leans against the wall and folds his arms over his chest, his face utterly impassive.

Willow, if that is her name, is quiet as she studies the long chestnut hair he handed to her when he entered the bedchamber. She turns it over in her hands, eyeing the kinks and waves of the hair strand, and running the pad of her thumb over each almost imperceptible groove.

Satisfied, she turns her back on Daxeel and makes for the table pushed against the wall opposite. On it, a fist-sized cauldron bubbles something foamy and plum-purple. With the hair pinched between her fingers, she lowers it slowly into the potion. It sizzles with a hiss.

Then, in only a silk robe, her icy blond hair falling freely down her back, she turns to Daxeel. His gaze meets hers, and like always in the moments before he has her services, there’s nothing to be found in his eyes. No spark of recognition, no cruelty or kindness, he simply looks at her like he would an ordinary vendor at a market.

Daxeel pulls from the wall. He takes one step before the toe of his boot nudges against the bag he earlier dropped on the floor.

“Wear that,” he tells her, and his tone is as distant as his eyes.

With a practiced smile, she comes to lift up the bag then disappears behind the parchment screen. Behind it, she’s vanished from his sight. But he watches the thick beige parchment as though he’s watching the whore herself. Not because he’s watching her, but that he is waiting to see the one he lusts after.

Some moments pass in silence.

The brew in the cauldron stops sizzling. Its foamy surface settles into a filmy layer; the deep purple hue shifts into something golden, then settles on chestnut brown.

A slender, pale hand reaches out from the side of the parchment screen.

Daxeel’s gaze is glued to this routine he’s witnessed a few times already. She reaches out for the cauldron now that the potion is done, and she tips it out into a teacup. Every last drop. Still hidden behind the screen, she steals away the teacup. He listens to the soft slurps and swallows as she downs it all.

The light thud of the teacup tells him she’s set it down on a wooden chair, then more ruffles of the bag as she fishes out the clothes he brought with him.

Daxeel starts his part of the routine.

First, he reaches over his head for the scruff of his neck, then grabs a fistful of his sweater. He pulls it off in one, fluid tug. It’s tossed aside to land on the armchair, forgotten by the time he’s kicked off his boots and tugged off his belt.

Only his combat trousers cover him when Willow steps out from behind the divider. But it’s not her he sees. He smells the concubine—but he sees Nari.

His lashes lower over onyx-flecked oceans.

There it is. Willow watches the first spark of feeling come to life.

Before, he looked at her like she was a mere candle on a mantle, a cushion on a chair. Something there, but not anything he would think twice about. Just a furnishing, just an ornament.

Now, he looks at her with eyes so intense that, like each time with him, her insides twist. He smells it, too. His mouth hardens, as though the scent of her arousal is displeasing to him. She supposes it is, since she stands here as someone else entirely, and her scent is a reminder that this isn’t real.

The disappointment of reality keeps his mouth set hard as he advances on her. His steps are slow, and finally his gaze tears away from hers.

He takes her in, assesses the green skirt she wears, the one with a split up the front of her thigh, and the satin bodice that matches, one with straps so thin that her shoulders might as well be bare, and a cleavage drop so low that he can see that freckle between her breasts.

Nari’s breasts. Nari’s freckle.

In Willow, he sees all of Nari. But he doesn’t smell her.

No order has to come from him. Willow knows what to do now.

Silently, she turns around, a slow orbit so he can get a good look at all of her. But his attention hooks instantly onto one feature—the black stockings that end before her firm buttocks begins; the stockings connected to a garter belt by straps. He reaches out, brushing his fingertips over the hem of the skirt.

Willow stills.

She waits.

For a beat, his fingers just wander there, along the skirt, as though tracing the hemline. Then he tucks a finger beneath it and lifts. The suspenders that hold up the stockings are pressed up along her ample cheeks, and he feels the strain in his trousers at the sight.

Something about those stockings, those garter straps, threatens to unravel him. Ever since he first saw them, a fucking decade ago, when she marched her self-important ass over to him during lessons, dropped down beside him with merely a glare his way, then sprawled out on her front. She didn’t realise her skirt had ridden up a little, that he could see the straps moulded to the perfect curve of her soft, firm ass—and that for the rest of the lesson, he only thought about pinning her down and biting right into that flesh.

“Sufficient,” he says in a detached tone. “Face me.”

She follows the direction and turns to face him once more. Her full, pink mouth puckers with its natural pout, an innate sulkiness she wears always.

He doubts Nari realizes these things about herself, her scent, her self-important snappiness, the way her chin scrunches when she’s offended, how she bites her bottom lip when she’s unnerved or afraid—and just how fucking intoxicating the smell of her fear is.

With a final step closer, that wild mop of chestnut waves comes up to his pec only. He looks down at the imitation.

She looks up with doe eyes.

Those fucking doe eyes.

How quickly they can sharpen into seduction and deceit. How beautiful they are when wicked, how capturing they are when naïve.

Daxeel drops his head, but even that’s not enough to close the distance in their heights. Still, it’s enough that he can pick up on her scent from the skirt and bodice, the ones he stole from her bedchamber when she was up in the tower, none the wiser to the dark fae that sometimes enters her bedchamber, inspects her things, steals a strand of hair here and there, reads the very few letters on her desk, and just exists in that scent of her all over the room, in the air, in everything. Her distinct blend of plums, cinnamon and bitter almonds. A sweetness forever mixed with the smell of arsenic.

Satisfied, Daxeel takes a step back and reaches into his pocket. From it, he draws out a few gold coins. Her eyes—Nari’s eyes—follow his hand to the glass tray perched on the edge of the copper tub. There, he drops the coins.

They clatter and, with a small smile that seizes his insides, she thanks him in that silent gesture.

He doesn’t have to pay her anything. She’s a concubine, after all. But since her talent is so special, and she does it so well, he tips. Every time.

She flicks those fucking eyes back up at him.

A shudder of anger rinses through him, bolts his muscles to his bones, but it’s the lust that has his cock straining.

He’s steeled against all of it. The concubine will notice hardened muscles, tension in him, but not the sheer desperation he battles.

“The usual?”

That voice shatters an illusion he needs if he’s to survive these months near the true Nari.

The usual…

How this fake-Nari will try to kiss him, sweep her plump lips over his jawline, flick her warm tongue over his lips, chaste kisses anywhere she can plant them as he fucks her into the mattress.

But no, he doesn’t want that this phase. Not after what Nari did just two phases ago. Stepped to him.

The only way he was planning on getting through this time so close to her was to ignore her. Never speak, never touch. So this arrogant little twit storms her way to him and…

His hands fist at his sides and, slowly, he draws in a long and deep breath. Just the memory of having her by the throat, wanting to hurt her, fuck her, claim her. It’s too much and he stomps it down. 

Ignoring that Willow has shrunk back a little, sensed the surge of rage he felt, Daxeel shakes his head just once, a curt gesture. “No kissing,” he answers her, and decides to add, “No talking.”

With a jerk of his chin, he gestures her onto the bed. “Face down.”

He can’t stand the look of her this phase. He avoided the tower at all costs. It was effort enough to leave her in the corridor with another male’s stink all over her.

The dress he stole for this moment, it was the only worn dress he found in her bedchamber that didn’t stink of someone else. Only Nari.

So Daxeel savours the alluring scent as he shadows Willow to the bed, his movements that of a predator stalking prey. Once she’s flat on her front, resting her temple on the pillow, he moves over her. His knee jerks between her legs, spreading them, and he settles between them.

For a beat, he sits there. His gaze scans the plump curve of her ass, barely covered by those little skirts she runs around in. His inked hand presses against the flimsy fabric of the skirt. He adds pressure, then pushes the satin over the swell of her ass, until it’s bunched up at her waist.

He takes some moments for this. Lets his limited time pass by as he just caresses his palm over her plump bottom almost lazily, the pad of his thumb brushing over the stocking straps. Like he’s inspecting the elastic material, he hooks a finger under the strap and tugs it—it snaps against her ample cheek and shudders the flesh there, flesh he aches to bite into.

Because she’s a halfbreed, there’s more to her shape than other litalf females. Her ass is plumper, fuller, and her hipbones wider. But her muscles are still toned and firm, not like a warrior’s, but like a casual dancer’s. He feels the whisper of them beneath his palm, how hard she must work to maintain this strength in her body, just to keep up with the fullbloods in dance.

He saw it that night, the first time he ever laid his eyes upon her.

He saw the effort she put into the dance. All around her, fullbloods danced, but they moved with the call of the song, they moved like it came naturally to them. The others didn’t need to force as much power into their legs for the jumps, the high kicks, any of it. She did.

He recognized it then. How hard she must fight for her space in that land. It told him so much more than that she was a mere halfbreed dancer. If she was so far out of place amongst the others, so desperate to belong to them, to fit in, then she must be lowborn and perhaps bargain-born. He was right in both assumptions.

Daxeel feels the strain of time pass him. He could sit like this for the whole Quiet, and never tire of it. But he doesn’t have the whole Quiet, so with a gentle tap to her inner thigh, he makes the gesture she knows by now.

Willow pushes up onto her knees and spreads her legs. Her cheek presses into the pillow, the arch of her back sticking out that perfect ass—and ready for him.

His eyes catch on the exposed cunt, and he thinks of those faint pink cherry blossoms in the light lands. Only it glistens, as though freshly rained on, and Daxeel ignores the scent as best as he can. It’s not hers. He wants it—needs it—to be hers.

It’s because of Nari he’s so practiced at this. Fighting every instinct around a female’s arousal, pretending he can’t smell it at all, ignoring as best as he can.

It was practice he had in his own lands. But the true challenge was Nari, all those times she rolled around on the hill of the lessons, sucking on a nectar quill, oblivious to what she was doing to him; or whenever she snuck out her bedchamber window to sneak off with him, and he knew that if he touched her too soon, he would ruin it all between them. So he would sit there, hidden in the shade of willow trees, feeling the slick honey of her scent cascade over him, like it was calling to him.

That’s the difference in a female’s arousal. The call. It beckons to the one it is for—and no other male. But they all smell it.

He would taste it if it were hers.

But the taste of Willow would disappoint, so as he moves for her and unbuttons his trousers, he lets his eyes close for a moment, the moment he needs to conjure up memories of the true Nari, of her taste and the sweet sounds of her moans—and harsher grunts.

The effect is instant, and with a snarl, he’s pushing inside of her.

Sculpted from marble, then painted honey, he curves over her like every bit the predator he is. Each cut of his muscles is a shadow against the golden glisten of sweat.

His hand smacks onto the metal headboard, the other hand, inked, presses down onto her back—and he pounds into her sweet haven.

It’s not often he’s this rough.

Some visits, he’ll take her hard or be uncaring and unresponsive or even fuck her mouth in punishment. But this visit, his hand is clutched so tight onto the black metal bedhead that it cracks and splinters under the strength of his grip, and the imposter female has her hands spread firmly against the bedframe to keep herself in place.

He half expects her to utter the safe word she has. But not once does she say it. Not even as his punishing pace picks up, not when he serves only his own pleasure, shows no care for hers.

Fuck, he needs this. More, he needs this to be her. To be the real Narcissa he holds down and fucks like a whore.

But he can’t.

He has plans for her. Plans that dance around the edge of Eamon’s bargain of protection.

Can’t hurt her in Comlar. His plans don’t break the bargain his cousin made to protect the halfbreed he’s so fond of—that Daxeel himself was once fond of, enamoured with, enchanted by, in love with.

He understands his cousin for it. But he has his own revenge to take.

Right now, he can only fuck it out into an imitation of her. The one that moans wantonly beneath him, her moans twisting his face into a grimace, a mixture of his fast-building pleasure and disgust at those moans. Not Nari’s moans.

He remembers the sounds she made back then, those breathy rasps, the petulant whines when he’d toy with her too long, her sometimes guttural moans right before she came for him.

Just the thought of them, the memories—

A sudden surge reaches through him.

His grunts turn into a groan so feral and desperate that the female beneath him clenches her hold on his cock, and he feels the flutters of climax shudder through her.

He comes fast.

But the rage, the desire… it still stirs within him like a beast rousing from slumber.

He allows himself just a few moments to catch his breath. He’s on a time limit in here. If he had her, the real her… he wouldn’t be done with her until neither of them could walk.

But he can’t.

Nari would have him, she would manipulate him with her sex so willingly. And if they fuck… he can’t deliver his revenge.

So all he has is the imposter.

With a grunt, Daxeel pushes back onto his knees.

Still sat between her spread legs, he snatches her waist and, not too gently, flips her around.

She lands on her back with a bounce and—her cheeks are flushed. That blush steals his attention, his fucking soul, and he watches every spec of it start to fade from crimson to pink. Remnants of her climax. He aches to kiss it, lick it, bite it off her wickedly beautiful face.

All he does is let a growl rumble through him before he’s pushing between her spread legs and slamming into her again. He doesn’t drape himself over her—there’s no love or affection to be found in how he pounds into her, in how firmly his hands grip her spread thighs, keeping them apart.

And he only lets himself look down at her heat. Pink, like her blush. He doesn’t dare risk looking up at her face, not with that beastly rage burning within him.

Still, he allows himself something. A hand to leave her thigh and slide up to her stomach. There, he holds tight, as if to pin her down, hold her in place. But his thumb is what betrays him—and his eyes that watch the freckle beside her bellybutton, how the pad of his thumb brushes over it like trying to steal it away.

A tender moment he allows himself between the rough thrusts that take him all the way to his second climax. And when he comes for the second time, his thumb digs into that freckle.

He stays like that for a bit. Head dropped, black hair brushed over his sweaty forehead, his chest rising and falling with his harsh breaths. And he stares at that blemish.

He noticed it on her when he first saw her.

The black phoenix who danced. The one slick with feathers and barely any clothes at all, the little halfbreed who thought she was making a fierce statement against him and his kind, and then the one who faltered too fast when she saw him watching her. A coward at the core of it all. He knew then she was something spoilt, a bit on the bratty side.

He didn’t mind.

What he did mind was later. After some lessons, after he broke that weasel lordson’s nose, then stole his female, and she came to challenge him on the sparring ring…

That night, he almost fell at her feet.

He wasn’t the only one, though.

She caught a lot of eyes that night.

Nari, little halfbreed, wandering her way over to him on the sparring ring, challenging him to a duel. If he was taken by her before…

She had a spell on him like no other he’d ever felt. It wasn’t just the way she toyed with that dagger in her hands, a way that made him think of something else entirely between her slender fingers, and it wasn’t that wicked and seductive smile and bat of the lashes as she advanced on him.

No, it was her words. Her teasing, her mocking—she approached him with such fearless seduction that she didn’t even bother to veil around more of his kind, or even the light ones that watched.

Daxeel sensed it then, the threats around him. The threat of other dokkalf males responding to her, wanting her.

Mine.

Mine.

Mine.

That’s all he could think back then, with all those lustful gazes on her. So he made a point to mark her then—claim her.

Nari has something. A way about her. Her unabashed and bold tricks. It gets attention. It got his. And it’s held it ever since.
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the night I challenged him

††† TEN YEARS EARLIER †††

The strings on Eamon’s shirt are undone, and with the purple wine stains on his full lips, he looks every bit the accomplished seductor as he leans back on a pile of combat bags (sacks stuffed full of preserved, dehydrated pixies).

Eamon uses those discarded-on-the-grass beating bags like a cushy wall as he reclines under the moonlight, and I use him much the same way, with my spine leaned against the firmness of his chest, and his chin pressing into the crown of my head.

Laziness has us in its tender grip this night.

Beneath the white glow of our beloved moon, we bask like a pair of juvenile dragons that found a delightful sunspot.

From here, we watch the fights—the sparring—at this unofficial gathering of ours.

Some dokkalves come to lessons with us light ones. Only one lesson is shared under the safety blanket of the night, otherwise the dark males would of course burst into flames should they come to a day lesson.

So every third night, we share that one lesson of the stars.

This night is not one of them.

It’s not an official lesson, all this fighting going on around us. Somehow, dark and light came together here at midnight—and started to train. How that sparring came from the fruits and wines, I don’t know, but I can roll my eyes at a guess. Males see fighting mats and that’s all it takes for one to challenge another, for blood to spill.

And so, Eamon and I sit together and watch.

Absentminded, Eamon’s dark fingers spindle through the golden cuffs peppered through my loose waves. I’m sure he messes them up, but I hardly care, I care so much more about the honeywine Eamon and I share between us.

And him.

I care to focus on him.

Ahead, Daxeel squares off with a litalf who challenged him on the fighting mat. He toys with him in the idle, disinterested way he circles him, and in the lazy manner that he twirls a dupe dagger around and around his hand. The black dupe dagger’s coal-like edges are jagged, but it’s no longer than the length of my hand, and I decide that the litalf who stepped to him is a moron for underestimating it.

Their circling of each other finally comes to an end when Daxeel spins around so fast that, if I blinked, I would’ve missed it altogether. In that blink of a moment, he’s speared the dagger through the air.

The litalf flips to the side to avoid the hit. But it strikes him in the shoulder instead. The blade is enchanted of course, so all that comes from the fake wound is a couple of crimson beads before it falls to the mat.

It doesn’t hit the mat before Daxeel has thrown himself at the distracted litalf—and in one sweep of the leg, takes him off his feet.

He doesn’t take it any further than that. The message is clear as he presses his boot down on the litalf male’s neck and pauses. In battle, in a real fight, all he has to do is add just the right pressure with just the right angle, and the neck is snapped.

He wins this round, as he has won that last three since I got here.

Daxeel draws back.

I watch the ripple of his muscles beneath his leathers. Those fighting leathers that are so different to the ones our warriors wear, how the leather sticks to the tall dark male form, hugs every muscle, and completely blends in with the darkness. Almost looks like it’s painted on them.

The gleam of the moon puts me better at ease out here in the training fields. I can see them in the pearlescent light, see the dark ones tucked at roots of trees, sat on wooden boxes and crates, each pair of eyes cutting through the air like lethal swords. Some others fight on the mats. None mingle with us.

So many differences between our kinds, yet they are subtle.

The dark ones, who have taken over the tree-lined side of the field, where they can find shade from the direct light of the moon, are utterly still when they are sitting or standing, not fighting. Completely motionless, and I don’t think of statues, but frozen shadows deep in darkness, watching oblivious prey wander by.

The light ones on the other side of the field, myself included, don’t tuck away in the shade. We lounge around, talking and laughing and drinking, sprawled out over grass that nips at the skin hard enough to draw blood when we spill a drop of wine, or—I see as I glance over at the sound of a female’s shriek—those foolish enough to prod sticks into a gnome den. That female is now being chased by the gnome gnashing at her heels.

A smile steals my lips at the sight before I turn back to look at Daxeel again.

And I see he’s watching me already.

I blink, surprised some, but don’t look away from his glance. Not even as he crouches to pick up his dupe dagger, then turns his back on me.

We don’t talk often. He saved me, quite some moons ago now, and I have dared to sit with him thrice in our shared lessons. But beyond the occasional muttered question from me and his curt answers—‘What’s this star?’, ‘Where does this constellation go?’—we speak nothing to each other.

Daxeel gives me space.

He keeps near when I come to him, but he doesn’t hunt me—because of the others. Always, we seem to be surrounded by light ones. And they will judge me for my flirtations with a dokkalf male.

Maybe it’s the honeywine.

Maybe it’s the lull of Eamon’s gentle fingers spidering through my hair.

Maybe it’s the ambience, the perfect blend of stiff and silent dark fae and loud and jovial light fae.

Or maybe I’ve just had enough of pretending I don’t want to flirt with him, that I don’t want to feel those leathers against me, touch those lips with my own.

Whatever it is, I take a hearty swig of the honeywine before passing it off to Eamon, then I’m pushing up from the grass. Blades of it caress my feet, thanking me for not flattening them with the boots I tore off the moment I got comfortable against Eamon.

I don’t reach for the boots. Rather, I reach out my hand expectantly for Eamon.

He frowns at it, like it’s some riddle.

I flex my fingers. “Knife.”

Eamon’s mouth pinches. His golden-amber eyes lift to meet mine, and with that one look I know he’s telling me how much he disapproves. Not because Eamon doesn’t like his cousin, Daxeel, but because of what it means for me in these lands.

The treaty is too new for these flirtations, for my silly crushes.

But I’m a tad stubborn, and I like what I like.

Eamon slips the dupe knife from his belt. It’s about the length of my middle finger, crafted from a chalky white substance.

I take it and, with a smile, turn on the fighting mats.

The hilt is rough against my palm as I start down the small path. I haven’t even gotten to the first mat when Daxeel senses a newcomer. Or maybe, I let myself wonder, he senses me specifically.

I don’t know, and I don’t ask as the sole of my foot presses on the rough sack-like texture of the mat.

His leathers tighten.

Slowly, he turns to look at me. His lashes lower over burning blue eyes, but it’s the small lift at the corner of his mouth that eases me.

There’s more confidence in the second step I take towards him. And the next, and the next, until I’ve slipped into some casual wandering pace, completely uncaring and unafraid under his spearing gaze, and the gazes of others.

Some dokkalves watch me now. A light female halfling stepping to one of their best. It’s unsurprising that I catch some attention.

But mine is only for him; and he only watches me.

With a disinterested hum, I just look at him from beneath my lashes. My face is wiped clean of any feeling, none of the fear I should feel, no hints of the heat stirring in my belly.

I toy with the small chalky knife in my hands. One hand turns it over and over, and the other lifts to press a finger against the sharp tip. A crimson bead of my blood sprouts just beneath the nail, then rolls down my finger.

I don’t break our locked gaze.

Instead, I let a small smile grace my lips.

The small grin that reveals his teeth is enough to ignite a blaze inside me. Might just take a bite out of me, and it thrills me.

My heart skips a beat, and I’m sure he must hear it.

My thighs ache to press together, and I’m sure he must smell it.

But I keep a wandering stroll on the mat as I near him.

Distantly, I’m aware of more watching us now. The dark ones watch me, not all of them, but enough that I sense the cut of their sharp stares like blades down my body. Some litalves have noticed, too. Their watchful stares are less kind, more suspicious, and rife with the tension I feel thicken the air.

The dokkalves find entertainment in me. The litalves find betrayal in me, and perhaps fear for me.

What matters is what I feel, and that’s nothing outside of this intense pull that draws me to him, always when he’s around, I need to be near him.

My pace remains wandering as I circle him, once, twice, and he turns to watch me every step of my way.

I come to a stop in front of him, a couple of steps back, but still within arm’s reach.

Daxeel never hides the way he looks at me. So he doesn’t hide it now as he runs his natural kohled eyes over my body.

Deep blue satin clings too immodestly to my curves.

Do you see I wear this colour for you, the same shade as your eyes, dark one?

It’s nothing special, just a dress with a hemline that made father scowl when I headed out for the fields come nightfall. It was definitely the low neckline that had him shouting at me to take a shawl, a shawl discarded on the grass with my boots.

I’m not male, so I can’t sense arousal.

I’m not dark fae, so I can’t smell it either.

But I see enough as I mirror him and rinse my gaze over his form, that tightness in his leathers.

So when I flick my eyes back up at him, a smirk has painted itself onto my mouth and, as I step back and lean all my weight onto the one foot, I point out at him with my knife.

The tip of it presses against the dip between his collarbone.

His lazy grin widens, sharper teeth bared, and I might just fall at his feet.

“If you beat me, dark one,” I start, keeping my tone flippant, as though I’m not aching for him, “you may have the honour of dancing with me at the High Court.”

My peripherals both light up and shudder. On one side, dark males smile and grin and bare their teeth in silent snarls. It’s something of an approval, a liking to my obvious and blunt flirtations, my foolish bravery. It’s the litalves who shudder with tension, with distaste, and draw in more attention.

But I made my decision.

And I stand by it.

I blink something innocent up at him.

Fall into my eyes as I fall into yours.

Daxeel doesn’t retreat from the bite of the knife. He lets the tip press into his honeyed skin, where a thick drop of blood starts to swell, and I’m convinced dokkalf blood is actually tar.

Looking down at me, his lashes lower over his eyes as the grin fades away. It should strike through me like lightning, how suddenly dangerous this all is, how threatening he looks without that disarming smile.

But his words keep me placated. “I prefer not to dance, but I accept your challenge if my prize is—” He pauses to smile something feral. “—a taste.”

More grins flash at my left. Growls from my right.

I step in closer to him, my lips parting around purred words, “A taste of defeat?”

That earns a growl of approval that crawls up his throat.

But the animal in him has stirred. I watch it flicker in those dark eyes, and he steps back, the black dagger in hand.

My arm lowers, bringing the knife to my side.

He confirms the bargain. “I take you down—and when I win, my prize will be a taste.”

My smile is as careful as my answer, “I will give that to you, dark one.”

I will be the one to offer him a taste, I will be the one to decide what and how and when he receives it. I already know all those details.

He adjusts his grip on the hilt. Doesn’t toy with it the way he’s done with the other challengers. I think fleetingly of how obvious his previous attempts have been, how easily I read it on him—how hard he fights to keep from frightening me.

He plays with me, plays a game I snared him into, but he doesn’t toy with me. And that’s a safe distinction.

But he doesn’t expect my next move in the game.

“I accept,” I whisper the words softly, the way I would whisper yes’s and his name into his ear if he was wrapped up in me.

The confirmation of the bargain strikes through us.

I lift out my hand to my side, not in front of me. I don’t aim the knife at him. My mouth parts with a soft grin as I spread my fingers, and the let the knife fall to the mat.

“Oh,” I whisper, and lower my arm back to my side. Faint laughter rumbles through the field. I tilt my head and give a practiced, slow blink of the lashes. “Seems you have another advantage, dark one.”

His chest rises with the long, deep inhale he takes through his nostrils. A feral attempt to rein in the urges lashing through him.

Need me like I need you.

It’s not my looks that have the dokkalf males disturbed with growls and hisses. All fae are pretty, some more than others, and since I’m half human, I’m not the cream of the crop.

It’s my words that snare the dark ones—that snare him.

I know my talents. This is one them. This is art.

I paint for him.

I perform.

And he moves for me, fast.

Before I know it, I’m light as a feather. Then I smack down on the mat. The thud of my back against the padded sack is slight. He could have easily made it hurt, but all that happens as I look up at the midnight sky is that grin tugs a bit wider on my face.

He steals my view of midnight.

Stepping over me, his head tilts as he studies me. My fingers itch to sweep those dark strands of forever-damp-like hair that fall into his eyes.

But I don’t get a moment to so much as lift a finger from the mat. Not before he’s dropped to one knee, part-straddling me, and the cool kiss of his dagger graces my throat.

I blink up at him, no fight in me as the dagger glides over my neck. It’s an odd sensation, something that buzzes like a firefly trying to burrow its way between layers of my flesh. Then the faint wetness of blood. But no pain.

He speaks softly, as though only to himself, like he’s forgetting entirely that I can hear his muttered words, “Vicious one.”

I notice the change—from vicious female to vicious one.

I wonder if there’s something behind that slight change that I should notice.

But I forget them quickly.

In one fluid move, he kicks back and stands over me again.

He leaves me to get up myself, no offered hand of help from the dark one who watches me like a tense predator ready to strike. Agile, I flip onto my feet, as though to show him I’m no fighter but I’m not entirely useless, and rise.

He doesn’t step away or move for me. Head still tilted slightly, he waits, and there’s no trace of a smirk or a smile on those kissable lips.

No one speaks or growls or laughs now.

If the tension was thick before, it’s suffocating now.

A taste.

I’ll give you a taste.

One you won’t forget.

I reach up for him. My hands cup his cheeks tenderly. His lashes flutter and I’m certain I hear the slightest sweep of a breath utter from his mouth.

Then my grip tightens.

A smile splits my face as I draw his face down, guide him closer to me. I push up on the tips of my toes.

He must think I’m about to kiss him. All the fae watching must expect that from me—but then I shift my thumb from his cheek to his bottom lip, and I add pressure.

A slight crease forms between his brows. He lets me guide his bottom lip downwards, a gentle prying of his lips until there’s just enough space to stick my thumb into his mouth.

But to let him merely taste my thumb would be too easy, and not enough of an impact. I want him to remember this—remember me—for the rest of his life.

I am that halfling, dark one.

First, I mirror his parted lips with my own. So close together, the tips of our noses touch. Even that has my core on fire. I feel the wetness gather between my legs. But I don’t let anything deter me.

Our gazes hooked, I do it—

I give him that taste.

A small, little spit… right into his mouth.

A heartbeat of silence passes.

Then laughter rips through the dark fae. Between the roars of laughter, I pick up on feral sounds of desperation, of lust and need. I feel more than hear the snarls from the light ones.

But it’s Daxeel that has my full attention. It’s the sharp breath he takes, the ripple of tension through his body—and most of all, the sudden lean onto his right leg, as though he nearly lost his balance and dropped to the ground for me.

I step back and eye him over.

Still, he towers over me and he’s utterly motionless. I don’t think of shadows now, like I thought of before. I think of statues, like he’s forcing himself into a rigid stone sculpture, like he needs to do that, be frozen in this moment with me.

My tone is slick with my own desire, “Did you like your prize?” 

He’s silent, there is no answer he gives me, and I don’t need one, not when his eyes burn into me with the need I stirred in him.

I’ve shattered the illusion of his victory, I’ve stolen it right from under him.

Did you win this round, dark one?

Because I feel every bit the victor here.


†††

DAXEEL

Vicious one.

Daxeel has never been more certain about any thought he’s ever had.

This halfbreed in front of him, so much smaller than she realizes, blinks up at him with a faux innocence in her doe-eyes, a line of blood at her neck, and the cinnamon and honeywine flavour of her spit still on his tongue.

Vicious, seductress, naïve.

Her scent snares around him, wraps him in its embrace, it invites him in. He senses that in her, how she’s welcoming him into her.

But not yet.

Not yet.

It takes everything in him, every scrap of control to not take here on this mat. He’s no stranger to desire, but this is different. Daxeel is overpowered by this battle raging through his body. The desperation of it is new, the animalistic urges are more feral than ever before, and that eternal rush of rage storming beneath his skin.

He should leave.

Daxeel should turn his back on those fucking eyes, and no matter how much he wants to stay with her, he should walk away. Just until he gains enough control. If he loses his grip on this restraint that he keeps around her, she’ll be frightened—and then all of it will be lost to ruins.

“Did you like your prize?” she asks, and her husky voice is as thick with the need he feels straining against the leather of his trousers. But does she mean the inflection of mockery, of triumph?

Do you think you have bested me, vicious one?

Dax is bristled at the thought. And now he learns what the glint in those eyes mean. Victory.

Do you notice how I’m learning you like a language?

She thinks she can keep up with him, that she reads him easily. She’s not just a step or two behind, she’s lost in the dark. He is the dark.

I’ll show you, vicious one. I’ll show you that I am the victor here.

His hand lifts.

For her, he keeps his sharp fingernails vanished. Not all his kind can recede the claws into the nailbeds. The slight skills and talents all depend on the bloodlines. His is a mild shapeshift talent, and so he disappears the claw-like nails into filed and neat fingernails every time he’s around her.

Don’t spook her, don’t spook her—or she’ll run from him, and he’ll have to chase. The hunt will terrify her, remind her of what he is.

Daxeel presses his fingertips to her cheek. His touch is gentle, even more so without the sharp nails, he can graze her soft cheek without nicking her skin on accident.

She blinks her doe-eyes up at him. The victorious glint fades.

Her perfect, pink mouth parts around a loosened breath. His eyes land on that, his fingertips not far behind.

All around him, the scent of animals rears up. Lust, desire, all from his kind, and some from a litalf here and there.

They want her. He needs to block that. Claim her here, right now, in front of them all—and then she won’t be touched by anyone other than him.

But how to claim her?

It’s a battle to wrestle his mind away from pinning her down and fucking her in front of their audience. She won’t like that.

Fingers brushing over every subtle line and groove of her full lips, his mind shifts to this—her mouth, his fingers. And he knows now how to mark her as his own.

The others might want her body, but he wants her mind, too. Her soul, her darkness, her light. Not just for one night, either.

Mine. My vicious one. Nari.

As if she reads his thoughts, her lips spread into a grin around his fingertips, and—fuck, does she know what she does to him?

His jaw clenches.

Teeth clenched firm in his mouth, he adds pressure to his fingertips. They press against her white teeth, not perfect teeth, not entirely straight, but not crooked either.

She opens her mouth a tad. Lets him in.

Where else will you let me in?

He hesitates.

The moment he pushes that finger into her mouth, feels the warmth of that tongue against his flesh, two things happen. And he’s frozen.

One, he fights the overwhelming urge to crash his mouth onto hers, to taste that tongue with his own.

Two, her teeth clamp down on his finger and bite, hard.

Her grin is still wrapped around her wicked bite, even as a drop of his black blood spills, no flicker of fear steals her expression.

She feels safe enough with him. Safe enough to be her delightfully wicked self.

Around his finger, she croons, “A taste for a taste.”

Her tongue flicks out and steals away that drop of blood—and then his light is gone.

She steps back, a black smear on her bottom lip, and she curtseys something mocking at him.

As though the negative to her positive, he’s magnetised to her. His body turns as she stalks by him, heading back to her spot on the field.

Shoulders relaxing, Daxeel releases a curt, soft breath. The relief unwinds the tension that bolts his body.

With his blood on the halfbreed’s tongue, a smear of it on her lips, and her cunt wet for him, he’s laid enough claim on her tonight. So even as some dokkalves watch her go with hard-set faces, others with lingering glowers, and even some litalves curling their lips in silent snarls, the tension within him eases some—through their desire, they won’t touch her.

They know she’s been claimed now. If they wanted her, it would mean to challenge him. There would be no dupe daggers in that challenge.

Satisfied, Daxeel allows himself that taste of her. He swallows that bit of spit still on his tongue.
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Before I came to father’s desk tucked away in the dimness of the offices, I stopped in to check on Pandora. But I found her room empty, her grey leather bag gone, and some of her belongings missing.

The one I noticed like an open wound was the sketch of her mother. The portrait that was never quite started before her mother died. It’s just a parchment sketch, but one that Pandora keeps with her always.

It wasn’t on the nightstand.

So this is where I landed. On the chair with a wobbly leg that I pushed up against father’s desk.

“The healer sent her home,” he tells me. The weariness of work and Pandora’s ailing health has his eyes weathered and creased. The wrinkles come with age too, since he’s about four hundred years old now, and we’re not of royal blood, so age steals us too soon.

Before panic can swell up inside of me at his words, he adds, “He he has an understanding of her ailment, but the darkness here is having an effect on her body. She needs to be in the light at home.”

“Is it serious?” I’m pushed up on the chair against the desk, my breastbone feeling the bite of the table wood. I rest my chin on my flattened hands. “Will she recover?”

Father smiles small. “If the healer is correct, she’ll be back in the garrison by the end of the week.”

It’s a funny thing, the darkness. How it plays with our ailments, makes my kind sick, apparently. It’s something new, something I didn’t know about the dark.

It springs a question to mind, “Is it like the dark in the Wastelands?”

The darkness there is different. It changes time. Maybe it’s because of all the time pockets peppered throughout the Wastelands, but unusual things happen there often.

Pregnancies are pushed into their third trimesters too quickly, humans age a decade within a single phase. The Wastelands are to be passed through in a hurry for anyone not of fae blood, or even dark blood. The dark fae are the only ones who are completely unaffected by the strangeness there.

So if Pandora’s ailment is made worse by the darkness here, she can recover better if returned to the light.

Father hums on the question. “It has an unusual effect,” he concedes. “The healer says the dark here is fighting her ailment, but that it is also fighting her body’s response. That could be what is worsening her symptoms.”

I nod like I understand, and to some degree I do, but no matter how much I read about these time shifts in the Midlands and Wastelands, I can’t quite seem to get a grasp on it.

The study of time pockets and time winds is better left to the scholars, the scribes, and the iilra.

“Fret not, child.” Father’s smile is reassuring. “When Pandora returns, I’ll call for you—and we’ll meet as a family.”

It eases me, so I smile and nod against the bones of my hands.

I meet Eamon by the battle blocks come the start of the Breeze. Samick sits with him, hunched over on a stack of crates, his hands clasped between his thighs.

Samick’s icy blond hair looks freshly cropped, made starker with the cool touch of his gleaming pale green eyes and the marble-like pallor of his complexion.

Something about Samick unnerves me more than usual around the dark ones. Something otherworldly, like he’s not entirely one of us, one of them—and when he throws his gaze to me, like he reads my thoughts, I visibly shudder, like my body senses something different in his, not even an instinctual hiss escapes me.

Such little friendliness to be found in Samick, he doesn’t offer a mere smile of reassurance or utter a laugh at my expense. He just looks at me, an unnatural stillness to him, a chilling gleam in his eyes, the green so pale yet glowing that I think of the morning sun rays bouncing off the surface of a shallow pond.

Then he looks away, back to the range.

I trace his gaze, but there’s nothing of interest down there. Or no one of interest, really. Just rows of fae pitching dagger after knife after silver-star into the wooden targets.

My steps are careful as I wander to come up behind Eamon. He’s watching Aleana talk to Caius down the hill, but my natural cowardice has me using him as a shield between myself and Samick.

For too long, I stand here and watch all the violence turn to blood and broken bones on the battle blocks. The closer we get to the first passage, the more feral they all seem to become—even my kind.

Now, all the contenders have figured out which opponents are worthy. By now, they have sniffed out matched opponents, those who give them a good spar, a challenge, and now they fight, and fight, and fight—all preparing for the passages where they will fight again, but to the death.

It’s strategy, I know that as I study them from my safe spot up by the courtyard wall. Light ones must know which dark warriors need stronger opponents, and the dark ones need to find any weaknesses they can exploit.

Pandora’s ailment is such a disadvantage, and I worry for her. She’ll be thrown into the passages blind. And she had such little time to build up alliance among her own people, so I hope she keeps her head down for the Sacrament, and just makes it out alive. None of the litalves will hurt her, but alliances mean she’ll be better protected.

But getting so close to the first passage means that not all contenders are bleeding themselves on the mats, or exhausting their bodies on the ranges, or even breaking their bones on the assault courses.

Some of them, the smarter ones, are up here by the courtyard. Like Samick, they are perched on crates, some are sharpening their arrow tips, others polish their blades, and some are just standing around in small groups of friends. But around a hundred of the fae just… hang out.

From up here, some watch the battle block. But others pass around valerian (or the black Dorcha version of it that looks somewhat poisonous to one like me) or drink homemade wine straight from bottles.

Daxeel is one of them.

With Rune, and other dokkalves I don’t recognize, he has the butt of a black smoke pinched between his fingers. There’s so much I notice in that one snapshot of an image. Not just the uneasy gloss of the inky paper wrapped around some sort of dokkalf version of valerian—something that looks more venomous than Daxeel’s occasional glances at me.

I notice his fingers.

Not just the thinner lines of his tattoo that winds around his fingers, but his nails.

I remember so much about him back then, and all of it to the detail. I cling to the details. So I don’t doubt my memory of his fingernails all that time ago. They were something like humans, regular and plain and filed short, even if they were black. Mine are translucent, like a human’s, a tad longer and sharper than a human’s, but nowhere near as predatory as that of a fae.

Now, Daxeel’s nails aren’t cropped anymore. They are sharp and black, like many other dokkalves around me, and they remind me something of short claws.

I wonder if he used to file them back for me, for gentler touches, to stir safer feelings within me. But then I’m reminded of his dismissal of me, how uncaring he is, and how he used me in those days—and I decide he wouldn’t do any such thing as file his nails for my comfort.

I tear my gaze from him and tuck into the slender muscles of Eamon’s back. He doesn’t so much as tense, as though he knew I was behind him for some time now.

“A few more moments,” he answers my unspoken question, the one found in my gesture and in my weary sigh.

How much longer do we have to stay out here?

But we’re waiting on Aleana.

Still down the hill, Aleana seems to be challenging her eldest brother.

I don’t have the hearing of a dark one, but it’s still sharp. So I strain to listen as I watch her press her slender finger into the groove between Caius’s pecs, and it’s a threatening gesture—made more by the twist of her snarling face.

She hisses words at him that I don’t hear, not even as I focus on eavesdropping.

Casius, at first glance, is a replica of Daxeel. Soft, sunkissed complexion, smooth to the touch; blue eyes that forever gleam from the natural shadowiness that seems to stick to him; and the inkiness of his black hair.

All I see are the differences—how pale his diamond eyes are compared to Daxeel’s ocean ones; the darker undertones of his tanned complexion, but Daxeel’s skin is like honey; and his hair cropped only an inch or so long, but Daxeel’s inky hair falls into his eyes and brushes over his ears.

Caius is every bit a warrior, but a soldier too.

His posture isn’t just straight, it’s stiff. There are no personable gestures from him to his sister, no smiles or reassuring squeezes of the hand, or snarls, not even a flicker of a person behind his blank mask.

Still, I watch them, watch whatever it is that has Aleana seething through her teeth at him, but not like they argue, more that she’s telling him off, or putting him in his place.

I wonder what sort of power the sickly sister has over her brothers, how far she can manipulate their protective love of her.

I smile. At her, for her.

I like Aleana more every day.

Beneath the relaxed hold of my palms, Eamon’s muscles clamp. The sudden tension in him prickles my skin and I look up his arm at him, blink, then trace his gaze as it slowly turns over his shoulder—and glowers into the arched entrance to the courtyard.

From the arch, Taroh and some litalves stalk onto the barren hill. His ivory leather boots crunch on the dried-out grass, long dead, long withered. Out here, in the lower torchlight of the hill, his normally soft brown hair looks darker. He speaks in low murmurs with his companions, but his eyes find me instantly.

It’s not that he knew I’d be out here, but that he’s so used to hunting me by now that he recognizes my scent probably better than he knows his own.

A wicked smile steals his face and I blanch.

Surely he wouldn’t. Not out here, for all to see. He wouldn’t touch me here—oh, but then of course he would, because out here I wouldn’t fight the kiss. Wouldn’t be proper to smack him, wouldn’t be my place to reject the advances of my fiancé—and father would hear all about my misbehaviour. That’s not a punishment I’m willing to face.

Taroh seems to understand this.

His smile is cruel, and it’s fixed on me.

I think he’s about to make for me. He mutters something to his friends, turns to angle my way—but a frown digs into his porcelain-toned brow, and those green eyes like lush, dewy blades of grass, brighten. He shifts his focus over my head.

The frown melts away, twists into something of a silent snarl.

He doesn’t look at Eamon, whose darkened face is nothing short of vicious. Taroh gives no attention to Eamon, because he’s a lordson—and what can a hybrid do? Even if Eamon is from an ancient bloodline, it’s a dark one, and in Licht that means nothing.

So Eamon can do nothing at all.

But Taroh falters in his move for me. He stills, then—without so much a final look at me—turns back to his companions. They stalk down the hill.

A frown of my own tightens my face.

Keeping close to Eamon, hands still resting on his back, I look over my other shoulder. Right where Taroh had focused his hesitations, a dark one stands.

My dark one.

Daxeel drops his eyes to me for a moment. Nothing kind in the way he watches me, and there’s no thanks in my returned stare. There’s only blank confusion on my face, stunned at how he sensed Taroh, and my unease, and that he moved some steps closer to me, all that he needed to do for Taroh to receive the warning loud and clear. But why bother?

Still, he studies me, his mind working.

Those eyes dim with shadows of doubt. His mouth tightens as though he considers me—and Taroh.

And I realize with him. How the dark ones can always smell the scents of others—and so he’s been smelling a male’s scent on me.

Around Comlar, each time we have seen each other, he has picked up on the scent of a male all over me. Taroh’s hands on my legs, my breasts, his tongue on my pursed lips…

Daxeel sensed it. But didn’t pick the exact male who has been smearing his claim all over me.

So he’s reassessing.

Do you realize it’s Taroh’s scent always on me?

Daxeel figures it out, and as his face hardens to stone, and so I know that he’s also realizing my consent to Taroh was not given.

We watch each other in our moment of understanding. Maybe I see a crack in his stone mask, the clench of a dimple on his cheek, and I wonder if this changes anything.

My gaze finally pulls away.

I turn my back on him just as a blur of black moves up to my side.

Aleana appears beside me.

Her diamond gaze pierces into mine at eye-level, and I think we’re almost the exact same height. Somehow, though, she just looks smaller. Might be the difference found in our shapes, hers being slender and perhaps a bit frail in that netted, metallic dress that hangs off her, the one that would fit tighter at my curves, a shape that reminds me something of a growing pear.

She stares at me oddly for a moment.

I don’t get the feeling she’s studying me, like her brother just did. More than she’s waiting, expectant, and maybe her socials skills aren’t all that sharp.

I don’t mind.

I only need to utter one word for her grin to mirror mine, “Hall?”

I don’t recommend the tower this Breeze. We’re nearing the start of the First Wind, when the fae will pour into the Hall and steal all the good seats closest to the fireplaces, and I want in before them.

Eamon—and, to my faint surprise—Samick lead the way.

Aleana and I shadow them through the courtyard, then the corridors of the garrison. All the way to the Hall, I say silent prayers that father doesn’t spot me with this many dark ones. He must know of my friendships in Comlar, but he certainly hasn’t said anything about it yet. To see it, though, will bring him a sense of dishonour, and I won’t avoid a shouting.

Thankfully, the gods are on my side, and I make it to the Hall without incident. We steal the leather sofa and two armchairs tucked close to a roaring hearth, one that doesn’t help with the residual humidity of the Breeze. But soon the First Wind will come, and with it the bone-chilling cold.

I tuck myself up, small, on the overworn armchair. It has the plushest cushions, so I’m cosy when Aleana wanders to me—and squeezes into the same armchair, pushed up beside me, like we’re sisters.

Opposite, Samick chooses to perch himself on the edge of a blackwood side-table, and the fireflies in the lantern shudder away from him. So it’s not just me that has that reaction to him.

Eamon seems perfectly at ease, though, when he falls onto the sofa and lifts his hand lazily. He calls over one of the harem workers with that silent gesture. It’s a duty of theirs here. Serve the harem and the Hall.

None of them are slaves at the garrison. The whores are sought out across lands, offered good prices, and given the two-month contract to be concubines at Comlar. How much gold they are actually paid, I wouldn’t know, but I bet it’s enough to buy silk over satin—because that’s what I see on the harem worker who comes to us. Silk. A floor-length, ivory silk dress, pale to match her hair, but soft against the snowy hue of her skin.

She’s striking in her beauty.

And I hate her for it, because as I look at her, and she looks right back at me with her mouth parted in what looks to be mild shock, I see she’s like me. A light halfling. Only, she’s much prettier.

Harems, I have never liked. But I never had a whole lot of judgement for the whores. I only ever judged the males who have harems, or the ones who frequent them. But now, I decide I don’t like her, not one bit, and I judge her deeply.

Maybe it’s the knowledge that Daxeel visits the harem that has my lips curling in distaste at her, my eyes narrowing into slits.

She swallows, then quickly recovers.

Her grin is forced, but so fucking beautiful, and I want to cram mud into it. “What can I get you?”

Eamon orders for us, “Tavarak and honeywine. Bottles.”

He doesn’t have to pay, but the two gold coins he gives her means she’ll prioritise us for the rest of our time in the Hall. She takes the tip with a smile and—a fleeting glance spared on me—leaves for the bar.

Aleana leans in closer, and I’m surprised she can actually get any closer since we’re pressed up together like jarred fish. Her voice is a whisper that tickles the fallen strands of hair from my updo, “Was it just me or was she staring a bit too much at you?”

I shift around to give myself some space and lean my side against the spine of the chair. This way, I can better see her. “We’re the same kind. Light halflings.”

Fleetingly, Affay’s wicked grin flashes in my mind. The light halfling prince who seeks me out to steal a kiss or a romp here and there. It’s not that we love—or even like—each other, but that all light halflings seem to have a tether to each other, something that draws us in closer, because we understand.

Our lives aren’t terrible in the fae lands. But there’s a nuance to it that the hybrids and fullbloods don’t seem to understand. We halflings are wanted, most of the time. Fae seek out humans to breed, and we become the spare children or the wanted ones. Often more spoilt or preferred by our parents. But there’s a hierarchy in place, and we know where we sit on that scale. Lower than the middle, above human spouses, above human slaves, and certainly above the unseelie fae. But beneath everything and everyone else.

We matter when we benefit them.

So it doesn’t surprise me that this halfling sees me, looks at me, and wants to maybe find kinship in me, not just in the light lands—but in the Midlands, where there are less of us.

Aleana nods, but there’s a doubtful edge to her hard-set mouth, and her gaze sweeps over the Hall to watch the whore return from the bar. She studies her closely and, as her brother often does, makes no effort to hide the blatant stare.

My attention is fast snared by the bulbed honeywine bottle. She sets glasses down on the coffee table, but no one bothers with them. Samick reaches for the tavarak, a murky amber liquor with a thick stench to it that burns my nostrils the moment he pops off the cork.

Behind him, those jarred fireflies dim their lights as he moves, and I watch them fall to the bottom as if to play dead.

Eamon hands over the honeywine.

Aleana takes it, uncorks the lid, and gets started.

I flick my gaze to the harem worker.

A frown pinches my brow as I see she’s looking up at me from beneath her lashes, a blush spread over her cheeks as she takes the tray from the table.

“We’ll need more,” I tell her, and it’s not a lie because Aleana has polished off half the wine already.

At Comlar, no one pays for their drinks or meals. It’s all covered by the Licht and Dorcha. And so gluttony is abound.

My own included.

The harem female brings more bottles, and I ignore her odd looks.

The flames in the hearth gleam blue for a moment, a shade to match Aleana’s unsettling diamond eyes, and tells us an hour has passed. The First Wind has started—and it’s not long before fae start trickling in through the doors.

Our cosy quiet is quick to be stomped on. The more that come, the louder the laughs and chats become. And by the time those blue flames gleam again, then turn back to ordinary oranges and reds, I need to raise my voice just to talk to Aleana.

Eamon is pushed up on the side of the couch, near Samick, and they go over Samick’s coal-like throwing stars with interest. That textured black metal I recognize as ateralum, a dark material only found in Dorcha.

I tug the wine from Aleana’s grip.

Her gaze is hooded, and I wonder if it’s her sickly fatigue coming on, or it’s just the wine. Maybe both. Whatever it is, she’s aware enough to let the bottle slip from her grip, then she shifts to face me.

Tucked up, face-to-face, our knees press together, and if we were females who loved other females, this might look like a romantic, intimate moment.

It becomes a secret moment, though, when—with her eyes glazed—she whispers, “My brother loves you, still.”

Stunned, I blink. Just a flutter of the lashes.

My blank face doesn’t betray that my heart leaps up into my throat and chokes me. But my tight grip on the bottle neck does give me away.

I loosen a shaky breath and throw a glance at Eamon and Samick.

Eamon studies the rough edges of the throwing star, none the wiser to a confession Aleana should not have made to me, no matter our friendship.

Samick looks up from beneath his lashes—and his eyes have turned pure white. He frowns, only for a fleeting moment, before he looks down, and apparently decides to not intervene.

Undeterred, Aleana goes on, “He hoped we would be friends. I have so few, only my family and my neighbour, but she is human.”

Two things flicker into my sight, snaring my attention.

First, she speaks the breed of her friend with a twist to her mouth, a hint of distaste that doesn’t quite take.

Second, Samick stills as though ice creeps over him for a fleeting moment, a mere second, but it’s enough to earn a frown from me.

A sheepish look settles over Aleana’s face, like she didn’t notice Samick’s reaction to the mention of this human neighbour like I did.

“He said you had none at all,” she whispers, and it might be something to be ashamed of, that they all think I have no friends.

It’s true—but it isn’t.

The blush on my face is as hot as the flames in the fireplace. “At home, I only have Eamon for a friend.”

There are some acquaintances, I won’t stand alone at a field party, but friends…

Just Eamon.

Once, I had a female friend, Belladonna. Then I turned sixteen, and learned she was with child by a woodland fae—then she was banished to the Grott. I haven’t seen her since, not even read a letter from her in all the thirteen years since.

Aleana smiles her rouged lips, but it’s a drunk gesture. It’s heavy and lethargic. She appreciates my honesty, it comforts her, eases her embarrassment.

“He doesn’t…” I choke on my words. I look down at the bottle in my hands, and I pick at the leather grip. “Daxeel made it clear he never loved me.”

Aleana scoffs. “He lies. You hurt him,” she adds with a frown at me, as though remembering how she should dislike me, but can’t find it in her to do so. “He wrote to me often about you when he was stationed in your lands. I was so desperate to meet you.”

I hold my breath and hang on every word she says, and I feel them like stabs to the heart.

“Daxeel is not a soft male,” she sighs, her temples pressing into the cushioned spine of the chair. “But he found a happiness with you. I know he can rediscover it if he only let himself forgive you.”

My lashes are heavy with the tears stirring in my eyes. The thickness of my throat is eased only a little as I drink generously from the bottle.

“When he returned home…” Aleana’s face is tight with distant pain. “That was the first time in my life that my brother ever ignored me. For months, he spoke to no one, he battled in the rings constantly, pure violence, even fights at taverns. I saw then that you killed a piece of him.”

Pain twists my face and I turn closer to the chair’s spine, as if to better hide my grimace from everyone in the Hall.

I remember.

Always, I remember that look on his face, the last time I saw him in the light lands, that fleeting second before the rage hardened every part of him, before he ached to rip me apart with his bare hands…

I remember the hurt on his face.

“More than the slight, more than the shame,” she adds softly, “you broke his heart.”

The tautness of my voice betrays the shuddering tears I fight back, “Why are you telling me this?”

We might be friends, but her loyalties should lie only with her brother.

Then I recall her snarling face and sharp finger jabbing into the hard chest of her eldest brother, Caius—and I wonder if they fought about this, about her confessing these secrets to me.

“I want my brother happy, and I want, selfishly, to keep you.” She shrugs, and even that is a mix of grace and exhaustion. “So you know, don’t you, what you must do?”

Discreetly, I lift my hand to wipe at my cheeks. If Eamon looks over at us, I don’t want him seeing the tears.

The cool touch of her fingers grazes my knuckles, as though she means to comfort me. “You understand enough of our kind to know what you must do. Let him conquer you, punish you, let him balance the scales,” she adds in a desperate whisper, leaning closer until our noses touch and her eyes are reaching into my writhing soul. “Then find your happiness again.”

“And what’s in it for you?”

Her sly smile tugs into a toothy, dazed grin. “Litalves and their ulterior motives. Makes you all so untrusting.”

“But of course you have motives,” I say plainly. We all do. In everything we do, we each have a motive.

“I told you. My brother’s happiness,” she reminds me. “And a sister gained.”

If I have any response to give her, I can’t speak it. I can’t so much as think it before Samick sets an empty bottle down on the coffee table, a bit too hard.

It draws in my attention, but not Aleana’s.

I look to Samick, watch as he turns his cheek, then I trace his gaze—right to Daxeel and Rune who come in from the opened doors.

The moment his ocean eyes find mine, his mouth twists. He’s displeased to see me here, in the Hall. Usually, I’m on the tower. Maybe he feels I’m encroaching on his territory.

But whatever his thoughts are, he dismisses them for a full bottle of tavarak he snatches from the coffee table, then falls back into an armchair. Rune sprawls out on the sofa.

And Daxeel pays me no more mind. It’s as though it never happened, that brief moment of understanding out at the battle blocks, like no part of those realizations softened him to me.

Daxeel ignores me entirely.

No matter what Aleana says, it doesn’t change that Daxeel has a heart of stone laced with ice when it comes to me. And if I take her advice, it will be a journey of my own heart aching under his punishments—all for the feeble hope that he might one day forgive me.

So many ifs and maybes.

The first night I danced and he watched, I wonder if we had known then what we know now, what we would have done differently.

Might I have cut my stare to the throngs of folk in the crowd? Would I have watched the blades of grass devour the ants that dared crawl there?

And him…

Would he have cut me down as I danced?

He should have.

And I should have run.
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I’ve only just stumbled my way out of the Hall, reeking of honeywine and leaving behind Eamon who’s passed out on the couch, and Aleana who snores on the armchair.

The others are still there to watch over them.

Though I stumble every other step, the heels of my boots not quite cooperating with me, I’m not as drunk as them. So I trust myself to drag my way through the dim, quiet corridors to my bedchamber.

But it’s when I turn down the stair’s landing to the quarters that I start to feel how quiet it is. The corridor conducts the energy of the outside. The darkness isn’t just the loss of light as the sun sets, it carries something in it, something predatory. I feel it like claws scraping down my spine, the burn of its sentient gaze on me. That’s how it feels—sentient.

My skin prickles but I push on for the hallways ahead, where my room is tucked into litalf quarters. Candles flicker ahead, I see them, but each step feels less like heading for the light and more like heading into a trap.

Then… there it is.

The predator I sense in my bones.

Out of darkness, he comes, but I don’t see him. I feel him.

His muscled chest coming up to my back as he stalks me through the halls, the warmth of his mint-leaf breath brushing through my hair.

A familiar scent ripples over me. Those layers of polished metal, almond soap, and true earth thicken the air and tickle my nose.

I know who advances on me by scent alone.

Before I can blink, he has me by the hips and pushes me against the wall. My yelp is a strangled breath.

Soft mouth against the shell of my ear, his murmur is gravelled, “Hands on the wall.”

Even if I didn’t recognize Daxeel’s scent, I would know his voice anywhere, even when spoken so quietly, as though he’s part of the shadows in the corridor.

That breathy sound escapes me again. My skin prickles with the shudder that runs through me.

I obey his command.

My hands flatten against the painted wall.

The pressure of his palm is firm between my shoulder blades as he guides me into position, until my forearms are rested on the wall and my cheeks settle between them.

His other hand wanders.

That’s really what keeps me in place. Not the firm hold on my back that pins me, but the gentle ghosting of his hand down the curve of my hip.

I should be afraid.

I am, of course. Always afraid of the dark fae, always chilled to the bone around him. And now that it’s all so different, that he’s different, anxiety nips at my heels and lashes around me like the shadows themselves.

But being the fool I am, the excitement of it all is stronger, and the wetness is quick to gather at my core.

It takes that one touch, the shadows of the corridor, and his familiar scent to alight the fire in me. Bet he doesn’t know he could just click his fingers and I would crumble at his feet, ready for him, always ready for him.

The rough touch of his hand slips down the hem of my skirt. The pressure of his hand brushes over my smooth thigh for a beat, fingertips scraping over the garter strap of my stockings.

A pulse of feral energy runs through him. Against my back, his chest hardens and he’s bunching up my skirt in a rough hurry.

All of him presses against me. His muscular chest is solid against my back, the drop of his head to rest on mine, and the hardness of his cock trapped in his leathers that pushes against my ass.

He makes no move to free himself and shove into me.

I would welcome it. I would welcome him.

The thought of it, the anticipation, draws out a whispery moan from my lips and instinct takes over. I push my ass back against him.

That earns a hiss—a dangerous one—at the shell of my ear.

“Don’t fucking move,” and it’s his animal growling those words at me, his rage and hatred of me.

Those familiar thrills stir deep in my belly. I loosen a shaky breath, a battle of anxiety and arousal tickling between my legs.

I do as he ordered.

I’m as still as a statue.

I don’t move a muscle as the hand pressed against my back slides up to the nape of my neck—and holds, firm. He pins me in place with that, and I can’t move now even if I wanted to.

But his other hand means I really don’t want to. I want to stay right here, with him, feeling the rough touch of his fingers move around to my front, then dip to my cotton undergarment.

My breath hitches the moment his fingers drag down the line of my slit. Every bone in my body thrums to life with his touch.

Only a strip of cotton, my undergarment, prevents him from pushing his fingers inside me. And that strip is slick to the touch.

Daxeel wastes no time before he’s roughly yanked the cotton strip so hard that it tears, then he’s plunging two fingers into me.

A hollow cry escapes me.

Lashes fluttering, I hardly see the peeling paint on the wall as his fingers curl against that sweet spot. My legs tremble beneath my weight, but I hold steady.

At my ear, with each curve of his fingers, his breathing is steady and controlled, but a little harsh. Harsh enough that I sense the desperation in his desire for me—like he needs this more than he’s willing to admit.

He’s not gentle. His fingers are merciless as they plunge in and out of me, curving with each slam of his fist against my core, and I know I will bruise.

Faintly, I’m aware that there’s no sharpness of his nails cutting me, and so I wonder if he can vanish them, transform them into something neat and kinder to my core.

My walls start to flutter around his fingers.

His growl is throaty at my ear, like he tried to restrain it, but my own desperate whine steals his entire focus and he slams harder into me.

Chest so firm against mine, I’m pushed all the way against the wall now, my breasts aching from the pressure of it. The bite of pain stirs warmer in my belly, like it’s exciting me more, and maybe it is.

I’m not ashamed.

But not once does he grind his own excitement against my ass, or make any move to relieve it when it tightens against his leathers or twitches at the sound of my moans. He keeps his body against mine, his fingers deep in my cunt, his grip on the back of my neck, and his breath brushing over my ear.

There’s purpose to this, I realize.

Fleetingly, I wonder if he’s masking Taroh’s scent on me, reclaiming my body for himself, so that everyone here knows not to touch me again.

The thought is fleeting because, suddenly, his fingers slip out of me and find the hum of my clit. He pinches, firm, between two fingers, then uses the pad of his thumb to brush over it—

And oh my fucking gods.

His thumb presses harder against my clit, and I feel no pain, I feel nothing other than sheer tension lift through my body. My legs stiffen, my mouth parting against a silent cry, and my breath held tight. I’m ready to fall.

And just as I start, as the sensations erupt throughout every part of me, my cunt clenching tight, I moan against my forearm, “Oh godsssss.”

The words aren’t muffled enough, and they earn a snarl from him.

Curved over me, a shield and a predator, his growl is harsh against the shell of my ear. “When you come on my fingers, at my touch—you call me by my name.” There’s nothing playful in his words, this is a warning.

I heed it.

“Dax—aaghh—” My cry hitches over the last syllable of his name just as his thumb is replaced by several fingertips—and he rubs me, hard.

My nails cut into the painted wall. Flecks fragment and cut into my skin, but I feel only the wicked pleasure rising and rising until—

“Fuckkkk,” I whine with the shudder that trembles through me.

Then I’m cold and empty.

Daxeel suddenly steps back, abandons me in the midst of my climax, and I fall to my knees. One hand splayed on the wall, my moan turns into something pitiful. My hips jerk on instinct, as though I can ride out my climax on thin air and shadows—but that’s all that meets my desperation, because behind me, Daxeel stands and watches.

He punishes me this way. Brought me to the orgasm, flooded me with the pleasure, then stole it away.

The ruined climax is nothing short of aching and painful.

My face twists with a silent snarl that I throw over my shoulder at him. But the effect is weakened by the harsh breaths that escape me, and the daze of my eyes.

Daxeel stands by the other wall, but not relaxed. He’s as rigid as a warrior on the verge of attack. Hands fists at his sides, the ink on his right hand gleams like dark fae blood, those fingers slick with my elixir, and his eyes burn blue from the shadows.

Fight me, kill me, fuck me—seems he just can’t make up his mind.

But then he makes a decision.

Glowering down at me on the floor, smelling the excitement and climax between my legs, he lets a murderous look settle over his face. “How easily you’re brought to your knees. A perfect whore.”

Those words strike through me, and I think of that night. The one I ruined him, the night I made it clear to the court that he knelt for me, that he whispered my name, and I mocked him for it.

Revenge.

But there’s more to it than that.

I don’t read into the hardness of his cock straining against his leathers. Most males would react to a moment like the one he just took from me. It’s the clenched fists at his sides as he fights the obvious desire burning in his eyes to throw me to the ground and fuck me.

He just can’t let himself do that, because then—I win. That’s what he thinks, even if it’s far from the truth.

So I say nothing. I look up at him, letting him see the defeat in me, letting him drink in his victory.

Daxeel steps back and disappears into those thick shadows entirely. They swallow him up, and I’m left here on the floor, feeling every bit the discarded whore in love with her client.
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I scrubbed myself raw.

Daxeel left me in that corridor, his familiar and alluring scent all over me, and I raced back to the washrooms to bathe every fleck of him from my body. Not because I wanted to.

As much as I want him on me, all over me, inside of me, his scent will bring problems. Father will pick up on a scent I wear that isn’t my own, though he won’t pick who it belongs to. And Taroh might react if Daxeel’s far away enough that he feels safe to attack me.

I’m glad I did wash our secret moment away, since it was only an hour into the start of the Warmth when the knock rattled my rotted wood door and stirred me from memory-flooded dreams.

It was just a garrison boy, a human servant to run around and do odd jobs here and there, like this Warmth to deliver a message to me.

Father wants to see me. Pandora is back.

So I’m fast to pull on black breeches and a white sweater. My boots aren’t even laced up all the way, abandoned after I grunted something frustrated at their lack of cooperation with my shaky, still-sleepy fingers.

Now, the laces whip at my ankles as I scurry through the lower corridors to the offices.

The sheer size of the room gets me every time I push through the one door that opens, the one that groans louder than storms in the skies. The entrance to this once-ballroom comes in two heavy wooden doors. One of them is stuck after a dokkalf kicked it off the hinges, and the servants had to bolt it back in place.

I’m certain this grand space was once a ballroom, or maybe just intended for that purpose when the two lands came together to build this place.

Father’s desk tells of his position here. Among the fifty-odd desks and tables, his is one of the few at the back of the giant hall, tucked behind bookshelves and the tea station. The heels of my boots clack against the aged marble, all scuffed and scratched from neglect, as I rush between the rows to reach the backend.

Before I make it to father’s desk, I spot three shadows lurking beyond the shelves—and then a face pops out from behind the spine of the chair I always slump myself into. Cinnamen eyes that darken under the blue-tinted lashes that fringe them, coffee skin marked with tiny scars, and dark hair braided in such plain fashion that I itch to tug them off her head.

Pandora’s face splits with a crooked grin—and I mirror her in that fleeting hesitation, that one moment before I push into a run.

She’s fast like the warrior she’s destined to be, sweeps out of the chair in one fluid movement, her arms ready for me.

I slam into her, hard enough to hear a hiss come from father. I almost think the wince was concern, like I’d hurt Pandora or something, but I forget it the second her arms come around me.

She’s taller, much taller, so my face is buried against her collarbone. But after some moments, I turn my cheek to get a fresh breath of air, and that’s when I see the others.

Not just father, who doesn’t sit at the desk, but stands by it, his hand splayed on its edge. There’s a healer, one I recognize from home, the one who never quite helped me get through that so-called ‘common’ cold I had when I was little.

And Taroh’s father, Lord Braxis.

Lord Braxis is the one to give me pause.

I don’t hesitate at the sight of him because he’s the spitting image of Taroh in green eyes that remind me of lush grass, freshly rained on, in the sharp angles of his beautiful face, his tall and lean shape, or even the soft brown hair that glints red. I hesitate with a frown, then peel out of Pandora’s embrace, because what the fuck is he doing here?

Between Pandora and the healer, I see no reason at all Taroh’s father should be here. He has no direct business with Pandora or her health.

The frown cuts deeper into my puffy face, and I know it’s puffy because my sleep was wicked, fevered, and I was pulled too soon from it.

The sleeves of my sweater fall over my palms. I grip them and, lifting my fists, rub at my face.

“Rough night, as usual?” Pandora jests and tugs a loose strand of my hair that falls at the nape of my neck in the laziest, ugliest bun ever to curse these lands. But she doesn’t tug too hard, and that makes me turn my frown on her.

It’s only now that I read her—and see that the usual spark in her eyes when she pesters me is… dim? No, not dim—it’s vanished entirely.

She looks as weathered as I feel. But I’m hungover, so what ails you, sister? Before I can ask, it’s father who speaks, and my blood runs cold—

“Take a seat, daughters.”

I push by Pandora for the chair I prefer before she can steal it. She only hums something curt before moving for the one beside it.

In the company of Lord Braxis, I keep my ankles crossed, spine straight, and my hands folded on my lap. He watches me closely, and it feels too much like being in Taroh’s line of sight. I let myself wonder, stupidly, if he knows what his son has been doing in the shadows of these corridors?

Then I think of Daxeel, what he did in the shadows of the corridors, just last Quiet, and a blush creeps onto my cheeks. I swat at the heated images before they can stir arousal between my tightly pressed thighs.

Braxis leans back against the wall, his arms folded over his doublet-covered chest. The high neck of the coat grazes the underside of his pointed chin. And the way he watches me—only me—is cold. But on the odd occasion that he has acknowledged my existence with a glance, it hasn’t been the friendly sort. He doesn’t see me as a person, he sees me as a tool—something to be purchased from my father to unite the families in alliance.

And I know he only selected me for breeding. Halflings do better with this, conception, birth, the strength and survival of the babe. It doesn’t matter that I don’t want children, it only matters that I’ll be good at making them.

The healer doesn’t seem to realize I’m here at all. She’s given no looks of recognition or acknowledgement my way. She fusses over some scrolls at the far side of the desk.

It’s father who offers comfort. His smile is small, but sad. That sorrow touches his eyes, creased too much by the work he does to lift our family from ruins.

I don’t like the atmosphere budding around me. It’s thick and hard to breathe in.

I slash through it with, “What’s going on?”

I should have bit my tongue in front of the lord, I should have waited until I was spoken to. I’m not like Pandora, I’m not regarded as an equal or, in her case, a superior. I’m a halfling, and so my out-of-turn question earns a narrowed-eyed look from the lord.

Father shows no annoyance. His mouth just sets, grim.

Silence is my answer.

For a long while, we stew in it.

I hate it, I hate it so much that my nerves start to writhe in my gut, and I have the very human reaction to the quiet, where naturally my stomach starts to gurgle. It’s not loud, not like if I was a true human, but loud enough around the fae that I know they hear it, and my face is hot like untamed flames.

It’s Pandora who decides to help me.

She shifts in the chair beside mine and reaches out.

I place my hand in hers, a blank look to my face. I just can’t fathom what any of this is about.

“You signed as my second,” she reminds me softly.

Her fingers are smooth around mine. She gives a tender squeeze.

I blink.

That’s all I do as I watch her lick her lips before she draws in a too-long breath, then loosens it like an unwinding ribbon threaded with anxieties.

“And I cannot compete…” Pandora’s eyes flood as she smiles something tight, something pained.

I don’t quite hear her. I don’t quite understand.

A frown pinches my brow and my head tilts to the side. It’s like I’ve forgotten what language is, and I know I should hear her words, but I just… don’t.

“I am with child,” she adds, breathless.

Whatever that means, I don’t know. I simply frown at her.

With child.

Pandora… with child.

For some reason, the black-papered walls start to shift around me.

I lift my dazed look to the wall behind father, and I watch as it starts to peel away, like it’s crumbling. Even the furnishings… they shred before my eyes, as though they were only ever made from shadows and dust—then they fade away into nothing.

There is no sound to this destruction. It’s as silent as the grave in the office.

I think that’s where I am…

The Sacrament, the Sacrament, the Sacrament.

Memories of my hand clutching the quill, sliding its ink-dipped tip over thick parchment… my name signed as a second.

“We have exhausted every option.” I hear father’s desperate voice echo through the nothingness I’m floating in.

I don’t see him here in this empty space. I hear him, the panic in his voice.

“For the past week, we have had every scribe on the challenge. There is no way out of it. Not without another child in the family to take the oath. You must…” His tone softens. “You must compete, my dear daffodil.”

Distantly, I’m aware of Braxis speaking in his drawl, “It should be obvious that this concerns the arrangement between my son and your daughter. Only if she survives the Sacrament will I continue on her contract, and pay the tocher in full. But this does not account for any major injuries, head wounds that distort the mind, or of course loss of limbs—”

A sudden punch through my entire body throws me forward. I’m dazed, just blinking, as I fold over in the chair, my head between my legs—and a horrid retch crawls up my throat.

With it, the office suddenly blinks back into existence around me—and it’s a shattering experience. A second heave jolts me, and this time sick hits the ground between my boots.

No.

I’m crying… I only realise that now, with the black of my boots distorted into something clouded.

No.

Hands are on my back, rubbing in soothing circles.

I’m wide-eyed, hunched over, and the dizziness won’t subside.

No.

I push forward, and my legs wobble with the weight.

I stagger into the desk, seeing the office around me, seeing hands grab at me, and familiar faces in front of mine as I’m manoeuvred and handled, but… it’s so strange, like I’ve been knocked on the head with a stone, and I’ll never think right again.

“No…” I’m speaking that word, muttering it over and over between harsh breaths.

I hit out at the hands that dare touch me—traitor hands. Slick with my blood.

I turn—and I run.

The Warmth passed me by in a haze. The Breeze came and went. Now the First Wind brings a chill with it that I welcome.

I stand at the edge of the tower, as I have stood here all phase since I raced out of the offices, and I just stare out there into the darkness. For some time, I watched the fights on the battle block. I watched the brutality of it all. I watched Daxeel snap a litalf’s neck, kill him in cold blood.

I was sick again, leaned over the edge of the tower and aimed for the black bushes below.

But that was hours ago, and now I nurse a bottle of tavarak. I need something a lot stronger than wine, and the pain of its burn down my throat is welcome.

I stand, swaying in my numb existence, feeling only the cool kiss of the wind nipping at me.

Eamon stands behind me.

I don’t know when exactly he came, but I faintly remember his arms coming around me. If I gave much thought to it, I might understand that Pandora sought him out for me, told him all about everything, and he knew where he would find me.

Funny he used to be her friend, then I stole him away. Is there a little need for revenge that lives within Pandora like the bud of a flower, waiting for its day to bloom?

But now, Eamon is mine, and he holds me, my back to his chest.

I think he’s keeping me from jumping, like he fears that for me.

Aleana is as silent as death herself on the cushions.

No one else comes.

I’m glad for it.

No one needs to see me like this, as I am at my core. Afraid. And no one needs to see when I drop to my knees, held tight in Eamon’s arms, and scream until I can’t scream anymore.
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I’m sick often. I cry even more.

Mostly, I sleep in fever dreams.


17

††††††

Two whole phases. That’s how long it took Eamon to get me out of my bed. Aleana forced me to bathe, said I smelled like a peasant, but I don’t remember speaking anything at all.

After that, I was a ghost moving through the corridors. For three phases, that’s what I did. Wandered between worlds, not quite belonging to either. And that’s the truth of it, right? The Sacrament is a death sentence for one like me. So am I really living while I stand on death’s doorstep, just waiting for her to greet me?

It’s only when Aleana told me, reminded me, that in seven phases the Sacrament will begin with the first passage, that I was sucked away from the doorstep, into life, and pure panic.

I need to figure something out, and fast.

Like father said, I was quick to learn the scribes can’t help me. They told me that over and over, each time I shadowed them through the scripture hall, and pounded my fist on the doors to their private quarters.

With Aleana and Eamon, I even started to harass the iilra. The dark scribes, but they are different to our own. Where our Four Sisters—the princesses of Licht—hold the power to Licht, the iilra do just that for Dorcha.

But they can’t help. Or they won’t.

Whatever it is, they close the doors on me each time, and the last time was with the hiss of a threat that should I bother them again, I won’t even make it to the first passage.

I almost start floating again in that nothingness.

But the fear is an ice-sword speared through me, and it somehow keeps me grounded in my reality. So I have one last resort. One option that I pin the last of my hopes on—even though he won’t help me, and even if he wanted to, can he?

Daxeel is all I have in my fight against the Sacrament. Not because he loved me once, but because he’s an ancient bloodline ancestor. Maybe that’s something. Maybe it’s nothing.

But I won’t find out until I get him to at least acknowledge me.

His hands on my body in the shadows of the corridor a week ago have done nothing to thaw the ice between us. Often, in my ghostly daze, I see him around the common areas or in passing. If he even looks my way at all, he only ever spares me a cold and unreadable glance.

“—forge an alliance with some of your kind,” Aleana offers up her umpteenth strand of weak advice.

I’m hardly listening, tuning in and out as I sink deeper into the armchair she’s tucked up in again. This time, our shared space seems even smaller, since our laps are blanketed in scrolls that she fished out from the scripture halls or stole from the iilra’s private rooms, all so she can find something—anything—that will help me get out of the Sacrament.

These scrolls have been read to death, and there’s no secret to be found in them. Still, she tries, she reads and rereads, and if I felt much more than a dreaded fear, then I might be grateful for her. Eamon, too.

He’s no different, sat on the sofa that faces our preferred fireplace in the Hall. He should be buried in bottles, but he’s buried in tomes instead.

None of us look up as the familiar harem worker brings us some freshly bottled drinks. I don’t even look up as she walks a honeywine right over to me and pushes it into my hand.

If I did look at her, I might see that she watches me again, always with that blush, or maybe I would notice how she steals a strand of my hair from the arm of the chair and pockets it, how Aleana watches the theft with narrowed eyes.

But I’m only faintly aware of such things happening around me; they are distant echoes that whisper all around me, never quite able to draw in my focus.

“Alliances with the litalves only helps her in the second passage,” Eamon sighs, tossing a thick tome from his lap. It slams down on the coffee table with enough force to stir a cloud of dust from the other read-then-abandoned tomes.

With a huff, he falls back on the couch.

I drink.

“The first passage…” he starts, threading his fingers through his hair, and this phase, he wears them down as tight curls, not in the narrow braids he sometimes prefers. “That’s an individual trial. Always the same. Each contender needs to find their own dragon eye.”

Not a literal eye of a dragon. It’s a gemstone of sorts, one with a hole naturally carved out from its centre—and only ever found in dragon caves where they lay their eggs and protect them with so much ferocity that I wouldn’t make it a step before being burnt alive.

Many contenders die in that passage.

The dragon eye is the only way to balance between the veil of the worlds. Without one, the contenders in the second passage wouldn’t be able to harness themselves to this world when leaning into Mother’s ear. Without one, Mother would snatch the contenders up in her slumber and devour their souls whole.

The dragon eye is an anchor—but I need a fucking miracle.

I’ve finished off the wine by the time the First Wind brings with it both the chill in the air and the fae pouring into the Hall.

I hardly notice either and just lean my head back on the tall spine of the chair. I watch the candles flicker on the metal chandeliers and wonder if it will hurt when a dragon incinerates me, or will the force of it kill me instantly?

Bet I don’t even make it that far…

It’s a bloodbath between the light and dark before they even reach the caves, never mind the nests—and me being such a weakling among warriors, I’ve got ‘easy target’ painted all over me.

It’s all that rules my thoughts as more and more fae come into the Hall, even when the atmosphere lights up all around me. If I cared, I might notice that it’s something like the jovial mood of a public house in the Royal City, or even those more boisterous ones near the sea. Good spirits.

Unity.

That’s the whole point of it all.

In this Hall, with rows of long wooden tables and firm benches, and armchairs and fireplaces, and sofas and bar stools—light and dark come together. They mingle over heavy glasses of ale and laugh over pitchers of wine, like I don’t watch them kill each other on the battle blocks.

Liars, all of them.

Even Rune gets the judgement from me as he wanders into the Hall. My glare is cutting, and all he does is arch a brow before he falls into the other armchair.

Samick—the ice prince himself—isn’t enough to stir me out of my pot of self-pity as he takes to standing by the fireplace. But I don’t shoot him a glare. I think I would die instantly if I did.

It’s Daxeel who gets my second glower.

He moves like a shadow into the Hall, but as he comes our way, his jaw clenches and his daggered gaze slides to the side. He only just looks at her as she passes him, but I notice how closely the whore brushes up against the muscles of his leather-wrapped arm, I notice that she pauses enough to whisper a word or two that has him nodding his head just once, sharp.

Then they break apart as though they hadn’t interacted at all.

As he moves for us, his cobalt eyes are fast to cut into me, to find me on the usual armchair with his sister. But if he’s surprised to see the harshness of my tightened face, the narrowed slits of my eyes, and the twitch of my upper lip, then he doesn’t show it on his schooled expression.

So much is different now.

Ten years ago, if anyone told me I was to be stuck at Comlar with a Daxeel who hated me and an unbreakable oath to the Sacrament, I would have laughed, then cried, then ran. I would have fought this fate so wildly, so desperately that it would never have come to be. Even if it meant abandoning the fae lands altogether and disappearing into the human ones, lands I never desire to exist in for more than a stolen visit here and there.

My life is more to me than my wants.

I am not the type to fall on my sword for some greater purpose or pride or any other silly fantasy. What I value is myself.

Still, it’s all so overwhelming.

And I watch, narrow-eyed, as Daxeel snatches a bottle of tavarak from the table, then falls back onto the couch. Scrolls crumple beneath him, but he ignores them and kicks up a boot to rest on some tomes that litter the table.

My heart twists. No attempt to even pretend he gives a fuck about my horrible fate. One he knows I won’t survive.

Right now, I hate him.

He has every right and more to loathe me. I should expect nothing at all from him, if not the worst of fae nature. And yet, his hands on my body, just a week ago, tricked me into illusions, delusions.

The Daxeel who leans back on that couch, very much the relaxed dark warrior after a long, blood-shedding phase, is not the one I fell in love with.

Back then, Daxeel was… not youthful, but he was less than the male he is now. There was a softness in him in those days, a softness in even the sharpest looks he gave me, a tender spot that existed for me and a patience he’s since lost hold of.

Now, those eyes are weapons, and they wear the shadows of blood and death and torture. His own torture and those that he inflicts on others—and me. Yet, his nature is his nature, and there’s not a fleck of remorse to be found on him, in his eyes, or even if I were to cut him open and dig through his insides.

He is dark fae.

He is Daxeel.

And just like I am to these corridors, to him I’m a ghost.

With a harsh grunt, I push from the armchair, slam the bottle down on the coffee table, then storm off without a word of goodbye.

Eamon’s sad look follows me all the way out of the Hall. I feel the warmth of its pity on me. But if I look over my shoulder at him, I might see the dark one who has left the others behind—the dark one who follows me out of the Hall, stalks me through the corridors, and tracks me all the way up to the quiet of the tower.

The rain that falls from the darkness is a welcome downpour of what feels like ice striking me.

I lean my head back, angling my face to the onslaught, and spread my arms. My boots are firm on the edge of the tower, my body sways with the wind pushing and pulling at me.

Sometimes, I might like to fall.

My arms raise higher, like a phoenix’s wings on the winds, and I feel nothing other than the drop calling to me. Would I plumet immediately, or catch enough of a breeze that I could stay flying for just a second?

I’m not numb. I feel peaceful.

That peace is disturbed when the heat of a muscular chest brushes up against my back and the warmth of a breath rustles the tresses at my ear.

Even with my height raised by the rim of the tower I’m standing on, he’s taller than me.

Daxeel’s softly spoken words are a whisper at my ear, “What if I were to push you?”

Raindrops trickle down my cheeks like tears. “Then I would die.”

Against my back, his chest expands with a deep breath, one I don’t hear him exhale before his arm comes around my middle. “Though tempting, it is not your time.”

He yanks me away from the edge of the tower.

Pinning my back to his chest, he holds me up and takes me to the pile of cushions that circle a short and round coffee table. My boots dangle above the tower roof until, without warning, he lets me go.

On my feet, I land with a smack, my boots hitting the stone. Turning on him, I right myself and let the scowl twist my damp face. “Don’t you have a whore to visit?”

He’s some steps away from me, but close enough that I have to angle my face up to aim my scowl at him. He blinks his long lashes over eyes that stir darker under the black skies above. Droplets of rain fall on him as they do me, and I watch one droplet in particular slide down the natural fullness of his mouth.

A step closer to me, and his hand shoves into my middle. It’s a hard enough push that I fall back—and land with a grunt on my bottom. The cushions soften my fall, steal away the pain of my landing.

Yet I scowl up at him all the same as he looks down at me.

Towering there, his eyes gleam from the natural kohl shadows that line them, and his damp hair falls into his face. Leathers glisten in the drizzle that chills us up here.

“Is that not what I’m doing?” His voice is cold. He lifts the tavarak bottle to his damp lips and swigs, never breaking eye contact with me, and it’s only now I realize he still has the bottle from the Hall.

I don’t bite back at his calling me a whore.

Instead, I tug my gaze from him, then let defeat slump me on the plush cushion that almost eats me up. After a heavy sigh, I fish out a rolled valerian from my bodice. I use a firefly from the nearby glowjar to light it.

From the vapours of silver smoke, I watch Daxeel move for the coffee table opposite me. He lowers himself onto its edge, his thighs and boots spread to keep from disturbing my outstretched legs. If I were to sway my feet side to side, the nose of my boots would touch the inner edges of his.

And I’m so utterly aware of that—as though to have him so close to me, without sex, without others around us, means something. Or maybe I’m just letting myself fall back into the nostalgia of our shared moments, the memories of what I wish was still my life.

Resting a forearm on his thigh, he leans forward and drinks again from the bottle. He watches me. Always watching me.

“Are you even trying to do anything about it or are you content wallowing?” The gravelly undertones of his voice speak of weariness, of exhaustion.

Now that I think on it, it’s around time he is to leave the garrison for his home in Kithe.

He doesn’t.

He stays up here on the tower—with me.

I’m quiet for a moment.

I lick a raindrop from my bottom lip before I draw a short inhale from the valerian. His eyes hang on the movements for a beat.

My voice is so weak, hitched with unshed tears, but he hears me just fine, “The iilra won’t help. The scribes can’t. And my father doesn’t know what else to do.”

At the mention of my father, his eyes gleam like drawn swords fashioned from the depths of the ocean. “But what can you do?”

I frown through the cloud of smoke escaping my lips.

Daxeel finishes off the last of the amber liquor, then tosses aside the bottle to a cushion. Not once does his gaze leave me. “You might have a talent you can use,” he says. “Beyond your skills of seduction,” he adds with a bitter look, like he aches to be angry with me in this moment, but can’t summon the energy for it.

“Like what?”

He reaches out for the valerian stalk.

I lean forward and let him steal it from my fingers.

He smokes, one puff, two, then with a steady exhale, says, “Your sister has wings—had.” He gives a dark smile, as if to mock me for the loss of my sister’s wings.

Her grandmother was a sprite, which shows in the torn dragonfly wings my sister has permanently curved around her shoulders like a shawl since they were shredded in combat. So translucent, one has to look extra hard to spot them—and that’s if she doesn’t have them covered by blouses or armour, which she often does.

Happened so long ago, in training, when another warrior-to-be who was losing the fight against her tore them apart with his bare hands.

Daxeel mocks it, but I don’t feel the sting of the insult.

My mind is on his true meaning: What advantage do you have? What is your fae trait?

At first, I think he’s teasing me. Like he wants to remind me of my half blood, that I have no fae traits to boast, remind me of my inferiority in the fae realms. Every intention is to demean and devalue me, to pluck out my insecurities and inspect them in front of my very eyes.

But maybe he’s only trying to get me focused—to think up ways I can help myself in this mess I very much got myself into.

That’s always the way, isn’t it? I got myself into this pain and hatred with Daxeel, and into the bloody passages with the Sacrament. Yet I still can’t help but blame everyone else.

I lock my stare with his and lift my chin, “Glamour.”

A look of surprise flutters over his face. A swift slip of the mask he’s quick to pull back into place.

A blush steals my cheeks. “It’s only mild power,” I add, with a look I cut to the valerian loose between his fingers.

Not all fae have glamour.

I don’t mention anything about my other ability, the one to lie.

Really, I am not lying to him now. He asks after fae traits, and the dishonesty of my tongue is a human trait.

Silent and slumped, I watch him.

Like he doesn’t hate me, like he doesn’t want to punch his hand into my chest and tear out my heart all to watch me bleed and die, he frowns and tilts his head, as though curious, as though intrigued by me as he used to be. “Show me.”

I return his stare for a heartbeat, another, then a third, before I loosen a heavy sigh and push to sit upright on the cushion.

He watches me with those fierce eyes of his as I lift my hands to my mouth.

A mere touch of the fingers and—I bare my teeth at him.

His gaze drags over my teeth, each one of them—and not a sharp canine in sight. How human they must look. But he doesn’t look impressed, he only lifts his gaze to mine and stares. Waiting. More.

I turn my cheek to him and, brushing a lock of wet hair behind my ear, I let the sharp tip of my ear transform. It doesn’t really transform, this is not shapeshifting, but I manipulate the air and magic around me to change what others see when they look at me.

It’s only temporary, lasts a few hours at most, but I don’t tell him that. Not when I turn back to look at him, and though he lingers his stare over the human appearance of my ear for a beat longer than my teeth, he doesn’t react.

Still not impressed.

So I go for my finale. The one that’s hardest for me to pull off when I visit the human lands and want to better disguise the fae of my appearance.

I comb my fingers through my loose waves.

He watches each strand shiver, the magic pulsing around me, then the chestnut brown lightens to a lovely golden blond.

He studies it for a moment. The frown between his brow tells me this change of hair colour isn’t to his liking. But since the whore he is clearly fucking in the harem has such icy hair, I think he lies with that look. He must like blondes.

I wipe my hand through the shudder of magic that I feel buzzing in front of my face. With that one gesture, all glamour is erased, and I look like me again.

His eyes snap to mine.

He looks at me with such intensity that my insides writhe.

“That is valuable,” he says.

And new. Somewhat new.

Back in our shared time, I could only glamour leaves or parchment into human currency, or dark circles under my eyes into a brightened complexion, vanish away a small bruise here and there. Not this. This took a long time of practice.

I shrug and take the valerian.

Through an inhale of smoke, I dismiss the praise I sought from him, but the praise that feels empty in the face of the Sacrament, “It’s mild. I can’t trick my appearance to look like another’s. Just small things. Mud to stones, stones to copper, copper to silver. It wears off fast.” The best glamourer I know of is Affay’s brother, Prince Angus. He can glamour himself into camouflage. “So how will it help me in the passage? I can’t make myself look like a dragon, or even a shadow—it’s not that strong.”

And with my blood and breed, it never will be.

Daxeel just watches me for a long moment. It’s starting to feel like then—like the memories I cling to, like hate and rage is fading away.

If he has the answer, he doesn’t give it. He just reaches out for the valerian and takes it.

I slump against the cushion and let my head fall back.

I look up at the dark skies.

Up there, it’s like an abyss beyond the pearlescent light of the glowworms and fireflies, like if there was no light here on the tower, the skies would crash down on us—and crush us.

“Your kind won’t let me make it to the caves before they strike me down.” My voice is a whisper, a confession—words of insult against his race that I shouldn’t be saying to him at all. “Glamour doesn’t help me against them.”

I’m not wrong.

If the dark fae don’t take me out for revenge after what I did to Daxeel, to one of their own, then they’ll do it just to wipe out another light one or even to anger the litalf males—so wildly protective of their own females, they never want any dark male to have us.

So it’s no lie that I’ll be targeted, and this isn’t either, “I’ll be as useless in the first passage as a human servant. And I’ll last even less time than one, because at least a human servant has some value.”

Daxeel’s eyes gleam through the silvery cloud of smoke that lifts from the valerian. He considers me, and I don’t think he’s deciding on how best to respond, but more his mind is working on all the pieces on his own chessboard.

He exhales with a sigh. “Servants,” he echoes the word with a hint of disdain. “Your kind,” he adds, and I see in my peripherals that his teeth are bared only slightly, “are surprising in that way. For fae who can’t lie, you seem to lie about yourselves all the time.”

I frown at the skies above, feeling the cool burn of his gaze on my face. But to look at him, I’d have to tuck my chin to my collarbone, and that feels like a risk. I don’t want him being sucked back into reality, the reality of his hatred of me, the reminder of his rage.

I want him to stay here with me, this fantasy dome on the tower.

He answers my unspoken question, “Your humans are slaves as much as ours are. Not servants.” I hear the ash flicked from the valerian. “They are stolen from bargains or born in your lands where you snatch them up, if you don’t steal them from the human realm itself. You enslave them but call it servitude.”

My mouth puckers with a scowl, and raindrops drizzle onto it. “You have slave markets,” I argue. “You point to them in cages and keep them in damp conditions. It is not the same.”

“It is the same,” he says, but there’s no sword’s edge to his tone. He just speaks, like we did back then. “It’s only the transaction to acquire them that’s different. Your kind cannot self-perceive. Cannot see yourselves in the mirror.”

The rain falls harder now, striking us. But neither of us seem to notice or bother to shield ourselves.

I look down my body at him. The wet of the rain has his hair inkier than ever, and the rose of his mouth glistens.

“You fear my kind in the first passage,” he goes on, “but is it not the litalves who torment for fun, hunger to maim, yearn to torture? You have your Wild Hunts, your Eternal Dances, the Chase, rituals and sacrifices—and smile at the agony you inflict on those humans. But you look upon the dark ones as brutes and unevolved barbarians because we acknowledge our need to shed blood and to war and to kill. You judge us,” he adds darkly, “because we do not pretend that we are something else.”

I sigh up at the air. “Sometimes, I have the energy to bicker with you. Sometimes, I seek out a spat for the fun of it.”

Or just so you look at me.

“Not this Quiet,” I add. “My sorrow is for me, not the humans.” A bitter smile tugs at my lips. “But I might confess that I’ve missed you sparring me with your words—and make me think in ways I didn’t before. Even when you’re wrong.”

Silence is my answer, but only for some moments.

The coffee table creaks with shifted weight.

Again, I look down my body at him.

He has his weight settled on one knee, and he outstretches his hand to offer the valerian.

I slip it from his fingers—and the moment our skin touches, a flurried sensation runs up my chest.

For a beat, I do nothing but watch him—and his eyes burn into mine.

He reaches for my calves. The stockings that cover them are damp, too damp, and I might get a cold, but I hardly feel anything. I felt nothing at all when I first came to the tower. Then he found me, stirred a sense in me, but I was still numb.

Now, I feel.

I feel everything.

I’m trained to his touch. No other male can satisfy me as he can—and the tickling sensation at my core is calling to him.

His hands are firm on my calves as he lifts them from the ground and spreads them wide. He makes space for himself to kneel between my legs.

I don’t smoke the rolled stalk, I just let my arms fall limp at my sides.

His gaze finally unhooks from mine. He looks down at the hem of my skirt, the one that shields my heat from him. And then he moves for it, draping my legs over his shoulders.

A gasp escapes me.

The fullness of his mouth grazes the thin strip of cotton that shields my core from him. He presses a kiss there, one firm enough that I feel it through the fabric, I feel it push against the wetness of my slit.

Slowly, I loosen a relaxed breath and my mind turns to mush.

Teeth baring against me, he drags a gentle bite over my mound. My gasp hitches into a breathy moan, one that’s sound is sure to be carried away by the noise of the raindrops hitting the tower, smacking off cushions and disturbing the strewn about empty bottles.

Without drawing away, Daxeel reaches his hand to my underwear. He slips a finger around the strip and tugs it to the side.

The cool touch of his finger has my toes flexing.

Faintly, I’m aware of the valerian slipping out of my damp fingers and falling to the stone. It’s doused as it falls, the rain now pelting down on us, forming little puddles all around us.

The rain doesn’t exist to Daxeel in this moment.

It’s me he’s interested in.

He considers that spot between my thighs for a second, two seconds, three—then, with a throaty sound—his tongue flicks out against my warmth. That one, desperate flick, and he steals away the flavour of my wetness, gathered at my slit.

It’s more than the sensations that melt me. It’s that they are from him. My one, my dark male, my beloved and all. The one who hates me so much that I sometimes let myself doubt if he would ever touch me like this again, kiss me like this.

Kiss me, he does.

His hands find the meat of my hips and hold, firm. His mouth is hot on my cunt, focused only on the slit. His tongue is soft as it glides along my wetness, curls just beneath the hum of my clit, then flicks back down again.

Deep inside, I’m aching for him. A true ache, one that comes with an edge of pain, like if he doesn’t shove his way into me now, I might just force my way onto him.

But the thrill in my clit rings just as loud throughout me, and his lazy ministrations at my opening are driving me mad.

I want it all.

I want everything.

A grunt jolts me as I make to squirm against his face, angle his mouth to my clit, where I ache for him to take me in his lips.

He growls something of a warning against my core, his hands snatching up at my waist. He clutches my waist, hard enough to spring fingerprint bruises on my flesh, and holds me in place.

It’s not just his dark male nature that demands my submission, but the fragments of his anger at me. I know he feels it still, but it’s buried beneath desire, need, affection—and the control I understand he must be clutching onto as tightly as he holds me.

So I stay still.

I let my lashes flutter against the rainfall.

Limp, I’m pinned to the cushion, my legs useless over his shoulders, and no space to move myself against his face.

There’s no frenzy in him. No true surge of domination that I often found in our more intimate moments.

Victims to the rain, my clothes cling to my soaked skin, hair plastered to my temples and cheeks, and my dark male between my spread thighs—his kiss finally gliding up to my clit.

I moan something gravelled.

A shudder twitches my leg over his shoulder.

In answer, his growl rumbles through him, and I feel the vibrations on my cunt.

Still, through the hunger he must be battling, the feral need to take me now, he keeps his mouth on my clit. It’s slow and gentle, like one never ending, patient kiss. Like I’m precious to him, like he needs to be gentle with me always, like if he does what his nature calls him to do, and fucks me roughly, then I’ll break.

Oh fucking fuck, he steals my clit in his warm mouth and he sucks.

The groan that comes from my damp, parted lips is guttural enough to bring a blush to my cheeks, not nearly as feminine as I’d want it to be for him.

But if he’s displeased, I don’t hear that in his growl, I don’t feel that in the suction of his tongued kiss.

My lips part around silent words I speak over and over.

Yes, yes, yes.

Dax, Dax, Dax.

The higher my pleasure climbs, the harsher my breaths become. I don’t dare move my arms sprawled at my sides, no matter how much I want to reach down for him, fist his hair in my grip or take his hands in mine.

I’m not fool enough to move beyond the curling of my toes, the frown on my face as pleasure nips at me all over, and the rise and fall of my breasts as I scale that climb.

I had no idea how much I needed this from him. I craved it constantly, thought about it during the Quiet, in bed, each time I wandered my hand to the spot he works on. But to actually feel it—the absolute tenderness, the lovingness in the way he savours me…

It doesn’t just fuel my body, it soothes my heart.

Tears fall from my eyes. Happy and miserable ones.

My face twists with a frown, the strain of my nearing climax tensing every muscle in my body.

The tears slip away down my temples, into my hair, the ones that aren’t washed away by the rain.

My moan hitches—it silences for a beat.

Daxeel doesn’t pick up the pace or draw away, he keeps his warm and soft mouth on my clit, his tongue flicking and circling—

So fucking loving.

My back arches with the sudden hollow sound I shout. Something of a cry, something that sounds too much like his name.

And I tremble in his firm hold, pinned to the cushion, and my hands fisting nothing but damp air.

I ride out the shudders of my climax on his mouth.

Still, he grazes such soft kisses over the quiver of my core. A chaste kiss to my bud, a graze over my lips, a gentle flick of the tongue to taste my honey.

It’s only when my legs—draped over his shoulders—stop trembling that he stops. He turns to rest his head on the apex of my thigh. There, it stays for a moment.

Hands drift from my waist, then follow the curve of my hips to the width of my thighs. I stay utterly still and relaxed for him, I keep my submission, the one his nature demands of me.

He draws away from my exposed cunt. But he doesn’t pull from me entirely, he only starts to move over me.

Lips travelling the length of my body, his head is hung in defeat. And as he climbs over me, his hands press into the cushion and shift my sagged weight.

I blink wearily at the darkness that steals the sky away from me. Each whisper of his glistening mouth over my dress is a caress. I feel the heat of his breaths, how ragged they are as he fights for control—but control of what, I don’t quite know.

Does he fight to keep from fucking me or killing me?

Then my lashes flutter as he reaches my face.

Mouth hot on the line of my jaw, he licks his lips slowly—and I’m dough in his hand. The kiss he places there on my jawline never quite comes. It’s a promise, one that moves up to my parted mouth as he leans over me.

His lashes gently shut on the fog of desire in his eyes, and his lips press against mine. Soft, so soft. The memories of our kisses flood my mind.

I taste me on him.

My lips part just as his do.

The air is thick around us. No sound penetrates our bubble of delusion and fantasy. No Sacrament or shame or slight to ruin this between us.

Then I make the mistake of gasping the smallest breath of anticipation against his lips, into his mouth—

He stiffens over me.

Can feel his muscles clamp one by one, as though turning to stone, and a ripple of sudden anger pulses through him.

He inhales something deep and grounding through his nostrils.

Twisted, his mouth hardens against mine.

I don’t dare move.

He’s just been thrown back into the blizzard of reality—and that he was about to kiss me, now, after what I did to him.

A kiss is so much more than anything he just did to my core.

A kiss is love.

He’s not back on the field near my home anymore. He’s here on the tower with the halfling who watched him bleed, as she held his heart in her hand, and she laughed at him—in front of the entire High Court.

Tears prick my eyes. I swallow thickly.

But it does little good. His mouth latches on—but not to mine. He finds my shoulder and he bites. Hard.

Teeth pierce my flesh and a hollow cry rips through me.

The wet heat of blood spills over my neck, down my shoulder. I arch against him, legs tense over his hips, and the shout that’s trapped in my throat turns me rigid.

His teeth slip out from the fresh wounds. He doesn’t draw away, not as his growled words rumble near the blood spilling over my skin and onto the cushion, “You underestimate me. The lengths of betrayal and hurt I will reach, all to poison us. I will commit such atrocities that it’ll be impossible for either of us to forgive each other.”

My hands come to his chest. I don’t push against his pecs, but I hold and feel the frantic pounding of his heart against my palms.

Despite his words, despite the threat in them, he gives no fae promise. This is no bargain. He isn’t bound to his threat.

Is it Aleana’s words that spur me on, or even the sheer desperation I have for him?

Whatever it is, I expose myself. I’m vulnerable, and I don’t hide that as I whisper something pained and shaky into his ear, “Help me.”

I feel his frown as he turns his face to my cheek; I feel the dampness of my blood and orgasm on his lips that brushes my skin.

He blinks, a flutter of the lashes that tickles me, then his face smooths against mine. He’s slipping on his mask before he lifts up enough to bring his face to mine.

Our noses graze, and those midnight eyes are chasms I ache to fall into.

“I’ll die.” My voice is a whisper still, something breathless, but it hitches with the tears that leak down to my temples. “Daxeel… I am so afraid.”

His face shutters. A flicker of a blink, a fleeting wrinkle of a frown, and he looks down at my raw vulnerability. “Nari…”

I arch against him at the way he speaks my name, like a prayer, a promise.

“Vicious one,” he says softly. “If I knew a way to help you—” He leans closer, then brushes his bloody and honey-slicked lips over mine. “—a way that meant you didn’t have to enter the first passage at all—” I taste myself on his mouth. The rumble of a faint growl vibrates his chest against my palms. “—what would possess me to give that answer to you?”

His mouth twists with disgust and he spits those last words in my face. To you.

Daxeel shoves back from me in one swift move. The icy chill of his rage feels like lashes all around me, nipping at my cold, damp flesh.

For a beat, he looks down at me.

Standing over me, I must look pathetic to him right now. I’m sprawled limp on the cushion, orgasm between my legs, his saliva on my skin, and blood smeared on my shoulder. But the tears spilling from my eyes are the real pathetic part as I blink up at him.

“I will destroy you. I’ll see you on your knees, and you will weep at my feet. You will beg. And when all that is done, you will meet my dagger. This is a fae’s promise.”

He turns and storms off without another word.

I stay a while on the cushion, welcoming the punishment of the rain, and I weep. And then I scream, until I can’t scream anymore.
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the night I shamed him

††† TEN YEARS EARLIER †††

I sniffed a lot of roses and smoked a lot of valerian before I even got dressed for this night at the High Court. In the carriage ride, I feast on a whole black plum.

Father says nothing about my obvious nerves. He offers no comfort.

His fury, I can handle. It’s his disgust of me that cuts my gaze down to my lap each time he looks at me. Looks at me like I’m not his daughter, his favourite child, like he doesn’t love me at all anymore.

Even when he climbs out of the carriage, he doesn’t bother to turn to me and offer his hand. He just… stalks off. Leaves me behind and goes into the court alone.

Pandora is the one to help manoeuvre me out of the carriage. With so many steeds around, and the mush of the rain that fell throughout the day, the ground is mud. So she steals my hands in hers, pushes all our weight onto her own boots, then lifts me out.

She carries me to the pearlescent path, where my heeled sandals are safe from the grim ground.

I should care more about the dirt. Even care more about the sparkling tulle hem of my purple gown. But all I care about is that tonight is the night. The night I will walk into the High Court ahead, where the farewell to the dokkalves rages on in a wild party, and deliver a blow to my dark one.

Father will be watching. He will be listening.

And if he isn’t pleased by how lethally cruel my rejection of Daxeel is, then…

I can’t think of it.

I shouldn’t think more on it, not now that I walk the path to the High Court.

This is a time for composure.

And so I follow Pandora inside. She’s quick to separate. Not only because she’s off hunting for her husband somewhere in the court, but that father demanded I do this alone.

Before I so much as look at the throngs of dark ones, or lift my gaze to the beauty of the court, a very naked fae waiter slinks up to me. Rox—a woodland unseelie who has dedicated his life to serving the High Court—smells the mischief around me tonight, the cruelty.

His grin is wicked as he offers me the silver platter. He offers the wine chalices and the peach slices. I steal three slices and ram them down my throat, then take a particularly full silver chalice.

It doesn’t help with the nerves as much as I need it to, but it will dull the pain of what I’m going to do. It will help keep me from breaking down.

Rox dips his head and slips away.

I move for the far wall, near the gold chairs. Keeps me away from the festivities, hovering on the fringe.

Alone, I stand here.

Some steps ahead, the Eternal Dance merges with the fae who celebrate the night. No dark ones dance, I notice. They don’t grace the cream and ivory and gold tones of the dance podium, nor do they lurk around the thick curtains that hide away alcoves, or get close to all the lush flowers and vines that drape around the thrones.

Above, candle chandeliers drip wet gold that only ever hits the hungry green vines writhing up there. Those vines are helpful sometimes, might point a seeker to someone they search for in the court; other times, they might snatch them up and fasten them to the arched pillar tops.

Can go either way.

I only think of it because there is a human stuck up there. Coiled in vines, the man—maybe in his fortieth year—sleeps soundly. Maybe he is passed out, I don’t know. Perhaps only asleep. But I envy him a little. I much prefer the prison of the vines in this moment, rather be choked out by them than to stand here and do what I must.

I’m yanked back to my daunting reality when the wink of silver glares at me.

Those blasted glowing orbs that gleam from the arched ceiling catch on the reflection of Prince Affay’s crown just as he steps in front of me. Nearly blinds me, so I squint against the glare of the crown, but I don’t look away from the prince.

His grin is white, dazzling, and always wicked. His dark hair makes the pallor of his porcelain face all the more striking. But it’s the silver crown he wears and the ceremonial warrior uniform that remind me of who he is, not just another halfling I sometimes dance with.

To think that Prince Affay was born in the human lands—but is very much the halfling son of Prince Rain—and was raised there for some years, is a strange thought. He is so very fae, so very wicked.

I sense little humanity in him.

Even now as he closes the distance between us, his eyes gleaming at me with dangerous intentions. His slender hand lifts, and the tips of his fingers meet the glittered corseted bodice of my dress.

“It is a pretty gown,” he purrs, and leans to brush his nose over mine.

And so the rumours have spread through the court. Prince Affay seems to know all about what’s to happen tonight, or at least that my father has torn me away from the dark one I love.

So now… I’m fair game. The claim on me is lost, wiped away by the only one with the power to erase it. My father.

“Yes.” I stare at him blankly. “It is a pretty gown.”

The grin widens, seeming to split his face—and I wonder fleetingly if he’ll take a bite out of me. But the fear doesn’t rise up through the fog of the fruits, the valerian, the wine and the roses.

I’ve spent too much time with a brutal dark one, I fell in love with him, and so it takes a little more than some teasing from a light male to stir fear in me.

Fingers still on the rough grain of my glittery gown, Affay just smiles at me. He knows me well enough that it comes as no surprise I don’t thank him or return the compliment.

I do not like to thank anyone, for anything, and so there is no gratitude found in me just because a prince thinks my dress is pretty.

“The vines are abuzz with rumours,” Affay tells me, and his hand has not left the middle of my bodice.

He tells the truth; those vines do love to gossip.

“To meddle with a dark one,” he pauses to tut, his smile never fading, “is dangerous indeed. I didn’t think you had it in you, Nari.”

I merely look up from beneath my lashes at him. If unimpressed had a face, it would be mine.

Affay, always wanting the most trouble around. It’s not me he wants, it’s not me he’s flirting with.

He flirts with danger. He wants the destruction of my scorned dark one, to see Daxeel’s rage destroy all around him.

Affay, simply put, is a fucking menace.

“You will dance with me once you are done breaking your darkling,” he decides—and it is a demand. But one that works in favour of my plan.

To break Daxeel, Prince Affay comes in handy.

Finally, I step back with a sigh and down the wine in the chalice. I slam it onto the tray of a passing servant, then steal my next drink. “Who else would I give that dance to?”

My words are as empty and lifeless as my heart.

Affay is no fool. He senses that. And it brightens his eyes.

“Then I will keep close,” he says, then disappears into the Eternal Dance.

I stay by the wall with the glassless windows, where vines shudder and slink like snakes. It’s closest to the dokkalves who stand rigid and unfriendly down the wall, the dark fae who just watch the festivities on their final night here in Licht.

I don’t look over at them. I don’t scan the faces for the one I yearn to see, but the one I must see crack. He will find me.

And so I stand here, on the edge of the Eternal Dance, far opposite the dais, where Prince Rain sits in his throne. But given the special occasion, some more royals have joined the High Court tonight. Princess Skye and Prince Hunt, and even the bedder Prince Ocean, are on their thrones tonight.

Not often more than two watch over the court in one night.

But tonight is unique—our farewell to the dark ones. It’s not really about celebrations, but a political smile as false as the one I will soon use.

Down on the edge of the dais, I spot a throng of nobles and warriors. Pandora is there, she stands with Ronan—and with Eamon.

My heart aches suddenly.

I suck in a sharp breath, then scramble to rebury the feelings, the emotions that threaten to ruin it all. If I let myself embrace the hurt, I might not go through with it.

So I tuck my gaze to my chalice, avoiding the wild and wide-eyed stare of Eamon. The stare that tells me he’s just learned everything from Pandora.

I know he will rush to my side. He will plead with me to not do this. But he is so far across the court, the Eternal Dance his obstacle between us, that he won’t reach me in time.

I polish off the wine with a harsh swig, then toss it aside. The chalice bounces off a cushion against the wall.

I watch it roll onto the marble floor, an unsettled cloud drifting over me.

I’m about to fix my sights on another chalice when a pair of cinnamon eyes catch my gaze. Father stands on the second dais, tucked at the edge with some familiar-faced nobles. Among the nobles is Taroh’s father, Lord Braxis.

Both of them have their sights on me.

So Braxis must know enough to be invested in this moment. Wants to see the fall of both me and my dark one. How sweet this must be for him.

Then father’s gaze lifts—and his mouth twists with a frown of disgust at something over my head.

My insides shiver with a chill.

Might be sick.

I know it’s Daxeel he’s aimed his attention at, Daxeel approaching me from the entrance I hide away from down the far corner of the wall.

The long inhale I take shudders my chest.

Faintly, I’m aware of Affay moving through the Eternal Dance. He’s coming to watch, then steal me away for the dance I half-promised.

Don’t be sick.

I catch Daxeel’s scent moving over me, the scent of polished metal, those weapons forever strapped to his thighs and biceps; almonds from what I suppose is his preferred soap; and undertones of something earthy, but not quite of my land—earthy, but with a hint of fresh ink and the faint copper of blood.

It’s a sharp, striking scent, one I recognize instantly.

I’m not as welcoming to it this night.

My face hardens as the heat of his chest comes up to my back.

I force a practiced smile, the smile I keep for my dances and for dinners with fae I couldn’t care less about, but the ones father orchestrates schemes and alliances through.

I turn to face him.

And I almost shatter.

Daxeel’s anger is obvious. It’s in the storm of his eyes, those deep cobalt threats homed in on me, made darker by the tousled inky hair falling into them.

Don’t fall to your knees.

But then I read him closer, when he reaches me, looking down at me, and I see the twist of concern on his full mouth, the way his muscles have tensed against the rage stirring in him, and I know he fights his darker urges all to keep me unafraid of him.

Don’t you dare weep at his feet.

He still plays our game.

I can’t afford to play anymore.

The stakes are too high.

His brow knits. “I threw stones at your window.”

There’s an inflection in his tone, a light question as he tries to catch up, to read this side of me he hasn’t yet seen. Calls me a vicious female, a vicious one—but he hasn’t ever seen how vicious I can be.

I let the false smile turn bitter as I lean my weight back onto one foot, and then I run my gaze over him. I inspect him like I might do an upright, dancing worm. Mild interest, faint amusement, but seeing exactly that—it’s only a worm.

The gleam of the pearlescent court flickers over his honeyed skin. Some nights ago, I would have stroked my fingers over his smooth skin, if only to feel how firm and hard it is as though sculpted from bronzed marble.

His frown deepens.

“Yes, you did,” I say lightly, and the smile hasn’t faltered. I wear it as plainly and obviously as I wear this gown. “And I ignored them.”

Hair piled atop my head in twists and buns, only some strands fall loose around my face. I reach up and steal a lock, turning it over and over in my fingers—not nerves in the gesture, but a wicked glee.

The truth is, I didn’t hear the stones on my window. I had no idea he came to me at all, not after father found out.

The heat and chill of new eyes find me, find us. More watch, some dark and others light. They step and edge and inch closer—but father’s unyielding gaze is the one that burns hottest on my face.

Daxeel takes some moments to finally let the mask crack. His frown fades away, his lashes flutter with a stunned blink. But still, he doesn’t let rage take over.

“This… was a game to you?” he asks, the doubt in his tone matches the uncertainty in the way he tilts his head. His lashes cast shadows down his clenched jaw, deepening those dimples of his, ones that I’m sure can break hearts.

He doesn’t believe me.

And it’s not as though I can blatantly lie with so many eyes and ears on us. We’re not exactly the centre of attention, too far in the corner of the court, but we have an audience of at least two dozen fae, and most of them are dark ones.

My grin fades. I don’t break away from our locked gazes as it softens into a wicked smile, and I look up my lashes at him. “Everything in life is a game, isn’t it?”

“This isn’t you.” His sets his jaw, firm. “This is your father.”

Those fucking dimples carve into his cheeks. But I don’t let the sight of them break my resolve. I hold onto it as best as I can, because if I let myself for just a moment feel, then I’ll crumble.

My mouth bunches with a practiced pout. The seduction glitters in my eyes, matching the purr of my voice, “Father says my fun is over. I’ll have to find another to play with.”

That does it. One way to get a dark male to loathe you is to let him love you, reject him in front of a court full of fae, then dangle the bait of another lover in front of him.

And the look he gives me…

It’s not just of hatred, it’s feral.

I fight the instinct to take a step back. I steel myself in my relaxed position, and I keep that tress wound around my finger. I toy it with, making it very clear with that single gesture what I mean to say, ‘how leisurely I toyed with you’.

Thank the gods for our fruits and roses and valerian and wines, because without all of them stuffed into my body, I would scream and run at the sight of Daxeel right now.

In front of me, the dark male I know transforms. He reveals that side he’s kept hidden from me so well. Carved from muscle, his body suddenly seems taller and stronger than ever. His leathers tighten as his fists do at his sides. But it’s the murderous look he wears that really turns my blood to ice.

“You shame me?” The words don’t growl out of him; they are sheets of ice, and I feel the chill of them crawling over me like invisible spiders.

A light laugh catches in my throat.

More are watching now.

I step closer—and let my hand lift to his strong, defined chest. But I don’t look away from his fierce gaze, not once as I drag my fingertips down the lines of his muscles.

“Shames and slights,” I sigh. “What I know is I got your kiss, dark male.” The grin sweeps across my face and I lean into him, angle my grin up at him, and I croon my next words, “Now, I will dance with another. Maybe I will get his kiss too,” I practically bat my lashes at him, “Is your brother here? I heard he’s something of a bedder.”

The ripple of fury doesn’t just come from Daxeel. It’s blasting at me, hot and cold, from all angles—from the dark ones.

I press my fingertips harder against his solid chest, feeling the rapid beat of his heart, feeling the rumble of a buried growl as his face twists and reveals all those sharp teeth he aches to rip me to shreds with.

Then I push myself from him, one step, two steps.

Shadows seems to lick at him, at his heels, at the darkening eyes he pins me with. That rage burns with a desire to practice all his torture skills on me. I don’t doubt that if we weren’t in the High Court, he would do just that—torture now, kill me after.

I smile something small and release the lock of hair. See how I let you go now, dark one? Believe my lies, please don’t look too closely and see how I’m dying inside.

I make to turn towards Prince Affay. He’s pushed himself to the edge of the dance, his hand outstretched, and his eyes more alive than I’ll ever feel again.

But I hear it. I don’t think anyone else does. Maybe the hem of my gown swishing over marble buries the sound. Maybe he calls it to my mind and heart like magic.

But I hear it, that soft whisper, a plea.

“Nari…”

My inside thrash. Then I feel them spill out of me, like I’ve been gutted where I stand, like they’ve been ripped out of me in a frenzy.

I’m glad I’m turned away, otherwise he would see the shutter of my face, the flicker of a grimace in that one second before I put on the ugliest calm I can summon.

I look over my shoulder at him.

“How I like it when you whisper my name.” If I grin wide enough, maybe I won’t cry. “I wonder which other dark males I can bring to their knees—and will they whisper my name, too?”

It’s a sudden eruption of growls and shouts and snarls.

Dokkalves move in on me, and it’s nothing like it was when I challenged Daxeel in front of them with a dupe dagger. But their steps, while strong and purposeful, are few.

They know where they are.

I am safe.

So I smile at Daxeel’s now stony and unreadable face.

Daxeel cuts his gaze up at the second dais, the smaller one, where my father stands, but my father watches me and gives a slight nod of approval.

I turn for Prince Affay.

His soft hand closes around mine. But his hungry eyes are fixed on Daxeel as he draws me into the Eternal Dance.

Humans, trapped forever in this court, sway and swivel all around me. The deeper into the dance we go, the more the humans weep.

I pay them no mind. To me, they are statues and shadows.

But it’s a battle to fight my own tears as I swallow back the lump in my throat, then let Affay take me in his arms. He holds me close, so close that his mouth is a graze over my temple as he dips his head and whispers, “You surprise me.”

I’m strongly aware of those dark gazes on me, still. Even Daxeel, I think, might be watching me. I know father is, and yet I can’t find the strength to face any of them. Not even Eamon, because I know how he’ll look at me.

My voice is a murmur, “You underestimate me.”

An urgency hushes over Affay’s tone, “Prove your loyalty. Kiss me now as he watches you.”

The ultimate betrayal. The salt rubbed into the iron-daggered wound.

The dance in front of the slighted, shamed and scorned Daxeel isn’t enough to satiate Affay’s hunger for pain. He wants so much more.

Affay’s grin twists against my cheek as he dips his head down, luring out my lips for his. “An act so irreversible to a dark male in love. Words can be healed, but not a kiss—”

I don’t bother letting him finish his attempt to manipulate me. I don’t need convincing. Father has already convinced me enough.

In a blink, I cut off his words.

Silencing him, I lean into his arms and press my mouth against his. It’s a chaste kiss, but firm enough to spread the message through the court to anyone who still watches.

A thunderous crack splits the court.

I flinch and—still trapped in Affay’s firm hold—throw a wild look around. I almost expect Daxeel to be storming his way through the dance towards me, to be snapping necks as he goes.

But I don’t see him.

I see a lot of dokkalves glaring my way, but some, a handful of them, face the wall I’d been standing at when I crushed Daxeel in my fist. There, on the wall, a thick black crack runs up the marble, all the way to the arched ceiling.

And skidding over the floor are the fragments of what looks like it was once a solid gold chair.

Daxeel threw it, must have pitted it at the wall when my lips touched Affay’s.

The sheer strength of it loosens a shuddered breath from me.

It was the wall or me, I have no doubt about it.

Now, Daxeel is gone.

And I’m glad for it, because any moment now I’m about to break. I’ll crack like that wall.

“Delicious.” Affay purrs, so very pleased with it all. “Was I everything you imagined?”

I step out of his hold and turn my gaze up at him.

The tears have started to stir, but I smile something horrible.

I tell my first absolute truth of the night, “I’ve had better.”
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††††††

‘What would possess me to give that answer to you?’

Those words haunt me all through the next phase.

‘If I knew a way to help you…’

A part of me feels like I’m on a trail. It’s a trail lined with breadcrumbs leading through the dark lands.

I think of the night he set an actual trail for me, ten years ago, but fresher in my memory than yesterday, and he did use breadcrumbs then.

‘A way that meant you didn’t have to enter the first passage at all…’

He could just be baiting me. But then, I do know Daxeel.

This isn’t a sort of love where I’m romanticizing the idea of him, a fantasy male. I know him, I see him, all of him, and I love him wholly.

So I know him well enough to pick up on the clues he’s peppered throughout his words to me.

Daxeel does know a way out of this for me.

That’s why he followed me to the tower. That’s why he stayed up there with me. But why would he tell me the answer?

That’s the question he wants me to mull over.

And I do.

There is only one answer I settle on for longer than a moment. The one I am certain of.

Daxeel wants something in exchange for his helping me. He wants a trade.

I don’t need to think twice about what he might want from me. His mouth on my core is answer enough. But his anger with me tells me it isn’t sex he wants.

Daxeel wants me on my knees for him.

This doesn’t ease the panic that brews in my chest.

The Sacrament is just around the corner, and if I’m wrong about what Daxeel wants from me, then it could just be the deadliest mistake I’ve ever made. Especially with his threat. No, his promise. A fae promise.

I need to be certain of a few things before I do anything silly.

Before I offer a bargain to him, I need to find the whore and learn what I can from her; but also, I need to tell Aleana the truth about what’s been going on between her brother and I. Her loose lips can save my life.

If I’m wrong…

I shudder to think of my fate.

But it’s this risk with him… or certain death in the Sacrament.

I told you before. I didn’t lie.

I’m a fool.


Cursed Shadows will return…
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GLOSSARY

Fae Races

Seelie

Litalves (light ones)

Dokkalves (dark ones)

Unseelie

(termed ‘wild fae’ by the litalves; ‘others’ or ‘lesser’ by dokkalves)

Woodlanders

Gnomes

Brownies

Selkies

Pixies

Goblins

Sprites

Beast Fae

Ferals

(a bloodline of unevolved dark fae)

Wastelanders

(regressed dark fae, banished)

††††††

Traits & Marks

Fae Mark

(exclusive to light fae, a physical deformity or accentuation, often without advantages, such as thin wings without flight, ribbed skin, natural scarring, discoloured eyes)

Royal Mark

(exclusive to dark fae royals, a physical mark of ancient warrior ancestry, such as tails, wings, claws, full-body shapeshifting)

Fae Trait

(a magick, talent or skill specific to fae blood, such as glamour, brewing, shapeshifting, tracking, enhanced senses, sixth sense, etc. Fae exhibit only one fae trait, regardless of race)

Human Trait

(a human trait or ability expressed in a halfling, often one that defies the natural order of their fae blood, such as the ability to lie or break bargains)

††††††

Breeds

Fullbloods

(born from one fae species)

Halfbreeds

(a mix of two races, either hybrids or halflings)

Hybrids

(born from two fae races)

Halflings

(born from fae and human)

Kintas

(halflings born without magick, apparently human)

††††††

God Incarnates

iilra

(band of magickal divine-connected females from ancient bloodlines—dark fae, non-royal, celibate & servants of royals)

Four Sisters

(four princess of Licht, born from the divine ancient bloodline, worshipped above all earthy beings. Magickal light fae, royals, considered incarnated goddesses)

††††††

Licht Courts by order of importance

Queen’s Court

Light Court

Soul Court

Sun Court

Seasons Court

Sea Court

Dorcha Courts by order of importance

Royal Court

Shadow Court

Death Court

Dark Court

Ice Court

Blood Court

Free Lands

Midlands

Wastelands
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